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‘Older women’s experience of 
work is unrelenting, physically 
and emotionally challenging, 
and underpaid or unremunerated.’ 

Older women: the hidden workforce4 Access to economic justice 5



Access to economic justice 7Older women: the hidden workforce6

‘The voices of older women 
are often absent, and their 
concerns neglected. ’ 

Older women: the hidden workforce6

Foreword
The world population is ageing, and women are the majority of those 
considered to be older. Older people are often presented as a burden; 
dependents who take but do not provide. 

This report shows how far that is from the truth 
in low and middle-income countries, highlighting 
the ways in which women over the age of 60 
take care of their grandchildren, grow food for 
family consumption, carry out work in community 
projects, and earn money, generally in precarious 
informal work, to support themselves and 
their families. 

However, these contributions to wellbeing and to 
the economy tend to be invisible to policy makers.  
Too often data on the population of ‘working age’ 
uses arbitrary cut-off points, such as 60 or 65, and 
labour force surveys invariably underestimate 
informal work. Even data on the care economy 
often leaves out grandmother-carers and focuses 
on older women only as people that need care. 
Much attention is now rightly focused on bringing 
the voices of young women into international policy 
processes such as the 2030 Agenda’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and the Generation 
Equality campaign, but the voices of older women 
are often absent, and their concerns neglected. This 
report brings the voices of older women in Ethiopia 
and Malawi into the public domain.  

“I wake up at 6:00 a.m., cook food for 
children, send them to school, and wash 
clothes and dishes until 9:00 am. I then get 
out of home to work to earn money. There is 
no rest; I usually go bed at 9:00 p.m.” 
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban Ethiopia

The lives of all women are constrained by gender-
based inequalities, but in addition, older women 
face age discrimination. Examples uncovered by 
this report include being expected to carry out work 
on community projects without pay, even though 
younger people are paid for their contributions; 
being denied access to credit because they are 
beyond ‘productive age’; and  lack of opportunities 
for better jobs. 

“The younger women live a better life 
because they are still energetic and are 
given good jobs that fetch reasonable 
compensation unlike the elderly who are 
offered low jobs that offer meagre wages. 
Older women may also have the money 
earned taken away from them by those they 
stay with.”  
Younger woman, urban Malawi

In making plans to ‘build forward better’ from the 
COVID-19 pandemic, we need to ensure that we 
reflect the diversity of women’s experiences in 
later life, including how they continue to contribute 
to the wellbeing of others and to the economy 
through their work, both paid and unpaid. This 
timely report puts forward well-argued policy 
recommendations to create the conditions in 
which older women can thrive and continue to 
make these contributions. It shows how important 
universal social pensions are, not only as cash 
transfers that serve to alleviate the poverty of those 
who can no longer work, but to support the ability 
of older women to continue in their valuable work if 
they should choose. 

Older women: the hidden workforce invites us all to 
challenge our own, often internalised, stereotypes 
about older women not being productive, lacking 
aspirations for their own futures, and being a 
burden on other generations of women. And it 
challenges policymakers, researchers and donors 
to fully recognise and include older women as part 
of their efforts to support the fulfilment of women’s 
rights and the achievement of gender equality.

Diane Elson
Emeritus Professor
University of Essex 
Occasional Paid Consultant 
Volunteer with UK Women’s 
Budget Group, Grandmother-Carer
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Executive summary
Globally, older women in all their diversity are contributing 
unrecognised yet critical support to their families, communities 
and economies through their paid and unpaid work. 

Without their contribution, households would 
lose out on economic and social opportunities, 
communities would be less cohesive, and society 
would struggle to function fully. Older people, 
especially older women, are integral to the global 
economy and yet they are not recognised for their 
work; older women are a hidden workforce.

Older women have a human right to live in dignity 
and to achieve their own aspirations – this includes 
the fulfilment of their economic rights alongside 
recognition of and support for the paid and unpaid 
work they do. While older women’s unpaid care and 
other work is a positive force that underpins the 
economy and development, many older women’s 
experience of work is unrelenting, physically and 
emotionally challenging, and underpaid 
or unremunerated. 

The problem is not the act of work itself, but that 
the conditions needed to support women to 
achieve their economic rights in older age are 
rarely in place, particularly in low and middle-
income countries. 

This report gives voice to older women’s 
experiences of work in Ethiopia and Malawi 
and sets this research in the wider context of the 
economic challenges facing older women in low 
and middle-income countries globally. Through 
qualitative research in urban and rural settings 
we have gained a deeper understanding of what 
is driving older women’s ambitions and what is 
stopping them from accessing the type and 
amount of work they would prefer to do.

Older women and work: key facts
How many older women are in paid work?
In low and middle-income countries, pre-COVID-19, 
around one in seven women aged 65+ were in the 
labour force1, and in Sub Saharan Africa this was 
particularly high: two in five older women. This 
compares to one in ten older women in the labour 
force in high income countries.2  

Since labour force surveys do not always fully 
capture older people’s work, this is potentially an 
underestimate. The proportion of older women in the 
labour force globally has increased since 1990 but has 
reduced for older men.3

How many older women access pensions? 
Around 20 per cent of older people in low-income 
countries have access to a pension – and older women 
are less likely to have access to pensions than men4.  
Globally, more than two-thirds of older people above 
retirement age receive a pension – in Europe, 95 per 
cent of older people have access to a pension, while in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Asia and Arab states the 
average is less than 30 per cent.5  

However, there is a ‘gender pension gap’ in all contexts 
globally, including Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) countries. 6,7 

How much unpaid work do older women do? 
Pre-COVID-19, older women globally were doing 4.3 
hours per day unpaid care and domestic work on 
average8  – this is likely to have increased during 
the pandemic.

Who does informal work? 
Globally, the youngest and the oldest workers are more 
likely than other age groups to be in informal – not 
formally regulated – employment, with older workers 
more likely than younger workers. In the poorest 
contexts women are more likely than men to 
be informal workers.9

What is the effect of the pandemic on older informal 
workers? 
Older informal workers, both women and men, have 
seen a slower return to their pre-pandemic livelihoods 
than other age groups.10  

What happens to grandparents who care for their 
grandchildren without support? 
‘Skip-generation’ households, where a grandparent or 
grandparents live with grandchildren, face particular 
challenges with poverty, health and mental wellbeing; 
and where the children’s parents have passed away, 
these are the poorest types of households economically 
in low and middle-income countries.11,12

Why is older women’s work hidden? 
Systemic gender-based inequalities which 
accumulate throughout women’s lives, ageism, 
and a lack of public awareness are leaving older 
women in many contexts facing high exposure 
to discrimination, exclusion, poverty and health 
inequalities. The unpaid care work of all women 
is often not included in economic measures and 
policy planning, despite the inability of economies 
to function without it. Older people are also often 
excluded from measures and analysis of paid 
work. Unfortunately, older women’s contributions 
are often entirely overlooked, making their work 
appear even less valuable. Assumptions that older 

women are recipients of care obscure the diversity 
and complexity of older women’s lives, relegating 
them to the side-lines of efforts to achieve women’s 
economic empowerment and gender equality. 

Data gaps are often cited as the reason for older 
women’s exclusion from policy. Many census, 
administrative and household surveys overlook 
older people or directly discriminate against them 
by using age caps.13 Where data is collected, it is 
often for a single generic category of 50+, 60+, or 
65+, which hides the diversity of experiences of 
older women at different ages. 

The need to take action
With fewer than 10 years left to achieve the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 
the 2030 Agenda, it is more urgent than ever to 
tackle gender equality and women’s economic 
empowerment through a ‘life course approach’ 
that includes older women, taking into account 
older women’s economic rights, their perspectives, 
their economic roles, and the contributions they 
make to society.14 SDG 5, to ‘achieve gender 
equality and empower all women and girls’15 and 
the SDG commitment to ‘Leave No One Behind’16 
cannot be realised without a greater focus on 
older women’s rights and contributions. 

Women globally, but particularly in low and middle-
income countries, reach older age with fewer 
assets and savings, are less likely to own property, 
and face barriers to accessing the pensions, work 
opportunities and income security that ensure their 
autonomy and dignity.17

Traditional support mechanisms that older 
women and men relied on have been fractured 
by trends and changing social contexts that 
pre-date the COVID-19 pandemic; these 
include economic migration, rising living costs, 
humanitarian crises, the climate crisis, and 
other health epidemics.18,19,20 The COVID-19 
pandemic has reinforced the barriers that older 
women are facing to access many of their rights, 
and has triggered an increase in ageism.21

Although not all older people are living with 
disabilities, they are more likely to be, and global 
prevalence of disability is greater for women than 
men.22 Age-related chronic diseases and disability 
can pose particular challenges for older women in 
accessing and carrying out their work.23 

Older women play more significant care roles, 
including for children, than is recognised by their 
governments, societies or even by other family 
members, often taking full or main responsibility 
for children’s care and wellbeing. While women of 
all ages do a disproportionate amount of unpaid 
care work, these activities have a specific impact on 
older women. 

Action must be taken, within the global recovery 
from the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond to ensure 
current and future generations of older women live 
in dignity and continue to contribute in the ways 
that matter to them; ensuring that they work out 
of choice rather than for survival or according to 
decisions made by others.

• secure income
• choice over employment
• decent working conditions
• social protection 
• affordable healthcare and 

long-term care for themselves 
and their families

• financial inclusion. 

Economic justice for older 
women in all their diversity 
means having access to 
rights relating to:
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What is decent work? 
In this report, we define work as being all the 
activities that another person could perform on 
your behalf, including all forms of informal and 
formal paid work: self-employment and work 
for others, as well as all types of unpaid work; 
unpaid care work for children, adults with care and 
support needs, and other community members; 
volunteering in the community; and domestic work 
including laundry, cooking, cleaning and collecting 
water and firewood for yourself, your family and 
your community.

Older women deserve to be able to choose work 
that is decent, which gives them a fair income, 
is safe, and gives them equality of opportunity 
alongside men and younger women. Their work 
should provide them with social protection, better 
prospects for personal development and social 
integration, as well as the freedom to express 
their concerns, to organise and to participate in 
decisions that affect their lives. 

Older women’s ambitions for decent work
Older women are committed to their multiple 
roles – as street sellers, craftmakers, pieceworkers, 
subsistence farmers, farmers, counsellors, brick 
breakers, caterers, cleaners, community volunteers, 
educators, and as grandmothers and carers. – 
They have clear aspirations for improving their 
lives and supporting others to improve theirs. 
However, the support they receive to achieve this 
is falling far short. The barriers older women face 
often leave them with little choice but to continue 
doing precarious, unrecognised informal work 
on top of their already significant unpaid care 
and community roles, without support from their 
communities or governments, which is putting their 
wellbeing, health and ultimately their lives at risk. 

“We are living in very difficult situations. 
If the quality of life of older people is to be 
improved, changes are needed in access to 
livelihood opportunities, plus improvements 
in social protection systems  as well 
as initiatives to strengthen family and 
community support systems.”
Older women, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

Older women shoulder disproportionate amounts 
of unpaid care work due to a lifetime of gender 
inequalities. This can affect their ability to save for 
later life and contributes to their need to continue 

earning. Older women in our study mentioned a 
decline in sharing within the community. Although 
there may be sporadic informal support from 
mainly female relatives or neighbours, inadequate 
social protection systems mean that there is often 
no guarantee of support if older women have to 
stop working – and most said they could not or did 
not want to rely solely on family or friends. Access 
to a pension can also increase older women’s sense 
of self-worth and their empowerment.24 

Despite working every available moment in 
multiple unpaid and paid roles, many older women 
interviewed for this research experience injustices 
such as: being denied access to work, or finance to 
start their own trade or business; doing labour for 
the community without pay when others get paid 
for similar work; and being excluded from meals or 
informal support due to others’ perceptions that 
they do not contribute to the household. 

Work does not stop at ’older old’ ages (in this 
research, defined as 70+). Women over 70 in our 
research contexts tend to adapt or reduce their 
workload, but they are still doing at least some 
tasks which we would define as work. The diversity 
of work patterns for different older age groups 
underlines the importance of collecting, analysing, 
and using data disaggregated for all older age 
cohorts, rather than lumping all older women or 
older people into one age bracket, or excluding 
them altogether. 

Older women’s perspectives 
Sigele* in Thyolo, Malawi, aged mid-60s, survives 
from subsistence farming, growing cassava, 
peas, beans and maize. She is raising two 
grandchildren, currently aged 12 and 14.  

Sigele is responsible for providing the children with 
their food, but often they only have one meal per 
day, in the evening. She likes to give them porridge 
in the morning before school when she can. When 
she had access to work, they used to also eat meat, 
but now they eat nsima, with vegetables if there are 
any available. 

She recently had work at the tea farm, but when 
she was unable to meet the targets of picking 53kg 
of tea per day, they refused to give her more work.

“I was economically empowered and was 
able to provide needs for my family but 
now I cannot. I went to the tea farm to ask 
for consideration due to the problems I 
am facing but I was told that I cannot be 
reconsidered.”

Sigele enjoys doing voluntary work for her church, 
and also does unpaid work road building. She has 
never been picked for the paid community work 
that is available. She has no access to the social 
cash transfers available, apparently because she 
was not at the registration place at the right time 
– however, none of her close neighbours have 
received it either.

If she was able to afford to buy goats and 
chickens, she believes they would be better off as a 
household. She has tried selling tomatoes and also 
beans but was not able to sell them as her potential 
customers did not have money to buy them.

Maaza* is 60 years old and lives in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia. Maaza’s son was killed when still young 
and she raised her sister’s child. She is also 
caring for a brother who has HIV/AIDs and for 
two nieces. 

Maaza spins cotton and sells it, and does catering 
work in other people’s houses, as well as cooking 
wot for ceremonies like christenings and weddings. 
She is also part of a savings scheme with other low-
income older women who have organised to clean 
public toilets. Each day, she makes breakfast for the 

children and packs their lunch. She does not have 
access to a widow’s pension because she was not 
living with her husband when he died. She 
eats breakfast only if there is any food remaining, 
cleans her house and then goes out to work 
cleaning public toilets. She has community 
obligations such as visiting the mourning house 
when someone dies. She also visits the house of 
people in her community when they are in need 
of support. 

She uses firewood for most cooking, which is 
challenging, and she has begun to use an electric 
mitad (griddle) for making injera bread – she 
bought this using her income from catering for 
ceremonies. The mitad has made her work easier. 
She used her income from the cleaning work to buy 
soap, teff and meet other household expenses.

She feels supported by neighbours, who she 
supports mutually when they are sick or need 
practical help, and the children help her with 
housework. But she insists on washing her own 
clothes. Previously she was brewing tella (local 
drink) and preparing spices in bulk but she no 
longer has the energy to do this often, so prepares 
it for a few months at a time. She says if she was 
unable to do the housework it would fall to her 
brother’s daughters. 

In her work cleaning public toilets, she mentions 
having been exposed to violence from customers.
She says that she likes to work in order to make 
decisions about her income, to enable her children 
to save their own money, and to work with others in 
the community.

“After I finish my work and get back to my 
home at 8 pm, I take shower and eat my 
dinner with my family and wash utensils. 
When they sleep I spin cotton for traditional 
dress and sometime when it is holyday I am 
doing basket.

I am the one who decides on my income. 
I have worked hard to earn the money so 
nobody orders me what to do.”

*not her real name

Access to economic justice 11
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‘Older women shoulder 
disproportionate amounts 
of unpaid care work due to a 
lifetime of gender inequalities.’ 

Older women: the hidden workforce12

We recommend a ten-point action plan to the UK Government 
and all its partners for priority action.

1. Include older women in development and gender equality 
policy: The UK Government, donors and UN agencies must 
explicitly include older women in their plans on gender 
equality.

Older women have an equal human right to live in dignity 
– this includes the fulfilment of their economic rights, and 
recognition of and support for the work they do by their 
governments and those around them. Older women are 
integral to the global economy and gender equality will     
not be achieved without taking into account the rights of 
older women.

2. Ensure older women’s access to decent work: 
Governments should work together to ensure that national 
legislation protects against age and sex discrimination 
in the workplace and recognises and supports the role of 
carers.

Older women have the right to equality of opportunity to 
access decent work that gives them greater choice, a fair 
income, security in the workplace and the ability to live    
with dignity.

3. Promote social protection, including universal social 
pensions: National governments, donors and UN agencies 
should support and promote universal, gender-responsive 
social protection throughout the life course.

Social protection has a positive impact on social cohesion, 
as well as strengthening economic wellbeing, but only about 
20 per cent of older people in low-income countries have 
access to pensions. Older women tend to have lower access 
and lower benefit levels than men due to gendered roles 
which make them more likely to have worked in informal 
jobs and to have had interrupted work histories.

4. Ensure financial inclusion: National governments, UN 
agencies, NGOs and donors should ensure that older women 
are appropriately included in any financial initiatives, 
training and support programmes.

Older women face financial exclusion due to a lifetime of 
gender inequalities and specific age and gender-based 
discrimination. They face specific barriers to accessing 
microcredit schemes and are less likely to have savings     
and assets to fall back on.

5. Ensure older women’s access to appropriate and 
affordable healthcare: Global health actors, governments 
and donors need to invest to ensure older women can 
access appropriate and affordable healthcare.

Older women often work through pain and with multiple 
unaddressed chronic health conditions because the 
healthcare they need is simply not available to them. 
Unmanaged health conditions can also affect older 
women’s decisions about when to stop working, with              
an impact on those around them.

6. Invest in informal support systems: The UK Government 
and other donors, UN agencies and IFIs should work 
together to ensure that informal support systems are 
underpinned by state-backed social protection.

Informal support to older women is sporadic and rarely 
sufficient to meet their needs. Older women’s contributions 
to their communities and households means that others 
depend on them. Informal support systems, alongside 
formal support such as pensions and healthcare, can    
have a positive impact on older women’s access to 
economic justice and other rights, and their ability to 
continue contributing.

7. Disaggregate data by sex, age and disability: Governments 
and other donors must work together to ensure that older 
women’s roles and realities are better captured by data, 
monitoring and analysis. Data must be better collected and 
used in order to shape policy decision making.

Older women’s roles and realities are not acknowledged 
or captured sufficiently by data and analysis, so they are 
often excluded from policy decision making. Data must be 
better collected and used to understand the roles that older 
women play in their societies and economies.

8. Create meaningful consultation with older women: 
The UK Government and donors, UN agencies and NGOs 
should include older women in the design of policies and 
programmes to ensure their rights and needs are reflected.

Older women’s experiences have been absent from 
research, programmes and advocacy on issues affecting 
women of all ages, and from policy spaces such as the 
Generation Equality Forum. Specific attention to older 
women’s rights, needs and voices is necessary if global 
commitments like SDG5 are to be achieved.

9. Include older women and men in targeted community 
level schemes: National governments, donors and UN 
agencies should ensure the benefits of public investment in 
local programmes, such as access to utilities and livelihood 
schemes, reach all older people. 

Older women’s access to income security and decent 
work can be improved by accessing community schemes. 
They are often excluded from targeting, lack access to 
information, or face discrimination from others.

10. Protect the rights of all older persons: The UK government 
and other UN member states should support the creation of 
a UN Convention on the rights of older persons.

Older women’s rights are often overlooked within wider 
discussions on gender and development, and ageist 
stereotypes can lead to older women being perceived as 
dependent, unproductive, and a burden to society.

Ten-point action plan
In order for gender equality to be achieved for people of all ages, campaigns such as 
Generation Equality and efforts to deliver on the SDGs must take into account older 
women in all their diversity, challenge damaging assumptions about older women and 
men, and adopt a life course approach in all public policy and development programmes 
relating to economic justice. 

Access to economic justice 13
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Working, caring and 
supporting the community 
Almaz Regassa, 62 years old, Ethiopia 

Almaz lives in Ethiopia with her husband 
and daughter. Sadly, one of her daughters 
passed away after a short illness when 
she was 25. 

Almaz was forced into retirement from her place of 
work when she was 45, she then joined the Tesfa 
Social and Development Association (TSDA) which 
provided her with income to start a home business, 
selling home-baked injera and re-selling local 
alcohol, vegetables, crafts and other goods. 

Almaz receives a pension from her previous 
employer and has also received credit from TSDA 
towards running her small business. Her income 
goes towards supporting her household, to provide 
basics such as food, healthcare, house rent and 
clothes. She was grateful to receive training in the 
prevention of HIV and Aids, and the basic skills of 
business management through the TSDA. As well as 
managing her own business, she provides voluntary 
care service for older people in their homes. 

The unpaid work Almaz does in the home is 
considerable; she wakes up at 6am to prepare 
breakfast, make beds and cleans the home – before 
washing clothes, preparing lunch and dinner and 

baking injera to sell – all of which needs energy 
which she feels she is losing from time to time, 
although her daughter assists her with the daily 
routine and making goods to sell. Since COVID-19, 
Almaz feels that keeping her home hygienic and 
sanitised is especially important.  

Almaz is also on the local Development and 
Security Committee and is proud to support 20 
local older and vulnerable people as a home-based 
care provider. 

Almaz feels this work enhances her connection 
with her community, and that they appreciate her 
efforts – she also feels it’s appropriate for older 
women to do this work for their community. 
She says: “Provision of voluntary services to 
community members, mainly to older people, 
is my biggest success.”

Their household struggles to cover their families’ 
basic needs financially with the limited income 
they earn, the ever-increasing living costs and rent 
prices exacerbate this further, this has all been 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. She feels 
economic stability with decreased inflation will help 
her to generate more income and profit for 
her business. 

“Provision of 
voluntary services 
to community 
members, mainly to 
older people, is my 
biggest success.”

Older women: the hidden workforce14

“I hope tomorrow 
will be better 
than today, and 
that older people 
will get attention 
by government 
and community 
members and will 
get a sustainable 
income.”

Almaz says: “It makes me worry for my business, 
especially during the time of COVID-19 which 
complicated the situation. The price inflation affects 
us very much, especially whilst I am becoming 
physically weak from time to time.”

She feels that the work of older women is equally 
important to older men, younger women and other 
community groups, but she feels the burden of 
caring is falling disproportionally on older women – 
but even so, she will continue to do the work. 

There can be a social stigma to women of Almaz’s 
age working whilst taking care of the household, 
Almaz says: “There are some community members 
who say I am running after money and benefits…
why not stay at home or go to church to pray like 
other older women.” 

Others encourage Almaz and are kind about her 
contributions whic makes her feel proud, she says: 
“I feel, they properly describe me. For those who 
negatively describe me, I do not listen to them, since 
I believe in what I am doing. I am always thinking 
positively for others and contribute to social works.”

Like many other older women in her circumstances, 
Almaz wants the local economy to stabilise after 
the pandemic, she says: “I hope tomorrow will be 
better than today, and that older people will get 
attention by government and community members 
and will get a sustainable income.”

COVID-19 affected her community badly, she 
says: “It was a fearful and horrible moment for me 

and the people around me. Our movement was 
restricted as a measure to contain the virus, it was 
so difficult to visit and provide caring services to my 
clients for whom I am providing care and support. 
The measures which were put in place to contain 
the virus affected my business and reduced my 
household income…the reduction of my household 
income was discouraging, making me worry on how 
to cover our basic needs; in addition, I felt idle.”

Almaz has adapted her business since the 
pandemic and her livelihood has recovered but 
the restriction of movement is still reducing 
the time she can spend with the older people 
she cares for, who often suffer from loneliness. 
Looking for positives, Almaz says: “Hygiene and 
sanitation have been improved as people start using 
personal protection measures such as wearing 
masks, sanitizing their hands…” She also feels the 
pandemic boosted the culture of supporting each 
other and helping those who are affected most 
by restriction of movement. 

Almaz values her relationships with her community 
members and with the clients she supports, she 
says: “We older women can work and support our 
family and community members, but we also need 
opportunities that are appropriate for our age.” 

She hopes her contributions are taken into 
consideration, and that older women receive 
the necessary support in terms of finance and 
services that will improve their living conditions 
and that: “Older people who are unable to take care 
of themselves should get support services from the 
government and other actors.”

Access to economic justice 15



Older women: the hidden workforce Access to economic justice 1716

Why this report? 
The global COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare the inequalities and 
ageism that older women and men face in societies and economies 
everywhere.25   

It has also brought to the fore the importance 
of care work and the unequal role of women in 
shouldering this work throughout their lives.26 It is 
important that not only ageism and the pandemic’s 
disproportionate health impacts on older people 
are brought to light, but also that the economic 
impacts on older people are articulated within 
efforts to ‘build forward better’.

What is included in this report? 
We aim to highlight the conditions that older 
women are working under, the key barriers they 
face to accessing their rights and achieving 
their aspirations, and to provide solutions and 
recommendations for ensuring their rights, realities 
and needs can be better captured, reflected and 
tackled in policy and programmes. This will enable 
us to set out a ten-point action plan for exactly 
how older women expect and deserve to be 
included in development. Our findings reveal the 
conditions that older women are working under in 
Ethiopia and Malawi, the challenges they face, and 
their perspectives on what is needed from their 
communities, governments, and the international 
community to improve their lives and to support 
their choices about how they wish to spend their 
time and contribute to others’ lives. 

What does our research show? 
We highlight the systemic barriers that older 
women face to accessing economic justice, 
within their environment, societal attitudes 
and institutions. We discuss putting conditions 
in place for older women to overcome these 
barriers, enabling them to play their part in 
societies’ progress. We show how supporting 
the economic rights of older women means 
supporting the economic rights of all women and 
girls in all their diversity, in line with the goals of 
the Generation Equality Campaign and the 2030 
Agenda. With this new evidence we challenge 
the absence of older women’s rights within wider 
discussions on gender and development, and 
the stereotypes that lead to the perception of 
older women as inactive, a burden to society, or 
simply ‘helping out’. Our evidence highlights the 
inadequacy of current dialogues around labour 

force participation, decent work for all, and 
unhelpful language around ‘productive age’ and 
‘dependency ratios’, all of which overlook the rights, 
realities and contributions of older women. It adds 
a new perspective to a broader call for a more 
caring economy, which values unpaid carers and 
recognises care as an investment and something 
that is needed by all of us at different stages of 
our lives – providing a fundamental foundation to 
our communities, society and the wider economy. 
It builds on the case for a life course approach to 
gender equality.27 We show a nuanced reality of 
older women’s lives, that they are essential parts of 
their households and economies – both providers 
and receivers of care and income, mostly working 
to ensure that they and their families survive. 

What happens next? 
Our new research identifies actions that need to 
be carried forward in the work of international 
development actors, including donor governments, 
national governments, multilateral organisations 
and NGOs across many contexts where they work. 
This report aims to show how achieving economic 
gender equality for women in all their diversity 
relies on older women being supported to make the 
best choices for them, and the value of listening 
to what older women have to say. Responding to 
these challenges nationally and internationally 
requires greater knowledge and insights into the 
experience of older women to better inform policy 
decisions and action. 

Who is responsible?
It is not only the responsibility of organisations 
working with older people, but all organisations, 
governments and institutions to take an inclusive, 
rights-based, gendered, life course approach to 
research, data collection and analysis. Recovery 
from the global tragedy of the COVID-19 pandemic 
provides a moment for donors and development 
actors like the UK Government to reflect on 
how they include the people most overlooked 
by development. Articulating older women’s 
work and economic rights as an explicit part of 
their strategies in this final decade of the SDGs is 
essential for tackling gender inequality 
and injustice.

Research methodology
The research for this report included a literature review of global 
evidence and data on older women’s labour force participation, unpaid 
care work, access to social protection and other rights, alongside a new 
qualitative study of older women in four research sites in Sub-Saharan 
Africa focusing on their access to decent work and economic rights, to 
gain a better understanding of some of the barriers and drivers.

The qualitative research in Ethiopia and Malawi 
was carried out in January and February 2020, 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, with validation 
workshops conducted in March 2021. We spoke 
with older women and their communities in urban 
and rural locations in both Ethiopia (Addis Ababa 
and Dejen) and Malawi (Lilongwe and Thyolo). We 
held 20 in-depth interviews with older women and 
eight focus group discussions (FGDs) with older 
women of a mixture of ages, as well as FGDs with 
older men, younger women and younger men. We 
spoke with around 60 older women in total, and it 

is their voices, experiences and aspirations which 
provide us with insights into how international and 
local responses can be improved.

We returned to the communities and spoke with 
the older women and others in spring 2021 after 
the pandemic had taken hold for several months 
in these contexts to ensure that the findings 
reflected their experiences, and to build on 
knowledge of how the COVID-19 pandemic had 
affected the drivers and barriers identified. 

‘Our findings reveal 
the conditions that 
older women are 
working under in 
Ethiopia and Malawi, 
the challenges 
they face, and their 
perspectives on 
what is needed from 
their communities, 
governments, and 
the international 
community to 
improve their lives.’ 

28
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‘Gender inequalities continue into 
older age and are compounded by 
age-based inequalities.’ 
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Global snapshot on older 
women and ageing
The population is ageing at an unprecedented rate in all regions of the 
globe, with the fastest increase in the next three decades taking place 
in low and middle-income countries, which are likely to have the lowest 
health and social welfare capacity.  

Older people globally now outnumber children 
under five for the first time and the majority of 
older people live in low and middle-income 
countries. Globally, the population aged 60+ 
will increase by a third in the next decade to 
2030, reaching 1.4 billion.29  

The majority of older people are women,30 and 
although population ageing is largely a result of 
progress in healthcare and in women’s sexual 
health and reproductive and other rights, 
the conditions for this growing section of the 
population31 are not adequate to ensure they can 
live out their older age in good health and dignity. 
This includes their conditions of work and access 
to social protection. 

Gender inequalities continue into older age and 
are compounded by age-based inequalities. Older 
women globally do 4.3 hours a day of unpaid 
care and domestic work – including caring for 
grandchildren and other adults. 1 in 7 older women 
are in the labour force in low and middle-income 
countries;32 realities which are rarely discussed or 
analysed. Despite the necessity of their work for 
themselves, their families and communities – older 
women’s status in society and systemic economic 
failures mean that they do not get the recognition 
or support they deserve. 

Globally, between 1990 and 2018, older women 
were increasingly in the labour force, and older 
women in some contexts are working up until their 
late 70s or 80s.33 Older women’s experiences can 
change at different ages. In India, paid work peaks 
at age 45 to 50 for women, but remains at 15 hours 
a week at 60. In Vietnam, women’s labour market 
work increases between the ages of 60 and 80 from 
18 hours a week to 21 hours.34 Most women in low 
and middle-income countries work in informal 
employment, and this continues in older age, with 
older people more likely than younger people to be 
in informal work in all socio-economic contexts.35 

Less than 20 per cent of people aged 60 and over 
in most low-income countries currently have 
access to a pension;36 women are less likely to 
access one, and where they do their benefit levels 
are considerably lower. Childcare and long-term 
care support systems are also under-funded or 
non-existent. Where there are no universal social 
protection systems or publicly funded services to 
support them, the work older women are doing is 
both a cause and an effect of their care roles and 
informal work.

Although not all older people are living with 
disabilities, they are more likely to be, and global 
prevalence of disability is greater for women than 
men.37 This is due to gender bias in the allocation 
of resources and access to services.38 People with 
disabilities both have a greater need for healthcare 
services, and face challenges in accessing them 
due to physical access barriers to transport or 
services and discrimination at the point of care.39 
Women and girls with disabilities face multiple 
barriers to accessing their rights.40 Age-related 
chronic diseases and disability can pose particular 
challenges for older women in accessing and 
carrying out their work, and this is evident through 
the research presented here. Women with 
disabilities have particularly low access to 
decent work.41 

Older women who have been married are more 
likely than men to be widowed and older women 
are more likely to live alone. As the status of women 
in many societies is linked to their husbands, 
widows and unmarried older women can be at 
particular risk to poverty and social exclusion.42,43 

In the WHO Strategic Advisory Group of Experts on 
Immunization (SAGE) study of older adults aged 
50+, being female was associated with lower social 
status, more limited income, more barriers to 
healthcare, and more responsibilities for household 
chores. All of these factors negatively affected their 
quality of life.44 This is reinforced by our qualitative 
research findings.
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International policy landscape: 
are older women included?
Current international policy, programmes and data are not inclusive of 
older women and risk shutting them out of efforts to achieve gender 
equality and economic justice.

2030 Agenda and the Sustainable 
Development Goals 
The 2030 Agenda promises to create a better 
quality of life for people of all ages, including 
through women’s economic empowerment, 
counting care as work, and improving access 
to decent work and financial services for all. 
Sustainable Development Goals 5, 8, 3, and 1 are 
particularly relevant for improving the working 
lives of older women, and many of the issues that 
need to be addressed are cross-cutting with other 
Goals.45 However, older women must be explicitly 
included in the way that stakeholders measure 
their progress against these goals.
• SDG5 aims to achieve gender equality and 

empower all women and girls - this includes a 
commitment to count unpaid care work, and 
this should apply to women of all ages

• SDG8 promises to ‘Promote sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work for all’

• SDG1 commits to ‘End poverty in all its 
forms everywhere’, including through social 
protection systems

• SDG3 on Good Health and Wellbeing promises 
to ‘ensure healthy lives and promote well-being 
for all at all ages’.

Generation Equality Action Coalitions
The 25th Anniversary of the Beijing Platform for 
Action is being marked by the Generation Equality 
Campaign, in which Action Coalitions have been 
formed to help make our societies more equal. The 
Action Coalition on Economic Justice and Rights 
has highlighted the transformation of the care 
economy, and the expansion of decent work and 
employment in formal and informal economies as 
two key areas for achieving gender equality and the 
SDGs. The vision statement of the Action Coalition 
on Economic Justice and Rights recognises that 
‘economic gender equality is a reality where women 
and girls, in all their diversity, have equal economic 
opportunities to those of men and boys, including 

‘Policy makers have 
recognised that 
supporting working 
poor women in 
the informal 
economy is key to 
reducing women’s 
poverty and gender 
inequality, and that 
state protections 
should be extended 
to the informal 
workforce.’ 

for adolescent girls.’ It also recognises that systems 
designed to address the unequal sharing of unpaid 
care and domestic work, eliminate labour market 
discrimination, and develop resilience to economic 
shocks like the COVID-19 pandemic, must be 
gender responsive.46  

The policy choices that are made now by the 
Generation Equality Campaign47 commitment 
makers and by other stakeholders, and COVID-19 
recovery strategies and policies worldwide, will set 
the trajectory for how far women in later life can 
challenge their lack of autonomy over their work 
and time, their ability to be heard in the community 
and access to economic opportunities, and how far 
they are able to not only mitigate the risk of poverty 
for them and their households, but achieve their 
own aspirations as older women. 

Despite stating that women in all their diversity 
must have access to decent work, secure incomes 
and power over their own resources, older women’s 
roles in lower and middle-income countries, and 
the continuing lack of gender equality in later 
life, are absent from the Generation Equality 
Acceleration Plan and the Economic Justice and 
Rights Action Coalition blueprints. Older women –
particularly those facing intersecting discrimination 
and the most marginalised - must be explicitly 
included in how governments and other actors take 
forward Generation Equality Global Action Coalition 
commitments such as the Global Alliance on 
Care, and in continued initiatives such as the 
Data 2X Challenge. 

The United Nations
The UN Secretary General highlighted the rights of 
older persons in his briefing paper on the impacts 
of COVID-19 on older persons.48 The UN Decade of 
Healthy Ageing, launched this year, emphasises the 
link between economic and health inequity and the 
need to ‘add life to years’ by fostering ‘functional 
ability’ particularly for older women.49 And the WHO 
Global Report on Ageism, endorsed by UNFPA and 
UNDESA, highlights the impact that ageism has on 
all aspects of older women and men’s lives.50 The 
specific realities of older women and men, however, 
must be more consistently articulated and linked-
up across UN systems and made more visible in 
member states’ reporting and engagement with 
these.

International rights instruments
Once ratified, international conventions give 
citizens a framework for monitoring states’ progress 
on implementing commitments and holding them 
to account. The Convention on Social, Economic 

and Cultural Rights states that each government 
has a responsibility to progress towards realising 
rights “to the maximum of its available resources”. 
The multiple discrimination that older women face 
is recognised in General Recommendation 27 of 
the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), alongside a recognition 
of their exclusion from state reporting on women’s 
rights.51 Recommendations are not legally binding 
but provide guidance for policy, legislation and 
practice. The proposed convention on the rights 
of older persons would ensure UN member states 
and other actors are clear about how to protect 
the rights of older women and men, as well as their 
obligations to them.

Policies and strategies on ageing 
and gender
Greater alignment is needed between gender 
policies and those targeting older women and 
men. Analysis from a four-country study in Africa 
that included Ethiopia and Malawi found a lack of 
gender mainstreaming in policies, programmes 
and strategies for older persons, partly attributed to 
inadequately disaggregated data by both age and 
sex resulting in poor understanding of the different 
challenges faced by older women and men.52  

Policies and strategies on jobs 
and growth
Regional and national policy papers and strategies 
on jobs and growth focus more on youth 
employment and entrepreneurship, overlooking the 
contributions, need and rights of older women. In 
Ethiopia, the National Plan for Job Creation focuses 
almost entirely on education and employment 
creation for youth and does not explicitly include 
older people as one of the population groups facing 
exclusion from the jobs market.53 Evidence from 
richer countries after the 2008 financial crash 
showed that older workers are less likely to find 
new work after unemployment, and experienced 
longer spells of unemployment.54 Older workers are 
also more likely to experience a persistent decline 
in job quality after employment. Despite this, 
older workers in a range of contexts are excluded 
from economic recovery policies – in Vietnam for 
example, current efforts are limited to those under 
the age of 59.55 

Decent Work Agenda
The International Labour Organization (ILO) has 
championed the Decent Work Agenda, which 
recognises that achieving gender equality is 
intrinsic to its success. This is reinforced by SDG8 
which pledges to ‘protect labour rights and 



Older women: the hidden workforce Access to economic justice 2322

promote safe and secure working environments 
for all workers’ and to ‘achieve full and productive 
employment for all women and men […]and 
equal pay for work of equal value’. The Decent 
Work Agenda aspires to make decent work a 
reality for all, regardless of whether they work in 
the formal or informal economy. It is crucial that 
this agenda explicitly includes older informal 
workers – including through the ‘social dialogue 
approach’. In 2019, the ILO Centenary Declaration 
for the Future of Work was adopted – although it 
is not widely referenced. It includes a provision on 
‘supporting measures that help older workers to 
expand their choices, optimising their opportunities 
to work in good-quality, productive and healthy 
conditions until their retirement, and to enable 
active ageing’.56 There are other ILO instruments 
including General Recommendation (GR) 162 
on Older Workers, and ILO Conventions 156 on 
Workers with Family Responsibilities and 175 on 
Part Time Work, all of which have relevance to older 
women; the recently adopted C190 on Violence and 
Harassment at Work should also apply to them; the 
ILO publishes information about which member 
states have adopted conventions.57 

Policy makers have recognised that supporting 
working poor women in the informal economy 
is key to reducing women’s poverty and gender 
inequality, and that state protections should 
be extended to the informal workforce.  In the 
ILO’s Resolution concerning decent work and the 
informal economy adopted in 2002, women and 
older workers are recognised as two of the groups 
‘especially vulnerable to the most serious decent 
work deficits in the informal economy’.59  Women in 
Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing 
(WIEGO) which has done significant work with the 
ILO to ensure informal workers’ inclusion in decent 
work standards, has also recognised the particular 
importance of ensuring income security for women 
in older age.60 

Social protection to tackle inequality
Social protection is widely recognised as a key 
element of the global response to tackle poverty. 
Social protection floors, which define basic 
social security guarantees at a national level,61 
are included in the SDGs, and are also crucial to 
upholding the universal right to social security. 

Older women’s access to economic justice is greatly 
strengthened by social protection systems that are 
implemented alongside gender and age responsive 
public services including health and social care 
infrastructure, which must take into account the 
different needs and priorities of women and men at 
all stages of their lives. However, in many low- and 
middle-income countries this infrastructure is not 
in place, and International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
loans often include austerity conditions which limit 
government’s fiscal space for social protection, 
and favour narrowly targeted social protection 
schemes.62 The IMF has been criticised for failing 
to uphold social protection standards.63 However, 
social pensions have become increasingly popular 
in the past few decades, and have been shown to be 
viable and effective in many low and middle income 
contexts. The UK Government has previously 
supported the expansion and roll-out of social 
protection in countries including Ethiopia, and 
specifically social pensions in Uganda and Kenya.

Recognising, redistributing and 
reducing unpaid care work
The care economy is one of the key pillars of the 
Generation Equality Campaign’s blueprint for taking 
forward women’s access to economic justice, with 
a goal to achieving an equitable distribution of and 
a greater valuing of care and domestic work. Oxfam 
International has launched a Care Policy Scorecard 
to support policy makers across all thematic areas 
to create a ‘just, inclusive and feminist economy 
that values care’, and there are various global 
initiatives to improve data on unpaid care work and 
fund better care systems such as Women Count and 
Data 2X.64 We support the call to address unpaid 
care work, largely carried out by women of all ages, 
through the implementation of care supporting 
public policies across all areas of development. 

Supporting older women’s rights means promoting 
universal access to decent work, social protection, 
including public investment in long-term care, 
universal healthcare, care-supporting services 
and infrastructure, and inclusion of women in all 
their diversity, of all ages, in data, budgeting and 
decision-making.

What do we mean by work? 
We define work as any activity that could potentially be performed by 
someone else on your behalf.65 This encompasses vital unpaid work as 
well as all types of paid work, regardless of their formal categorisation 
in national statistics and national accounts.

Older women are doing a combination of types 
of work that can be organised broadly into the 
following three categories, with many doing 
all three:
• Unpaid work in the household 
• Unpaid work in the community
• Paid work, mainly in the informal economy.

Older women have internalised negative attitudes 
to their work, and often do not see their economic 
activity as being ‘work’, or as something of value 
and worthy of recognition.

Older women interviewed in the research usually 
describe ‘job’ or ‘work’ as something they do 
outside the household that usually earns pay or 
is recognised by others. However, when asked 
about ‘division of work’ they understood and 
included unpaid work within that, and sometimes 
described housework and unpaid care as their 
‘work’, ‘workload’, ‘housework’, ‘domestic work’ or 
in one case, describing a caring role, ‘job’ – or the 
equivalent in their respective languages.

When asked about their activities, the older women 
often said they are not productive and don’t do 
anything, before listing the tasks they do. One 
woman in Malawi said, “when you finish up your 
work, you prepare food and then eat” making a 
distinction between ‘work’ (outside in the garden 
– subsistence farming) and the activities she 
does at home. Another said, “I am very old, I do 
not do other work apart from household chores”, 
underplaying the importance of what she does. 

Our previous research found that other community 
members often view the work that older people do 
as ‘helping out’ or ‘passing the time’, overlooking 
its importance to the economy. In an ILO pilot 
designed to better capture women’s contributions 
in labour statistics, women over 65 were four times 
as likely as men to report being contributing family 
workers – these are unpaid support roles that do 
not have decision-making authority.66  

‘Older women 
have internalised 
negative attitudes 
to their work, and 
often do not see 
their economic 
activity as being 
‘work’, or as 
something of value 
and worthy of 
recognition.’ 
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Work and other definitions 

The informal economy is defined by Women 
in Informal Employment: Globalizing and 
Organizing (WIEGO) as the diversified set of 
economic activities, enterprises, jobs and 
workers that are not regulated or protected 
by the state. It includes ‘self-employment in 
small, unregistered enterprises’ and ‘wage 
employment in unprotected jobs’.67 When we 
refer to older women’s informal work we refer
 to their work in the informal economy.

Informal employment is unregulated work that 
is done either in the formal or informal sector 
of the economy. There is a huge range of types 
and status of informal work – it can include both 
self-employment and wage employment, and 
varies from home-based work to street vending, 
contributing family workers, casual or daily 
labour - but what most informal workers have in 
common is a lack of access to social and 
legal protection.68 

The informal sector refers to the production and 
employment that takes place in unincorporated 
small or unregistered enterprises (1993 ICLS). 
Decent work is ‘work that is productive and 
delivers a fair income, security in the workplace 
and social protection for families, better 
prospects for personal development and social 
integration, and freedom for people to express 
their concerns, organise and participate in 
decisions that affect their lives and equality of 
opportunity for all women and men.’ (ILO)

Labour force participation is defined as being 
either in work or seeking work. The labour force 
participation rate usually is a measure of the 
proportion of a country’s working age population 
available to engage in the labour force69  – 
however, as older workers are not included, the 
measure is flawed.

Social protection is defined by the ILO as 
protection against ‘poverty, vulnerability and 
social exclusion throughout the life cycle’. Social 
protection measures ‘include nine main areas: 
child and family benefits, maternity protection, 
unemployment support, employment injury 
benefits, sickness benefits, health protection 
(medical care), old age benefits, invalidity/
disability benefits and survivors’ benefits.’70 The 
two terms ‘social protection’ and ‘social security’ 
are often used interchangeably. 

Social protection floors are defined by the 
International Labour Organization as sets 
of basic social security guarantees aimed at 
preventing or alleviating poverty, vulnerability 
and social exclusion. The four guarantees of a 
social protection floor are access to essential 
healthcare, basic income security for children, 
basic income security for persons in ‘active age’ 
who are unable to earn sufficient income, and 
basic income security for older people.71 

Unpaid care work refers to all unpaid services 
provided within a household for its members, 
including care of persons, housework and 
voluntary community work (Elson, 2000). These 
activities are called work because theoretically 
you could pay a third person to perform them.
• Unpaid = the individual performing this 

activity is not remunerated
• Care = the activity provides what is necessary 

for the health, well-being, maintenance,    
and protection of someone or something

• Work = the activity involves mental or 
physical effort and is costly in terms of      
time resources.72 

‘Older old’ is used in this report and the specific 
socio-economic contexts in which we did our 
qualitative research to describe women aged 
70+, to differentiate their experiences from 
‘younger old’ women under this age – although 
definitions of older age vary significantly 
between contexts and may be different in low 
and middle-income contexts to high income, 
and between regions. In the qualitative 
research we spoke to groups of older women 
of approximately 60-70 and 70-80, and in the 
wider literature there are data sets which look 
at separate and varying age groups of older 
women. Normally, ‘oldest old’ is used to
 describe the group 80+ which tends to have 
more differentiated health needs than other 
age groups.73  

Skip-generation households are households 
headed by an older person with one or more 
children where the children’s parents are 
absent or have died.74 

Social cohesion is the capacity of a 
society ‘to ensure the wellbeing of all its 
members, minimising disparities and 
avoiding marginalisation’.75 
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Report findings
Our research provides compelling new evidence, 
valuable context and insight to our existing body 
of knowledge on older women’s work. 

Access to economic justice 25
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Older women’s work 
The work that older women do in low and middle-income countries is 
varied, demanding and vital to the societies and economies they live 
in – but it is often unrecognised and unsupported by governments, 
communities and institutions. 

Older women in the four communities researched
in Ethiopia and Malawi revealed that although their 
work is important to them, the poor conditions they 
work in and the volume of work they do can make 
it damaging to their physical and mental health, 
unsafe, and that societal expectations of older 
women can create additional pressures.

“Older women and younger women are 
the primary caretakers of children in 
every community. In our case we as rural 
women play a key role in supporting our 
households and communities in achieving 
food and other needs, generating income, 
and improving rural livelihoods.”
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

We find that older women’s work fits broadly into 
three categories, older women are often doing a 
combination of all three:

• unpaid work in the household
• specific unpaid work roles in the community 
• low-paid, informal work, usually irregular and 

precarious. 

Older women’s testimonies in Ethiopia and Malawi 
reinforced evidence that the nature of older 
women’s work can be relentless, with older women 
foregoing leisure time, meals and even sleep. 

In a range of low-and middle-income contexts, 
evidence shows that older women are carrying out 
a huge range of work, from cooking and caring for 
children, to domestic work in other people’s houses, 
farming, craft-making and selling food at markets. 
Policy discussions often overlook older people’s 
participation in paid work, and analysis of data on 
unpaid work has tended not to focus on women 
in later life – but the evidence shows that older 
women are doing significant amounts of both.

Our qualitative research in Malawi and Ethiopia has 
shown us that some of the work older women do is 
not only inseparable from their own sense of self-
worth and wellbeing but is central to the wellbeing 
and social cohesion of their households and 
communities. Despite the crucial work that older 
women in many low and middle-income settings do 
on behalf of others, the majority do not have access 
to income security, creating barriers to accessing 
their other rights, such as decent work, healthcare 
and full participation in society. 

“If there are children, older women do lots 
of things in the morning. For example, I 
wake up at 6:00 a.m., cook food for children, 
send them to school, and wash clothes and 
dishes until 9:00 am. I then get out of home 
to work to earn money. There is no rest; I 
usually go bed at 9:00 p.m.”
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban Ethiopia

Older people have reported anxiety about household 
finances and, where data is collected, they have 
experienced significant reductions in income from 
work for themselves and their families. In Pakistan, 30 
per cent of older people aged 50+ reported needing to 
borrow food, seeking support from friends or relatives or 
relying on savings to meet basic needs.

In India, 65 per cent of older people said their 
livelihoods were negatively affected by COVID-19. 
Family support systems are under stress, as their 

adult children’s and other relatives’ livelihoods are 
also disrupted.

In Nigeria, 89 per cent of older people are worried about 
pandemic impact on finances and 79 per cent of older 
business owners had reported no or lower revenues – 
88 per cent of female headed households said this.

In Kenya and Nepal, between Oct and Dec 2020 all 
respondents reported a decrease in household income 
and a need to reduce expenditures.76  

COVID-19 impacts on older women’s work globally 

Unpaid household work – care and multigenerational 
responsibilities

“I wake up early in the morning getting my 
grandchildren ready for school. Then I go to 
work in the garden. From the garden, I get 
some vegetables for relish for both lunch 
and supper. I sweep the house and in the 
evening, I prepare supper if there is food in 
the house.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi 

Older women are doing significant and critical 
unpaid work that provides cohesion to their 
communities and opportunities for younger women 
and men in their households – including:
• Washing, cooking and collecting water for       

the household
• Direct care for grandchildren, adult children  

and other adults and older people with care  
and support needs

• Specific community roles or volunteer 
work including visiting and caring for other 
older people with care and support needs, 
ceremonial and burial roles, and community 
development.

Women shoulder disproportionate unpaid care 
throughout their whole lives. Our report Who Cares? 
Why older women’s economic empowerment 
matters for the Sustainable Development Goals 
found that older women globally do 4.3 hours of 
unpaid care work per day, with gender inequalities 
widening in older age in the poorest contexts. The 
research validates a wider body of evidence on the 
unpaid roles of older women, which shows that 
older women are often the sole or primary carers 
of children and of adults with care support needs, 
while carrying out important and time-consuming 
community roles.77  

“I cook his food and feed him. I also give him 
his medicine. Since he cannot move by his 
own, I have to pick him up from bed and take 
him to the toilet. He wants me to pick him 
up and make him sit now and then. I never 
leave him, he is my job.”
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

Kinship care, including skip-generation households, 
is one of the least supported alternative forms of 
care, leaving grandparent carers at risk.78 Currently, 
many low and middle-income countries do not 

invest any public resources in childcare for children 
under primary school age,79 and only five per cent 
are legally bound to provide long-term care and 
support.80 This investment is essential for women’s 
ability to participate in paid work, for distributing 
unpaid care work more equally between women 
and men, and for breaking the cycle of gender 
inequalities that leaves women of all ages trapped 
in informal work and without access to social 
protection including pensions.81

UN Women recognised ‘grandmother carers’ in 
its briefing COVID-19 and the care economy,82 but 
this, and older women’s wider work, has not made 
it into other policy briefings, or into the agenda or 
narrative of the Generation Equality campaign or 
commitments made at the forums. 

Oxfam’s WE Care project found that women’s 
care load increases in reproductive years, then 
decreases, and actually increases again in older 
age when it decreases for men.83   

“I am the head of the household. I have 
children and grandchildren and I have also     
a mentally sick son who lives with me”.
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

“The woman be it older or not, including 
myself, performs the role of wife, partner, 
organizer, administrator, director, re-creator, 
disburser, economist, mother, disciplinarian, 
teacher, health officer, artist and queen in 
the family at the same time.” 
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban Ethiopia

Almost without exception, the older women in 
our study in Ethiopia and Malawi describe doing 
cooking, housework, and childcare in the home – as 
well as work for the household such as subsistence 
farming or cattle grazing, and collecting firewood 
and water. 

Older women play more significant roles in 
childcare than is recognised by their governments, 
societies or even by other family members, often 
taking full or main responsibility for their children’s 
care and wellbeing. While women of all ages 
do a disproportionate amount of unpaid care 
work, these activities have specific impact on 
older women. 
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In Malawi and in Ethiopia, many older women have 
multiple grandchildren living with them whom they 
are expected to raise, often without any financial 
or practical support. These are also known as 
‘skip-generation households’. The grandmothers 
in these families carry out significant unpaid care 
work, waking the children, feeding them, cooking 
for them, taking them to school and hospital, and 
providing emotional support. While the children are 
at school, the older women sweep, wash, prepare 
food, and carry out other chores for the household. 
Often older women cook for others but get little 
or nothing to eat themselves due to poverty 
and because they put the needs of younger 
people first. 

In both field research countries, the older women 
interviewed described undertaking similar activities 
for the household through their unpaid care and 
community work.

The ‘older old’ women (aged 70-80) in our small 
sample were on the whole less likely to be doing 
paid work, or had reduced or adapted it. But in the 
same breath as saying they did not work, they listed 
many unpaid activities that they still perform. This 

reinforces evidence that although women’s unpaid 
work decreases with older age, particularly at the 
oldest ages, it remains significant.84  

In Ethiopia, older women are responsible for 
baking injera bread, a time consuming and arduous 
activity. Many also roast dereqot, a grain. The work 
is made more laborious and time-consuming by 
their reliance on wood-fired stoves. 

“For me the difficult work is roasting the 
Dereqot. Since I do not have enough money I 
couldn’t pay for others to roast it for me. The 
smoke from the fire is hurting my eyes.”
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia 

While older women in our study and more widely 
stated a wish to continue contributing to their 
families through their care responsibilities, they 
also comment on the strain this places on them 
alongside parallel workloads – often due to not 
having adequate income or practical support. Some 
said they would like to pay others to do some parts 
of their work, if they could afford it.

Unpaid work outside the household, for the household 

“The heaviest work for me is farming. With 
the heat from the sun, farming is hard. I 
do not have resources to hire a labourer 
to do the work or anyone to help me with 
such. You end up doing the heavy work 
anyway.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi

In Thyolo and Lilongwe in Malawi, aside from 
unpaid care work at home, older women spend 
the majority of their time subsistence farming – 
which is the main economic activity across the 
Malawian population. The community reports that 
this work is becoming harder due to the dual effects 
of climate change and decreasing soil quality. In 
addition, many older women have to contend with 
age-related health conditions and disabilities. In 
low-and-middle-income countries, older people 
make up an increasing proportion of farmers – for 
example, in Indonesia, 80 per cent of farmers are 
over 45 years old.85  

In both the Malawian and Ethiopian contexts, some 
older women said they collect water and firewood. 
Older women living with other family members 
sometimes have support with these tasks, but 
others are still expected to carry out this heavy 
work on their own. 

“Since they are older, the things they do 
are very difficult. As older people, they are 
supposed to be taken care of, but they walk 
long distances collecting firewood.[…] 
Those who don’t have anyone to help, 
suffer a lot.”
Older man, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

“I go to look for food in order that when the 
children return from school, they should find 
food to eat. Whatever little we find we eat 
together.” 
Older woman, Lilongwe, urban Malawi 

Unpaid work in the community – duty and responsibility
Across all four research contexts, older women 
describe carrying out significant amounts of unpaid 
work or social duties in the wider community; 
providing spiritual guidance or counselling 
and advice to younger community members, 
development work, visiting the sick, volunteering 
and doing religious duties – notably during burial 
and funeral rites, which sometimes takes them 
away from other responsibilities. 

“Again, when funeral occurs, these older 
women are in the forefront helping the 
deceased.” 
Younger man, rural Malawi

In Ethiopia, those older women who are able 
contribute to idirs – traditional burial societies - and 
other groups such as equb savings societies, which 
are also a form of social support. While a privileged 
minority mention holding leadership positions and 
carrying out roles mentoring or supporting others, 
most older women do unpaid care work, caring for 

the sick, cleaning and doing their washing. 
In Malawi, older women described doing domestic 
tasks like sweeping and cleaning churches, and 
heavy work like carrying sand and water and 
moulding bricks for school construction for the 
Public Works Programme. They say they receive no 
pay, respect or support in return. Many describe 
being excluded from paid community work under 
the same scheme because of their age and gender 
– with others in the community saying that the 
older women are not capable, despite the paid 
community work being similar to the unpaid work 
they already do.

Some older women sit on committees but they 
describe being overlooked and not allowed to 
speak, for example, on school parent-teacher 
associations, despite being guardians of 
children.

In Asia Pacific region, in Thailand and the 
Philippines older women particularly in their 60s 
and 70s do significant amounts of unpaid work 
through volunteering.86 

COVID-19 impacts on older women’s unpaid work

As many older women are primary carers of children 
and also care for other family and community members, 
their responsibilities are also likely to have increased 
at the same time as their health risk and livelihood 
threats.The COVID-19 pandemic has driven up living 
costs,87 potentially increasing the necessity for older 
women to work; at the same time their access to work 
is more constrained and they are losing remittances 
from family. An increase in unpaid care work during 
the COVID-19 pandemic has disproportionately fallen 
to women and had impacts on their mental health 

and on their families’ health, economic security and 
wellbeing.88 Older women’s unpaid care workload tends 
to increase in emergencies,89 and this is likely to be the 
case in the pandemic since as our research shows, older 
women are often primary carers of children and other 
adults and are active in community care roles. Nearly 
two thirds of older people interviewed for a recent 
humanitarian study said they were caring for at least 
one child, and 44 per cent were caring for another older 
person.90 

Paid work in the informal economy 

“I go out from my home at 7:30 am in the 
morning and reach the market at 8:00. I 
collect the fruits and sugar cane and take it 
to the place where I sell it. At noon (12 a.m.), 
I go back home to have lunch and coffee.  At 
1:00 p.m. in the afternoon I go back to sell 
the fruits and stay there until 8:00 in the 
evening.”
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

Older women are carrying out paid work roles, 
mostly in the informal sector, including:
• Self-employed, or ‘own account’ workers 
• Casual wage or ‘piece’ workers – such as 

doing laundry in other people’s houses or 
participating in construction work

• Homeworkers – such as making crafts to sell.

Older people are often assumed to be recipients 
of care and support from others, but the reality in 
low and middle-income countries is that although 



Older women: the hidden workforce Access to economic justice 3130

older people are more likely than younger people to 
have care and support needs, they are also likely to 
continue to work to support themselves, and often 
others. The main sources of income for older people 
in many contexts are work and family support, but 
this support is often sporadic and insufficient.91 In 
Ecuador, India and Singapore as much as a third of 
all old age consumption is financed through their 
own work.92 

“Thanks to God I am working and I am busy. 
Doing daily work I am healthy. I am spinning 
cotton and also working in catering work in 
individual houses (deges)”
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban Ethiopia

In Ethiopia, in both Addis Ababa and in Dejen, 
the women involved in the research are often the 
main or sole income earner for the household and 
carrying out a variety of informal, paid work. The 
unpaid care they carry out often comes hand-
in-hand with having financial responsibility for 
children, as support from the parents or others 
is limited.

The kind of paid work that older women do in 
low and middle-income countries varies widely 
according to local context – but it is likely to be 
in informal employment. Globally, the youngest 
and the oldest workers are more likely than other 
age groups to be in informal employment, and in 
the poorest contexts women are more likely than 

men to be informal workers,93 meaning they have 
less access to social protection, less bargaining 
power and their work is often precarious and 
unsafe.94 The older women we spoke to highlight 
the precarity of their work, which is often on an 
ad-hoc basis, involves long hours with no guarantee 
of fair compensation, and is not covered by social 
protection – meaning they have no pension to fall 
back on, as well as no sick pay. 

Older women are more likely than older men to 
have a history of interrupted working lives due to 
caring responsibilities, which leaves them with 
lower access to pensions and income security.95 Our 
previous research with ODI showed that women 
in poorer countries are more likely to participate in 
paid work in their older age than women in richer 
countries. In low and middle-income countries, one 
in seven women aged 65+ participate in the labour 
force, and in Sub Saharan Africa this is particularly 
high: two in five older women. 

Much of the work that older women do outside of 
the household in both countries studied, unpaid 
and paid, is an extension of their gendered roles in 
the household; it revolves around making things, 
domestic work such as cleaning and cooking, 
selling food, and providing emotional or spiritual 
support. But a range of global studies reviewed 
show the extent of older women’s paid work 
globally from agriculture to stone splitting to 
laundry.96 They also demonstrate the universal 
nature of the precarious conditions that older 
women in Malawi and Ethiopia work under due to 
their age and gender, and of the barriers they face 
to accessing decent work and income security.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a particular impact 
on older informal workers. A sample study by WIEGO 
found that in 12 cities globally, older people’s earnings 
were hit more severely than younger worker’s between 
February and July 2020, and particularly those of older 
women.97 Older people also reduced their weekly days 
of work and were slower to return to their pre-COVID-19 
livelihoods.98  

Potential reasons include age-specific restrictions 
on movement in some contexts, heightened risk 

of the virus for older people, and a decline in work 
opportunities for older women due to social hierarchies.
Despite the scale of older women’s contribution to 
the labour force, policy makers continue to rely on 
out-dated assumptions of who is of ‘working age’ – 
not recognising that many people work during their 
whole lives – and even when data for older people 
is there, the focus of analysis in many reports is on 
younger workers, in line with country plans to boost 
youth employment this unintentionally obscures older 
workers’ contributions.99 

COVID-19’s effect on older people’s informal work

‘Across rural Malawi, 78 per cent 
of women aged 60-64 are in the 
labour force.’ 
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Supporting the younger 
generations 
Galane Bebe, 70 years old, Ethiopia 

Galene was born in rural Ethiopia where 
she was married at 17. Her marriage was 
unhappy, so she divorced and moved to 
Addis Ababa to live with her sister

Being illiterate, she struggled to find work except as 
a home help. She became pregnant and was forced 
to move back to her family in rural Ethiopia who 
helped raise her son. Forced into another marriage 
by her father, she had four more children, lost two 
when they were young, and was forced by her 
husband to give up her two daughters to her sister 
in Addis Ababa. 

Tragically, Galene’s sister passed away and so she 
moved to the city to live with her daughter, where 
she had to fight to keep her sisters government 
home. She struggled to raise her daughters whilst 
juggling various jobs, from cotton spinning, selling 
injera, washing clothes for people and household 
chores. Galene says: “After all these tedious ups and 
downs, I still struggled to survive and I don’t have 
reliable income except that I recently started getting 
a cash transfer (part of the Urban Productive Safety 
Net Program (USPN) for the poorest of the poor) on 
a monthly basis, but the amount is so little and not 
enough to cover the cost of my basic needs.”

Galene lives in a household of seven, her daughter 
and her two children, her other daughter’s two 
children, and her housekeeper who helps with the 
grandchildren. She wakes at 7am, goes to church 
until 10am, then comes home to prepare food 
and care for the four grandchildren for most of the 
day. She supports her community by taking part 
in ‘idir’ such as funerals, bereavements, wedding 
ceremonies and services, visiting the sick and 
friends in need – and supporting her daughter to 
focus on her business. As her daughter left Galene 
to care for her two grandchildren, they and the 
housekeeper are dependent on her. 

Her devotion to God gives her relief from her stress, 
and despite the hardship she says: “Taking care 
of my grandchildren is my favourite time as I feel 
blessed.” As well as the grandchildren who are 
entirely dependent on her, she also cares for her 
other two grandchildren whilst their mother is 
at work. 

Galene has recently stopped working due to health 
problems and ageing and receives no payment for 
the work which she does for her grandchildren. The 
only income she receives is from her government 
cash transfer, a direct support component of the 
Urban Productive Safety Net Programme, and 

“Galene has since 
stopped working due 
to health problems 
and ageing and 
receives no payment 
for the work which 
she does for her 
grandchildren.”
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“Being a single 
woman has been 
very challenging 
for Galene, fighting 
to keep her sister’s 
home for herself and 
her daughters - even 
now in old age it’s 
a struggle to raise 
the grandchildren 
abandoned by her 
daughter.”

some money from crops from the plot of land she 
inherited from her father. This money covers basic 
needs such as food and utilities. 

Galene suffers from loneliness after the loss of 
her large family, and is upset at being idle and 
unable to work as she used to, and the high cost 
of living due to price rises in food, clothes and 
household products. 

Being a single woman has been very challenging 
for Galene, fighting to keep her sister’s home for 
herself and her daughters, even now in old age it’s 
a struggle to raise the grandchildren abandoned 
by her daughter, she says: “I am struggling with 
living costs which increase almost every day that 
put me in a very difficult situation. Sometimes I feel 
hopelessness as I can’t fulfil the needs of my very 
young grandchildren. I was very active and tireless 
woman, but now I can’t do anything due to my 
health condition and age that makes me idle and 
very sad.”

Galene says that: “Most of the older men in our 
area get out and enjoy being with friends but it is 
very difficult in the case of older women as they 
are caring or doing household chores. Children or 
grandchildren is still in the hands of older women.”

Galene provides community support to neighbours 
in need, who do the same for her. And she 
gets some support from the non-government 
organisation, TSDA, through their home-based care 
services. Taking part in ‘idir’, visiting friends and 
supporting people in the community, gives Galene 
valuable emotional support 
and connection. 

After everything she has been through Galene 
believes her family and community would describe 
her as “undefeatable and fearless.”

Galene would like to see sufficient and predictable 
income for older people, she said: “I am in very 
poor health condition and no sustainable income 
that enables me to lead a healthy and dignified 
life. I think my situation can be changed if the cash 
transfer which I am getting from the government 
has been adjusted as per the ever-growing costs that 
need also to be managed.”

The COVID-19 pandemic meant her church 
was closed, which prevented much of her 
social interactions, and her daughter’s income 
was reduced, but she also felt she received 
much support from the government and local 
community. She says of the pandemic: “My feeling 
is both positive and negative, positive, because we 
have various supports from our community and local 
government and NGOs, such as TSDA. It is negative 
because it reduced our daily income, restricted our 
movements to go around and interact with our 
friends and limited my spiritual benefit from visiting 
the church and praying.”

Galene feels her greatest struggles started when 
she moved to the city, “I don’t have education or 
skill to generate income and raise my daughters and 
that put me in a very difficult situation and forced 
me to pass through tremendous challenges. But all 
those challenges strengthen me and make me an 
unbeatable and fearless woman.”

Galene has overcome unbearable loss in her life but 
stays positive and continues to provide care for her 
daughter and grandchildren. Being able to support 
them in their lives is her biggest success. 
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Snapshot: older women’s work in Malawi

Across rural Malawi, 78 per cent of women aged 
60-64 are in the labour force, compared to 90 
per cent of their male peers. At age 85+, more 
than 40 per cent are still in the labour force.100 

However, in our study, older women said that 
paid work was scarce, particularly in the rural 
area of Thyolo, and that there are significant 
food shortages. In both Lilongwe and Thyolo, 
most people of all ages rely on subsistence 
farming and this is reflected nationally: 87 per 
cent of female headed households are engaged 
in agricultural activities, compared to 81 per 
cent of male headed households, and 
those aged 65+ are more engaged than 
younger people.101 

In Thyolo, many people work in tea farms, but 
some older people are being denied work there 
due to missing high targets for tea picking. Our 
research in Malawi also shows that older women 
are denied payment for the same community 
development work for which others receive 
compensation, in breach of their right to 
fair payment. 

For households whose heads are widowed, 92 
per cent are headed by women. Female headed 
households and those aged 65 and over are 
the most at risk of food poverty and housing 
issues. 70 per cent of older women and men 
in an HelpAge International analysis had to 
supplement their earnings through paid work  
in order to survive.102  

In the two communities in Malawi, aside from 
subsistence farming, the work available to 
older women is mainly described as ‘piece 
work’ (wage labour) on other people’s farmland 
or doing housework or laundry in wealthier 
people’s houses. Some older women work for in-
kind pay such as food, for example eating some 
of the food they have cooked in others’ houses. 
Some also do crafts such as knitting and cotton 
spinning to sell. According to a gender analysis 
carried out in Malawi by HelpAge International 
in 2018, older women did more work for in-kind 
payment than older men, who more often work 
for cash.103

‘Although
older people are 
more likely than 
younger people to
have care and 
support needs, they 
are also likely to
continue to work to 
support themselves, 
and often others.’ 

Drivers - why are older women 
doing the work they do? 
Older women work primarily because of necessity, sometimes for their 
basic survival. 

Drivers of older women’s work strongly relate to 
social norms around their gender and age, and to 
their environment and circumstance, which affect 
the type and amount of work they do. These are all 
affected by policy choices. The factors driving older 
women into work include:
• Necessity and duty 
• Gaining respect and reciprocal support from 

family and community
• Avoiding shame and dependency
• Remaining active and independent
• Achieving older women’s aspirations and 

exercising choice

Some of the drivers of older women’s work do 
not fit neatly into negative or positive categories. 
Many older women feel they must support other 
household members because there is no other 
adult available, but they also feel working connects 
them to others and find satisfaction in their work. 

Older women see care as a necessary and positive 
force for society; our research shows it is the lack 
of support and the volume of care work alongside 
other responsibilities that are problematic. There 
is often a link between older women’s unpaid care 
and financial responsibilities, and even without 
dependents, older women have to support 
themselves. Low coverage of social protection, and 
inadequate levels where it is available, contributes 
to older women’s work choices.

“However, it is a must to work in order to 
survive.  Life will be difficult if I am not 
working for my family and they will be 
dispersed and fall into problems.”
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

“I do some piece work. When they pay me I 
send the child to go buy 2kgs of maize flour. 
If I don’t have money, then we sleep without 
eating.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi

In some shocking cases in Malawi, older women 
were expected to carry out free labour where 
younger community members were compensated 
for similar work under the public works scheme. 
This seriously undermines the rights of older 
women to fair pay for equal work and is a clear 
indication of their perceived place in society.

“They still save your portion and send a 
messenger to your house to inform you that 
you need to make time and do your part of 
the work.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi

“When it is unpaid work meant for 
development, it is okay. Their contribution 
to that development is kept as a legacy even 
after 100 years. They also set themselves 
as good examples for the young ones to 
emulate when it comes to contribution to 
their own development.”
Younger man, Lilongwe, urban Malawi

The amount of work older women carry out is 
determined by the availability of support from their 
families, communities and institutions. In Sub-
Saharan Africa and Asia-Pacific contexts, although 
most older people still live in multigenerational 
households, traditional informal structures of 
family support are changing as economic pressures 
drive younger adults to migrate for work or make 
them unable to provide adequate financial support, 
leaving older people without the support of their 
children or younger relatives.104 

While ‘old age dependency ratios’ are used as 
a measure of the available support in a given 
population, UN Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs (DESA) is now questioning this term itself, 
acknowledging the diversity of older people’s 
economic activity, functional capacity, and the 
diversity of other population groups in terms of 
their own dependency.105 
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Due to their need to work and community power 
dynamics, older women are denied the right to 
choose their employment. Their lack of access 
to social protection, such as pensions, is also 
potentially a driver of their work – as for most older 
women there is no financial cushion to fall back on. 

“Whatever your age if there are others who 
depends on your activity you need to move, 
though it is difficult.”
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

Necessity and duty

“You cannot say I will not do this work 
at home or I am tired hence I will not do 
this work. If you do not do that work, who 
will do it for you? So, you will do the work 
wholeheartedly because you also have 
children at the house who look up 
to you.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi

“The tradition forces women to complete 
household chores like cooking food and 
fetching water. So they know that it is their 
responsibility and complete them without 
any order from someone else. “
Older man, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

The older women we interviewed often told us 
they must work to eat, and to support others. 
Many have a strong sense of responsibility, and 
although community members say that no-one 
dictates what they do, older women describe being 
influenced by the perceptions and reactions of 
others, and by the unavailability or unwillingness 
of others to do the work they do, for example 
collecting water early in the morning or doing 
unpaid care work and providing for school costs. 

Globally, older women cannot rely solely on family 
support, and in fact they are often supporting their 
families. In a study of five Asian countries, income 
and remittances from children was an important 
source of income for older people, but it was 
rarely adequate, often because the children were 
struggling to meet their own costs.106  

In both Ethiopia and Malawi, many older women 
said that they do not have a choice to stop working, 
even if it causes them pain, because the household 
would suffer.

In Malawi and Ethiopia we saw that older women 
are only considered head of the household if they 
are the only adult, which usually makes them also 
the only provider of income. 

“We won’t feed ourselves unless we work.”
Older woman, Addis, urban Ethiopia

“However, the responsibility is huge as 
everything depends on me at my house. 
Sometimes we may sleep on empty 
stomachs.”
Older woman, Lilongwe, urban Malawi

In the example in Malawi where older women were 
doing unpaid work for which younger community 
members were paid, respondents suggested that 
if older women do paid work it will reflect badly 
on their household, as the younger people are 
expected to provide for them.

While self-employment can be seen as a sign of an 
entrepreneurial mindset, in Ethiopia it tends to be 
a last resort – linked to low skills and lack of formal 
job opportunities.107 

Gaining respect and reciprocal support from family 
and community

“We older women... keep our turns to 
make tella once in a week. My turn is every 
Tuesday. I mean on every Tuesday, all our 
customers come to my home and drink tella. 
It revolves as such that no one affords to 
make it every day.” 
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

“When there is a problem in my neighbour’s 
house, we are cleaning houses of our 
neighbours. if I don’t clean somebody house 
who will do the same to me when some 
things happened to me?”
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban 
Ethiopia

In many contexts globally, to meet their basic 
needs older women and men rely on informal social 
networks as well as their own work, due to a lack 
of social protection - but these networks are being 
weakened by factors including migration, poverty 
and unemployment.108 However, some community 
members in Ethiopia maintain some aspects of 
reciprocal support, or ‘turn taking’, through burial 
societies called idirs and community schemes 
called equbs - although neighbours do not share 
out food as they once did.109 Older women in our 
research described making tella or coffee, as part 
of a social contract or community ritual. In Malawi, 
some older women described sporadic support 
such as borrowing a bag of maize from a neighbour 
until they could afford to return one. This gives an 
incentive to work to repay people.

Limited access to community support can also be a 
driver of older women’s work, in terms of being even 
more important to look after themselves.

“The other difference is that our parents 
could cook food from their homes and 
bring it together and you eat together but 
nowadays this cannot happen. Each family 
nowadays when they find food they eat on 
their own. If a family does not have food, 
that is their problem and they will stay 
with hunger. In the past such things never 
happened.”
Older women, Thyolo, rural Malawi

Older women’s work can also help them to 
maintain their relationships within families. 
Many older women identify closely with their roles 
as mothers and grandmothers, reflecting the 
expectations of others; they express satisfaction in 
these roles as well as frustration and worry.

However, there was a sense that without a financial 
contribution, the work older women were doing 
was not counted as work, and they were denied 
food by their own households. Some older women 
mentioned feeling that community members or 
family were tired of supporting them, so they must 
support themselves.

Elsewhere, findings from a study in Pakistan in 
2019 echoed the evidence that older women in 
many contexts want to contribute in order to have 
respect from others. In Pakistan, older women 
and men want to work in order to contribute to the 
household, because they feel it affords them more 
independence and respect.110  

Avoiding shame and dependency

“As am speaking, they have all finished their 
education and are just staying at home. 
For them to eat, I have to do some work. 
Wherever there is piece work, I go to work. I 
don’t want to be going to my relatives to ask 
for help.” 
Older Women, Lilongwe, urban Malawi

In Malawi, the older women more often framed 
their desire to work as a way of avoiding the shame 
of begging or asking for help, and to eat and stay 
alive, although in some cases they also desired 
to be in control of their own work and time. Older 
women in Malawi were more likely than those in 
Ethiopia to say that any job that pays is good work, 
particularly in Thyolo, reflecting the particularly 
limited opportunities to earn income. As previous 
research has shown, the everyday lives of some 
older women are reduced to survival.111 
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What inspires older women’s work 

“Being able to help people is the main 
advantage I get from joining the older 
people’s association.”
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban 
Ethiopia

Our research brought forward new evidence that 
older women’s work is heavily influenced by the 
universal human need to be busy, connected and 
useful to others; older women mentioned a wish 
to remain active and fulfilled – and because they 
receive more respect by contributing financially. 
However, their working conditions, and their lack 
of access to economic rights and decent work, call 
in to question how far their existing work is helping 
them to achieve these goals. 

 “I do this out of free will. As a woman, I 
know that I just can’t stay idle at home, I 
have to work and do something for my life 
and family. I don’t believe in idleness.”
Older woman, Lilongwe, urban Malawi

Older women described how their work connects 
to and supports other generations of women and 
girls, enabling them to go to school and work, 
and contributing to community projects that 
benefit younger generations. Again, their role in 
social cohesion  was revealed in most of the older 
women’s strong sense of duty towards others.

“It’s just for community development, like 
recently we were asked to carry bricks to the 
school because they want to construct an 
office there.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi

Some older women talked about the benefits 
of their work in terms of their relationships with 
other people, and their satisfaction in helping 
others. In Ethiopia, there was more of a sense of 
connectedness, through the community burial and 
savings schemes – idirs and equbs – although not 
all of the older women could access these. 

Although Village Savings and Loans Associations 
(VSLAs) exist in both Ethiopia and Malawi, and NGOs 
have highlighted the social as well as economic 
benefits, few of the older women we interviewed 
mentioned being a part of these schemes. 
Community associations, such as Older People’s 
Associations in Ethiopia, and religious institutions 
in both countries, provided a space for older women 
to contribute meaningfully.

“I enjoy cleaning the church. Because I meet 
friends there and we have choir practice 
afterwards.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi

Remaining active and independent 

“In order not to feel socially alienated, 
community members are encouraging me 
when I am working to win my life.”
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban 
Ethiopia

“Thanks to God I am working and I am busy. 
Doing daily work I am healthy.  […] The 
children are happy because I am bringing 
them money. No one hates.”
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban 
Ethiopia

Many older women in our study believe that 
continuing to work will keep them healthy and 
strong, and therefore independent. For some 
older women, their descriptions of being in pain 
contradicted their comments about work making 
them healthy – suggesting that given a choice, they 
would do work within their capacity, but choosing 
less physically intensive roles. 

Often, they referred to their ability to support 
themselves, or to being viewed more positively 
by others. Most older women said explicitly that 
they could not be, or be seen to be, idle, because 
it affects perceptions of how healthy, productive 
or useful they are. Some say that they feel happier 
when they are busy. 

There is a thin line between wishing to be seen to 
contribute, and fulfilment. However, some older 
women talk about participating in community 
activities that appear to be a duty but also provide 
them with social contact and satisfaction.

“They are happy and wonder about me. They 
appreciate me for my strength.”
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

“It helps because one looks forward to a 
steady income without worrying about how 
you manage to feed yourself. But my life 
can change, I cannot depend on my child. I 
can leave him to do his things because he 
lives an uncomfortable life in order to take 
care of granny. He fails to do what he wants 
because of me. But if I were to find this 
opportunity, I can thank God. I can also be 
free in my life and worries will go away.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi

Achieving aspirations and exercising choice

“If I had money, I would be doing business 
at my house. It may be building a grocery 
and I would look like a boss. It may be 
charcoal business, I would be issuing 
instructions to my children while I 
am seated on a mat like a boss or 
any other business.”
Older woman, Lilongwe, urban Malawi

“I consider the best job for me is to have a 
shop and sell goods. I can sit in a shade if I 
have a shop.”
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

“I would make sure my household is food 
secure and I would stop doing tedious work 
like going to the farm, instead I would have 
a business that I would manage to do while 
home and have enough rest.”
Older woman, Lilongwe, urban Malawi

The older women in the Ethiopian and Malawian 
communities expressed their wishes to remain 
active and connected, continue contributing to 
their households and communities, to have control 
over the type, conditions, and location of work, and 
to be supported by others in their work. Like their 
existing work, older women’s specific aspirations 
are partly shaped by expectations and norms that 
relate to their age and gender, and their current 
economic status. 

Studies have shown that equal opportunities 
to employment, income security and personal 
development, are all important to older women. 
While women desire to work well into older age, 
for the experience of work to support their rights it 
must be under decent working conditions.112 

Most older women describe their activities as 
becoming harder in older age; however, most of the 
older women interviewed say they would choose 
to continue working in some capacity, usually in 
unpaid work or self-employment, if it were within 
their own control. 

“It looks like they have chosen but situation 
forces them to do so. For example, I asked 
one older woman to stop working. She asked 
me what she would be doing. I told her she 
would be doing some small business. She 
said she doesn’t want to live in expectation 
that every passer-by would be buying her 
commodities. She is comfortable with 
salaried work since she is sure of her pay at 
the end of the month. Thus for her, salaried 
work is good as compared to business. 
Younger man, Thyolo, rural Malawi 

The research in Ethiopia and Malawi has provided 
specific examples of what older women would 
choose, within their realm of experience, given the 
tools to make that choice. The majority of older 
women who expressed their aspirations said they 
would choose to run a petty trade, due to its scope 
to enable them to work close to home, to work 
in good conditions, and to be self-sufficient and 
autonomous – although it should not be assumed 
that petty trade is therefore the ideal work for all 
older women, and may be just what they perceive 
to be possible in their context. Despite being 
excluded from narratives about women’s economic 
empowerment and economic justice, older women 
globally are active agents who have aspirations 
and ambitions for themselves, and take seriously 
their responsibilities, contributing in multiple ways 
behind the scenes to their economies – with little 
reward and limited access to their rights.
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Gender, age and power dynamics

Intergenerational power dynamics as well as 
those relating to gender can influence the type 
and amount of work that older women do, 
and their participation in income generation 
schemes that would give them access to more 
paid work. 

Girls and women of all generations, including 
older women, are driven by social norms to do 
the lion’s share of unpaid care and household 
work. In addition, due to their age and gender, 
older women are bound to specific unpaid 
community roles and rituals outside the 
household, on top of the paid work they have to 
do in order for the household to eat. As well as 
driving their work, damaging norms based on 
ttheir age, gender and other factors, can also 
limit the types of paid work available to them. 

More research is needed to understand how 
age and sex discrimination intersects, and how 
both intersect with disability discrimination. 
Multiple discrimination is often not recognised 
in legal systems.

Women’s responsibility for unpaid care 
throughout the life course, and the low 
quality of their employment, have an impact 
on and compound barriers to their access to 
participation in the labour force, particularly 
decent work, and in accessing social protection 
– as pensions are traditionally linked to formal 
and continuous work. A study of older people’s 
associations found that care responsibilities can 
be a barrier to participation.113 

In some areas of Malawi, outside the home, 
older women are discouraged by others from 
doing paid work, according to older women 
and younger men in the communities in our 
study – this is partly because younger men 
will be perceived to be neglecting their duty of 
providing for their mothers and grandmothers, 
despite older women’s need to earn income.

“Older women are taken advantage of 
because of their age and gender. It is 
different with older men. Older men have 
a bit of control over what they do.”
Younger woman, Lilongwe, urban Malawi

Older women are sometimes stopped from 
doing the work they want or need to do by others 
in their households and communities by older 
women’s fear of how they will be perceived by 
others or are forced to take any available work 
in order to avoid hunger, poverty or destitution. 
The unpaid and paid roles that older women 
play in Addis Ababa, Lilongwe, Dejen and 
Thyolo, and the amount of work, reflect rigid 
social structures and expectations based on 
age and gender, which intersect with other 
factors including ableism – the prejudice that 
favours people living without disabilities. These 
expectations reflect global patterns, with clear 
evidence that inadequate investment in and 
cuts to public health and care services result in 
women being expected to take on the shortfall – 
a situation that has been amplified during 
the pandemic.114 

‘Girls and women 
of all generations, 
including older 
women, are driven 
by social norms to 
do the lion’s share 
of unpaid care and 
household work.’ 

‘Barriers for older women should 
be addressed at global, national 
and community levels.’ 
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Generating income to support 
her family
Asma Wego, 60 years old, Ethiopia 

Asma feels she has been struggling to 
make ends meet since she was a child. She 
lost both her parents at age 10 when she 
was bought to Addis Ababa to be cared for 
by a relative. 

She worked for her relative as a housekeeper, 
then married and lived with her husband and two 
children. She divorced her husband as he had an 
affair and stopped providing an income for their 
family. Asma worked washing clothes for traders to 
cover her basic living costs. 

She currently lives with ten family members, her 
daughter with her two children, her son with his 
son, her three brothers and two nieces – in a home 
consisting of one and a half rooms. 

Asma wakes at 5am to pray. She then fetches 
water, prepares breakfast for her family, spends 
the day doing household chores such as washing 
clothes for the family, then makes dinner and goes 
to sleep at 11pm. She says: “All the family members 
are dependent on my housework, as I am cooking 
and cleaning the houses although some of them, my 
children and brothers, are contributing financially. 
My grandchild, the son of my son and my two nieces 

are dependent on me completely. My nieces are 
supporting me in household chores after school.”

Washing clothes for others helps Asma provide 
an income for her family, she said: “I am happy 
as I am able to put food on the table and keep my 
family healthy and happy although the washing part 
becomes difficult with my age.” Washing clothes 
has become harder as Asma has aged as her energy 
is not what it used to be, but she has no other 
option: “This is what I am doing since my childhood 
to generate income and feed my family.” She said 
that people sometimes don’t pay her on time, or 
they leave clothes and disappear, or they do not 
collect on time, which affects her family especially 
her three grandchildren and two nieces who benefit 
from this income. Their water supply is also not 
regular, the weather can affect the clothes drying 
and the cost of washing materials is going up – all 
affecting her income. Washing clothes also drains 
her energy and she feels herself becoming weaker 
and weaker. 

Asma has been benefiting from the Urban 
Productive Safety Net Programme (UPSNP) for 
the last three years. After graduation she will be 
given some money as start-up capital towards her 
business. She dreams of buying a washing machine 

“Asma feels that 
being a single 
woman negatively 
affects her as she 
has nobody to 
share the roles and 
responsibilities of 
caring for the family 
members. As a single 
woman she has 
to shoulder every 
burden.”
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“Asma feels she has 
a good relationship 
with her community 
and her clients, she 
feels they appreciate 
her work, and some 
say they worry about 
her.”

so that she doesn’t have to hand wash all the 
clothes, but she doubts the money she receives will 
cover this. 

Asma feels that being a single woman negatively 
affects her as she has nobody to share the roles and 
responsibilities of caring for the family members, as 
a single woman she has to shoulder every burden. 
“Putting food on the table is my everyday struggle, 
as our income is decreasing from time to time whilst 
the cost of living is increasing in an unimaginable 
way…most people in our area are dependent on 
washing clothes that create a strong competition 
among ourselves. The market of second-hand 
clothes is also affected by limited economic 
movement that reduces the number of clients 
as well.”

Asma says: “I feel hopelessness, it leaves me in 
constant fear and insecure.”

The rest of her family also work, her brothers and 
children do different jobs, as labourers, and assist 
Asma in covering the basic costs of living, but due to 
the shortage of reliable work opportunities, most of 
the time they come home with no money. Her only 
other income is in-kind support from the NGO TSDA 
when they receive donations. 

Asma feels she has a good relationship with 
her community and her clients, she feels they 
appreciate her work, and some say they worry 
about her because she has been: “engaging in this 
tedious activity for many years without 
interruptions. They think it will affect my health 
and also it becomes very difficult as I get old.” 
She would rather do less energy intensive 
work which she feels is unsuitable for older women. 

Like many older women in Ethiopia, Asma engages 
in the community service of ‘idir’, supporting each 

other during various ceremonies such as birth, 
marriage, death, visiting sick people and caring for 
children, particularly grandchildren – she values this 
and wants to be able to have the time to do it. She 
says she is a “committed hard worker and peaceful 
person”, something she knows the community feel 
about her too. 

She worries that other people lack care and support 
from their community or family members, and that 
with the increasing living costs, and older women’s 
strength deteriorating, older women will no longer 
be able to engage in income generating activities 
– she feels that they need support from the 
community and government to help them instead, 
including income and better living conditions. She 
feels that had she been educated she could have 
been more successful. 

The COVID-19 pandemic affected her business 
for 3-4 months with reduced income, but she 
was not too worried about the virus as her family 
followed the advice from the government and 
took precautions. “At the initial stage, I completely 
stopped my business and stayed at home. My 
family was left without any income to survive and 
depended on support from the community and 
government to survive.” She felt there was good 
community support, and the government help gave 
her hope. Her business is now recovering slowly. 

Just like many older people, she felt she suffered 
through being confined to her home during the 
pandemic, feeling lonely from the lack of social 
interaction. 

Asma accepts that she does not have much joy 
because life is so challenging for her and her family, 
but seeing her children growing up and living in 
peace with her neighbours and family provides 
happy moments. 
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Barriers to economic justice 
for older women
Ingrained perceptions, expectations and discrimination based on their 
gender and age create specific barriers that affect older women’s 
access to decent work, to rest and leisure, and to social protection. This 
research explores the ways that these barriers affect older women’s 
access to these rights.

“The younger women live a better life 
because they are still energetic and are 
given good jobs that fetch reasonable 
compensation unlike the elderly who are 
offered low jobs that offer meagre wages. 
Older women may also have the money 
earned taken away from them by those they 
stay with.”
Younger woman, Lilongwe, urban Malawi

Ingrained perceptions, expectations and 
discrimination based on their gender and age 
create specific barriers that affect older women’s 
access to decent work, to rest and leisure, and to 
social protection. This research explores the ways 
that these barriers affect older women’s access to 
these rights.

Some of the barriers that older women in Ethiopia 
and Malawi helped us identify are a result of the 
inequalities that accumulate throughout women’s 
lifetimes, and others are specific to older age – and 
how systems fail to respond to these inequalities.

These inequalities, compounded by those relating 
to marital status, health status, poverty, and 
disability, also lead to assumptions about what 
older women are or are not doing or what they 
can, need or want to do. This can deny them their 
rights to lead dignified lives in which they can make 
independent decisions and participate fully in 
society – and could have a knock-on impact on the 
younger women and girls that they support.

The research not only provides evidence for the 
ways wider structural barriers hold older women 
back and must be challenged at all levels in order 
to transform their lives, but also identifies specific 
barriers for older women that should be addressed 
at global, national and community levels to 
improve their immediate situation.

• Older women face barriers to accessing 
their economic rights broadly relating to the 
following factors: 
• Access to and availability of decent work
• Access to formal support: financial services 

and social protection
• Access to informal support: family and 

community
• Discrimination and abuse
• Access to independent income, decision 

making, and having a voice

• The barriers older women face to economic 
justice interact with their access to other 
rights, such as to participate fully in society 
and their right to health and wellbeing:
• Impacts on social cohesion and 

participation 
• Impacts on health and access to healthcare

Most of the barriers are underpinned by the unique 
combination of age and gender-based power 
dynamics that older women experience.

Older women’s comments about their exhaustion, 
money worries and concerns for meeting 
household costs and for other family members, 
demonstrates how crucial it is to overcome these 
barriers to support them in their work, to ensure 
their own and other generations’ access to rights.

Access to and availability of decent work

“Whatever your age, if there are others who 
depend on your activity you need to move 
though it is difficult. Most of the time I feel 
exhausted and am becoming weaker day 
by day.”
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

“Washing clothes and washing dishes are 
also easier for someone like me, only that 
the pay is not good.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi 

While older women are, on the whole, pleased to 
contribute through their work, their comments 
show that this work is not sustainable due to 
the volume of it, their unmanaged health 
conditions, and the conditions of the work itself. The 
sexist, ageist and ableist assumptions others make 
about older women underlie many of the barriers 
to them contributing in ways they would like, and to 
their ability to access a secure income.

Poor working conditions experienced by younger 
adult women and highlighted by women’s rights 
advocates are reflected in the experiences of older 
women, too – long hours, low pay, and no social 
or legal protection, in a hazardous environment or 
with unsafe equipment. This can pose particular 
challenges for older women, who say they have no 
choice but to take any work that is available. Their 
unpaid care roles also have a knock-on impact on 
job quality.115 While older women want to work in 
order to stay active, productive and connected, 
there are significant barriers to ensuring their work 
is decent and does not take a toll on their mental or 
physical health and wellbeing.

“It is not as such difficult but there is dusts 
other dirty things on the road side and I 
can’t proceed with others because my eye 
sick (trackohoma) and stopped the work.”
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban 
Ethiopia

“These days everything is getting very 
expensive and I could not afford to buy 
fire wood. Therefore, I have to go very far 
away to collect fire wood. I have to carry 
the fire wood on my back and walk very long 
distance. During these days I feel very tired 
and sick.” 
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

Many of the older women in our research work for 
long hours doing their combined roles, do physical 
tasks that cause them pain, and have to work 
until late into the evening or during the night to 
complete tasks. The volume of work and conditions 
that older women work under can cause or 
compound physical health issues, as well as 
putting their safety at risk.

Their significant workloads and the responsibility 
they feel can also have emotional impacts.
Some of the challenges identified by older women 
were the distance they must travel in order to do 
their work, long periods sitting, and competition 
from others including younger people. Language 
used in relation to work included words translated 
to mean ‘challenge’, ‘struggle’, ‘hard’, ‘difficult’, 
‘tiring’, and ‘a burden’. 

‘The volume of work 
and conditions that 
older women work 
under can cause or 
compound physical 
health issues, as 
well as putting their 
safety at risk.’
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Access to formal support: financial services and social 
protection

“In our country, the pension is only provided 
for those people who used to work in 
government or recently in private 
institutions and become retired from work. 
I think if there is a pension or some kind of 
social security it can play a key role in 
ensuring that women can access at least 
a basic pension and enjoy a minimum 
standard of living in older age.” 
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban Ethiopia

For older women, universal social pensions - at a 
level that enables dignity and a decent standard of 
living – are key.  Pension coverage for older people 
in low and middle-income countries is around 20 
per cent compared to almost 100 per cent in high 
income countries,116 and schemes are traditionally 
designed in a way that favours male work patterns. 
Older women are less likely to access pensions due 

to their disproportionate role in unpaid care work 
and informal and interrupted work histories,117 
while pensions are traditionally tied to formal 
jobs and continuous contributions.118 In the four 
research contexts, where there is no universal 
pension, participation in social protection schemes 
was low and inconsistent, and dependent on 
community support. 

In a study of four African countries, including 
Ethiopia and Malawi, older people’s access to social 
protection, employment, livelihoods and assets 
was found to be inadequate, particularly for older 
women in rural areas.119  

Older women in our research lacked a clear 
understanding of their eligibility for cash 
transfers, subsidies and other support. Where 
social protection is means tested, rather than 
universal, it can have adverse impacts due to 
jealousy and resentment between beneficiaries 
and non-beneficiaries.120  

‘The pandemic has 
starkly revealed 
the importance 
of having 
comprehemnsive, 
inclusive and 
reslient social 
protection systems’ 

Pension income when at a sufficient level is 
empowering for older people. However, where 
pensions are too low and other public services 
are not adequate, older people are having to 
rely on children and spouses or others, and 
struggle to afford basic necessities including 
food, water, clothing, housing, medical care 
and care and support.121 Proxy systems can also 
present challenges to older women’s economic 
empowerment and leave them open to economic 
abuse, for example from family members. 
Targeted schemes are prone to exclusion or 
inclusion errors.123 

Financial exclusion is a key barrier for older 
women’s economic empowerment. Being unable 
to access microcredit or other capital can create 
barriers to older women doing the work they would 
like to do, or even accessing their right to work 
altogether. Older women are less able to rely on 
savings in older age as they have often worked 
fewer years and earned less in that time.124 Older 
women’s lower levels of savings are compounded 
by a lack of financial planning. In developing 
economies, only 16% of adults reported to 
saving for old age while men are six percentage 
points more likely than women to save at a 
financial institution.125  

In emerging economies, older people over the age 
of 65 have the lowest financial literacy rates of any 
age group.126 Older women are significantly less 
financially literate than men.127 Women in low-
income countries may also lack the documented 
proof of birth, identity or citizenship required to 
access some productive resources.128 As well as 
older women having particularly low access to 
pensions, assets and savings,129 in many low and 
middle-income countries they face discrimination 
when trying to access credit.130 Women are less 
likely to have access to bank accounts throughout 
their lives.131 This can cause challenges in older 
age, when older women are faced with additional 
barriers to accessing work. 

The terms of the Amhara Credit and Savings 
Institution in Ethiopia, which relies on local 
committees to distribute the loans according 
to need, specify that the recipients must be ‘of 
productive age’, condoning age discrimination. 

A small number of older women had accessed the 
scheme and received training, but most had not. 
It was suggested that in order to obtain financial 
support, it was necessary to already have access 
to income. There was a perception in Malawi that 
widows are less likely to access credit due to having 
less initial support. 

“Those that are able to get loans are 
married who has support from their 
husbands.”
Older woman, rural Malawi

“We should add to say some older women 
would wish to join. But the way they are 
handled by some people, it is as if they are 
not necessary in such issues. This is why 
they are not keen to join. But there are 
some older women who can join given the 
chance.”
Younger man, Thyolo, rural Malawi

In Malawi, several older women mentioned that 
they were not able to access credit from institutions 
such as FINCA and Nkhonde, which have been 
set up to support women and marginalised 
communities to access finance. They claim that 
the rules are prohibitive for older women because 
they have to pay interest, and they fear their houses 
being taken if they can’t pay back. 

While many of the older women in our study 
said they would continue to do paid work, even 
if they already had access to a pension or other 
income security, their reasons tend to be linked 
with earning money – possibly because they 
have never experienced having adequate income 
and cannot imagine it, and because often, the 
amount of money received through a pension is 
insufficient and still needs to be supplemented by 
work. However, some said that if they had income 
security, they could stop doing the undesirable 
types of paid work and spend more time doing the 
work, unpaid and paid, that they favoured doing, 
and have more time to rest. Some older women 
would pay others to do the heavier labour, if they 
could, or invest in their own businesses.
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Social protection– overview of social protection schemes
A universal, life course approach to social 
protection provides security against the 
various risks that arise from events across a 
life span, including raising a family, disability, 
unemployment, widowhood and older age; only 
29 per cent of the global population is currently 
covered by comprehensive social security 
systems.132 Universal, gender-responsive social 
protection is key for all women throughout their 
life course, due to their interrupted and informal 
work patterns, labour market discrimination, and 
disproportionate role in unpaid care work. Older 
women everywhere receive pensions at lower 
benefit levels, but in low and middle-income 
countries they are likely to receive no pension at 
all. In Sub-Saharan Africa, where older women and 
men have been reached by pensions and other 
cash transfers, they have been instrumental to 
their abilities to purchase food, access healthcare 
and support their children and grandchildren.133  

A range of feasibility studies globally have shown 
that social pensions, which are more accessible 
for women and informal workers, can be 
implemented in low and middle-income countries 
at low cost.134 In addition, despite concerns about 
pensions interrupting traditional support systems, 
studies have shown that they actually enhance 
social relations and informal support.135 In Kenya, 
the Inua Jamii tax-financed universal pension 
scheme has been rolled out for all over-70s, with 
clear successes in improving older persons’ dignity 
and older women’s economic empowerment – 
partly due to their ability to contribute. In Zanzibar 
(United Republic of Tanzania) the Government 
has introduced a universal social pension.136 In 
countries where pensions have been privatised 
under adjustment programmes, the model has 
not been successful and is usually reversed.137 

Some of the research participants in Ethiopia 
were recipients of another cash transfer scheme, 
the Rural Productive Safety Net (RPSNP) or Urban 
Productive Safety Net (UPSNP) programme. 
A separate study on coverage of older people in 
the PSNP scheme found that while only a minority 
of older people benefit and the level is low, older 
women receiving it have used the money to 
generate additional income in petty trade and 
poultry production, goat fattening and brewing 
drinks in local breweries, and to participate in 
savings schemes. 

Research on the impacts of a pilot social cash 
transfer programme for older people in Malawi 

shows that 20 per cent of older people receiving 
the grant spent it on livestock, and 16 per cent on 
farm inputs. Nearly all spent it partly on food, and 
more than a third also spend it on clothing and on 
education for their households.138 This gives some 
indication of older people’s responsibilities and 
roles. Wider research confirms that older women 
globally are more likely to spend their income 
on the needs of their household, and that the 
presence of a grandmother has multiple positive 
benefits to children’s emotional wellbeing 
and education.139

Only two per cent of older Malawians live in a 
household with access to a pension income. In 
Malawi, the Social Cash Transfer Programme 
(SCTP) – known locally as Mtukula Pakhomo, 
or ‘lifting up families’ - is the flagship social 
protection programme, which provides an 
unconditional cash transfer to ultra-poor and 
labour-constrained households with the aim 
of reducing poverty and hunger and increasing 
school enrolment.

In Lilongwe, there were temporary increases 
to the so-called Mtukula Pakhomo during the 
pandemic, targeting Malawians of all ages to 
cushion the impacts of COVID-19. Respondents 
in the validation workshop expressed concern 
about their income security after the temporary 
measures were stopped.

In 2016, it had reached 330,000 households, or 12 
per cent of the total households in Malawi.140 The 
programme’s eligibility criteria are closely linked 
to disability, chronic illness and labour constraints, 
- all more prevalent in older age. In 2016, 50 per 
cent of household heads in the programme were 
aged 65 and over, and 15 per cent of individuals 
living in recipient households were aged 65 and 
over; however, coverage was still low, with fewer 
than one in four older people living in recipient 
households.141 The respondents in our research 
communities had largely not benefitted from 
the scheme and did not know how households 
were selected. 

Complementary literature on social protection 
shows that where social pensions have been 
widely rolled out, there are clear community 
benefits – such as grandparents using the cash 
transfers to cover childcare costs.142 This backs up 
our findings in this research about older women’s 
spending priorities – and how their contributions 
support wider society.

‘A universal, life course approach to 
social protection provides security 
against the various risks that arise 
from events across a life span.’

Older women: the hidden workforce49
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Snapshot of social protection for older people in Ethiopia146

The Ethiopia National Social Protection policy 
developed in 2014 recognised that older people 
‘have no form of secure income apart from that 
provided by families or their own labour’. This 
policy was developed under the mandate of the 
constitution, which obliges the government to 
work towards universal access to public health 
and education, clean water, housing, food and 
social security.147 Although Ethiopia does not 
yet have a comprehensive and integrated social 
protection system, it has a range of programmes 
and schemes that serve a variety of social 
protection objectives – its four focus areas for 
developing a comprehensive social protection 
system are: the social safety net, livelihood and 
employment, social insurance, and addressing 
inequalities in access to basic services.

Ethiopia has two pension schemes – one for 
public servants and one for employees in the 
formal private sector. Women are far less likely 
than men to receive them, due to their informal 
and unpaid work roles. Only 4.5 per cent of 
the total working population works for the 
Government, and 1.4 per cent are in the private 
sector. In addition, implementation challenges 
have been reported including delayed payment 
of pensions, poor handling of rural microfinance 
institutions paying out pensions, and a lack of 
understanding about the objectives of a pension. 
89 per cent of all pensions paid in Ethiopia 
go to men.

The Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) 
is Ethiopia’s rural safety net for chronically and 
food insecure households. It aims to reduce 
hunger, improve livelihoods and reduce the risk 
of famine by providing cash and food transfers, 
livelihoods support and access to microfinance 
to 1.2 million poor and rural Ethiopians. 85 per 
cent of participant households receive transfers 

as wages for labour on public works projects 
that seek to reverse environmental degradation 
and improve access to markets and basic 
services. The remainder, including older people, 
people with disabilities and pregnant women, 
receive cash or food transfers without a labour 
requirement. The PSNP uses a mix of geographic 
and community-based targeting to identify poor 
and food insecure beneficiaries.

Urbanisation of Ethiopia’s population has meant 
the urbanisation of poverty. In 2015, the Urban 
Productive Safety Net (UPSNP) was set up as a 
pilot in 11 cities.

In 2018-19, about seven per cent of Ethiopia’s 
older population were covered by the Urban and 
Rural PSNP. Overall, higher percentages of older 
women as compared to older men are enrolled 
in both programmes – however, the rural PSNP 
reaches a much higher percentage (8.1 per cent 
older women and 4.6 per cent older men) of 
older people than the urban PSNP (1 per cent to 
0.4 per cent).148 Although it has improved the 
lives of some, currently only a small proportion 
of older people are covered by the PSNP schemes 
and they report that the payments are unreliable 
and the level is too low to meet even their 
basic needs.

However, qualitative research has found that 
the PSNP has had a positive impact on the lives 
of older people who receive it, enabling them to 
have better access to food, to income generation 
activities, and enabling them to participate more 
actively in traditional and social events. It also 
had a knock-on effect for some beneficiaries to 
access free healthcare through the Community-
based Health Insurance (CBHI) scheme.

While there has been a welcome increase in social 
protection for older people from many countries in 
response to the pandemic, through expanding coverage 
or increasing benefits – the majority of responses are 
not adequate or were only implemented in the short 
term,143 and it is crucial that post-COVID-19 measures 
build on this to ensure access for all. The pandemic 
has starkly revealed the importance of having 
comprehensive, inclusive and resilient social 

protection systems in place which can be scaled up 
quickly when needed. 

The UK Government has previously been involved in 
supporting the introduction and expansion of crucial 
social protection in Uganda, Ethiopia and Kenya, as well 
as in monitoring the gender responsiveness of social 
protection schemes.144,145   

COVID-19 and social protection Access to informal support: family and community

“I have a child who gives me support though 
not consistently. Then I have grandchildren 
who are orphans. Their mothers are dead 
and I am raising them.”
Older women, urban Malawi

The combination of having responsibility for 
household members, and lacking support from 
others, came through in the qualitative research in 
Sub Saharan Africa as having a particular impact 
on older women’s access to economic justice and 
other rights.

“I don’t have a husband and I am 
responsible for all the costs of home. I 
work whatever work available and bring 
money for my children and grandchildren. 
My husband died ten years back and all the 
burden of the family is on my shoulder.”
Older woman, Addis Ababa, urban 
Ethiopia

“I feel pain because before I got sick I was 
able to work without problems but now 
I can’t and the doctor said I should stop 
working, so I told him that I am alone and 
have no one to help me and that If I don’t 
work I will die of hunger.”
Older woman, rural Malawi

In the Asia Pacific region, there is also evidence 
that family responsibilities and health are two 
of the key reasons that older women leave the 
labour force.149 

As well as the physical impacts, there is a negative 
emotional impact when older women are relied on 
by household members but are not supported 
by them.

Older women in the Malawi study rarely get 
anything in return for their work. Many of the older 
women we interviewed are spending hours of their 
time doing heavy work in the garden, as a result 
of being denied support from their own children 
and others and being excluded from food supply 
deliveries. Some have to resort to begging, which 
affects their dignity and self-respect. Where they 
do receive support from neighbours, it is ad-hoc and 
based on mutual trust. 

“Recently we borrowed a bag of maize from 
someone in the village and will return it after 
harvesting.” 
Older woman, rural Malawi

In all four research settings, the majority of older 
women raising grandchildren either received no 
financial support from children or received only 
occasional or inadequate financial support. Few 
received any practical support. This correlates with 
research in five Asian countries, which found that 
although family support and remittances are an 
important part of older people’s financial security, 
the support provided is rarely enough to meet 
their needs.150 

“This grandmother is always on her feet 
cleaning the surroundings and thereafter 
she goes to market and starts cooking when 
she gets back. Sadly, these children and 
grandchildren never help out with anything, 
not even cleaning the plates they had used.” 
Younger woman, urban Malawi

Globally, households and communities are not fully 
recognising the work of older women as crucial to 
their economies and societies, and overall, they are 
contributing more to others’ empowerment and 
development than they are receiving.151 At a local 
level, while it is recognised that intergenerational 
self-help groups in Asia Pacific and other older 
people’s clubs globally prop up care systems and 
foster community cohesion, community caregivers 
do not always receive compensation in recognition 
of their time.152 

Despite the positive impacts older women describe 
from remaining active, the lack of support affects 
their access to an adequate standard of living, 
and the highest attainable standard of physical 
and mental health. Sometimes it manifests in 
discrimination and abuse, which can cause older 
women stress, and in turn can have an impact on 
their self-respect and wellbeing. 

While older women see working as important for 
their own self-worth and being accepted by others, 
they can face a shortage of paid work opportunities 
and their unpaid roles and time pressures often 
mean passing up income generating work.153 
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A lack of available support from other family 
members, and an assumption that older women 
will pick up the extra work, is another factor 
resulting in older women spending more time in 
unpaid work at the expense of their rest as well 
as income generation opportunities. At the same 
time, increased unpaid care responsibilities can 
result in increased costs – and in skip-generation 
households and where the older woman is 
widowed, this can raise challenges for them. 

“More especially when you are a widow, 
challenges arise to have enough supplies 
and to provide for oneself as a woman.” 
Older Women, rural Malawi 

The need to provide for family, coupled with a lack 
of awareness that older women need to work out 
of necessity, can contribute to them doing heavy or 
unsuitable, underpaid work. 

Older people in many contexts globally are 
excluded from learning new skills. This can prevent 
them from pursuing the realisation of other rights 
such as the right to work or to participate fully in 
social, economic, cultural and political life.154  

Several of the older women in our study mentioned 
a decline in sharing in the community, due to 
inflation or scarce food. Others were alienated 
and accused of being witches due to their age and 
possibly gender. 

“One of the main reasons why some old 
people stay alone is because of the issue of 
witchcraft. Therefore, the parents may not 
allow their children to stay with old people 
saying they are witches or witches and will 
eat you. So old women end up staying alone 
since everyone is calling them witches.” 
Older woman, rural Malawi

In Malawi, many older women described a lack 
of trust in neighbours and their own family 
members – often due to constrained resources 
and ageism – and in many cases they are 
marginalised from society. 

When older women have access to support, 
informal or formal, they are able to make choices 
about how to spend their energy and time, and to 
take better care of their health.

“For me I have been sick for the past 8 years 
but I have one child who stay in Blantyre, he 
has helped me with finances to find labourers 
to help me with farming.”
Older woman, rural Malawi

The positive impact of income security

One older woman with a disability in Addis 
Ababa described the positive impact that 
informal support and access to income security 
can have on older women’s lives regardless of 
their disability status, emphasising that her 
supportive siblings and her savings enable her to 
carry out unpaid community work and to live a 
dignified life. 

Ife* in Addis Ababa, age 68, earns a regular 
monthly income by working in a collective with 
other older women maintaining a public toilet, 
sharing out their earnings. She lives alone in 
a house she inherited from her parents, in the 
same compound as her two sisters. 

While her sister bakes the injera bread, Ife often 
also cooks, and they usually eat together. As 
she has some of her own income, she chooses 
to spend her time keeping her local area clean 
and tidy, helping out other older people in 
the community, including people who are 
HIV positive, and is on the committee of a 
women’s association. She has also contributed 
to rebuilding houses. She participates in an 
equb savings scheme which enables her to stay 
financially independent. She also describes 
how her sisters encourage her in her work, and 
support her.

*not her real name

Access to an independent income, decision making 
and having a ‘voice’

“Sometimes it also happens that even when 
women are capable of bringing some things 
in the family, due to cultural expectations 
surrounding the status of a man in the 
family the woman would not be compelled 
to bring or do such things for fear of diluting 
the man’s status. As such, she cannot build a 
house while the man is there.”
Younger man, Thyolo, rural Malawi

Older women, even though they are working and 
providing income for households, often do not have 
a say over the bigger household decisions. Older 
women’s decision-making power is often confined 
to small decisions over costs relating to food and 
other daily finance, and not to bigger household 
purchases or who will access healthcare. 
However, this appears to vary depending on 
their living arrangements.

“Certain household decisions are 
characterized as being husband dominant 
(e.g., life insurance, tools and alcoholic 
beverages) or wife dominant (e.g. 
kitchenware, wife’s and children’s clothes, 
food), housing, vacations, children’s toys 
and education).”
Older men, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

Having an independent income has been widely 
identified as a key route to improving women’s 
household bargaining position,155 and to women 
having more control over their lives.156 In the 
qualitative research, we heard from older women 
that they need access to regular income of their 
own to enable them to manage their multiple 
responsibilities and choose the work that 
suits them. 

Older women are more likely to live alone and 
likely to outlive their spouses, if married.157 Our 
research shows how this makes them responsible 
for providing all or some household income. Many 
of the older women in the communities in our 
recent research study were the only adult in skip-
generation households. Although they are often 
household heads, for older women this has specific 
meaning – being responsible not only for costs but 
for the wellbeing of the whole household – and as 

there is likely to be a small amount of income this 
does not result in genuine power. As mentioned 
previously, skip-generation households are more 
likely to fall below the poverty line.158 Despite the 
hardship, while older women sometimes refer to 
themselves as head of households, most men we 
spoke to were resistant to this idea – with older men 
citing traditional customs. Older women are only 
recognised as household heads if there is no 
other adult. 

“In my opinion, most of the decision is 
made by men. Women’s power in making 
decision regarding how money is spent 
is insignificant because we are older 
people and this is the way we have been 
accustomed to. In contrary this generation 
may be because of globalization, education 
and awareness, both may have equal 
responsibility. Older men, most of the time, 
want to be decision makers. Maybe one in 
hundred households, a wife could be head 
of household and decision maker. So, the 
decision-making power is in the hands of 
men.” 
Older men, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

Older women’s leadership and decision-making 
roles are also limited in community organisations. 
Older women in Malawi have reported that despite 
being guardians of children and sometimes 
officially recognised as such, institutions including 
schools will not formally recognise this and do not 
allow their participation in the decision-making 
that affects their children.

“Also, another issue falls on the advisory 
role. The older woman becomes sad when 
she advises and the pieces of advice are not 
taken seriously. When she advises and that 
is not taken, she does not feel good as she 
feels she advised in vain. She is concerned 
with children who are going astray.”
Younger Man, rural Malawi

Although families can be a key source of support 
for older people in emergencies, humanitarian 
responses that increase older people’s dependence 
on their families may actually contribute to 
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a reduction in older people’s resilience and 
independence over time, increasing their risk of 
being subject to violence, abuse and neglect.159  

In non-government organisation (NGO) 
supported programmes, including those that 
Age International supports, there is work to do to 
ensure that older women are encouraged and able 
to participate. 

In several countries including Vietnam, the 
Intergenerational Self Help Clubs model and 
other models of Older People’s Associations 
(OPAs) provide access for older people to income 
generation loans and offer social participation 
opportunities. However, OPAs are an investment of 
time. Many participants in a recent study said that 
attending monthly meetings had created hardship 
because it meant they had to miss work or give 
up opportunities to generate income. This was 

identified as being unsustainable. In Indonesia, a 
spokesperson for a rural Older People’s Association 
(OPA) said that many older people needed to 
spend the time picking fruit, or to run their small 
businesses. 

In Vietnam many older women and men who were 
experiencing disadvantage, including those caring 
for grandchildren, were not able to participate due 
to their responsibilities. 

In Zanzibar older women were not present 
at the OPAs due to being busy with other 
responsibilities.160 

We can make the assumption that this would 
have a particular impact on older women who tend 
to shoulder more unpaid care responsibilities on 
top of their work to generate income, but this needs 
more analysis.

Discrimination and abuse
In many cases, particularly in Malawi, older women 
face outright discrimination in accessing the 
limited paid work available to other members of 
the community, or to financial services and social 
protection. Older women in Malawi were denied 
work at the tea farm due to being unable to meet 
unrealistic targets for production. They were also 
repeatedly excluded from paid forms of community 
work, while being pressured into providing similar 
work without pay.   

“Most often older women are not taken 
on board in works that attract salaries, 
allowances or compensation. It is like the 
works that concern money, older women are 
not considered but for zanthandizi (those 
without pay), (he laughs and continues) 
older women are taken.”
Younger man, Rural Malawi 

“They refuse to employ us because we are 
old.”
Older woman, rural Malawi

Discrimination faced by women across their life 
course is often compounded by other factors such 
as disability. Older people, especially women, 
have a higher prevalence of disability,161 and 
disability was shown in this study as a risk factor 
for economic abuse, with participants sharing 

accounts about several older women with 
disabilities being cheated out of money or property. 
It is important to acknowledge that disability 
itself is not a barrier and that with reasonable 
accommodation, older women with disabilities 
can have the same opportunities as people of all 
ages, genders and abilities. Other respondents said 
that their children or other community members 
told them to stop working because they were ‘too 
old’, or that they faced barriers to accessing work 
because they were deemed unable to fulfil the 
tasks or meet targets.

“We go [to get work in the tea estates] but 
we are returned home.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi

There are examples of older women globally being 
refused work or pushed out of work early due to 
their age and gender.162 Widowed older women can 
also face specific discrimination and abuse that has 
an impact on their economic rights.

“I never received the cash [when my 
husband died], his relatives took all the 
money and even some property. I was 
forced to sign and they took it all.”
Older woman, urban Malawi

Older female headed households, widows and single older women
Marital status is a cross-cutting factor 
intersecting with age, gender and disability 
to affect older women’s lives in different 
ways. Widows can be particularly targeted by 
harmful ageist attitudes, discrimination and 
violence.163,164 There are an estimated 258 million 
widows globally, and 38 million live in extreme 
poverty.165 Many live with family members and 
are denied autonomy within the household in 
terms of access to food, participation in decision 
making, and the right to work, among other 
rights. Others live alone and are responsible 
for household costs as well as caring for other 
household members including children. The 
widowed older women we spoke to as part of 
the research in Ethiopia and Malawi often 
talked about the hardships of providing for 
themselves and for others, including children, 
without support. 

In the WHO SAGE study, being married was 
significantly and positively associated with 
older women reporting a better quality of life 
– but this is likely to be tied to the link between 
marriage, financial stability and socioeconomic 
status. However, for some older women, being 
widowed or single could have advantages in 
terms of decision making and some described 
their lives after their husband’s death in terms 
of a reduction in unpaid care and housework, 
or increased freedom. For the most part, 
widowhood or being the head of household as 

an older woman came with financial challenges 
and stress, particularly when they have other 
household members to support. It is also a risk 
factor for economic abuse. In Malawi, one older 
woman described being cheated out of property 
and cash when her husband died.

In Sub-Saharan Africa, widows and older 
women living alone or caring for orphans were 
found to be most at risk of poverty, exclusion 
and marginalisation.166  

Survivors’ pensions and benefits globally are 
often low and depend on specific criteria 
being met.167 

The UN has recognised the particular impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on female headed 
households and their ability to support 
themselves and others.168  

“Government should be expected to 
provide older women and men with a 
variety of social services and benefits 
including community care and support, 
residential services and social Security. 
Combined with non-governmental 
support services, it can insure our life.“
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

‘Older people, 
especially women, 
have a higher 
prevalence of 
disability, and 
disability was shown 
in this study as a risk 
factor for economic 
abuse.’
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As healthcare and local economies come under 
strain from the COVID-19 pandemic, without 
active policy interventions, the barriers will 
only get bigger. As well as being deprioritised 
for COVID-19 related and other intensive care 
based on their age,177 COVID-19 has significantly 
disrupted non-COVID19 related services which 
older people rely on. 

WHO data shows that already rare services 
for non-communicable diseases (NCDs) have 
been widely disrupted globally. Issues include 
partial or complete disruption to rehabilitation 
services (where they exist) and widespread 
redeployment of NCD health workers to focus on 
the pandemic response.

COVID-19 impact on older people’s access to healthcare

Shifting generational gender norms

While there are signs that the relationship 
between genders are shifting for younger 
generations, the effects of this do not seem to be 
reaching older women and men. 

Many older women who are married suggested 
that they would like their unpaid care work at 
home to be shared more equally, or to have 
more of a say in decisions about health, money 
or land.

Older women’s aspirations depend on their 
current situation and context; most are modest 
in comparison to other community members – 
particularly younger mens. 

Education levels may also be a barrier to 
decision making, although it is clear that 
most older women value education for their 
granddaughters and wish them to have better 
opportunities. Older women in low and middle-
income contexts have lower education levels 
than older men and younger women.178 More 
than 50 per cent of older women aged 65+ 
globally are illiterate compared to 35 per cent of 
older men.179 In Ethiopia, education outcomes 
are better today for youth than older labour 
force participants.180

Although women of all ages still face huge 
challenges, however, younger women say that 
while they are beginning to have more control 
over their own income and increased decision 
making power, this is not reflected in the 
experiences of older women.

One group of younger women said that older 
women have less control over their time and 
money and are less likely to be compensated for 
their work.

“The younger women are more in control 
of their time and choice of what work 
they want to do unlike older women. The 
younger women also tend to have control 
of the money they earn after working or 
doing business and they almost always 
get compensated for the work they have 
done.”
Younger woman, Malawi

Thyolo in Malawi is a matrilineal society, with 
property being passed down the female line, 
however, gender roles remain entrenched at all 
ages and older women’s decision making is 
still limited.

Impacts on social cohesion and participation
A lack of access to a secure income and to decent 
work has a knock-on impact for older women’s 
ability to participate in their households and 
communities, and on social cohesion.169 In Malawi, 
some older women described being denied food, 
told they are not contributing enough, or being 
mocked for the work they do. All of these things 
have an impact on their self-worth, their morale 
and their trust in others – which affects their ability 
to participate socially and economically. Older 
women being able to contribute financially and to 
support themselves appeared to be an important 
factor in their access to community support, 
regardless of how much unpaid work they 
were contributing. 

Some older women described not feeling able to 
stay in touch with relatives due to their shame at 
being poor, and for fear that relatives would either 
ask for money or feel obliged to provide it.  Older 
women in both countries also reported that their 
lack of income security had a negative impact 
on their ability to socialise with family and 
community members, and therefore their 
participation in society.

Being able to share and contribute has significant 
consequences for social cohesion. A range of 
studies show that in settings where older people 
are targeted by social protection schemes and 
have access to their own income, they feel more 
respected by others.170,171 Informal support systems 
are boosted when there is formal support. 

A recent international study reflected that social 
protection enhances older people’s ability to share 
income and participate in social activities (their 
social capital) and reduces economic inequality, 
violence and social exclusion.172  When social 
protection is comprehensive, it can strengthen 
social cohesion and reduce inequality – for 
example, as with Myanmar’s National Social 
Protection Strategic Plan.173

“Living costs are becoming very high to the 
extent that I withdraw myself from some 
events such as contributing and visiting 
family to congratulate them for newborn or 
weddings as I can’t afford... the gift.” 
Older woman, Dejen, rural Ethiopia

Impacts on health and access to healthcare

“If you go to the hospital and it happens 
that the hospital does not have medicines, 
we return home without being assisted. 
The hospital may give us prescription of 
medicines to buy but we fail to buy because 
we do not have money.”
Older woman, urban Malawi

Older women in many low and middle-income 
contexts experience challenges in accessing the 
healthcare they need; barriers include the cost 
of travelling to health centres, the availability of 
appropriate medicine and gerontological expertise 
of medical staff.174  

As we have seen in previous sections, older 
women’s health status has an influence on the 
work they are able to do – often unmanaged health 
conditions cause them pain when they are working 
long hours, and mean that older women have 
to stop working before they want to. Some older 
women say their eyesight issues or failing strength 
has stopped them from working. The health issues 

of other members of the household, and their 
unemployment, can also increase older women’s 
workload, for example, several older women 
mentioned caring for adult children with mental 
health or addiction issues.

“We do not have a free government hospital 
in our community. If one is unwell, he has 
to have money to be able to access a health 
service. Which is almost always a problem 
for me. I have to ask my son if he has 
some money to send if I need to access 
a health service.”
Older woman, Thyolo, rural Malawi

The mental and physical impacts of work on older 
women can also be a factor in them having to 
stop working before they are ready.175 Ageism 
was recently recognised by the WHO and by the 
Lancet as a social determinant of health – the 
non-medical factors that influence a person’s 
health outcomes.176  
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Breaking gender norms 
and serving the community  
Askale Megersa, 63 years of age, Ethiopia 

Askale was born in rural Ethiopia. Her 
parents were farmers who believed in 
education so she attended school, making 
the 16km round trip each day to get there.

She was lucky enough to graduate from high school 
in accounting and work in various organisations 
before getting married. After marriage, she moved 
to Addis Ababa, and had eight children, sadly 
losing two at an early age. She also looked after 
her brother’s five children after he passed away. 
Fortunately, all six of her living children and 
all five of her brothers have since graduated 
from university. 

Whilst she was bringing up the children with her 
husband, she needed additional income and 
benefitted from savings and credit from the TSDA. 
Askale and 26 other women formed a group to 
work, engaging in food preparation, weaving and 
hand crafts. Sadly, the group was dissolved, so she 
worked at home selling injera, preparing and selling 
spices, spinning cotton, but the increases in prices 
meant she had to stop due to loss of profit. 

Like other older women in Ethiopia, Askale takes 
part in ‘idir’, actively engaging in social services 
in her community, and unusually for a woman, 
she is one of the committee leaders. She is also a 
home-based care provider for older people with 
care support needs, receiving funds from charities 
to complete local community projects such as 

paving their local streets. She says: “I am very 
happy and proud of the services that I provide to my 
community.” 

Askale lives with her husband, one of her daughters 
and one of her grandchildren. Usually she wakes at 
3am to pray, then prepares breakfast for her family, 
supports her husband to take medication, sends her 
grandson to school, makes the beds and cleans the 
house, prepares lunch and washes clothes. Later 
she visits older people in the community where she 
provides home-based care, and twice a week she 
goes to the ‘idir’ office and has a board meeting 
with them once a month. 

Six people are dependent on Askale for support 
in the home; her husband, son, daughter and 
two grandchildren. She says: “I know my children 
want to try to assist me and carry out some of the 
activities, but it is very difficult to do after returning 
back from their work, so there’s still a burden that I 
seem to carry all by myself.”

Askale says: “My daily routine makes me happy 
and satisfied. I enjoy being busy as it distracts me 
from my grief that is created due to the loss of my 
siblings. Pray time is my favourite as it is an act of 
communicating with my God and getting relief from 
my grief.”

Washing clothes is becoming hard for her as she 
gets older because she only has a manual washing 

“The biggest success 
is the graduation 
of 11 children and 
their ability to lead 
successful lives.” 
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machine, but she feels it’s very important for the 
hygiene and sanitation of her family, although 
water and electricity shortages are daily challenges 
which drain her energy. 

Askale doesn’t get any income for her household 
chores – and since her business stopped, she 
provides no income from paid work for her family, 
she says: “The family depends on my husband’s 
salary as a source of income… it enables us to cover 
our basic needs and paying for utilities. The situation 
is worrying me much, not only for my family but 
for all community members as life is becoming 
unbearable and frustrating… it worries me.”

Askale doesn’t feel there are any differences in her 
role to men and younger women: “I can say that I 
am breaking some of the social norms and engaging 
in some activities which are mostly meant for men; 
for example, I am active in ‘idir’ leadership role which 
is culturally given to men. I raised all my children 
without differentiating gender role. Sometimes, 
people are telling me that I am role model for 
other women as I am proactively engaging in 
social activities.” 

She provides care to others in her community 
through the Tesfa home-based care services. She 
feels her work in the community and with the idir 
provides social cohension: “Good relationships with 
community members, and they acknowledge and 
appreciate my contributions.”

Askale says: “My family and community members 
appreciate what I am doing both for the community 
members and my family encourage me to keep 
it up. However, sometimes some community 
including my husband consider household chores 
that I am accomplishing from morning to night as 
less important and fruitless as it doesn’t generate 
income. Anyway, there are positive and negative 
attitudes about unpaid works carried out by 
women at their homes as well as at the community 
settings.” But she also says that: “I am a women 
who is strong, hardworking, committed, and ready to 
support others with a kind, loving heart. That is why 
the community has a good relationship with me and 
appreciate my contributions at all levels.” 

Askale worries about being lonely and dependent 
on others in old age, and this coupled with the 
increase in living costs and the inability to earn 
income makes her worry they will be able to cover 
their basic needs. She says: “The lack of attention 
to older people by their families and community 
members may continue, they will be left without 
any support. I think the situation will be improved 
through collaboration of government and non-
government as well as community members.”

She would like to see a sustainable and predictable 
income for all older people in the form of a pension 
and older person centre that could be run by the 
government for older people who are in need or 
abandoned so that they get the attention and 
care they need. She feels older people are not 
recognised for their hard work and should be 
appreciated for their contributions to encourage 
them to keep up their good lives and work. 

The COVID-19 pandemic reduced movement and 
social interaction which Askale feels increased 
loneliness amongst older people. Her community 
were also unable to carry out their usual burial 
ceremonies, and many others were unable to run 
their own small businesses from home. Askale 
herself was not able to provide her home-based 
care services for her clients or limited taking part in 
‘idir’. On a positive note, she said that it increased 
the culture of providing social support for people in 
need and improving hygiene and sanitation. 

Even now, Askale cannot visit older people as 
frequently as she used to before the pandemic; 
instead she contacts them by phone, although 
most of them don’t have phones due to being 
so poor: “I feel bad as I can’t provide the service 
as expected. To see people who live in poverty, 
who feel loneliness, especially older people who 
are abandoned makes me very sad.” She gets 
satisfaction and happiness from serving her 
community members, especially the service she 
provides for people with care support needs. 

Askale has suffered much grief in her life with the 
loss of her youngest brother and his wife, leaving 
them with their five children – she was unsure if 
she could cope with the responsibility of caring for 
the orphaned children in such a small house with 
limited income. It made her depressed and suicidal 
at times. Incredibly, Askale and her husband 
are proud to say that: “The biggest success is the 
graduation of 11 children and their ability to lead 
successful lives.” 

Askale says: “I would like to pass the following 
messages for all government and community 
members about older women like me: You all 
have to give due attention to older people and 
women, since women are the pilar of the family, 
peacekeeper for their community members as well 
as for the country. We have been actively engaging 
in different development activities. Thus, attention 
to them should not be theoretical, they need 
practical actions that improve their living conditions. 
Government has to undertake measures that 
improve the livelihood of older people that include 
pension as the developed countries do.”

Access to economic justice 59



Older women: the hidden workforce Access to economic justice 6160

‘Widows and older women living 
alone or caring for orphans 
were found to be most at 
risk of poverty, exclusion and 
marginalisation.’ 

Conclusions on older women 
and work 
Our evidence highlights that older women are central to their 
communities, households and economies; as grandmothers, mothers, 
neighbours, volunteers, workers and carers but also as women – and 
human beings –  in their own right. 

Any attempt to challenge structural inequalities, 
and to rebuild systems based on equality, must 
include older women in all their diversity, who 
have been particularly marginalised by societies 
and policymakers. Formal and informal systems 
that support care and decent work across the 
whole life course, including universal social 
protection, long-term care and support, and 
healthcare, are key to older women accessing 
economic justice. 

Reflected in our four research sites in Ethiopia 
and Malawi, as well as many other contexts in 
low and middle-income countries, is the reality 
that while work is crucial for the survival of older 
women and their households and integral to their 
self-identity, the volume of work, the conditions 
under which they work, and their lack of access 
to income security, can create barriers to their 
dignity, choice and quality of life, and ultimately 
their survival. Older women have aspirations which 
are currently not being recognised or supported by 
their governments or the international community. 
While older women report receiving some ad-hoc 
support from relatives and neighbours, without 
formal systems to back it up this is rarely sufficient 
or reliable.

This research provides us with deeper insight 
into the ways in which older women’s rights are 
overlooked, particularly in lower-income settings, 
and the way in which their lives and activities 
interconnect with and support other generations. 
The older women we interviewed gave us specific 
ideas about the kinds of support they need to 
enable them to make choices about the work they 
do and to continue to participate in and support 
their communities and households. The barriers 
that they helped us to identify, underpinned by 
power dynamics relating to their age, gender and 
other factors, reflect and reinforce global evidence 
and studies from other regions. 

What older women perceive to be their duties 
are strongly influenced by gender and age-based 
expectations and norms, and the institutional and 
community structures that these thrive within. 
But the work older women do is also part of their 
identities; enabling them to stay fulfilled, active 
and independent. Where older women want 
to work, they must be supported by their own 
households, by community leaders, by employers, 
and by the national and international policies 
that influence them. Older women’s perspectives 
on what is needed for their communities and 
how governments and donors can support those 
needs, should be taken into account, particularly in 
discussions and decisions on how to ‘build forward 
better’ in the COVID-19 pandemic recovery.

Our research helps to make the case for a universal 
social pension within a comprehensive package 
of social protection measures. Informal workers, 
including older women, must be protected within 
such schemes. This is especially important in 
the context of COVID-19, and temporary social 
protection measures should be revisited to take into 
account the specific experience of older women 
and men with a view to making them permanent.

The research showed us that older women want 
to have control over their work, to work under 
decent conditions, and to retain at least some 
independence. We have also seen that when older 
women are no longer able to or no longer wish to 
work, the systems are currently not adequate to 
allow them to do this while also retaining respect 
and support from their communities. They need 
practical, financial and emotional support. Having 
financial security is an integral part of achieving 
dignity in life. Accessing formal support systems 
including social pensions and gaining financial 
inclusion, are crucial for enabling older women 
to continue to contribute, to increase their voice 
in the community and give them power in 
decision-making.

Older women: the hidden workforce60
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More than ever, the findings from our research 
show how important it is for older women’s realities 
and experience to be made visible and seen by 
policy makers. It is urgent that they are included in 
data and evidence – and that data is disaggregated 
by different age groups of women within the older 
age category, and by disability, marital status and 
other factors, to reflect their diversity. We need to 
acknowledge that more powerful members of the 
household or community do not speak on behalf 
of older women, and we need to ensure that the 
types of work done by older women are included in 
official definitions of work, as well as recognised at 
a community level. 

The inequalities highlighted by NGOs and feminist 
organisations during the COVID-19 pandemic are 
reflected by the experiences of older women here, 
and the pandemic will only have exacerbated them. 
Older women’s lives and livelihoods have been 
disrupted and when we returned to the research 
sites, our research respondents expressed concerns 
that they will take time to recover.

These findings are just one part of a bigger story 
about older women’s lives that isn’t being heard, 
but they provide a valuable insight into the 
common challenges that older women are facing, 
as well as a signpost to specific solutions, from the 
international to the local. Realising economic rights 
for older women will also have wider benefits for 
their households, communities and economies; we 
must pay specific attention to older women’s needs 
and voices if global commitments like SDG5 are to 
be achieved.

Age International, our partners, and others must 
develop our approach to ensure we are both gender 
and age responsive, and that older women are 
included in the design and the monitoring of the 
policies and programmes that are intended to 
increase older people’s and women’s autonomy 
and thier access to economic and related rights.

The global push to achieve gender equality 
and ensure women’s control over their own 
lives, including through the Generation Equality 
Campaign, will only succeed by taking a life course 
perspective, ensuring the specific experiences of 
older women are included and understanding the 
impact of older women’s work and lives on younger 
women and girls. 

Older women wish to remain active, to contribute 
to their households and communities and live 
with dignity. The importance of their social and 
economic roles indicates that policy makers must 
support older women having greater choice over 
the quantity and type of work they do. 

Older women’s voices must be integral to the 
discussion to ‘build forward better’ to shape 
public policy and design programmes, improve 
community engagement and cohesion, challenge 
damaging social norms, and ultimately to develop 
a more caring and inclusive economy for all ages. 
If policymakers, donors and other development 
stakeholders do not take into account the specific 
rights, realities and needs of older women, then 
gender equality will not be achieved.

‘Our research helps 
to make the case for 
a universal social 
pension within a 
comprehensive 
package of 
social protection 
measures.’ 

Recommendations 
We are calling for a rights-based, life course approach to women’s 
economic empowerment and decent work agendas that takes into 
account older women in the COVID-19 pandemic recovery and beyond. 

This must explicitly include women at all stages of their lives and address women in all 
types of work, including unpaid and informal work. In the five years of implementation of 
the Generation Equality commitments and the remaining nine years of the 2030 Agenda, 
donors and development actors like the UK Government must explicitly recognise older 
women’s work as part of their efforts to tackle gender inequality and develop plans that 
respect the rights of women in all their diversity. 

The policies that can have the potential to support older women cut across many 
sectors and departments, meaning that every policy and budget should be assessed 
from the perspective of how gender responsive and age responsive it is – ensuring that 
all policies consider the impacts on women of all ages and support the multiple roles that  
older women play.

Ten-point action plan for older women’s access to 
economic rights and empowerment

1. Include older women in 
development and gender equality 
policy

2. Ensure older women’s access to 
decent work

3. Promote social protection, 
including universal social pensions

4. Ensure financial inclusion

5. Ensure older women’s access 
to appropriate and affordable 
healthcare

6. Invest in informal support systems

7. Disaggregate data by sex, age and 
disability 

8. Create meaningful consultation 
with older women

9. Include older women and men in 
targeted community level schemes 

10. Protect the rights of all older 
        persons.

We recommend the following action plan to the UK Government 
and all its partners for priority action: 
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1. Include older women in development 
and gender equality policy

Older women have an equal human right to live in dignity – this 
includes the fulfilment of their economic rights, and recognition of 
and support for the work they do by their governments and those 
around them. Older women are integral to the global economy and 
gender equality will not be achieved without taking into account 
the rights of older women. 

• The UK Government, donors and UN agencies must explicitly 
include older women in their plans to implement the 2030 
Agenda and specifically SDG5 on gender equality.

• All Generation Equality campaign stakeholders should review 
their commitments and ensure that the rights and needs of 
older women are being included.

2. Ensure older women’s equal access to 
decent work

Older women have the right to equality of opportunity to access 
decent work that gives them greater choice, a fair income, security 
in the workplace and the ability to live with dignity. 

• The UK Government should champion the implementation of 
the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda and all related ILO conventions 
and recommendations, making sure that older informal 
workers are included.

• National Statistics Agencies, multilateral institutions such 
as the ILO and World Bank, and donors should include older 
women in the collection and analysis of labour data so that 
older women’s economic contributions taken into account in 
planning and programmes.

• Governments should ensure that national legislation protects 
against age discrimination in the workplace, and its particular 
impact on older women, and that jobs creation strategies do 
not exclude older workers

• Donors such as the UK Government, UN agencies and 
national governments should ensure that policies designed 
to recognise, reduce and redistribute the unpaid care work 
of women explicitly include older women as carers, and that 
every effort is made to support investments in national care 
infrastructures in low and middle-income countries.

• Policies and programmes providing support to carers and 
children should recognise, seek out and include older women 
and men who are primary carers for their households. These 
could include practical, financial and material support for 
improving access to early years education, schemes such as 
cash transfers, food vouchers and nutritional support, and 
ensuring that older carers are covered by workplace laws on 
paid leave for carers.

3. Promote social protection, including 
universal social pensions

Social protection has a positive impact on social cohesion, as well 
as strengthening economic wellbeing, but only about 20 per cent 
of older people in low-income countries have access to pensions. 
Older women tend to have lower access and lower benefit levels 
than men due to gendered roles which make them more likely 
to have worked in informal jobs and to have had interrupted
work histories.

• National governments, donors and UN agencies should support 
and promote universal, gender-responsive social protection 
throughout the life course, including access to social pensions 
at an adequate level for all in older age.

• Donors, international financial institutions and UN agencies 
should support national governments to implement ILO 
Recommendation 202 and the SDG commitment on social 
protection floors, with minimum guarantees set at national 
level to ensure basic protection for everyone.

4. Ensure financial inclusion
Older women face financial exclusion due to a lifetime of gender 
inequalities and specific age and gender-based discrimination. 
They face specific barriers to accessing microcredit schemes and 
are less likely to have savings and assets to fall back on.

• International actors, such as the UK Government, UN agencies 
and NGOs, who support and implement microcredit and 
community savings schemes should ensure that policies 
and programmes do not present barriers to older women’s 
participation, or leave schemes open to discrimination against 
older women by stipulating age caps or using language such 
as ‘productive’ or ‘working’ age, or by making unwarranted 
assumptions about people’s ability to pay loans back.

• Designers and implementers of microcredit schemes should 
ensure that participation criteria and terms are communicated 
in formats that older women can access, and that schemes 
include appropriate training developed in collaboration with a 
diverse range of women including older women, widows of all 
ages, and women with disabilities.

• National governments, UN agencies, NGOs and donors should 
ensure that older women are actively included in digital and 
financial literacy initiatives, and support programmes that 
invest in lifelong learning, including digital literacy, adult 
education and vocational training to improve older women’s 
access to financial and other digital services.
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5. Ensure older women’s access to 
appropriate and affordable healthcare

Older women often work through pain and with multiple 
unaddressed chronic health conditions because the healthcare 
they need is simply not available to them. Unmanaged health 
conditions can also affect older women’s decisions about when to 
stop working, with an impact on those around them.

• The UK Government and other donors should support the UN’s 
Decade of Healthy Ageing by adopting a rights-based approach 
to healthy ageing in their global health work and ensuring that 
older women can maintain their functional ability through 
accessing appropriate and affordable healthcare.

• National governments, and international actors advising them, 
needs to recognise the mental and physical health impact that 
multiple workloads and poor working conditions has on older 
women, and the specific health needs the growing population 
of older women have.

• Global health actors and donors need to invest in healthcare 
that is better suited to the changing needs of ageing 
populations in low and middle-income countries, including 
better training and medical provision on non-communicable 
diseases (NCDs) that are most commonly experienced in older 
age and with a gendered lens. 

• 

6. Invest in informal support systems
Informal support to older women is sporadic and rarely sufficient 
to meet their needs. Older women’s contributions to their 
communities and households means that others depend on 
them. Informal support systems, alongside formal support such 
as pensions and healthcare, can have a positive impact on older 
women’s access to economic justice and other rights, and their 
ability to continue contributing.

• Donors, national governments and UN agencies should 
recognise the significance of, and provide funding to, 
community-led support systems, including community 
care volunteers and intergenerational self-help groups,                            
to foster community cohesion and help redistribute             
caring responsibilities.

• The UK Government and other donors, UN agencies and IFIs 
should work with national governments to recognise that 
communities and families are not equipped to provide full 
support for older people and other adults with care support 
or financial needs, and ensure that informal systems are 
supported by state-backed social protection 

• Donors should provide funding and support for programmes 
which include compensation for community caregivers of all 
ages and monitor the effectiveness of these payments for 
women’s economic empowerment.

7. Disaggregate data by sex, age and 
disability 

Older women’s roles and realities are not acknowledged or 
captured sufficiently by data monitoring and analysis, so they are 
often excluded from policy decision making. Data must be better 
collected and used to understand the roles that older women play 
in their societies and economies.

• The UK Government must continue to champion the work 
of the Titchfield City Group on Ageing, SDG commitments 
on disaggregating data and Generation Equality Forum 
commitments to build partners’ capacity on collecting, 
monitoring and using data disaggregated by age, sex 
and disability.

• The UK and other donors should support programmes that 
include a voice and accountability approach181  to monitoring 
social pensions, enabling older women and men to hold 
governments to account and to raise concerns.

• National statistics agencies, UN agencies, NGOs and 
researchers should ensure that time-use surveys to capture 
women and men’s unpaid care work and other data gathering 
tools, are explicitly inclusive of older age groups, fully 
disaggregated by age, sex and disability, and in a minimum of 
ten-year age cohorts.

8. Create meaningful consultation with 
older women

Older women’s experiences have been absent from research, 
programmes and advocacy on issues affecting women of all ages, 
and from policy spaces such as the Generation Equality Forum. 
Specific attention to older women’s rights, needs and voices is 
necessary if global commitments like SDG5 are to be achieved.

• The UK Government and donors, UN agencies and NGOs 
should support programmes and initiatives that recognise 
older women’s roles in their communities: as primary carers 
of children and heads of households, as income earners, and 
as rights holders with valuable life experience and expertise           
to share.

• The UK Government and donors, UN agencies and NGOs should 
include older women in the design of policies and programmes 
intended to further women’s economic rights, in advocacy at 
all levels, and in leadership roles in microcredit, community 
savings and other economic empowerment projects, to ensure 
that the rights, needs and contributions of women of all ages 
are reflected.  
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9. Include older women and men in 
targeted community level schemes 

Older women’s access to income security and decent work can 
be improved by accessing community schemes. They are often 
excluded from targeting, lack access to information, or face 
discrimination from others.

• National governments, donors and UN agencies should 
ensure public infrastructure such as access to utilities and 
programmes addressing access to labour saving equipment 
are designed and developed in consultation with people of all 
ages so that older women’s specific experiences and needs are 
taken into account.

• National governments, donors, UN agencies and NGOs should 
ensure community-level livelihoods schemes and subsidy 
programmes target all relevant population groups and consult 
with grassroots groups including older people’s associations to 
ensure fair criteria, practices and distribution.

• National governments, UN agencies and NGOs must ensure 
older women are compensated equally with other members of 
the community in community development schemes.

10. Protect the rights of all older persons
Older women’s rights are often overlooked within wider discussions 
on gender and development, and ageist stereotypes can lead to 
older women being perceived as dependent, unproductive, and a 
burden to society.

• The UK government and other UN member states should 
support the creation of a UN Convention on the rights of older 
persons to provide greater clarity on how the rights of older 
people can be protected and reframe perceptions of what it 
means to be older.

• The UK government and other donors, the ILO and other UN 
agencies should ensure that international processes to protect 
labour rights explicitly include older women’s work in formal 
and informal economies.

• The link between access to pensions and older 
women’s work choices.

• The link between social protection and social 
cohesion, and how this supports older women’s 
economic rights.

• Access to healthcare for older women and men 
and their specific needs.

• The level of decision making that older women 
and men are respectively involved in and how far 
having access to income means having control.

• Micro-credit and income generation programmes.
• Older People’s Associations and their impact on 

older women’s economic empowerment.

Areas requiring further research

Appendix 
Annex 1: Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
SDG5: Achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls SDG 5 has a commitment to count 
unpaid care work, and this should apply to women 
of all ages, since women of all ages carry out a 
disproportionate amount of it. Gender inequalities 
continue into older age and intersect with other 
forms of inequality, including those relating to 
age, disability and marital status. The gender 
and women’s rights sector is pushing for unpaid 
and (under) paid care work to be given further 
recognition in light of the impact COVID-19 has 
had on women’s work, and the essential nature 
of this work. Even so, older women’s work is still 
not being recognised within this agenda. The 
Generation Equality and Campaign provides an 
opportunity for highlighting the intergenerational 
nature of women’s economic empowerment; 
however, there has been little space for older 
women to highlight the issues facing older women 
within Generation Equality Forum discussions, 
blueprints and commitments.

SDG8: Promote sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all. In line with 
the SDGs commitment for ‘decent work for all’, and 
the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda, international policy 
makers are beginning to acknowledge the high 
proportion of women in informal work. However, 
older women’s activity in carrying out unpaid and 
underpaid care and domestic work, farming and 

other recognised categories of work are rarely 
mentioned. Decent work initiatives tend to focus 
on youth employment and women’s economic 
empowerment, but our evidence shows that 
many older women must also work, often in poor 
conditions. Unless women of all ages have their 
work recognised, are protected by decent work 
standards, and are enabled to work with dignity, 
gender equality will remain a distant goal. 

SDG1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere. 
Levels of poverty among older people are often 
underestimated, due to the statistical approaches 
used to capture this data that obscure the way 
resources are divided up within households. 
Women are most likely to be working in vulnerable 
situations throughout their lives and to have 
interrupted work histories. Social pensions, as a 
means for tackling poverty, benefit women the 
most and are particularly important for older 
women’s income security and empowerment.182  
There is also evidence that pensions have wider 
community benefits in addressing poverty.183  

Our research shows the necessity of designing 
comprehensive, tax financed, gender-responsive 
social protection systems that can be easily scaled 
up during crises and the particular experience some 
older women have of using social protection for 
strengthening access to their economic rights.

Annex 2: Discussion of data challenges and the exclusion of 
older women from research   
Data gaps have long posed challenges for ensuring 
older women and men’s inclusion in development 
policy and programming. Often, the techniques for 
including older people’s specific situations exist, 
but standard data collection and analysis overlook 
them. Comparability of data in different contexts 
can also be a barrier to understanding global 
patterns in older people’s experiences. 

The HelpAge Global AgeWatch Index highlighted 
gaps in data to measure older people’s poverty, 
access to healthcare and experience of violence, 
neglect and abuse among other factors. When 
the Global Age Watch Index was developed, 98 

countries could not be included due to a lack of 
internationally comparable data.

Issues in current data sets include capping data at 
age 49 (for example, in data on violence against 
older women), using one age bracket for older 
people such as 50+ or 65+ instead of recognising 
the diversity of experience at different ages, and 
data that is non-comparable across different 
country contexts. For the 2030 Agenda, including 
SDG 5 on gender equality, to be achieved, more 
work must be done to capture the full range of older 
people’s experiences and the differences between 
different generations and genders of older people.
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Unpaid care data
There has been an increased interest from civil 
society, from academics and from multilateral 
institutions in capturing gender inequality in unpaid 
care work, including time-use surveys, since the 
launch of the 2030 Agenda in 2015, which includes 
a target on measuring unpaid care work within 
SDG5. However, current data systems used to 
collect information on other aspects of women’s 
lives, including Demographic Health Surveys, have 
a cut-off age of 49. Major analyses on unpaid care 
such as that included in UN Women Progress of the 
World’s Women 2020 are still not disaggregating by 
age to properly include older women.184 

Even where new studies set up to address the 
gender data gap include data on older women’s 
contributions, the analysis tends to position them 
primarily as recipients of care, rather than active 
contributors – for example in the Oxfam WE Care 
studies and the ActionAid POWER project, although 
both have acknowledged the need to better 
target and disaggregate the experiences of older 
women.185 Initial analyses of older women’s unpaid 
care work by Oxfam, the Counting Women’s Work 
part of the National Transfer Accounts project, 
and ODI/Age International has shown that older 
women are doing significant amounts of care, and 
that it varies depending on older age group. The 
recently developed Participatory Toolkit developed 
by the Institute of Development Studies (IDS) 
acknowledged adolescents as a group that both 
receives and provides care, but overlooks older 
women and men from this category.186 To redress 
this and to ensure a nuanced understanding of 
older women’s diverse roles, future research must 
explicitly highlight older women’s significant roles 
as carers and as workers. 

Labour force data 
The ILO has begun to capture informal work as part 
of its global statistics on labour force participation. 
However, the role of older women and men is 
not typically highlighted in analysis, and many 
countries include only a 65+ category or exclude 
older people altogether from national reporting. 
Household data-gathering exercises such as 
labour force surveys and income and expenditure 
surveys almost always include questions about the 
labour activity of different household members. 
Publications of these surveys then include 
disaggregation of employment and labour force 
status by age, but usually use a cut off of 60+ to 
present the situation of older people. 

Poverty data
Measures of old age poverty are flawed as they do 
not currently capture how resources are shared 
within the household. International poverty lines 
also do not capture wellbeing.

In household surveys, the typical methodology 
takes the total income of a household in which an 
older person lives and divides it by the number of 
people living within that household. This figure 
is then compared to a given poverty threshold. 
Multidimensional poverty indicators are the 
most accurate for understanding older people’s 
situation. The assumption that older people 
receive an equal share has been found to lead 
to underestimations of older people’s income 
insecurity and generates the outcome that older 
people are less poor than others.187 Our research 
showed that many households, and older women 
themselves, prioritise the needs of children over 
older people.

Multidimensional poverty indicators are more 
accurate markers for understanding older 
people’s situations. Many older people will be 
among the 119-124 million estimated to have 
been pushed into extreme poverty in 2020 due 
to the pandemic.188 Current statistics on global 
multidimensional poverty, with asset and housing 
deprivation as one of the indicators, reveal that 
107 million multidimensionally poor people are 
age 60 or older—a particularly stark figure given 
that the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to increase 
poverty amongst older people.189 COVID-19 has 
also exposed issues with securing accurate and 
consistent health data for older women and men.190  

Older population groups have been largely invisible 
within data, including data on socio-economic 
impacts during COVID-19, sometimes due to deep-
rooted systemic barriers that exist at every stage 
of the data production cycle – collection, analysis, 
reporting, dissemination and use.191 

Health
An examination of a number of frameworks shows 
that older age groups are passively neglected 
or actively excluded from indicators, resulting 
in entrenchment of age-related data gaps, for 
example WHO’s NCD Global Monitoring Framework 
uses age bracketed indicators on unconditional 
probability of dying from four main NCDs. The SDG 
indicators relating to Non Communicable (chronic) 
Diseases set specific age boundaries, adhering to 
‘premature mortality’ (defined by WHO as dying 
before the age of 70) – which contributes to a lack 
of data collection on older people.

There are some ageing specific surveys like the 
WHO Study on global AGEing, and adult health 
(SAGE) and Health and Retirement studies offer 
more breadth and scope, for example the LASI 
in India - but these are rare. Out of 25 LMICs in 
Asia Pacific, only ten covered health and physical 
factors, and socio-economic factors. Health costs 
were only covered by one. 

Crucial for our understanding of health in all its 
dimensions are large-scale longitudinal studies in 
multiple settings – but currently we are a long way 
from this, particularly in low and middle income 
countries where disaggregated data by age and sex 
is almost entirely absent.192 

The impact of COVID-19 on data 
and inclusion of older people
Even prior to the pandemic, the availability of good 
quality disaggregated data on older people was 
limited. Now the crisis has disrupted the day-to-
day operation of National Statistics Offices (NSOs), 

including the scheduled production and release 
of statistics, and increased pressure on NSOs to 
deliver faster, new and varied types of information 
for pandemic preparedness, response and recovery. 
Older population groups have been largely invisible 
within data during COVID-19, sometimes due to 
deep-rooted systemic barriers that exist at every 
stage of the data production cycle – collection, 
analysis, reporting, dissemination and use. 

The pandemic is reshaping how official data will be 
collected and disseminated. In 2016, a study found 
that only one in ten older people globally use the 
internet.193 This raises concerns that an increase 
in digitally collected data will have implications 
for older people especially those in the most 
marginalised communities.
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