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The gender division of labor and its
effect on retirement security

The Equal Pay Act of 1963 and Title IX of the Education Amendments

of 1972 aimed to end sex-based discrimination at work and in

education. Since the passage of these landmark acts, gender equity Teresa Ghilarducci
has come a long way. More women than men are earning college The New School
degrees, including Ph.Ds., and women do not drop out of the labor

market today as much as they did in the past to take care of children.

From 1981 to 2022, men worked less and women worked more. In 1981, 95% of
men and 64% of women worked for pay;* in 2022, that gap shrank by two-thirds:

83% of men worked for pay compared to 73% of women. The gender pay gap also How much of the
shrank as women earned more. In 2022, women earn 83 cents for every dollar a gender pay gap can
man earns, up from 60 cents in the 1970s. be attributed to job

. . o segregation by gender:
But neither Congress nor any state legislature has banned the gendered division

of labor, which is substantially responsible for making women the focal point for
care work, segregating women into low paid occupations and lowering women’s 1980 2010

retirement benefits.
27% 49%

Female-dominated occupations (often with a heavy care component) pay less than

male-dominated occupations that require the same or lower level of skKill, effort, Getting worse,
responsibility and working conditions. Direct comparisons can be difficult, but not better
consider, for example, that childcare workers, 95% of whom are women, are paid

on average $13.00 per hour (based on 1700 hours worked per year), whereas

janitors and building cleaners, 71% of whom are men, earn on average $18.00

per hour. Women'’s jobs are so devalued that a 10 percentage-point increase in

the female fraction within an occupation leads to a 9% decrease in average male

wages and a 14% decrease in average female wages over the ensuing 10 years.

The negative impact of job segregation by gender is getting worse, not better: job
segregation accounted for 27% of the gender pay gap in 1980 and 49% in 2010.2

Any opinions expressed herein are those of the author, and do not necessarily represent the views of TIAA, the TIAA Institute or any other organization with which the author is
affiliated.
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Straight up pay discrimination reduces women’s
retirement wealth. At one university, for example, female
professors filed suit, claiming they were paid $10,000
to $30,000 less than male counterparts. The difference
compounds: over a 35-year career (assuming a $20,000
pay gap and the same contribution rates and investment
returns), the female will have over $367,000 less in

her retirement fund than her male counterpart. This
numerical example stems from the research finding that
just being female—aside from all other characteristics—
results in 13% less pay.

Paying women less for the same and comparable jobs

is an important reason women’s retirement accounts
generate significantly less income in retirement than
men. Once U.S women stop working and retire, they have
on average 66% of the retirement income that men have.

But the tug of gendered-care work also disadvantages
women’s wealth.

Women’s place on the front line of care too often means
that their retirement accounts are treated as family
emergency funds, as a fall 2022 New York Times article
explained. Almost two-thirds of caregivers for young and
old people are women, women are more likely than men
to withdraw retirement funds before retirement, and they
are more likely to cut back on paid work to help older
generations as well.

Exposure to family member use of their retirement

funds may explain why women prefer non-invadable
retirement funds, including higher Social Security benefits
and traditional pension plans. 401(k)-type plans and
Individual Retirement Accounts, on the other hand, are
too liquid and accessible for family emergencies.

Because care requirements lead to gendered choices
of hours and occupations, women pay a motherhood
penalty and fathers collect a bonus. A mother similar
in age, education and race to a childless woman earns
on average 6% less per year. In stark contrast, a father
earns 2% more than a similar childless man. And lower
earnings mean smaller retirement accounts.

Further, the relative lack of retirement income for

one generation helps perpetuate the degradation of
retirement income for the next generation. In the United
States, 30% of adults with a living older parent says

their parent or parents need help handling their affairs

or caring for themselves. A daughter or daughter-in-law is
more likely to forgo paid work—an average of 77 hours
per month—to help a parent or in-law. The loss of income
and career growth is the opportunity cost of informal
elder care, which in the United States amounts to $522
billion annually. Lower-income adults who personally
provide care to an older adult are also least likely to be
working full time while providing that care and are less
likely to have access to flexible working hours, time off or
paid leave to accommodate the time challenges of caring
for an aging relative. Opportunity costs of informal elder
care is real and expensive. The loss of earnings means a
loss in retirement wealth.

More retirement years and more
costly years create a large retirement
financing gap for women.

Compounding the impact of women’s lower retirement
wealth is women'’s relative higher retirement liabilities.
Women have more retirement years, and each year is
more expensive because 26% of women, compared

to 23% of men, will need assistance with one or more
activities of daily living in retirement. Paid home health
care is costly. More years and more costly years create a
large retirement financing gender gap.

Finally, marital status, race and class intersecting with
gender also explains financial fragility in retirement. A
white married woman aged 35-39 with more than a high
school education has a 9% risk of being in poverty by the
time she is 50-54 years old; her non-white counterpart
has a 13% risk. Being single, and a single mother,
increases poverty risk substantially. A white nonmarried
woman has a 26% risk of being poor in 15 years, and a
nonwhite, nonmarried woman has a 52% chance.® (The
poverty risks are not that much different for men.)

Policies to help women’s retirement
security

Women will not be able to make private choices to
overcome systematic losses from the socially, politically
and economically embedded gendered division of labor.
Community solutions are needed, including:
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Acknowledging that children, the elderly and workers
need care would help women’s retirement security.
Unfortunately, the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) of
2022 passed only when provisions for universal pre-
kindergarten, lower-cost child care, paid family and
sick leave, and the enhanced child tax credit were
eliminated. Cutting federal funding for child care and
family leave was the ninth time in under three years
that proposed legislation aimed at helping women

and families has been removed so the bill could pass,
according to a CNN analysis. Extending the school day
and year, and increasing pay in female-dominated jobs
also would help women’s retirement security.

Increasing Social Security’s progressive benefits—i.e.,
lower-wage earners receive greater benefits than high
earners relative to their contributions—would help
reduce elder poverty rates among nonwhite workers
and women.

* Increasing access to a portable, tax-advantaged
retirement savings account that offers federal
matching contributions for low- and middle-
income workers would disproportionately help
women and others with lower incomes and spells
of nonemployment. The Retirement Savings for
Americans Act would establish such a program and
help provide retirement security for low- and middle-
income workers.

e Strengthening workers’ access to labor unions will
improve pay and retirement security. For example,
unionized nursing jobs pay $200-$400 more per week
than nonunion jobs.

Without change, continuing to assign women to care work
will continue to financially punish mothers and daughters
and negatively impact women'’s long-term financial
security.
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Endnotes

1 These numbers were computed from the database called “FRED.” St Louis Federal Reserve Activity Rate: Aged 25-54: Males for the United States (LRAC25MAUSM156S)
and Activity Rate: Aged 25-54: Females for the United States (LRAC25MAUSM156S).

2 Blau, Francine D., and Lawrence M. Kahn. “The gender wage gap: Extent, trends, and explanations.” Journal of economic literature 55, no. 3 (2017): 789-865.

3 Using an online poverty risk calculator—which uses the Panel Study of Income Dynamics one can obtain the risk of poverty in 15 years by race, education, gender, marital
status, and age.

About the TIAA Institute

The TIAA Institute helps advance the ways individuals and institutions plan for
financial security and organizational effectiveness. The Institute conducts in-
depth research, provides access to a network of thought leaders, and enables
those it serves to anticipate trends, plan future strategies, and maximize

opportunities for success. Join the conversation online:

@TIAAInstitute
To learn more, visit www.tiaainstitute.org.

TIAA Institute is a division of Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association of America (TIAA), New York, NY. ©2023 Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association of America-College
Retirement Equities Fund, 730 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

I TIAA Institute

01/23)


https://confrontingpoverty.org/poverty-risk-calculator/

