
The Forgotten Australians
Systemic issues impacting the economic security of women 

over 50 & the trailblazers forging new solutions

“Finding the Sister community 
has been huge for me. It’s 

remarkable to have that level of 
support and training, but also 

the softer skills, having someone 
shoulder to shoulder with me.”

After Glenis’ marriage of 35 years ended, the only 
work she could find was casual, unstable work at a 
department store. Not long after, her son died. Then her 
casual shifts dried up and she couldn’t afford her rent.

Women aged over 50 are forgotten Australians.

Outside the child-bearing age but not necessarily 
the child-rearing stage - they are too often sidelined 
by our society. Women aged over 50 are a group that 
has been left to battle age-based discrimination 
and inequalities which are only now beginning to be 
understood, let alone corrected. They are largely left 
out of policy considerations, with research on women 
in this group intrinsically linked to the mothering 
or child carer life stage, despite the life experiences 
of women aged 50 and beyond being significantly 
different to that of women in their 20s, 30s and 40s.

A gender-based double standard sees women spend 
substantially more time on unpaid care work than 
men. The Workplace Gender Equality Agency (WGEA) 
calculates that:

The forgotten Australians

of women’s average weekly working 
time is spent on unpaid care work64.4%

compared to 
that of men at 36.1%
What’s more, informal (unpaid) care is at its peak 
for women in the 55 - 64 age group, with just under 
25% participating in unpaid care. It is estimated 
that this care work - not included as valued work by 
our economic model - is worth $650.1 billion to the 
Australian economy, the equivalent to 50.6% of GDP.

Divorce, grief, unemployment, and at risk of 
homelessness; Glenis was caught in a compounding 
cycle of economic insecurity. 

With the support of a women’s housing organisation, 
she began taking yoga classes. This led to a passion 
for teaching yoga, particularly for older Australians 
and those who have faced trauma. When Glenis met 
Global Sisters she was able to turn her yoga practice 
into a business, putting her on a pathway to financial 
independence. Glenis Wilkinson Meditation & Yoga 
is a Brisbane based business that adapted to the 
challenges of COVID by adopting digital technology. 
Read more

https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/australian-unpaid-care-work-and-the-labour-market.pdf
https://impact.globalsisters.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/GS200616-Global-Sister-Case-Study_Glenis-Wilkinson.pdf


This is exactly where Lila Bate found herself a 
few years ago. Having spent 12 years outside the 
workforce caring for her daughters, Lila found 
herself suddenly in “no-man’s land, middle-aged and 
unable to find a path back into the workplace”. Lila’s 
confidence was shattered as she perceived her skills 
to be outdated and her age a barrier. The average 
length of time job seeking for those unemployed over 
55 was 68 weeks, largely due to a false set of beliefs 
that this age group is ‘out of touch’ or unskilled.

To add to this, Lila told Global Sisters that her 
experience with “postnatal depression after the 
birth of my youngest child … [changed] her whole 
personality and self-belief”. She struggled to make 
sense of her life for years until one day she noticed 
her daughters’ skin was stained and irritated after 
bathing with a bath bomb. She did some research 
and was horrified to find out that “they were 
basically bathing in poisons”.

“Sister School gave me the confidence to go back and do 
some education. I did a Certificate 3 in micro business 
and I was accepted into Western Sydney University’s 

innovation and tech launch program”

“I couldn’t find any alternatives on the shelves in 
the supermarket, so I sourced a local manufacturer 
and she developed some bath bombs based on a 
formula that I gave her. From there, it grew. I now 
manufacture wellness products for arthritis and 
muscle pain”. With the help of Global Sisters (who she 
found through the Business Connect in Parramatta 
and Liverpool Neighbourhood Connection in 2018) 
she was able to establish a business plan, gain the 
right skills to launch it, as well as build back her self-
confidence.

Today, she has a thriving business called bVitra, and 
is, for the first time, able to stand on her own two 
feet. She is now selling on the Marketplace by  
Global Sisters.

Read more about Lila and BVitra here

https://globalsisters.org/lila-bate-bvitra/
https://marketplace.globalsisters.org/s/-/bvitra
https://marketplace.globalsisters.org/promo/featured-sister-lila


Economic participation & security for women over 50

Women comprise

less than half of all employed 
people in Australia

47.2%

This means that over a lifetime 
they are unable to save enough 
money to support themselves 
later in life, especially if they 

are divorced, widowed or have 
remained single.

Older women are a particularly vulnerable group. 
The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) states that 
in 2017, there were 3.8 million Australians aged 65 
and over (comprising 15% of the total population) of 
which women made up:

just over a third of all 
full-time employees

37.9%

of all part-time 
employees.

67%

The number of older Australians is only expected 
to grow, with the ABS predicting there will be:

older people in Australia 
(22% of the population) 
by 2097

8.8M

For those who aren’t wealthy, haven’t bought or paid 
off their home, haven’t worked for years, or who are 
female and divorced or widowed, this spells a difficult 
future. According to the 2017 HILDA survey, single 
elderly women aged over 60 living in Australia belong 
to the lowest income earning family group, earning, 
on average, less than $30,000 a year. And it doesn’t 
help that the dominant industries employing women - 
such as Health Care and Social Assistance, Education 
and Training and Retail Trade - are some of the lowest 
paid sectors that also rely on shift work or hours that 
are not family-friendly.

When older women do want to re-enter the 
workplace, it’s an uphill battle. As we saw in the 
case of Lila, it’s often left to the women themselves 
to navigate an employment system that actively 
discriminates against the elderly, cultural minorities 
and people from lower socio-economic backgrounds.

people (25%) aged 
65 and above12.8M

of the 65-74 
age group

51%
aged 85 and 

older

63%

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/regional-population-age-and-sex/latest-release
http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/2437426/HILDA-SR-med-res.pdf
https://humanrights.gov.au/about/news/speeches/current-and-emerging-issues-older-people


Women are retiring with 
47% less super than men 
while also receiving one 

third of the government tax 
concessions on super (the 

other two-thirds go to men)

The difference is even more pronounced for self-
employed women, who tend to make up the lion’s 
share of self-employed workers.

Research from Association of Superannuation Funds 
of Australia from 2018 warned that the majority of 
self-employed Australians will struggle to achieve a 
comfortable retirement. Read more here

Super/Account by 50-54 years

$74,454
Self-employed 

Australians

$165,183
Wage 

earners

Self-employed 
women

Compounding this problem is that women tend to live, 
on average, five years longer than men. Raised in an 
era where caring for your husband, children and home 
was not only socially expected but legally enforced 
(it wasn’t until 1966 that women in the Australian 
public service won the right to keep their jobs after 
marriage) women over the age of 55 today have little 
to no superannuation. 

The role of grandparents, and in particular 
grandmothers, who are the primary carers of 
grandchildren must also be recognised as a 

contributor to women’s financial insecurity. Data 
from the 2016 Census shows that 1 in 7 (14%) older 

Australians have provided some form of unpaid 
child care to a child or children under the age of 

15. Overall, 13% of all older Australians (or 425,000 
people) had cared for a child who was not their 
own (compared with 5 % of people aged 15–64). 

This in turn has a direct impact on their availability 
for secure paid employment, superannuation 

payments and professional development.

https://www.superannuation.asn.au/ArticleDocuments/359/1803-Superannuation_balances_of_the_self-employed.pdf.aspx?Embed=Y#:~:text=For%20both%20men%20and%20women,male%20wage%20and%20salary%20earners.
https://insidestory.org.au/the-long-slow-demise-of-the-marriage-bar/
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/web/194/older-australia-at-a-glance/contents/social-and-economic-engagement/civic-and-social-participation


Homelessness: It’s a gender and age issue

Women over 55 are also the most common household type to live in poverty. 

As the Australian Human Rights Commission points out, women aged 55 and older are the fastest 
growing cohort of homeless people Australians, a trend it predicts is likely to continue “given the 
ongoing shortage of affordable housing, the ageing population and the significant gap in wealth 

accumulation between men and women across their lifetimes”

There are numerous small scale, geographically focused housing and employment initiatives for women over 50 
across Australia. Global Sisters recognises we need more than just one-off projects to help hundreds of thousands 

of poor, single, middle-aged and elderly women who, once they retire, will have nowhere secure to live.

Jeanette Large, CEO of Women’s Property Initiative 
A not-for-profit that provides affordable, long-term homes 
for low income women and children facing homelessness

 

The Age

“Many women assume they will have family and support in their 
later years, but many people don’t have that. Some are divorced, 
have been widowed or, for whatever reason, have decided to be 

single, and others don’t have access to family support”

As a society, we need to find ways to support women to live and thrive 
independently into their older years.

https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/age-discrimination/projects/risk-homelessness-older-women
https://www.theage.com.au/national/poverty-shows-no-respect-for-age-20140826-108qsv.html


Domestic violence and older women

41% of people seeking 
homelessness support had 

experienced domestic abuse
Mission Australia

There are many strategies in the family violence 
sector that are aimed at preventing violence against 
women and children. However, as Seniors Rights 
Victoria points out,

“I got into a marriage very 
young and after 32 years, 
I walked away from that 
marriage and was in crisis, 
homeless, for five months.

Global Sisters came alongside 
me just when I was tired of 
walking alone. There’s no 
hidden agenda, I found a lot of 
peace when I met them. I’ve had 
a business mentor and that has 
been amazing. I have a really 
big vision and I’ve got passion 
within me but Global Sisters has 
pinpointed it. It’s been precious.

I’m 55 and I love being this age.  
I love being a trailblazer.”

“It has become increasingly apparent 
that older women may need more 
focused or specialised support and 
prevention activities that properly 

consider their situation. This 
includes a consideration of how older 

women might be affected by age-
related illnesses, restricted income 
if no longer working, and different 

generational understandings of 
family violence.”

Elder abuse - a form of domestic violence that is 
experienced by older people - is also a significant 
but often forgotten aspect of domestic violence. Like 
domestic violence - which disproportionately affects 
women - elder abuse includes sexual, psychological 
or financial abuse, but it is not as readily identified by 
family members and workers and can be dismissed 
as the result of “caregiver stress”. Older women 
and those with disabilities are particularly at risk of 
suffering abuse and neglect.

Violence against women is another major contributor 
to poverty and housing insecurity for older women.

Nelsa Simmonds - This Is Who I Am
Nelsa experienced violence and trauma from a very young age.

Read more here

https://seniorsrights.org.au/older-women-and-intimate-partner-violence/
https://seniorsrights.org.au/older-women-and-intimate-partner-violence/
https://www.missionaustralia.com.au/domestic-and-family-violence-statistics
https://www.missionaustralia.com.au/domestic-and-family-violence-statistics
https://www.dvrcv.org.au/help-advice/elder-abuse-and-family-violence
https://www.dvrcv.org.au/help-advice/elder-abuse-and-family-violence
https://impact.globalsisters.org/nelsa-simmonds-this-is-who-i-am/


New solutions

Global Sisters provides the opportunity for flexible self-
employment that addresses the specific barriers this 
cohort of women are experiencing, and is advocating 

for the structural changes required for long term 
economic security for women.

Women in older age groups are now at the forefront 
of the slow transition into a more equitable society 
and forging new ways to ensure economic security in 
old age. With the support of Global Sisters, women in 
situations such as Lila, Glenis and Nelsa have been 
able to build a new pathway for themselves and avoid 
potential traps of poverty, homelesses or dependence 
on adult children.

The women Global Sisters support are smart, 
capable and willing to work hard, but it must be 
acknowledged that their age and gender have 
resulted in them being excluded from economic 
participation and their ability to be financially 
independent. 

The challenge lies not with the women themselves or 
their knowledge, capability or  behaviours, but the 
structures and systems that are creating barriers 
and holding them back. They lack the security of a 
consistent income at a level that adequately provides 
for them and their family, now and into the future.

Read further case studies and meet some 
of our Sisters who are over 50 

Asha Murphy - Edu-fy
Read her Sister story here

Lila Bate - bVitra
Read her Sister story here

https://impact.globalsisters.org/asha-murphy-edu-fy/
https://impact.globalsisters.org/lila-bate-bvitra/


www.globalsisters.org

Suzie Fletcher - Tidy Canberra Gardens
Read her Sister story here

Celeste Iannotta - Miluny
Read her Sister story here

Nikki Hind - Blind Grit
Read her Sister story here

Joanne Diver - The Backyard Garden Enthusiast
Read her Sister story here

Cindy Chen - AMOK Sisters
Read her Sister story here

Aysha Navlakhi - Events by Aysha
Read her Sister story here

Florence Olugbemiro - Designed By Florence
Read her Sister story here

Glenis Wilkinson - YOGA + MEDITATION
Read her Sister story here

http://www.globalsisters.org
https://globalsisters.org/suzie-fletcher-tidy-canberra-gardens/
https://impact.globalsisters.org/celeste-iannotta-miluny-mud/
https://impact.globalsisters.org/nikki-hind-blind-grit/
https://impact.globalsisters.org/joanne-diver-the-backyard-garden-enthusiast/
https://impact.globalsisters.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/GS200616-Global-Sister-Case-Study_Cindy-Chen.pdf
https://impact.globalsisters.org/aysha-navlakhi-events-by-aysha/
https://impact.globalsisters.org/florence-olugbemiro-designed-by-florence/
https://impact.globalsisters.org/glenis-wilkinson-yoga-meditation/

