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Older women are among those most at risk of 

being left behind, and many lack income 

security as a result of inequalities experienced 

throughout  their lives. Older women who lack 

adequate income security risk being pushed 

into poverty at a partucularly vulnerable state 

ot their life.  

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development calls for no one to be left 

behind. Goal 1 (“no poverty”), Goal 5 

(“gender equality”) and Goal 10 (“reduced 

inequalities”) are particularly relevant in the 

context of older women and income security. 

The 2002 Madrid International Plan of Action 

on Ageing (MIPAA) provides a comprehensive 

framework for building inclusive societies, and 

it emphasizes the need for comprehensive 

systems of income security for older persons. At 

the most recent Asia-Pacific review of MIPAA, 

member States committed to “[t]o strive, as 

appropriate in each country context, to 

ensure the integrity, sustainability, solvency 

and transparency of pension schemes, … in 

particular for women …, to expand coverage 

of and access to contributory pension systems 

…”1.  

The population of the Asia and the Pacific 

region has been ageing rapidly, due to 

significant reductions in total fertility and child 

mortality and increases in life expectancy at 

birth. The percentage of people aged 65 or 

over is projected to increase from 9 per cent in 

2019 to 18 per cent in 2050. Because of longer 

life expectancy, there are more older women 

than men. In 2020, in the age group 65 years 

or over, 54 per cent are projected to be 

women; and in the age group 80 years or over, 

women will account for 61 per cent2. Women 

are also more likely to be widowed than men 

as a result of higher female life expectancy, 

the tendency of men to marry younger 

women, and in some cases because of 

cultural bias against women re-marrying. 

These demographic, social and cultural factor 

alone require that special attention be given 

to social protection for older women, including 

income security.   

Women face disadvantages in 
access to pensions and benefit 
levels 

In the Asia-Pacific region, older persons, 

particularly older women, often rely on 

financial support from their families. However, 

as families are becoming smaller, it will be 

more difficult for the younger generation to 

support their parents. There is also an 

increasing number of women who have no 

children and have never been married. To 

avoid poverty among such older persons, it is 

important to secure access to both 

contributory and social pensions.  

Regionally, overall pension coverage is still low; 

in several countries, fewer than half of the 

working-age population are under mandatory 

pension coverage, and the proportion is even 

lower for women (Figure1). In most cases, 

mandatory pension coverage is only 

extended to the public sector and the formal 

private sector. Because of the large role 

played by the private sector in most countries 

of the Asia-Pacific region, a large proportion of 

the labour force is not covered by pensions. In 

India, for example, 80 per cent of all 

employment is informal3. Women often 

participate in the informal sector at high levels, 

making them even less likely to be covered by 
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mandatory pension systems than men. 

Effective coverage of pensions is even lower: 

only 17.3 per cent of the working-age 

population in Asia and the Pacific actually pay 

into the pension system4. 

Figure 1. Mandatory contributory pension coverage 

as a percentage of the working-age population, 

selected countries in Asia-Pacific and latest 

available year 

 

Source: International Labour Organization, Social 

Protection Report 2017-2019, Geneva 2018.  

There are significant gender gaps in effective 

pensions coverage. In Malaysia, 32.4 per cent 

of working-age men in 2010 contributed to a 

pension system, compared to 23.6 per cent of 

working-age women5. There are also reporting 

gaps with regard to data on pensions for 

women, because only a few countries report 

sex disaggregated data. 

When women are covered by pension systems 

and actively contribute, their benefit levels are 

often lower than men’s. For example, in 

Malaysia, in 2015, women’s average savings 

per contributor were only 75 per cent of that 

of men’s, which results in lower benefit levels6. 

In Fiji, 38 per cent of the active compulsory 

members and 48 per cent of the voluntary 

members of the National Provident Fund are 

women, but only 33 per cent of the wealth of 

the fund (derived from positive active 

balances) is owned by women7.  

Why women are less likely to 

contribute to pension systems  

The main reason for women’s limited access to 

contributory pensions lies in their lower 

participation in the remunerated labour force. 

Women’s labour force participation rate in 

Asia and the Pacific in 2018 was 45.3 per cent 

compared to 77.4 per cent for men8. Also, 

even when women do take part in the labour 

force, their incomes are often lower than those 

of men. For example, in Japan in 2018, 22.1 per 

cent of women in the labour force received 

“low pay”9, compared to 7.1 per cent of men. 

In the Philippines in 2017, it was 28.6 per cent of 

women compared to 18.3 per cent of men10. 

Moreover, women are likelier than men to be 

in informal employment.  

In a training course on pension policy11, 

participants identified other socio-economic 

causes for women’s limited access to pension 

systems. These included women’s lower 

financial literacy and awareness for the need 

to be financially independent. Women and 

girls are often educated to rely on their 

husband’s salary throughout the life cycle and 

to be supported by their – typically – male 

family members when they are old.  

Existing pension systems 
perpetuate existing gender 
inequalities 

Pension systems in the Pacific and in South Asia 

are dominated by provident funds with 

individual accounts. Pension systems typically 

do not include any redistributive functions from 

higher to lower incomes or any compensation 

for time spent in caregiving. Lump sums or 

monthly annuities solely depend on the 

contributions and withdrawals.  

As a result of a lifetime of inequalities, such as 

lower wages for women or interrupted careers, 

women’s accumulated contributions to 

pension funds are typically lower than men’s. 

Moreover, in some countries, the mandatory 

retirement age for women is lower than for 

men, further limiting their contributions. For 

calculating benefit levels, sex-specific 
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mortality tables are often used which results in 

women receiving lower monthly pension 

benefits than men with the same contribution 

record and retirement age, due to higher life 

expectancy (“long life tax”).  

These inequalities are reflected in lower gross 

pension replacement rates for women. In 

China, in 2016, the gross replacement rate for 

women was 65.1 per cent, while it was 76.0 for 

men. In Indonesia, it was 57.8 per cent for 

women, compared to 62.1 per cent for men12.  

Examples of policies for gender-
responsive pension systems 

Member countries of the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD) and some developing countries in the 

region are trying to make pension systems 

more gender responsive. The Republic of 

Korea, for example, has designed a pension 

system with a redistributive function. With a 

cap on the maximum pension benefit, the 

benefit formula results in relatively higher 

pension benefits for lower income groups than 

for higher income groups13.  

Several European OECD countries provide 

child credits for women - typically tax-funded - 

who have interrupted their careers to care for 

children. Benefits are calculated as if the 

women had contributed to the pension system 

while looking after their children. In Sweden, 

women and men, for example, are both 

eligible for these credits, depending on which 

persons decides to interrupt his (or her) career. 

The credit is tax-funded and interacts with the 

parental leave programme, in which parental 

leave benefits are pensionable income14.  

In Japan, women receive child-care credits for 

up to three years. Benefits are based on 

contributions before the childcare period15. 

Simulations have shown that Japanese 

women who interrupt their careers for 10 years 

for childcare receive 92 per cent of the 

benefits of women without interrupted 

careers16. 

Several countries in the Asia-Pacific region 

provide survivor pensions. Sometimes, the 

surviving spouse can take over the pension 

beneficiary rights of the deceased spouse. 

However, this raises concerns for sustainability 

of the pension system and includes provisions 

only for women who are widows.  

In Fiji, India, Japan, Republic of Korea, Thailand 

and Viet Nam, governments promote 

voluntary pension contributions. This option 

particularly applies to the informal and other 

sectors, where mandatory coverage is not yet 

feasible. For example, 72.4 per cent of 

working-age women in Viet Nam are legally 

covered by the voluntary contributory 

pensions, compared to 66.9 per cent of the 

total working-age population. 

In 2018, Malaysia launched a housewives’ 

pension which encouraged women to make a 

minimum monthly contribution of MYR5 into 

the employees’ provident fund. These 

payments are matched by a MYR40 

government contribution. This programme 

particularly encourages single women to 

contribute17.  

Recommendations 

While gender inequalities in income security 

accumulate over a lifetime, the design of 

pension systems can address some of the 

inequalities and can have redistributive effects 

that benefit women. The following should be 

considered in the design of pension systems 

focusing on contributory pensions and with a 

view to the situation of women: 

• Ensure that more women join the formal 

labour force. 

• Redefine the pension age from a 

mandatory retirement age to a minimum 

pensionable age, for the same age for 

both men and women. Also, those who 

wish to, should be encouraged and 

enabled to stay longer in the labour force. 

• Include redistributionary elements in the 

calculation of pension benefits in 

contributory pension systems. 

• Provide tax-funded care credits (including 

childcare and care for older parents) for 

women who interrupt their careers. 
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• Index pension benefits to compensate for 

inflation.  

• Encourage participation of women in 

voluntary contributory schemes, including 

by providing financial or other incentives.  
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