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About Per Capita 
 
Per Capita is an independent progressive think tank, dedicated to fighting inequality in Australia. We work 
to build a new vision for Australia based on fairness, shared prosperity, community and social justice. Our 
research is rigorous, evidence-based and long-term in its outlook. We consider the national challenges of 
the next decade rather than the next election cycle. We ask original questions and offer fresh solutions, 
drawing on new thinking in social science, economics and public policy.  
 
Our audience is the public, not just experts and policy makers. We engage all Australians who want to see 
rigorous thinking and evidence-based analysis applied to the issues facing our country’s future. 
 

About the authors 
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co-editor, with Professor Janet McCalman, of the collection of essays What happens next? Reconstructing 
Australia after COVID-19, to be published by Melbourne University Press in September 2020. 
 
Simone Casey is a Research Associate at Per Capita, with a diverse portfolio of responsibilities including 
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About Women in Super 
 
Women in Super, founded in 1994, is a national advocacy and networking group for women employed in 
the superannuation and associated financial services industries. We provide opportunities for members to 
develop their networks as well as professional development training and promote equal participation of 
women at all levels within the superannuation and financial services industry. We work to improve 
women’s retirement outcomes and access to superannuation through advocating for policy change. Our 
goal is to have a superannuation system without gender bias.  
 
In 1998 we initiated the Mother’s Day Classic walk/run in response to the significant numbers of women 
accessing insurance benefits through superannuation for treatment of and sadly dying from breast cancer. 
To date we have raised $37 million for the National Breast Cancer Foundation for breast cancer research 
and we fund the work of a promising young researcher annually through our Mavis Robertson scholarship.  
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Introduction 
 
This paper looks at the history of women’s retirement incomes in Australia, and exposes the economic 
insecurity that women experienced prior to the introduction of universal superannuation. 
 
In Australia, the Federal budget of 1991 introduced the Superannuation Guarantee (SG), a universal 
system of superannuation support for Australian employees. The SG was a negotiated bargain as part of 
the Incomes and Prices Accord (the Accord) struck between the Hawke and Keating Labor Governments 
and the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU), in which wage increases were deferred in return for 
compulsory superannuation savings, paid directly through the employer payroll system, initially at the rate 
of 3 per cent of annual income.   
 
Early systems of superannuation were designed and delivered by employers. For decades prior to the 
introduction of universal superannuation by the federal Labor government in the early 1990s, the 
proportion of workers covered by employer superannuation schemes remained low, and 
disproportionately favoured full-time, male workers. The various schemes offered by both public and 
private employers featured many eligibility requirements that discriminated against women, both directly, 
by refusing them coverage based on their gender and/or marital status, and indirectly, by excluding 
workers who were employed part-time or had interrupted career paths or multiple employers across the 
life course. 
 
Legislation making superannuation compulsory for all employees overcame many of these inherent design 
features that deliberately locked women out of employer-delivered, employee-vested retirement savings, 
and, in principle, made access to superannuation a universal right for all Australian workers. 
 
Since it came into effect in 1993, the SG has provided broad coverage for Australian workers, initially 
boosting coverage to 80 per cent of the workforce. Over the next decade, coverage rose to 91 per cent, 
as the SG rate itself increased from 3 per cent to 9 per cent, rising more recently to 9.5 per cent. It was 
intended that the SG would rise to 12 per cent however this has been delayed because of the super freeze 
in 2014, on the (unfulfilled) premise that the money saved would result in higher take home wages for 
workers.1 
 
Despite its universal nature, though, our superannuation system still produces inequitable outcomes in 
retirement incomes along gender lines. Because superannuation is an income-funded retirement savings 
system, contributions to superannuation, by definition, depend on earnings derived from employment. 
Therefore, women’s retirement incomes are inextricably intertwined with the level of women’s labour force 
participation and rates of pay throughout their working lives.  
 
Due to their significantly higher rates of part-time work due to a disproportionate load of unpaid domestic 
work and years spent out of the paid labour force to care for children and other adults, women have fewer 
years of employment and lower incomes than men, meaning that they save considerably less toward their 
retirements than do men. As a result, they suffer a greater risk of poverty in retirement, especially if they 
do not live in a couple relationship in older age. 

 
1 Dawson, E. and Jackson, S. The Super Freeze: What You’ve Lost, Per Capita, Melbourne, 2020. 
https://percapita.org.au/our_work/the-super-freeze-what-youve-lost/ 
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In a 2017 report Not So Super, For Women Per Capita found that, on average, women’s retirement 
savings were 47 per cent lower than their male counterparts.2 More recently, the Workplace Gender 
Equality Agency (WGEA) has published data that shows the prevalence of the gap in retirement savings 
between men and women in 2020, taking account of both superannuation savings and the age pension. 

Figure 2: Retirement income gap by age and gender 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: WGEA report, Women’s economic security in retirement: Insight paper, March 20203 
 
Nevertheless, Australia’s superannuation system is consistently ranked in the top three retirement schemes 
in the world, and is widely considered to have been one of the most successful social reforms of recent 
decades.4 The universal superannuation system has underpinned a significant rise in the share of wealth 
held by older Australians: the share of household wealth held by people aged 55 and over has grown from 
48 per cent to 56 per cent over the past fifteen years.5  
 
That this wealth is shared unevenly between men and women should not be an insurmountable problem: 
there are many complex design features of our superannuation system that exacerbate gender inequity in 
the system, and which are ripe for reform. An examination of the history of superannuation in Australia is 
illustrative of the measures that were taken to remove direct and indirect discrimination against women 
prior to, and during, the development of universal superannuation in the 1980s and 1990s, while an 
analysis of the universal super system itself reveals a number of design features that could be altered to 
further improve retirement incomes for women.  

 
2 Hetherington, D.  and Smith, W. Not so super, for women: superannuation and women’s retirement outcomes, Per Capita, 
Melbourne, 2017, p. 6. https://percapita.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Not-So-Super FINAL-v2-2.pdf 
3 https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Women per cent27s_economic_security_in_retirement.pdf  
4 https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/assets/documents/hilda-bibliography/other-publications/2013/Kelly twenty-years-
superannuation-guarantee.pdf 
5 21st C retirement 
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Retirement incomes for Australian women 
 
Australia’s retirement income system is comprised of ‘three pillars’ — the Age Pension, compulsory saving 
through the Superannuation Guarantee, and voluntary savings.6 
 
As this paper is concerned with the role of government policy in influencing retirement incomes, the 
function of voluntary savings is outside the scope of our analysis. Before turning to consideration of the 
efficacy of universal superannuation, however, a brief examination of Australian women’s experience of the 
Age Pension will inform the broader understanding of the need for a robust system of universal retirement 
savings to provide an income sufficient to support a comfortable standard of living in older age.  
 

A short history of the Age Pension in Australia 
 
The Age Pension was introduced by the Commonwealth Government in 1908 and commenced operation 
from July 1909.7 For the first 18 months, the pension was available only to men, before being extended to 
women in December 1910. Funded from general revenue, the new Commonwealth pension replaced 
state-based schemes that had been operating for several years in NSW, Queensland and Victoria. The 
pension was available to citizens and long-term residents of 25 years’ standing (soon after reduced to 20 
years) and was subject to both a means test and a ‘good character’ requirement. It was paid to men at age 
65, and to women at age 60.    
 
At the time of its introduction, life expectancy at birth was only 56 years, and only 4 per cent of the 
population were old enough to be eligible for the pension. For those who did receive it, the average time 
spent on the pension was around 12 years. The initial pension rate was just £26 per year, around a quarter 
of the basic wage. As such, it was not designed to provide a reasonable standard of living but was 
intended as a safety net of last resort.8 Automatic increases in pension rates based on changes in the cost 
of living were introduced in fits and starts between 1933 and 1943, when automatic cost-of-living 
adjustments were repealed as they would have resulted in a drop in the pension rate. Supplementary 
assistance, now known as Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA), for single pensioners who paid rent and 
whose primary source of income was the Age Pension was introduced by the Menzies government in 
1958, followed five years later by a higher rate of pension for single people. 
 
Still, the adequacy of the Age Pension continued to erode as Australia’s standard of living increased in the 
post-war years. The failure of the Age Pension to keep recipients above the poverty line was identified in 
the Henderson Commission of Inquiry into Poverty in 19729  and the Whitlam Government’s National 
Superannuation Committee of Inquiry. Following these reviews, Whitlam raised the Age Pension rate to 
match the 25 per cent of average male weekly earnings benchmark by June 1975, and abolished the 
means test for those aged 70 years or more by May 1975. At this time, superannuation was in place for 
less than a third of employed Australians. 
 
Further changes were made to the Age Pension by the Fraser government between 1975 and 1983, 
including the abolition of the assets test, and annual indexation of the rate of the pension in 1976. By the 

 
6 https://www.pc.gov.au/research/completed/superannuation-post-retirement p.4 
7 https://www.aph.gov.au/About Parliament/Parliamentary Departments/Parliamentary Library/pubs/rp/rp1314/SuperChron 
8 Hetherington, D and Smith, W. Op cit, P.12. 
9 Australia. Commission of Inquiry into Poverty. (1972-) (Henderson report) 
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Relying on the Age Pension leads to poverty for women 
 
Women retire with a greater dependence on the Age Pension because they lack independent retirement 
incomes, and this greatly increases the likelihood than they will live in poverty in older age. 
 
According to Dr Susan Feldman and Dr Harriet Radermacher, who undertook a study of the circumstances 
of older women living in poverty in Australia for the Lord Mayor’s Charitable Foundation in 2016, 34 per 
cent of single women over 60 in Australia live in permanent income poverty, compared to 27 per cent of 
single older men and 24 per cent of couples.12  
 
Feldman and Radermacher found that “[t]he higher incidences of poverty among older women are rooted 
in the quality of their employment histories,” including lower-paid work, career interruptions, and a higher 
incidence of part-time employment to accommodate unpaid domestic labour and care. They identify 
family breakdown or the death of a spouse as key ‘triggers’ that increase the risk of poverty for older 
women.  
 
In short, women without male partners, who generally have low levels of financial security due to a lack of 
independent retirement savings, are at significant risk of poverty in retirement.13  
 
It is unsurprising, then, that the report of the Australian Senate Economics Reference Committee on the 
2016 Inquiry into achieving economic security for women in retirement was titled ‘A husband is not a 
retirement plan’.  
 
As the Australian Education Union told the Inquiry, the poverty experienced by many older single women 
in Australia today is due to inequities in the treatment of women in the workforce over previous decades: 

For example, in some states, upon marriage, women were excluded from teachers' 
superannuation funds and only allowed access to 'married women' schemes with inferior 
conditions. In most states, superannuation was only available to 'permanent employees' 
and being a permanent employee meant being full time and available for any position 
across the state, thus excluding many women who were part time or were unable to 
move due to family responsibilities. Before unpaid maternity leave was secured in the 
mid 1970s, many women had to resign in order to have children…Many of these women 
took on primary care of children with the understanding that their husband's 
superannuation would provide the family's retirement income, but then lost access to 
this money due to marital breakdown.14 

 
The following overview of the history of women’s access to superannuation unpacks these inequities in the 
treatment of women in the workforce in the 20th century, and the battle to secure women’s retirement 
incomes before the introduction of universal superannuation in the early 1990s. 
 
 

 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid 
14 Senate Economics Reference Committee, A husband is not a retirement plan: achieving economic security for women in 
retirement, Commonwealth of Australia, 2016. P 108. 
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Universal superannuation: towards equality 
 
As we have seen, in the years leading up to the introduction of universal superannuation, there were many 
forms of direct and indirect discrimination against women in superannuation schemes in both the 
government and private sectors. These structural forms of discrimination were functions of the design of 
the various superannuation funds in place at the time and were effectively eliminated by the creation of 
universal superannuation in the early 1990s. 
 
Nevertheless, the operation of our world-leading superannuation system remains structurally biased 
against women in its indifference to the nature of their employment status and the demands of unpaid 
work and care. 
 
According to the latest data available, just under a quarter (23.5 per cent) of women aged 15–64 years old 
had no superannuation coverage at all in 2017–18, compared to one in five men (20.5 per cent) of the 
same age.  
 
As we noted in 2016, the design of universal superannuation was predicated on the ‘male breadwinner’ 
model of reliable, full-time employment that, even 30 years ago, was rapidly disappearing. The 
assumption underpinning the scheme was that:  

Implicitly, the benefits of superannuation would largely flow to women through their 
male partners. What’s happened since is that many more women have entered the 
workforce to earn and save independently, but the nature of work available to them has 
been more intermittent and lower paid than that of their male counterparts. This 
combined with the fact that women still do the overwhelming majority of unpaid 
housework, caring and parenting, means that the benefits of super, which move in direct 
proportion to pay, have not flowed to female recipients as hoped.28 

 
This problem was noted as early as 2002, when a review of the state of inequality in retirement incomes 
found that women’s superannuation contributions continued to be limited by high rates of casual 
employment, the gender pay gap, (women's average full time earnings were only 84 per cent of male 
average full time earnings), and because women are more likely to have interrupted careers due to child 
rearing and other unpaid work; such that women spent 17 years on average in the paid labour force, 
compared to 39 years for men.29  
 
This review highlighted concerns that occupational superannuation and social security policy were not well 
integrated and noted the (now largely resolved) problem of the division of superannuation assets in the 
event of relationship breakdown.  
 
A further inquiry into women’s economic independence by the Australian Human Rights Commission in 
2007 re-affirmed the persistence of the issues that are still relevant to understanding inequities in 
retirement incomes. The primary issues were again identified as the gender pay gap, career interruptions 
for child rearing, and higher incidences of casualisation and insecure work.30   

 
28 https://percapita.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Not-So-Super FINAL-v2-2.pdf 
29 Kelly et al (2002) 
30 https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/3-theme-one-economic-independence-women-listening-tour-report#heading3_2 
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Improvements in universal superannuation for women 
 
There have been many attempts to address these inequities over the last two decades. The following 
summarises the significant policy changes that addressed some of these issues.  
 
One of the most significant reforms to address gender inequities in the super system was the change to 
the Family Law Act in 2002 that enabled a partner’s superannuation to be divided upon divorce or 
separation. Further, in 2006 ‘Contributions Splitting’ took effect so that super contributions could be split 
between partners, meaning that higher income partners could share payments with a low-income spouse. 
 
Women in same-sex relationships benefited from the introduction of Same-Sex Relationships (Equal 
Treatment in Commonwealth Laws— Superannuation) Act 2008. 
 
Measures to improve super contributions for low income workers, the majority of whom are women, were 
introduced in 2003 with the government co-contribution for low/middle income earners. In 2010 the 
government co-contribution rate was set at $1 for every $1 of personal contributions made by those 
receiving an adjusted annual income less than $31,920 p.a. 
 
From 1 July 2009, the expanded definition of ‘ordinary time earnings’ for the superannuation guarantee 
included over award payments, shift loadings and allowances, which benefitted women working in 
insecure jobs. 
 
The ‘Employee Choice of Fund’ reforms in 2004 enabled higher levels of portability, which benefited 
women whose contributions were disrupted by breaks in employment; this was also the year that reforms 
enabling the surviving partner of an interdependent relationship to receive tax free payment of 
superannuation benefits following their partner’s death. 
 
In 2007 employee redress to recover unpaid superannuation amounts from employers that had ceased 
operating were enhanced. This improved women’s access to lost super contributions due to their higher 
likelihood of changing employers, through ‘Find My Super’. 
 
More recent initiatives that have improved super balances include the implementation of the Henry Tax 
Review’s recommendation to increase the rate of super. However, this has progressed incrementally 
because of ongoing political uncertainty, and is again under threat of being frozen under the guise of 
concern for wages growth due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This issue is explored in more detail later in 
this report. 
 
The low-income superannuation contribution (LISC) was introduced on 1 July 2012 and effectively 
refunded the 15 per cent tax paid on contributions such salary sacrificed super contributions for individuals 
with an adjusted taxable income up to $35,087 (from 1 July 2014). While the maximum refund is $500 per 
year, when the tax payable is less than $10, the ATO will round up the benefit to $10. 
 
The LISC was abolished by July 2017 and was replaced by the low-income superannuation tax offset 
(LISTO) for those with an adjusted taxable income less than $37,000.  The LISTO also provides a benefit to 
low-income earners of up to $500 per year. 
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The ‘silent generation’ 
 
Hugh Mackay wrote that the silent generation had “stable marriages, stable work patterns, and good 
fortune in having had a life-cycle in fortuitous phasing with the economic cycle.”33 The silent generation 
came of age before the women’s liberation era of the 1960s and 1970s achieved more economic, 
reproductive and social freedoms. Women of this generation were born between the Great Depression 
and World War II (1928-1945) and reached retirement age between the early 1990s and 2010.   
 
The retirement incomes of the silent generation contrast with baby boomers because universal super was 
introduced in phases in the 1990s. This means, by and large, that the silent generation retired without the 
economic independence afforded by superannuation; rather they relied on the Age Pension or their 
husband’s retirement incomes. They also faced barriers to workforce participation such as the marriage 
bar which, not lifted until 1966, meant women could not remain in public sector employment once they 
were married.34  
 
The following image from the ABS Retirement Incomes data from 1983 illustrates the extent of this 
dependence.  It shows that 80 per cent of women did not belong to a retirement scheme, and that 40 per 
cent were dependent on another person (i.e. their husband/partner) at the time of their retirement. 

 
 

Source: ABS Persons Retired From Full-Time Work, Australia (Preliminary) Sep 198335 
 

 
33 https://www.aph.gov.au/senate/~/~/link.aspx? id=55EBCBDD06BE48DD83503B1956A7366B& z=z 
34 https://insidestory.org.au/the-long-slow-demise-of-the-marriage-bar/ 
35https://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/free.nsf/0/E4C3445159A22A72CA25852700793D5C/$File/62370_1983_09.pdf 
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homelessness later in life has increased, with such social change contributing to an 
increase in the number and proportion of older, single women in the population, 
including many who never marry.39 

 
In 2007, 93.07 per cent of workers aged 45 or over who intended to retire had contributed to a 
superannuation scheme during their working lives. Over half of men aged 45 or over who intended to 
retire expected that super would be their main source of income (56.66 per cent), but less than a quarter 
of retired men listed it as their main source of income (22.38 per cent). For women, over a third of women 
aged 45 or over who intended to retire expected that super would be their main source of income (39.24 
per cent), but only one in twenty retired women listed it as their main source of income (6.64 per cent). 
 
By 2017, 93.81 per cent of workers aged 45 or over who intended to retire had contributed to 
superannuation during their working lives. Approximately half of men aged 45 or over who intended to 
retire expected that super would be their main source of income (56.89 per cent), and almost a third of all 
retired men listed it as their main source of income (32.67 per cent). For women, half of workers aged 45 
or over who intended to retire expected that super would be their main source of income (51.77 per cent), 
but less than one in five retired women listed it as their main source of income (17.03 per cent). 
 
Retirees with no personal income (that is, they rely on the income of others) remained around 30 per cent 
for women and 7 per cent for men. 
 

Figure 10: Main source of income at retirement 

 

Source: ABS 6238.0 - Retirement and Retirement Intentions, Australia, 2018-19.  
 

 
39 https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2016-10/apo-nid66261.pdf 
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Why women’s retirement incomes are still falling behind 
 
There are a number of reasons associated with women’s life and workforce experiences that women still 
retire with lower superannuation savings than men: women are more likely to work part-time or casually, to 
take time out of the labour market to care for children or older parents, and to have lower incomes as a 
result of the underpayment of jobs in feminised industries.  
 
Other factors that conspire to result in lower retirement incomes for women include the high cost and 
uneven availability of child care, high effective marginal tax rates for women seeking to return to full time 
work after having children, age discrimination that limits women’s employment opportunities when they 
seek to return to work after career breaks, and the impact of relationship breakdowns in mid-life. Women 
also live longer than do men and therefore need to make their superannuation income last longer.  
 
These factors, which are compounded by superannuation policy settings, combine to create a structural 
imbalance within our economy that means that Australian women are more likely than men to retire into 
poverty. In Not So Super, For Women, Per Capita identified that the confluence of these many factors has 
resulted in the issue of women’s poor retirement incomes in Australia having “taken on the features of a 
wicked problem,”41 meaning that solving the problem requires concerted policy reform; see Figure 14. 
 
It should be noted that most of these problems are not the result of the particular design of Australia’s 
universal superannuation system; rather, they are inherent to any contributory employment-based 
retirement insurance scheme, as noted by Emily Millane in her PhD thesis, completed in 2019:  

From the public debates about pension financing in the 1890s and 1900s, to the 
proposals for superannuation in the 20th century, right through to present-day debates, 
the disadvantage women face under contributory superannuation has been raised. 
Embedding a contributory, industrial model of superannuation means that gender 
equality in retirement savings is predicated on gender equality during working life: 
superannuation reflects wage inequalities, and these are gendered. Even in younger age 
brackets, women have lower superannuation coverage and lower account balances.42 

 
The challenge of ‘fixing’ retirement outcomes for women, then, is inextricably linked with the need to 
deepen and broaden women’s workforce participation and improve their rates of pay. Essentially, this 
means that inequities in retirement incomes are, to a large extent, the result of the impact of the gender 
pay gap, and how the barriers to women’s labour force participation and the devaluing of ‘women’s work’ 
in our economy compound over women’s lives to leave them with lower levels of independent wealth in 
retirement. 
 
However, there are a number of factors identified in our earlier research that are features of the design of 
Australia’s superannuation system, and which could be addressed to improve retirement incomes for 
women, without the need to wait for the gender pay gap to be closed.  
 
 

 
41 Hetherington, D. and Smith, W. Op Cit, p.11. 
42 Millane, E. The Ghost of National Superannuation, Crawford School of Public Policy, Australian National University, 2019. p.232  
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Improving super for women 
 
There are a number of design flaws in our current system that exacerbate gender inequality in retirement 
incomes. Some are simply discriminatory and, as such, should be easy to fix, such as abolishing the 
monthly earnings threshold upon which super payments are compulsory, and paying superannuation on 
paid parental leave. Others are more complex and require government to grapple with the complexities of 
our tax and transfer system and make targeted policy changes to decrease inequities in the retirement 
income system that ignore women’s unpaid work and deliberately favour high income earners at the 
expense of low paid workers. There are two key areas that must be addressed: taper rates of the Age 
Pension and inequitable tax concessions. 
 

Age Pension taper rates 
 
The age pension taper rate reduces the amount of the Age Pension received by retirees with capital 
wealth (assets) from which they may draw an income, including superannuation. It works in conjunction 
with the Asset Free Threshold, which sets a limit on the assets held by retirees, above which their pension 
payments are reduced. 
 
The Turnbull government introduced significant changes to both the threshold and the taper rate, which 
took effect from 1 January 2017. These changes not only reduced the threshold, meaning that fewer 
retirees qualified for a part pension, but increased the taper rate from $1.50 to $3 for every $1000 held in 
assets above the taper rate, meaning that the part pension is reduced more rapidly to zero. 
 
While the changes also increased the threshold of the assets test for eligibility for the full Age Pension, 
benefiting some 170,000 pensioners with low levels of savings, the increase in the taper rates of the Age 
Pension have created further inequities in the retirement income system.  
 
Rather than reduce inequalities by targeting high income earners, overwhelmingly these reforms have 
reduced the retirement incomes of retired workers who received low to middle incomes while they were in 
the labour market.43 Rather than reduce the number of people drawing a part pension, it has made retired 
workers more likely to draw a full pension after their modest super balances run out. 
 
There is widespread support amongst economists and advocates for retirees to reduce the taper rate to 
$2, which will maintain the benefits achieved for retirees with low asset levels and reduce the impact on 
those with low to medium asset levels. 
 

Superannuation tax concessions 
 
By far the greatest distortion in our superannuation system is the influence of tax concessions.  
 
For the majority of superannuation funds (taxed funds), contributions are taxed at 15 per cent on entry and 
15 per cent on income, while benefits, whether paid in a lump sum or in income instalments, are tax free 

 
43 https://consult.treasury.gov.au/budget-policy-division/2018-19-pre-budget-
submissions/consultation/view_respondent?sort=excerpt&order=ascending&uuId=70198471 
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for those aged 60 and over. In total, tax concessions on superannuation now cost the federal budget more 
than $30 billion a year in forgone revenue. 
 
The Murray Financial System Inquiry in 2014 found that “tax concessions in the superannuation system are 
not well targeted at improving retirement incomes.” The inquiry calculated that around 38 per cent of 
government support provided through superannuation tax concessions were going to the top 10 per cent 
of income earners, while the bottom 10 per cent of income earners, whose overall tax rate is below 15 per 
cent, are actually disadvantaged by the system.44 
 
That is, the poorest workers are paying more tax on their superannuation savings than they would if the 
concessions were not in place, while high income earners are receiving government support to the tune of 
more than $10 billion per year, which would otherwise be paid in taxes to increase government revenue. 
 
Tax concessions on superannuation are inherently regressive, as shown by Figure 15 below, which is 
reproduced from ‘The Taxation of savings in Australia: Theory, current practice and future policy 
directions’, published in July 2020 by the Tax and Transfer Policy Institute at the Australian National 
University. No other area of Australian tax law so unfairly benefits high income earners at the expense of 
the poor. 
 
Because high income earners are overwhelmingly men working full time in high income occupations, and 
women are over-represented in part-time and casual work in low-income industries, the equity distortions 
caused by superannuation tax concessions are a key factor in gender inequality in retirement incomes. 
 
Many of the most inequitable features of the superannuation tax concessions date back to changes 
introduced by the Howard government. Its ‘Simpler Super’ reforms of 2006 removed taxation of lump sum 
payments or income from superannuation for people over 60, provided generous annual contribution 
limits of $50,000 for concessional and $100,000 for non-concessional contributions, and abolished the 
Reasonable Benefits Limits imposed under the Keating regime, which was aimed at preventing the 
superannuation system being exploited to reduce income tax liabilities.45 Between announcing these 
changes and them coming into effect a year later, the government also implemented ‘transitional rules’, 
which allowed wealthy people to stash up to a million dollars in their superannuation accounts. 
 
Legislation passed by the Turnbull government in 2017 addressed the more egregious of these measures, 
by imposing a $1.6 million transfer balance cap, to reduce the incentive to use superannuation to minimise 
income tax, and lowering contributions caps. These measures were introduced at the same time as the 
changes to the pensions assets test thresholds that widened access to the full rate of the age pension, and 
the implementation of the Low Income Tax Offset, which reinstated support for low-income earners that 
had been lost when the Abbott government repealed the Low Income Superannuation Contribution.46 
 
Effectively, these measures restored Keating’s policy intention that universal superannuation should 
provide retirement benefits on a reasonable basis, in that they removed the measures introduced by the 
Howard government that encouraged very high-income earners to exploit the system as a tax 
minimisation tool. 

 
44 Financial System Inquiry, Final Report, Commonwealth of Australia, 2014. P. 90 
45 Tax Laws Amendment (Simplified Superannuation) Act 2007, Commonwealth of Australia, 2007. 
46 Scott Morrison (Treasurer), Budget Speech 2016-17 (Accessed 5 August 2020), 3 May 2016. 
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However, most of the forgone revenue recouped through these changes was used to ‘pay down debt’, 
rather than redirected to measures that would meaningfully lift the retirement savings of low and middle-
income workers. This was a significant missed opportunity to improve the fairness of the superannuation 
system and reduce the significant gender inequalities that lead to women’s financial insecurity in 
retirement. 
 
There remains significant forgone revenue available by reducing superannuation tax concessions for high 
income earners and redirecting it into solutions that will boost women’s superannuation balances and 
reduce the gender gap in retirement incomes, as outlined at the end of this report. This is even more 
urgent in the wake of the economic shock brought about by COVID-19. 
 

Figure 15: Effective Marginal Tax Rates of major Australian asset classes 
 

 
 

Source: reproduced from The Taxation of savings in Australia: Theory, current practice and future policy 
directions47 
 
 
 
 

 
47 Varela, P., Breunig, R., and Sobeck, K. (2020), ‘The Taxation of savings in Australia: Theory, current practice and future policy 
directions’, Tax and Transfer Policy Institute (TTPI) Policy Report No. 01-2020, Canberra, Australia. P. 38. 
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The impact of COVID-19 on women’s financial security 
 
The economic shock caused by the COVID-19 pandemic is having a disproportionate impact on women. 
What some are calling the ‘pink collar recession’ is playing out quite differently to previous economic 
downturns, which evolved gradually and tended to affect the blue-collar male workforce more than any 
other demographic.  
 
This time entire sections of our economy were shut down suddenly, and jobs in service industries and 
customer-facing roles, usually less vulnerable to economic downturns, were the first to get the chop as 
social distancing measures were enforced. 
 
Female employees are over-represented in service roles, in industries such as Accommodation and Food 
Services, and Retail Trade. Many of those casual and part-time jobs, which are routinely low-paid to begin 
with, have gone, and some will not return.  
 
As a result, and due to an increased need for at-home child care due to the temporary closure of schools 
and limitations on access to early childhood care and education, a significant number of women have 
stopped trying to find work altogether, or voluntarily reduced their working hours, as a result of COVID-19 
and its impact on home life. ABS Labour Force data shows that, following the biggest decline in labour 
force participation since the early 2000s in March and April 2020, women were 50% more likely than men 
to have stopped looking for work.  
 
Further, the ABS found that while men had reduced their hours of work by 7.5% in response to the 
pandemic, women have done so by 11.5%.48  
 
These statistics almost certainly reflect the fact that women are taking on a disproportionate amount of 
additional unpaid work at home as families adjust to living in isolation. Studies into the Australian 
experience of sharing unpaid work during the pandemic are underway,49 but international research already 
shows that women are taking on more of the extra care work needed during the lock-down, as children 
engage in online learning while schools remain closed.50 
 
Given women in Australia already did 80% more unpaid work than their male partners before the 
pandemic struck - a significantly higher proportion than in comparable developed nations - it is 
unsurprising that women are the ones giving up paid work to cater to the needs of their families.51 
 
While for many low-income women, who are often the ‘second income earners’ in their households, this 
may mean exiting the labour force altogether for some time, even higher income women with secure jobs 
are more likely than are their male partners to cut back on hours to pick up the load at home. 
 
While the impact of the pandemic on women’s labour force participation is due to long-standing structural 
inequalities in the division of unpaid work and systemic undervaluing of women’s paid work, the design of 
the JobKeeper wage subsidy scheme also indirectly discriminated against women. Even in those 

 
48 https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6202.0 
49 https://about.unimelb.edu.au/newsroom/news/2020/may/counting-our-time-under-covid-19-new-survey-on-work-and-care 
50 https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30526-2/fulltext 
51 Dawson, E, Kovac, T and Lewis, A, Op Cit, P. 19 
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businesses in receipt of the payment, many employees are missing out: sectors such as retail and 
hospitality have by far the highest number of casual employees with less than 12 months’ service for their 
current employer, the majority of whom are women. As revealed by modelling from Rebecca Cassels and 
Alan Duncan at the Bank West Curtin Economics Centre, more than 200,000 female workers in customer-
facing roles have missed out on the wage subsidy, and many have already joined the unemployment 
queues.52 
 
The reduction in women’s employment and incomes due to the COVID-19 economic shock will reduce 
their ability to save for their retirements, and further widen the gender gap in retirement incomes. But by 
far the biggest impact on retirement incomes from the pandemic is due to a deliberate government policy 
decision that fundamentally undermines the purpose of superannuation as a retirement savings scheme. 
The Morrison Government’s ‘Superannuation Early Access Scheme’ has already seen more than half a 
million Australians, the majority of whom are under 35, entirely wipe out their superannuation savings.  
 
This is certain to have a greater impact on women than on men, not least because many of the younger 
women who have emptied their accounts will enter the child-rearing years, and decades of interrupted 
careers and part-time work, with no super savings, which would otherwise have been accruing interest 
while they were not receiving employer contributions.  
 
Based on current average balances, if they choose to withdraw the maximum $20,000 from their super, 
women’s savings will be reduced by roughly 50% more than men’s, resulting in even greater inequalities in 
retirement nest eggs due to the multiplier effect of the loss of that compound interest.53 
 
Analysis of more than 750,000 early release applications to 30 June 2020 conducted by the Australian 
Institute of Superannuation Trustees for Women in Super showed that, while more men than women made 
applications for early release, across all age brackets women withdrew a greater portion of their balance 
than did men. Women aged 25 to 34 withdrew 35 per cent of their balance on average, while men in the 
same age bracket withdrew 29 per cent of their balance. The withdrawals have already significantly 
increased the gender super gap for the women accessing the scheme.  
 
The impact was most striking for women aged 25 to 34. Before taking early release, these women had 21 
per cent less in super savings on average than did men in the same age bracket. After taking early release 
these same women had 45 per cent less. The impact of this will be profound for younger women, who will 
now enter their child-rearing years with a much a lower savings base on which to accumulate interest, 
during the years when they are less able to make contributions. This will likely be compounded by the 
second tranche of the Early Release Scheme. 
 
The scheme will further reduce women’s economic security in retirement, particularly for women who were 
already struggling with low incomes and insecure work, and therefore already facing a retirement savings 
gap. It is imperative that women can rebuild their retirement savings, so that the measures taken to meet 
their immediate need for income support do not rob their future selves of a dignified retirement. 
 
 
 

 
52 https://bcec.edu.au/assets/2020/03/BCEC-COVID19-Brief-3-Job-Seekers-and-Keepers FINAL.pdf 
53 https://qsuper.qld.gov.au/news-hub/articles/2019/08/07/06/10/what-is-an-average-super-balance 
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Why lower-income women will benefit from an SG rate of 12 per cent 
 
Opponents of increasing the SG rate to 12 per cent argue that most retirees in Australia enjoy a more 
affluent lifestyle in retirement than they do during their working lives. Perhaps the most widely accepted 
argument against increasing the rate of the SG – or, even more radically, making super optional for low-
income earners – is that any increase in the SG rate will reduce, or at least slow the rate of increase, of real 
take-home wages today, and that low and middle-income workers would be better off with the ‘money in 
their pockets’. 
 
However, recent research by Per Capita’s indicates that this argument is flawed. It is one thing to argue 
that previous increases in superannuation have come partly from wages; it is quite another to prove that 
holding down the rate of superannuation will result in bigger pay packets in future. 
 
The Super Freeze: What You’ve Lost, published in February 2020, looked at what has actually happened 
to wages and superannuation savings since the Abbott government froze the SG rate in 2014, on the 
promise that the money saved would result in higher take home wages for workers.54  
 
We analysed the rate of real wage growth in the five years since the implementation of the SG freeze and 
quantified the amount of superannuation workers have lost as a result of the freeze. We found that, on any 
objective measure, workers have suffered a significant loss in net income, calculated as changes to real 
wages and forgone superannuation contributions combined, over the five-year life of the SG freeze.  
 
Further, we found no reason to expect that these losses would not compound over the next five years if 
the SG rate is again frozen at 9.5 per cent instead of increasing incrementally to 12 per cent by 2025, as 
currently legislated. 
 
Our analysis shows that, since the super freeze was implemented in 2014, a worker on the full time median 
wage has lost $4,332.99 in superannuation.  
 
Over the same period, the median wage rose from $1,000 to $1,066 per week, or from $52,000 to 
$55,432 per year. However, when we adjusted for inflation, and looked at real, rather than nominal, wage 
growth, the median wage actually fell. In 2014, the real median wage was $56,524 in today’s dollars and 
now it is $55,432. 
 
Therefore, as a result of the freeze on the SG rate in 2014, the average worker has lost $4332.99 in super 
over the intervening five years, and their take-home pay has declined by $1092.00 a year in real terms, 
giving them a net loss of $5424.99. 
 
An assessment of real-life case studies of low- and middle-income women using this analysis found that a 
woman on the minimum wage has lost around $4,500 in super due to the freeze, and a woman earning 
$95,000 a year has lost almost $7,000 in super since 2014. During this time, wages for workers on the 
minimum wage have gone backwards by over $1,000 annually in real terms, and those of middle-income 
women have barely kept pace with inflation. 
 

 
54 Dawson, E and Jackson, S, ‘The Super Freeze: what you’ve lost’, Per Capita, Melbourne, February 2020. 
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The problem of low wages due to part time and underpaid work is compounded for women through the 
structural imbalances in our superannuation system. Given the proportion of women exiting the labour 
market during motherhood who return to part-time work, and who, on average, earn 14 per cent less for 
the same work as men,55 a higher rate of compulsory employer contributed superannuation can accelerate 
the accumulation of retirement savings, and bridge the gap between retiring in poverty, and retiring with 
an adequate income to provide a life of frugal comfort in older age.  
 
It is workers on the minimum wage, whose pay rates are set by arbitration under the award system, who 
will benefit from an increase in the SG. Higher income workers on Enterprise Bargaining Agreements, or 
those with individual workplace agreements in professional roles, are more likely to be receiving 
superannuation contributions in excess of the SG rate already.  
 
Proceeding with the legislated increase in the SG rate to 12 per cent, then, is critical for the financial 
security of low-income Australian women in retirement. 
 

  

 
55 https://www.wgea.gov.au/data/fact-sheets/australias-gender-pay-gap-statistics 
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Conclusion and recommendations 
 
Australia’s system of universal superannuation is among the world’s best retirement savings scheme, and 
the introduction of the Superannuation Guarantee in 1993 was by far the greatest policy intervention to 
improve retirement incomes for women. 
 
It is imperative that superannuation remain universal, compulsory and preserved for retirement and that 
policy settings are adjusted to improve equity for women by compensating for women’s lower levels of 
workforce participation, the gender bias that pervades economic policy and wage setting, and the 
disproportionate load of domestic labour and care carried by women. The system as it currently operates 
continues to produce grossly inequitable outcomes between the financial security of Australian men and 
women in retirement. 
 
Economists and policy makers across Australia are growing more vocal in their calls for the reinstatement 
of gender responsive budgeting, and of the application of a ‘gender lens’ to economic and social policy 
decisions at all levels of government. Per Capita’s seminal report on gender equality in Australia, Measure 
for Measure, demonstrated the need for comprehensive monitoring and reporting on the progress 
towards gender equality, and for analysis of the impact of key government policy decisions on women to 
be embedded in the legislative process.56 
 
The need to apply a gender lens to policy making has become acute as the impact of the economic shock 
caused by COVID-19 has disproportionately affected women, through higher rates of unemployment and 
income loss, increased domestic demands, and the Superannuation Early Access Scheme. 
 
In Measure for Measure, Per Capita called for a bi-partisan commitment to producing an annual gender 
equality performance scorecard, funded federally and informed by rigorous data analysis by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics. We identified the state of women’s retirement incomes as a key metric to be included 
in such a scorecard. 
 
In Not So Super, For Women, Per Capita and the Australian Services Union recommended that 
government consider topping up the balances of low-income earners with low levels of superannuation 
savings, along with tax relief and a number of other measures.57 
 
As the nation’s leading voice calling for gender equality in superannuation, Women In Super has long 
advocated for the increase in the Superannuation Guarantee to 12 per cent as crucial to improve 
retirement outcomes for women. Further, the overdue removal of the $450 monthly earnings threshold, 
and payment of superannuation on Paid Parental Leave, are two simple legislative amendments that 
would help women who are denied superannuation contributions.  
 
Women in Super and Per Capita reiterate the call on government to support the proposed five point plan 
from the Women in Super Make Super Fair campaign, and implement measures to support women and 
low income earners to achieve better retirement incomes. 
 
 

 
56 https://percapita.org.au/our work/measure-for-measure-gender-equality-in-australia/ 
57 Hetherington, D and Smith, W. Op Cit. 
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Key recommendations from Make Super Fair 
 

1. Additional annual $1,000 government contribution into super for low income earners, to better 
support those with inadequate retirement savings 

2. No further delay to scheduled SG increases 
3. Pay SG on the government paid parental scheme 
4. Remove the $450 monthly income threshold on SG contributions 
5. Require government to undertake and publish a gender impact statement for any changes to age 

pension or retirement income policy; ongoing tracking by WGEA of women's retirement gap 

 
Modelling of a proposal included in the Make Super Fair campaign for government payments early in life 
to low income earners with low superannuation balances demonstrated it would significantly improve 
outcomes for women. Given the economic impact of COVID-19 on women, these proposals are more 
important than ever.  
 
Women in Super and Per Capita further call on the government to review superannuation tax concessions 
with the objective of ensuring they are fairer, more targeted and sustainable, and not used as a method of 
encouraging wealth accumulation. 
 
In light of the significant impact of COVID-19 on women’s jobs and financial security, there should also be 
an examination of the need for additional targeted measures to help women to recover their withdrawn 
superannuation savings. 
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