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Do not go gentle into that good night, 
Old age should rage and burn at close of day; 

Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 
 
 

   …Dylan Thomas 
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PROLOGUE 

 
A TALE OF THREE WOMEN1 

 
 
Elaine, age 65. 
 
When Elaine was in college in the 1960s, the joke was that women went to college to get their 

“MRS” degree. Although liberated enough not to be focused on marriage, it simply never 

occurred to her that she should be getting the education and making decisions for a life-long 

career and eventual economic independence. 

 
Elaine’s academic field was geology, leading to two summer internships with oil companies in 

Calgary, Alberta. The male college interns worked on oil rigs, but women weren’t allowed in the 

field; Elaine and her two female counterparts were relegated to xeroxing and coloring-in well logs 

within the safe confines of the Calgary home offices.  

 
When Elaine sought advice about continuing her studies beyond the undergraduate level, her 

paleontology professor suggested she pursue a Master’s because her future husband would 

probably die before her.  

 
“It would be good to have a Master’s to fall back on,” he advised.  
 
“At least he was thinking of my future,” Elaine remembers.  
 
The academic counselor she consulted at her university simply dismissed her query, saying she 

would be getting married, so it was silly to consider graduate school. 

 
Though graduating with Honors in geology, Elaine wanted to “see the world,” so chose to 

become a Pan Am stewardess and did indeed see the world for the next four years. Eventually she 

took a job in the field of geology, but had to switch to management because a science career was 

severely limited by lack of a graduate degree. One of her first big promotional opportunities 

ended in the division manager explaining that her male coworker was being given the promotion 

because he was a man who had a wife and children to support. 

 
“When my second child was born, I left the workforce to stay at home with the children…for 15 

years. Seemingly a heartbeat later I was 54, divorced, my children had left home for college, and 

                                                
1 Elaine’s, Mary’s and Jane’s stories are those of real women, but these are not their real names. 
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I was faced with re-entering the workforce with out-of-date technical skills, stale networks, and a 

Bachelor’s degree when the modern workforce prefers a Master’s.  

 
“One may argue that I made poor choices,” Elaine explains, “at least from a career and economic 

standpoint, but those choices were governed by cultural messages about women’s roles that 

bombarded me during childhood and early adulthood. 

 
Mary, age 58.2  
 
“Back when I was eighteen years old, the only thing you really thought about was getting married.  

If you weren’t married by the time you were eighteen you were an old maid.”  

 
These are the words of Mary, a well-spoken and engaging 58-year-old woman who lives in a 

small southern Minnesota city. Mary quit her small-town Kansas high school when she was 16—

her family didn’t believe education was important for girls, since their future held only marriage 

and child-raising. Mary started working in the local department store, then met and married a 

young soldier who was stationed at nearby Fort Riley. She was 18. A year later she had a child, 

and moved with her husband to a military base in Germany.  

 
The marriage didn’t last. Mary found herself back in the States, divorced, raising a young child, 

and without a high school diploma. She got a job as a cocktail waitress. Mary married again. Her 

second husband wanted her to stay home so that she would be free to travel with him. Mary bore 

two more children. One of her babies was quite sick, further limiting her ability to work outside 

the home. 

 
“My husband worked and continued on with his education, furthering his career,” she says, “and 

all of a sudden he decided that we were getting a divorce, and now I have a two-year-old and a 

three-year-old and a very upset maybe sixteen-year-old, and I need to work, but I need daycare 

too.”  

 
Mary got her GED, learned to drive, and raised her three children on her own. Today Mary lives 

by herself in subsidized housing—a small studio apartment that she has made cozy and 

welcoming. With few marketable skills and scarce employment opportunities in small-town 

                                                
2 Mary’s story is taken from the One Away national video advocacy campaign, which highlights the 
economic plight of America’s seniors. Partners in the One Away campaign are the National Council on 
Aging, the Minnesota Women’s Consortium, and Mature Voices Minnesota. Barbara Battiste was the 
producer of Mary’s video. View the video at 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nLrpqczeYAk&feature=youtu.be. 
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America, she can’t find a job. Mary lives on welfare support from the county: $203 per month in 

General Assistance funds plus $200 per month in food stamps. 

 
“I have family that says, ‘Come live with us.’ I don’t want to become dependent on any of them. I 

am a very independent person and have been my entire life. I will live in my car if I have to 

because I won’t give up that easy. I want to work and I need to work.  It’s just getting someone to 

give me a chance. There are still things that I am able to do and I am willing to learn, and I am 

willing to try.  But somebody has to give you that chance. I could probably work until I’m 86.  

You know, I may be 58, but I feel like I’m 20.” 

 
Jane, age 72. 
 
Jane, a silver-haired dynamo, biked across Alaska two years ago. “In my generation there wasn’t 

much in the way of sports for girls,” she explains. “I finally decided it was time for me to become 

an athlete. And I did it! It was the experience of a lifetime.” 

 
Jane earned an undergraduate degree in home economics. Right after graduating, she married a 

young man she met at college, and she and her husband soon were the proud parents of three 

children. Her husband was the breadwinner; Jane stayed home to take care of their children.  

 
At age 38, with serious problems threatening her marriage, Jane wandered into the offices of 

CHART,3 a Minnesota nonprofit that offered career counseling to “displaced homemakers.”4 The 

counselor, after spending time getting to know Mary, said, “Why don’t you consider law school?” 

So she did. She took the LSAT—the law school admissions test—and was accepted to the 

University of Minnesota Law School. 

 
Meanwhile, her marital problems ended in a divorce. Jane was a newly minted attorney, in her 

forties, and a single parent. She chose a government position in family law, helping divorcing 

couples resolve child custody disputes. She didn’t make a large salary, but she was dedicated to 

the cause. Unfortunately, the stress of this line of work led her to take an early retirement.  

 
Now in her seventies, Jane needs to continue to work indefinitely in order to live independently. 

She doesn’t mind; she likes working. She has built up a little business walking dogs for neighbors 

                                                
3 CHART is now WomenVenture. 
4 “Displaced homemakers” is a term seldom used today. It refers to women who dropped out of the 
workforce to care for children, and who now want to re-enter the workforce, but have few marketable 
skills.  
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in her condominium building. She does a lot of dog walking, grossing $30,000 per year. This is 

enough to supplement her social security and small pension so that she can pay the mortgage on 

her condominium, make her car payments, and support a modest, middle-income standard of 

living. 

 
But Jane knows that her age won’t allow her to walk dogs forever, just as she knows she needs to 

work “forever.” She is looking for a job opportunity that is computer-based, so she can work part-

time out of her home.  
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CHAPTER I 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 
Sixty percent of women age 65 or older have insufficient income to cover a bare bones cost-of-

living (Wider Opportunities for Women 1). The reasons for the dire financial situation of this 

generation of older women lie partly in gender discrimination and partly in the fact that these 

women made decisions about higher education and career paths in the 1960s and early 1970s, 

when traditional gender roles were still prevalent. A lifetime of gender discrimination caused 

these women to be paid less than men earned for comparable work and denied them promotions 

to higher paid positions. Their work history was commonly interrupted by marriage and child-

rearing.5 Now at or nearing retirement age, older women often do not have pensions and have 

lower Social Security income than men. Those older women who have retirement investments 

have seen their savings decimated by the stock market in recent years. Because of their age and 

lack of professional qualifications and marketable skills, women in this age group are not easily 

employable. 

 
This paper addresses the critical economic need of women who today are at or nearing retirement 

age to have earned income; the barriers to their finding well-paid work that honors their 

intelligence, wisdom and capabilities; and how these barriers can be overcome. It examines the 

questions of why the majority of today’s single older women face economic crisis and how these 

women can become economically secure. 

 
I argue that outside intervention is needed to enable single older women to get jobs and thereby 

attain economic security. To be successful, a model for outside intervention must overcome the 

two major obstacles to employment for women of this age: lack of marketable skills and age bias 

in the hiring process. I propose a design for a pilot project in which a collaboration between the 

nonprofit sector and the corporate world gives older women the means to overcome these barriers, 

positioning them to age in independence and economic security. 

 
Helping our country’s older women be financially secure and independent has practical, moral 

and economic significance. From a practical viewpoint, older women are an increasingly large 

demographic group in the United States. Of the 79.6 million Baby Boomers (those born between 

                                                
5 In the 15 years from 1983-1998, men’s accumulated earnings were 264% of women’s: $722,693 vs. $273, 
592. These figures include years out of labor force and years of part-time work (Hartmann 4). 
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1946 and 1964), about 40.4 million are women (U.S. Census 2009). The sheer number of Baby 

Boomers is staggering: starting in the year 2011, 10,000 Baby Boomers have been turning 65 

every day, and will continue to do so through 2030 (Cohn).  In Minnesota the number of women 

aged 65 and over will almost double in the years from 2010 to 2035 (from 382,410 to 751,080) 

going from 7.4% to 11.6% of the state’s population (Office on the Economic Status of Women 2). 

Thus, the financial status of older women, be it secure or precarious, will affect our total society 

simply by dint of sheer numbers. 

 
From a moral viewpoint, social justice calls for recognition of the dignity of each person and 

support of individual human rights. America has long had a social contract with its elderly, 

pledging to reward a lifetime of productivity by ensuring financial security and independence in 

their old age. American Revolutionary War figure Thomas Paine, in his 1795 pamphlet, Agrarian 

Justice, proposed a taxation system that would include paying annual benefits to citizens age 50 

and older. When poverty among the elderly dramatically increased during the Great Depression, 

states rushed to pass legislation for old-age pension programs, culminating in federal legislation 

in 1935 adopting President Franklin Roosevelt’s federal Social Security program. Without earned 

income to supplement social security and retirement savings, the majority of older American 

women will descend into poverty as they age. Our society can either make it possible for these 

women to be financially secure as they age, or we can relegate them to the jetsam of society. 

 
Lastly, from an economic viewpoint, if older women do not have sufficient income to meet the 

basic expenses of living, they will be a drain on the state’s and country’s budgets. They will 

require financial support for housing, food, transportation, and health care. They will be more 

likely to default on home mortgages. Research also shows that older people who remain in the 

workforce are healthier, and therefore less of a burden on Medicare and Medicaid6 than those 

who are totally retired (Kasl and Jones 118-136; Gallo et al. S131-40).  

 
Several theories guide my examination. Life Course Theory will support my claim that the career 

trajectories of today’s older women were set by the choices they made in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Life Course Theory holds that decisions made by people during early and mid-life accumulate 

throughout the adult years and determine one’s late-life economic security (Burr and Mutchler 

37-38). Those who start life with relative economic advantage tend to maintain or increase that 
                                                
6 Medicare is a health insurance program for people age 65 or older. It is fully funded at the federal level. 
There is no means testing for Medicare; age is the only eligibility criterion. Medicaid is a joint federal-state 
funded program that provides health or nursing home coverage to certain low-asset people. Medicaid 
provides nursing home coverage for poverty-level elderly people.  
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advantage over the life course; those who experience economic disadvantage early in life tend to 

maintain or increase that disadvantage throughout their lives.  

 
George Kelly’s Personal Construct Theory will be used to understand the origin of negative 

workplace stereotyping of older women workers. The Personal Construct Theory views 

stereotyping as an outcome of the normal, and often useful, coping mechanism humans use to 

understand a complex world by relying on experience, knowledge, and perceptions to generalize 

and predict what will happen (Valian).  

 
Kate Millet’s Theory of Patriarchy, described in her treatise, Sexual Politics, argues that 

American society was a patriarchal one when today’s Baby Boomer women were growing up and 

that patriarchal dominance relies on the economic dependence of women. It is understandable 

then, that such a society would discourage a woman’s attainment of sufficient education and 

professional status to achieve her economic independence and success.  

 
My analysis includes an examination of the following concepts and issues: 

• What constitutes economic security  

• Why people tend to stereotype others  

• How negative stereotypes lead to acts of discrimination 

• What ageism is, offering examples of negative age stereotypes in the workplace that exist 

despite legal proscription. 

 
Statistical and historical data, along with academic studies, will be supplemented by personal 

interviews with a small sample of older Minnesotans to gain anecdotal insight into age and 

gender workplace discrimination, how women’s early decisions about education and careers 

affect their careers and economic status today, and how some older women overcame the 

workforce disadvantages of women of their generation. The full texts of these interviews are 

included in the Appendix I; selected quotes from the interviews are interspersed throughout the 

paper. Seminal feminist writings from the 1960s and 1970s are used to capture the cultural 

atmosphere of that era. 

 

I also draw from a case study of an employment program in Minneapolis’ Phillips Neighborhood 

in the 1990s to early 2000s. This case study was developed and used as a teaching resource by 

Professor Jay Kiedrowski of the University of Minnesota Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs.  
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My analysis begins with background information that portrays the dire economic situation of 

single women who are at or nearing retirement age. I then address the question of why these 

women have so few financial resources, leading to an examination of the early-life decisions 

made by this generation of women in the decades of the Sixties and Seventies and the importance 

of these decisions to their lifelong economic security.  

 
The stage is then set to look at solutions: how can today’s generation of older women achieve 

economic security? I look at two basic approaches—(1) public subsidies and (2) earned income—

concluding that earned income, i.e., jobs, is the preferable approach. I discuss the barriers to 

employment for women this age, a discussion that includes an examination of negative 

stereotypes in general and ageism in particular. An analysis deems existing programs to help 

older women find work unlikely to succeed, because they do not address both barriers to older 

women finding jobs: lack of marketable skills and age bias in the hiring process  

 
I then detail a pilot project I have designed for a nonprofit-corporate partnership that I believe can 

be successful in securing jobs for older women. The pilot project proposed in this paper is 

actually in progress—at least in the initial stages. The status of the project is described and the 

next steps in its progress outlined.  

 
My Conclusion discusses the changes I have had to make to my original project design as the 

harsh light of reality shines on my idealized model, and offers my personal observations on 

lessons I have learned and surprises I’ve encountered through my work on the project and on this 

paper.  
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CHAPTER II 

 
THE ECONOMIC SITUATION OF TODAY’S SINGLE OLDER WOMEN 

 
 
What is economic security? 

The meaning of economic security is in the eye of the beholder. Does it mean being able to afford 

a comfortable, middle class standard of living—to have enough money to eat out occasionally, go 

to a movie occasionally, take a modest annual vacation, have cable and internet service in your 

home, own a home vs. rent an apartment? Or perhaps it means being able to maintain your 

normal lifestyle as you age, even if that lifestyle may be deemed extravagant by some. If your 

normal lifestyle involves a stately house and a lake cabin, do you lose your economic security if 

reduced financial circumstances in your old age force you to downgrade to a modest 

condominium and sell the cabin?  

Federal, state, and local government implicitly equate economic security as having pre-tax 

income in excess of a defined poverty level. Eligibility for most government support programs 

and public policy initiatives is based on the federal poverty level, or some multiple (often 125%) 

of that level. For example, the U.S. Census Bureau, whose data are the foundation of most public 

policy initiatives and government programs, defines poverty as 100% or less of the federal 

poverty level. The 2012 Federal Poverty Level for a single adult is $11,170 (U.S. HHS 2012). 

The problem is, as will be discussed in the following subsection, the federal poverty level is 

grossly under the amount of money needed for the basic necessities of living.  

 
The inadequacy of the federal poverty level in reflecting the modern cost of living can be better 

understood by knowing the reasoning behind its origin. According to a 1955 U.S. Department of 

Agriculture survey, when the official federal poverty measure was first developed, the thresholds 

were set at three times the cost of a “minimum food plan,” because food expenditures represented 

about one-third of family expenditures. The only adjustment made since then has been an annual 

update to account for inflation (Koenig). In 2008, of the five categories of seniors’ expenses 

(housing, health care, miscellaneous, food, and transportation), food ranks third to fourth, 

eclipsed by spending for housing (42% of total expenses), health care, and sometimes also by 

“miscellaneous” expenditures for items like personal and household products (Minnesota 

Women’s Consortium viii and 9).  
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I instead adopt the definition of economic security developed specifically for older adults by 

Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW—a national nonprofit organization dedicated to 

economic independence for American families, women and girls) in collaboration with the 

Gerontology Institute at the University of Massachusetts Boston. WOW advocates for public 

policies and programs to help elders to age in place (i.e., to remain in their homes as long as 

possible) with dignity. A key component of WOW’s advocacy is the Elder Economic Security 

Standard Index (Elder Index), which establishes the amount of income needed for older adults to 

meet their basic needs. The Elder Index considers geographic location, household size, housing 

status (homeowner or renter), and health status. Basic needs are housing, food, health care, 

transportation, home and community-based long term care (e.g., personal care, care management, 

adult day care), and miscellaneous (e.g., all other goods, like clothing and personal and household 

items not captured elsewhere) (Wider Opportunities for Women Table 1, 1).  

 
The Elder Index is much closer to showing the true cost of living for older Americans than is the 

federal poverty level, but be clear that the Elder Index measures a very basic standard of living. 

There are no frills, no lake cabin, nights out on-the-town, no annual vacations included in the 

Elder Index. The value of the Elder Index is that it accounts for the range of categories of 

expenses (as opposed to the federal poverty level, which is based on a simple multiple of food 

expenses) and that it considers the factor of dignity, allowing sufficient income for a senior to live 

independently, in her own home. 

 
The Elder Index, however, is far from an ideal measure of elder economic security. What happens 

to a person who has just enough to pay for basic needs when an unexpected significant expense 

occurs? When property taxes increase, or health care premiums rise? When the car needs major 

repairs, or worse yet, a new car is needed? When there is a health or dental problem not fully 

covered by health insurance? When gas or food prices rise? Any one of these unexpected 

expenses could erase a senior’s economic security.  

 
Ideally, a measure of elder economic security would have a cushion to prevent unanticipated 

events from creating economic crisis. This concept is similar to general advice given by financial 

planners that individuals should have enough savings to see them through emergencies without 

creating financial crisis. For example, the noted American financial advisor Suze Orman 

recommends that a person have savings equal to eight months of living expenses to pay for 

unexpected, urgent expenses (Orman). Using the Elder Index amount of $19,090 (2007-2008 

data) for annual basic expenses for a senior, Orman’s add-on cushion for emergencies would be 



 

11 

about $12,000. 

 

 

 
I would like the benchmark for elder economic security to include the above emergency cushion, 

but I additionally advocate for public policy initiatives that promote elder economic security to 

aim above the minimum needed for a basic subsistence. I agree with government support 

programs being based on basic needs, but would like efforts to help seniors be independent of 

government support embrace a standard of living for seniors that is beyond basic needs. I want to 

see seniors able to generate enough income, without government financial support, to live a 

comfortable, middle class lifestyle. My ideal is that seniors can afford to stay in their homes, 

rather than have to relocate to a cheaper rental apartment when they retire. My ideal is that 

seniors can go to a movie or out to dinner with their friends, can take a road trip each year, can 

afford to invite their family and friends over for Thanksgiving dinner. 

 
However, my ideal is not practical, either for purpose of public policy approaches or for the pilot 

project proposed later in this paper. A case can be made for policymakers to spend public funds 

on helping people meet basic needs; a case is difficult to make for spending taxpayer dollars on 

amenities for individuals above bare necessities. The proposed pilot project requires grants from 

charitable foundations for its start-up phase. Funders strongly prefer projects that help people get 

out of poverty, not projects that help those who are not technically living in poverty. 

 
Are single older women economically secure? 
 
The Elder Index found that, in 2008, a "bare-bones" annual cost of living for a single, older 

Minnesotan who is a renter was $19,090.  Yet median income for Minnesota women age 65+ was 

$12,691 in 2008 (Office on the Economic Status of Women 7); over half of Minnesota's older 

women don't have enough income to meet their basic needs.7 Older women face a descent into 

                                                
7 In consideration of the preceding discussion of the unrealistic nature of the federal poverty level, it is 
instructive to note that in 2008 the federal poverty level was $10,400. 

Most of my married life has been very insecure economically. My son, who 
is now very successful, recently surprised us with the gift of paying off our 
mortgage. That was totally life changing for me. For the first time I feel a 
sense of security. It was a wonderful gift from a loving son. 
 
       …Connie, age 68 
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poverty as they age.  

 
In contrast, the median income in 2008 for men age 65+ was just over $24,000 (7). Older men are 

significantly more economically secure than older women, having a cushion of $5,000 above the 

amount needed to afford the basic necessities of life. However, older men are also at risk 

financially. Unexpected expenses, perhaps a health problem or a property tax increase or a major 

home repair, could place them in economic crisis as well. 

 

Nationwide in 2008, 44% of single senior women households had a zero or negative budget 

balance after paying for essential needs (Meschede 5) and 70% of senior single women did not 

have sufficient retirement assets to avoid poverty before they die (1). 
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CHAPTER III 

 
THE PATH TO ECONOMIC INSECURITY:  WHY DON’T OLDER WOMEN HAVE 

MORE MONEY FOR RETIREMENT? 
 

 

This chapter begins by looking at the three major sources of retirement income and demonstrating 

their failure in providing older women with economic security. Next, the effect of the 2007-2009 

recession on retirees is probed. Discussion then turns to the added economic disadvantage faced 

by single older women, compared to their married counterparts. The chapter next examines the 

lifetime financial impact of early-life decisions about level of education and connection to the 

workforce. Chapter IV will discuss in detail the reasons for and consequences of the early-life 

decisions of this generation of women. The importance of all of the factors explored are amplified 

by the reality that people are living longer today than ever before and that women’s lifespans are 

longer than men’s. 

 
Sources of Retirement Income 
 
Traditional sources of retirement income are Social Security, savings and investments (asset 

income), and pensions. Modern reality, however, is that many older Americans continue to earn 

income after the traditional retirement age of 62 or 65, even if they officially retire from their pre-

retirement job.  

Figure 1: Sources of Income for Americans Age 65+ 
 

 
2008. Data Source: U.S. Federal Interagency Forum on Aging Statistics 32. 
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 The Impact of a Lifetime of Lower Pay On Retirement Income. Because earnings to a 

large extent determine amounts of Social Security benefits, pensions, and savings and 

investments, we will first look at the earned income history of today’s generation of older women. 

 
Even today, women’s earnings lag significantly behind men’s. In 2010, women earned 77 cents 

on the dollar compared to men (AAUW 3). “Segregation of occupations” is a major cause of the 

gender pay gap: occupations that are traditionally predominantly male tend to pay more than 

predominantly female occupations for jobs that are of  “comparable work value.” 8  However, the 

gender pay gap cannot be explained by occupation alone, as the gap exists in nearly every 

occupational field (14).  

 

Gender-based discrimination in pay was theoretically made illegal by passage in 1963 of the 

federal Equal Pay Act. However, although that legislation made it illegal to pay women less than 

men for performing the same work, it did not make it illegal for employers to pay less for 

comparable work, i.e., to pay less for types of work typically performed by women, like 

administrative/secretarial work, than for types of work typically performed by men, like lawn 

maintenance work. The concept of “pay equity,” paying those in predominantly female 

occupations the same as those in predominantly male occupations, where there are comparable 

skill and education requirements, and comparable responsibilities and experience, is not federal 

law, and has been enacted into law in only six states, of which Minnesota is one.9 (The Pay 

Equity laws in these states apply only to state and local government employment.) Gender 

discrimination in pay will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter IV. 

 
An argument can certainly be made that women could significantly reduce, perhaps even 

eliminate, the pay gap by choosing “male” professions that pay higher than “female” professions. 

A contrasting argument can be made that our society should reassess how it values different 

                                                
8 Minnesota’s experience illustrates this point. Minnesota’s Local Government Pay Equity Act of 1984 
(Minnesota Statutes 471.991-.999) requires local governments to pay female-dominated job classes 
compensation that are not consistently below the compensation for male-dominated classes of comparable 
work value. This requirement is commonly referred to as “comparable worth,” or “pay equity.” In 
determining whether a “male” job class is of comparable work value to a “female” job class, Minnesota 
uses the Hay System, which assigns a point value to four factors: knowledge and skills required, problem 
solving, accountability, and working conditions. Each factor is weighted; for example, “know-how” is 
given more weight than “working conditions.” Delivery Van Driver, a male-dominated class, was given a 
Hay point value of 171. Clerk Typist 2, a female-dominated class, was similarly given a Hay point value of 
117.  In 1981, the State of Minnesota government pay scale paid a maximum monthly salary of $1,382 for 
Delivery Van Driver and $1,115 for Clerk Typist 2 (Watkins 12-13). 
9 Iowa, Minnesota, New York, Oregon, and Washington (Watkins 6) 
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professions. Should a stockbroker be paid more than an elementary school teacher? Should our 

society value making money more than educating our future generations? At another level, are 

stockbrokers paid more because the profession is predominantly male (Wharton School)10 and the 

teaching profession is predominantly female (U.S. Dept. of Labor Report 1034 Table 11)?11 

 
Today’s young women do not, depending on choice of occupation and level of education, 

experience as great a gender pay gap as did today’s older women during their working lives. In 

2010, median weekly earnings of women age 25-34 were 91% of men the same age (AAUW 12). 

Perhaps our workforce is becoming more gender-neutral. The closure of the gender pay gap will 

be tested in coming decades as this generation of women have children and make their choices 

about “dropping out” of the workforce or ratcheting down commitment to work for a while to 

raise their children. It will be tested when the men and women of this generation reach the career 

stage of promotion to senior management.  

 
How does a lifetime of lower pay affect the retirement income of older women? It not only means 

lower earnings for women in absolute terms, but it also translates to lower Social Security 

benefits, lower pay increases (where pay increases are based on a percentage increase) throughout 

a woman’s entire working life, smaller employer contributions to retirement plans and less money 

for savings and investments. 

 
 Social Security. President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the Social Security Act into law 

in 1935. It was intended to serve as a floor of protection for older Americans’ incomes, expected 

to be supplemented by individual seniors by other pension income, income from assets, and, to 

some extent, continued earnings. Over time, Social Security has come to have an unanticipated 

importance in the basic economic security of seniors: since the 1960s Social Security has 

provided the largest share of seniors’ total income (U.S. Federal Interagency Forum on Aging 14).   

 
Over half of women age 65 and older rely on Social Security for 80% or more of their income (vs. 

37% of total income overall for seniors) (Hartmann, Hayes, and Drago Fig. 4). Without Social 

Security benefits, more than two-thirds of unmarried women living alone would fall into poverty 

(Lee and Shaw iii).12 This last statistic is even more dramatic when one realizes that Lee and 

                                                
10 About one-third of stockbrokers in the U.S. are women (Wharton School). 
11 According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, in 2010 women comprised 97% of pre-kindergarten 
and kindergarten teachers, 81.8% of elementary and middle school teachers, and 57% of secondary school 
teachers (U.S. Dept. of Labor Report 1034 Table 11). 
12 As of 2003. 
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Shaw are defining “poverty” as falling below the federal poverty threshold, as defined by the U.S. 

Census Bureau for 2002 (5). That year the federal poverty threshold for a single adult was $8,860.  

 
The fact that Social Security benefits are the pivotal factor determining whether two-thirds of 

single women live in poverty is crucial for public policy decisions concerning Social Security 

benefits. Though there is much current debate about whether and how to reduce the nation’s 

Social Security burdens, to-date the only action taken has been to increase the eligibility age for 

benefits. It was originally age 65, is currently 66, and will increase to 67 for those born in 1960 or 

later. The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities13 calculates that each year the Social Security 

eligibility age is raised equals a 7% reduction in lifelong benefits (Ruffing and Van DeWater). If 

the vast majority of single older women rely on Social Security to keep them out of deep poverty, 

policymakers must acknowledge that increasing benefit eligibility age, and thus reducing 

benefits, is devastating to our country’s older women.  

 
In 2008, the average annual Social Security benefit for Minnesota women was $11,233 (Office on 

the Economic Status of Women 7).14 This is significantly less than the $19,090 annual income 

needed for a Minnesota senior to meet the basic needs of life (Minnesota Women’s Consortium 

vii).  

 
Social Security, however, was not intended to be the sole source of income for older Americans; 

it was intended to be supplemented by other sources, such as pensions, savings and investments, 

and, in some instances, earned income (U.S. Federal Interagency Forum on Aging 14). So let us 

then consider the median annual total retirement income of older Minnesota women15: $12,691 

(2008 data) (Office on the Economic Status of Women 7).16 These figures show that Minnesota’s 

senior women rely upon Social Security for almost 89% of their total retirement income, and that 

other sources of retirement income for over half of Minnesota’s older women are so meager that 

their total income from all sources is still only 66%17 of that necessary for basic necessities. 

 
Another problem with reliance on Social Security for economic security is the inadequacy of 

cost-of-living increases (COLA) for Social Security benefits. COLAs are intended to protect 
                                                
13 The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities is a non-partisan public policy think tank that focuses on 
federal and state fiscal policies that affect low-income Americans. 
14 Men’s average annual Social Security benefit in 2008 was $15,202 (Office on the Economic Status of 
Women 7). 
15 Single women living in Minnesota who are age 65 or older, in good health, and who rent. 
16 Their male cohorts’ median annual total retirement income was $24,041 (7). 
17 ($12,691÷$19,090). 
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Social Security recipients from erosion of benefits through inflation as they age. The fact that 

women live longer than men18 makes COLAs of special importance to women (Olsen) because 

women must rely on Social Security for more years than men. The year 2012 saw the first COLA 

increase (3.6%) in Social Security benefits since 2009 (U.S. SSA Cost of Living). 

 
Women’s average Social Security benefit is 73% of men’s (U.S. SSA Annual Statistical).19 

Although the Social Security system is now gender-neutral, differences in the typical work 

patterns of men and women have significant effects on the benefits they receive. Historically, 

women spend less time in the labor force than men. This is particularly true for today’s older 

women, but it is also true for younger women today, who often take some time off from work for 

child-bearing and child-raising. These gaps in earning histories lower a woman’s Social Security 

benefits. Women also still, overall, are paid less than men. Social Security benefits are indexed to 

earnings levels, with larger benefits for those who earned more. 

 
 Pensions. The vast majority of American workers cannot rely on guaranteed retirement 

income from employer-sponsored pension plans, and the number who can is getting smaller. The 

last 25 years have seen a massive shift from Defined Benefit (DB) retirement plans to Defined 

Contribution (DC) retirement plans. The following charts show the decrease in workers 

participating in a DB plan from 1980 to 2008, and the corresponding increase in workers 

participating in a DC plan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
18 Life expectancy for women is about five years longer than for men: 81 years for women, 76 for men 
(English and Lee Table 3). 
19 As of December 2009, the average annual benefit for women nationwide was $12,276, vs. $16,836 for 
men. 
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Figure 2: Percent of Workers in Defined Benefit Retirement Plans 

 
Data Source: Butrica et al. 1 
 

 

Figure 3: Percent Workers in Defined Contribution Retirement Plans 

 
Data Source: Butrica et al. 1 
 

A DB plan provides retirees with a lifetime annuity, i.e., guaranteed, set payments, generally 

based on years of employment and final salary. A DC plan is a retirement savings plan, often 

subsidized by employers, in which the combined contributions of employees are invested, often 

in the stock market. A DB plan offers a secure retirement income; a DC plan is subject to the 

vagaries of the market. 
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Even more alarming for elder economic security, many employers simply do not offer any 

pension plan to their employees. In 2011, 44% of full-time employees in their fifties had no 

employer-sponsored pension plan—neither a Defined Benefit nor a Defined Contribution plan 

(U.S. GAO 6). 

 
A major reason women rely on Social Security for a larger part of their income in retirement than 

do men is because women are less likely than men to have pensions and those women who do 

have pensions receive much less pension income than men. Twenty-eight percent of women age 

65-74 receive pension income, compared with 42% of men age 65-74. Women who do receive 

income from their own pensions receive, on average, less than half as much as men (Hartmann, 

Hayes, and Drago Figs. 2a, 2b, 3a, and 3b).  

 
The typical retired man receives income from either a pension or earnings, but not from both. The 

typical retired woman receives income from neither a pension nor earnings (Lee and Shaw 9).20 

 
The reasons women either have no pensions or have lower pensions than men are rooted in 

gender roles and inequities. According to Olivia Mitchell, Director of the Boettner Center for 

Pensions and Retirement Research at the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School, “If you 

have a job change, if you stay home to have a family, if you work part-time, all these things will 

make you ineligible for a defined-benefit pension” (qtd. in Brandon 1). As will be discussed 

below and in Chapter IV, today’s older women were likely to have stayed home to raise children, 

worked part-time, and changed jobs when they returned to work after staying home for caregiving 

responsibilities. In addition, the amount of an individual’s pension depends on the amount of her 

or his earnings. Women, especially today’s older women, typically have lower earnings than men. 

 
 Retirement Savings and Investments. A person’s net worth—the value of real estate, 

stocks, bonds, and other assets minus debt—is an important indicator of one’s economic security. 

Greater net worth affords the ability to weather unexpected financial storms, like layoffs, health 

problems, divorce, and widowhood. For older people, net worth determines whether a person will 

be able to retire, or remain retired, and basically whether one will be in poverty during old age, 

dependent on public support for basic needs. 

 
Not surprisingly, given women’s lower earnings and interrupted connection to the workforce, 

                                                
20 Sixty-two percent of retired women have neither pension nor earned income; 39% of men have neither 
(Lee and Shaw 9). 
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women accrue substantially less wealth during their life course than do men—only 36% as much  

(Chang).  

 
A sizable gender gap in financial literacy is another hurdle women confront. The Wharton 

School's Boettner Center for Pensions and Retirement Research finds that women are less likely 

than men to understand the stock and bond markets and risk diversification and that women’s 

lack of financial literacy leads them to under-invest in stocks and tax-favored assets, leading to 

below-average long-term returns (“Why Women”). 

 
Neither men nor women in the United States have enough in savings to support them in 

retirement. Only one in three women and four in ten men report having at least $20,000 in stocks, 

bonds, and mutual funds. Fewer than half of women and just 50% of men surveyed have at least 

$20,000 in an IRA, 401(k), or similar retirement account (Hess, Hayes, and Hartmann viii). The 

import of these statistics is that seniors must either (a) continue to have earned income long past 

the typical retirement age of 65, (b) rely on Social Security benefits for basic living expenses, 

and/or (c) depend on government assistance when they are elderly. 

 
Why haven’t older women saved more? A reflexive and common answer is that the Baby 

Boomers simply overspent and undersaved, that they lived a lavish lifestyle (compared to their 

parent’s generation) rather than being frugal and planning for future financial needs. This may be 

so in some cases, but we should not be so quick to lay all the blame on Boomers’ spendthrift 

ways. Other factors are at play. A 2010 survey by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research 

(IWPR) and the Rockefeller Foundation found the reasons people aren’t saving enough for 

retirement include the following:  

 
Table 1: Reasons for Not Saving More For Retirement i 

 
 Women Men 

I cannot afford to save enough for retirement. 69% 53% 

I do not have access to a retirement savings plan.   10% 7% 
I As reported by people not yet retired who believe they are not saving enough for retirement.  
Source: Hess, Hayes, and Hartmann 32. 
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In saying they “simply can’t afford to” save enough for retirement, are the above survey 

respondents admitting that lavish spending on non-essential items leaves them with too little to 

save for the future, or do they have too little money left over after paying for important expenses? 

The Baby Boomer and the next generation—Gen X21—also have financial demands on them that 

their parents lacked. Ask any parent what he or she is saving for and the answer will most likely 

be, “My children’s college education.” Boomers and Gen Xers face rocketing tuition increases for 

their children. From 1965 through 1969, the annual undergraduate tuition at the University of 

Minnesota for a state resident was $294 (University of Minnesota). In 2012, undergraduate tuition 

plus fees at the University of Minnesota for a state resident average $13,526, and living and 

miscellaneous fees generally exceed that amount (State of Minnesota Office of Higher Education) 

bringing the total annual cost of an undergraduate program to $27,000 or more and the total cost 

of a four-year degree to $108,000.  

 
Other factors behind Boomers’ meager savings are the high costs of health insurance (or the lack 

of health insurance and therefore the crippling cost of health care in the event of health problems) 

and layoffs during the 2007-2009 Recession, causing Boomers to deplete their savings to pay for 

everyday expenses. 

 
The Great Recession and Retirees 
 
The “Great Recession” (roughly from October 2007 through January 2009), had a particularly 

devastating impact on many older Americans. Why? Job layoffs, loss of value of retirement 

investments, and loss of home equity value.  

 
 Job Layoffs. Older workers who were laid off in the Recession were on average 

unemployed significantly longer than younger laid-off workers. Among unemployed adults over 

age 65, over 12% had faced 99 weeks or more of unemployment, sometimes called very long-

term unemployment. For unemployed adults aged 55 and over; 11.51% had spent almost the last 

two years looking for work, considerably higher than the figure of 6% among unemployed 

workers under age 35 (Schwartz). There are obviously age-related barriers to older people being 

hired. 

 

                                                
21 Gen X, or Generation X, refers to people born from roughly the early 1960s through 1981 or 1982. 
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The length of time without a job is only part of the story: when older workers return to the 

workplace after being laid off from jobs they held for 10 or more years, their median wages in 

their new jobs are 26% lower (Johnson and Kawachi). All told, a job layoff in one’s fifties and 

sixties typically reduces total household wealth (excluding the value of future Social Security and 

pension benefits) by 21% for married people and 33% for single people (Johnson, Mermin, and 

Uccello). Note, once more, the greater impact on single people, and remember that older women 

are twice as likely to be single than are older men. 

 
 The Recession’s Impact on Savings and Investments. Most destructive to seniors was 

the Recession’s decimation of the value of investments—the savings and retirement accounts of 

seniors either in retirement or nearing retirement. By May 2009, retirement accounts of those 50 

and older had lost $2.7 trillion or 31% of their value since September 2007 (Soto 1). This is a 

widespread effect: almost half of households age 50 and older own retirement accounts and 79% 

of those accounts include stock holdings (Soto 2).  

 
Typical stockbroker advice is not to be concerned about short-term fluctuations in the market; 

long-term, the stock market will result in an average return of 10% or so (Easterling). “Average 

return” on stock market investments is an elusive concept. Depending on when you invested and 

when you withdraw, it could be 10% or less than 3%.  Johnson, Soto, and Zedlewski assert that 

the expected long-term real return on a balanced retirement investment portfolio is 5.5% (3). 

Whatever the “average return” is, older people do not have the luxury of waiting for the “long-

term.”  

 
Here is an example: In the first 12 months of the Recession, retirement accounts lost 18% of their 

value. For those at or in retirement, that was an actual 18% plunge. For those in their mid-30s, 

with 30 years left for their investments to bounce back before they retire, the 18% loss was in 

reality only a 5% loss. For forty-somethings, it becomes a 12% loss (3).22  

 
How long will it take for these 401(k) plans to regain their pre-Recession value? Some analysts 

say it takes about 5.2 years to recover a one-third loss for a 60% stock and 40% bond portfolio, 

and 4.6 years for an all-stocks portfolio (Russell Investments Ex. 1). Market analysts are a little 

more optimistic, however, when looking at historical recovery following Recessions, where a 

60/40 portfolio takes 3.8 years to recover a one-third loss (Ex. 2). 

                                                
22 Assumes a contribution rate of 10 % of salary from age 30 to age 65 and a real rate of return on 
retirement assets of 5.5 %, the expected long-term real return on a balanced portfolio.   



 

23 

  
 Home Values. Americans of all ages saw the value of their homes plummet in the 

Recession but, similar to the situation with investment savings, those who are young enough to 

wait for home prices to rise again are not in the economic peril of those who are at or near 

retirement age, and don’t have the time to wait for housing prices to rebound. Homes typically are 

a significant portion of older Americans’ retirement assets. Of the 23.1 million households 

headed by older Americans in 2009, 80% owned their homes. About 65% of those who owned 

their homes had no mortgages. The median value of homes owned by older people was $150,000 

(U.S. Federal Interagency Forum on Aging 12). Older Americans rely on being able to sell their 

homes and “cash-in” on their value to fund their old age. 

Home values dropped precipitously in the Recession: 31% in areas like Los Angeles. In the 

Midwest, home values dropped 10.6% (Met Life and NCOA 8). The following table shows the 

impact of the Recession on older homeowners: 

Table 2: Effect of 2007-2009 Recession on Older Homeowners 

Value of homes declined substantially. Nearly 33 1/3 % 

Forced to sell their houses because they could 
not afford the mortgage payments. 

1.4% 

Lost their homes to foreclosure 1.4% 

Percent of all mortgage delinquencies and 
home foreclosures represented by Americans 
age 50-plus. 

28% 

Sources: Rix 2; U.S. GAO Table 1, 29; NCOA. 

 

The Risk of the Single Woman  

Today’s older women are more than twice as likely (40% vs. 19%) as their male peers to be 

unmarried—widowed, divorced, separated, or never married—and to live alone (U.S. Federal 

Interagency Forum on Aging 26).  Why is older women’s marital status pertinent? Because 

marital status is an important determinant of poverty for older women and older men. A 2010 

survey by the American Society on Aging found that never-married older women and men had 

the highest poverty rate (20.3 and 18.9 percent), followed by divorced (18.9 and 12.9 percent) and 

widowed (14.1 and 10.6 percent). Compare this to older married women and men, whose poverty 

rates are 4.6 and 4.4 percent respectively (Koenig).  
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The statistics are even more striking if we consider economic insecurity, rather than the 

unrealistically low federal poverty level. Forty-three percent of single seniors (men and women) 

are economically insecure, whereas 23% of senior couples are economically insecure. The 

incidence of economic insecurity among single older women is rising dramatically, increasing 

one-third, from 35 to 47%, between 2004 and 2008—before the full brunt of the Recession was 

realized (Meschede 2). 

 

The Importance of Education  

 

 
 

 

 

 

The decisions older women made in their teens and twenties about education often define their 

economic security in their old age. Educational attainment affects socioeconomic status: higher 

levels of education are usually associated with higher incomes, higher standards of living and 

above-average health (U.S. Federal Interagency Forum on Aging  24).  

 
To illustrate this, in 2007 households headed by people age 65 and over with at least some college 

had a median household net worth of $434,400, more than five times the $78,000 median 

household net worth of households headed by older people without a high school diploma. The 

following charts compare the increase in net worth of households headed by seniors with some 

college, compared to households headed by seniors without high school diplomas. Between 1984 

and 2007, the median net worth of households headed by people age 65 and older with some 

college increased by 73%, vs. a 21% increase for households headed by an older person without a 

high school diploma (U.S. Federal Interagency Forum on Aging 35). 

 

 
Right after high school I went into nursing and lasted only six months 
because I felt it wasn’t the right thing for me. That is a decision I’ve 
regretted all of my life. My life today would be a lot different if I had a 
nursing degree…. It was my lack of education that kept me in the 
secretarial field.” 

 
       …Connie, age 68 
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Figure 4: Median household net worth in 2007, based on level of education of                    
household head. 

 
Source: U.S. Federal Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics 35. 
 
 
 

 

 
 
When today’s older women were at the age to decide whether to pursue higher education, they 

generally opted out. Women in 1970 were significantly less likely than their male peers to get a 

college degree: 8% of women and 14% of men were college graduates (U.S. Dept. of Commerce 

19).  

 

“I think that today when a young girl gets pregnant she can remain in 
school. What a wonderful thing! When I became pregnant I didn’t have that 
opportunity. It changed the whole course of my life. College was never 
discussed after that even though my family was well off and could pay for it. 
I wasn't allowed to go to college. That decision to be “promiscuous” 
changed the whole course of my life.” 

 
       …Dolores, age 66 
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Interrupted Connection to the Workforce and Part-Time Work 
 
The fact that women are much more likely than men either to leave the workforce for a period of 

time and/or to work part-time 23,24,25 profoundly impacts the economic security of women, in 

particular today’s senior women.  

 
Over time, the part-time status of women in the workforce has changed very little. In 1970, 26% 

of working women worked part-time, compared with about 9% of male workers. By 2008, the 

numbers had barely changed, with 25 % of women working mostly part time and 11 % of men 

(U.S. Dept. of Labor Current Population Survey). Women’s higher frequency of part-time status 

and their interrupted connection to the workforce because of child-raising and other caretaking 

duties result in their working a cumulative lesser amount over their lifetime. According to the 

Social Security Administration, of workers retiring in 2006, the typical woman had worked 34 

years over her lifetime, while the typical man had worked 43 years (qtd. in Meschede). This 

shorter working life translates to lower lifetime wages, lower savings and investments, lower 

Social Security benefits, and lower pensions. In fact, the 2009 U.S. Current Population Survey 

illustrated that, in addition to having lower wages, part-time workers are often not eligible to 

                                                
23 Women generally leave the workforce or work part-time instead of full-time in order to provide 
caregiving for family members, including raising their own children or caring for aging parents—either 
their own parents of their spouses’ parents (Family Caregiver alliance). Women comprise about two-thirds 
of caregivers of adults over 50 (“Why Women”).  
24 Thirty percent of women workers spent four or more years out of paid work during a 15-year period, 
compared with only 4% of men (Rose and Hartmann)]. 
25 Twenty-three percent of women work part time, vs. 11% of men  (Tang and Wadsworth 27). 

 
 
“[How did I overcome the workforce disadvantages of women of my 
generation?] Through education. By becoming employable. Because my 
mother made me go to business school. I was a keypunch operator, but I 
made good money for a woman and for someone with no education. I had a 
skill. My mom thought I would be around a nicer group of people if I were 
educated vs. working in a factory.”  
 
         …Dolores, age 66 
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receive a pension or other retirement benefits.  

 
In addition to making it more likely that a woman will leave the workforce, at least temporarily, 

and/or work part-time, having children lowers a woman’s lifetime earnings. Relative to similar 

women who never give birth, having one child costs the average high-skilled woman $230,000 in 

lost lifetime wages and $49,000 for low skilled women. Having children does not adversely affect 

the lifetime earnings of men (Wilde, Batchelder, and Ellwood 50).  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Leaving the workforce more often than not translates to a lower salary when the person returns to 

work and to missed promotional opportunities. If a woman stays home to raise children for a 

substantial length of time, as did many women of the Boomer-and-older generations, she may 

miss the prime career years that are marked by salary increases and promotions. This is evidenced 

in a study for the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, which found that, even though by 2008 

women’s median earnings were 77% of men’s, there remained a much, much larger gender gap in 

Another early-life decision that defined my life and my economic status was 
having four children. If I had had two children, life would have been easier. 
I love all my children, and they have grown into wonderful adults, but 
having four children was definitely an economic strain and limited my 
options for pursuing further education.  The Church was against birth 
control, and I tried to follow their directives.  
       …Connie, age 68 

 

Being single and childless has been a financial boon. For the last 35 years 
I’ve had total control of my income. I didn’t have to pay for college for 
children. I didn’t and don’t have to support children. Lots of friends who 
are facing retirement are still supporting their adult children. It’s today’s 
sad economy.  
         
        …Joan, age 69 
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lifetime earnings: over the 15-year period from 1983-1998, women in the prime working ages of 

26-59 earned only 38% of their male peers (Rose and Hartmann iii).  

 

In summary, an interrupted connection to the workforce means lower earnings, lower Social 

Security benefits, lower pensions, and smaller employer contributions to retirement savings plans. 

Part-time work generally means no benefits: no health insurance, no pensions, no vacation time or 

sick leave. 

 
Living Longer 
 
Older Americans today, men and women, are healthier and will liver longer than ever before (He 

1). People who survive to age 65 can expect to live an average of 18.5 more years (under certain 

mortality conditions), about four years longer than life expectancies for 65-year-olds in 1960 (U.S. 

Federal Interagency Forum on Aging 24).  

 
 

 

 

 

Women overall live longer than men. Life expectancy for women is about 5 years longer than for 

men: 81 years for women, 76 for men (English and Lee Table 3). The economic import of this is 

that women need more retirement income and assets than men because of their longer life spans. 

Yet, as we have seen by the preceding discussion, women overwhelmingly have lower retirement 

incomes and fewer retirement assets than men.26 

 
The Conclusion: Why Older Women Don’t Have Enough Retirement Income 
 
To sum up the analysis in this chapter, a lifetime of gender inequities and early-life decisions 

about education, careers and connection to the workforce have resulted in the majority of today’s 

older women having retirement income from all sources (earnings, Social Security, pensions, and 

                                                
26 Unless, of course, women receive retirement income by virtue of marriage. 

 “I could probably work until I’m 86.  You know, I may be 58, but I feel 
like I’m 20.” 
         
       …Mary, age 58 
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savings and investments) that falls significantly below what is needed for economic security, 

indeed below what is needed to cover the expense of a very basic lifestyle.  

 

Minnesota is no exception: over half of Minnesota’s women age 65+ do not have enough income 

to meet basic needs (Minnesota Women’s Consortium). There were 360,000 Minnesota women in 

this age group in 2005; in 2035, when all our state’s Boomers have reached that age, there will be 

750,000 (State of Minnesota. OESW 2). Across our nation, older women are more likely than 

older men to live in poverty (U.S. Federal Interagency Forum on Aging 12).  
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CHAPTER IV 

 
EARLY-LIFE DECISIONS SET THE CAREER TRAJECTORY OF TODAY’S OLDER 

WOMAN 

 

 
This chapter explores the cultural pressures that shaped decisions made by today’s older women 

when they were young—decisions that set the course of the rest of their lives and that in many 

cases were not sound from an economic perspective. Landmark feminist works of the time are 

used to capture the atmosphere of American culture during the 1960s and 1970s. That era’s rigid 

gender roles and rampant workforce gender discrimination are demonstrated by a report on the 

status of women (U.S. American Women) commissioned in 1963 by President John F. Kennedy. 

The influence of the sexist society of those decades is illustrated by contrasting higher education 

and early career choices of young women of that time to similar types of decisions made by 

young women today. Life Course Theory is offered to explain why these women did not 

overcome their early choices of education and careers and move on to sounder actions that would 

provide them economic security in their later years.  

 
The Influence of the Sixties and Seventies 
 
Today’s generation of older women made early-life decisions that were shaped by the societal 

attitudes at the time. In the 1960s and 1970s, today’s older women were graduating from high 

school, getting married, starting families, and entering the workforce. Influenced by rigidly 

defined mores of the proper role for women in American society, these women typically did not 

focus on pursuing higher education that would prepare them for a successful and meaningful 

career. They did not map out a career path that would result in economic security and 

independence when they were 50, 60, or 70 years old. They entered the workforce generally to 

mark time until they married and had children. Being a wife and mother would be their career. 

This is why today’s older women workers are less likely than their male cohorts or younger 

workers to have an advanced education and why they have a history of interrupted careers—

periods out of the workforce to raise children or to change residence when their husbands moved 

for jobs. The results are lower ranking and paying jobs, lower savings and investments, and lower 

pensions and social security benefits. 
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One thinks of the 1960s and 1970s as a time of youth revolt against authority, a time of freedom 

of expression, a time of the women’s liberation movement. But these trends were just in their 

heady first days. They had not yet taken hold and fundamentally changed American society. In 

fact, the Sixties and Seventies were still a time of culturally acceptable and culturally encouraged 

subjugation of women as a class.  

 
American Women, the 1963 Report of the U.S. Presidential Commission on the Status of Women, 

gives insight into the role and treatment of women in this era. This report led to the Equal Pay Act 

of 1963, and to the inclusion of sex as a protected class in the Civil Rights Act of 1964. As 

documented in American Women, although in 1962 more young women than young men were 

high school graduates (53% were women), girls began “to fall behind at the college level” (11).  

In 1962, women were 42% of college entrants and earned only 33% of BAs and MAs and 10% of 

PhDs awarded by American institutions of higher learning (11).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“It never occurred to me when I was younger that I should plan so that I 
could be financially independent. You got married and your husband 
worked and you took care of the kids.”  
       …Margaret, age 70 

 

 
My degree is in Liberal Arts. Liberal Arts was considered by me, my family, 
and society as a perfectly fine degree for a young lady. I didn’t need to go 
anywhere career-wise with my degree, I only needed to be an educated 
person, because that would make me an asset to my future family. Being 
married was a woman’s occupation. 

 
       …Joan, age 69 
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In 1962, women workers were largely in low-paid jobs: the largest concentration of women 

workers was in the clerical field, followed by the service industry (waitresses, beauticians, 

hospital attendants, factory workers), and professional and technical employees (teachers, nurses, 

accountants, and librarians) (28). In 1961, earnings of women working full-time averaged about 

60% of men’s earnings. The wage disparity was largely due to the occupations women dominated, 

but where men and women did work in the same occupations, women’s earnings were undeniably 

lower than men’s (28).   

 
 

 
 

 

Going behind the data of the American Women report, one glimpses the reasoning behind 

women’s lower earnings and workplace status. In analyzing 1,900 American companies, the 

report found that one out of three had different pay scales for men and women for similar office 

jobs (28-29). The following figure shows the reasons that these employers gave for their more 

favorable treatment of men. 

 
Table 3: Employers’ Reasons for Workplace Bias Against Women, 1963 
 

Employers’ Reasons For Workplace Bias Against Women, 1963 
 
Younger women are “in and out of the workforce” and after marriage put family 
obligations first until their children were grown. 
 
Women employees lead to greater turnover because the “residence of a married couple is 
normally determined by the occupation of the man.”  
 
Male workers object to working for women supervisors.  
 
Women were less likely to “make a career in industry,” thus unsuitable for management 
training. 
 
(U.S. Presidential Commission 28-29) 

“Careers for women back then were teaching or nursing. Not a broad 
range of going into other careers, like business or that type of thing. 
Women usually got the safe degree.” 
 
        …Margaret, age 70 
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The most chilling indication of the societal role of women in this report is arguably not in what it 

found in the surrounding society, but in the wording of the report’s authors—people chosen to 

champion the cause of advancement of women in the workforce. The report advises that a woman 

needs to continue her education “in one form or another in order to provide the assistance, 

companionship and stimulation needed by her husband and her children as they develop” (10).   

 

 

 
 
 
 
The 1960s and 1970s in the United States were an era still defined by traditional gender roles. 

Even though the women’s liberation movement, or “second wave of feminism,” had begun, and 

the Civil Rights Act had been passed, American societal attitudes were just beginning to change. 

Two books, 1963’s The Feminine Mystique, by Betty Friedan, and 1970’s Sexual Politics, by 

Kate Millet, set the tone for the women’s liberation movement. Examining them gives clear 

insight into what young women were expected to do in education, careers, and their lives. 

 
As Anna Quindlan says in her forward to the 2001 edition of The Feminine Mystique  

(Friedan x), Friedan’s name “became synonymous with the Equal Rights Amendment and late 

twentieth-century feminism.” Friedan demonstrates that, in 1963, women weren’t defined by their 

own actions, but only in terms of their relations to men, whether they be wives, mother, 

housewife, or sex object (xv). Women who wanted to be “poets or physicists or presidents” were 

considered “neurotic, unfeminine, [and] unhappy” (16). As one of the suburban, middle-class 

housewives Friedan interviewed said, “The tragedy was, nobody ever looked us in the eye and 

said you have to decide what you want to do with your life, besides being your husband’s wife 

and children’s mother” (qtd. in Friedan 71). 

 
“As a young woman, I was told that I needed a college education 
because ‘companies are now interviewing the wives.’ I needed to be 
well-educated so my future husband could succeed in his career. I saw 
being a wife as my future occupation. That put my education goals more 
in the ‘entertainment’ category.” 
 
        …Joan, age 
69 
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Millett argues that a “theory of patriarchy” governed American society during this time (24). Kate 

Millet’s Theory of Patriarchy asserts that American society was a patriarchal one (i.e., men held 

the power and women were compliant and subordinate) when today’s Baby Boomer women were 

growing up.  Millett gives as evidence of a married woman’s “chattel status” the loss of her 

surname, the adoption of the husband’s place/city of residence, and the general legal assumption 

that marriage involves an exchange of the female’s domestic and sexual service in return for 

financial support (34-35). Patriarchal dominance relies on the economic dependence of women 

(40). It is understandable then, that such a society would discourage a woman’s attainment of 

sufficient education and professional status to achieve her economic independence and success.  

 
 

 
 

 

At the time, not only did the marital and family structure discourage women from pursuing 

meaningful careers, but religion, psychology, and advertising all denounced the employment of 

middle-class women, especially mothers (41).  

 

 

“My degree is in Liberal Arts. Liberal Arts was considered by me, my 
family, and society as a perfectly fine degree for a young lady. I didn’t 
need to go anywhere career-wise with my degree, I only needed to be an 
educated person, because that would make me an asset to my future 
family. Being married was a woman’s occupation.” 
       …Joan, age 69 

 

“I grew up in an age and a household and a religion [Catholic] where 
women’s roles were well defined. The greatest thing a woman could do 
was emotionally support her husband and raise a family. Because of this 
upbringing a lot of choices I felt were not something I wanted to make.”  
 
       …Connie, age 68 
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“You’ve Come a Long Way, Baby!”27 
 
Comparison of present-day U.S. Census and Department of Labor data with the decades of the 

Sixties and Seventies also shows the difference in societal attitudes towards women between then 

and now (U.S. Dept. of Labor Report 1011, 1).  

 

• From 1970-2007, among women ages 25-64 in the labor force, the proportion with a 

college degree more than tripled.  

• In 1979, women working full time earned 62% of what men did; in 2007, women’s 

earnings were 80% of men’s.  

• From March 1975 to March 2000, the labor force participation rate of mothers with 

children under age 18 rose from 47% to 73%. (In 2007 it was 71%.) In 1967, in 36% of 

married couples only the husband worked, vs. 18% in 2006. 

 
Why didn’t more women overcome their early, gender-role-based life decisions?  
 
Life Course Theory holds that accumulation of advantage, or alternatively of disadvantage, during 

early and mid-life determines late-life economic security (Burr and Mutchler 37). In their study 

on the impact of race, ethnicity, and gender on employment in later life, Burr and Mutchler claim 

that individuals build up “human capital” (education, skills, experience) as they age, to a point-of-

no-return, where late-life economic security is set (37).  

                                                
27 Virginia Slims, a Phillips Morris Company cigarette brand, was introduced in 1968 to appeal to young 
professional women. Attempting to be identified with the emerging women’s liberation movement, 
“You’ve come a long way, baby!” was this brand’s marketing slogan (U.S. Centers for Disease Control 
502). 

“About eight years ago I went to confession—to a priest that I and my 
family have known since I was a child. This priest actually said to me, 
‘What happened to you? You could have been anything you wanted to 
be. Why didn’t you?’ I thought, ‘You’re a man of God. I’ve spent my life 
raising four good children and supporting my husband and you’re 
saying my life doesn’t count for anything. How dare you!’ This is the 
same Church that prohibited birth control, and now the priests question 
my not having a successful career outside the home.” 
 
       …Connie, age 68 
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The accumulated disadvantage of today’s older women brought on by early education and career 

decisions set their career trajectories and determined what their careers are today. Many have 

achieved professionally; many have not. But their career paths and professional success would 

have been immensely different if they had pursued higher levels of education, chosen careers 

with a conscious focus on long-term economic independence, and maintained an uninterrupted 

connection to the workforce. 

 
As a result of their early career and education decisions, today’s older women are less likely than 

male cohorts or younger workers to have an advanced education; they have a career history of 

interrupted connection to the workforce; many of them worked in part-time jobs; they frequently 

chose occupations that were female-dominated, and consequently lower-paid than male-

dominated occupations. 
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CHAPTER V 

 
STORIES FROM THE TRENCHES 

 
 
The real-life stories of nine older women and two older men enrich and inform this paper: the 

three women whose situations are described in the introduction and six additional women and two 

men who were interviewed by the author. Selected quotes from the interviews are interspersed in 

graphic conversation bubbles throughout this paper. 

 
The objective of the interviews was to gather a few anecdotal examples of, or at least the 

interviewees’ perceptions of, (1) workforce age discrimination, and (2) early-life decisions 

concerning higher education and career choices made in the 1960s and 1970s by today’s older 

women. Interview subjects ranged in age from 57 to 70. The two male interview subjects were 

asked only whether they had experienced age discrimination in the workplace. The women 

interviewed were asked if they had experienced age or gender discrimination in the workplace or 

hiring process; what early-life choices (1960s and 1970s) they made about education and careers; 

why they made those particular choices; how those choices have affected their career and 

economic status today; and, if they have had a successful career, how they overcame the 

workforce disadvantages of women of their generation. 

 
Interview subjects were selected by my personal knowledge of the probability of their having 

encountered workforce age discrimination and, with the women subjects, of their having based 

decisions concerning higher education and career choices on the widely accepted norms of their 

generation. I personally interviewed each subject by phone. All subject identities are kept 

anonymous. Complete transcripts of the interviews are in Appendix I. 

 
A number of common themes evolved from the stories of the women interviewed and the women 

in the Prologue: 

 
• Women of this generation were told by society, their parents, and their church that post-high 

school education for women was not important. At best, a college education would help a 

woman be an asset to her future husband. As Joan, age 69, put it, her education goals were 

more in the “entertainment category.”  

 
Sometimes this message was given indirectly, as in the case of Margaret. After a year-and-a-

half of college, Margaret’s family simply couldn’t afford to continue to pay her tuition, so she 
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went back to her small town and waitressed until she married. The same thing happened with 

her brother, but he took a year or so off to work on the ore boats, a high-paying job that 

allowed him to save enough to finish his engineering degree and positioned him for a 

successful career. Young women didn’t have opportunities for high-paying jobs like working 

on an ore boat, especially in small-town America.  

 
Elaine’s parents had no problem with her going to college, but it was a notion totally self-

generated by Elaine. Her parents neither promoted nor discouraged her; in fact, they never 

discussed the concept of college with her. Nor did they advise her or discuss her choice of 

geology as a major. By contrast, Elaine’s parents strongly urged her older brother to go into 

aeronautical engineering. (Commercial aviation and, in particular, Boeing, were expanding in 

the 1960s and aeronautical engineers were in demand.) A year later, when her brother 

switched majors from aeronautical engineering to English literature, the family living room 

became a battleground between father and son for many weeks. 

 
• Education is the key to economic security.  
 
• Divorce is an economic disaster for women. Five of the six divorced women profiled in this 

paper had no marketable skills when they divorced. (The sixth had marketable skills, but 

skills that commanded a much lower income than her husband made.) Some coped by getting 

more education; one, Joan, built a successful career by a combination of underlying business 

acumen learned as a child from her father and sheer chutzpah.  

 
• Well-paid employment is what every woman profiled sought to attain economic security. 

They were willing to work hard and to get training. 

 
• Biology is destiny. Getting pregnant, having children, defines women’s lives. It did back in 

the 1960s and 1970s and it does today. This is especially and often painfully so when women 

are unmarried or divorced, or, as was Connie’s case, when the woman, though married, is the 

chief or sole breadwinner of the family.  

 
The birth control pill was approved for sale in the United States in 1960, but it remained 

controversial for at least a decade after that (Nickolchev). In fact, the “Pill” can still rise into 

controversy, as we saw in the recent Republican presidential primaries, when Republican 

presidential candidate Rick Santorum talked to a blogger at caffeinatedthoughts.com about 

“the dangers of contraception.” Santorum said, “Many of the Christian faith have said, well, 
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that’s okay, contraception is okay. It’s not okay. It’s a license to do things in a sexual realm 

that is counter to how things are supposed to be.” Santorum went on to say that the purpose of 

sex is for procreation (Vander Hart) and further said in an ABC News interview that 

individual states should have the right to ban use of birth control (Tapper).  

 
One of my interviewees, Dolores, became pregnant when she was 16 and a junior in high 

school. She immediately had to quit school—pregnant girls were not allowed to go to public 

schools in the State of Texas in 1961. Dolores did not have access to birth control pills. Her 

parents had planned to send her to Pepperdine University in California to study art, but that 

opportunity was closed to her when she became pregnant. Even an attempt to get a relatively 

high-paying factory job when she was 18 subjected her to questioning by a male supervisor 

about when she had had her last period. They didn’t want to hire her if she was pregnant. 

Fourteen years later, Dolores was divorced, with four children to support.  

 
Mary, one of the women whose story is featured at the beginning of this paper, found herself 

divorced at age 40 with three children to support, without even a high school diploma and 

with no marketable skills. Connie, whose Catholic church taught that any type of artificial 

contraception was a mortal sin, had four children in quick succession, even though she was 

the sole breadwinner for her family. She loves her children fiercely, and all have grown into 

wonderful adults, but she notes that life would have been very different, not so hard 

economically and not so stress-filled, if she had had only two children. Joan, who divorced 

after 10 years of marriage, credits her subsequent (and hard-won) path to economic and 

professional success to the fact that she didn’t have children. 

 
• Of the nine women, only one, Elaine (the first woman profiled in the Prologue), received any 

advice about the need to prepare oneself to be economically independent. It was assumed by 

the women’s parents, by society, by their churches, by their educators, and by their advisors, 

that they would get married and be supported financially by their husbands.  

 
• When these women were at an age to choose careers, professions for women were narrowed 

to nursing, teaching, and secretarial work. 

 
• A woman’s future held marriage and children. Her role was to be supportive to her husband 

and to raise her children. 

 
• Though society believed a man’s role was to be the family breadwinner and the woman’s role 
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was to stay at home and support her husband and bear and raise children, that didn’t turn out 

to be the case for many of the women in this paper. Connie remained married, but her 

husband stopped working a few years after their marriage, and Connie became and still is, 48 

years later, the sole family breadwinner. Dolores’ hastily arranged marriage at age 16 to the 

15-year-old father of her child did not result in financial support of her or her child. Joan 

consciously married someone who she believed would support her financially, but that turned 

out not to be so. Patricia’s husbands did not support her, rather the opposite. 

 
• Every one of these women remained strong and resilient. They worked hard, they got 

whatever education they could manage, they sacrificed for their children, they provided as 

best as they could for their own economic security.  

 
Even though I had reason to believe all the women and men in the Prologue and interviews were 

likely to have experienced phenomena described in this paper, I was surprised by how closely 

their personal stories reflected the findings of academic studies on attitudes toward women in the 

1960s and 1970s and on age bias. The women’s narratives could have been torn from the pages of 

Millet’s Sexual Politics or Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique. 
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CHAPTER VI 

 
WHAT IS THE SOLUTION? 

 
 
The preceding chapters defined the problem: by and large, today’s generation of older women is 

economically insecure. Indeed, 60% of America’s older women face poverty in their senior years 

(Wider Opportunities for Women 1). The preceding chapters also explored the reasons for older 

women’s economic insecurity:  

 
1. Gender discrimination that resulted in a lifetime of lower pay than men, leading to lower 

social security, lower or no pensions, and lower or no savings. 

 
2. Life-course-setting decisions about level of education, careers, and connection to the 

workforce made when these women were young—in the 1960s and 1970s, when gender roles 

were significantly more rigidly defined than for today’s young women. 

 
This chapter begins by questioning why American society should take steps to help older women 

be economically secure. It examines two different approaches to solving the problem of older 

women’s economic insecurity: public subsidies and earned income (i.e., jobs). The strengths and 

weaknesses of each approach are pointed out, concluding that earned income is a preferable 

solution, both from a public policy perspective and from the perspective of the women 

themselves.  

 
Discussion then turns to the barriers to older women securing employment and how to overcome 

those barriers, looking at efforts currently in place and other potential strategies. My conclusion is 

that current efforts do not address age bias in the hiring process, and therefore face limited 

success. This sets the stage for Chapter VII, which details a proposed pilot project for a 

nonprofit/corporate partnership that will give older women the means to gain jobs by giving them 

marketable skills and circumventing the barrier of age bias in the hiring process. 

 

Why should society and policy makers be concerned about older women’s economic 

security?  

 
Without some type of intervention, the majority of older American women will descend into 

poverty (1). This is a social injustice, and is recognized as such by Article 25 of the United 

Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which states: 
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Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of 

himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and 

necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, 

sickness, disability, widowhood, old age and other lack of livelihood in circumstances 

beyond his control (4).  

 
America has long had an implicit social contract with its elderly: seniors are rewarded for a 

lifetime of productivity by financial security and independence in their old age. The 

Revolutionary War figure Thomas Paine proposed in his 1797 pamphlet, Agrarian Justice, a 

taxation system that would include paying annual benefits to Americans age 50 and older to 

guard against poverty in old age (10). This social contract was made explicit with FDR’s “New 

Deal” enactment of the Social Security Act in 1935 and LBJ’s “Great Society” enactment of 

Medicare in 1965. 

 
Two Paths to Older Women’s Economic Security                                                                           
 
There are two basic approaches to achieving economic security for older women. The first is 

through public subsidies, where the women are dependent on government support; the second is 

through jobs, where the women earn income and are economically independent.  

 
 Public Subsidies.  There are numerous types of government-subsidized programs 

available to older women, including Medicare, Medicaid, subsidized housing, subsidized nursing 

home care, public meal programs like Meals on Wheels, and subsidized transportation systems. 

Controversy reigns over whether Social Security is a government subsidy for the elderly or 

whether it is an earned benefit paid for by payroll taxes during the recipient’s working lifetime.28 

 
This paper does not attempt to analyze public subsidies for the elderly, but simply points out that 

more than 20 million women will need government assistance unless they are able to delay 

retirement and/or supplement retirement income with earned income.29 Both federal and state 

budgets will be seriously and negatively affected if Baby Boomers, “the most profound age shift 

                                                
28 Examples of this controversy can be seen in this blog of the conservative Heritage Foundation, 
http://blog.heritage.org/2010/10/15/pelosi-proposes-seniors-subsidy-to-replace-the-2011-social-security-
cola/ and in Newsweek Magazine’s Daily Beast blog, 
http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2011/03/06/social-security-is-middle-class-welfare.html. 
29 This approximation is based on there being 40.4 million women in the Baby Boomer generation (born 
between 1946 and 1964) (U.S. Census Bureau: 2009), and 60% of women age 65 and older do not have 
enough income to pay for basic necessities of living (Wider Opportunities for Women). 
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in [Minnesota’s] history” (Minnesota Dept. of Human Services), become dependent on public 

financial support to meet their basic needs. 

 

 Earned Income/Jobs. The alternative to public subsidies is for older women to continue, 

or begin, to earn income well past the typical retirement age of 65. This approach has a number of 

advantages: 

 
• No taxpayer subsidies (other than Medicare and Social Security, if the women receive them) 

are required.  

 

• In theory, workforce participation by Americans past the age of 65 is essential to the 

productivity of the U.S. workforce and to the health of the U.S. economy. Although the 

Recession has obscured the inevitable truth, there are not enough post-Boomer workers to 

replace the Boomers if and when they retire. It is a simple matter of numbers. There are 79.6 

million Boomers (U.S. Census, Statistical Abstract); there are 49.7 million Americans in the 

next generation—Generation X (U.S. Census, National Population Estimates).  

 

• Beyond sheer number, the Boomers have a depth of experience and knowledge that will take 

decades to be replaced by the new generation of workers. This “brain drain” would not be 

such a concern if there were a gradual transition of Boomers out of the workforce, but with 

10,000 Boomers turning 65 each day, starting January 1, 2011, and continuing at this rate 

through 2030 (Cohn and Taylor) there will indeed be a crisis of loss of knowledge if Boomers 

retire across-the-board at age 65.  

 
• Continuing to work can have mental and physical benefits for older adults. Research shows 

that seniors who keep working, even part-time, are healthier, more involved with their 

communities, better informed, and less isolated than those who are fully retired. There is a 

pride to earning one’s own way vs. being on welfare of some kind. There is an emotional and 

psychological benefit to being able to afford to stay in one’s traditional home as long as 

possible (James et al. 10-14). 

 
Some argue against the advisability of encouraging older adults to remain in the workforce 

beyond age 65. The two basic arguments, and counterarguments, are  
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1. Older workers need to leave the workforce in order to free up job positions for younger 

workers.  

 
In the aftermath of the 2007-2009 Recession the unemployment rate remains high; jobs are 

scarce and many younger workers cannot find employment.30 Theoretically, the retirement of 

the Baby Boomers would create job openings. However, as discussed above, the fact that 

there are 30 million fewer Generation X workers following in the footsteps of the Baby 

Boomers means that, when the economy recovers, there will not be enough younger workers 

to replace the Baby Boomers. 

 
2. Those who are age 65 or older either do not want to work or are unable to work, due to health. 

 
Surveys of Baby Boomers find that many do not plan to retire, either because they want to 

work or because they need to work to survive economically (AARP Baby Boomers 4). The 

2009 MetLife Aging Boomer Job Market Survey found the average age at which seniors 

expected to stop working for pay was 70 for those age 55 to 70 and 76 for those age 66 to 70 

(De Long 4). A 2012 survey by Sun Life Financial found 20% of American workers say they 

will never fully retire (Sun Life 11). 

 
As for being physically able to work, seniors today are healthier than ever before (Martin) 

and jobs today are less likely than ever before to require physically demanding labor 

(Johnson 1).  

 
 Jobs Are Preferable to Public Subsidies. If seniors who have insufficient income can 

achieve economic security through earned income, American society will avoid a disastrous drain 

on the public budget due to subsidizing the elderly, employers will be more likely to find 

sufficient numbers of knowledgeable and experienced workers, and older adults will reap 

physical and mental benefits from being active, involved, secure, and independent.  

 
Barriers to Employment for Older Women  
 
Older women often face two barriers to finding a job that pays well and honors their intelligence 

and capabilities: lack of up-to-date, marketable skills and age bias in the hiring process. Job 

training programs can impart marketable skills, but the age bias barrier is much more difficult to 

overcome. In order to understand, and thus to formulate strategies to overcome age bias (also 
                                                
30 According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the national unemployment rate was 8.2% in June of 
2012 (Employment Situation). 
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termed “ageism”), it is instructive first to examine the more general concept of negative 

stereotypes. 

 
 What Are Negative Stereotypes? A stereotype is a generalization about characteristics 

of a category of people that is applied to individuals within that category; for example, “All 

young people inherently and immediately understand technology.” Stereotypes can be positive, as 

in the preceding example, or negative; for example, “All young people are self-centered and not 

civically engaged.” Stereotypes may be based on actual—though limited, since one can rarely 

experience every individual in a category—experience, or by irrational preconceptions formed 

from nonexperiential sources.  

 
Stereotyping is an outcome of the normal, and often useful coping mechanism of humans to 

understand a complex world by relying on experience, knowledge, and perceptions to generalize 

and predict what will happen. This is Kelly’s Personal Construct Theory, as described in 

Walker’s The Elaboration of Personal Construct Psychology (Walker and Winter 454). Valian 

also, in her research work about the slow progress of women in upper management, says that 

forming concepts of groups is a “natural and essential human activity” (23). 

 
Social Identity Theory, first developed in the early 1970s in Britain by Henri Tajfel, is also used 

to explain stereotyping. Social Identity Theory holds that people tend to classify themselves and 

others as belonging to a particular group, such as a race, or economic class, or age cohort. Any 

group is perceived to have certain identifiable characteristics, and consequently all or most 

individuals within that group are assumed to have the characteristics of the group. The definitions 

of others as well as oneself are largely “relational and comparative” (Tajfel & Turner p 16). Thus, 

a person may perceive herself as “young,” not necessarily because she is chronologically young, 

but in comparison to the stereotyped “old” group characteristics. In doing so, a person can deny 

that the unpleasant aspects of aging (e.g., physical and mental frailty, death) will eventually apply 

to her (Nelson 214). Edwards and Wetzler found evidence to support this view (qtd. in Nelson 

214). Their data showed that when people encounter others who represent a threat to their self, 

their perceptions of and behaviors toward the threatening person tend to be more negative.  

 
What is the relationship of negative stereotypes to prejudice, and to acts of discrimination? A 

negative stereotype is synonymous with a prejudice, i.e., an adverse generalized opinion about a 

class of people. When a negative stereotype is used as basis for a decision or action against a 

person, it is an act of discrimination. Thus, an act of discrimination is overt negative stereotyping. 



 

46 

But negative stereotyping can also be indirect, in the form of covert messages. Jokes about race or 

age or gender, or expressed attitudes (e.g., “This company needs some young blood.”) are 

examples of covert negative stereotypical messages.  

 
 What is ageism? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ageism is part of the social fabric of American life. As defined by Robert Butler in 1968, ageism 

is the "systematic stereotyping of and discrimination against older people because they are old, 

just as racism and sexism accomplished this with skin color and gender" (qtd. in Anti-Ageism 3). 

Ageism is pervasive and evident in the media, healthcare, education, and advertising. Television 

programs have few older heroes. Older fashion models are rare, and, except for programming 

specifically targeted at seniors, advertising lacks the mature face. The medical community has its 

own stereotyped language for older people: GOMER, for "get out of my emergency room" 

(Dennis and Thomas 84).   

     

“Age factors into everything. I’m not in on what younger people are talking 
about. I don’t have their frame of reference. I don’t have the same interests 
as younger people. I’ve found that generally I can’t be close friends with 
anyone more than 10 years younger than I. This is on their part, not on 
mine. I’ve learned that I’m only fooling myself when I think younger people 
are my friends. They may be pleasant to me, but they don’t consider me a 
real ‘friend.’ I can’t blame them. This is the same way I feel about an 85 or 
90-year-old. I’ll be nice to them but we’re never going to be close personal 
friends.  There’s always an inequality.  
  
My mother, who died five years ago, moved to California and lived near me 
in a nursing home her last 10 years.  At one point she mentioned that it was 
nice to have a good friend here in California. I asked, “Who is that?” not 
realizing she was referring to me. This is how younger people view older 
people.” 

         
        …Joan, age 69 
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The Anti-Ageism Taskforce of the International Longevity Center in New York31 describes four 

types of ageism (21): 

 
1. Personal ageism. Individual attitudes and beliefs that are biased against older people. E.g., a 

doctor assuming an older person is not competent to participate in his own medical decisions. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

2. Institutional ageism. Established rules and practices that discriminate based on age. E.g. 

mandatory retirement, or not including older people in clinical trials.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

                                                
31 The International Longevity Center is an affiliate of Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York City. 

“ When I moved to Las Vegas at age 53, I applied for branch manager with 
a real estate firm. I had 20 years experience in real estate—both as a 
branch manager and in sales. The owner of the real estate firm, who was a 
26-year-old man, hired a 26-year-old man who wasn’t as qualified, who had 
only three years experience and who was married with children. (I was not 
married and my child was grown and living elsewhere.) I found out later 
that the owner wanted a man as head of the office instead of a woman. I was 
given the job of sales manager, which was a low-paying job in comparison 
to branch manager. I was probably the same age as the owner’s mother. 
This was probably a combination of age and sex discrimination. Who 
knows? Hard to prove, either way. 
        …Sam, age 68 

 

“I was at the top of my wage grid, so the last two years I worked I was 
“red circled,” which means my pay was frozen and I didn’t receive 
annual raises. The problem is, my pension was based on my salary 
during the last few years of work, so freezing my pay effectively lowered 
my pension.”  

 
      …Connie, age 68 
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3. Intentional ageism. Ideas, attitudes, rules, or practices that are carried out with the knowledge 

that they are biased against persons or groups based on their older age. Intentional ageism 

includes practices that take advantage of the vulnerabilities of older persons, for example, 

denial of job training based on age, or financial scams that target the elderly. 

     
4. Unintentional ageism (also known as inadvertent ageism.) Ideas, attitudes, rules, or practices 

that are carried out without the perpetrator’s awareness that he is biased against persons or 

groups based on their older age, for example, lack of physical accommodations to account for 

aging limitations, such as larger font in written or electronic documents, or acoustics that 

make it difficult for older people to hear presentations and discussions (21). 

 
Ageism is prevalent in our culture. A 2001 survey of Americans age 60 and older, published by 

the Gerontological Society of America, found 77% of respondents had experienced one or more 

incidents of ageism, and more than half said the incidents had happened more than once. Whether 

it be in the media, the doctor’s office, the classroom, the workplace, or in everyday conversations, 

“The biggest age discrimination in Canada used to be a statutory 
requirement that all government employees (federal and provincial) 
retire at age 65.  This mandatory retirement age was regarded as 
unconstitutional…and was repealed on the federal level over three years 
ago, and on the provincial level in Saskatchewan and a number of other 
provinces three years ago. A few provinces still have a mandatory age 
65 retirement age for provincial government employees, but that will 
disappear very quickly.  
 
The problem is, this mandatory government retirement age, even though 
largely no longer in effect, institutionalized the concept, the working 
culture, that workers should retire at age 65. Retirement at age 65 has 
thus become traditional in Canada’s corporate world, and still is 
required by many businesses and corporations. As a result, it is rare that 
Canadians over age 65 remain in the workforce.”  
         
      …Andy, age 69 
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older Americans are characterized as incompetent, lacking in self-sufficiency, pitiable, and 

unattractive (Palmore 573). 

 
 Isn’t discrimination in the workforce based on age prohibited by law? Both 

workforce age and sex discrimination are today legally prohibited in the United States. Title VII 

of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited discrimination in employment based on race, color, 

national origin, religion, and sex. Age was added as a protected class with the Age Discrimination 

in Employment Act of 1967, whose stated purpose is "to promote the employment of older 

persons based on ability rather than age, to prohibit arbitrary Aging Workforce age discrimination 

in employment and to help employers and workers find ways to address problems arising from 

the impact of age on employment" [29 U.S.C. 62i(b)]. The original legislation protected 

employees between the ages of 40 and 65. In 1978, Congress passed an amendment to extend the 

age of the protected group from 65 to 70, and on January 1, 1987, the age cap was lifted 

completely (McCann).  

 
Recent studies, however, have found workforce age and sex discrimination remain pervasive, 

often circumventing legal protections under the guise of negative stereotypes (DeLong 6-11; 

Greller and Stroh, Careers in Mid Life 239; Greller and Stroh, Making the Most 204; Groeneman 

and Pope 15; Partridge 241-42, 244, and 264; AARP 14, 64). DeLong’s The Paradox of the 

“Working Retired,” which surveyed U.S. residents between the ages of 55 and 70 to identify 

factors that encourage aging workers to leave the workforce sooner than they had planned, found 

rampant indirect age discrimination, i.e., negative stereotyping in today’s workplace (6-11). 

 
Negative stereotypes based on age can lead to discriminatory workplace practices such as 

promotional bias and unequal training opportunities. The International Longevity Center’s Anti-

Ageism Taskforce found that bias in hiring is the most prevalent form of age discrimination in the 

workplace (Dennis and Thomas 85). Although not all studies confirm this, some (Finkelstein; 

Doering; Rosen) found that decision-makers’ perception of older workers was a factor in 

assessing older workers’ qualifications and subsequently in decisions about hiring, ratings, 

promotions and compensation. 
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A study published in the Journal of Aging and Social Policy confirmed differences in employers’ 

perception of younger and older job applicants (Bendick, Brown, and Wall 5-23). A pair of 

equally qualified testers, one age 57 and the other age 32, applied for 102 entry-level sales or 

management positions. The older applicant received less favorable responses from employers 

41.2% of the time. According to the researchers, "this percentage represents the net rate at which 

older job applicants with qualifications equal to their younger counterparts were disadvantaged by 

“Did I experience age discrimination when I was looking for a job a few 
years ago? Well, after the first few interviews I colored my hair. My hair 
is naturally white. It mattered. When I had white hair I got no calls back 
for a second interview. After I colored my hair I got calls back for 
second interviews. I’ve accepted the fact that my age means I won’t be 
promoted. In the past I’ve always been the person the firm wanted to 
groom for the next role. No longer. All that’s changed is my age. I’ve 
been in my current job in technology sales about a year now. This job is 
the first time I have felt limited by my age. I see it in the people they 
promote and invest in. My employer is definitely looking for the ‘GQ’ 
profile for management positions: younger, better looking, and thinner 
than I.  
 
           ...Ray, age 57 

 

I’ve felt I haven’t been considered for some advancements because of my 
age, especially the last few years before retirement. It was as if they 
wanted to get rid of me. Five months before I retired they hired my 
replacement—just brought her in without even telling me beforehand, so 
for my last five months I had nothing to do. I don’t think they were 
necessarily pushing me out the door; they just didn’t care how I felt. 
After retirement, I applied for a part-time secretarial job and was not 
hired, even though I was very well qualified. I think it might have been 
age discrimination, but you never really know. What was ironic is that 
the job was at an old folks’ home. 
       ...Connie, age 68 
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their age" (10). The majority of the disadvantage occurred immediately upon contacting the 

employers, before the older job seeker could fully present his qualifications. The study found 

other disadvantages for the older person included shorter interviews, fewer commissions, no 

"call-backs," and fewer job offers (13).  

 
Indeed, most research on age stereotyping indicates that older job interviewees whose 

qualifications are equal to those of younger candidates are less likely to be hired (Britton and 

Thomas; Haefner; Rosen and Jerdee).  

 
 What are common negative perceptions of older workers? Lahey identifies the 

following ten negative perceptions of older workers held by employers: 

 

  Table 4: Employers’ Negative Perceptions of Older Workers 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   (Lahey 4, Table 1) 
  
 

Studies also find that young people tend to be more forgiving in describing behavior by younger 

people, compared to older people. For example, young people (but not old people) viewed 

memory lapses—like forgetting a friend’s name—by a 70-year-old as more serious than if done 

by a 30-year-old. Young people were more likely to attribute memory failure by old people to 

something serious and permanent, like memory failure, whereas memory failure by younger 

people was attributed to temporary causes like lack of attention (Erber, Szuchman, and Rothberg). 

Employers’ Negative Perceptions of Older Workers 
1. Shorter career potential. 

2. Lack of energy. 

3. High costs of pensions and health and life 

insurance. 

4. Less flexible, less adaptable. 

5. Higher salary expectations. 

6. Health risks, absences. 

7. Obsolete knowledge and skills. 

8. Block career paths of younger workers. 

9. Less competent. 

10. Fear of age discrimination lawsuits. 
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Raters of cognitive performance perceived memory failures to be “lack of ability” when a person 

was old, but “lack of effort” when a person was young (Erber and Rothberg 168; Erber).   

 
 Isn’t there some truth to common negative stereotypes about aging? Certainly there 

are individuals who fit the negative biased perception of older people. However, the problem with 

stereotypes is that they generalize about an entire group of people based on characteristics (or 

unsubstantiated, perceived characteristics) of particular individuals in that group.  

 
A commonly held belief about the elderly is that they are less cognitively competent than younger 

people. In fact, the online medical dictionary, webmd.com, defines “senility” as “old age,” and the 

Latin origin of “senile” is “senilis,” meaning “of old age” (“Senile”). The Merriam Webster 

dictionary is a little kinder, and more scientifically correct, in defining “senility” as “the physical 

and mental infirmity of old age.” This is not necessarily the case. As usual, when confronting 

stereotypes, one must look at individuals in a group, rather than at stereotypes about the entire 

group. The fact is that senility affects only about 0.5% of those over age 65 (Feezel & Hawkins). 

 
There is physiological evidence that memory and language decline with age (Nussbaum, 

Thompson, and Robinson; Estes). Some researchers assert that cognitive function inevitably 

decreases with increasing age (Wood). I counter that this is not necessarily so, that Fries’ 

Compression of Morbidity hypothesis also applies to cognitive function. Fries maintains that 

lifestyle choices—exercise in particular—can delay symptoms caused by chronic diseases of 

aging, including age-related cognitive decline, either until shortly before death, or sufficiently 

that symptoms never manifest themselves.  

 

There are countless examples of older people who function at a high intellectual level and who 

excel in intellectually demanding professions. The ages of the U.S. Supreme Court Justices range 

from 57-91. Hillary Clinton, our Secretary of State, is 65. I would argue she’s smarter now than 

when she crafted a health care plan in 1994, when she was with hindsight an immature 47. 

Gandhi was 79 and in the middle of civil protest when he was assassinated. Nelson Mandela was 

76 when he became the first President of South Africa. Ted Kennedy was 77 when he died, and 

he was still the leading expert in the U.S. Senate on health care reform.  

 
Physical aging may be misinterpreted as cognitive decline. Eyesight declines with age (U.S. 

Federal Interagency Forum on Aging 46). Font that is too small for aging eyes may cause older 

workers to miss or misread written and electronic communications. Reduced hearing may be an 
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even more insidious factor in negatively affecting older workers’ performance, and being 

misinterpreted as cognitive decline. In 2008, 42% of older men and 30% of older women reported 

trouble hearing (46).  

 

Fortunately for older workers, the majority of jobs in our society today are not physically 

demanding, defined as involving such activities as heavy lifting, bending, quick reactions, 

repetitive motion, and standing for long periods. In 1971, 57% of jobs in the U.S. were physically 

demanding; by 2006 that number had dropped to 46% (Johnson 1). Women in particular are less 

likely to be in physically demanding jobs, and therefore any decline in physical strength, agility, 

and physical reaction times should not be a major obstacle to older women workers.  

 
Another negative stereotype about older workers is that they cost employers more than younger 

workers. This appears to be true, in terms of both salaries and health insurance. A 2009 analysis 

of data from the U.S. Census and Quarterly Workforce Indicators found that the typical worker 

aged 55-64 earned $3,941 per month, 17% higher than the all-age average of $3,379 ($47,292 and 

$40,548 per year, respectively) (Adler 82). These numbers are for existing employees and can be 

explained by the greater seniority and often higher (and therefore higher compensated) positions 

held by more senior employees. Thus, one might be tempted to conclude that salary level should 

not be a factor in hiring decisions. However, this same analysis found that older new-hires were 

also more expensive than younger new-hires, earning 27% more than the average new-hires (82).  

 
In terms of employers’ health insurance expenses, a 2005 AARP analysis of data on employer-

paid medical claim costs found that older workers (age 50-64) and their covered dependents used 

on average 1.4-2.2 times as much health care as workers in their 30s and 40s (AARP Business 

Case 17).  

 
A common negative stereotype of older workers is that they are uncomfortable with the computer 

technology required in today’s workplace. A 2008 study by AARP debunked this myth, first 

finding that workers age 50-plus are highly flexible and adaptable learners, capable of using 

technology for learning (AARP Investing in Training 8). The same study found that 77% of 

workers age 50-plus have no problem keeping up with the technology required to do their job 

well. The study concludes that this age group can master new technology and that older workers 

are committed to keeping up with technology changes (20). In fact, workers age 65 and older 

were just as likely as workers age 50 to say they have no difficulty keeping up with the 

technology needed to perform their work (9).  
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The AARP study also interviewed specific employers, who confirmed the survey findings, stating 

that their experience was that older workers do not have a problem with technology. The L.L. 

Bean Company reported, “We have found that the ability to use a computer does not differ by age. 

It is not an age issue, but an accessibility issue. If you have not been exposed to computers, you 

need to be trained, whether you are 55 or 25.” 

 

Hewlett-Packard stated, “The notion that people over age 50 require special training in order to 

master new technology is a little outdated. Technology has penetrated companies at high levels. 

Today people are much more comfortable with technology—everybody touches it” (9). 

 
 Aren’t older women just too “old” to start, in essence, a new career? Traditional 

researchers use an age-driven “stage theory” of career development. Stage Theory maintains that 

a person’s career stage can be predicted and defined by that person’s age (Neufeldt, Brooks, and 

Kimbrough 1-3); therefore, older workers are in a career stage of “late-career disengagement” or 

“decline” (Greller and Simpson 332). I argue that there are not discrete, age-defined career stages, 

and that a person can start a new career, develop new professional skills, or seek a promotion 

even if that person is 55 or older.  

 
Baby Boomers in particular think of themselves as defying norms of what is old. Studies of 

Boomers’ attitudes toward retiring demonstrate that many Boomers want to keep working well 

beyond the traditional retirement age of 65 and that they are eager to fashion new, more 

meaningful careers for this new stage of their lives (Groeneman and Pope 7; MetLife 6-7).  

 
The Sloan Center on Aging & Work at Boston College developed the Prism of Age conceptual 

framework to illustrate the implications and nuances of “age” for today’s multi-generational 

workforce. It is a good tool for realizing that chronological age does not necessarily define one’s 

career stage or professional ability. 

 
The Prism of Age Theory defines nine “ages”: 
 
1. Chronological Age: the number of years a person has lived. 

2. Generational Age: a group of individuals born during a certain time period (e.g. Gen Y, Gen 

X, Baby Boomer, The Silent Generation). 

3. Physical Age: a person’s health impacts her life expectancy and ability to do daily tasks. 

4. Social Age: how old society perceives you to be. 
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5. Life Stage: important events or transitions determine a person’s life roles at a given time. 

(E.g., one person may be a new mother at age 40, whereas another may be a grandmother at 

age 40.) 

6. Tenure: the number of years a person has worked for a specific employer. 

7. Career Stage. 

8. Relative Age: how old a person feels, comparatively, in a group context. E.g., a 40-year-old 

may feel “senior” in a workplace dominated by twentysomethings, but “junior” on a work 

team dominated by senior executives in their fifties. 

9. Subjective Age: a person’s sense of her own age might be different from her chronological 

age. “You are only as old as you feel” (Sloan Center). 

 
In summary, many of the negative stereotypes about older people in general, and about older 

workers in particular, are simply invalid. Some, however, like physical declines in hearing, sight, 

agility, and strength, are, with the rare exception, true. These physical limitations do not have to 

translate into reduced workforce productivity by older workers. An understanding on the part of 

employers that physiology, not cognitive ability, is the problem and a willingness on the part of 

the older workers to acknowledge their corporeal shortcomings can set the stage for simple 

physical accommodations in the workplace, like larger font, better lighting, and adjustments in 

sound systems, that will allow older workers to be as productive as their younger cohorts. 

 
 Are there benefits to employers of hiring older workers? We often hear of the value 

of the “wisdom” and “experience” of the elderly. Any discussion of the negative attributes of 

older workers should be balanced by an appreciation of the positive qualities and abilities they 

bring to the workforce.  

 
Various studies by AARP have found that workers age 50 and older are valued by employers for 

their experience, knowledge, work habits, attitudes, and commitment to quality, as well as their 

loyalty, punctuality, ability to keep cool in a crisis, and respect for authority (Denis and Thomas 

86). A 2010 Pew Research Center survey found that about 75% of respondents believe older 

people have a better work ethic than younger workers (Pew 6). Other studies found that older 

workers often have devised efficient ways to do their work and can thus be more productive 

(Warr; Skirbekk). One other AARP study concluded from survey results that older workers are 

more likely to exceed job expectations than their younger peers (AARP Business Case 13).  

 



 

56 

 What are the practical effects of ageism in the workplace? Even though prohibited by 

the Age Discrimination in Employment Act, negative workplace stereotypes still escalate into 

acts of discrimination—management decisions and policies that adversely affect older workers, 

regardless of the worker’s gender. Older employees may be offered fewer training opportunities, 

or fewer promotions, or older workers may be restricted to their narrow field of expertise, thus 

limiting their career development. Their responsibilities might be decreased. Older workers may 

be “nudged” toward retirement by being offered early retirement incentives or phased retirement 

programs. These inducements for retirement are gentler, perhaps, than the now-illegal overt 

discrimination of mandatory retirement age, but the implicit message is the same: you are too old 

to be valued by this employer any more. As Gregory states in his study of age discrimination in 

the American workplace, “The methods of discrimination have changed, but the results have not” 

(7).  

 
Such discriminatory decisions and policies may result in older workers choosing early retirement, 

or self-limiting their career development in response to negative overt and covert messages from 

management and coworkers.  

 
   
 

 
 
 

Negative stereotyping is a behavior fraught with inequities because generalizations are applied to 

a class of people without regard to individual differences. This danger is more pronounced when 

managers and organizations, which wield crucial power over employees, use stereotypes. A 

worker’s performance should be rated individually, without the preconception of that worker 

belonging to a “class” with group characteristics, and a worker’s performance should be judged 

rationally, based on empirical evidence.  

 

“I have no illusions that my employer has an upward career path 
envisioned for me. I’m not going to be a rising star. This makes me 
approach work differently than in the past. In my prior positions I 
allowed myself to be too vested in my work. Now I view my job purely 
opportunistically. I’m there solely for the money. I guess that makes me 
kind of a whore, doesn’t it?” 
 
       …Ray, age 57 
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Stereotyping in management decisions and corporate policies must be avoided because it is partly 

rational and partly emotional, or irrational. For example, in cases where empirical observation 

shows that some older workers do indeed exhibit diminished performance—a rational 

observation—a manager should rationally evaluate whether there are any easily correctible 

barriers to performance and take action to remove those barriers. Although aging may cause some 

individuals to have actual physical and mental difficulties in performing job responsibilities 

(Gregory 5), it is irrational to assume that all aging workers have such difficulties.  Research 

shows there is overall little change in intellectual function as individuals age, except for speed 

and reaction time (Kite and Wagner 131-61).  Perhaps a decline in hearing is the cause of an older 

person’s diminished performance at office meetings, or aging eyes have problems reading smaller 

fonts on computer screens. These are not insurmountable problems.  A rational management 

response to this situation would be to make physical accommodations, like larger font or 

provision of hearing tests. An irrational management response is to assume older workers are 

incompetent. 

 
Another, and perhaps hidden result of negative age stereotypes in the workplace is the 

internalization of these negative stereotypes by the older workers themselves. A series of 

experiments by Levy demonstrated the effect on older people of their self-views of aging. Levy 

found that older people with negative perceptions of aging had a lower cognitive ability and 

greater cardiovascular stress levels. Older people with positive views of aging had better 

functional health and a greater will-to-live (Levy). The conclusion from Levy’s findings is that a 

youth-centered society’s negative stereotypes of aging can literally harm the cognitive and 

physical functioning of older individuals.  

 
I claim that constant covert messages by management and co-workers can lead to older workers 

internalizing these negative messages and feeling they no longer have any worth in the workplace, 

and to their becoming demoralized and unhappy at work. These feelings on the part of older 

employees can lead to a general avoidance of new opportunities, including fear and reluctance to 

learn new skills, apply for challenging responsibilities, or seek promotions; lower performance 

and under achievement; and ultimately to an inexorable decision to retire earlier than they would 

have wished.  
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Overcoming Barriers to Employment of Older Women 

 
 Existing Programs. There are a number of existing programs that can help older 

Americans get jobs. None is specifically tailored to women; some have no age restriction. The 

following are the most significant of these programs and are available to Minnesota residents: 

 
• The Senior Community Service Employment Program (SCSEP), a federally funded program 

authorized by the Older Americans Act of 1965, places low-income (25% above the federal 

poverty level: $13,963 for a single person) persons age 55 and older in part-time, wage-

subsidized, minimum-wage, community service positions. To be eligible, older adults must 

be unemployed and have poor employment prospects. The goal of the program is eventually 

to place the participants in unsubsidized employment that pays above minimum wage. Most 

are placed with faith-based and community organizations. Federal funding of SCSEP was cut 

by 45% in FY 2011, resulting in SCSEP having enough funds to serve only 1% of those 

eligible for the program (Senior Service America).  

 
• The Senior Environmental Employment Program (SEE), a federally funded program 

authorized by the federal Environmental Programs Assistance Act of 1984, hires Americans 

age 55 and older who are retired or unemployed to provide technical assistance to the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency. Pay levels are not comparable to wages in the federal 

workforce or the private labor market. The hourly wage range is from $7.25 to $12.72 

(NCOA “SEE”). Participants do not have to be low-income. Jobs are few, however, and 

scattered around the country. For example, on April 3, 2011, there were ten positions 

nationwide: four in D.C.; two in Ann Arbor, MI; two in Edison, NJ; one in New York City; 

and one in San Juan, PR. On July 16, 2012, three jobs were available: two in Cincinnati, OH, 

and one in Las Vegas, NV.  

 
• The Agriculture Conservation Experienced Services (ACES) program, a federally funded 

program authorized by the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008, offers Americans 

age 55 and older temporary paid assignments to provide technical services in support of 

conservation-related programs of the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The hourly wage range 

is from $11.33 to $38.48 (Senior Service America). 

 
• Green Jobs Initiative, a federally funded program begun in 2010 by the U.S. Department of 

Labor (DOL), awards grants to nonprofit organizations to provide on-the-job training and 
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certifications in the areas of energy efficiency and renewable energy. The training programs 

can be offered only in communities with poverty rates of 15% or higher. DOL encourages 

women to consider jobs in the environmental and “green” sector. 

 
• One Stop Career Centers were established by the federal Workforce Investment Act of 1998. 

The centers, which are administered by each state, exist both as physical facilities and online 

resources, and help jobseekers explore careers, research education and job skills training 

opportunities, search job listings, and gain “soft” employment skills (e.g., résumé writing, 

interview techniques, salary negotiation). The One Stop services are not age-specific. 

 
• The Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) is a federal tax credit incentive for private-sector 

businesses that hire individuals from 12 target groups who face significant barriers to 

employment. The objective is to enable the targeted employees to move gradually from 

economic dependency to self-sufficiency. Participating employers are compensated by 

reductions in their federal income tax liability. One of the target groups is SSI (Supplemental 

Social Security Benefits) recipients. Recipients of SSI are age 65+, must be legally blind or 

have a permanent disability, and have a combined family income of less than $3,000. 

 
• Minnesota’s State Colleges and Universities (MNSCU) conduct customized training for 

businesses. Companies can contract with MNSCU to provide the customized training they 

need, generally for their existing employees.  

 
• Century College’s (a private community and technical college in White Bear Lake, 

Minnesota, in the Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area) Prime Time +50 program mentors 

other community colleges in developing innovative educational programs for adults age 50+. 

This program offers short-term courses in a particular job skill or certificate programs (e.g., 

web design). Prime Time +50 does not partner with corporations and does not guarantee 

placement. The program is targeted at helping post-retirement Baby Boomers continue to lead 

“engaged and purposeful” lives. It does not necessarily recognize the crucial financial need of 

Boomers, including and in particular older women, to work. 

 
• Civic Ventures is a national nonprofit organization that provides older adults with information 

to help them transition to “encore careers” (i.e., new careers in later life that “combine 

personal meaning, continued income, and social impact”). Encore careers are restricted to the 

nonprofit and public sector. Civic Ventures also offers grants to community colleges to 
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retrain boomers for new careers (Civic Ventures). No Minnesota college has a Civic Venture 

grant. Civic Ventures only recently recognized “continued income” as one of the criterion for 

an encore career; the organization began by focusing solely on unpaid, volunteer work, not 

realizing the need of many seniors to have earned income. 

 
• Resource, Inc. (Resource) is a Minneapolis-St. Paul nonprofit organization that offers career 

counseling, job training, and job placement assistance to adults and youth.  Resource has a 

women-in-transition career program that provides soft job skills. Resource received a 

$100,000 grant in 2012 from AARP to establish a program to help African American men 

and women, ages 55 to 64, who are recently unemployed, find jobs. Participants in this new 

program are given help with job searches, finding skills training programs, and professional 

networking. The goal of the grant project is to narrow the wage disparity between older 

African American workers and their white peers (Szczesny). 

 
• Temporary employment agencies are a viable method for older women to find temporary jobs. 

In general, temporary agencies assess the jobseeker’s skill level and place her in jobs that fit 

her interests and skills. These agencies do not provide job skills training. There are several 

advantages to temporary employment for older workers. First, the seniors can increase their 

computer and other work skills while on-the-job. Second, the seniors can make connections 

with the temporary employer that could lead to an extended employment contract or a 

permanent position with the firm. Third, temporary employment can enhance a senior’s 

résumé for other positions (IBIS World). 

 
All of the above programs have merit, but they also have limitations that diminish their potential 

for successfully helping older women overcome the two critical barriers to finding jobs: lack of 

marketable skills and age bias. Some of the programs offer no job training or training only in 

“soft” employment skills, such as résumé writing and techniques for job interviews. Soft skills do 

not impart the actual job skills that employers seek. Some, like SEE and ACES, are for seniors 

that already have marketable skills. Many offer lower-than-market wages. Many are directed at 

jobs solely in the nonprofit and public sectors. Some, like SEE, that do offer actual job openings, 

have very few jobs available, and those few jobs require the seniors to live in a specific 

geographic location. Some are limited to seniors with very low income. Some downplay the 

financial need of seniors to have earned income, instead emphasizing the desire of seniors to have 

work that offers personal fulfillment.  
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The most glaring and, in my opinion, fatal flaw in most of these programs is that they do not 

guarantee job placement. It is only through guaranteed job placement that the barrier of age bias 

in hiring can with certainty be overcome. An older woman can be trained in job skills that are 

marketable in today’s economy, but if she has to compete with younger, equally skilled job 

applicants, there is a distinct risk of age bias in the hiring process. Not one of the existing 

programs discussed here addresses both barriers to older women’s employment. 

 
A Better Solution 
 
I have designed a pilot project that I argue is a preferable strategy for helping older women get 

jobs. Through a collaboration between the nonprofit and private sector, older women will be 

trained in job skills that are known to be in demand by a specific employer and they will be 

guaranteed employment with that employer. Thus both barriers to finding employment—lack of 

marketable skills and age bias in the hiring process—will be overcome. The project is designed to 

be self-sustaining in the long-term. It will be piloted in the Minneapolis-St. Paul Twin Cities area 

and subsequently expanded statewide. A model will be developed for replication in other states. 

The following chapter details this pilot project. 
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CHAPTER VII 

 
A PROJECT DESIGNED FOR SUCCESS 

 
 
The preceding chapter made the case that earned income is the preferred path to older women’s 

economic security, but unfortunately, often lack of marketable skills and age bias are formidable 

barriers to older women finding employment. Existing programs that help older adults find work 

fail to address both barriers. Though there are existing programs through which older women can 

learn skills that are sought by today’s employers, the new skills will go unused if older women 

are not hired because of age bias. 

 
I have designed a pilot project—the Older Workers Job Training & Placement Program (Older 

Workers Program)—intended to provide older women with in-demand job skills and guaranteed 

employment so that they can be self-sufficient and economically secure, aging in independence 

and dignity. This chapter describes that project. Because the project addresses both barriers—lack 

of marketable skills and age bias—I assert that it is more likely than other, existing programs to 

succeed in helping older women find suitable employment. 

 
Much of the pilot project is at the conceptual stage. As will be discussed below, a corporate 

partner is needed to move beyond “concept” to “execution” of the project design. However, some 

progress has been made. A “parent” nonprofit organization, Mature Voices Minnesota (MVM), 

has embraced the Older Workers Program and has independently funded an initial, information-

gathering stage. MVM will be the sponsoring organization for all grant applications and for all 

other aspects of the Older Workers Program—both the short-term pilot project and the long-term, 

on-going program. I will be Project Manager, on contract to MVM, for the two-year pilot project. 

The current project status and MVM’s role are discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. 

 
The Project Design 
 
The framework is this: A nonprofit organization committed to the economic security of older 

women will take the leadership and ownership of a job training and placement program for older 

women. This nonprofit will partner with one or more corporations that have unfilled specialty 

employment needs (e.g., expertise in a particular software program) and that commit to helping 

Minnesota’s older women be economically secure.  

 
In collaboration with a training institution, such as a community college or vocational technical 
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institution, the parent nonprofit will develop and deliver a training course for older women that is 

specifically designed to meet the needs of the partner corporation(s). The parent nonprofit will 

recruit older women for the course.  

 
The partner corporation will agree upfront to hire the women trained through this program. In this 

way the older women, who have now been given marketable skills, will not have to compete with 

younger applicants in an open job market. Through this program older women will gain a skill 

that is known to be in demand by a specific employer. The employer's agreement to hire those 

who complete the training course will circumvent the age bias that is often ingrained in the hiring 

process. 

 
After training and placement, the women in the program will continue to receive six months of 

soft-skill training to enhance their long-term employability and increase their financial literacy so 

that they are better equipped to continue to earn income and to manage their finances wisely. 

"Employability" training will include résumé writing, professional networking, job interviews, 

and salary negotiation; financial literacy training will include basic financial literacy and 

education on topics such as affordable housing for seniors, reverse mortgages, long-term-care 

insurance, Social Security, Medicare, estate planning, and the finances of divorce. 

 
The pilot project will be in the seven-county Minneapolis-St. Paul Twin Cities Metropolitan Area. 

A model will be developed during the pilot phase to expand the program statewide and to 

replicate it in other states. 

 
 Project Goals.  The short-term goal of the two-year pilot project is to train and place 30 

older women in jobs that will provide project participants with at least $7,000 in additional annual 

income. This amount was chosen because it is the approximate difference between the median 

retirement income of Minnesota women age 65 and older and the annual income needed for a 

Minnesota senior to pay basic living expenses (Office on the Economic Status of Women 7).32 

Ideally, employment will be sought that honors older women’s intelligence and capabilities, and 

that pays well. Reality, however, may be that the jobs in the pilot project are entry level, but have 

the potential to progress to greater responsibility and higher pay. Jobs that pay minimum wage or 

close to minimum wage and have little chance of advancement will be avoided. An example of an 

unacceptable job for the project would be grocery cashier or fast food worker. 

                                                
32 See Chapter II for a more detailed discussion of the amount of income seniors need to be economically 
secure. 
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There are two long-term goals of the pilot project: 
 
1. Develop a model for replication of the project statewide and in other states. 

2. Develop a plan for long-term sustainability. 

 
Objectives along the path to achieving these goals are: 
 
• Partnership with one or more corporations that have specialty hiring needs and that agree to 

hire the Older Workers Program participants after they complete job-skills training. 

• Partnership with a training institution to develop and deliver job-skills training. 

• Development of a curriculum to train project participants in the job skills required by the 

partner corporation(s). 

• Development of the post-placement, six-month, soft-skill training curriculum. It is anticipated 

that all or part of the financial literacy curriculum will be delivered through collaboration 

with an organization that is already offering this type of education, geared toward older adults. 

AARP has recently partnered with the Charles Schwab Foundation to launch a Financial 

Capability Program for Americans age 50 and older (Rand). The Older Workers Program 

will explore a joint venture with AARP. Other possibilities for collaboration in the financial 

literacy training are financial firms like Ameriprise. We also foresee working with the 

Minnesota WorkForce Centers,33 which offer an array of work readiness and general 

employability courses and online resources.  

 

 Steering Committee. A key element of the pilot project is its Steering Committee. 

Although ultimate project governance will be by the MVM Board of Directors, a more direct and 

hands-on form of governance will be exercised by the Steering Committee. The 12-member 

Steering Committee will recommend changes to the project design, facilitate liaisons with 

potential corporate partners, recommend training institution partners, and advise on means to 

ensure long-term financial program sustainability. 

 
 

 

 

 

                                                
33 Administered by the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development (DEED). 
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The following table outlines the Steering Committee membership and the role of each category of 

committee member: 

Table 5: Older Workers Program Steering Committee Membership34 
 
Category Number  Role 
Corporate 3 Advise and make connections to help get corporate 

partners. 
DEED35 1 DEED oversees the state WorkForce Centers, which are 

potential collaborators for developing training programs 
and recruiting program participants. DEED also oversees 
state workforce development grants, a possible future 
funding mechanism for the Older Workers Program. 

State legislator 1 The legislator is included to cultivate a “champion” of 
both the Older Workers Program and MVM when the 
legislature is debating appropriations for grants. 

Minnesota’s 
minority 
populations 

2 Ensure that the Older Workers Program is accessible to 
and appropriate for older minority women. White older 
women are at economic peril, but minority older women 
are much more so.36  

Community colleges/ 
votechs 

1 Advise and make connections for training institution 
partnership.  

Women’s 
organization 

1 Serve as a liaison between the Older Workers Program 
and key women’s organizations.  

Seniors’ 
organization 

1 There are many state and national seniors’ organizations 
other than MVM. This committee member will serve as a 
liaison to those other groups. 

Employment agency 1 Identify potential corporate partners; advise on the 
employment contract between corporate partners and 
program participants. 

MVM Board 1 Advise on Board perspective and be sure the Board is kept 
informed of and remains supportive of the project. 

MVM President 1 Remain informed on all aspects of the Older Workers 
Program. 

 

                                                
34 Developed by the author. 
35 Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development. 
36 According to the U.S. Census Bureau 2007 American Community Survey, older (age 65-74) American 
Indian women living in Minnesota were almost five times as likely as white Minnesota women their age to 
live in poverty [as defined by the federal poverty level: $10,210 for a single individual in 2007 (U.S. Dept. 
of Health & Human Services)]. Black Minnesota older women were four times as likely as their white 
peers to live in poverty, Asian and Hispanic or Latino older Minnesota women twice as likely. 
Interestingly, white Minnesota women age 75 and older had a poverty rate equal to or greater than their 
peers in the other racial and ethnic groups.  
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Project Funding and Long-Term Sustainability 
 
The pilot phase of the project will last just under two years and cost approximately $250,000. Of 

this amount, $207,000 is proposed to come from foundation grants, $35,000 from in-kind 

contributions (volunteer hours, use of office equipment and technology) by the sponsoring 

nonprofit, $9,000 from fees paid by the corporate partner,37 and $3,000 from fees paid by project 

participants.38  

 
Tables on the next two pages give a detailed budget for the pilot project and a preliminary 

estimate of the long-term, annual program budget. 

 
It is planned that this program will expand statewide. Additional corporate partners will be added 

through the years and additional training courses developed. Some corporate partners may opt out 

of the program as time goes on. The estimated long-term annual budget reflects one new training 

course curriculum developed each year and two training courses delivered each year, with 30 

trainees per course. It is hoped that the statewide Older Workers Program will either be self-

sustaining financially or require only a small annual subsidy. The preliminary estimate of the 

annual long-term budget shows the need for an annual subsidy of $51,116. The actual net annual 

cost39 will be dependent on the specific corporate partner and the type of job training required. 

The annual subsidy could come from a combination of contributions from the sponsoring 

nonprofit, foundation grants, government grants, and/or individual donations. In particular, the 

State of Minnesota has a Workforce Development Grant program that provides a total of about $1 

million per year in grants for workforce development activities. Minnesota’s Governor, Mark 

Dayton, has directed that older workers be given special consideration in the awarding of these 

grants. This appears to be a ripe opportunity for continued funding of the Older Workers 

Program; however, the grants are awarded on an annual and competitive basis, and the 

continuation of this grant program is always subject to the will of the state legislature (Minnesota 

Dept. of Employment 2). 

 
As long as the Older Workers Program requires a subsidy, its continued existence will be 
                                                
37 The corporate partner will pay a fee for each project participant that it hires. During the pilot phase, the 
fee is projected to be $300/hiree.  
38 Each project participant will be pay a fee of $100. This amount was chosen to be high enough to convey 
value to the program in participants’ eyes, yet low enough to be, for most, affordable. Donations from 
project supporters will be sought for a scholarship fund so that no woman who wants to participate will be 
denied because she can’t afford the program fee.  
39 Net cost equals (program cost) minus (corporate fees for each program participant hired plus course fee 
paid by program participants). 
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uncertain, although other, comparable job programs, like those through Goodwill, have depended 

for decades on government and foundation grants and individual donations (Goodwill 6). 

Goodwill is an interesting comparison, because it has made great strides toward self-sufficiency, 

through income from the resale of donated items at its retail stores and online, and from contracts 

to provide various commercial services to businesses and government (Goodwill “About Us”). As 

discussed in the previous section on Project Design, the Older Workers Program plans a Steering 

Committee of notable individuals representing government and the nonprofit and private sectors. 

The Older Workers Program will look to its Steering Committee for guidance on moving toward 

long-term self-sufficiency. 
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Table 6: Older Workers Job Training & Placement Pilot Project Budget40,41 
(This budget is not an annual budget, but reflects expenses for the entire, 86-week project) 

 
Categories Description  Hours Rates Total 
Expenses Personnel 

(Salaries) 
President    860i $    50.00 $ 43,000.00 

  Admin.   172 $    20.00 $   3,440.00 
  Benefits, 

10.1% 
   $   4,690.44 

  Subtotal, 
Personnel 

  $  51,130.44 

 Consultant 
Fees 

Project Mgr. 2,150ii $   50.00 $107,500.00 

  Course Developer     120 $    60.00 $    7,200.00 
  Trainer    400 $    50.00 $   20,000.00 
  Legal Counseliii      20 $  250.00 $     5,000.00 
  Accountant      20 $    55.00 $     1,100.00 
  Marketingiv    100 $    60.00 $     6,000.00 
  Subtotal, 

Consultants 
  $146,800.00 

 Supplies    $   4,900.00 
 Printing/Copyi

ng 
   $   9,080.00 

 Phone, IT, 
Office Equip. 

   $      300.00 

 Postage    $      400.00 
 Travelv    $     3,691.00 
 Misc. Steering Cte. 

Meetingsvi 
  $     3,072.00 

  Steering Cte. Vol. 
Hrs.vii 

1,440 $    21.36 $  30,758.40 

  Board Vol Hrsviii    160 $    21.36 $    3,417.60 
Total 
Expenses 

    $253.549.44 

Revenue Corp. Fees      30 
hirees 

$   300.00 $   9,000.00 

 Trainee Fees      30 $   100.00 $   3,000.00 
 MVM In-Kind Phone, IT, Office 

Equip. 
  $      180.00 

  Vol. Hrs, Bd & 
Steering Cte. 

1,600 $    21.36 $  34,176.00 

Total 
Revenue 

    $  46,356.00 

Net Expenses     $207,193.44 

                                                
40 Developed by the author, in consultation with MVM. 
41 The combined budget allocation for the MVM President, Administrative Staff and the Project Manager (a 
contractor) is $153,940 for the 86-week project period. This is the equivalent of $93,080 on annual basis. 
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Budget Notes: 

i. 10 hpw for 86 weeks. 
ii. 25 hpw for 86 weeks. 

iii. Develop legal contract templates for (a) corporate partner agreement to hire seniors 
trained by MVM, (b) training institution partner agreement to develop and deliver 
training, and (c) employment contract between corporate partner and trainees. 

iv. Develop marketing plan and marketing materials to (a) attract corporate partners, (b) 
recruit trainees, and (c) publicize program. 

v. Local meetings (1,245 mi. @$0.55) and presentation at national conference.  
vi. Travel and food/beverages for 20 Steering Committee meetings. 

vii. 12 members, 20 meetings @ 6 hrs. 
viii. 8 members, 20 meetings, @ 1 hr. 
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Table 7: Older Workers Program Annual Long-Term Budget (Preliminary            
   Estimate)42 

 
Categories Description  Hours Rate  Total 
Expenses Personnel 

(Salaries) 
President   104 $    50.00 $  5,200.00 

  Admin.   208 $    20.00 $   3,440.00 
 Benefits, 10.1%    $      945.36 
  Subtotal, 

Personnel 
  $  10,305.36 

 Consultant Fees Program Mgr. 1,040 $    50.00 $  52,000.00 
  Course Developer   120 $    60.00 $   7,200.00 
  Trainer   800 $    50.00 $ 40,000.00 
  Subtotal, 

Consultants 
  $ 99,200.00 

 Supplies    $   2,500.00 
 Printing/Copying    $   4,000.00 
 Phone, IT, Office 

Equip 
   $      180.00 

 Postage    $      100.00 
 Travel1    $      550.00 
 Misc. Steering Cte. 

Meetings2 
  $      460.80 

  Steering Cte. Vol. 
Hrs.3 

1,440 $    21.36 $   3,075.84 

  Board Vol. Hrs.4    160 $    21.36 $   1,025.28 
Total 
Expenses 

     
$121,397.28 

Revenue Corp. Fees       60 
hirees 

$1,000.00 $  60,000.00 

 Trainee Fees       60 $   100.00 $   6,000.00 
 MVM In-Kind Phone, IT, Office 

Equip. 
  $      180.00 

  Vol. Hrs Bd & 
Steering Cte. 

1,600 $    21.36 $   4,101.12 

Total 
Revenue 

    $ 70,281.12 

Net Expenses     $51,116.16 
 
Budget Notes: 
1. Local travel, program manager and CEO: 1,000 mi. @ $0.550. Older 
2. Travel and food/beverages for 3 Steering Committee meetings. 
3. 12 members, 3 meetings @ 4 hrs. 
4. 8 members, 12 meetings, @ 0.5 hr. 
 
 
 

                                                
42 Developed by the author. 
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Why Would a Corporation Want to Be a Partner in the Older Workers Program? 
 
Given the demonstrated prevalence of age bias in American society, including age bias in hiring 

and the workplace,43 one is tempted to ask why a corporation would want to commit to hire older 

women, or older women and men. One answer is that the Older Workers Program trains potential 

hirees in precisely the skills needed by the employer, and in addition, does the work of recruiting 

the trainees. However, many community colleges and vocational technical institutions already 

offer customized training services to employers, without locking the employer in to hiring older 

adults. 

 
There are three powerful reasons that select corporations would find it to their economic 

advantage to be an Older Workers Corporate Partner. 

 
1. Certain corporations have a significant and valued customer demographic that is comprised 

of older adults, in some cases, older women. Examples are consumer electronic companies, 

like Best Buy, Microsoft, and Apple. As noted in this chapter’s later discussion of a meeting 

with Best Buy, women influenced $90 billion in consumer electronic purchases in 2007 and 

Baby Boomers spent more on technology in 2009 than any other generation (Anderson). This 

customer base might prefer to be given customer service and product support by someone 

their own age, someone who understands their generation’s terminology and methodology. 

2. Certain corporations are marketing their services to older adults, most particularly to the 

Baby Boomer generation. Championing the cause of economic security of aging Boomers 

would generate valuable good publicity and good will. Examples are financial management 

and investment firms, health insurance firms, and health care institutions. Health insurance 

firms, like UCare, Medica, Blue Cross/Blue Shield, and Health Partners, are strongly 

competing for the Medicare Supplemental Insurance accounts of Boomers as they turn 65. 

3. Corporations in general may acknowledge and value the benefits that older workers bring to 

the workforce. These benefits were discussed in the preceding chapter, but they bear 

repeating here. Various studies by AARP have found that workers age 50 and older are 

valued by employers for their experience, knowledge, work habits, attitudes, and commitment 

to quality, as well as their loyalty, punctuality, ability to keep cool in a crisis, and respect for 

authority (Denis and Thomas 86). A 2010 Pew Research Center survey found that about 75% 

of respondents believe older people have the better work ethic than younger workers (Pew 6). 

                                                
43 See Chapter VI. 
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Other studies found that older workers often have devised efficient ways to do their work and 

can thus be more productive (Warr; Skirbekk). One other AARP study concluded from 

survey results that older workers are more likely to exceed job expectations than their 

younger peers (AARP Business Case 13).  

 
Phillips Neighborhood Project 
 
A very similar design was used in the late 1990s to address the problems of crime and poverty in 

the Phillips Neighborhood of Minneapolis.44 At that time, Phillips was experiencing alarmingly 

high crime rates, double-digit unemployment, and deteriorating housing.  A number of large 

corporations in the neighborhood— Abbott Northwestern Hospital, Allina Health Systems, 

Children’s Hospital, Fannie Mae, and Honeywell—were concerned about the welfare of the 

Phillips residents, the safety of their own employees and clients, and their corporate ability to 

attract high-level talent. Large employers in the Phillips area were considering relocating their 

facilities to the suburbs. The Mayor of Minneapolis and the Hennepin County Commissioner 

representing the Phillips Neighborhood shared all these concerns (Maxwell School). 

 

An informal collaboration of business, government, philanthropy (the Allina Foundation and the 

Minneapolis Foundation—one of the nation’s oldest and largest foundations), and community 

groups (Project for Pride in Living) formed to address the problem. They determined that jobs for 

area residents were key to breaking the cycle of poverty and crime.  

 

Both Abbot Northwestern Hospital and Allina had a large number of job openings for people with 

basic job skills and were willing to commit to hiring people from the neighborhood.45 Funded by 

a grant from the Allina Foundation, residents from the Phillips Neighborhood were recruited and 

trained for Allina’s and Abbott’s specific hiring needs. In the first year of the program (1998-

1999), 93 Phillips residents were trained and most were hired by Abbott Northwestern and 

Children’s Hospital. The crime rate in the Phillips Neighborhood dropped 20% in the first year of 

                                                
44 The Phillips Neighborhood is just south of downtown Minneapolis. It is roughly bounded by Interstate 
35W on the west, Hiawatha Ave. on the east, Lake Street on the south, and Interstate 94 on the north. 
45 The “commitment to hire” was actually a commitment to interview program trainees for job openings. 
The vast majority of trainees interviewed were hired (Maxwell School 5). 
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the program.46 

 
The program evolved to partner in 2000 with Minneapolis Community and Technical College 

(MCTC) to develop and implement a health careers training institute that offered advanced 

training to Phillips residents so they could secure higher paying jobs with Allina, Children’s and 

Abbott Northwestern. By 2003, 900 students had been enrolled in the new Health Careers 

Institute, 21% of whom lived in the Phillips Neighborhood and 55% of whom worked in the 

hospitals in the Phillips Neighborhood. In the first three years of operation of the Health Careers 

Institute, 131 of its graduates were hired by participating hospitals, and an additional 165 of its 

graduates who were entry-level hospital employees upgraded their skills and moved up their 

career ladders (8).47 

 
So it can be done. 
 
 Lessons from the Phillips Project. The Phillips Project incorporated a number of 

elements that proved key to its success. 

 
• A “crisis” situation that all in the broad community agreed needed to be addressed. 

• A collaboration by essential categories of interested parties: government officials, corporate 

leaders, community groups, philanthropic organizations, and training institutions. 

• An economic climate in which companies were hiring. 

• The direct and active involvement of top-level individuals from all the collaborators: the 

CEOs of the corporations, the director of the foundation that provided most of the funding, 

the county commissioner representing the neighborhood, and the mayor’s office. 

• The ability to leverage low-paying, entry-level jobs into subsequent higher paying, more 

responsible positions. 

 
The main lesson for the Older Workers Program is that the corporate partner is the driver of this 

                                                
46 The jobs program was complemented by an initiative to construct new housing in the neighborhood, 
both sponsored by the same nonprofit/private industry/governmental/community collaboration. The 
combination of “public safety, jobs, housing and infrastructure” is credited with lowering the crime rate (5). 
47 The Phillips program continues to this day, though it has evolved to help low income individuals in the 
entire Twin Cities metropolitan area. Project for Pride in Living, a nonprofit agency that helps lower-
income individuals and families in the Twin Cities achieve greater self-sufficiency, took over 
administration of the Phillips program in 2001. The program is now called the Health Careers Partnership 
(HCP). It provides financial assistance to eligible health care workers who are interested in pursuing a 
health care degree or certification through MCTC’s Health Careers Institute. HCP’s goal is to connect its 
sponsored MCTC graduates with health care employers throughout the Twin Cities area.   
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project. There must be a corporation that has a significant number of suitable job openings. That 

corporation must appreciate the advantages to its bottom line of championing the economic 

security of older women. Only with a committed corporate partner will type of job training 

required be known so that the Program can proceed to partner with a training institution and 

develop the course curriculum. Only with details about the nature of the job and the training 

women be recruited for the program.  

 
A corollary to this lesson is that corporate involvement must be at a very high level. Interest in 

and personal support of a mid-level corporate employee does not translate into a corporation 

committing to be a partner in this project. In the Phillips project, it was the personal commitment 

of the CEO of Honeywell that propelled the program in its start-up days (4). 

 
Project Status 
 
 The Parent Organization.  Mature Voices Minnesota (MVM) has enthusiastically 

agreed to be the sponsoring organization for the Older Workers Program. The pilot project and 

long-term program will become part of MVM. Mature Voices is a Minnesota nonprofit whose 

mission is to advocate for Minnesota’s seniors and their families to assure that older adults can 

live healthy, independent, affordable, and dignified lives in their communities.  

 
MVM formed in 2009 to assume the advocacy and public policy duties and the prescription drug 

program of the Minnesota Senior Federation, a thirty-year-old nonprofit that dissolved in 2010. 

MVM received its formal 501(c)3 status in early 2011. Its current programs include  

 
• The RxRights national coalition to promote and protect American consumer access to safe, 

affordable prescription drugs (RxRights.org). 

• A network of senior volunteers who provide peer-to-peer counseling for fellow seniors and 

their families to guide them to available resources and assistance. 

• Policy interest groups that develop curricula on issues of concern to seniors. 

• Programs to engage seniors in public discourse (e.g., nonpartisan legislative candidate 

forums). 

• An “Elder Statesmen” leadership development course for seniors interested in public 

advocacy. 

• Computer labs to teach seniors how to use the Minnesota Legislature’s website. 
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MVM’s public policy work centers on economic issues seniors face. Recognizing that economic 

security is key to the self-sufficiency and well-being of seniors, and in many cases seniors’ 

economic security is dependent on earned income, MVM is expanding its efforts to help seniors 

obtain employment. Thus, the Older Workers Program is a good fit with MVM’s goals and 

mission. 

 
There are a few drawbacks, however, in having MVM be sponsoring organization for the Older 

Workers Program.  The first is that MVM requires that the Program be open to older men as well 

as older women. Mature Voices recognizes that older women are at higher risk of economic 

insecurity than men, but that many older men also do not have sufficient financial resources to 

live in economic security unless they supplement retirement savings and social security with 

earned income—the same as is the case for older women. The reason the original Older Workers 

Program design focused only on older women is that (a) older women are at significantly greater 

financial risk than older men,48 and (b) a major reason for the greater economic insecurity of 

today’s older women is the lifetime of gender discrimination they have faced, including life-

forming decisions they made when they were young women at a time of relatively rigid gender 

roles. Both these reasons can position the Program to be better received by funders if the Program 

focuses solely on older women. However, this is not a significant drawback. By virtue of the facts 

that older women are more likely to live in poverty and to lack marketable job skills, it is likely 

that more women than men will participate in the Older Workers Program.  

 

The second drawback is that MVM has no history of developing or implementing a program 

comparable to the Older Workers Program. In addition, MVM has no staff to dedicate to the 

Program. (MVM has one full-time staff member, its President, and one part-time administrative 

assistant.) This is a more significant drawback than the first, because funders favor grant 

applicants that have a proven record of success in implementing programs similar to the proposed 

grant project and that have the organizational capacity to implement the proposed project. MVM 

proposes to overcome these weaknesses in two ways:  

 

1. By contracting with qualified persons, both during the pilot phase and long-term. The primary 

                                                
48 The median retirement income of Minnesotans who are age 65 and older was, in 2008, $12,691 for 
women and $24,000 for men. The 2008 cost of basic necessities for seniors in Minnesota was $19,090 
(Office on the Economic Status of Women 7). In the 15 years from 1983-1998, men’s accumulated 
earnings were 264% of women’s: $722,693 vs. $273, 592. These figures include years out of labor force 
and years of part-time work (Hartmann 4). 
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contractor will be the Project/Program Manager, who will be a half-time employee. Other 

contractors will provide marketing, accounting, and legal services. 

2. By collaborating with other organizations to develop and deliver the training. 

 

 Preliminary Phase.  MVM has funded49 an initial, information-gathering phase 

consisting of an on-line survey of Twin Cities seniors and follow-up focus groups to find out 

what area seniors’ employment needs are, what the impediments are to their finding employment, 

what transferrable skills they have, and what their level of financial literacy is. (See Appendix II 

for a copy of the survey.) An outside, on-line survey firm will be used to recruit survey 

participants and to conduct the survey. A member of MVM’s Board has 20 years’ professional 

experience in conducting marketing surveys, and has agreed to oversee the survey. Using the on-

line survey tool, SurveyMonkey (SurveyMonkey), MVM Board members have recently 

participated in a test of the survey, both to determine the time required for completion and to 

solicit their suggestions for revisions. They took an average of 10 minutes to complete the survey. 

They had a few minor suggested revisions, which are being incorporated. MVM hoped to survey 

1,000 to 2,000 Twin Cities seniors, who are relatively healthy and age 55 to 80 and older, though 

more heavily weighted in the age 55-70 age group. One survey firm responded to MVM’s request 

for a bid on conducting the survey. It has only 500 to 860 possible survey participants that fit the 

criteria. The Board member who is overseeing the survey advises that this reduced number is still 

statistically sound. The cost would be $6-$10/survey participant, for a total cost of $3,000 to 

$8,600. There is $2,000 budgeted for this survey in MVM’s funding of the information-gathering 

phase of the Older Workers Program, so additional, outside funding must be obtained. 

 

During this initial phase MVM will also start to identify specific area corporations that have 

hiring needs suitable for this project and that are willing to commit to hire the seniors trained 

through this project. This will be done by one-on-one networking meetings with influential 

individuals from government, the Twin Cities’ community, vocational-technical institutions, 

other nonprofit organizations, and private corporations. In the months of May through July 2012, 

15 such networking meetings were held; 12 more are scheduled in the coming weeks. Response 

has unfailingly been supportive—often wildly enthusiastic—and each person we meet with 

invariably connects us to someone else who could be helpful.  

 

                                                
49 $8,200 for approximately four months. 
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  Feedback from Networking Meetings.  As noted above, the response from the 15 

networking meetings to-date has been supportive of the goals of the Older Workers program. 

Most people contacted were stunned by the stark data illustrating the economic peril of 

Minnesota’s older women. They applauded the concept of helping these women be self-sufficient 

by helping them get jobs. They agreed that lack of marketable skills and age bias are impediments 

to older women being hired. A recurrent comment received was that, in today’s stark economy, 

finding a corporate partner that is hiring will be very difficult. Although many have offered 

general suggestions about firms that would see the business advantage of hiring older workers, 

none has provided a concrete connection to a high-level executive with a corporation. 

 
 Meetings with Potential Corporate Partners. One meeting with a potential corporate 

partner—Best Buy—has taken place. It was very encouraging, though resulted in no commitment 

on the part of Best Buy. The case was made to Best Buy that it would be an economically wise 

corporate decision to hire older women and to be a corporate partner in the older workers pilot 

project. It was pointed out to Best Buy that 

 
• Women influenced $90 billion in consumer electronic purchases in 2007 and Baby Boomers 

spent more on technology in 2009 than any other generation (Anderson). 

• Research shows older workers enhance workforce productivity (Denis and Thomas 86; Pew 

6; Warr; Skirbekk; and AARP Business Case 13).  

• Employing older women in customer service and technical support positions would resonate 

with older women consumers and that Best Buy’s participation in the Older Workers project 

would project a positive public image of a company that cares about women and older 

consumers.  

 

The Older Workers proposal was well-received. Best Buy was very aware that older adults, 

especially older women, are a significant and growing customer base. They saw a place for older 

women employees both in the Geek Squad,50 which offers in-home technical support, and as on-

line customer support for the company’s website and online sales. They believed that women who 

are age 45 and older would prefer to have someone closer to their age and a woman come into 

their home and work on their computer, vs. a young male to whom technology might be so 

intuitive that he would communicate ineffectively with a generation that learned technology later 

                                                
50 Geek Squad is a Best Buy subsidiary. 
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in life.  

 

However, the person we met with at Best Buy was mid-level management, and nothing resulted 

from the meeting. 

 

 Grant Applications.  Seven Letters of Inquiry (or equivalent phone conversations) have 

been submitted to funders whose grant guidelines appear to fit the Older Workers Program.51 

Only one funder, AARP, replied with an invitation to apply for a grant. Three formal grant 

applications have been submitted to foundations, with no success.52 Follow-up conversations with 

the grant administrators found the overarching reason the Older Workers proposal was not funded 

was that the proposal is still too “conceptual.” The funders advise re-applying after the Older 

Workers Program has committed corporate and training institution partners and a developed 

training course curriculum. 

 

It is my belief that there are other, unspoken reasons for the lack of grant success. An AARP 

grant was awarded in the same funding cycle as the Older Workers application to Resource, Inc., 

a Minneapolis nonprofit. The grant to Resource was for a comparable amount as that requested by 

the Older Workers Program. Resource’s grant proposal was to do what it has a history of doing: 

providing soft-skill employment training and connections to “hard-skill” job training resources 

and to employers, but the niche of Resource’s proposal to AARP was that its grant project would 

be directed at black/African American men and women in the Twin Cities, ages 55-64, who had 

recently been laid off. The goal of Resource’s proposal was to close the income gap between 

Twin Cities’ blacks and their white peers. I believe Resource was chosen over the Older Workers 

proposal because 

• Resource has a proven track record of success in delivering very similar programs, and the 

organizational capacity to do so. 

• The focus on narrowing the black/white income gap in the Twin Cities highlights a crisis 

situation in Minneapolis (Kelly and Egbert 35). 

• As is usual with age bias, one can seldom prove it, but Resource’s proposal was restricted to 

                                                
51 AARP, The Jay and Rose Phillips Foundation, The Leonette M. and Fred T. Lanners Foundation, The 
Mardag Foundation, The Otto Bremer Foundation, The Rockefeller Family Fund, and The Women’s 
Foundation of Minnesota. 
52 AARP, Macy’s Foundation, and The US Bancorp Foundation. 
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helping those age 55 to 64 who had recently been laid off. The Older Workers Proposal 

focuses on those age 55 and older, theoretically including those age 65 and older. Do funders 

believe people age 65 and older are or should be retired and not in need of earned income? 

 

A comment by a grant administrator explaining a negative response to a very recent Letter of 

Inquiry supports the last observation above. This particular grant category was for programs 

aimed at helping low income people in the Twin Cities become self-sufficient through gaining 

employment. It seemed like a very good fit with the Older Workers Program. The grant 

administrator said the foundation in question decided to focus on younger adults and younger 

adults with families. When Older Workers pointed out the income statistics for Minnesota’s older 

women, the response of the administrator was, “Younger people are really in need. Older people 

can make do.”  

 

The Next Steps 

  
A corporate partner is essential to moving forward with the project in its present design. A 

corporate partner is necessary to convince foundations to award grants for the pilot project, to 

know what type of training is needed, and thus to secure a training institution partner and develop 

the course curriculum. All efforts are now focused on networking with influential, well-connected 

individuals whom we hope will connect us to a high-level executive in a corporation that is likely 

to have suitable job openings and that would realize a tangible benefit from championing the 

cause of older women’s (or older men’s and women’s) economic security.  

 
In addition to firms like Best Buy, I believe older workers would be a particular asset to firms 

providing on-line or phone customer and product support. Wells Fargo Mortgage and US 

Bancorp have call centers in the Twin Cities, so will be contacted. Health insurance companies 

and health maintenance organizations are also marketing heavily to Baby Boomers, hoping to get 

a share of the lucrative Medicare supplemental insurance business as the Boomers turn 65. These 

health-related companies should welcome an opportunity to position themselves favorably in the 

eyes of older consumers. Financial firms who seek to manage and invest assets of older adults are 

also potential corporate partners. I have a meeting scheduled soon with a relatively high-level 

Ameriprise executive.  

 
I continue to look for “the one,” that perfect match for a corporate partner.  
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CHAPTER VIII 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 
Many of Minnesota’s older women—well over half—will live their later years in poverty unless 

there is some kind of outside intervention. This paper examined the reasons why our older women 

are in economic peril and looked at ways they can achieve economic security. The reasons lie in 

past societal patterns of gender discrimination, patterns that resulted in a lifetime of lower 

earnings for this generation of women and patterns that influenced the early-life decisions of 

these women about education, careers, whether to have children, and whether to drop out of the 

workforce to raise their children. Most of today’s older women made choices as young women 

that set them on a course to economic insecurity. Unless, of course, they married—and stayed 

married—to men who supported them financially.  

 
However, there is a solution, a solution that does not require public subsidies and that honors the 

abilities and independence of older women. The solution is for older women to have earned 

income, i.e., a job. In many cases, older women are either unemployed or underemployed, with 

job skills that are inadequate for today’s workplace. Added to this difficulty is age bias against 

older workers in the hiring process.  

 
This paper investigated existing state and national programs designed to help older adults find 

work, and concluded that they are likely to fail because none addresses both barriers faced by 

aging job applicants: lack of marketable skills and age bias. I then proposed a design for a two-

year pilot project—the Older Workers Job Training & Placement Program (Older Workers 

Program)—that I contend has a greater likelihood of success, because it gives older women job 

skills that are known to be in demand by a specific employer, and then guarantees paid work with 

that employer. The older woman will not have to compete with much younger job applicants in 

the open job market, and therefore will circumvent age bias in the hiring process. 

 
My envisioned pilot project will be owned and managed by a nonprofit organization that is 

dedicated to helping seniors become economically secure. The parent nonprofit will partner with 

a corporation that has specialized hiring needs. The parent nonprofit will recruit older women and 

train them in precisely the skills needed by the corporate partner. In return, the corporate partner 

will guarantee upfront to hire the trained project participants. The pilot project will take place in 
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the Minneapolis-St. Paul Twin Cities area. A facet of the pilot project is to develop a model so 

that the project can, after its pilot phase, be expanded statewide, and be replicated in other states. 

 
Although most of the pilot project is still in the conceptual stage, some elements have launched. 

Mature Voices Minnesota (MVM), a Minnesota nonprofit organization dedicated to helping 

Minnesota’s seniors live healthy, independent, affordable, and dignified lives, has embraced the 

role of parent organization. I will manage the pilot project for MVM. With funding from MVM, a 

preliminary, information-gathering phase is underway. This preliminary phase has two 

components:  

 
1. An online survey of Twin Cities seniors to gain knowledge about the amount of additional 

income they need to be economically secure, their willingness to work, their existing 

transferrable job skills, and limitations and preferences for type and location of jobs. There 

will be follow-up focus groups of area seniors to learn more about their employment needs, 

the impediments to their finding employment, their transferrable skills, and their level of 

financial literacy. This information will be used to refine the project design, and also to 

provide documentation to potential funders of the need for the project.  

2. A networking effort to connect to potential corporate partners. 

 
The pilot project will be funded primarily through foundation grants ($207,000 of the total 

$254,000 project cost). The remainder of the cost will come from corporate partner fees for each 

project participant hired, a modest course fee for the trainees (enough to commit participants to 

the project, but not so much to be unaffordable), and in-kind contributions by MVM.  

 
A number of attempts to secure grants for the program have been made, with no success. The 

paramount reason for foundations opting not to fund this program is that it is too “conceptual” at 

this stage. “Come back,” say the funders, “when you have a committed corporate partner, an 

agreement with a community college or vocational-technical institution to deliver the job training, 

and a developed training curriculum.” Of these funding pre-requisites, the corporate partner is 

crucial. Only when the corporate partner is committed to the project will it be known if there are 

available jobs that are suitable for older workers and what skills those jobs require. An agreement 

with a training institution to develop and deliver the training course curriculum cannot be reached 

until the corporate partner communicates what skills are needed. Indeed, project participants 

cannot be recruited until it is known what type of jobs and training will be offered.  
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A wonderful bit of serendipity occurred during the course of writing this paper. Dane Smith, 

President of Growth & Justice, a Minnesota public policy nonprofit organization, wrote an article 

for MinnPost (an online newspaper) describing the Phillips Neighborhood job training and 

placement project. As described in Chapter VII, in the late 1990s, powerful individuals from 

government, the private sector, and the philanthropic community initiated a project to reduce 

crime in Minneapolis’ Phillips Neighborhood.  Led by Michael Bonsignore, Chairman and CEO 

of Honeywell, which was located in Phillips, these key actors determined that the poverty of the 

Phillips residents was driving the crime and violence, that the poverty was due to lack of jobs, 

and the lack of jobs was due to lack of job skills. Employers in the neighborhood included Abbott 

Northwestern Hospital (part of the Allina Health System) and Children’s Hospital. These health 

care institutions were in a hiring mode: on one day in 1999, for example, the Allina Health 

System had 1,800 job vacancies (Smith).  

 
Funded by foundation grants (including a sizable grant from the Allina Foundation), a job skills 

training program was established for Phillips residents and Allina/Abbott Northwestern and 

Children’s Hospitals committed to hire those who completed training. This program was 

remarkably successful: in its first year, 93 Phillips residents completed training, most of whom 

were subsequently hired by the two hospitals, and the crime rate in the Phillips Neighborhood 

dropped 20%. 

 
When I designed the Older Workers Program, I was working solely on intuition. I was armed 

with the background knowledge that many older women lacked marketable skills and that age 

bias was both an external (on the part of employers) and internal (through older women 

internalizing negative stereotypes about aging) barrier to older women going out on their own to 

gain new job skills and then find a job. I instinctively understood that a way to circumvent the age 

bias was to have a front-end guarantee to the older women that, if they gained the required job 

skills, they would be hired. Suddenly, I found out that this model had been done before, and done 

very successfully. 

 
However, the Phillips example at the same time highlighted two glaring differences between then 

and now. First, the Phillips project was developed and moved forward by very powerful 

individuals and organizations. It was not a heretofore unknown entity competing for grants; the 

funder was the Allina Foundation. Allina was a major employer in the Phillips Neighborhood, its 

CEO sat on the project Board, and the head of the Allina Foundation, Mike Christenson, was a 

founding father of the project.  
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Second, jobs were very plentiful and suitable job applicants scarce. Smith relates that in the late 

1990s Allina was using a temp agency and recruiting employees from North Dakota and as far 

away as the Philippines.  

 
In comparison, the “movers and shakers” propelling the Older Workers Program are me and a 

small nonprofit organization, only in existence three years. Add to this the Recession of 2007-

2009, with its massive layoffs and the current 5.6% unemployment rate in Minnesota (Hine and 

Isenberg). Most Minnesota employers are not hiring in significant numbers and there is a large 

job applicant pool of those who were laid off in the Recession and those who recently graduated 

from high school or college and cannot find their first jobs. 

 
The hard, cold facts faced in researching and writing this paper and in designing and striving to 

get beyond “concept” to “execution” of the Older Workers Program have caused me to 

compromise, or perhaps only to evolve, in some of my project/program design elements.   

 
• The Program will likely need continued subsidy for a number of years to come. My ideal was 

that a combination of corporate fees per trainee hired plus trainee course fees would realize 

program self-sufficiency shortly after the pilot phase. In fine-tuning the estimated long-term 

budget (see Chapter VII), an annual shortfall of just over $51,000 is projected. This is not an 

overwhelming amount. As Chapter VII points out, there are state government grants that 

could cover this amount. Other nonprofits that offer somewhat similar programs, like 

Goodwill Industries, rely on program subsidies after many decades of operation. Plus, once 

the Older Workers Program is established and proves successful, private foundations may be 

more likely to subsidize its continued operation. “Nothing succeeds like success!”  

Nevertheless, I would like the Program to be self-sufficient. Relying on outside funders 

subjects the Program to too much uncertainty. Analyzing the long-term budget, an eventual 

increase in number of Program participants could result in self-sufficiency through a 

combination of corporate partner fees and trainee course fees. An increase to 172 participants 

per year, if no new training courses have to be developed, would achieve self-sufficiency. 

Depending on how many new courses would have to be developed in any year (since annual 

program costs include the cost of new program development), the number of participants in a 

year to achieve self-sufficiency would be upwards from 172. As discussed in Chapter VII, the 

pilot project Steering Committee will be comprised of “movers and shakers,” whose 

responsibilities will include advice on ways to achieve self-sufficiency. 



 

84 

• Like the Phillips model, the Older Workers Program may have to start with placing its trained 

participants in entry-level jobs. My ideal was to honor the intelligence, knowledge, and 

competency of older women by training them for and placing them in challenging and well-

paid jobs. This was my ideological assault on age bias: getting old does not necessarily mean 

a person is less intelligent or less capable; people over age 65 are able to do intellectually 

demanding work. American and world society seems to accept this at a high level—

evidenced by my examples in Chapter VI of the U.S. Supreme Court, Hillary Clinton, Gandhi, 

Nelson Mandela, and Ted Kennedy. However, the Phillips example was instructive to me. 

The Phillips project initially trained participants for entry-level jobs, which were what the 

market demanded. The project then evolved to provide additional training for those placed in 

those entry-level positions, so that they could advance in responsibility and pay. The 

downside of this, as with much that involves older people, is that we don’t have a long time 

span to work with. Those who are age 65 may work 5 to 10 years more, perhaps, though 

rarely, 10 years more. Those who are 70 are even more limited.  

 

• My original project design was focused solely on older women. The acceptance of MVM, 

which serves both women and men, as the Older Workers Program’s parent organization 

required broadening the project focus to include older men. As discussed in Chapter VII, I 

believe the history of gender discrimination that caused older women to be significantly more 

financially stressed than men positions the project more sympathetically in funders’ eyes. 

However, I find that I am at peace with including older men. Data demonstrate that older men, 

while having a median annual income above that needed for basic necessities, are far from 

being economically “secure.” Minnesota’s older men’s median retirement income is $24,000, 

just $5,000 above that needed for a bare-bones living (Office on the Economic Status of 

Women 7). Just one major, unexpected expense, like a health emergency, could plunge them 

into financial crisis. 

 
I have also opened my mind to the possibility of other, fundamental project design changes. If 

MVM and I eventually conclude that today’s weak job market precludes finding a corporate 

partner that has numerous job vacancies suitable for older adults, the foundation of my model—

guaranteed jobs to circumvent age bias in hiring—may crumble. If this proves to be the harsh 

reality, an alternative project model might be to collaborate with a temporary employment agency 

to establish a division of the agency specifically to find temporary jobs for seniors, and to provide 

seniors with training tailored to the available temporary jobs.  
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A Few Personal Observations 
 
My work on this paper and on the nascent Older Workers Program has led to a surprising, and 

disturbing, awareness of how truly pervasive age bias is in American society. I was stunned at the 

casual explanation of a grant administrator that funding for the Older Workers Program would not 

be considered because younger adults were “more in need” and older people could “make do.” I 

exit from writing this paper with a strong belief that age bias is the true root of the problem of 

elder economic insecurity. I have found that our society clings to the notion of the sweet little 

grandmother (or grandfather) aging gracefully and quietly in the family home, with enough 

retirement income to have a comfortable, happy existence. It is unsettling and distasteful to 

society to envision the elderly as having to struggle to make a living, just as younger people do.  

 
On occasion, when I have spoken to others about this paper, I have encountered some hostility, 

especially on the part of men, to the notion that older women have been wronged by society 

through gender discrimination and defined gender roles. These objectors have argued that women 

are fortunate to have the choice of staying home to raise their children and that men suffer from 

the gender burden of having to work every day and bear the financial burden of supporting wives 

and children. There is some truth to what they say. Men, as well as women, suffer from rigid 

gender roles. Older women were indeed fortunate in many ways to be able to stay home with their 

children, and men suffered from that never-to-be-reclaimed, missed opportunity. It was not, and 

is not, my intention to portray older women solely as unfortunate victims of gender 

discrimination and to “whine” about women’s lot in life. My intention is simply to state the facts: 

today’s older women are likely to be poor because of past gender discrimination.  

 
It also is not my intention to pit generations against each other. I respect the younger generation. 

Though Chapter VI lists the positive traits of older workers, as reported by employers, I strove 

not to imply that younger workers are not desirable. As noted in Chapter VI’s discussion of 

stereotypes, generalizations should not be applied to an entire class of people. The point of my 

citing studies that conclude that older workers bring value to the workforce is to tear down 

preconceptions that older workers are undesirable.  
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What Does the Future Hold? 
 
I wait with baited breath to see where my Older Workers Project will be a year from now.  

It is a cause and a model I believe in, but making it a reality is an almost-overwhelming task. I 

have gained an immense admiration for individuals throughout history who have started with a 

simple idea and achieved great things simply by dint of believing in themselves and hard work.  

This week I have networking meetings with a leading state legislator, the Lieutenant Governor’s 

staff, and key staff of the Minnesota Department of Human Services. Wish me luck! 
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EPILOGUE 

 
WOMEN STILL CAN’T HAVE IT ALL 

 
 

In the Prologue we met Elaine, Mary, and Jane, three older women who adopted the gender roles 

and attitudes promoted by society in the 1960s and 1970s. They curtailed their higher education, 

did not plan for careers that would afford economic security later in life, and dropped out of the 

workforce to raise their children. 

 
In stark contrast is the story of a woman a few years younger, who made very different life-course 

decisions. Anne-Marie Slaughter (her real name, whereas the names in the Prologue are 

pseudonyms) is 54, slightly younger than the women in the Prologue. She was born in 1954, 

graduating from high school in 1972.  

 
The rigid gender roles of the 1960s and preceding decades were beginning to change in the 1970s. 

Women were burning their bras and taking the Pill. The influence of the “second wave of 

feminism” can be seen in the very different choices Anne-Marie made. She earned a J.D. from 

Harvard and a Ph.D. in International Relations from Oxford University in England. She waited 

until age 38 to have children, so that she could first be established in her career and not lose the 

advantage of “striking while the iron is hot” right out of graduate school.  

 
From 2002-2009, Anne-Marie was Dean of Princeton’s School of Public and International Affairs. 

In 2009, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton asked her to be Director of Policy Planning for the U.S. 

Department of State, a position no woman had held before. This was Anne-Marie’s dream job, 

the type of position she had been preparing for all her life. She accepted. Two years later, Ms. 

Slaughter resigned. She explained why in an article titled “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All,” 

in the July/August 2012 issue of the Atlantic Magazine (Slaughter). 

 
Anne-Marie left her dream job to take care of her children.  
 
Her two boys were 12 and 14 when she accepted Hillary’s offer. Up until then, she had no great 

difficulty juggling career and a young family. She was tenured at Princeton, and a dean—the 

“boss”—so in charge of her own schedule. Her husband, also a tenured Princeton professor with a 

relatively flexible schedule, was supportive and helped with parenting duties.  
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Once with the State Department, (a) she was commuting weekly from New Jersey to D.C., seeing 

her family only on weekends, and (b) she was no longer in control of her own schedule; she had a 

boss.  

 
In Anne-Marie’s own words: 
 

I still strongly believe that women can “have it all” (and that men can too). But not today, 

not with the way America’s economy and society are currently structured…. 

 
In short, the minute I found myself in a job that is typical for the vast majority of working 

women (and men), working long hours on someone else’s schedule, I could no longer be 

both the parent and the professional I wanted to be—at least not with a child experiencing 

a rocky adolescence. I realized what should have perhaps been obvious: having it all, at 

least for me, depended almost entirely on what type of job I had. The flip side is the 

harder truth: having it all was not possible in many types of jobs, including high 

government office—at least not for very long…. 

 
I owe my own freedoms and opportunities to the pioneering generation of women ahead 

of me—the women now in their 60s, 70s, and 80s who faced overt sexism of a kind I see 

only when watching Mad Men, and who knew that the only way to make it as a woman 

was to act exactly like a man. To admit to, much less act on, maternal longings would 

have been fatal to their careers. 

But precisely thanks to their progress, a different kind of conversation is now possible. It 

is time for women in leadership positions to recognize that although we are still blazing 

trails and breaking ceilings, many of us are also reinforcing a falsehood: that “having it 

all” is, more than anything, a function of personal determination. As Kerry Rubin and Lia 

Macko, the authors of Midlife Crisis at 30, their cri de coeur for Gen-X and Gen-Y 

women, put it: 

What we discovered in our research is that while the empowerment part of the 

equation has been loudly celebrated, there has been very little honest discussion 

among women of our age about the real barriers and flaws that still exist in the 

system despite the opportunities we inherited.... 

 
Millions of other working women face much more difficult life circumstances. Some are 

single mothers; many struggle to find any job; others support husbands who cannot find 
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jobs. Many cope with a work life in which good day care is either unavailable or very 

expensive; school schedules do not match work schedules; and schools themselves are 

failing to educate their children. Many of these women are worrying not about having it 

all, but rather about holding on to what they do have….  

 
What’s more, among those who have made it to the top, a balanced life still is more 

elusive for women than it is for men…. 

 
I do not believe fathers love their children any less than mothers do, but men do seem 

more likely to choose their job at a cost to their family, while women seem more likely to 

choose their family at a cost to their job…. 

 
Men are still socialized to believe that their primary family obligation is to be the 

breadwinner; women, to believe that their primary family obligation is to be the 

caregiver…. 

 
[I]t is clear which set of choices society values more today. Workers who put their 

careers first are typically rewarded; workers who choose their families are overlooked, 

disbelieved, or accused of unprofessionalism…. 

 
Many women of my generation have found themselves, in the prime of their careers, 

saying no to opportunities they once would have jumped at and hoping those chances 

come around again later. Many others who have decided to step back for a while, taking 

on consultant positions or part-time work that lets them spend more time with their 

children (or aging parents), are worrying about how long they can ‘stay out’ before they 

lose the competitive edge they worked so hard to acquire…. 

[W]omen should think about the climb to leadership not in terms of a straight upward 

slope, but as irregular stair steps, with periodic plateaus (and even dips) when they turn 

down promotions to remain in a job that works for their family situation; when they leave 

high-powered jobs and spend a year or two at home on a reduced schedule; or when they 

step off a conventional professional track to take a consulting position or project-based 

work for a number of years…. 

Peaking in your late 50s and early 60s rather than your late 40s and early 50s makes 

particular sense for women, who live longer than men…. 
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Slowing down the rate of promotions, taking time out periodically, pursuing an 

alternative path during crucial parenting or parent-care years—all have to become more 

visible and more noticeably accepted as a pause rather than an opt-out…. 

The pioneer generation of feminists walled off their personal lives from their professional 

personas to ensure that they could never be discriminated against for a lack of 

commitment to their work…. 

Today, however, women in power can and should change that environment, although 

change is not easy (1-6). 

What conclusion can we draw from comparing Anne-Marie’s story with the stories of Elaine, 

Mary, and Jane? Is it, “You haven’t come a long way, baby”?  I don’t think so. I think we have 

come a long way, baby. Many more young women today are pursuing Bachelor’s and Master’s 

degrees, and going on to challenging careers. However, from Anne-Marie’s story, and from my 

personal experience, there is a fundamental game change when a woman has children. As Anne-

Marie found, a mother’s focus is far more on child-raising than on her career, and more often than 

not, her career suffers as a result. 

Is this always a fatal blow to a woman’s career? No. She can resume her career when her children 

are grown. (Anne-Marie found out that teenagers still need heavy parental involvement.) 

However, this frequently means women passing up promotions that their male peers jump at and 

missing the peak earning years of one’s career.  

My message to today’s young women is, “Protect yourself.” Get a good education. Choose a 

challenging profession that pays decently. Do not deny yourself the wonder and joy of having 

children, and do not hesitate to put your career on the backburner while raising your children. 

They are, and should be, your first priority. 

But…protect yourself. Never totally drop out of the workforce. Nourish your professional 

networks. At some point in time, seek part-time or consultant work. Keep in the game! Do not 

assume that your husband will support you in your old age. Many of today’s older women rue 

making that mistake. 
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APPENDIX I 

 
TEXTS OF INTERVIEWS53 

 
 
Date:  May 11, 2012. 
Name/Code:  Andy/02. 
Age: 69.  
Gender:  M. 
City and Country: Saskatoon, SK, Canada. 
Marital Status: Married. 
Number and ages of children: Four, ages 42, 40, 37, 33.  
Educational Status: AA, BA, Diploma in Education. 
Occupation: Retired. Volunteer, writer, actor.  Past occupation: Executive Management. 
 
1. Have you experienced age discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe. 
 
There have been times in the last three to four years when I applied for job for which I was fully 

qualified, even over-qualified, but the application didn’t result in an interview. Who knows why? 

Other times, when I was called in for an interview, the interviews went well, but the employers 

decided to offer the job to somebody with a “longer career path”; i.e., perhaps the employer 

assumed a younger person would be likely to stay in the position longer than someone my age.  

 
In Canada, older workers are generally less expensive for an employer than younger workers for a 

number of reasons: 

 
• All working Canadians are required to contribute to the federal government-operated 

“Canada Pension Plan.” Canadians who have worked and contributed to the Canada Pension 

Plan receive a government pension (the Canada Pension) when they reach age 65. Employers 

are required to match, on a 1:1 basis, employee contributions to this pension. Employers are 

also required to match on a 1.2±:1.0 basis employee contributions to an employee’s 

unemployment insurance (a program operated by the federal government). When an 

employee reaches age 65, employers no longer have to contribute to the government pension 

nor to unemployment insurance. There is generally no employer contribution to private 

corporation pension plans for workers age 65+ because those workers are receiving the 

federal government Canada Pension (which can be drawn by persons at an earlier age, for a 

small percentage reduction in lifelong monthly benefits. 

                                                
53 The names of interviewees have been changed to protect interviewees’ identities. 
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• All Canadians, whether they have worked or not during their lives, receive a monthly “Old 

Age Security” payment from the federal government (similar to the U.S. Social Security 

benefit). This program is employer and employment neutral: i.e., it is paid regardless of work 

history. 

 
• Because many retired persons receive either or both the Canada Pension Plan benefits and the 

Old Age Security benefits, employers will incur lower costs for premiums and may well be 

able to negotiate a lower overall wage package.  

 
Mind you, employers in Canada, whether government or private sector, generally do not have to 

contribute to employee health insurance plans because of the universal health care system 

operated by all provincial governments and funded through income and sales tax revenues at both 

provincial and federal levels of government, although the Canadian system does not cover dental 

and eye care. Older workers may, at their option, join and contribute to employer health care 

insurance plans to supplement the general Medicare plans. 

 
I’ve volunteered for many causes, and been asked to volunteer for many more, and age has never 

been a factor in this volunteer world.  In many ways, older persons seem to have more 

opportunities to volunteer than younger ones…perhaps because our schedules are more open and 

more flexible. 

 
The biggest age discrimination in Canada used to be a statutory requirement that all government 

employees (federal and provincial) retire at age 65.  This mandatory retirement age was regarded 

as unconstitutional, as contrary to the constitutionally-entrenched “Charter of Fundamental Rights 

and Freedoms”, and was repealed on the federal level over three years ago, and on the provincial 

level in Saskatchewan and a number of other provinces three years ago. A few provinces still 

have a mandatory age 65 retirement age for provincial government employees, but that will 

disappear very quickly.  

 
The problem is, this mandatory government retirement age, even though largely no longer in 

effect, institutionalized the concept, the working culture, that workers should retire at age 65. 

Retirement at age 65 has thus become traditional in Canada’s corporate world, and still is 

required by many businesses and corporations. As a result, it is rare that Canadians over age 65 

remain in the workforce.  
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The combination of advanced age and gender makes finding work opportunities more difficult, 

but perhaps not in the way one would initially think. Many employers hire older women to work 

in retail and service jobs more often than older men.  This may be because the job availability is 

in relatively low paying, traditional female jobs like retail clerks, or it may be that men will not 

apply for these jobs. Because many more of these categories of jobs are available than are others, 

older women tend to have more opportunities to find employment.  I suspect older men may have 

the advantage over older women for higher level, professional jobs, but have no proof of that.  

 
In general, older persons are not even considered for jobs that require high levels of technical 

competency, especially when those jobs are in computer-based fields. I know that this is a false 

assumption by employers because my wife, who is 70, teaches computer skills to seniors, and has 

developed and delivers this program citywide with a mobile computer lab. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Date:  May 14, 2012. 
Name/Code:  Connie/04. 
Age: 68. 
Gender: F. 
City and Country: Saskatoon, SK, Canada. 
Marital Status: Married. 
Number and ages of children: Four, ages 46, 44, 39, 37 
Educational Status: High school and a year of business college. 
Occupation: Secretary. 
 
1. Have you experienced age discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe.  
 
Yes. I’ve felt I haven’t been considered for some advancements because of my age, especially the 

last few years before retirement. It was as if they wanted to get rid of me. Five months before I 

retired they hired my replacement—just brought her in without even telling me beforehand, so for 

my last five months I had nothing to do. I don’t think they were necessarily pushing me out the 

door; they just didn’t care how I felt.  

 
Also, I was at the top of my wage grid, so the last two years I worked I was “red circled,” which 

means my pay was frozen and I didn’t receive annual raises. The problem is, my pension was 

based on my salary during the last few years of work, so freezing my pay effectively lowered my 

pension.  
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After retirement, I applied for a part-time secretarial job and was not hired, even though I was 

very well-qualified. I think it might have been age discrimination, but you never really know. 

What was ironic is that the job was at an old folks’ home. 

 
2. Have you experienced sex discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe.  
 
No, not really. I always knew my place. I rose to the top of where I was. It was my lack of 

education that kept me in the secretarial field.  

 
3. What early-life choices (1960s and 1970s) did you make about education and careers, 

why did you make these particular choices, and how have these choices affected your 
career and economic status today?  

 
I grew up in an age and a household and a religion (Catholic) where women’s roles were well-

defined. The greatest thing a woman could do was emotionally support her husband and raise a 

family. Because of this upbringing a lot of choices I felt were not something I wanted to make. 

Right after high school I went into nursing and lasted only six months because I felt it wasn’t the 

right thing for me. That is a decision I’ve regretted all of my life. My life today would be a lot 

different if I had a nursing degree.  

 
I was very sheltered and naïve as a young woman. That wasn’t my parents’ fault. It was the era. 
 
About eight years ago I went to confession—to a priest that I and my family have known since I 

was a child. This priest actually said to me, “What happened to you? You could have been 

anything you wanted to be. Why didn’t you?” I thought,  “You’re a man of God. I’ve spent my 

life raising four good children and supporting my husband and you’re saying my life doesn’t 

count for anything. How dare you!” This is the same Church that prohibited birth control, and 

now the priests question my not having a successful career outside the home. 

 
I stayed home most of the time when my first two children were babies, but not with the third and 

fourth.  I took the responsibility of working to support my family financially. At one time I 

thought about going back into nursing—this was at a time when my children were very young 

and my husband and I were temporarily separated. But back then there weren’t the support 

systems for single parents that there are now. Now in Canada single moms can get forgivable 

loans for their education. It’s a way to break the cycle of poverty. That wasn’t available then. So I 

couldn’t afford to go back to school. At the time I had no extended family in the area to help me 

with the children. 
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I did decide to go to university a few years after I had graduated from high school, but then I got 

engaged. I was going to get married, so what was the sense of my going to college? I went to 

business school for a year and got a secretarial job so I could help support my husband and family. 

 
Another early-life decision that defined my life and my economic status was having four children. 

If I had had two children, life would have been easier. I love all my children, and they have 

grown into wonderful adults, but having four children was definitely an economic strain and 

limited my options for pursuing further education.  The Church was against birth control, and I 

tried to follow their directives.  

 
4. If you have had a successful career, how did you overcome the workforce disadvantages 

of women of your generation?  
 
You overcome disadvantages in some ways by working as hard as you can to make yourself 

valuable. My biggest disadvantage was the lack of education. I worked in the hospital system and 

so many people had college degrees, so I was never as good as them. So you try really hard and 

talk their language. You pay attention to the business end and see how you fit in. You take 

advantage of whatever upgrading you can do. For example, I heard my office was hiring a lawyer 

so I took night classes as a legal secretary so I would be poised to be his secretary if he needed 

one. As it turned out, he brought his secretary with him. 

 
The last few years I quit fighting for it because I knew I wasn’t going to get anything at that age 

anyway. I did have a friend in management who shared with me what was going on at the upper 

management level. It was rewarding to me to know on the thought processes behind the decisions.  

 
All said and done, my life is good now. My children are wonderful adults and give me much 

happiness. I’m proud of the job I did raising them. My husband and I are happy and content and 

we enjoy what we have. Most of my married life has been very insecure economically. My son, 

who is now very successful, recently surprised us with the gift of paying off our mortgage. That 

was totally life changing for me. For the first time I feel a sense of security. It was a wonderful 

gift from a loving son. 
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Date:  May 25, 2012.  
Name/Code: Dolores/08. 
Age: 66. 
Gender: F. 
City and Country: I live in a retirement community in Florida. Our community is actually the 
fastest growing city in the U.S. Right now there are 78,000 people 55 and older who live here. It’s 
a golf community, but they do a million things here. The University of Florida is doing a study of 
our community because of the exceptional longevity here. People are so active here. They do 
pickle ball, biking, running, golf. I like it here, but I miss Massachusetts. This community is a 
melting pot of people, but it is predominantly Republican. I’m an extreme liberal and have a very 
hard time with that. But I’m more active here than I would be in Massachusetts. We golf, bike, do 
water aerobics. It’s a great community life if you can get past some of the other stuff. 
Marital Status: Married My husband is 69.  
Number and ages of children: Together my husband and I have six children. I have four 
biological children, ages 50, 48, 42, and 41, and two step-children, ages 47 and 42. When my 
husband and I married 36 years ago, he had custody of his two children from a prior marriage and 
I had custody of my four children from my two prior marriages.  
Educational Status: Degree as a Registered Nurse. 
Occupation: Retired RN. 
 
1. Have you experienced age discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe.  
 
I don’t think so. Towards the end of my career I was director of a nonprofit program training 

young families in building parenting skills. So I worked with a population much younger than I. 

As I got older I could tell my supervisors wanted a younger person in my position. I had worked 

on that program 12 years and I think they wanted new ideas. I remember telling my friends that 

my employers wanted me to move on and retire, although they never said anything explicitly. 

 
I had gotten a lot of funding for this parenting program and had worked countless hours of unpaid 

overtime. Towards the end of my time there an award was given for an outstanding staff 

member—to a younger person. I was surprised. 

 

2. Have you experienced sex discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe.  

 
Not that I remember in my nursing career. I remember applying for a factory job when I was 18. 

You had to be 18 to work. I remember walking through this factory to apply. It was scary. I 

remember this great big fellow interviewing me, who was so scary, and he asked me when I had 

my last period. I was devastated. I was a teen mom. He did not want to hire me if he thought I 

was pregnant.  
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I eventually got a job at a carpet factory. There were a lot of chemicals involved. I often 

wondered what those chemicals did to me. I was pregnant and my son was born with a reading 

disability. I wondered…. But I had no problem getting that job. 

 
When JFK was shot I worked in a warehouse very near and could hear the ambulances. 
 
 
3. What early-life choices (1960s and 1970s) did you make about education and careers, 

why did you make these particular choices, and how have these choices affected your 
career and economic status today?  

 
I was only 16 when I had my first child. I came from an upper middle class family, which is 

probably not the stereotype today of a teen mom. When the school found out I was pregnant, I 

had to gather my books and leave. I still remember my mom and me walking out of the school. I 

finished high school at home. My mom worked with me on my classes. I could go to school after 

hours when the other kids were gone and take tests there if the teachers were willing. I basically 

graduated from high school by correspondence.  

 
I was supposed to go to Pepperdine University in California to study art. You could never do that 

with a baby. In those days you got married. You didn’t live with your parents. My mom wanted 

me to get married immediately, so I did. That was a joke. The father of my child didn’t want to 

get married. He was younger than I was. We never really lived together, but I had another child 

with him.  

 
My mom sent me to business school. I didn’t get a degree, but learned how to do keypunching for 

computers. Computers were going to be the big thing. Then I worked in an office.  

 
I’m corresponding now with my best friend from high school who’s dying from cancer. We’re 

reminiscing. My family pretended I had run off to get married. That was my mom’s idea to save 

face. But people knew. My friend says I wasn’t doing anything the rest of the girls weren’t doing; 

I just got “caught.”  We had no birth control in those days. 

 
I remember being in my kitchen and someone told me to drink turpentine and that would make 

the pregnancy go away. I was only 16. I drank the turpentine. I didn’t want the baby to go away, I 

was just terrified to tell my mother. 

 
We did marry. We went to Mexico to get married. We were just kids, driving to Mexico. He was 

younger than I. We pretended to run away. We tried to be together. When I got pregnant again, he 
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left. He was never involved after that. 

 
Then I went to business school and got certified to work with computers. Computers were going 

to be the big thing. I did office work for years. I met my second husband and had two little girls 

with him. We moved with him to Massachusetts. We then divorced, so I was a single mom with 

four little children. 

 
In Massachusetts they had such wonderful programs for moms. I was accepted into a program 

called WIN. I forget what WIN stands for, but it was a program to help single mothers go back to 

school so they could get good jobs.  I remember going to classes with other women like myself. 

We were getting welfare to live. I was able to pass all the requirements to get into college. So I 

went back to college to be a nurse. I really wanted to be a teacher, but I realized that would take 

four years and I didn’t have time. I needed to support my family.  

 
The quickest way to get good money was a two-year nursing degree. I passed all my boards and 

became an RN. Most girls got their RN and then went to the University of Massachusetts for a 

Bachelor’s in nursing. But I had four children and didn’t have the money. I never went back. And 

I was making good money. By this time I was married to my present husband, who had a good 

job and wonderful benefits. My oldest child was 14 when we married. 

 
I think that today when a young girl gets pregnant she can remain in school. What a wonderful 

thing! When I became pregnant I didn’t have that opportunity. It changed the whole course of my 

life. College was never discussed after that even though my family was well off and could pay for 

it. I wasn't allowed to go to college. That decision to be “promiscuous” changed the whole course 

of my life.  

 
When I ended up in Massachusetts they really wanted women to be trained to get back in the 

workforce. I had no self-esteem at that point. I remember living in an apartment. I didn’t have a 

phone. I used the phone of a VISTA volunteer who lived above me. He said, “[Dolores], I want 

you to go to school.” I said I couldn’t do that. He said, “Yes, you can.” So I called WIN and made 

an appointment and got into their program.  

 
I had to walk to my RN classes; I didn’t have a car. My oldest child, who was a baby herself, took 

care of the younger children and I went to college at night. We moved to a better apartment and I 

started hitchhiking to school. My little girl would walk the younger kids to daycare and I would 

hitchhike. The year I got my nursing degree, 1975, was the year I married my present husband. 
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4. If you have had a successful career, how did you overcome the workforce disadvantages 
of women of your generation?  

 
Through education. By becoming employable. Because my mother made me go to business 

school. I couldn’t go to a college. Maybe they didn’t have junior colleges back in those days. 

There was never a thought of my getting a two-year degree. I don’t know. All that I had available 

to me was this business school. I was a keypunch operator, but I made good money for a woman 

and for someone with no education. I had a skill. My mom thought I would be around a nicer 

group of people if I were educated vs. working in a factory.  

 
When I went to Massachusetts, the General Electric plant was in my town. I could have gotten a 

job at GE as a keypunch operator if I had just tried a little harder. But I got involved in WIN and 

went to school to become a nurse to make more money. Friends I knew who went to GE ended up 

making as much money as I did as a nurse and they had huge benefits, pensions etc. vs. what I 

had as a nurse. I didn’t go to GE because I wouldn’t make as much money but in the end those 

women who worked as keypunch operators for GE ended up with a better benefit package. I have 

no pension. Just a small 401(k) I contributed to.  

 
 

 
 
 
Date:  May 18, 2012. 
Name/Code: Joan/ 06. 
Age: 69. 
City and Country: Sunnyvale, California. 
Marital Status: Divorced. 
Number and ages of children: None. 
Educational Status: B.A. in Liberal Arts. 
Occupation: I have had my own business as a Geriatric Information and Referral Consultant for 
the last 21 years, but am pretty much retired now. I was a Pan Am stewardess for five years right 
after college. After I married, I tried a few insignificant jobs like being a Realtor. As the result of 
my divorce, I realized that I needed an occupation that would allow me to be self -
supporting.  Fortunately, I was offered the opportunity to become a Nursing Home 
Administrator—a career I remained in for 12 years. I wasn’t qualified to be a Nursing Home 
Administrator, but I really needed a job, so I took the state exam and passed by one question. I 
was supposed to do an internship, but I lied about this to get my first Nursing Home 
Administrator job, which I held for two years. Then for the next 10 years I worked for a nursing 
home owner whom I knew. After that I became self-employed as a geriatric referral/ placement 
consultant, which I have done successfully for the past 21 years. 
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1. Have you experienced age discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe. 
  
Not that I know of. I’ve been self-employed since I was 48, so of course there was no age 

discrimination by an employer. And in my consultant work of advising families who are making 

geriatric care decisions for their loved ones, being older is, if anything, an advantage. Also, the 

vast majority of my consulting is done by phone. I’m a voice on the phone. People don’t know 

my age. I could work as long as I want, but frankly, I’m tired of working. The idea of retirement 

was terrifying, so I’ve been easing myself into it, doing it over a period of a couple of years. 

  
As for age bias outside of the workplace…age factors into everything. I’m not in on what 

younger people are talking about. I don’t have their frame of reference. I don’t have the same 

interests as younger people. I’ve found that generally I can’t be close friends with anyone more 

than 10 years younger than I. This is on their part, not on mine. I’ve learned that I’m only fooling 

myself when I think younger people are my friends. They may be pleasant to me, but they don’t 

consider me a real “friend.” I can’t blame them. This is the same way I feel about an 85 or 90-

year-old. I’ll be nice to them but we’re never going to be close personal friends. There’s always 

an inequality. 

  
My mother, who died five years ago, moved to California and lived near me in a nursing home 

her last ten years.  At one point she mentioned that it was nice to have a good friend here in 

California. I asked, “Who is that?” not realizing she was referring to me. This is how younger 

people view older people. 

  
When I was 55, I took up speed skating, and actually became quite good. At age 62 I won a 

national gold medal. I loved speed skating…the sport itself and the camaraderie. But I was so 

much older and slower than the other skaters, even though I was the fastest in my age group. It 

was an awkward situation. That’s why I left the speed skating club last year after 10 fun years in 

the sport. I left when I heard myself complaining about all those young kids who were skating so 

“dangerously”. 

  
2. Have you experienced sex discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe.  
  
Talk about gender awareness! Pan Am. The airhead stews. I saw my gender as an advantage 

because so little was expected of me. It was easy to exceed expectations. “The girl can speak!” 

People think that, for a woman, I’ve done well professionally and financially. For a man, I would 
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have only done “okay.” 

  
In my 12 years as a Nursing Home Administrator I believe I was paid less than I should have 

been because of my gender. I was running three nursing homes and should have been paid more. 

It’s hard to tell for sure if this was gender discrimination or the owner of the homes taking 

advantage of our friendship. The way I finally dealt with this was to quit and go into business for 

myself. 

  
Geriatrics is a female-dominated field where being a woman is a plus. Men have a hard time in 

the profession of geriatrics. I like to think it’s because a woman shows more of her heart. A 

geriatric professional really needs empathy and compassion. Looking at it as pure business just 

doesn’t work. 

  
3. What early-life choices (1960s and 1970s) did you make about education and careers, 

why did you make these particular choices, and how have these choices affected your 
career and economic status today? 

  
I was born in 1943. Growing up in the ‘40s meant that my view of the working world was formed 

by that of the World War II/Depression generation. 

  
As a young woman, I was told that I needed a college education because “companies are now 

interviewing the wives.” I needed to be well-educated so my future husband could succeed in his 

career. I saw being a wife as my future occupation. That put my education goals more in the 

“entertainment” category. 

  
My degree is in Liberal Arts. Liberal Arts was considered by me, my family, and society as a 

perfectly fine degree for a young lady. I didn’t need to go anywhere career-wise with my degree, 

I only needed to be an educated person, because that would make me an asset to my future 

family. Being married was a woman’s occupation. 

  
If I had had children, the next couple of decades of my life would have given me a new 

occupation: motherhood. Things changed by the decade of the ‘90s. By then, the pressure on 

women was to do it all—career, mother, supportive to your husband. 

  
For me, in the 1960s and 1970s just getting married was my job. I saw the marriage proposal as a 

job interview. Things trick your brain. You don’t even realize what’s at stake. Friends ask me 

why I married whom I did. My answer is, “Because he asked me.” 
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I remember the day WW II ended. I was the last generation who had that view of women. I went 

to college to find a husband. It didn’t matter what I studied. My brother was directed toward a 

profession because he was going to support a family. Considering the times, my parents were 

liberal because they wanted me to have an education. Women of my generation became a 

secretary, a nurse or a teacher. Whatever you did was just a fill-in until marriage. I used Pan Am 

as my fill-in. 

  
If I had it to do over again, I would go into architecture. I don’t remember being asked what I 

wanted to do. It wasn’t part of the discussion. My goal was not to flunk out, but I managed to 

miss my goal. I had the distinction of being on academic and social probation at the same time. 

My dad had a talk with the dean of women and got me back in. At one point in my college years, 

my dad made the mistake of saying I could have my mother’s car if I made the dean’s list. I got 

very close and scared dad to death. 

  
When I got married I quit Pan Am, but I did continue to work—in real estate and in an office job. 

I didn’t make enough to live on, but that didn’t matter because I wasn’t the breadwinner. 

Unfortunately, my husband turned out not to be the breadwinner either. 

  
Women who get divorced early can be the lucky ones. It’s the women who stay in bad 

relationships too long I feel sorry for. I got divorced young enough to build a career and make a 

good living. 

  
Being single and childless has been a financial boon. For the last 35 years I’ve had total control of 

my income. I didn’t have to pay for college for children. I didn’t and don’t have to support 

children. Lots of friends who are facing retirement are still supporting their adult children. It’s 

today’s sad economy. 

  
I see marriage at my age to be a real financial liability, as the other person will often need care. I 

have no kids, I’m comfortable financially, and I’m in great health.  For the first time in my life I 

might even be considered a “catch.” 

  
4. If you have had a successful career, how did you overcome the workforce disadvantages 

of women of your generation? 
  
The role model of my dad, who was a successful businessman, helped me with how to manage 

and invest my money wisely. Dad grew up in the Depression, so he passed on conservatism to 

me. Dad said, “It’s not what you make, it’s what you keep. Always live beneath your means.” 
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When I had great years, I didn’t buy a new house or car, but I saved for my retirement. 

  
The tremendous 1940s thinking advantage I had was that I always knew you do not ever ask for a 

handout.  That is what made my business successful, as there simply were no other options but 

for me to succeed. 

  
In my particular field, being a woman is an advantage. Ninety percent of those who call me for 

help are women. I can relate to them and they’re comfortable with me. We often end up building 

a close bond for the duration of their facility search. 

  
However, geriatrics is a difficult field to make a living in. You really have to find the right 

combination of business factors to make a good living. Because it is a female-dominated field, 

geriatrics in general pays very low, so I had to figure out a way to get paid well. My solution was 

for nursing home and residential care facilities to pay me for my referral services. I would never 

have made a decent living had I used the model of being paid by seniors or their families. 

  
  

 
 
 
Date:  May 24, 2012  
Name/Code: Laura/07 
Age: 65 
City and Country: Minneapolis 
Marital Status: Divorced 
Number and ages of children: Two: 33 and 36 
Educational Status: Master in Counseling Psychology, an “all but thesis” Master in 
Developmental Psychology, and enough reading remediation courses to equal a third Master’s. 
Occupation: Retired high school counselor and elementary school teacher specializing in reading 
and math remediation. Currently teaching ESL to non-English-speaking children and adults. 
 
 
1. Have you experienced age discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe.  
 
One of the best examples happened when I was an elementary school remedial reading and math 

teacher, and the primary gifted and talented teacher.  In all my years, this was my niche.  I was 

perfectly suited for the job since I worked with the entire spectrum of children and their families.  

It was about seven years before the “Rule of Ninety” would qualify my retirement date.   

 
My principal, who knew me well and was highly complimentary, respectful of the work I did 

with our learners, nonetheless kidded me, saying I was working for nothing, why didn’t I retire?  I 
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had one of the highest salaries in the district because of my years as a teacher and my huge 

amount of coursework beyond this.  I did not yet realize that I was now on a district “short list” of 

highest paid teachers. This would be the setting from which I would be involuntarily placed back 

into high school guidance counseling. 

 
Two years into the work I loved so much, having just left counseling because of the 1,000 

students assigned to me, I was now going to be trained to be the middle school remedial reading 

teacher. I was perfectly suited for this work.  The assistant principal, a woman, suddenly said I 

wasn’t doing the training. I came to her office and asked why.  She hemmed and hawed. I said, 

“It’s because you’re hiring a young man, isn’t it?”  She could see my point and my determination. 

“You need to put me back in there.  This training is for two people,” I said.  She did put me back 

into the training. 

 
I was one of two organizers of a large lawsuit by teachers against our school board for a policy 

called “realignment.” It meant that a teacher with multiple licenses could be involuntarily placed 

into any one of their licensure areas. Every teacher in the lawsuit was older, and well-educated.  

A number of teachers resigned because of the rough time we were given by the school board over 

this involuntary placement. We didn’t prevail in the lawsuit, and I was subsequently involuntarily 

realigned to counseling.   

 
As earlier alluded to, I was forced to go back into counseling, which I had only recently exited to 

teach reading. I had exited a job where we faced 1,000 students per counselor case load.  Some of 

us worked exceptionally hard as counselors, doing both the counting of credits and the actual 

work counselors were educated to do.  Health issues and the desire to teach reading made me 

leave guidance counseling. 

 
The realignment was a very discouraging time for me and for the other 400 older teachers who 

were involuntarily moved to new sites.  We were well thought of in our communities and parents 

fought hard to keep us.  Some parents helped finance the lawsuit. 

 
There was a process to find which counseling position I would take. On the day I was given my 

new counseling position, a young man, who had been a teacher but had been laid off, saw me in 

the hallway and yelled, “Why don’t you just leave? You’re too old. You shouldn’t be in the 

school system.” I was only 53 or 54 at this point. He was angry at me because he thought I should 

leave the system and give him a chance at my job. It was a terrible day for me, already. I believe 

he wouldn’t have done that had I been a man of any age. 
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The most glaring thing after that was when I finally got back to teaching, having left counseling 

for the second time in my career. I was 59 and didn’t realize this would be my last year of 

teaching. The class I received had never “walked” to the bus. They had always run screaming and 

yelling to the bus at dismissal time. The two kindergarten teachers at my school had both 

considered early retirement because of the nature of this group of children. They were both 

competent, exceptional teachers. I was given no heads-up about how difficult this group would be. 

Within the first three months I did have them walking to the bus. My colleagues were proud of 

me, happy that these children could learn new behaviors. 

 
Because of the underfunding of special education, 11 of my 29 learners were very clearly in need 

of special education services. There were no services, no support. Further, because special 

education is so underfunded, no child received support until third grade. Toward the end of the 

year I remember turning to the wall and looking at the 20 pencils that had, like so many days 

before, been cracked in half by one of my special needs kids. I thought, “How can I make it 

through the year?”  

 
The little boy who had broken the pencils had severe OCD. He had just thrown enough chairs that 

my entire classroom and I had had to make an emergency exit from the room. On this same day, I 

was walking my students to their art class. An intensely disturbed little boy, as difficult as any in 

the classroom, jumped on the child with OCD. He had his legs wrapped around him, and with one 

hand was scratching his face. The hallway was packed with first graders going to their various 

resource specialists. There was no time to deliberate.   

 
If the child with OCD had begun to defend himself, many little children could have been hurt. I 

pulled the little boy off and set him down in an alcove of the crowded hallway. I said, “You wait 

here, I’ll be back.” I took the rest of the children to art. My heart still pounding, I came back to 

take him to the office so that his family could be called to come and get him. There was a pre- 

arranged agreement that this would be the consequence. This little boy had a history of pinching, 

biting, and hitting the other children.  

 
The week before this incident, because of the difficulties in the classroom that I was facing, I had 

talked to my principal about retiring.  

 
The day after my sending the little boy home, my principal walked in and told me I was on 

administrative leave, that I was under investigation for maltreatment of this child. There had been 
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a mother in the hallway that day who reported me as being rough on this little boy.  At least three 

teachers and five parents had seen what had happened when I took the little boy off of his 

classmate. The parent who reported me had a history of reporting teachers for negligible issues. 

  
For all of these reasons, our staff was behind me. They knew I hadn’t done anything wrong, and 

wrote a beautiful letter in support of me. This letter is what finally exonerated me of any 

wrongdoing in my disciplinary hearing. I think the other reason I was exonerated is that in the 

hearing they said, “You’re retiring soon, isn’t that so?” I said, “Yes, I am.”  

 
I believe the hearing was precipitated by my principal. Our district was in serious financial 

trouble. All of us felt that she was getting pressure from higher up to do something to help the 

district’s financial situation. The higher cost of senior teachers, especially with as many credits as 

I had, may have been what caused this truly horrible outcome. 

 
I had been nominated for teacher of the year twice by parents of children in my classrooms over 

my 33 years of service. This felt like someone whom I loved very much had suddenly, and 

violently died. Posttraumatic stress resulted. It is six years later and I still feel a sense of great loss. 

 
2. Have you experienced sex discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe.  
 
In the beginning of my career, when I was hired as a young teacher, I became pregnant. It wasn’t 

planned. My principal was furious with me. “You promised me that you would give me five 

years,” he snarled. It was a very rough third year, the year I was to be granted my tenure, or not, 

depending upon my performance. My job was saved because I had the assistant superintendent of 

schools intervene.  He had recruited me originally. I had gotten pregnant and had spoken out 

against the reading series we were buying. The teachers on the advisory team were also very 

much opposed to this adoption. I was the only one from the advisory team who dared to speak up 

about it. As a result of my speaking out and because I had angered my principal at the beginning 

of the year for getting pregnant, my tenure was almost denied. Principals routinely bullied young 

female teachers at the elementary level. My age, my gender, and my choice in profession were 

not working very well. 

 
3. What early-life choices (1960s and 1970s) did you make about education and careers, 

why did you make these particular choices, and how have these choices affected your 
career and economic status today?  

 
When I was growing up I heard many times from my parents that being a teacher would allow me 
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to be home with my children on holidays and during summer break. At the same time, thankfully, 

I also heard from them that it was important for a woman to have an education. There was only 

one education they thought I should get, however. I would be a teacher. I had been in all gifted 

and talented classes through my entire school career. My high grades and college entrance score, 

proved that there were many things I could have done. I had heard only one thing during my 

growing up years. “Be a teacher,” my parents said. 

 
Just before we moved from the West Coast to Minneapolis, I came running home because we had 

been taught about Pratt School for the Arts. I wanted to be in commercial art. This seemed like 

the place for me. I was ecstatic. My mother and uncle were home, packing for my family’s move 

to Minneapolis. “The Pratt School for the Arts is in New York and it’s exactly the school I want 

to go to,” I told them. Both my mother and uncle said, “We don’t see you with the kind of 

temperament for doing that sort of thing. You’re going to make a great teacher.”  Typical of those 

times, I had received sexist and seriously flawed advice. 

 
I still remember in my early teaching internships thinking, “This is too repetitive. Not creative 

enough. There’s too much of a mean spirit in here. I’m not suited for this.” But I did it anyway. I 

was an exceptional teacher and I’m proud of the contributions I’ve made to a lot of families and 

children. My work in marriage and family therapy and developmental psychology allowed me to 

work with families at a depth left untouched in most other classrooms.  Still, the cost to me 

personally is difficult to think about. 

 
I was married at age 23 to one of only three men I had ever dated. We waited to have our children. 

I was 30 and 33 when they were born. I stayed home on “mobilitiy leave” for 6 years, getting 

trained as a developmental psych and high school counselor, staying home with the children, and 

going to school while my husband built his business. We worked together in his business and 

worked together building a home.  We weathered the many storms of both of our careers, together. 

 
We divorced when I was 58. My husband kept his very successful business and got our beautiful 

home and I got my teacher’s pay and pension. The way the mediator presented our assets was that 

I was making x amount of dollars with my pension. We didn’t know the worth of the business or 

the worth of the house, stated the mediator; therefore, I had stronger assets. The decision to leave 

the marriage was mine and I felt so guilty about leaving that I didn’t have the heart to build a 

better financial case for myself.  

 
We were further set up by the mediator when he told us that the attorneys we would go to  have 
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the mediation examined for fairness, would try to conjure reasons to object, to pad their own fees.  

So, we had a built-in distrust of the attorneys who advised us. My attorney pointed out a number 

of details of our proposed financial agreement that were unfair to me, but I didn’t trust him 

because of the advice from our mediator. A bigger factor was my deep sadness and guilt over 

leaving the marriage. I didn’t have the ambition to pursue a more fair settlement. 

 
We always paid into my pension as if I were working fulltime, even for the six years I stayed 

home.  That meant that those six years didn’t reduce my pension. Thank heavens. My husband 

pushed this. I didn’t have enough savvy about money and our financial future to see the need for 

this. He knew that every dollar we put in would be matched by the school system, my employer. 

It was an investment for our future, especially since we didn’t know if his business would prosper.  

I was clueless about why we paid in to my pension fund! 

 
I was raised in a typical home of the 1950’s. Our family life was dominated by my dad. Sitting in 

a rowboat in my 20s, baffled about how to sit or row, is a vivid memory. Raised by lakes, my 

sister and I were never taught to drive the motorboat, the pontoon, or row a boat. That was left for 

my brother and my dad. I do remember my dad’s face as he watched me struggle to row the boat.  

He looked anguished, and he mouthed, “I’m sorry,” to me. 

 
When my possible careers were analyzed in graduate school, I was found to be very well suited 

for, among other careers, a career in commercial art.  I had been an advertising artist during 

college for the Minnesota Daily.  I interviewed prospective advertisers and when I got their 

account, I worked with them to design their advertisements.  But just as my high grades and 

college entrance score didn’t inform me, neither did my aptitude, happiness and success working 

for the Minnesota Daily.  

 
Sexism has the same inaccurate, merciless outcome for men.  My brother would say that my dad 

and mother, on a fairly regular basis, told him that he would never be the breadwinner he should 

be. My brother and I both have an intellectual side that isn’t like either of our parents. My dad 

simply never understood why my brother wasn’t like him.  He undermined my brother’s 

confidence in a deep and lasting way.  My brother, like me, developed a highly successful 

business, a business unsuited for him.  He too was very good at his work, advising companies 

about legal and personnel issues.  He always told me that he wanted to be a minister.  He is very 

eloquent and persuasive.  He too swam upstream all his life in his career. 
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4. If you have had a successful career, how did you overcome the workforce disadvantages 

of women of your generation?  
 
I did have a successful career. Going back to school after the births of my children raised my 

sense of confidence in myself and my consciousness about what was happening in American 

schools. For one thing, I could now see the discrimination against the entire field of teaching 

because it was dominated by women. Before, I had experienced the bullying as my problem due 

to my flaws as a human being. What right did I have to screw up and get pregnant, for example? 

This advanced education gave me the knowledge and the interpersonal skills to become a leader.  

My professors brought people to my classroom from all over the world to observe our classroom.  

That gave me a recognition I never would have received had I not become an academic person.  

 
In the 1970s our district redesigned our schools, based on educational philosophies. Parents could 

choose the philosophy that best matched their own family values. I chose a philosophy that 

allowed for my creativity and nurtured my intellect. We had wait lists for our classrooms. As 

teachers, we were no longer anonymous and manipulated. The parents were involved and would 

have intervened had the bullying that we had experienced in earlier times, continued.  

 
Since elementary teachers were still submissive to administration, it helped immensely to have a 

progressive group of parents who would help us grow in our trust of the system. Parents worked 

shoulder to shoulder with us. Few administrators had ever worked with us in this way. Unions 

had been our only protection. Now, parents were there to support wholesome learning 

environments. These were years of great accomplishment for the students, for their families and 

for all of us teachers lucky enough to be in that setting. 

 
My gratitude in my early years largely goes to my union. If it had not been for the teachers union, 

the friend who spoke out about the asbestos in our building, and who was ignored by our 

administrators, would have been fired when she finally called OSHA. My speaking out against 

the reading program that we were adopting would have resulted in my being fired too.   

 
But the leadership in my last years was tragically close to the school board. Unions do need to 

stop protecting bad teachers. We should be teachers because our learners make reasonable gains.  

 
The realignment happened because the union was weakened. The bullying came back full force 

too. That I left teaching at 59 years old reflects the weakness of our union starting in the late 90’s 

and continuing forward to 2007 when I retired. My pension is lower. I continue to work because I 
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love to teach but also because of the cost of living. I will work until getting there on my walker is 

too difficult. A friend, just said to me last night, “The people we meet traveling are teachers.  

They have excellent pensions.”  “That’s just the reality!” she said, when I tried to modify her 

statement. 

 
This is the final “reality.” When will we learn enough about African Americans, the achievement 

gap, women’s rights, men’s rights, the very serious plight of Indian people in our own state?  

When will we finally stop being mad at teachers for getting decent pensions?  The people to aim 

our anger at are the people who take away the dignity of a decent pension. 

 
 

 
 
 
Date:  May 17, 2012 
Name/Code: Margaret/ 05 
Age: 70 
Residence: Upper Peninsula of Michigan 
Marital Status: Widowed 
Number and ages of children: Two: 46, 47 
Educational Status: I went to college for a year-and-a-half. 
Occupation: When I left college I came back home, home being a small town in the Upper 
Peninsula of Michigan, and was a waitress. I met my husband, who was in the Air Force and 
stationed nearby, when I was 22, and married him when I was 23. I haven’t worked outside the 
home since my marriage.  
 
1. Have you experienced age discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe.  
 
I haven’t been in the workplace or been job-hunting since I was young, so haven’t been in a 

position to experience any workplace age discrimination. 

 
In general, in a small town like mine, there’s not age discrimination. They expect you just to keep 

going and going, no matter what your age. Especially if you volunteer, you’re expected to keep 

on going until you drop. Also, I’m in an area where everybody pretty much knows everybody else, 

so there’s no age discrimination. 

 
2. Have you experienced sex discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 

process, and, if so, describe.  
 
The only place I’ve felt uncomfortable because of my gender is the typical situation of a woman 

going in to make a big purchase, like buying a car. Or having a car repaired. In these situations I 
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certainly feel the effect of being a woman and of being easily taken advantage of.  

 
3. What early-life choices (1960s and 1970s) did you make about education and careers, 

why did you make these particular choices, and how have these choices affected your 
career and economic status today?  

 
I guess the one thing is our family just didn’t have the money for college. On top of that I didn’t 

have the confidence I could actually do it. I did go away to college for a year-and-a-half, but 

really had no parental guidance about going to college or what I should take in college. Basically, 

we just didn’t have the money for college. Dad did pay for my first year of college. Then I 

switched to another college where I could save money by staying with an aunt and uncle. But 

after half a year there, my family’s money ran out, so I had to drop out and go home. This was 

just at the start of student loans being available, but I definitely wasn’t comfortable getting a 

student loan.  

 
I didn’t have the confidence to think I could be a good enough student to succeed in college. I’m 

smart in some ways, but some things always held me back. For example, I was never a very good 

speller. That was always an embarrassment to me. I was afraid my college professors would 

realize I was a poor speller.  

 
Back in those days, at least at the college I went to, girls took shorthand as a college course. My 

spelling troubles made shorthand really difficult for me. Some gals—those who were good 

spellers—flew through the course. Not me. With shorthand you had to be able to hear those 

different sounds to get them right. In contrast, I was great at typing. My words-per-minute score 

was really high. But I thought I couldn’t be a secretary because I couldn’t spell. Looking back, 

the problem might have been that I was in a wave of children who weren’t taught spelling with 

the phonetic method. I’ve met others who weren’t taught phonetically and they also had lifelong 

troubles with spelling. 

 
My older brother finished college. He paid for it partly with the GI bill, and partly by taking 

periodic breaks to work as a sailor to get enough money to go back.  

 
It never occurred to me when I was younger that I should plan so that I could be financially 

independent. You got married and your husband worked and you took care of the kids.  

 
My husband got his Bachelor’s degree when he was in his mid-fifties. He was in the military, so 

he had the GI bill. When he was in his forties and fifties he started using the GI bill to take 
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various college courses. He kept taking courses because the GI bill paid for it. Finally one of his 

professors said, “Why don’t you just get a degree? You’ve got almost all the credits you need.” 

So he did.   

 
I should have done something like that. Gone back to school myself when the kids were a little 

older and got my college degree.  

 
If I had it to do over again I would be more interested in realizing I needed something for a career 

and to be able to work. Not necessarily going back to college, but I would love to have studied 

something like horticulture. I would have done well working in a greenhouse or in floral 

arranging.  

 
Coming from a small town, it was the norm to get married pretty young. By the time I was 23, I 

was thinking it was time for me to get married and have kids. Getting on 23, my god, you’d better 

find yourself a guy and get married!  

 
Careers for women back then were teaching or nursing. Not a broad range of going into other 

careers, like business or that type of thing. Women usually got the safe degree. I think about my 

cousin. She became a teacher and did really well.  

 
I was at the tail end where it was still the norm to get married. To be honest with you, when I got 

married, it would have been hard to be working.  I had two babies within fifteen months of each 

other and my husband was deployed for a year or so to Vietnam when they were toddlers. It was 

pretty stressful at times. When he went to Vietnam I moved back home and lived with my mother. 

She was divorced at the time, and lived alone. She cooked lunches at the local school and was 

making a pittance, so my sharing expenses with her helped both of us out. We kind of supported 

each other. I didn’t have much money because my husband had been married before and paid 

child support for two children from his first marriage. 

 
Mom had a big old coal furnace that sorely needed replacing, but she couldn’t afford a new one. 

When I moved back, she took out a loan and was able to buy a new oil-burning furnace, because I 

was able to pay all the other household expenses. That’s how the two of us made ends meet.  

 
My husband was 15 years older than I. By the time he was in his early fifties, we were doing 

pretty well financially. Then he got early-onset Alzheimer’s. He had to retire from his job. Even 

after he retired we were okay financially, but eventually, I had to put him in a nursing home and 
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that was really hard financially. It was a veterans’ home. Even though he had been in the military 

27 years and had seen active duty in three wars—WW II, Korea and Vietnam—the military didn’t 

pay for the nursing home because he didn’t have a military disability. We had to pay ourselves for 

the nursing home and the veterans’ home was pretty brutal in making us pay. It drained us 

financially.  

 
If my husband were still living, we would be drawing a pretty good pension. As it is, I struggle to 

make ends meet. I wouldn’t be able to afford to live in the larger city we had lived for 25 years or 

so. By the time my husband died my children were adults, so I was able to move back home. 

Back home with my mom again, back to my small hometown. 

 
I never had a lot of confidence, so that didn’t help me either. Because of my lack of confidence, I 

probably wouldn’t have been able to get a decent job anyways. I’m sure I would have had to go 

out and find some type of work if I had stayed in the larger city where we lived. It’s been easier in 

my small hometown. I wouldn’t even mind going in and doing some work as a waitress again, but 

there are not a lot of job opportunities in a small town in the UP. That’s for sure.  

 
 

 
 

Date:  May 11, 2012.  
Name/Code:  Patricia/ 01. 
Age: 68. 
Gender:  F. 
City and Country: Henderson, NV, USA. 
Marital Status:  Divorced. 
Number and ages of children: One, age 50. 
Educational Status: High School. 
Occupation: Artist and Art Instructor. 
 
 
1. Have you experienced age discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 
process, and, if so, describe.  
 
Yes. When I moved to Las Vegas at age 53, I applied for branch manager with a real estate firm. I 

had 20 years experience in real estate—both as a branch manager and in sales. The owner of the 

real estate firm, who was a 26-year-old man, hired a 26-year-old man who wasn’t as qualified, 

who had only three years experience and who was married with children. (I was not married and 

my child was grown and living elsewhere.) I found out later that the owner wanted a man as head 

of the office instead of woman. I was given the job of sales manager, which was a low-paying job 
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in comparison to branch manager. I was probably the same age as the owner’s mother. This was 

probably a combination of age and sex discrimination. Who knows? Hard to prove, either way. 

 
I haven’t experienced age discrimination since that time. I’m now an artist and art instructor, so 

am not really out there competing in the workplace and job market. 

 
2. Have you experienced sex discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 
       process, and, if so, describe.  
 
When I was 21, I was hired as a Pan Am stewardess. At the time, airlines had strict weight 

standards. I was a “skinny minny,” 5’8” tall and weighing 130 lbs. Nevertheless, by Pan Am’s 

weight and height charts, 130 lbs. was the top weight I was allowed. Pan Am also required that all 

stewardesses wear long-line panty girdles, so we wouldn’t “jiggle.” We flew a lot of flights to the 

Orient, and the Oriental male culture didn’t approve of “jiggling.” During my initial six-month 

probation period, when one could be fired without cause, I gained three lbs. and was fired. 

 
This was in Los Angeles. I then moved to San Francisco and got a job as a secretary with IBM. 

At that time, IBM promoted only those with college degrees. Here I was, with a high school 

degree and straight from being a Pan Am stewardess. By hard work and determination I became 

an IBM Systems Engineer. It was a rarity for women to be in a technical field at IBM. IBM back 

in those days had a dress code of white shirts and grey suits. (Based on their professionals being 

male.) Being straight from life as a stewardess flying around the world, I showed up at work in 

mini skirts and purple suede shoes. I was quite the spectacle. 

 
The field of real estate seemed not as biased against women as other occupations, perhaps 

because so many women work in real estate. However, one of the acts of gender discrimination I 

remember actually came from a female boss I had when I was a branch manager in real estate. I 

had taken my branch from seventeenth to fourth in sales ratings. Yet my boss didn’t reward me or 

acknowledge me for this. Instead, she fired me because I had little patience with listening to her 

boring and meaningless conversations and I didn’t join a “girls group” she had organized. I didn’t 

become part of her “girls’ sorority.” This woman made my life miserable. A number of years later 

I ran into her and talked about this. She had no realization that she had treated me this way. 

 
3. What early-life choices (1960s and 1970s) did you make about education and careers, 

why did you make these particular choices, and how have these choices affected your 
careers and economic status today?  

 
When I was 17 and a high school senior, I became pregnant. I had to quit school, although I did 
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manage to finish my high school degree. College wasn’t really on my radar screen anyway. My 

father had made it clear to me that he wouldn’t consider sending me for further education because 

women get married and have children and their husbands support them. In his view, college for 

women was a waste of money. That all became moot, anyway, when I got pregnant.  I married 

my baby’s father and my husband went off to another city to college, leaving me to live with my 

baby in the basement of his parents’ house. (My father had thrown me out of my home when I 

became pregnant.) My mother-in-law and father-in-law didn’t like me because they were rich and 

I was from the wrong side of town. My mother-in-law convinced me to agree to a divorce and to 

leave my baby. She arranged for the divorce, hired the attorney, and took custody of my child. 

She said it was better than my being a welfare mom, because that would be what would happen to 

me.  

 
I then became a Pan Am stewardess. 
 
4. If you have had a successful career, how did you overcome the workforce 
      disadvantages of women of your generation?  
 
I always felt inferior because I didn’t have a college degree. In a way, this may have helped me, 

because it caused me to always keep learning and taking courses on a variety of subjects. I’m still 

learning and taking courses at age 68.  

 
I was successful with IBM, despite gender politics. I was a successful real estate agent. I left real 

estate and reinvented myself about five years ago and have become a successful artist and art 

instructor. 

 
How did I overcome the workforce disadvantages of women of my generation? By working hard, 

putting in long hours, always striving to be better. I was a workaholic. I made myself be 

constantly learning. I had no other choice than to succeed on my own. I couldn’t depend on my 

parents in any form. That’s one of the reasons I left Canada: I received no support at home. I 

think this was for many reasons. My parents were having marital problems. Money was always 

an issue—my dad gambled. My mom didn’t really like us children. She told me she didn’t like 

her grandchild—my child.  

 
When I was a young woman I didn’t plan for the eventuality of ever being alone because my 

mindset, like that of most young women of my generation, was get married and your man will 

take care of you. In reality, I’ve found in my relationships with men that they didn’t “take care of 

things.” The significant men in my life, including my two ex-husbands, didn’t take care of me. 



 

125 

But when I grew up the belief was that they would. My dad said, “You’ll get married, have kids, 

and be taken care of. Girls don’t need an education.” 

 
 

 
 
Date:  May 15, 2012. 
Name/Code:  Ray/03. 
Age: 57. 
Gender: M. 
City and Country: Bloomington, MN.  
Marital Status:  Married. 
Number and ages of children: Two: 26 and 29. 
Education: Bachelors in Business Administration and Information Systems. 
Occupation: Technology Sales. 
 
1. Have you experienced age discrimination either in the workplace or in the hiring 
      process, and, if so, describe.  
 
I’ve been in my current job in technology sales about a year now. This job is the first time I have 

felt limited by my age. I see it in the people they promote and invest in. My employer is definitely 

looking for the “GQ” profile for management positions: younger, better looking, and thinner than 

I. 

 
My role is to sell to big enterprise clients. Experience is valued in that role, so my age is 

something of an asset rather than a hindrance. But I have no illusions that my employer has an 

upward career path envisioned for me. I’m not going to be a rising star. 

 
This makes me approach work differently than in the past. In my prior positions I allowed myself 

to be too vested in my work. Now I view my job purely opportunistically. I’m there solely for the 

money. I guess that makes me kind of a whore, doesn’t it? 

 
My wife is seven years younger than I. She will probably retire at 59. I’ll be 66 then, so that will 

be a good time for me to retire too. Until then, I’m all about the money. 

 
My prior company went out of business a few years ago. I was a senior executive, suddenly thrust 

into the job market when I was in my fifties. Luckily the demographics of my industry—

technology—are such that, even though we’re older, our skill sets are still in demand. One reason 

for that is that for some time technology jobs were outsourced to India, so people here didn’t gain 

the skills and experience. Now that technology jobs are shifting back to the U.S., there’s a 

shortage of skilled, experienced workers. Also, in what I do—management and sales—it’s still all 
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about people, so you don’t really become obsolete so quickly. 

 
Did I experience age discrimination when I was looking for a job a few years ago? Well, after the 

first few interviews I colored my hair. My hair is naturally white. It mattered. When I had white 

hair I got no calls back for a second interview. After I colored my hair I got calls back for second 

interviews. 

 
I’ve accepted the fact that my age means I won’t be promoted. In the past I’ve always been the 

person the firm wanted to groom for the next role. No longer. All that’s changed is my age. 
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APPENDIX II 
 

MATURE VOICES MINNESOTA 
OLDER WORKERS JOB TRAINING & PLACEMENT PROGRAM 

SURVEY OF SENIORS 
 
 
Income from paid employment is often crucial to the economic security of seniors, whether they 
be 55, 65, 75, or older. Yet lack of marketable skills and age bias are in many cases significant 
barriers to older workers getting jobs. Mature Voices Minnesota (MVM) is designing a pilot 
project to train Twin Cities’ seniors in job skills that are known to be in-demand by specific 
employers and then to make sure our trained seniors get jobs with those employers. 
 
If our two-year pilot project proves successful, we intend to expand it to all of Minnesota, and to 
develop a model that other states can use. MVM is determined to help seniors be independent and 
economically secure through jobs. 
 
Your completion of the following questionnaire will provide valuable information to guide us in 
designing our Older Workers’ program.  
 
Demographic Information: 
 
Age: 
 
55-60 ____ 
60-65 ____  
65-70 ____ 
70-75 ____ 
75-80 ____ 
80+ ____ 
 
City of Residence: ________________________________________________ 
 
County of Residence: ________________________________________________ 
 
Gender:   M____  F____ 
 
Marital Status: 
 
Married    ____ 
Single, never been married ____ 
Single, living with a partner ____ 
Widowed   ____ 
Divorced/Separated  ____ 
 
 
Estimated household annual income (from all sources, including investments, social security, 
pensions, etc.): 
 
Less than $15,000  ____ 
$15,000-less than $30,000 ____ 
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$30,000 to less than $40,000 ____ 
$40,000 to less than $50,000 ____ 
$50,000 to less than $60,000 ____ 
$60,000 or more  ____ 
 
Estimated monthly expenses: $_____________ 
 
Educational Level: 
 
Less than high school diploma    ____ 
High school graduate     ____ 
Some college or technical training beyond high school ____ 
College graduate     ____ 
Post-graduate or professional degree   ____ 
 
Employment Status: 
 
Self-employed: 
  
Full-time  ____ 
Part-time  ____ 
 
Employed: 
 
Full-time  ____ 
Part-time  ____ 
 
Not employed: 
 
Unemployed, looking for work     ____ 
Unemployed, not looking for work    ____ 
Retired        ____ 
Unable to work due to disability     ____ 
Other, such as homemaker or family caregiver (please specify) __________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Ethnicity:  
 
Hispanic or Latino    ____ 
Not Hispanic or Latino    ____ 
   
Race (Select one or more): 
 
American Indian or Alaska Native  ____ 
Asian      ____ 
Black or African-American   ____ 
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander ____ 
White      ____  
Other (please specify)    _______________________________________ 
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Job Skills: 
 
Briefly describe the types of work experience you have. (e.g., accountant, retail clerk, social 
worker, etc.)____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
What are your transferrable job skills?  
 
Plan and arrange events      ____ 
Clerical        ____ 
Conduct meetings      ____ 
Oral presentations      ____ 
Issue research       ____ 
Writing briefing/background papers/reports   ____ 
Training       ____ 
Customer service      ____ 
Financial management      ____ 
Recordkeeping       ____ 
Sign Language       ____ 
Fluency in foreign languages (specify which languages)  __________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Managerial skills      ____   
Social skills (effectively working with others)   ____ 
Equipment/machinery (please specify)    __________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Other technical skills (please specify)    __________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Scientific aptitude      ____ 
Other (please specify)      __________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Computer Literacy: 
 
Are you comfortable using a computer?  Yes____ No____    
 
Which of these software programs are you comfortable using? 
  
 MS Office      ____ 
 PowerPoint      ____ 
 Excel       ____ 
 Quickbooks      ____ 
 Other (Please specify.)     __________________________ 
 
 
Would you be interested in additional computer training?  Yes____ No____ 
If so, what? ____________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Employment Requirements and Preferences: 
 
Do you feel economically secure? Yes____   No____ 
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If not, how much additional annual earned (i.e. wages/salary) income would give you economic 
security? $_______________ 
 
Do you prefer full-time  ____ or part-time  ____ work?  
 
Would you accept full-time work?  Yes____  No ____ 
 
 Would you accept part-time work?  Yes____   No____ 
 
What are your preferences for work schedule? (Rate in order of preference and note any that 
are not acceptable at all. 1=most preferred. 5=least preferred) 
 
Days, during the week  ____ 
Nights, during the week  ____ 
Weekend days   ____ 
Weekend nights   ____  
Other (please specify)  ___________________________________________________ 
 
What are your preferences for work location? (Rate in order of preference and note any that 
are not acceptable at all.  1=most preferred; 5=least preferred.) 
 
Anywhere within Twin Cities metropolitan area.  ____ 
Near a bus or light rail line.    ____ 
Within _______miles of my home. (Please specify.) ____ 
From my home. (If there is a specific reason for wanting to work from home, like a disability or 
caregiving responsibilities, please explain.)  __________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Other. (Please specify.)___________________________________________________________ 
 
What type of work would you prefer? (If it doesn’t matter, say that.)______________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
What type of work would you not consider? (It will help us if you can explain what elements 
of this type of work make it unacceptable to you.) _____________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What are barriers to your finding work?  __________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Have you experienced age discrimination—either in the workplace or in the job search/hiring 
process? (If so, it will help us if you give a brief description of what happened.)    
Yes____  No____ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Financial Literacy: 
 
Mature Voices hopes to include some financial education courses in our older workers job 
training, to help older Minnesotans manage their money wisely. The following questions are 
designed to assess what type of financial education would be helpful to you. 
 
In which of the following financial topics would you like further education? 
 
Management of Investments, including withdrawal of retirement investments ____ 
General money management        ____ 
Social Security         ____ 
Medicare         ____ 
Affordable housing options       ____ 
Long-term care financing       ____ 
Refinancing mortgages        ____ 
Reverse mortgages        ____ 
Finances of divorce        ____ 
Other (please specify) __________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 


