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Excerpts

Numerous countries either have or have had until recently a lower pensionable age for women than for men. Why did legislators in these countries (the overwhelming majority of whom were men) decide to make this difference? It has been suggested that it may be related to the tendency for men to marry somewhat younger women and for them to wish to retire about the same time. Another possible explanation is that the age for women is lower to compensate for the double burden they have borne, by going out to work and also doing most of the work in the home.

A lower pensionable age for women constitutes formal discrimination against men. The difference, where it still exists, is now widely questioned. That women do bear a double burden is undeniably true, but whether this affects their ability to remain in employment until the same age as men is far from evident. Indeed their higher life expectancy might even suggest the opposite. A consensus is tending to emerge in favour of a common pensionable age, as already exists in Canada, France, Germany, Japan, the United States and many other countries. However, what that age should be is often the subject of heated debate. Many women are understandably reluctant to see their pensionable age increase or to receive reduced pensions at the existing pensionable age. On the other hand, if the age for men were to be reduced, the cost would be enormous. This would in any case be inadvisable, since the projected rise in the ratio of pensioners to workers suggests that pensionable age should rise rather than fall.

Many countries which are increasing pensionable age have introduced an element of flexibility that allows workers to continue drawing their pension from the previous pensionable age, subject to an actuarial reduction. Generally speaking, women have opposed proposals to increase their pensionable age and/or to reduce the benefits granted at the existing pensionable age. However, some women workers may stand to gain, if the increase means that they can stay longer than before in employment and build up bigger pension entitlements. For women who have taken time out of the labour force to raise a family, this may be a real advantage, assuming of course that they do wish to carry on working and that they are actually obliged to retire at the standard pensionable age. To be regarded as equitable, increases in pensionable age usually have to be introduced gradually. For example, a formula commonly suggested in Central and Eastern European countries has been to raise the age each year by three months — thereby phasing in a five-year increase over a 20-year period. This is necessary, not only to give the working population time to adjust to quite a profound change, but also to allow time for the labour market to adjust: a more rapid increase could lead to significantly higher unemployment.

