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Notes: Population is all persons with superannuation in the accumulation phase. See Technical Notes for a definition of accumulation phase.

Source: ABS Survey of Employment Arrangements, Retirement and Superannuation Data Cube, Cat No. 6361.0.55.002.

Notes: Population is all persons with superannuation in the accumulation phase. See Technical Notes for a definition of accumulation phase.

Source: ABS Survey of Employment Arrangements, Retirement and Superannuation Data Cube, Cat No. 6361.0.55.002.

Figure 22 - Total superannuation balances by age group and gender, 2000

Figure 23 - Total superannuation balances by age group and gender, 2007

Even though women’s super balances are on the rise, they are 
still not coming close to that of men.
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As we have seen, there are notable gaps between men and 
women in terms of their employment and earnings. This can 
mean significant differences between the incomes of men 
and women over their lifetime, so we now turn to compare 
prospective incomes of men and women calculated over their 
40 year working life (25 to 64 years). This period was chosen 

as it is considered to be the period of life when the bulk of 
individuals finish schooling and begin to work. The lifetime 
income estimates are synthetic estimates based on the current 
schedule of age-specific average annual gross income from 
wages and salaries (see Technical Notes at the end of the 
report for more detail).

Average annual income
We begin with a snapshot of average annual gross income 
from wages and salaries. Figure 24 shows that men earn 
more than women do across all age groups. In the age group 
of 25 to 34 years, an average woman earns $37,000 annually, 
or about 72 per cent of an average man’s in the same age 
group ($51,000). The income gaps are wider at the older age 
spectrum, with women’s income staying at only around 60 per 
cent of men’s.

The presence of children is highly influential in determining 
men’s and women’s annual earnings, as shown in Figure 25. 
Of the four categories considered, men with children have the 
highest gross annual income across all ages.

In contrast, women with children have the lowest average 
annual income. Men aged 25 to 34 years who have children 
earn nearly $55,000 on average, more than twice the annual 
income of their female peers, and this gap remains throughout 
the working life. 

Among those without children, men tend to earn more 
than women in the early phase of their working life, but 
then women tend to outperform men at the later stage of 
their working life, but only slightly. Income gaps for men 
and women without children are not as large as those 
with children. As the presence of children has important 
implications for gender gaps in income, we take account of  
this fact in the calculation of lifetime earnings.

5. Gaps in expected lifetime earnings
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Figure 24 - Average annual income of working men and women aged 25 to 64 years, 2006
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Source: NATSEM calculations from HILDA, Wave 6 unit record data.

Figure 25 - Average annual income of working men and women with and without children, 2006
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Lifetime earnings
Building on the age-specific pattern of income shown above, 
we present lifetime earnings of men and women broken 
down by selected major characteristics. Overall, if the current 
patterns of age specific earnings prevail into the future, a 
25-year-old man would earn a total of $2.4 million over the 
next 40 years, whereas the prospective earnings of a 25-year-
old woman is only around $1.5 million (results not shown). 
Figure 26 compares the lifetime earnings of a 25-year-old man 
and woman over the 40 years of their working life.  

It shows that if they have children, the lifetime earnings over 
the working life for a man would be double that for a woman 
($2.5 million compared to $1.3 million). But, if they spent their 
remaining lives childless, men and women would earn nearly 
the same amount over their working life. 

Among men, those with children would earn nearly half a 
million, or about 23 per cent, more than men without children 
over their working life. In contrast, women without children 
would earn over half a million more (43 per cent), than those 
with children over their working life.
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Notes: Earnings are in 2006 dollars. For a detailed explanation of the calculation of lifetime earnings see Technical Notes. 

Source: NATSEM calculations from HILDA, Wave 6 unit record data.

Figure 26 - Lifetime earnings over the working life of men and women age 25 years by presence of children, 2006
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While it is true that the higher the educational achievement, 
the better the prospect of lifetime earnings, this is 
compromised by gender and children. In general, the gender 
gap in prospective lifetime earnings is pervasive across all 
educational groups, and more pronounced among individuals 
with children (Figure 27). At the top of the earnings ladder 
are men with a bachelor degree or higher education who 
have children, whereas at the bottom are women with an 
educational attainment of Year 12 or lower and have children.  

The gender gaps are again much wider across educational 
classes where there are children. For example, at age 25, men 
with a bachelor degree or higher education who have children 
would earn more than $3 million over their working life, nearly 
double the amount expected by women in the same category. 
If they do not have children but have a bachelor or higher 
degree, men would earn only 20 per cent more than women 
($2.8 million vs. $2.3 million). 
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Source: NATSEM calculations from HILDA, Wave 6 unit record data.

Figure 27 - Lifetime earnings over the working life of men and women at age 25 years by presence of children and educational 
attainment, 2006 

The previous finding that lifetime earning is higher for men 
than women in general is not the case for single, childless 
individuals, with both men and women in this category 
potentially earning nearly the same amount ($1.9 million) over 

their working life as shown in Figure 29. And for partnered men 
and women without children, the gap is not as large as those 
with children - $2.2 million compared with $1.9 million.
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1. AMP.NATSEM Income and Wealth Report No. 18, (2007), “Honey, I calculated the kids………it’s $537,000”.

Figure 28 - Lifetime earnings over the working life of men and women at age 25 years by presence of children and partnership, 
2006

But, as expected, the gender gap in lifetime earnings is wider 
between men and women with children. In particular, the 
gap is very wide among couples with children; with potential 
earnings of partnered men with children being almost double 
that of the earnings of women with children. Among singles, 
earnings of men would be about one and a half times the 
earnings of women. 

It may appear that educated men with children are the big 
winners when it comes to lifetime earnings, however these 
men also have to share their earnings between a family, and 
with estimated costs of raising children at over $500,0001 
their standard of living is potentially lower than single 
childless men and women. Regardless of women’s level of 
education, relationship and child status, they will still earn less 
than men over their lifetime, and in some circumstances this 
disparity is huge.

Partnered men with children can expect to earn around  
$2.5 million over their lifetime, where as partnered and  
unpartnered women with children will only earn around  
$1.3 million.
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Conclusions
The social changes experienced by Australian women over the 
past decades have been profound. As a result of these changes, 
women are now engaged more in the paid workforce, are 
better educated, are becoming mothers later in life and having 
fewer babies, and yet are still taking on the lion’s share of the 
housework and child rearing. 

Women have gained substantial ground in areas of education, 
employment, income and wealth, however, this report provides 
strong evidence that there is still much ground to be made up. 
Large gaps exist between women and men in both paid and 
unpaid work, and areas of wealth, income and superannuation. 

Women report a much greater sense of being rushed and 
pressured for time than do men, with women in the capital 
cities experiencing this sense of pressure the most. Working 
women with children are labouring away for more total hours 
each week in paid and unpaid work than working men with 
children, and on the whole, Australian women are more likely 
to be working two or more jobs than Australian men. 

The wage gap results gave us hope that we are seeing an end 
to the gender wage gap, as Gen Y women are almost on par 
with Gen Y men yet the risk remains that as these women 
progress through their careers and life choices they will still 
experience the same dilemmas and “glass ceilings” currently 
faced by their Baby Boomer mothers. 

Only a handful of Australian women hold esteemed, high 
ranking positions in top Australian companies, even though 
similar proportions of men and women hold post-school 
qualifications and a higher proportion of women have 
bachelor or postgraduate degrees. Yet, Gen Y women can see 
some progress to inspire them with women recently reaching 
some of the most prominent positions within Australian 
society recently, including Julia Gillard and Quentin Bryce. 

On the wealth front, women seem to be comfortable if they 
are partnered, however, given the increased likelihood of 
divorce, women should not become accustomed to such 
standards of living, as research has shown that the “good life” 
does not continue after separation (see AMP.NATSEM Income 
and Wealth Report No.10).

In retirement, when it comes to disposable income, large  
gaps exist between men and women and it is unlikely that 
these gaps will completely close as the generations of today 
reach retirement, as shown from their super balances.  
These gaps come about as a consequence of existing wage 
and employment gaps, and are increased with time spent 
out of the labour force to have and care for children, or gain 
a qualification. The projected lifetime earnings reflect these 
conditions that are placed upon women, with partnered and 
un-partnered women with children earning only around half 
as much over their lifetime as partnered men with children - 
$1.3 and $2.5 million respectively.

And if women want to have babies, well, at least a fifth of 
them can expect to face some type of difficulty with working 
conditions or career opportunities due to their pregnancy.  
What is more, there are slim pickings for financial support 
after the birth, and if they need to care for their children while 
still working, a lot of them will have to do so in unpaid time. 

It now seems that the quest for a woman to participate in the 
paid workforce equally has really become the quest to add this 
role to all the “work” women have always done before and still 
end up with less money than men do.

So the answer to the question raised in the introduction of 
this report - “Have women gained equal standing?” - would 
be “no, not yet” and are unlikely to while they are faced with 
the current circumstances when they try to balance career 
and baby. Australian women have come far but at the price of 
doing more.
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Technical notes and definitions
ABS data
Much of the data used in this report is sourced from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. We have used data from ABS 
Data Cubes, publications and Confidentialised Unit Record 
Data. Please refer to “source” at the bottom of individual tables 
and figures, in order to determine what data source has been 
used.

Accumulation phase
A person accumulates superannuation balances over a 
period of time in order to support their future retirement. 
Accounts accumulate from a mix of personal and employer 
contributions, and investment earnings. Accounts are 
considered to accumulate even if contributions are not 
currently being made to them, or if there are negative 
investment returns. For some people, it is possible to 
accumulate benefits, as well as to draw on superannuation, 
at the same point in time. Definition is sourced from ABS 
Employment Arrangements, Retirement and Superannuation, 
Australia, ABS Cat No. 6361.0.

Australian Standard Classification of 
Occupations
The Australian Standard Classification of Occupations (ASCO, 
2nd edition, 2007), is used by HILDA in order to classify 
occupations of persons. We have used the broadest occupation 
group available in this classification - the major (1-digit) ASCO 
group. Occupations are classified, based on the level of skill. 
Skill levels are determined by the level of formal education 
and/or training and previous experience usually required for 
entry to the occupation. For example, major groups 1 and 
2 (managers and administrators and professionals) would 
normally have a level of skill commensurate with a bachelor 
degree or higher qualification or at least five years relevant 
experience in addition to the formal qualification. Definition 
is sourced from ABS Australian Standard Classification of 
Occupations, second edition, ABS Cat No. 1220.0.

HILDA data 
This paper uses unit record data from the Household, Income 
and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey. The 
HILDA Project was initiated and is funded by the Australian 
Government Department of Families, Housing, Community 
Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) and is managed 
by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social 

Research (MIAESR). The findings and views reported in this 
paper, however, are those of the author and should not be 
attributed to either FaHCSIA or the MIAESR. 

Adjusted wage gap
We have adopted the standard methodology used to examine 
the gender wage gap based on the earnings regressions 
developed by Mincer (1974). Using semi-logarithmic wage 
equations, we estimate the earnings equation for each gender 
in 2006 as:

where  is the natural log of the wage for individual , is 
an intercept term,  is a vector of regressors capturing the 
individual characteristics expected to impact on wages, and 

 is a residual term. Explanatory variables used to estimate 
earnings include age, marital status, number of children 
ever had, highest educational attainment, tenure in current 
occupation, tenure with current employer, years in paid 
work, type of work schedule, industry and occupation of 
employment, number of employees at place of employment, 
whether a member of a union, sector of employment, 
employment contract type, and area of residence (capital city 
or balance of state). 

Persons who provided care
Care is provided by any person in Australia aged 15 years or 
over who:

	� had their own child(ren) aged under 15 years living with 
them, or who:

	� looked after their own child(ren) aged under 15 years who 
do not usually live with them,

	� looked after a child other than their own child aged under 
15 years of age,

	� helped or supported a frail aged person in day-to-day 
activities,

	� helped or supported any person aged 15 years or over with 
a short or long term sickness, injury or condition with  
day-to-day activities where this care was not done as part 
of paid or voluntary work.

It is possible for a carer to provide care to more than one 
person. It is also possible for more than one person in a 
household to provide care to the same person. Definition is 
sourced from ABS Employment Arrangements, Retirement and 
Superannuation, Australia, ABS Cat No. 6361.0.
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Net worth
Net worth is defined as the difference between assets and 
liabilities. It is defined on a household basis (including 
children’s assets) and includes the value of accounts held with 
financial institutions, owner-occupied dwelling, other property, 
trusts, shares, superannuation, debentures and bonds, own 
incorporated business (net), contents of dwelling, vehicles and 
other assets less liabilities such as the principal outstanding on 
loans and amounts owing on credit cards.

The Generations 

Generation Born Age in 2009

Generation Z 1992-2009 0-17

Generation Y 1976-1991 18-33

Generation X 1961-1975 34-48

Baby Boomers 1946-1960 49-63

Builders 1906-1945 64+

Calculation of lifetime earnings over the 
working life (25 to 64 years) 
Lifetime earnings in this report are synthetic estimates derived 
by summing up the age-specific average annual earning 
from wages and salaries for people aged 25 to 64 years. The 
resulting total suggests what individuals could expect to earn, 
on average, in 2006 dollars, during a 40-year working life. 
We assumed that the period of life between 25 and 64 years 
best represents the working life, although some people start 
working before 25 years, or stop working after or before 65 
years. The data is derived from the Household, Income and 
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey Wave 6 (2006). 
In view of possible small sample sizes, annual income was 
calculated for 10-year age groups. Only those men and women 
who reported non-zero income from wages and salaries are 
included in the analysis. They represented 73 per cent of the 
population aged 25 to 64 years. 
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