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Preparing for an adequate retirement is more of a challenge for women than it is for 
men. Women are more likely to live alone, tend to live longer than men, and are at 
greater risk of outliving some sources of retirement income, making it more difficult 
for women to meet their retirement needs. This fact sheet highlights major economic 
and demographic challenges that impact women’s retirement security. 

1. Women need to prepare for more 
years in retirement and are more 
likely to spend years living alone. A 
65-year-old woman can expect to live 
2 years longer than a 65-year-old man 
(21 more years compared to 19 years).1 
In 2011, more than 60 percent of 
individuals aged 80 and older were 
women.2 Because women live longer, 
they are more likely to be single and 
depend on one income at older ages: in 
2012, only 45 percent of women aged 
65 and older were married compared to 
75 percent of men.3 

2. Women earn less. In 2012, full-time 
working women aged 55 and older 
had median earnings that were 
76 percent of older men’s median 
earnings.4  

3. Women spend more time out of the 
workforce caring for family 
members. The majority (67 percent) 
of caregivers are women,5 and, as a 
result of caregiving, it is estimated that 
women have 12 fewer years in the paid 
workforce over their lifetimes.6 

4. Women are less likely to 
participate in pension plans. 
Employed women are more likely to 
work part time (fewer than 35 hours 
per week) than employed men 
(27 percent vs. 11 percent in 2011).7 

U.S. Census Bureau data show that 
the majority of women who were not 
eligible to participate in their 
employer’s pension plan stated that it 
was because they did not work 
enough hours, weeks, or months per 
year at their place of employment.8 

5. Women typically spend more on 
medical care. In 2007, median out-of-
pocket spending was $3,319 for 
women compared to $2,948 for men, 
despite the fact that women are more 
likely to have supplemental insurance 
such as Medicare Advantage or 
Medigap insurance (93 percent of 
women have supplemental insurance 
compared to 87 percent of men).9 

6. Women’s lower work earnings 
lead to lower Social Security 
benefits in retirement. In 2012, the 
average annual retirement benefit for 
women was more than 20 percent 
lower than men’s ($13,233 compared 
to $17,005).10  

7. Women aged 65 and older depend 
on Social Security for a larger 
share of their retirement income. 
In 2011, 26 percent of women in this 
age group relied on Social Security 
for 90 percent or more of their 
family income compared to 
20 percent of older men.11  
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8. Women tend to have lower 
retirement income than men. In 
2010, women’s median retirement 
income was 59 percent that of men’s 
(a median of $15,072 in total income 
compared to $25,704 for men).12 

9. Women are more likely to enter a 
nursing home, a significant 
expense in retirement. More than 
70 percent of nursing home residents 
are women, whose average age at 
admission was 80 years old. The cost 
of staying in a nursing home can be 
prohibitive. In 2006, the average 
annual cost of a private room in a 
nursing home was $75,000 and a 
shared room almost $67,000.13 

10. Women are more likely to live in 
poverty in old age. The poverty rate 
for women aged 65 and older, in 
2011, was 10.7 percent—
4.5 percentage points higher than the 
poverty rate for men 65 and older 
(6.2 percent).14 

In sum, women are less financially 
secure than men during their working 
lives and as they approach retirement. 
They have lower earnings, are less likely 
to participate in a pension plan, and 
incur higher medical costs. On average, 
this translates into lower income in 
retirement than men are likely to have. 
Because of these difficulties, women 
must plan even more carefully to ensure 
a comfortable retirement.  
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