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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this article is to draw atten-
tion to the pressing yet politically overlooked 
issue of poverty among older women. Gen-
der difference in poverty in old age is high 
in most countries in the European Union and 
beyond. Poverty of older women is two to 
three times higher than the poverty of men, 
what will be presented latter in the article. 
Literature review and comparative research 
data show that social security systems 
around the world insufficiently address the 
problem neglecting the core issue of gender 
inequalities over the life-course (Barrientos 
et al., 2003; Bettio et al., 2013; Börcsh Supan 
et al., 2011; Burkevica et al., 2015; Gianni et 
al., 2015).  Review also shows that poverty 

in old age cannot be understood by studying 
merely statistical data over a certain period 
of time, since it is a result of the accumu-
lation of inequalities throughout one’s life 
course. Furthermore, poverty among older 
women cannot be fully understood with-
out taking into account the socialization 
of women into expected social and gender 
roles which affect their life courses. Even 
though the causes of poverty of women in 
old age are known, the problem of political 
recognition remains what impacts the sur-
vival of women in old age. Poverty reduces 
their life to taking care just of basic needs, 
such as having something to eat and enough 
money to pay the bills what in most cases is 
already a struggle. The problem affects also 
elderly women in Slovenia.   
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Data for Slovenia show that the risk of 
poverty is higher for women than for men in 
all age groups1, and after the age of 60 the 
gender gap becomes even wider what is also 
a consequence of the pension system and 
women’s work histories, i.e. their inclusion 
in paid work. In 2016, slightly more than 
370,000 women in Slovenia were employed 
(45 percent of the entire active working 
population). More women than men have 
tertiary education (59 percent of women). 
More women than men work part-time. In 
2017 the share of men on part-time contacts 
was 36.6 percent and the share of women 
was 63.4 percent (SORS, Labour market 
statistics). The percentage of children en-
rolled in the kindergarten is growing (80.4 
percent in 2017/18, compared with 2004 
when it was just 61.4), but still 20 percent 
of children stay at home and are either in 
care with grandparents or at home (SORS, 
Pre-school indicators). More women than 
men age 65+ live in bad housing conditions 
but here the difference is not substantial. In 
2016 23.5 percent of men and 24.8 percent 
of women lived in bad dwellings (SORS, 
Housing deprivation). The average gross 
monthly earnings of women with college 
or university education amounted to EUR 
2,146, which is EUR 450 less than the av-
erage gross salary earned by men with the 
same education level (SORS, International 
Women’s Day, 2018). In 2016, the at-risk-
of-poverty rate for women was 15.2 percent, 
compared to 12.5 percent for men. Data on 
material deprivation show that 10.9 percent 
of men and 16.7 percent of women live in 
households that cannot afford three of the 
nine items due to the lack of financial re-
sources. Severe deprivation (four of nine 
items) experienced 3.9 percent of men and 
6.4 percent of women.  Although Slovenia 
scores high in the gender equality index 
(EIGE, 2015) – it is ranked 10th among the 

EU countries – in terms of poverty among 
older women it is near the bottom of the list 
of EU states. 

In the article, we first present compara-
tive data to provide a wider EU context for 
our analysis. In addition to data on poverty, 
we will also take into account data on pen-
sions which in most cases are the only stable 
source of income in old age. Our analysis 
is based on existing data on poverty and 
pensions. Data on poverty are derived from 
the statistical data of the European Union 
Survey on Income and Living Conditions 
(EU SILC), which is carried out in all EU 
countries and wider (Island, Norway, Swit-
zerland, Serbia, Macedonia). The basis for 
the sample used in this study is the Central 
Population Register, with additional data 
obtained from the Property Register and 
Household Register. The survey is con-
ducted by phone and is taking place annu-
ally, from mid-January to the end of March 
(SORS, Explanation of methodology, 2016). 
In addition, we used the data of the Statisti-
cal Office of the Republic of Slovenia (here-
after SORS) and Eurostat. We will conclude 
with listing most important facts and life 
situations of women over life-course that 
influence their financial situation in old age. 
We will emphasise the role of the welfare 
state in recognising women’s contribution 
to overall well-being and prosperity of the 
state and thus providing them with social 
security and decent ageing regardless to 
their labour market participation.  

AN OVERVIEW OF STUDIES ON 
THE POVERTY AMONG OLDER 
WOMEN
A review of the Slovenian research stud-

ies shows that poverty among older women 
is not high on the research agenda. This 
could be attributed to the historical margin-

1 In 2016, Slovenia ranked 41st among 189 countries with respect to the GDP per capita. Source: Global 
Finance: https://www.gfmag.com/global-data/economic-data/richest-countries-in-the-world?page=12   
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alization of women issues, including pov-
erty. International comparisons show that 
in rich countries approximately one fifth of 
older women age 75+ live in poverty (Gor-
nick et al., 2009a). The most precarious sit-
uation is that of older women who live alone 
or support dependent family members. The 
data collected in the Luxembourg Wealth 
Study (LWS, Slovenia was included in the 
ninth research cycle), revealed significant 
differences in poverty if the percentage of 
property ownership and wealth is taken into 
account. Compared to the USA, where older 
women have low incomes but own proper-
ties, women in Sweden, Finland, Germany, 
Italy and Great Britain have better incomes 
but also own a rather small percentage of 
properties (except in Sweden) (Gornick et 
al., 2009a). However, among those wom-
en that own a property most of them are 
owners of houses in which they live, that 
is to say, the kind of property that does not 
generate income which could be used to 
reduce poverty. The comparative OECD 
data show that women retire earlier than 
men and live longer, so their income and 
property must be sufficient to support them 
through a longer period of time (Gornick et 
al., 2009b). In the group of countries includ-
ed in LWS study, women in Sweden retire 
later than their counterparts elsewhere – 
half of the women in the age group 60-64 
still work. In Italy, the share of working 
women in this age group is much lower – 7 
percent. In Great Britain and Germany it is 
approximately 25 percent, and in the USA 
42 percent (Gornick et al., 2009b). The low 
percentage for Italy is also related to wom-
en’s lower participation in the labour force.  

Barrientos et al. (2003) believe that in-
come poverty among older women in the 
EU will increase even more. Globaliza-
tion-related demands for structural reforms 
and institutional adjustments, changes on 

the labour market and in employment re-
gimes, and social reforms in particular, 
affect older people, especially women, 
since their working lives are much more 
unpredictable and precarious than those of 
men. Although poverty in old age is well 
documented problem, the issue is more or 
less overlooked because older people do not 
actively participate in society and are there-
fore less visible (Barrientos et al., 2003).

The reduction of poverty in old age 
significantly depends on the accessibility 
of cash allowances and various services 
and programmes, the availability of decent 
housing and the maintenance of social or 
support networks (Barrientos et al., 2003). 
Governmental responses to this problem 
have mainly been inadequate, but there are 
several examples of good practices. Cana-
da managed to reduce poverty level among 
older women by introducing the Guaranteed 
Income Supplement (Gornick et al., 2009a). 
A similar effect was achieved in Slovenia 
through the minimum pension supplement, 
where the eligibility criteria were different 
than those used in granting cash allowanc-
es. With the 2012 amendments of the law 
regulating social assistance benefits in cash, 
the income supplement became a social as-
sistance benefit which is subject to the same 
criteria as any other cash allowance (more 
on this later in the text). 

Data of the European Commission (Gi-
anni et al., 2015; Bettio et al., 2013) and 
the European Institute for Gender Equality 
(Burkevica et al., 2015) show that in all 28 
EU states women’s pensions are lower than 
men’s pensions. The difference between 
the average gross pensions of women and 
men in the age group 65 or over is 38 per-
cent, which is more than twice as large as 
the gender pay gap. In more than half of 
the EU countries (seventeen of them alto-
gether), the gender gap in pension2 (GGP) 

2 We are using two similar abrevations, the first is gender gap in pensions (GGP) and the second is gender 
pay gap (GPG). 
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in the age group 65-69 is higher than that 
in the age group 75 and over, meaning that 
the education level and greater participation 
in the labour force do not reduce the gap.

The complexity of this phenomenon 
– the high GGP in rich welfare-states 
with strong gender equality policies, and 
a higher gap for younger, more educated 
and emancipated women – is also related 
to the fact that social policies differ over 
time and across countries, intertwining 
with the life courses of women who mi-
grate and change jobs, statuses and profes-
sions. As we mentioned earlier in the text, 
the outcomes and consequences of wom-
en’s and men’s life courses differ greatly 
due to gendered social roles. Dewilde et. 
al (2011: 103) studied the long-term im-
pact of divorce and separation in thirteen 
EU states. The results show that women 
more often experience financial shortfalls, 
more often apply for social allowances and 
more often have problems with obtaining 
suitable dwelling. These issues can be re-
solved through social policy measures as 
well as the labour market regulation. The 
economic consequences are less severe 
for women who live in the countries that 
provide higher cash supplements for sin-
gle-parent families and ensure access to 
services such as child care. The policies 
aimed at reconciling family life and work, 
which primarily focus on the improvement 
of employment opportunities for women, 
have been unequivocally proven to be ef-
fective. Policies that enable women to en-
ter the labour market (including measures 
targeted at alleviating precarious situa-
tions such as motherhood, sick leaves, or 
care responsibilities which may lead wom-
en to opt out of employment), have a pos-
itive effect on the level of their pensions 
among other things (Lyberaki et al., 2011; 
Lewis, 2009). 

Data show that despite (or because of) 
measures of social and other related poli-
cies, inequalities build up in high old age. 

The findings of the study about the inter-
action of social policy and life courses 
conducted by Börcsh-Supan et al. (2011) 
support this thesis. Certain measures have 
direct impacts. For example, eligibility 
requirements for retirement or disability 
pension and specific features of the la-
bour market have direct impacts on early 
retirement. On the other hand, long-term 
measures concerning education, health-
care and housing have indirect and mutu-
ally related impacts (Börcsh-Supan et al. 
2011: 4). The increase in poverty points to 
the need to introduce a form of minimal 
income in old age that would not be tied 
to the working history of the individual 
(Goedemé, 2012).

These facts remind us that what at first 
glance appears to be a woman’s individual 
choice, for example, a decision to take on 
care work in the family, or opt out of paid 
employment or accept a precarious job, is 
in fact a result of social and cultural expec-
tations that operate on the structural level 
through institutions, the labour market, 
education system, consumption, legisla-
tion and the like (Baxter et al., 2008).

THE EXTENT OF POVERTY 
AMONG WOMEN IN SLOVENIA
During the early 1990s, poverty was 

addressed by only few scholars in Slove-
nia (Stanovnik, 1992; Novak, 1992), and 
the situation has not much changed over 
time. Consequently, information on pov-
erty in Slovenia can be derived only from 
EU SILC data and international studies. 

One in four women in Slovenia born 
before 1945 had been in paid employment 
for less than 14 years altogether. In most 
Eastern European countries, women did 
not experience such long interruptions in 
their careers (Tinios et al., 2015: 48). The 
same holds true of the pension gap – in 
most Eastern European countries the GGP 
is less than 16 percent. This data is inter-
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esting because it challenges the prevailing 
assumption about women’s inclusion in the 
labour market during the socialist era. As 
Kanjuo Mrčela and Černigoj Sadar (2011) 
established, ever since the mid-1970s sup-
port for the reconciliation of work and 
family life in Slovenia has been growing, 
but the mere existence of political mea-
sures does not necessarily mean that vari-
ous options are readily accessible in prac-
tice, with the problem being of structural 
rather than individual nature. The data 
also indicate that this issue is closely con-
nected with the private sphere, that is, the 
gender division of (care) work and power 
relations within families. 

According to the Eurostat data, in 2010 
Slovenia had the highest increase in pover-
ty in the EU - 1.4 percent compared to the 
previous year. Furthermore, in 2009 only 3 
countries had a lower at-risk-of-poverty rate 
than Slovenia, but in 2015 there were 7 such 
countries. Reasons for the increase in pov-
erty are complex and cannot be blamed on 
the economic crisis alone. The response of 
the government to the crisis plays an equally 
important role, so countries which set aside 
larger funds for social security were more 
successful in resolving the poverty issue 
than those which reduced funds. Slovenia 
belongs in the latter group – according to 

OECD data, it decreased the percentage of 
the GDP earmarked for family and social 
allowances (OECD, 2017).

Data in Table 1 show slight differences 
between genders in various age groups in 
terms of poverty during their active life, 
with the poverty risk rate being slightly 
higher for women. The situation of women 
during their active years is not determined 
by their income only, but also by the eco-
nomic situation of the household. This is 
best illustrated with data on the working 
poor, where poverty among men is char-
acteristically higher than poverty among 
women. The reason is not that women re-
ceive higher salaries, but the fact that more 
employed men are the sole wage earners 
in the household (Leskošek et al., 2013). 
Greater differences between genders begin 
to show during later stages of life, especially 
after the age of 60.

When the type of household is taken 
into account, it becomes obvious that sin-
gle-parent and one-member households are 
especially vulnerable to poverty. In most sin-
gle-parent families, it is women who head the 
households. According to SORS data form 
2015, a quarter of all families are single par-
ent families. 20.3 percent of single-parent 
households were headed by single mothers, 
and 4.7 by single fathers (SORS, 2015). The 

Table 1

At-risk-of-poverty rate, by gender and age

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Total 11.3 12.7 13.6 13.5 14.5 14.5 14.3 13.9 13.3

Men 9.8 11.3 12.2 12.5 13.5 13.7 13 12.5 12.0

Women 12.8 14.1 15 14.6 15.4 15.2 15.6 15.2 14.5

Age 18-64 Total 9.2 11 11.7 12.2 13 13.7 13.6 13.4 12.6

Men 9.1 11 11.9 12.3 13.3 13.8 13.2 13.2 12.1

Women 9.4 10.9 11.4 12 12.7 13.6 14.0 13.7 13.0

Age 60+ Total 18.2 18.8 19.1 17.3 17.8 15.9 16.3 17.4 16.1

Men 11.7 11.1 12.3 11.4 12.1 11.4 11.5 13.0 11.8

Women 22.7 24.3 24.1 21.8 22.1 19.3 20 20.8 19.5

Source: SORS, SILC.
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high at-risk-of-poverty rate seen in Table 2 
indicates that poverty of women and their de-
pendent children increases when they divorce 
or separate from their partners. Accordingly, 
in 2017 the general at-risk-of-poverty-rate de-
creased, but among single-parent households 
the risk of poverty increased. The highest 
at-risk-of-poverty rate though is observed 
for one-member households, that is, persons 
who live alone. It is especially high among 
women in the older age group, with slightly 
less than half of them being at risk of poverty.

Eurostat data for 2016 (Table 3) show 
that at-risk-of-poverty rate in the age group 
65 and over in Slovenia is higher than the 
EU27 average. In 17 EU countries, the at-
risk-of-poverty rate among older people is 

Table 2

At-risk-of-poverty-rate by household type and sex 

Type of household 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Single-parent with 
dependent children 

Total 28.1 31.4 30.8 25.8 30.1 27.4 32.5 25.2 30.0

One-member 65+
Men 32.5 17.3 26.3 33.3 33.2 28.0 25.3 25.9 28.8

Women 54.0 49.8 49.3 44.0 42.1 38.6 41.3 41.0 39.2

Source: SORS. 

Table 3

At-risk-of-poverty rate by gender

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

EU27 65+

Altogether 18.9 17.9 15.9 15.8 14.4 13.7 13.7 14.0 14.5

Men 15.6 14.9 12.9 13.0 12.2 11.3 11.2 11.6 11.9

Women 21.4 20.2 18.2 18.0 16.1 15.5 15.7 15.8 16.5

 
Slovenia 
65+

Altogether 21.3 20 20.2 20.9 19.6 20.5 17.1 17.2 17.6

Men 11.7 11.4 9.5 10.5 11.7 13.2 10.8 10.2 10.8

Women 27.5 25.5 27.1 27.8 25 25.5 21.6 22.2 22.5

EU 27 
75+

Altogether 21.4 20.4 18.1 17.9 15.7 14.8 15.1 15.4 16

Men 17.1 16.8 14.5 14.4 12.8 11.9 11.7 12.1 12.4

Women 24.2 22.8 20.5 20.3 17.9 16.9 17.6 17.8 18.5

Slovenia
75+

Altogether 25.9 25.2 26 27 24.5 26 21.1 21.1 20.5

Men 12.4 12.1 10.7 12 12 12.6 9.7 10.2 10.1

Women 32.2 31.4 34 34.6 31.5 33.5 27.4 27.5 26.6

Source: EUROSTAT.

lower than in Slovenia; in 19 EU countries, 
the at-risk-of-poverty rate among older 
women is lower than in Slovenia, and in 
11 countries the rate for men is lower. In 
the age group 75 and over, the gender gap 
further widens and the comparison with 
other EU countries once again reveals how 
unsatisfactory the situation in Slovenia is 
– while the at-risk-of-poverty rate among 
men in this age group in Slovenia is lower 
than the EU average, the rate among wom-
en is much higher than the average. In 18 
EU countries, the at-risk-of-poverty rate in 
this age group irrespective of gender is low-
er than in Slovenia, in 19 countries poverty 
among women is lower, and in seven coun-
tries poverty among men is lower.
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GENDER GAP IN PENSION
We will now present data on the GGP 

(Table 4), which is a result of the entire life 
course until retirement, but also of the el-
igibility criteria for retirement and distri-
bution of pensions (Hrženjak, 2015). In the 
retirees group the at-risk-of-poverty level 
increased in 2016, although the general at-
risk-of-poverty level decreased in the same 
year (see Table 1).

Table 4 

At-risk-of-poverty rate among retired people by 

gender, Slovenia, on the yearly basis 

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Total 17.4 18.3 18.4 17.0 17.5 15 15.9 16.9

Men 12.2 12.1 12.6 12 12.8 11 11.4 12.6

Women 20.7 22.5 22.3 20.4 20.7 17.9 19.2 20.1

Source: SORS (SILC). Source for 2015, 2016 

EUROSTAT (SILC). 

In Slovenia, the GGP in 2012 amount-
ed to 24 percent (Burkevica et al., 2015). 
In the same year the lowest percentage in 
the EU was recorded in Latvia – only 4 
percent – with that in Estonia and Slovakia 
being slightly higher. In most East Europe-
an countries, it was lower than 16 percent. 
The biggest GGP was recorded in Germa-
ny – 45 percent (and a similar situation is 
seen in Luxembourg, The Netherlands, 
and Great Britain) (Burkevica et al., 2015: 
20). The gap is also high in Nordic coun-
tries, for example in Sweden (30 percent) 
and Finland (27 percent), although those 
countries pay significant attention to gen-
der equality and are considered welfare 
states. It is also worth noting that in Slove-
nia the GGP within households is higher 
than in most other EU countries, except 
France, Germany and Belgium (Tinios et 
al.., 2015.: 53).

Table 5 contains data on pension sup-
plement in Slovenia. The supplement was 
allocated to persons whose pensions were 

too low and it was means-tested (calculated 
based on the wealth and household income). 
Before the implementation of the Social 
Assistance Benefits Act in 2012 (Ur. l. RS, 
61/10., 40/11., 14/13., 99/13. in 90/15.), there 
were 46,749 recipients of the pension sup-
plement in Slovenia (ZPIZ, Annual Report 
2011). Since data are not disaggregated by 
sex we can only presume that most survi-
vor and widow pensions were received by 
women, given that recipients belong in the 
generation in which mostly women were 
responsible for care work in the families.

The new law regulating the social secu-
rity that was introduced in 2012 changed the 
definition of the pension supplement which 
is now defined as a social cash allowance for 
which retired persons had to apply at social 
services. Due to changed eligibility criteria, 
the number of recipients drastically decreased 
(from 46,749 in 2011 to 9,298 in 2014). The 
eligibility criteria included income and prop-
erty that is claimed by the state after recip-
ient’s death. In order to ensure the right to 
the inheritance the state has a right to put a 
note in the land register.  After the legislation 
was amended in 2016, the number of recipi-
ents again began to rise and the change will 
probably have a positive effect on the risk of 
poverty among older women, but results will 
be visible only in a few years.

Table 5

Pension supplement as a social assistance benefit 

in cash 

Date Applicants Amount
Average 

value

01.05.2014 9,298 1,368,852 147.22

01.05.2015 10,059 1,555,385 154.63

01.05.2016 10,566 1,637,008 154.93

01.05.2017 15,277 2,328,871 152.44

Source: MDDSZ.

Women who were not employed and do 
not qualify for any type of pension (old age 
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pension incl. early retirement pension or 
partial pension, disability pension, survivor 
or widow pension), receive social assistance 
in cash and depend on their close relatives, 
since they cannot apply for cash allowanc-
es before all options within the family are 
exhausted. Unfortunately, there is no data 
on the share of women not receiving pen-
sion. The Social Assistance Benefits Act 
stipulates that the family is responsible for 
securing livelihood, with the state stepping 
in only when the family is unable to support 
all family members. Since both income and 
property is taken into account, it may hap-
pen that older women fail to fulfil criteria 
for social assistance in cash although they 
do not have any means of livelihood. Data 
on the poverty risk among older women 
do not in itself offer sufficient basis for the 
understanding of the process of poverty ac-
cumulation in old age, so to gain a better in-
sight we will also make use of the available 
data on the life courses of women.

TRAJECTORIES IN WOMEN’S 
LIFE COURSES WHICH 
INFLUENCE POVERTY IN OLD 
AGE
Slovenia has recently been experiencing 

the re-traditionalization of women’s roles, 
but the change is not yet reflected in the 
situation of older women, since women in 
the age group 75 and over who are current-
ly most vulnerable to poverty lived most 
of their lives under the socialism. How-
ever, the capitalism of today determines 
their livelihood options (the pension coef-
ficients, as well as income supplements or 
other financial sources if they do not fulfil 
eligibility criteria for pension). Therefore, 
the two questions that need to be answered 
when considering the issue of poverty 
in old age are as follows: 1) Do women’s 
specific life courses affect their ability to 
fulfil pension eligibility criteria and how 
high will their pensions be? 2) How does 

the state respond to structural inequalities 
that accumulate during life course – does 
it mitigate or aggravate them, or perhaps 
even cause them? Gender specific practic-
es, institutional frameworks and national 
policies shape the structural environment 
in which women live. Their situation in old 
age is primarily influenced by the education 
level they attained, their employment and 
reconciliation of professional and family 
life, with the latter primarily depending on 
the distribution of caring responsibilities in 
private life. What is important is how these 
trajectories in women’s life courses inter-
sect. We are not in a position to conduct an 
in-depth analysis of this issue due to the 
scarcity of data on the distribution of care 
work, but the existing data is nevertheless 
sufficient to obtain an understanding of the 
problem.

Poje and Vidic (2015) write that accord-
ing to Eurostat data for 2013, gender pay gap 
(GPG) in Slovenia is 3.2 percent, but a more 
detailed survey of data reveals substantial 
differences among various fields of work. 
Penner et al. (2012) studied GPG in Slove-
nia and established that is was quite high. 
During the period 2003-2007, men earned 
on average 23 percent more than women; 
the GPG within companies between men 
and women who performed the same work 
was 18 percent. Poje and Vidic (2015: 6) 
concluded that differences in men’s and 
women’s gross salaries existed on various 
levels – the field of work, profession and 
job positions. In 2014, women’s salaries in 
financial and insurance companies were 
25.3 percent lower than those of men; in 
healthcare and social security institutions, 
the gap was 25 percent. The biggest differ-
ences were observed in the group of experts, 
where women experts’ salaries stood at 85.2 
percent of men’s salaries, or nominally they 
were EUR 365 lower. The labour market 
is therefore not gender neutral, but rath-
er develops gender specific work culture, 
norms, values, rules, promotion and reward 
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systems, as well as various other incentives 
and working time regimes which are igno-
rant to the needs of privacy and intimate 
life (Hrženjak, 2015: 8). 

An important factor in women’s life 
courses is education. In 2016, according 
to SORS data, 12,557 men compared to 
18,410 women completed tertiary edu-
cation. More women completed doctoral 
studies (274 women compared to 263 men 
according to the Bologna process, and 219 
women compared to 156 men according to 
the previous programme); master’s degree 
was received by 4,909 women compared 
to 2,713 men. Furthermore, 3,782 women 
completed their tertiary education before 
the age of 24, compared to 2,338 men. 
Women in Slovenia are better educated 
than men, but the GPG in 2014 in the ter-
tiary education group was 17.3 percent; 
in the elementary education group the 
gap amounted to 15.6 percent. The small-
est gap is recorded in the group with the 
secondary level of education – 12 percent 
(Poje and Vidic, 2015: 5). Research studies 
conducted by the Slovene Peace Institute 
showed that highly educated women part-
ners of men with leading jobs who spend 
up to 12 hours per day at work, opt for part-
time employment once they have a child. 
They also often accept jobs for which they 
are overqualified (Hrženjak, 2015: 8). The 
survey on the active and non-active popu-
lation conducted by SORS and based on 
7,000 sample households, showed that in 
2015, 23 women chose to act as a support-
ing family member,3 compared to 14 men 
only. 

SORS data further reveal that despite 
the fact that more women than men in Slo-
venia attain higher education levels the 
employment rate among women in 2016 

was 45 percent. More women than men, 
i.e. 62 percent, work in the public sector. 
But in public companies, men constitute 
58 percent of the workforce. Needless to 
say, salaries in public companies are high-
er than in the overall public sector. Wom-
en make 39 percent of the workforce in 
the private sector. More women than men 
work as carers, or provide care for family 
members. In 2016, women were predomi-
nant (constituting more than three fourths 
of the workforce) in the fields of health-
care, education, administration, cleaning 
and food preparation, and in all cases they 
earned less than men on average.

In the healthcare and social care and 
welfare fields, the gross salary for men in 
2016 was EUR 2,267, compared to EUR 
1,732 for women (SORS, Structure of sal-
aries 2016). SORS data for 2013 show that 
85 percent of employees in social care in-
stitutions were women (5,174 out of 6,072 
altogether). The total capacity of the resi-
dential homes is 14,292 beds (Mali, 2010). 

Most care workers in in-home based 
care services are women, and their earn-
ings average around the minimum wage. 
On December 31, 2015, there were 1,024 
women care workers in in-home based 
care services, who cared for 7,100 users 
of service (IRSSV, 2016). It is more diffi-
cult for women to harmonize employment 
and care work in their families, since they 
accomplish much more housework than 
men. Šori (2017) cites data from the Slo-
venian Public Opinion Survey 2012, in 
which men stated that they spent 10.06 
hours per week on housework, compared 
to 22.69 hours spent by women. Slightly 
more than 12 percent of men do not per-
form any housework, with only 1.2 percent 
of women stating the same. 

3 Supporting family members are persons who are formally not employed or self-employed but in the week 
before the survey they worked on a family farm, in a family workshop, a family company or were involved 
in some other kind of family activity that generates income although they do not receive salary for their work
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CONCLUSION
Gender inequalities in old age reflect 

previous life course patterns. They are in-
fluenced by many interacting processes and 
causes, and cannot be explained unless we 
take into account the characteristics of life 
courses (Schaffner Goldberg, 2010). Life 
courses are affected by cultural and social 
specificities, which can shed a light on the 
understanding and interpretation of struc-
tural changes such as de-standardization 
and de-regulation of life courses and tran-
sitions (Heinz, 1997; Leccardi, 2005) or in-
dividualization of social requirements and 
responsibilities (Walther, 2006; Ule, 2006; 
Layte and Whelan, 2002).

Data on the poverty among older women 
in Slovenia suggest the scope of the prob-
lem, but its interpretation is not straightfor-
ward and cannot be based on quantitative 
data only. The conclusions we can draw 
from available data at the moment are:
- Although the at-risk-of-poverty rate has 

been decreasing lately, during the peri-
od of economic crisis the poverty rate 
in Slovenia increased more than in most 
other EU countries and Slovenia is still 
lagging behind.

- Despite the slight decrease of the at-risk-
of-poverty rate in general, for certain so-
cial groups – namely single-parent fam-
ilies and older women aged 65+ and 75+ 
– the rate increased or remained the same. 

- While the at-risk-of-poverty rate for men 
in Slovenia is lower than the EU27 av-
erage, the rate for women is higher than 
the EU average. The gap is therefore 
gender specific.

- The survey of data covering longer time 
periods shows oscillations and a slight 
rise in the risk-of-poverty rate in the age 
group 65+, which can be attributed to the 
drastic decrease in the number of persons 
– most of them women – who are eligible 
to receive pension supplement. 

- The gender gap in terms of the at-risk-of-
poverty rate among pensioners is quite 
high. Gender gap in pension in Slovenia 
is much higher than in other East Euro-
pean countries.

- Although more women in Slovenia at-
tain higher education levels than men, 
their earnings are lower, not only in the 
private sector but also in the public sec-
tor where salaries are strictly regulated.

- Women still perform two times as much 
housework and family care work as men.
Put differently, employed women are 

paid less than men, they have less conve-
nient employment options, and it is more 
difficult for them to harmonize work and 
family life. All of this constitutes a spe-
cific pattern that affects their economic 
situation in old age. Women are subject to 
the mechanisms of the labour market, edu-
cation system and social institutions which 
in many ways affect their prospects (Ren-
er, 2010). The accumulation of inequalities 
in old age can therefore be interpreted as a 
consequence of women’s lower participa-
tion in the labour market, lower per-hour 
rate for their work, and a lower number 
of working hours and consequently years 
(Bettio et al., 2013). At the same time, we 
should not overlook the importance of the 
distribution of unpaid housework (Umber-
son et al., 2014). Undoubtedly, the GPG is 
also a consequence of maternity leaves, 
interruptions of employment because of 
childcare or care for the disabled, sick or 
old relatives, or frequent sick leaves taken 
to provide care for children, but these are 
not the only reasons. Horizontal and verti-
cal gender segregation on the labour mar-
ket, consecutive paternal leaves, scarce 
options for the harmonization of paid work 
and care responsibilities and other obsta-
cles related to the re-entering of the labour 
market after childbirth, have negative ef-
fect on the height of pension and cause 
gender inequalities in old age (Vosko et 
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al., 2009.; Maestripieri, 2015). Penner et 
al. (2012) write that gender as analytical 
category is important when studying the 
economic processes, because it is neces-
sary to understand the interaction of the 
private and public sphere. Life-long care 
for children or older relatives and similar 
tasks affect retirement options for wom-
en, which in turn determines the height of 
their pensions; they are thus exposed to a 
high risk of poverty and economic depen-
dence (Ginn, 2003; Heap and Fors, 2015; 
Mali, 2014).

The welfare-state should support the 
reconciliation of work and care responsi-
bilities through a number of services and 
gender equality policies, but poverty among 
older women shows that such measures fall 
short of expectations. Daly (2000) states 
that a welfare-state has an important role 
in the shaping of social (in)equality; it may 
mitigate or aggravate it, depending on how 
it regulates or determines relations among 
the state, the market and the family. Al-
though specific measures may contribute to 
gender equality, they may also cause gender 
inequalities, which accumulate in old age 
(de Graaf and Maier, 2015; Seabrook and 
Avison, 2012; Komp and Johansson, 2015).
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Sažetak

SIROMAŠTVO STARIJIH ŽENA U SLOVENIJI

Vesna Leskošek
Fakultet za socijalni rad, Sveučilište u Ljubljani

Ljubljana, Slovenija

Rad nastoji problematizirati socijalno relevantno, ali politički zanemareno pitanje si-
romaštva među starijim ženama. Podatci pokazuju da je siromaštvo među ženama izazov 
za većinu zemalja članica Europske unije i izvan nje. Ipak, ono se ne može objasniti bez 
razumijevanja rodno specifičnog tijeka života žena. Razlike između starijih žena i muš-
karaca predočujemo prema riziku od siromaštva i uspoređujemo ih s onima u zemljama 
članicama EU-a. Rad se temelji na sekundarnim podatcima, tj. na Istraživanju dohotka i 
životnih uvjeta (EU SILC) koji omogućuju usporedbe između zemalja članica EU-a. Usta-
novili smo da se rodna razlika u riziku od siromaštva povećava u starijoj dobi. Stopa rizika 
od siromaštva za žene mnogo je veća u Sloveniji nego u drugim zemljama članicama EU-
a. Razlika je posebno velika u dobnoj skupini žena starijih od 75 godina. Slovenija nije 
bila uspješna u rješavanju problema rizika od siromaštva jer nije uvela posebne mjere za 
smanjivanje općeg rizika od siromaštva i smanjivanje rodne razlike.

Ključne riječi: siromaštvo, tijek života, rodno uvjetovana razlika u mirovinama, za-
poslenost, pružanje njege. 


	INTRODUCTION
	AN OVERVIEW OF STUDIES ON THE POVERTY AMONG OLDER WOMEN
	THE EXTENT OF POVERTY AMONG WOMEN IN SLOVENIA
	GENDER GAP IN PENSION
	TRAJECTORIES IN WOMEN’S LIFE COURSES WHICH INFLUENCE POVERTY IN OLD AGE
	CONCLUSION
	LITERATURE
	Sažetak



