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With this week's White House Conference on Social Security focusing our attention on ways of reforming
Social Security, the plight of millions of single women older than 65 deserves special notice.

This group, among the poorest in the country, represents perhaps the last generation of women, who in great
numbers, did not work outside the home, worked for much lower wages and benefits than males of the same
age or put in fewer hours per week or fewer total years.

As homemakers or workers, most weren't paid well, so they now have either no private pensions or
low-paying ones to supplement often-inadequate Social Security payments. Perhaps the only consolation is
that these women's daughters are going to fare better.

Just more than half as many elderly American women as men receive any private pension income. In 1996,
the figures were 34 percent of men and 18 percent of women (up from 9 percent of women in 1976).

These women with pensions, although the fortunate few, do not receive as much pension income as men do.
While men received $ 6,400 on average in 1996, women received an average of $ 3,700.

This second gap hasn't been closing. Women's median pensions had about the same purchasing power in
1996 as they did in 1976. Meanwhile, men's grew by almost an eighth.

For younger women, prospects are decidedly better, thanks largely to changes in the employment
experiences of most women during the past quarter century.

Since the early 1970s, gender differences in pension coverage have been fading steadily.

In 1972, only 38 percent of women working full-time in the private sector had any pension benefits,
compared with 54 percent of men. In 1993, roughly half of both did.

One reason the gap between male and female pensioners is closing is that women's pay is slowly catching up
with men's, and higher-paying jobs are more likely to come with retirement benefits.

For a perspective on just how much such parity is worth to retirees, consider that in 1992 (the most recent
year for which data are available) only about one-fourth of full-time workers earning $ 6 or less per hour in
midlife were covered by pensions, compared with 90 percent of those pulling down $ 15 per hour or more.

New data from the National Institute on Aging suggest that about two-thirds of the male-female gap in
pension wealth stems from such differences in earnings.

The other factor is the type of pension coverage men and women get. In 1992, some 24 percent of men-but
only 16 percent of women-had both the conventional defined-benefits plans (which pay out a set amount
depending on the worker's final salary and years of service) and tax-deferred savings accounts built up jointly
by employers and employees.

As more women move into the labor force and take jobs once held only by men, more will enjoy the higher
pension income that two plans usually furnish.

Progress toward gender equality in total pension wealth will probably be slower than that toward equitable
coverage for both sexes.
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In 1992, the median pension nest egg of men 5l to 61 who worked full time was just more than $ 120,000 (at
their current job), compared with a little more than $ 68,000 for women working full time.

But the good news is that differences between men and women in wages and job tenure account for most of
this gulf, which is already shrinking among younger workers.

Economic models developed at the Urban Institute suggest that if female breadwinners continue to gain on
men in pay and if women can work more years or get a pension credit for raising children, women's pensions
will approximate men's even sooner.

Since the long-term economic weather forecast for women looks good and the way to align men's and
women's pensions is clear enough, the need to protect single women who are already over 65 from the
current drought need not overwhelm policy-makers.

These older women are the last survivors of the postwar world in which most women worked in the home or
were paid as though income were incidental.

Many are now elderly widows or divorced women who never had pension income, or who watched it drop or
disappear after their husbands died or their marriages ended.

They need support that will allow them economic security. This might include increases in Supplemental
Security Income payments and Social Security survivor benefits or minimum benefits payable under Social
Security.

The need for this support will prove to be temporary as the gender gap in pension coverage and size slowly
closes.

But what might the daughters of these women want in the years ahead? How about fair treatment in the
labor force, greater access to low-risk pension plans and education on investing wisely?

Richard Johnson is a researcher in the Urban Institute's Retirement Project and author of the forthcoming
report, "The Gender Gap in Pension Wealth." His views are not necessarily those of the Urban Institute, its
board or its sponsors.
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