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Summary of Focus Groups Findings 

COTA Victoria’s Gender Equality Listening Post tour consisted of eight focus groups and 
a number of supplementary interviews with older women over February and March 
2016. The following paper documents the lived experience and ideas of almost 60 
women from their early 50’s to late 80’s on gender inequality over their lifetime. 
Participants were keen to share their experiences of gender roles and discrimination 
and ideas of what could meaningfully contribute to the development of a Victorian 
Gender Equality Strategy.  

Many participants reflected on their own attitudinal changes to gender equality over 
their life course and what they believed as imperative action for creating gender equity 
outcomes across all spheres of life for future generations.   

The following case studies and citations from women who participated have been de-
identified for reasons of privacy. 
 
FOCUS GROUP PROFILES 

Focus groups were held in regional and metro areas including: Kyneton, Upper Yarra 
(Warburton), Trentham, Melbourne CBD, Reservoir and Preston. Participants in 
Melbourne attracted women from across inner and outer Melbourne suburbs. The age 
range in each focus group varied.  Inner city focus groups ranged from late 50’s to mid 
70’s. In regional areas the age ranged from early 50’s to late 80’s. A small proportion of 
women from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds attended focus groups. 1 
Two ethno-specific services have expressed interest in participating in policy 
consultations on gender equality but were unable to meet in time for this submission. 
COTA intends to follow up these opportunities to ensure the voices of older women 
from CALD communities are included in our policy and outreach work to older people in 
the future.  
 
THEMES 

A number of common themes emerged across all focus groups. There was consistent 
feedback on the importance of access to education, financial literacy and 
‘empowerment’ to achieving equality. Knowledge and understanding of ‘gender 
equality’ varied and measures of what this looked like also varied across groups.  

Each focus group had unique characteristics largely influenced by the demography of 
the area or if the group was already formed prior to holding the focus group. The U3A 
group in Kyneton consisted of a number of highly educated members who were acutely 
aware of pay inequality and the experience of discrimination in the work place. 
 

                                                        
1 Greek (2), Iranian (1), Pakistan (1), Indian (1), Chinese (2), Italian (1), Polish (1). Other ‘known’ cultural backgrounds 
included Scandinavian countries and Ireland. 
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In Warburton, most participants were older single mothers (and grandmothers), age 
range 50’s – early 60’s. They raised issues of location, financial hardship, superannuation 
and the impact of policy changes to the parenting payment. In Preston, participants met 
through a physical activity group at the community health centre and consisted mostly 
of public housing commission tenants.  The discussion in this group focused on the 
importance of housing options, particularly when faced with family violence (in one 
participant’s experience). A Greek interpreter who attended also became an unexpected 
participant resulting in some robust discussions with older women in the group. In 
Reservoir participants came from a number of cultural backgrounds and spoke of the 
role and importance of a community space where they had access to information, 
support, community connection and potential pathways to personal development and 
empowerment. In Trentham and Kyneton the role of older women in community 
leadership was viewed as important. 

Across all focus groups there were the common themes of the impact of caring 
responsibilities and how this was valued (or not). Community awareness, education 
pathways and financial literacy were consistent actions recommended by participants. 
Financial hardship and a lack of support for single mothers were strongly expressed by a 
number of older women in their mid to late 50’s.  
 
 
1. AGEISM AND STEREOTYPING OLDER WOMEN 

 
I like saying ‘fuck’ every now and then… I hate being stereotyped as an ‘old woman’. You 
are not supposed to have sex after 50…Other people’s attitudes can limit your life … it 
does influence how capable you feel about yourself… Like parenthood, no one knows or 
really understands until it happens to you … kids and the community need to know more 
about ageing… we are human… we have a lot to offer…I’m old but the same person… If I 
see an older woman sitting on her own - I sit down and always strike-up a conversation… 
older women are invisible… we are still people. (Daphne, mid 70’s). 
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2. AGEISM AND SEXISM - EMPLOYMENT DISCRIMINATION 

This was a topic of hot discussion across all focus groups. The following provides a 
snapshot of the range of responses: 

Valuing older workers 

It’s not just about gender… it’s about attitudes to ageing in the workplace that have an 
impact. Our culture would be better if older people were more accepted and seen as 
being contributors and maybe different in how they contribute. (Edith, early 60’s) 

Employers…they want the ‘youngies’... It’s cheaper wages… I got a shift cancelled 
because it costs more over a public holiday than a youth wage… I rely on the shift 
penalties. I’m a single mum. I had to remind the manager about our EBA – EBAs are 
important. I felt confident saying this… what about other women who don’t know they 
can say this or don’t speak English? (Edith, late 40’s) 

If you are an older person you volunteer alongside paid roles … sometimes you do the 
same work… we should be paid. (Juan, mid 60’s) 

Equal pay and recognising women  

What do you think is being communicated to young sportswomen when there are 
blatant differences in pay? You have men justifying why they should get paid more – 
look at netball… if men played competition netball they would be paid the same. (Joy, 
70’s) 

Sir William Herschel’s sister Caroline– she discovered 67 comets… If a man discovered 67 
comets you’d hear about it… 

Inequality happens when women get into workforce. (June, 70’s). 

I did very well... but men did treat you differently … they talked to you in a way they 
wouldn’t with a male colleague…. There was still this attitude that I was not taken as 
seriously as a man.   

Why don’t women get the same pay… why has this not changed? Why are the jobs that 
men do still get paid more? Men feel more confident in negotiating pay… women 
‘accept’ what they are being offered and are less likely to challenge or be seen as 
‘ungrateful’. (Jan mid 70’s) 

I did the same work as men at the bank but I was knocked back from getting a housing 
loan as I was single and a woman and it wasn’t that long ago… this has made a big 
difference with where I am today (Joy, 70’s). 

You couldn’t be a married teacher. You had to hide you were married – that was why all 
teachers were called Miss.  When you got married you were fired. So you didn’t tell 
people you were married until you had a baby (Anne, 70’s). 
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Women teachers got paid less… 1961 was the first year there was equal pay for 
teachers… now the issue is promotion. (June, 70’s) 

Women get paid less when there are contracts or no EBA. There are places where you 
are not allowed to reveal what you got paid. It disadvantages women (Tania, 50’s). 

You might start off the same level but the guy gets more opportunities or training … it 
still happens (Ada, early 80’s). 

Superannuation  

Women are in part time and casual and not getting proper superannuation. I own a 
property and I am on the pension so I am lucky – but what about the women coming 
through that don’t own property and don’t have superannuation – things are not better 
for younger women (younger than 70). They have worked jolly hard but no permanent 
job (Tilley mid 70’s). 

I was part time for a number of years with raising kids and then when I worked full time I 
got some full time superannuation. But when I left – I had hardly any superannuation. 
(Anne, 70’s) 

Professional development 

Time out of the workforce and not keeping up with workplace technology resulted in a 
couple of women ‘opting out’ of science careers and moving into community 
occupations as they had not been able to keep up with the science of their field.   Anne 
was an accomplished scientist and with her husband they moved to where she found 
work, which was unusual in the 1960’s. But once she had children, this changed.  

If you are out of the workforce for a few years in the area of science … it’s hard to keep 
up technically. As a result I moved into the community sector and used my skills there. 
(Anne, late 70’s) 

Education pathways for older women  

Education pathways for older women across all age groups, circumstances and cultural  
groups were seen as essential for addressing gender inequality. 

Education and access to education throughout life is so important. Not just for young 
women… older women also need this. Education needs to address self-esteem and 
empowerment and changing attitudes. (Jan, 70) 

There are all these programs for re-skilling older male manufacturing workers … where 
are the programs for older women? There aren’t any. (Jude, 80)  

Education is the key to addressing equality. (Daphne, 70’s) 
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Leadership  

Some participants talked about the importance of educating young woman on 
supporting each other – the ‘sisterhood’ - and valuing different forms of community 
leadership alongside surviving at work. 

Like mateship and the ‘boys’ network’ women need to support each other – not 
compete. Things are getting a bit ruthless out there.  (Danielle, early 50’s) 
 

3. THE CUMULATIVE IMPACT OF AGEISM AND GENDER INEQUALITY 

My daughter tried to keep her family together for 10 years. Her ex-partner is on a 
disability pension so he only pays $15 a week towards caring for the kids. At 70 I have 
just retired… I couldn’t have anticipated the stress and problems of our children and our 
elderly parents… It is cumulative... we are exhausted… I never thought this is how things 
would be … (Laine, 70) 

Choice, opportunities and independence 

I would like to come back as a man as I would have all the money. Men have far more 
choice. I would have liked to be able to be an electrician – not a plumber… but what 
choices did I have? The way we bring up our daughters is so important.. boys and girls 
need be brought up the same…. This is still not happening (Helena, 80, through an 
interpreter). 

When asked how they felt they were treated differently to men older participants 
consistently talked about bank loans. My husband had to sign the loan and I gave him 
the money… my money… and it was him that signed (Eileen). If we hadn’t been married I 
wouldn’t be able to have a house… I didn’t have the same independence. 

Blokes just don’t think about what sometimes is needed for caring… you need to care for 
you wife and children…(Eleanor, 70) 

When I was 7 yrs old I cooked for my family. The girls were inside the boys were outside. 
It was ‘disrespectful’ for men to wash the dishes.. men look down on women’s work. 
When my father washed the dishes a family friend said ‘This disrespects your father’ 
(Helena, 80 through interpreter). 

You have to let the man take the credit... let him think he came up with the idea… When 
I had children I had to stay at home… I had to do as I was told… it still happens now 
Women and men should equally share the tasks but this doesn’t happen. (Laine, 70) 

The boys were expected to take up the farm-and I had the opportunity to go to Uni… 
which I am happy about … but the boys got a bigger slice of the farm when my parents 
passed on. (Joy 70’s) 
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Family violence 

According to (Daphne, mid 70’s), women on their own need childcare and employment 
support and housing support… changes in government policy and shifting single mothers 
onto the newstart allowance has been disastrous. How do you survive? It results in 
women more likely to stay in ‘bad relationships’ as it is too hard to make it on your 
own... you can understand why women stay.  
 
Retirement income and housing 

Women are worse off in retirement. The pension is so low and rent is so high. Rental 
assistance needs to be higher…that would help with equality. Rental accommodation 
should have standards regarding heating and cooling to keep the costs down. Electricity 
gets cut off when it is too hard… a lot of hardship because the houses are so poorly 
maintained and don’t meet living standards… more support for proper heating and 
cooling and security… there should be maintenance done (Laine 70).  

For women living in regional areas like Kyneton the issues of transport, appropriate 
housing and retirement income were central issues to ageing well.  

How much money are we going to lose when we sell the farm to buy a smaller place in 
town?  We will need money from our farm to support us financially. And not sure we will 
get this…Housing affordability in Kyneton is decreasing… real estate here is $100,000 
more than in Kilmore. (Joy 70’s) 

The ability to drive will be the big thing that moves us into town and there will need to 
be housing developments to meet this need. The cost of going into a ‘retirement village’ 
is so costly… There needs to be subsidising for people to move into housing in town. 
(Margaret 70’s) 
 
Engagement and participation in life  

As I said – I feel lucky – lucky to have worked as a nurse – lucky to have not worried 
about money as I grew up and raised my children. But I realise I am withdrawing from 
life. I am on a very low income but I am more fortunate than others – but I no longer go 
to the ballet, opera, cultural things that I used to love as it is too expensive... and I do 
miss it very much. I am doing more caring and adjusting from being active in the 
workforce and not becoming too isolated … (Jan 70) 

Isolation sneaks up on you – unless you get out and participate and volunteer or work… 
you need to have an awareness of this (Edith, mid 60’s) 

In regional focus groups, participants felt there was less isolation (except for single 
mothers – as noted later). A number of women said they felt ‘lucky’ to be in a smaller 
community. But there were concerns with what would happen if they were no longer 
able to care for themselves or their partner. This is addressed later in the paper. 
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Quality of life  

Older women felt quality of life for women was impacted by their access to services, 
appropriate housing and being able to age in place. Concern over their longer-term 
health and wellbeing was expressed by a number of women in regional focus groups.  

We need accessibility from simple things like maintained footpaths and walkable 
services and as we age integrated support … we need to think ahead.... We need to 
create age friendly communities… none of us want to leave. (Janet, 70’s) 

Transition from paid work to retirement for women 

A number of women across groups talked about the need for groups like Men’s Sheds or 
OM:NI to support the transition to retirement. These groups can provide emotional 
support, connection and where needed access to information such as financial 
management in the later years. 

It would be great to have more information on transitioning from the workforce. This is a 
huge process.  Older women need groups – like the Men’s Sheds… where you can get 
together and support and encourage each other... apart from CWA what is there? Men 
are talking about what is happening in their lives and family.. If women could have a 
‘women’s shed’… to come together and have a coffee.. how you are feeling what is 
happening. A different model to Men’s Shed but the same premise. (Jan 70).  

Older women experience ageing very differently to older men…it would be good to know 
more about this kind of thing… (Eleanor, 80) 

Valuing older people and volunteering  

Addressing ageing and ageism – not just gender… this is what older workers need… to be 
valued if you are doing volunteering work …we value if you get paid work… Volunteers 
are managed by younger people … I want to ask…how do you value me as a volunteer … 
I don’t have to be here or there… it is a choice… society in order to value me needs to 
value volunteers… and what volunteers contribute economically… It’s not about job 
opportunities … its about how people value volunteerism… what I bring as a person… 
(Edith, early 60’s) 

Older people that are volunteering … younger people need to value this. The cultural 
norm in Australia is not very age friendly. In Eastern terms, you value the person that this 
person is and you accept the person… no matter who they are or what their skills are. In 
Western society you are judged on what you are skilled in and what you are paid to do. 
We don’t have a throw away culture … like western culture. (Edith, early 60’s) 
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3. COMMUNITY EDUCATION, AWARENESS CAMPAIGNS AND PROGRAMS  

This was seen as an important strategy in tackling the impact of ageism and gender 
inequality for older women and the broader community.  

Where do older women get advice from? We need something that informs and 
empowers women about the ageing process; its impact on employment and retirement 
incomes… Women’s experience is so different to men in this sphere. We need 
empowerment education and ongoing education pathways.  

We need literature… information… on the passages of ageing… we need to identify the 
transitions of ageing and the triggers around inequality… we have to demand changes 
too (Jan mid 70’s). 

Gender inequality ‘awareness-raising’ across the life course 

Many older women discussed the importance of raising awareness of gender inequality 
through education of older women as much as younger women. This became instructive 
when Sophia, who was interpreting for an older woman expressed the following view: I 
think women have the upper hand now – that they have overtaken men… they are too 
independent and there is too much focus on the negatives of men. Some women have 
become ‘too big for their boots’.   

This view was challenged by some of the older women in the group.  Some other 
participants felt discrimination did not exist ‘now’ when comparing themselves to 
younger women who they perceived had more choice.  

A number of older women felt their daughters were valued more as ‘equal’ on the ‘job 
front’ by their partners. Sharing roles on the home front still varied with most women 
believing their daughters did the bulk of this work.  

Older women that had their role on the ‘inside’ of the house valued felt ‘lucky’ as this 
was not the norm. I worked in the factory and raised my children – we worked in the 
house and outside … our roles were different but both were valued… (Eileen, late 70’s) 

Culture and role stereotypes 

I was lucky I have grown up in Middle East then I saw in Pakistan the discrimination of 
women. Even in Australia I do not fit into the Pakistani culture – I work and I look after 
the home – this is my responsibility but this is valued and highly regarded. My husband is 
‘not normal’ in my culture… we are equal – we are different. (Nada, late 40’s) 

I grew up in Ireland where the local shop wouldn’t take a cheque off my mother when 
she went to buy a washing machine… In Ireland my mum took on a job but it was seen 
that she was taking a man’s job…(Fiona, late 40’s) 

My own community (Pakistan) is where I am seen as breaking so many barriers … my 
husband stands beside me … I am lucky… (Nada, late 40’s) 
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Culture is how things are practiced and how they are perceived as well. The way some 
children are treated by their parents in some cultures will have a long-term impact… how 
kids are treated and talked to – parents need to be educated. But how do you teach 
them that kids are equal? You respect each other. You abuse kids … what happens when 
they are older? (Nazia early 20’s, dropped into a focus group at the invitation of the 
older women)  

Gender and role awareness -raising 

Discussion also centred on education of women (of all ages) and in particular boys and 
men on respecting and valuing women and themselves. 

Family of origin makes a difference – how you are treated at home as a woman. I was 
lucky. I did a science degree and I got married - but I still had attitude (Anne, late 70’s). 

It’s not being like men … we have to respect each gender’s unique attributes … Gender 
equality is about respect… equally valuing women and men.. Men are threatened and 
fearful of women moving into their spheres – this is fear based… I feel men hate women 
because they have lost their ‘privilege’ and have difficulty in seeing women as equal. This 
does need to be dealt with across cultures where traditional gender stereotypes are 
stronger.  (Jill, mid 70’s) 

Some men don’t like highly educated women or don’t like women being so good at 
everything…(Maxine, 60’s) 

Mutual respect and financial independence… women now have to go to work and be 
financially independent… that is the only way to buy a home – it’s a partnership… you 
can’t look to men to financially look after you. In our day the man wouldn’t have got 
where he is without the wife supporting him. You don’t put a woman down you don’t put 
a man down – we are equal but different. (Maxine, mid 60’s) 
 
Education on valuing the ‘carer’ 

Many women in the focus groups saw the role of caring as being undervalued by society 
and in need of being redressed. Some expressed hope for future generation of women 
and men sharing and valuing these roles. 

Society doesn’t value us as carers, mothers and volunteers. Self esteem comes from 
‘what job do you have?’ and this becomes harder as you get older as you no longer have 
the skills required ….You haven’t been able to afford to keep up training. And employers 
aren’t interested in hiring older women or investing in skill development… I now work 
part-time but my profession was being a mother and raising my 3 children – that is my 
job. I don’t feel valued in this choice. What message are we sending? Why aren’t 
teachers more highly regarded and better paid? The people that play that role in the 
future of our children … we need to value those professions and children more … and we 
will have better adults. (Tina mid 50’s) 
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Men have to also learn home economics and cooking and sharing the caring roles… both 
have to have education. If we have a broader view of our role in life and in the family this 
will make a difference. (Edith, 60’s) 

My daughter and son in law share the house responsibilities and child responsibilities 
and work… this makes the difference. (Nina, mid 60’s) 

Women raising children should have a job description that says nursing, transport, 
teacher, cook, housekeeper – all these roles…These days women (like my sister) do all 
the housekeeping  and she is working fulltime… all she wants is her husband to be nice to 
her. (Juan, mid 60’s) 
 
Education no guarantee of retirement income 

Many of the older women who participated in focus groups spoke of their opportunities 
and being grateful for these given the ‘times’. But all spoke of this not leading to 
comfortable retirement. Life was ‘tight’ and poverty not that far away. Many spoke of 
the need for ‘resilience’ and to grow up not expecting someone taking care of the 
‘money side of things’. 

I went from being a cane farmer’s wife to a University Lecturer in Melbourne but I ended 
up in a housing crisis when my long-term rental was suddenly sold after living there for 
25 years… I did not have the retirement income despite my education to buy a house. 
(Jill, mid 70’s)) 

Resilience came from survival and ‘discovering’ I was smart because of a teacher… 
I can only rely on myself… I learnt this very early in life. Women need to grow up 
expecting to be self-reliant.  Older women are resilient and have a tendency to say ‘I’m 
fine’.  
 
Access to information and education – the digital divide 

The cost of being connected to technology is a barrier for many older people. Time out 
of the workforce is also seen as creating a digital education deficit that is hard to 
overcome. Older women spoke of the need to maintain skills in this area and address 
the impact of not being ‘connected’ due to cost and not accessible information.  

I didn’t go to work when my husband worked. I am not complaining… but if I was born 
now my outlook and work life would be different. I feel valued as a grandmother … but it 
is a high tech world – being out of the workforce means how do you keep up with that? 
It’s harder to get work when you have missed out on this training. And now in my early 
60’s I have to work for the first time in many many years. How do I catch up? (Nina, 60’s)   

The old Citizens Advice Bureau used to provide essential information that just isn’t there 
anymore. If you don’t have the internet (and its not because you can’t use a computer… 
it’s just too expensive) where do you get your information from? You get penalised all 
the time. Bills. Banks. They all do it. You get penalised for being poor. (Laine 70’s). 
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I see the value that older people need to understand technology. This needs action. 
(Juan, mid 60’s) 
 

4. SINGLE PARENTING – THE CUMULATIVE IMPACT OF DISADVANTAGE 

 
There were a number of older single mothers across one metro focus group and one 
semi-rural focus group that talked about the unanticipated physical and financial impact 
of being ‘solo’ carers. 

Superannuation  

‘Tina’ and ‘Ellen’ (both in their mid 50’s) were interviewed separately but shared very 
similar stories. Both women are tertiary educated who had careers prior to having 
children. They both found themselves dipping into their ‘future security’ to support 
themselves and their children. Both women expressed wanting to provide the things 
that they had received growing up. Tina sold her house to fund school fees and music 
lessons. Both women have accessed their superannuation under the financial hardship 
clause. 

I have made sacrifices as a single mother… I don’t know how I will survive later in life. I 
have drawn down all I can from what little superannuation I have. As a single parent 
there is extreme hardship on many fronts. I want to hang onto my home and just raise 
my children well for their future… it is so hard on your own and I feel like women like me 
keep getting punished and that this role is not valued. (Sue, mid 50’s) 

I applied under the hardship clause to access the maximum amount of my super – as 
small as it is – in order to pay for the private health gap in an operation my daughter had 
to have. Time was of the essence – the longer we waited the worse her prognosis was for 
being able to walk… so I accessed what I could to help pay the gap and what I didn’t 
realise was the amount of tax I had to pay as well. Women are accessing their meagre 
life savings for essential things like health care for their children (Elle, mid 50’s). 

I accessed my super early to simply help with school fees and housing costs. There is 
simply not enough money and I can’t fit in any more work than I do… So I doubt I will 
have any super to retire on – what little I had I have accessed (Tina, mid 50’s). 

Accessing Superannuation early is an example of where women prioritise the current 
needs of their children over their own long-term financial security. 

Diminishing options – the spiral for single mothers 

Both Tina and Ellen describe a poverty slide exacerbated by housing affordability, work 
options, childcare and not being able to afford study to keep up skills in order to 
maintain employment options. Both moved to semi-rural areas in part because of lower 
housing costs. What wasn’t anticipated were the difficulties in finding work close to 
home or flexible childcare.  Both women worked part time and casually - a fair distance 
from where they lived. This involved considerable commuting and stress around getting 
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back to their children, particularly when the children were in primary school.  They 
described the emotional impact of distance during bushfire periods and feeling trapped 
in circumstances. 

You feel like everything is stacked against you … every effort to work, study and be a 
good parent is overwhelming… there is no support. And when Julia Gillard made those 
changes to the pension and I had to go onto newstart – having to find more work, 
travelling and being a carer for my still young children felt overwhelming… I did feel like I 
was being punished for being a single mum. There is no recognition of the work of being 
a carer – particularly a single mum. (Ellen, mid 50’s). 
 
Childcare, work options and housing affordability – a cocktail of disadvantage 

Anne, an older recently retired woman spoke about her daughter who was now a single 
mum raising 2 children on her own.  When I see my own daughter struggle and the 
impact of trying to work part time or casually as her kids are young – I never expected 
she would be in this position. There is no local childcare. Housing costs means she is 
living a long way out of Melbourne. It’s harder to find work or work is too far away. I 
help when I can. My income is restricted but I am trying to support her. It is hard – and 
we are both educated women. I feel I have done well in my life and I just expected my 
daughter would have a career and be self-sufficient. But things didn’t work out that way. 
Being a single mum changes everything… She studies so hard …. She has done another 
online diploma– but she can’t find work that fits in with her caring responsibilities … and 
it is hard to find work… casual jobs here and there … she is always exhausted... can’t 
afford childcare … she does small casual jobs which means an unpredictable income… 
the lack of affordable and accessible childcare is a real issue. 

Casual work or self-employment means being ‘available’… You have to book into 
childcare – you can’t just ring up and say ‘can I change days this week’? It’s a catch 22. 
(Tina, mid 50’s)  

5. SELF-RELIANCE AND FINANCIAL LITERACY  

 
Men always did the financial stuff. That made women dependent… and a lot of women 
still are. (Laine, 70)  

The money comes to the couple but the man controls it… men think they should have 
control. This needs to be challenged. (Eleanor, late 70’s) 
 
The message on financial literacy was consistent and clear: older and younger women 
need to understand money and young women need to know how to live within their 
means. 

When we grew up we had to use cheap cuts of meat. You didn’t eat out. You need to 
know where the money comes from and where it goes. It starts at school. We had a 
housekeeping allowance and paid for everything out of that. Men got to keep money for 
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themselves… It was hard… The money should be shared… Kids need to be brought up 
differently. (Joy, early 80’s) 
 
To be honest I didn’t want to work – I wanted to stay at home. But now I accept I have to 
do this… to look to a man to give this is going to put me in a vulnerable position – that is 
why I am studying. It’s been an education to realise this… it’s made me stronger. 
(Charlotte, late 40’s) 
 
Death of a partner 

A number of older women across focus groups raised issues around the impact of the 
death of a partner. If your husband dies what is the transition to independence? Can 
you get a proper job? Are you too old? How do you use technology and pay bills if your 
husband has always did this?   

I have to say that voluntary work at COTA gave me confidence and a reason to get up in 
the morning and have routine. I also volunteer at an aged care home.. I am proud to say 
that I have got out of the house… I had to learn to do everything – everything was done 
for me (Nina early 60’s). 

Nina’s story highlights the importance of support, information and education for older 
women who lose a partner. 

When you lose a husband you don’t know what to do – you are faced with bills for the 
first time or you find out there are expenses that you didn’t know existed.. When my 
husband died I was left asking people what do I do where do I go? People came to me 
saying you owe me this and that and I have had to learn… I had no idea how to pay 
bills… women need help to know how to deal with this… and if your husband has a stroke 
or becomes incapable… they still have control over the money..  

I have learnt to survive – I was so dependent on my husband. When he died I felt like a 
child – faced with crossing the road without any knowledge of the road rules. How do 
you become more financially independent as an older woman?  When my husband died I 
was faced with bills and financial responsibilities for the first time. And then I had to find 
work for the first time. An education program is needed for older women but younger 
women have to be taught about financial literacy as men are brought up and are 
expected to know this…  

My husband was a great provider – but he did everything for me ... so I am just 
navigating my way in the dark slowly. Once it gets dark I must be home as he is not 
there.  (Nina, early 60’s) 
 
Later life preparation  

In rural areas the question came up about what to do much later in life and how to 
prepare for this.  
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What happens when your partner dies – what happens if your partner requires care and 
the costs that may be incurred by the partner left behind? What happens to me in the 
future when either of us can’t drive … and we have to sell? Where do we go? What can 
we or I afford? Where can I get help with this? (Janet, 70’s) 
 

6. HOUSING AND APPROPRIATE SUPPORT FOR OLDER WOMEN ESCAPING FAMILY 
VIOLENCE 

 
A number of women felt services were geared to younger women and children. The 
following story from Cheryl highlights the critical role an outer Metro Neighbourhood 
House provided. What was important to Cheryl was the access to services within a 
general community space that was ‘welcoming and non-judgmental’. Neighbourhood 
Houses provide an essential community space to reach and support the most vulnerable 
and disadvantaged in our community. 

I tried to leave a number of times but it was just too hard. I couldn’t stand going to a 
refuge… alot of women don’t want to go to a refuge – it’s harder for older women… My 
whole life has changed now that I have stable housing… I’m reconnecting with my family 
and my kids again… this place (Neighbourhood House) has provided support in so many 
areas of my life… I feel in control of my life... I feel good about myself. One on one 
support… now I am volunteering here… I’ve done a computer class.  Having Mission 
Australia in the neighbourhood house changed my life…I am 12 months down the track… 
I had tried to leave before… but it was too hard… I couldn’t get a job as I wasn’t coping 
because of family violence and then I got a worker through an employment program 
from Mission Australia – I got the support… and I got connected to the community here 
through the neighbourhood house… I reconnected with a brand new Doctor and a 
psychologist. I had support to deal with legal issues. I wasn’t judged. I had a worker that 
saw me as a person… My biggest goal was to reconnect to with my children and the 
drinking issues because of violence and now I feel good about myself. I never believed I 
would be here now… I was suicidal and everything… I got out of that relationship 
through Mission Australia and this place – I can see a future and dreams do come true. 
(Cheryl, early 50’s)  

The hidden nature of elder abuse was discussed in Kyneton. There was general concern 
over where you go for help in a small community.  There was agreement that legal 
advice needed to be more freely available and promoted so that older people (women 
in particular) were educated more. As one woman said I’m educated and I don’t know 
where I would go. Seniors Rights Victoria was discussed and there was agreement on an 
information session being held to inform people on this issue. 
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Supporting Neighbourhood Houses as critical community inclusion and resilience 
building infrastructure  

Governments should provide more funding to places like this… there’s no judgement 
here. You can get food, advice, services and then there is education – and employment 
training … everything is connected.  Women escaping domestic violence often come in 
here (Neighbourhood House) for support for something else…you set up that first step of 
support, build trust… there are building blocks to being able to leave … resilience, mental 
health, financial advice … it takes time.(Fiona, late 40’s) 

As a young Muslim woman – seeing that I have a direction and a future...I am studying 
now. This is a space I feel accepted and supported in. (Nazia, early 20’s dropped into a 
focus group at a Neighbourhood House) 
 

7. SUMMARY STATEMENT 

As these case studies highlight, women’s lives are significantly impacted by gender 
inequality and compounded by the experience of ageing. There is half a lifetime 
between the age of 40 and 80. A Victorian Gender Equality Strategy must address this 
large and multi-generational cohort now and into the future to achieve gender equity 
outcomes.     

Please refer to COTA Victoria’s Submission to the Victorian Equality Strategy for 
detailed recommendations. 


