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1  In PRIAE’s work we are acutely aware that Ethnic minority elder women and men define themselves by experience of particu-
lar issues, with a strong desire to correct injustices. They do not necessarily single out specific inequality, though ‘ethnicity’ is 
usually their primary focus through which they trace explanations for facing particular issues and experiences (Age & Race 
discrimination seminar, PRIAE 2003)     

1.  Introduction

The AGE+ project. Th�s report forms the UK 
contribution to the Age+ project, a European 
Commission funded project designed to provide an 
insight into the financial situation of ethnic minority 
women over the age of 40, in five European 
countr�es; the Netherlands, the Un�ted K�ngdom, 
Germany, Austria, and Italy. The project’s title: 
Age + (Age + gender + ethnicity) refers to the 
fact that older ethnic minority women experience 
multiple inequalities: on account of their ethnicity; 
their age and their gender. Any one of these 
being a sufficient cause of inequality in its own 
r�ght, but comb�ned they prov�de for cumulat�ve 
disadvantage for ethnic minority women: low pay, 
poor working conditions, existence of race, age 
and sex discrimination in reducing opportunities 
to obtain and/or progress in employment, being 
concentrated in specific jobs and sectors and the 
experience of differential pay; the provision of 
unpa�d care, leav�ng the labour market to ra�se a 
fam�ly 1 - these are just some of the factors which 
cons�gn m�d-l�fe �n poverty  and �ts cont�nuat�on 
�n old age through low pens�onable �ncome and 
under claiming of entitlements.  The project aims 
to h�ghl�ght these �ssues and �n do�ng so make 
some �mpact on European soc�al pol�cy so that 
future generat�ons of ethn�c m�nor�ty women can 
look forward to a decent quality of life in old age.   

Terms of reference. The Age+ report from the 
four countr�es (the Netherlands, Germany, Austr�a, 
and Italy) �s an �mportant contr�but�on to the area 
but it did not include the UK. Towards the end of 
the Age+ project, PRIAE proposed that to omit a 
report on the UK would be a d�sserv�ce to the area 
of age�ng, ethn�c�ty and gender – and marg�nal�ze 
considerable work progressed in the UK. Hence this 
UK report is produced under different conditions: 
a very short time span and with reduced scope. 
This report is complementary to the Age+ report 
and the a�m �s to g�ve a br�ef snapshot of the 
situation of ethnic minority women aged 40 and 
over in the UK. This covers the many sources of 
statistics, and the main findings, that relate to the 

l�v�ng cond�t�ons of ethn�c m�nor�t�es �n the UK, 
the status of ethn�c m�nor�ty women �n educat�on, 
the labour market and the�r levels of �ncome and 
savings. Considered together, this information 
shall help us to analyse the �ssues for the present 
and the future generat�ons of ethn�c m�nor�ty 
women.  It is useful to state that we use the term 
‘ethnic minority’ and/or ‘Black and minority ethnic 
(BME) women/elders/groups’ and not ‘migrant’. 
This is because ‘ethnic minority/BME’ signifies 
that those who belong to these groups face 
specific issues as a result of their minority status 
through d�sadvantage and d�scr�m�nat�on based 
on a number of factors and/or their combination. 
If these were absent there would be no need to 
focus neither on ‘ethnicity’ nor for that matter, 
the need for this Age 40+project. In our view the 
term ‘migrant’ is a misnomer since many of these 
women though m�grant �n or�g�n, have made the�r 
homes �n Europe for many decades, and �ndeed 
many are born within it. In contrast, politicians 
and society at large wish them to ‘integrate’, 
which they do, but with greater difficulty if they are 
continuously defined as ‘temporary’ or ‘transient’ 
as the term ‘migrant’ implies. 

Ageing and immigration in the UK and Europe. 
The chang�ng demograph�c s�tuat�on �n the UK and 
across Europe (and �ndeed other parts of the world) 
�s now an accepted phenomenon, for both the 
majority and increasingly the migrant population. 
People are l�v�ng longer and the numbers of the 
old and very old are �ncreas�ng, wh�lst the number 
of young people is decreasing. This is particularly 
the case for the majority ethnic population, whilst 
establ�shed and new ethn�c m�nor�t�es tend to 
have younger age structures. Europe’s largest 
research on age�ng and ethn�c�ty �n health and 
social care ‘Minority Elderly Care, (PRIAE 2004)’ 
produced a profile of ten countries and provides 
a good data source on this. The publication also 
helps us to understand who we are referr�ng to 
as an ‘ethnic minority’. The MEC research project 
defines minorities as coming from three sources: 



 PRIAE, The Financial Well-being of Ethnic Minority Women Aged 40+ in the UK2

2   This is why the Euro-project CEMESME (Contribution of Ethnic Minorities in Small & Medium Sized Enterprises) at PRIAE is 
considered so important by the EU Trade Commissioner Rt Hon Peter Mandleson (CEMESME flyer, see www.priae.org) The 
project aims to assess how the contribution of ethnic minority employees and enterprise could add to business performance 
and to Europe’s economies in turn.

first, from former colonial possession during the 
per�od of post-Second World War reconstruct�on; 
second as econom�c m�grants, as refugees and 
asylum seekers fleeing wars, persecution and 
econom�c d�spossess�on; th�rd as those who 
have known no other homeland, l�ke the Roma, 
regarded as ‘traditional/national minorities’, (ibid 
p.3) and are endemically discriminated against in 
their countries of origin. 

For the UK since the 1950s post-war immigration 
largely came from the UK’s former colonies - from 
the Car�bbean, from the Ind�an sub cont�nent, East 
Afr�ca and later, other parts of South East As�a, as 
well econom�c m�grat�on w�th�n Europe from Italy, 
Spain and refugees for example from parts of 
Africa, Cyprus, Vietnam. Women and men from the 
Old Commonwealth countr�es (Austral�a, Canada, 
S.Africa) have long continued to migrate to the UK in 
search of work. And so the pattern continues today. 

L�ke elsewhere �n Europe, ethn�c m�nor�ty labour, 
�n�t�ally as m�grant labour, has been a cr�t�cal 
source for support�ng European econom�es, as 
well as be�ng contr�butors to the soc�al and cultural 
fabric of individual societies.2 In this way Europe’s 
mult�cultural l�fe has enr�ched both m�nor�ty and 
majority communities. 

The UK has been no exception. Ethnic minority 
women and men have long filled large labour 
shortages, undertaken work that the majority 
populat�on was unw�ll�ng to undertake and at a 
lower rate of earnings. This was well illustrated 
by the recent summer dispute experienced by 
British Airways’ passengers at Heathrow London 
with Gate Gourmet catering company – a majority 
of �ts workforce be�ng As�an women and men, 
who were protest�ng aga�nst low �ncome and 
immediate large scale sackings. It is clear that the 
workers caused immense disruption. Yet in spite 
of society’s reliance on ethnic minority labour in 
key sectors, no European country �s �mmune from 
the publ�c percept�on that m�nor�t�es are ‘replac�ng 
their labour’ and so the debate around immigration 
and Europe’s large labour shortages is coloured 
by xenophobia and racism. 

The subject of ethnic minority women and their 
financial conditions at 40+ cannot be discussed 
without the context of historical and political 
economy of labour. Nor can the effects and policy 
responses that are needed to counter poverty �n m�d 
and old age be understood and proposed w�thout 
examining how ethnicity and race discrimination; 
gender and sex discrimination; and age and age 
discrimination in the context of class, combine to 
produce and reproduce part�cular effects for black 
and minority ethnic (BME) women and men, and 
in old age. 
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2.  Ethnic minorities in the UK

General demographics. There are sixty million 
people in the UK. The 2001 Census (Office for 
National Statistics 2003a) shows that of these 
around four and a half million are from BME 
groups, nearly e�ght percent of the total populat�on, 
2.3 million of these are BME women. 

The UK population is expected to grow by six 
million by 2031, and the Government Actuaries 
Department estimates that just over three million 
of these will result from the direct inflow of new 
migrants and a further 1.5 million as a result 
of births among existing migrant populations 
(ONS 2004c). The umbrella term ‘BME group’ 
conta�ns many d�fferent ethn�c, rel�g�ous and 
l�ngu�st�c groups w�th d�fferent patterns of 
migration and socio-economic circumstances. 

The largest ethn�c m�nor�ty groups are Ind�an and 
Irish (although Irish is not strictly classified as an 
ethn�c group �n the Census), followed by other 
well-established groups such as Black Caribbean, 
Pakistani and those of mixed ethnic background 
(ONS 2003a). Less numerous but equally well-
established minority groups include Bangladeshi 
and South East As�an (Ch�nese, V�etnamese) and 
there are new groups, from the EU access�on 
countries, from Africa and the Middle East. 

The majority of the UK’s ethnic minority population 
l�ves �n England, wh�le only two percent res�de �n 
Scotland and Wales and less than one percent �n 
Northern Ireland. Most live in large urban areas, 
w�th nearly half of the ent�re UK ethn�c m�nor�ty 
population based in London, comprising 30 
percent of the city’s residents. The next largest 
centre �s the West M�dlands, where 13 percent 
of the populat�on �s from an ethn�c m�nor�ty (ONS 
2003a), followed by the South East (8%), North 
West (8%) and Yorkshire and the Humber (7%). The 
UK’s concentration of ethnic minority populations 
in specific conurbations mirrors that of other 
BME communities across Europe (PRIAE 2004).

Age and gender. Britain is an ageing society, with 
one in five people over state pensionable age. Of 
these 2.6 percent are from an ethnic minority. White 
groups have an older age structure than other 
ethnic groups and nearly one in seven white British 

people are aged 65 and over. The Black Caribbean 
group also has an older populat�on, w�th one �n 
nine aged 65 or over, reflecting the early migration 
of this group in the 1960s. By comparison, other 
groups, including Bangladeshi, Black African and 
Pak�stan� groups are relat�vely youthful, w�th as 
many as one in three under the age of sixteen 
(Summerfield and Babb 2004). Indeed, in 2004, 
17 percent of children in maintained schools in 
England were from an ethn�c m�nor�ty group (DfES 
2005). This pool of young BME people represents 
cons�derable scope for mak�ng sure that through 
opportun�t�es, the�r full potent�al �s real�sed �n 
employment - to secure better old age �n the future 
than their parents have today. 

Although the number of pensioners from BME 
commun�t�es �s relat�vely small, there �s a grow�ng 
proportion in the pre-retirement age group (45-65), 
particularly among Black, Indian and Pakistani 
groups. As a result the number of BME elders is 
expected to increase rapidly over the next few 
decades, faster than the already aged majority 
population (PRIAE 2003). This demographic 
change presents cons�derable �mpl�cat�ons for 
individual financial security for BME families and 
elder women and men, but also for the state. It 
is in this regard that the Pension Commission’s 
�nter�m statement that ‘Women pens�oners �n the 
UK today are significantly poorer than men. An 
effect�ve pens�on system for the future must be 
one in which the vast majority of women accrue 
pens�on ent�tlements, both state and pr�vate, �n 
their own right’ (Pension Commission 2004, p. 260).

Women have convent�onally outnumbered men �n 
the older age groups, because of d�ffer�ng mortal�ty 
rates. However, varying immigration patterns mean 
that this is not always the case. Women over 65 
for instance outnumber men in the white (58 % 
women), mixed (55 %) and Chinese (54 %) ethnic 
groups. In contrast women over 65 make up 45 
percent of the Pakistani group and only a third (34 
%) of the Bangladeshi group (ONS 2004b). We 
can summar�se th�s �n Table 1 as shown below by 
ethnicity, age and gender.

General living conditions. Overall ethn�c m�no-
rities experience worse living conditions than the 
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Table 1 - The age distribution of ethnic minority women and men in the UK, 2001

Age Group
Age Group

16 - 19 20-39 40-59 60-79 80 + Total
absolute % absolute % absolute % absolute % absolute % absolute

Women
White British 1,054,596 5.5 6,175,306 32.5 6,079,965 31.8 4,292,443 22.6 1,418,195 7.6 19,020,605

White Irish 6,524 2.0 83,170 25.9 108,368 33.8 101,553 31.7 21,176 6.6 320,891

Mixed group 27,088 15.7 96,158 55.6 35,367 20.4 11,668 6.7 2,775 1.6 173,156

Indian 35,526 8.8 187,672 46.3 129,349 31.9 47,254 11.7 5,560 1.4 405,461

Pakistani 30,230 13.1 124,024 53.9 55,088 23.9 18,638 8.1 2,139 0.9 230,219

Bangladeshi 12,653 14.7 49,731 57.8 17,793 20.7 5,464 6.3 424 0.5 86,165

Black 
Caribbean 15,132 6.2 110,223 44.9 74,808 30.5 41,787 17.0 3,317 1.4 245,367

Black African 16,107 9.1 107,936 61.1 43,372 24.5 8,424 4.8 946 0.5 176,885

Chinese 10,261 10.5 47,130 48.4 30,758 31.6 8,056 8.3 1,206 1.2 97,511

Other ethnic 
groups 6,199 6.1 56,453 55.6 32,845 32.4 5,296 5.2 685 0.7 101,578

Men
White British 1,103,689 6.3 6,086,548 34.6 6,040,403 34.3 3,699,702 21.0 679,704 3.9 17,610,146

White Irish 6,881 2.4 79,604 28.1 101,294 35.8 85,015 30.0 10,423 3.7 283,317

Mixed group 27,999 17.8 85,504 54.3 31,146 19.8 11,176 7.1 1,550 1.0 157,475

Indian 36,387 9.2 178,254 45.2 126,396 32.1 48,688 12.4 4,394 1.1 394,219

Pakistani 31,191 13.3 122,532 52.2 54,354 23.2 24,779 10.6 1,785 0.8 234,741

Bangladeshi 12,533 14.4 47,961 55.2 15,748 18.1 10,177 11.7 401 0.5 86,920

Black 
Caribbean 14,573 7.1 87,592 43.0 55,353 27.2 43,281 21.2 2,968 1.5 203,867

Black African 15,232 9.6 91,973 58.2 40,854 25.8 9,408 5.9 673 0.4 158,240

Chinese 10,986 12.5 43,926 49.9 24,501 27.9 7,905 9.0 630 0.7 88,048

Other ethnic 
groups 6,668 8.8 42,173 55.5 22,423 29.5 4,260 5.6 403 0.5 76,027

Table adapted by PRIAE (2005) from the Census 2001 (ONS 2003a p121/2)

majority population. Ethnic minorities are more 
likely than the majority to live in low-income 
households, although there are cons�derable 
variations between ethnic groups. Pakistanis 
and Bangladeshis are the most likely to be living 
on low incomes (60 %) followed by Black Non-
Caribbean households (49%). The White British 
and Ind�an populat�ons are the least l�kely (DWP 
2003a). Housing status and owner occupation 
var�es between ethn�c m�nor�ty groups, but on 
the whole BME groups are more likely to live in 
poorer qual�ty and overcrowded accommodat�on, 

regardless of tenure, and are also more l�kely to l�ve 
�n depr�ved areas, w�th h�gher than average cr�me 
rates and poorer access to facilities. Research 
has shown that ethnic minorities also experience 
poorer treatment �n health and soc�al care serv�ces 
and d�scr�m�nat�on �n a range of areas, both at an 
individual and an institutional level (PRIAE 2004).

Households. As�an households are larger than 
those of any other ethn�c group, often mult�- 
generational, ‘family within families’ as the 
common saying goes. Households headed by a 
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Bangladeshi person were the largest of all with an 
average size of 4.5 people in April 2001, followed 
by Pakistani households (4.1 people) and Indian 
households (3.3 people). Asian households are 
larger than households of any other ethn�c group 
and are most l�kely to conta�n more than one 
family with dependent children. These types of 
households made up 2 percent of all households 
in Great Britain whereas among the Bangladeshi 
community they made up 17 percent of households. 
The smallest households were found among the 
White and Black Caribbean households (average 
size 2.2 people). This means that older people 
from ethn�c m�nor�ty groups, part�cularly Pak�stan� 
and Bangladeshi elders are more likely to live in 
households conta�n�ng more than one generat�on, 
indeed only 2 percent of Bangladeshi elders live 
in pensioner only households, compared with 27 
percent Irish elders (ONS 2002) . 

Marriage, cohabitation and children. Marr�a- 
ge patterns vary widely between ethnic groups. 
Marr�age levels are un�versally h�gh across all 
Asian groups, and very low among Black groups, 
particularly Caribbeans. However, trends are 
emerg�ng among younger generat�ons from all 
ethn�c groups, �nclud�ng Wh�tes, that suggest 
cons�derable changes �n the future, and younger 
people �n all ethn�c groups are tend�ng towards 
lower levels of marriage, and marriage later in life.  

L�v�ng alone �n old age �s assoc�ated w�th 
h�gher levels of poverty than l�v�ng �n a couple 
(Summerfield and Babb 2004), and research from 
PRIAE (2004) suggests that women are twice as 
likely as men to live alone. The ethnic groups with 
the h�ghest proport�on of women l�v�ng alone were 
the African-Caribbean (45%) and the Chinese/
Vietnamese (32%) compared to the South 
Asian group (23%). Ethnicity also impacts upon 
childrearing. Whilst White women are having less 
ch�ldren later, women of As�an or�g�n, part�cularly 
Bangladeshi and Pakistani, have higher numbers 
of children, and at an earlier age. Black Caribbean 
women conversely are more l�kely to be s�ngle 
mothers than any other group. 
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3  In England, Northern Ireland and Wales 15 and 16 years olds sit GCSEs – General Certificate of Secondary Education. In 
Scotland the equivalent is the Standard Grade.  

4  The CSE or A Level is one of a number of UK post 16 qualifications, and the standard qualification for progression to Higher 
Education.

5  Analysis of University and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) figures, carried out by PRIAE.

3.  Education

Overview. There are a number of pr�mary sources 
relat�ng to educat�on and ethn�c�ty �n the UK, 
�nclud�ng the Census, the Youth Cohort Study, the 
Labour Force Survey, and the National Study of 
Adult Learning. The Department for Education and 
Sk�lls (DfES), collects and presents �ts own data 
from sources l�ke the Nat�onal Pup�l Database, 
comb�ned w�th analys�s of other sources of data 
collected by agenc�es l�ke Un�vers�ty and Colleges 
Adm�ss�ons Serv�ce (UCAS), wh�ch oversees 
the University application process in the UK. 
No study �s comprehens�ve, but together they 
prov�de at least a part�al p�cture of the nature of 
the relat�onsh�p between ethn�c m�nor�t�es and 
the different parts of the UK educational system. 

One d�st�nct�on must be made between establ�shed 
ethn�c m�nor�ty commun�t�es, and refugees and 
asylum seekers. Much is known about the former 
�n educat�on, but l�ttle about the latter, and the data 
almost exclusively focuses on the generalized 
established ethnic groups within the UK. A further 
problem in trying to ascertain qualifications among 
ethn�c m�nor�t�es �s the very fact that m�grat�on 
occurs at different stages in the life course. This 
makes true assessment difficult, particularly for 
new groups. In the context of this report, these 
stud�es prov�de some �nd�cat�on of the current 
s�tuat�on of young ethn�c m�nor�ty women, and to 
a lesser extent, they give some insight into the 
position of ethnic minority women currently over 40. 

groups. In 2002, Chinese pupils were the most 
likely ethnic group to achieve five or more GCSE 
grades between A and C,3  with 77 percent of 
Chinese girls and 71 percent of Chinese boys 
respectively. This was followed by Indian (71% 
girls, 58% boys) and White pupils (57% girls, 
46% boys). The lowest levels of GCSE attainment 
were among Black Caribbean pupils (38% girls, 
23% boys), whilst Black African (47% girls, 34% 
boys) Pakistani (45% girls, 34% boys) and Black 
other (45% girls, 30% boys) occupied the middle 
range (Summerfield and Babb 2004). The picture 
is similar for CSE grades (A-levels).4 Of appl�cants 
accepted to UK universities in 2004, Chinese 
students (50%), were the most likely to have 
attained 21+ ‘A’ level points, followed by White 
(46%) and Indian (40%) whilst Pakistani (29%) 
Black African (28%) Bangladeshi (26%) and Black 
Caribbean (19%) students were the least likely 
(DfES 2005b). Little is known about the situation 
of other groups, �nclud�ng Gyps�es and Traveller 
groups, refugees and asylum seekers, but ch�ldren 
from these groups are thought to be part�cularly at 
r�sk of poor atta�nment part�cularly at secondary 
school (Bhattacharyya, Ison, Blair (2003), DfES 
(2005b)). 

Higher education. M�nor�ty ethn�c students 
compr�sed an est�mated 15 percent of all 
undergraduates �n H�gher Educat�on (HE) 
Institutions, the Open University and Further 
Education Colleges. While no minority ethnic 
groups are under-represented �n HE compared to 
the general populat�on, some groups, l�ke Ch�nese, 
Indian and Black African groups, are much better 
represented than others. Figures from UCAS5  
show that nearly twenty three thousand women 
in the UK applied to a degree course in 2004, an 
increase in excess of three thousand from 1996 
and some four thousand more than men �n the 
2004. The figures also suggest that the proportion 
of women from ethn�c m�nor�t�es apply�ng to 

Young ethnic minority women today

Secondary and further education. The fact that 
ethn�c m�nor�t�es have one and a half t�mes greater 
unemployment than the�r wh�te peers cannot 
be explained by poor educational performance. 
There are strong correlat�ons between educat�onal 
attainment, gender and ethnicity. Young women 
are outperform�ng young men at both GCSE and 
A-level atta�nment, and th�s appl�es to all ethn�c 
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a un�vers�ty �s �ncreas�ng year on year and �s 
generally h�gher than the proport�on of ethn�c 
minority men applying. Whilst the majority of these 
are aged twenty or under, a grow�ng proport�on of 
older women are also applying.

Black Caribbean’s are much more likely to be 
engaged in taught learning (Bhattacharyya, Ison, 
Blair 2003). A survey of 400 refugees and asylum 
seekers found low part�c�pat�on �n educat�on and 
training: 15 percent were studying towards a 
qualification, compared to 22 percent of people 
from an ethn�c m�nor�ty group, and four percent 
were currently undertak�ng tra�n�ng, compared 
to 11 percent of people from a m�nor�ty ethn�c 
group. Just over a fifth were studying for a degree 
(Bhattacharyya, Ison, Blair (2003), DfES (2005b). 

Language skills. There are d�fferences �n 
language sk�lls among ethn�c groups, and th�s can 
have a substant�al �mpact on performance both �n 
education and in the labour market. In PRIAE’s 
European Minority Elderly Care research (2004), 
�t was found for the UK that Afr�can-Car�bbean 
elders, as expected, could speak and read English 
and for the majority this was their main language.  
By comparison, 64% of South Asians could speak 
and 49% could read English, 18% of the Chinese/
Vietnamese older people could speak and 12% 
could read English.  There were also differences 
�n language ab�l�ty by age w�th the older �nformants 
be�ng less l�kely to speak Engl�sh than the younger 
ones.  There are sound reasons as to why such 
groups d�d not acqu�re Engl�sh language sk�lls 
in their earlier period of life. For example long 
work�ng hours (for men and women), and car�ng 
for the�r fam�ly are most l�kely to have affected a 
large number of women. Learning opportunities 
at the t�me would have been l�m�ted and many 
probably could not use them. 

Commun�cat�on and access to �nformat�on are 
�mportant sources for counter�ng barr�ers �n 
pens�oner poverty, �n employment, �n health, 
housing and social services. Information promotion 
�n d�fferent formats and mater�als to �ncrease 
awareness and �mprove access was stated as 
one of the key area for further development by 
the House of Commons Work and Pens�ons 
Comm�ttee on Pens�on Cred�t and the Del�very of 
Services to Ethnic Minority Clients (2005). While 
the �ssue of �nformat�on and awareness �s an 
old one, �t �s encourag�ng to see a government 
committee make actions specific and call for 
further report on progress made.

Older ethnic minority women 

Education and qualifications. In contrast to 
those of school age, men and women of work�ng 
age tend to have s�m�lar levels of atta�nment at 
degree level, but overall educat�onal atta�nment 
�s substant�ally h�gher for men than women (ONS 
2004). The likelihood of having no qualifications 
is lowest between the ages of 16 and 34 for men 
and women, and then increases with age. The 
l�kel�hood of ga�n�ng a degree decl�nes after the 
age of 34 (ONS 2003a). The effect of ethnicity 
�s s�m�lar �n work�ng adults as �n school ch�ldren 
and Chinese, Indian and Black African adults 
are the most l�kely to have degrees, followed by 
White British. White British are the least likely 
to be unqualified however, suggesting a more 
marked d�fference between the educated and the 
uneducated in ethnic minorities. Furthermore, 
class of degree varies significantly and all minority 
ethn�c groups are less successful than Wh�te 
students in obtaining a first or upper second class 
of degree. Pakistani/Bangladeshi women (7%) 
and Black Caribbean men (8%) are the least likely 
of all groups to have a degree, and Bangladeshi 
women are the most likely to be unqualified, with 
48 percent saying that they had no qualifications, 
followed by 40 percent of Pakistani women (ONS 
2004c) 

Adult learning. Pakistani and Bangladeshi adults 
are much less l�kely than other ethn�c groups to be 
part�c�pat�ng �n adult learn�ng; women from these 
groups are even less so. By contrast, people of 
Black Caribbean, Black African and Mixed ethnic 
heritage have high rates of participation: Black 
Car�bbean and Ch�nese women more so, than the�r 
male counterparts. Participation rates also differ by 
age. Only four percent of Bangladeshi adults over 
aged 65 participated in learning compared to 23 
percent of all minority ethnic adults aged over 65. 
The participation rate for Black Africans aged over 
65 was high, at 43 percent. Bangladeshi and Black 
Car�bbean adults are the least l�kely to part�c�pate 
in job-related training but a higher proportion of 
Bangladeshi learners than other groups engage 
in self-directed learning, whilst Black Africans and 
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Chart 1 - Employment, ethnicity and gender: employment rates for men and women aged 16-74

Chart extracted from the Census 2001 by the Equal Opportunities Commission (2004) p.7

4.  Labour market participation and income

Overview. There �s a broad range of government 
research that covers var�ous aspects of work 
part�c�pat�on, �nclud�ng employment rates, types 
of act�v�ty and cond�t�ons w�th�n pa�d employment 
in the UK. The 2001 Census is the most compre-
hensive source of data on employment figures by 
sex, age and ethnicity and provides data on type 
of participation including full-time/part-time, self-
employed, unemployed, and so on. 

Other ONS sources �nclude the General 
Household Survey and the Labour Force Survey, 
the latter of wh�ch �s prov�des data for analys�s 
in a range of ONS publications. In  2002 the 
House of Lords establ�shed a Select Comm�ttee 
to consider proposals for UK’s ageing population 
taking economics of ageing as its main focus. 
PRIAE subm�tted wr�tten and oral ev�dence at the 
Committtee’s request, and this information source 
�s used (PRIAE ev�dence, House of Lords Sess�on 
2003).

Employment. White men (68%) and ethnic 
minority men (56%) have higher employment 
rates than white women (55%) and ethnic minority 

women (42%).  As Chart 1 below shows, wh�le 
there exist differences in employment patterns 
between ethn�c groups, and between women and 
men in the groups themselves, White and Black 
Car�bbean women command s�m�lar employment 
rates, as is the case for White and Indian men. 

Secur�ng employment �s not only a useful marker 
for receiving earnings but it also provides for one’s 
self worth – an �mportant element �n mental well 
being. But this says nothing about the location of 
employment and types and their satisfaction. This 
var�es cons�derable by both ethn�c�ty and gender 
as we see next.

Occupation and industry. Chart 2 (next page) 
prov�des for a fuller sectoral locat�on of employment 
by ethnicity and gender. Certain ethnic groups 
tend to be concentrated �n part�cular �ndustr�es and 
kinds of work. In 2001/02, forty percent of working 
Bangladeshi and Chinese women worked in the 
d�str�but�on, hotel and restaurant �ndustry, tw�ce the 
average for all women in employment. In contrast, 
51 percent of Black Caribbean women worked 
�n the publ�c adm�n�strat�on, educat�on or health 
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Chart extracted from the Census 2001 by the Equal Opportunities Commission (2004) p.10

Chart 2 - Industry by ethnicity and gender of all in employment aged 16-74

sector. One in ten Black African women and White 
Irish women were working as nurses in 2001/02, 
compared with three in one hundred White British 
women, and Indian women were five times more 
likely than White British women to work as sewing 
mach�n�sts and packers, bottlers, canners and 
fillers (Littlechild and Goulden 2005).  

Research shows that BME workers were con-
centrated in specific industries and types of work 
in the 60’s and 70’s. This determined their lower 
pens�onable �ncome for the present generat�on of 
60+years. Concentration in manu-facturing and 
garments industries may also explain increased 
�nact�v�ty �n later years due to �ll health, apart 

from closure of specific industries (Patel 1990). 
Concentrat�on and segregat�on by ethn�c�ty and 
gender �s apparent today as the chart below 
shows: education, health and social work were 
the main areas to provide employment for all BME 
women w�th vary�ng degree �n compar�son to hotels 
and restaurants where Chinese men (40%) and 
Bangladeshi men (45%) work in compared to white 
men (3%). As a service sector this is characterised 
by low wages, and we see h�gh v�s�b�l�ty of ethn�c 
m�nor�ty women and men as cleaners or wa�tress�ng, 
not only in the UK but across Europe (ibid).

We have seen sectoral locat�on above but what 
can we d�scern from the data regard�ng the 
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Table 2 - Percentage of people in senior or 
management positions 

Ethn�c Group Women Men

Ch�nese 14% 20%

Ind�an 12% 21%

Wh�te 11% 18%

Pak�stan� 9% 15%

Black 
Car�bbean 8% 11%

Black African 7% 12%

Bangladeshi 6% 14%

Table extracted from the Census 2001 by the Equal Opportunities 
Commission (2004)

types of employment held? There has been a 
sl�ght r�se �n the proport�on of all ethn�c groups 
holding professional or managerial jobs. The table 
below shows the d�str�but�on of profess�onal and 
manager�al pos�t�ons held by men and women of 
different ethnic groups.

judges in the House of Lords or court of appeal…. 
Desp�te some efforts to �ncrease the�r numbers, 
BME women are also less likely to be represented 
in other areas of public life, filling less than 2% 
of quango appointments. (Fawcett Society Press 
release, February 2005). 

Part time work and sources of income by marital 
status. Part t�me work�ng �s more pronounced 
among women than men. While there is a larger 
d�fference between wh�te women and men on part 
time working, significant but smaller gaps exist 
between BME women and BME men except for 
Pakistani women (38% compared to 18% for men) 
and for Bangladeshi women and men at 38% (ibid 
2003). 

Enterprise & Self-employment. An alternat�ve 
to seek�ng employment w�th an organ�zat�on, �s to 
create one’s own. The existence of discrimination 
�n secur�ng employment �s often c�ted as a 
mot�vator for creat�ng small and med�um s�ze 
organisations (SMEs). Not all are in the private 
sector. We also see evidence of organisations 
created in the not for profit sector, the community 
based and voluntary organisations. In the face 
of d�scr�m�nat�on, �nd�v�duals pool resources and 
set up small businesses. Ethnic minorities of 
As�an or�g�n are more l�kely to be self-employed 
than the majority white population, and this is the 
case particularly for Bangladeshi, Pakistani and 
Chinese people, whilst Black Caribbean’s are less 
likely than the majority to be self-employed. 

Official figures (DWP, 2003) show that women 
are less l�kely to be self employed than men �n 
all ethn�c groups however the val�d�ty of th�s data 
has been quest�oned due to the small sample s�ze 
(Number Ten Strategy Unit 2003). A recent survey 
from Global Entrepreneursh�p Mon�tor (Hard�ng 
2004) suggests that ethnic minority groups are 
generally more entrepreneurial than the majority 
populat�on, and that ethn�c m�nor�ty women are 
generally more entrepreneur�al than both ethn�c 
minority men, and White British women. In 2004 
this was particularly the case for ‘Other’ Black 
women who made up 29 percent of all female 
entrepreneurs, compared with Bangladeshi 
(10.9%), Black Caribbean (10.5%), and White 
British women (3.6%). Interestingly, the chances 
of be�ng unemployed �ncrease w�th age for ethn�c 
m�nor�ty women, yet the probab�l�ty of be�ng self-

Comparing majority and minority groups as a 
whole, more white women (11%) and men (18%) 
were �n these posts �n relat�on to ethn�c m�nor�ty 
women (10%) and men (17%). In addition we see 
that wh�le Ch�nese and Ind�an women and men 
occupy a higher proportion of jobs in this category, 
the gender gap is 6% and 9% respectively 
compared to 7% for White women and men. 
Ch�nese and Ind�an women and men had h�gher 
concentrat�ons �n th�s group than other ethn�c 
groups including white majority groups. Does this 
mean that m�nor�ty women and men from Ch�nese 
and Ind�an backgrounds are break�ng the glass 
ceiling? Not quite. As a study launched by an 
influential women’s organisation states: ‘Research 
by the Fawcett Society has revealed the true 
extent to which BME women are almost entirely 
absent from the ranks of dec�s�on-makers �n the 
UK. …. Although BME women form about four per 
cent of the population, they make up just 0.3 per 
cent of MPs – there is now only one female BME 
MP (author’s adjustment); no Asian woman has 
been elected to Westm�nster; there are no black 
female chief constables and no BME women 
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6  This is a cross-partner initiative with partners from the UK Trades & Investment, Chamber of Commerce, Centre for Ethnicity 
& Health at the University of Central Lancashire, Middlesborough Council with  the Commission for Racial Equality in addition 
to Euro-partners.

employed is highest for people over 50, whether 
from an ethnic minority or not (ONS 2003c). It is 
�n th�s area that we see several SME successes 
from BME women and men. 

A new European �n�t�at�ve called CEMESME 
(Contr�but�on of Ethn�c M�nor�t�es �n Small 
and Med�um S�ze Enterpr�ses)6 �s focus�ng on 
�ncreas�ng employment opportun�t�es and mob�l�ty 
by concentrat�ng on the supply s�de �ssues through 
research, training and development. It explores the 
nature of employment, enterpr�se and bus�ness 
culture �n such organ�sat�ons (Mandleson, P, 
2005). There are related initiatives led by national 
and local organ�sat�ons address�ng the needs of 
entrepreneurs as well as employment within.

Unemployment. An �nd�cator of poverty �s the 
presence of unemployment where work �s sought 
but the ability to secure it is not possible. Ethnicity 
is a defining feature and ethnic minority women 
and men both had h�gher levels of unemployment 
compared to white women and men.  Age too has 
a substant�al effect on both econom�c act�v�ty and 
employment. Being over 35 significantly increases 
the chances of �nact�v�ty for all ethn�c groups, but 
especially for Pakistani and Bangladeshi women, 
and th�s �s largely assoc�ated w�th marr�age and 
having children. Conversely, young women under 
twenty five from all groups are substantially more 
likely to be unemployed than those over twenty-five. 

L�fe stage also has an effect on whether women 
work part time or full time.  As we saw above, 
women of all ethn�c groups are more l�kely to work 
part t�me than men, but ethn�c m�nor�ty women are 
less l�kely to be work�ng part t�me than the�r wh�te 
counterparts. Whilst full time employment rates 
for ethn�c m�nor�t�es d�p dur�ng ch�ld rear�ng years, 
part time employment rates tend to rise. 

An �nterest�ng �ssue �s h�ghl�ghted �n a report by the 
Number Ten Strategy Unit (2003) which suggests 
that first generation women of Black Caribbean, 
Indian and Pakistani origin, born in the 1940s and 
1950s consistently experience higher levels of 
unemployment than the�r wh�te counterparts, and 

that th�s trend has cont�nued for second generat�on 
women from these ethnic groups, born in the 1960s 
and 1970s. This is despite the fact that second 
generation women tend to attain higher paid jobs 
than first generation women, and for one ethnic 
group, Ind�an women, they are more l�kely be �n 
managerial or professional occupations.

This leads us to question why BME women and 
men have higher rates of unemployment. In the 
ev�dence g�ven to the House of Lords Econom�cs of 
Population Ageing Committee, PRIAE’s evidence 
was accepted concern�ng the prevalence of ‘ethn�c 
penalty’. This is a term coined by the DWP work on 
unemployment. ‘Ethnic penalty’ refers to the fact 
that BME people are not inherently or intrinsically 
deficient in skills or qualifications but that there are 
external factors that prevent them from securing 
employment. This includes specific acceptance of 
racial discrimination by employers.  This issue does 
not relate to s�mply ga�n�ng entry �nto the labour 
market but also be�ng g�ven equal opportun�t�es 
to increase mobility within the employment ladder. 
BME elders also state that they can see patterns 
of rac�al d�scr�m�nat�on �n earl�er employment 
lead�ng to added d�scr�m�nat�on based on age at 
40+ (PRIAE DTI Seminar, 2003).

Unpaid work. In the UK in 2001, there were 5.9 
million carers, of whom 3.4 million were women. 
Women are more l�kely than men �n all ethn�c 
groups to be prov�d�ng �nformal or unpa�d care to 
family members, friends or other relatives. White 
British and White Irish people were the most likely 
to provide unpaid care in 2001, followed by Indian, 
Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Other Asian (ONS 
2004b). The higher proportion of White carers 
reflects the older age structure of these groups, 
because �nformal care �s most l�kely to be prov�ded 
by people aged between 50 and 60. 

However, as the Chart 3 (next page) shows, 
Bangladeshi and Pakistani women are most 
l�kely to be categor�zed as look�ng after the home, 
reflecting the large numbers of women from these 
groups econom�cally �nact�ve and car�ng for the 
family.   
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Chart 3 - Family and domestic responsibility by ethnicity and gender: people aged 16-74 looking after the 
home and/or family

Chart extracted from the Census 2001 by the Equal Opportunities Commission (2004) p.8
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5.  Income and benefits

Overview.  There �s an array of sources relat�ng to 
income and benefits in the UK, including the DWP 
Family Resources Survey, the General Household 
Survey and Households Below Average Income 
series, which is based on analysis of the Family 
Resources Survey (FRS) and the British Household 
Panel Survey, a long�tud�nal study conducted by 
the Inst�tute for Soc�al and Econom�c Research 
(ISER) UK Long�tud�nal Stud�es Centre at the 
University of Essex. 

The nature of much of the data collected makes 
analysis difficult in the context of older ethnic 
minority women however. The Family Resources 
Survey (FRS) for instance provides data on 
�ncome by age, by gender and by ethn�c�ty, but 
there is little data combing these variables. The 
Households Below Average Income survey (HBAI) 
on the other hand, focuses on households and 
�n part�cular the head of household, wh�ch aga�n 
leaves limited room for analysis in the context of 
older ethnic minority women. When the various 
data are presented together however, �t �s poss�ble 
to make some caut�ous assumpt�ons about the 
financial status of ethnic minority women. 

Ethnicity, gender, age and income. Poverty �s 
a critical source for generating inequality for BME 
women �n m�d-and old age, wh�ch affects the�r 
decision making, influence and power within the 
family and in society.  ‘To remain active in old age, 
you need a lot of money, for transport, for activities. 
Best to stay at home?’ is how a BME elder put it at 
a PRIAE national  event (Patel 1999).

Work�ng age adults are less l�kely than those of 
pension age to have a low income. All those of pension 
age are at r�sk of low �ncome, but part�cularly older 
pens�oners, those l�v�ng alone and those headed 
by a member of an ethnic minority (DWP 2003). 

Wh�lst the relat�onsh�p between �ncome and 
gender �s fa�rly clear, the relat�onsh�p between 
income and ethnicity is more complex. Households 
headed by a member of an ethn�c m�nor�ty are 
more at risk of being below the defined low 
income threshold than majority households and 
one in six working age adults living in a low 

income household in 2001 lived in a household 
headed by a member of an ethnic minority (ibid). 

When we look at earn�ngs however, a more 
complex picture emerges. On average ethnic 
minorities earn less than the majority, with the 
exception of Chinese and Indian workers who 
in 2003 earned on average more than White 
workers, whilst Bangladeshi, Pakistani and those 
of Mixed ethnicity earned the least. Average gross 
weekly pay for Chinese workers was £470, for 
Indian workers £393 and for White workers £365. 
Average gross weekly pay for all ethn�c m�nor�t�es 
was £351, only £14 less than White workers. 
Bangladeshi workers earn substantially less than 
any other group, on average £200 a week, nearly 
one hundred pounds less than the next lowest 
earners, Pakistanis, who earn on average £197 a 
week (DWP 2003b)

Th�s �s �llustrated d�agrammat�cally �n Chart 4 (next 
page): BME women are more likely to experience 
poverty than men or White women. 64% of 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi women live in poverty. 
The factors used to explain why such inequality 
pertains is explained by: 

lower econom�c act�v�ty �n employment; 
concentration of sectors and type of jobs once 
employment �s secured; 
low pa�d sector where they are concentrated; 
education and qualifications’ gap;
cultural values and customs wh�ch proh�b�t 
external employment (Nesbitt & Neary 2001); 
caring family roles.

An alternative way of seeing the significant 
d�fference �n �ncome �s shown �n Chart 5 (next 
page). It can be seen that the gap between 
White women and men is greater (17%) than 
the gap between White women (£9.58 on 
average) and ethnic minority men (£10.60 on 
average); and much less when compar�ng wh�te 
and ethnic minority women (£9.72 on average). 
The gender pay gap was 8% for ethnic minority 
women and men. With increasing age all groups 
experience a decline in income with white 
and BME women nearly converging at 70+. 

•
•

•
•
•

•
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Chart 4 - Percentage of adult women living in poverty by ethnicity

Chart and diagram extracted from Bellamy and Rake K (2005) p.3

Percentage living in poverty 

Pakistani/Bangladeshi

White

Indian

Chinese/Mixed/Other

Asian/Asian British

Black/Black British

10 20 30 400 50 60 70

White < 60 % contemporary median income before housing costs 16

< 60 % contemporary median income after housing costs 20

Asian or Asian British < 60 % contemporary median income before housing costs 34

< 60 % contemporary median income after housing costs 40

Indian < 60 % contemporary median income before housing costs 21

< 60 % contemporary median income after housing costs 23

Pakistani/Bangladeshi < 60 % contemporary median income before housing costs 55

< 60 % contemporary median income after housing costs 64
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* “Living in poverty” here is defined as a household living on less than 60% of median income after housing costs.

Chart extracted from Women’s Equality Unit (2004) p.14
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Table 3 - Median individual income by ethnic group and age band All men and all women

All men All women

White Ethnic minority 
groups White Ethnic minority groups

Marital 
Status

Income  
(£ per week)

Income  
(£ per week)

Income  
(£ per week)

Income as a 
percentage of men’s

Income  
(£ per week)

Income as a 
percentage of men’s

16-19 100 41 88 88% (12%) 46 112% (-12%)
20-24 199 85 151 76% (24%) 81 95% (5%)
25-29 307 236 210 68% (32%) 143 61% (39%)
30-34 359 261 190 53% (47%) 138 53% (47%)
35-39 391 304 180 46% (54%) 157 52% (48%)
40-44 390 300 185 47% (53%) 142 47% (53%)
45-49 377 276 184 49% (51%) 170 62% (38%)
50-54 355 269 158 44% (56%) 122 45% (55%)
55-59 299 200 112 38% (62%) 96 48% (52%)
60-64 228 172 96 42% (58%) 84 49% (51%)
65-69 191 132 93 49% (51%) 90 68% (32%)
70-74 168 118 94 56% (44%) 93 79% (21%)

75 + 144 116 101 70% (30%) 96 83% (17%)

Table extracted from ‘Individual incomes men and women by ethnicity’, Women’s Equality Unit (WEU), DTI 2004

Table 4 - Single people’s median individual income by ethnic group and parental status

Men Women

with children without children with children without children

Ethnic Group Income  
(£ per week)

Income  
(£ per week)

Income  
(£ per week)

Income as a 
% of men’s

Income  
(£ per week)

Income as a 
% of men’s

Wh�te 235 212 165 70% 182 86%

Ethn�c m�nor�ty groups 188 117 152 81% 124 106%

Table extracted from Women’s Equality Unit (WEU), 2004 ibid

Table 3 shows the weekly �ncome gap for women 
and men by ethnicity. It can be seen that age, 
ethn�c�ty and gender comb�ned do g�ve r�se to 
specific income differences. So white younger 
women (£88/week for 16-19 years; £151/week 20-
24 years) experienced higher average incomes 
than ethnic minority men (£41/week; £85/week). 
Th�s s�tuat�on changes where the gap �s larger 
between ethnic minority women and men at 25-29 
years than for white groups. With increasing age 
comes further changes, both pos�t�ve and negat�ve 
where older men’s income is £24/week lower than 
in the 40-44 age group. For women the income 
is higher to £28/week. However, post 40-54 years 
the gap is reduced.

Income, Parental and Marital Status. S�nce gen-
der and parental dut�es are �ntr�ns�cally l�nked, �t �s 
worth looking at the nature of income distribution. 
So �s the nature of mar�tal status part�cularly �n 
view of women’s longevity in comparison to men.

Table 4 uses ‘single’ to mean women and men 
not married and/or in a relationship. Again we see 
gender gap between wh�te men and women and 
ethn�c m�nor�ty men and women when they have 
children. When ethnic minority women without 
ch�ldren are cons�dered, they have greater weekly 
income than ethnic minority men. Both however 
have much lower �ncome compared to wh�te women 
(£182 v £124) and for white men (£212 v £117). 
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Table 5 - Individual income and composition of source of income for widows and widowers, by ethnicity

Source of income 
(expressed as % of 

income)

Widows Widowers Separated 
women Separated men

White
Ethnic 

minority 
groups

White
Ethnic 

minority 
groups

White
Ethnic 

minority 
groups

White
Ethnic 

minority 
groups

Earn�ngs 8 25 16 34 51 45 71 63
Self Employment 1 2 4 0 3 1 11 1
Occupat�onal Pens�ons 22 8 29 14 1 2 2 7
Investment 7 1 9 2 1 0 1

Tax Credits 0 0 0 0 7 4 0
Total Benefit Income 60 55 40 49 26 43 16 12
Other 1 9 1 2 13 7 4 1
Total Income (£ per week) 160 153 219 163 238 196 367 223

Table extracted from Women’s Equality Unit (WEU), 2004 ibid

Ill health morb�d�ty and early mortal�ty are common 
features shared by BME elders in the UK and 
across Europe (PRIAE 2004). This explains in 
part higher levels of economic inactivity. However 
there are substant�al d�fferences between the 
marital status of BME women in retirement and 
dependence on different sources of income. 
BME women have higher rates of employment 
participation (25%) than white women (8%) as 

Table 5 below illustrates. White widows and 
w�dowers rely more on occupat�onal pens�on 
schemes for the�r �ncome, than ethn�c m�nor�ty 
widows and widowers. Overall we see a greater 
reliance on benefits by all minority groups, followed 
by employment earn�ngs for ethn�c m�nor�t�es and 
occupation pensions for white groups. Why this 
should be �s an �ssue that we d�scuss further �n 
the next section.
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6.  Pensions and benefits

The current UK pension system.  The UK has a 
broadly three tier pension system, comprising: 

a compulsory flat rate or means tested pension, 
a compulsory earn�ngs related pens�on, and 
a voluntary pension system. 

The State Pension forms the first and second 
tiers and is made up of the Basic State Pension 
(BSP) and the State Second Pension (S2P). The 
amount of BSP a person qualifies for depends 
on the number of years a person has worked 
or been treated as pay�ng Nat�onal Insurance 
contributions: these are called ‘qualifying years’. 
Men need 44 qualifying years to get a full BSP 
and women who reach 60 before 2010 need 39 
qualifying years, this will gradually increase to 44 
years between 2010 and 2020 during which time 
the State Pension age for women will rise to 65. 

The State Second Pens�on �s earn�ngs based and 
prov�des a more generous add�t�onal pens�on for 
low and moderate earners, and certa�n carers 
and people with long-term illness or disability. The 
Pens�on Cred�t prov�des add�t�onal means-tested 
support to poorer pens�oners, depend�ng on the�r 
income and capital, providing them with sufficient 
resources to maintain a minimum income. However 
up to 30% of people eligible for Pension Credit do 
not cla�m probably due to a lack of �nformat�on, 
i.e. people unaware that they are eligible and the 
complexity of the system. Often the groups not 
cla�m�ng are among the poorest and accord�ng to 
DWP est�mated th�s w�ll �nclude a h�gh proport�on 
of ethnic minority women (DWP 2005). This has 
long been confirmed by BME elders at 50+ (PRIAE 
Pensions conference report, 2003). 

The th�rd t�er compr�ses pr�vate pens�ons, wh�ch can 
be either personal or occupational pensions. In the 
UK more so than �n most other European countr�es, 
pr�vate pens�ons prov�de a substant�al proport�on 
of ret�rement �ncome for many pens�oners, and 
th�s has arguably lessened the effect on ret�rement 
�ncomes of recent demograph�c changes and 
a declining dependency ratio. The Stakeholder 
pens�on �s a recent Government �n�t�at�ve to 
prov�de a low cost person pens�on to supplement 
occupational pensions, and is specifically aimed 
at low earners. Take up so far has been low. 

•
•
•

Working age and pensions. Pr�vate pens�on 
arrangements vary by age, gender and ethn�c 
group, and �nteract�on w�th the labour market �s 
a key factor in this. In general older workers are 
more likely to have personal and/or occupational 
pens�ons than younger workers, and �n general 
men are more l�kely than women to have personal 
and/or occupational pension arrangements. 
Women from all ethnic groups experience a more 
fragmented relat�onsh�p w�th the labour market 
than men, because of ch�ld rear�ng and other 
car�ng respons�b�l�t�es; more l�kely than men to 
work part-t�me and �n �ndustr�es that do not favour 
occupational pensions; occupy jobs that have lower 
earn�ngs wh�ch reduce the potent�al of pens�on 
comm�tments and many s�mply do not know about 
pension entitlements. These issues can effect 
ent�tlement to State Pens�on ent�tlement and also 
access to occupational pension schemes. 

There are substant�al d�fferences however 
between ethn�c groups, and between men and 
women in ethnic groups. In 2002 White British/
Ir�sh people of work�ng age were more l�kely than 
any other ethn�c group to have an occupat�onal 
and or personal pens�on and th�s appl�es to both 
men and women. Forty percent of White British/
Irish women had an occupational/personal 
pension, followed by thirty-seven percent of Black 
Caribbean women, (reflecting the high numbers 
of these work�ng �n the publ�c sector), twenty 
nine percent of Indian women and twenty five 
percent of Black African women. By comparison, 
only n�ne percent of Pak�stan� and four percent 
of Bangladeshi women had an occupational and 
or personal pension. There were also differences 
between men and women in ethnic minorities. 
Only Black Caribbean and Black African women 
were more l�kely than the�r male counterparts to 
have an occupational/personal pension, whilst 
Pakistani/Bangladeshi men were almost twice as 
l�kely as the�r female counterparts to have these 
products (DWP 2003a/2003b). 

Retirement and pensions.  Elderly people �n 
general are d�sproport�onately represented �n 
the bottom quart�le of �ncome d�str�but�on, and 
elderly people from ethn�c m�nor�t�es are even 
more so. One significant factor in the income of 
ethn�c m�nor�t�es �n later l�fe �s d�fferent�al access 
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to certain sources of income. The majority of older 
people are in receipt of the Basic State Pension, 
but there are w�de var�at�ons between groups, w�th 
a substant�ally lower proport�on of South As�an 
elderly people rece�v�ng a state pens�on than 
other ethn�c groups, part�cularly those of Ind�an 
and Other Asian background (DWP 2004). This 
reflects the fact that many of today’s BME had not 
been in Britain long enough in their working age to 
build up sufficient national insurance contributions 
for full entitlement, while many could only find 
employment in industries with lower earnings. 
Many have also experienced periods of long term 
unemployment when �ndustr�es that rel�ed on the�r 
labour in the 50’-70’s then closed. 

These factors, �nclud�ng ev�dence of lack of 
access to pens�on schemes, have been known 
for some years (Patel, N 1990; Patel N 1999). 
They have long warranted government act�on 
and response so that known lack of uptake of 
benefits can counter some of the disadvantage of 
the earlier employment period. We can therefore 
see how earl�er d�sadvantage �n the labour market 
continues into old age, and is reflected in the 
fact that a cons�derably lower proport�on of older 
people from ethn�c m�nor�ty groups are �n rece�pt of 
a pens�on from the�r former employer than Wh�te 
British or Irish elders, with the exception of older 
Black Caribbean people who are more likely than 
other ethn�c groups to have worked �n the publ�c 
sector (Evandrou 2000).

Figures from the Family Resources Survey suggest 
that in 2003, components of pensioner incomes 
varied substantially by ethnic group (DWP 2004). 
Of the groups where the sample was large enough 
for analysis, benefit income made up the half of 
the total income of White pensioners, two fifths of 
the income of Asian/British Asian pensioners and 
nearly two thirds of the income of Black/Black British 
pensioners. By contrast, income from occupational 
pens�ons made up around th�rty percent of Wh�te 
pensioners income, fifteen percent of Asian/British 
As�an pens�oners �ncome and around twenty 
percent of Black/Black British pensioners income. 
Income from �nvestments made up around ten 
percent of Wh�te pens�oners �ncome, substant�ally 
more than for the other groups. Earnings related 
�ncome made up about ten percent of �ncome for 
White and Black pensioners, but nearly twenty 
percent for As�an pens�oners, suggest�ng a h�gher 
proport�on of As�an pens�oners work�ng past 

retirement age (ibid). Women tend to be paid less 
dur�ng the�r work�ng l�ves and are more l�kely to 
take t�me out of the labour market to undertake 
caring responsibilities. Women’s earning’s and 
employment patterns �n the past mean that they 
are less l�kely to have the�r own State Pens�on, 
less l�kely to have sav�ngs and more l�kely to be �n 
poverty (ibid).

In addition to the BSP a lot of poorer older people 
are on income support, a means-tested benefit 
which is payable to people on low incomes. The 
proport�on of a group �n rece�pt of Income Support 
�s generally accepted as a good �nd�cator of the 
financial disadvantage within that community 
(Evandrou 2000). Over three-quarters of older 
Pakistani & Bangladeshis and 58 percent of older 
Black Caribbean’s are in receipt of Income Support 
compared w�th 33 percent of older people from the 
white majority population. A significant proportion 
of BME elders are financially disadvantaged and 
are dependent upon income from the State. 

Changes to the current pension system – the 
Turner Report. In response to demograph�c 
changes and ‘pension complexity and crisis’, 
the Government establ�shed the Pens�on 
Commission in 2004 to review the current UK 
pensions system. The Commission published its 
First Report - referred to as the Turner Report 
(Pension Commission 2004). In the subsequent 
consultation period,  PRIAE (2005) submitted a 
deta�led response outl�n�ng �ts concerns about 
the report and the pens�ons system, and �ts 
recommendat�ons for �mprov�ng the system for 
ethn�c m�nor�t�es �n general, but also w�th an 
assessment of the s�tuat�on regard�ng ethn�c 
m�nor�ty women, both of work�ng and ret�rement 
age. 

The fundamental pos�t�on of PRIAE was that any 
response to the demograph�c sh�ft �n the UK must 
take sufficient account of the experiences of BME 
elders who largely arrived in the UK as migrants. 
As has been discussed in some length above: 
m�grants tend to have had shorter work�ng l�ves 
than the�r UK-born counterparts, wh�ch �mpacts on 
their ability to build up adequate rights to a Basic 
State Pens�on, wh�ch �s further compounded by 
the under-claiming of benefits among BME elders 
a lack of awareness of and d�spos�t�on aga�nst 
claiming benefits and racial discrimination in 
earnings from employers. All these factors have 
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disadvantaged BME elders as they are unable 
to first, adequately contribute to pensions and 
second, access pens�ons when they are el�g�ble or 
have made contributions. BME elder women many 
of whom have been out of the labour market, the�r 
pension position is acute. For these reasons BME 
elders are forced to l�ve �n greater poverty than 
their majority counterparts. 

The Turner report presented a number of options:

No change to the current situation: ‘future 
pens�oners w�ll on average be poorer relat�ve 
to average net incomes than today’
Higher taxes/NI contributions
People sav�ng more, �nclud�ng the poss�b�l�ty 
of compulsory occupat�onal pens�ons
Ra�s�ng ret�rement ages

PRIAE put �ts concerns regard�ng these opt�ons 
to the Commission. They are briefly summarised 
below due to the importance of the Commission’s 
final report:

In relat�on to option one (‘future pens�oners w�ll on 
average be poorer relat�ve to average net �ncomes 
than today’), PRIAE highlighted the fact that BME 
elder’s are already over-represented among the 
poorest pens�oners because of an array of reasons 
discussed above and throughout this document. 
PRIAE therefore agreed that proposed solut�ons 
should not �nclude rel�ance on greater poverty for 
pens�oners and therefore ma�nta�n�ng the status 
quo was not an option.

PRIAE’s concern about option two (‘higher taxes/
NI contributions’) is that such changes could 
potent�ally lead to a d�sproport�onate �mpact on 
BME’s during their working lives because of their 
lower relative earnings. Unless taxes are only 
raised for those on higher incomes some BME’s 
risk being pushed below the poverty line. 

PRIAE �s concerned that option three (‘h�gher 
savings’) will not be viable for some BME 
communities who experience lower income due 
to higher unemployment.  There needs to be a 
greater apprec�at�on and more real�st�c solut�ons 
for those who cannot save more, or afford to 
pay higher taxes, and therefore may simply be 
forced to suffer the health consequences of later 
retirement - or live in poverty.  

1.

2.
3.

4.

Regard�ng option four (‘ra�s�ng average ret�rement 
ages’), PRIAE concurs with the Turner Report that 
th�s would have a d�sproport�onate �mpact on certa�n 
soc�o econom�c groups, and PRIAE bel�eves that 
th�s needs to be coupled w�th measures that 
enable choice and meet necessary expectations. 
BME elders participating in the DTI commissioned 
consultat�on on age d�scr�m�nat�on by PRIAE 
asserted that w�th current low �ncome and h�gh 
unemployment, lengthen�ng the ret�rement age 
would simply extend their current misery rather 
than offer real choices with increased quality of life. 
Th�s �ssue also needs to be cons�dered because 
of the high levels of ill health experienced by this 
group. BME employees are disproportionately 
concentrated in manual forms of labour. A later 
ret�rement age w�ll therefore force them to stay 
�n employment longer and therefore �s l�kely to 
have an adverse effect on their health. There are 
a number of reasons why these commun�t�es are 
l�kely to work �n these �ndustr�es, �nclud�ng lower 
qualifications and discrimination in other types of 
employment.  As it is also recognised that mortality 
rates d�ffer among soc�o-econom�c groups th�s 
may also lead to a shorten�ng of the ret�rement 
phase of the�r l�ves as compared to other more 
affluent socio-economic groups.

Ethnic Minority Elders and Pensions - as 
pensioners in general. PRIAE welcomed the 
reference to re-tra�n�ng �n the Report and would 
urge that retra�n�ng and new sk�lls tra�n�ng of 
older people and ethn�c m�nor�t�es should be 
encouraged. In seeking to re-employ ethnic 
minority workers over 50, consideration should 
also be made of the sk�lls that may be possessed 
by th�s group, but never put to use �n employment 
due to discrimination.  Many older BME people, 
�nclud�ng refugee elders, had alternat�ve careers 
and qualifications to support their professions in 
the�r countr�es of or�g�n wh�ch could be put to use 
in their later lives. In the area of education: grants 
should be available to BME elders to ensure they are 
g�ven an opportun�ty to acqu�re new knowledge and 
sk�lls and therefore seek better employment wh�ch 
does not have an adverse effect on their health.  

PRIAE welcomed the Commission’s conclusion 
that a mix of options 2, 3 and 4 would be the most 
appropriate. PRIAE recommends that there should 
be a bas�c state pens�on �rrespect�ve of years 
in employment. As a developed country, such a 
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measure would ensure that no one experiences 
poverty in retirement. Improved financial education 
and awareness �s key to the pens�on pos�t�on of 
future BME pensioners. Although information on 
pens�ons may not be access�ble to a large number 
of majority older people because of its complexity, 
such difficulties are exacerbated in the case of 
BME elders who may face additional barriers and 
are therefore less able to understand l�terature 
and communicate with officials. 

Studies have shown that older Bangladeshis and 
Pakistani’s for example have little understanding of 
whether they have contr�buted to an occupat�onal 
pens�on scheme or accrued pens�on r�ghts dur�ng 
their years of employment. There is also evidence 
that low wages and financial responsibilities towards 
families caused a number of BME elders in their 
younger years to place a low pr�or�ty on sav�ng for 
retirement.  With guidance and information such 
decisions and priorities may have been different. 
The onus rema�ns on the government to ensure 
that BME communities are fully informed of their 
state pension rights and contributions.  This will 
ra�se awareness of how the system works and 
thereby allow �nd�v�duals the opportun�ty to make 
informed decisions about pensions. 

PRIAE is familiar with culturally specific forms of 
sav�ng  pract�ces, household patterns of l�v�ng wh�ch 
do �mpact on dec�s�ons regard�ng pens�ons and 
future commitment to expenditure in retirement. 
Often the practice of ‘committee’ where savings are 
pooled together among the ‘committee’ members 
for �nd�v�dual use �n rotat�on are effect�vely co-
ordinated and decided by women. Such practices 
are an �mportant source for secur�ng durable �tems 
wh�ch left to �nd�v�dual households may not secure 
the outcome. Such finance customs coupled with 
using resources within an extended family together 
w�th preferences of engagement w�th the bank�ng 
sector for example will determine how BME elder 
women and men cope financially in old age. 

As with the majority population, BME elders 
and families are also experiencing changes in 
fam�ly structures and dec�s�ons about forms of 
savings etc. PRIAE therefore believes that the 
recommendat�ons outl�ned need to be carr�ed 
out w�th a good level of understand�ng of cultural 
norms and pract�ces concern�ng the management 
of finances in retirement. 

Ethnic Minority Elder Women and Pensions. 
Many parallels can be drawn between the 
experiences of women and ethnic minority groups 
�n access�ng pens�ons, �n terms of lower overall 
employment, employment �n lower pa�d �ndustr�es, 
employment d�scr�m�nat�on and restr�cted access 
to pr�vate and occupat�onal pens�on prov�s�on due 
to types of employment. 

Th�s comb�nat�on of factors leads to lower pens�on 
accrual and consequently to poverty in later life. 
However married women pensioners, unlike BME 
women pens�oners, are more l�kely to be able 
to offset the�r low levels of pens�on accrual by 
accessing their husband’s pensions. 

As we have seen, there �s d�vers�ty �n the pattern of 
women employment among different BME groups 
(Pakistani and Bangladeshi women have lower 
employment than Ind�an and Afr�can Car�bbean for 
example) - differences which need to be addressed 
in targeting information and measures. However 
the contr�butory nature of the state pens�on �s a 
key to the inadequacy of women’s pensions as 
women are unable because of lower earn�ngs and 
unemployment to make the same contr�but�ons as 
men. 

The �ncome gap between men and women �s 
arguably even more acute for BME women, many 
of whom have rema�ned outs�de the formal pa�d 
employment altogether. The industries where 
such women have tended to work have often been 
in the ‘hidden’ economy for example, from home 
based tailoring to factory based garments. Such 
pract�ces render them w�thout Nat�onal Insurance 
contr�but�ons or access to an occupat�onal 
pension scheme. The higher prevalence of self-
employment among Ch�nese and Pak�stan� 
commun�t�es also means that women do not have 
an �ncome of the�r own, although they may work 
in the family business. This in turn often masks 
under-employment within families.  

PRIAE advocates the pr�nc�ple of pens�on accruals 
for women �n the�r own r�ght and changes to the 
state system to �mprove the relat�ve pos�t�on of 
women pensioners. We recommend that reforms 
such as the r�ght to accruals for those earn�ng 
below the Pr�mary Earn�ng Threshold and the 
�mproved treatment of the low pa�d should be also 
aimed at improving the position of BME elders. 
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Recommendations
Increase general disposable income: there 
should be a bas�c state pens�on �rrespect�ve of 
years in employment. As a developed country, 
such a measure would ensure that no one 
experiences retirement in poverty. The state 
basic pension should be raised to ‘atleast £109 
per week’ – proposed by Age Concern and 
Fawcett Society, to which PRIAE subscribes.

The pens�on reforms should be des�gned 
to increase the potential for BME women to 
�ncrease the pens�on ent�tlements and to bu�ld 
this up as a source of income. Those workers 
who do not currently have enough Nat�onal 
Insurance contr�but�ons should be g�ven the 
option of ‘buying back years’ of contributions.  
Th�s would allow them to �mprove the�r future 
financial situation in retirement. 

Any plans to �ncrease ret�rement ages must be 
coupled w�th measures to erad�cate race and 
age discrimination and ensure that BME elders 
are able to take up su�table employment that 
will not adversely affect their health.  

Educat�on and tra�n�ng should be made 
available to those BME elders who do not 
have qualifications but wish to re-train in other 
profess�ons so they are able to take up d�fferent 
types of employment.

In recognition of a complex benefits system 
and specific barriers that BME elders face, 
BME age organisations should be supported 
to undertake specific work on the provision 
of financial information and inclusion of BME 
elders and their families. Such a programme 
may also be useful for majority white groups.

Cultural pract�ces �n elder and fam�ly pract�ces 
and dec�s�ons on sav�ng and spend�ng should 
be cons�dered and good �nformat�on strateg�es 
from the government should be geared to both 
BME elders and their families. 

There should be targeted prov�s�on of 
information to BME elders to establish the 
v�ab�l�ty and opt�ons of us�ng hous�ng assets 
to support retirement.

Reforms such as the r�ght to accruals for those 
earn�ng below the Pr�mary Earn�ng Threshold 
and the �mproved treatment of the low pa�d 
should be also a�med at �mprov�ng the pos�t�on 
of BME elders as well as women in general.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.
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7.  Conclusion

Poverty and principles of change

‘Thinking about money all the time’ 
A common expression for those in poverty.

If you haven’t got enough money you can’t put food on the table, you can’t look after the family… 
so the kids get stressed to the mother and the mother gets stressed to the husband.
Bangladeshi man, Sandwell (Yandle et al, 2003)
  

Poverty bl�ghts l�ves, of women, men, ch�ldren 
and families. It should not be accepted as ‘normal’ 
in our times. 

It is a fact that migration is necessary to meet UK’s 
growing labour deficits. It is also a fact that poverty 
has ethnic, age and gender face: combined we see 
the effect on BME women and men at 40+, and 
yet with some hopeful signs for better progress. 

It �s also a fact that labour markets and ethn�c 
minority labour – and ethnic minority women’s 
labour - are �nterconnected, bought at a lower 
wage. So begin the consequences of entrenched 
poverty in early age and its continuation in old age. 
S�nce women l�ve longer, th�s advers�ty cont�nues 
for much longer. 

BME women – women do not accept this passively. 
We see historically countless examples of 
resistance to escape poverty, wherever possible. 
However they are not always met w�th success 
and/or peaceful resolution as we mentioned earlier 
(British Airways and Gate Gourmet). ‘Financial 
well-being’ is what we all achieve, albeit in relative 
terms. To achieve this state of affairs, it requires 
some simple measures: decent earnings and 
employment �n work�ng per�od to enable sav�ngs 
and pens�on prov�s�on; effect�ve arrangements 
to address gender and age based �nequal�t�es 
for BME women and having a decent pension 
in old age for all, would make some difference. 
As PRIAE’s MEC research (2004) identified, 
BME women and men elders find the pension 
and benefit system confusing and complex - 
shar�ng the same problem faced by wh�te elders, 
though communication difficulties, staff racism or 
d�fferent�al serv�ce, and general phob�a of deal�ng 
with ‘officials’ may compound the problem further. 
Then there are tra�n�ng �ssues that �ncrease the 

sk�ll base and g�ve opportun�t�es to all women to 
increase their potential. ‘Flexible working/flexible 
employers’ are deemed ‘good’ for being responsive 
in particular to women who have caring roles. Yet 
the means to ach�eve th�s d�verse set of changes 
has not been straightforward. To overhaul the 
ent�re pens�ons system we must awa�t the report 
from the Pens�on Comm�ss�on at the end of 
year 2005. Ensuring ‘decent earnings’ requires 
a d�fferent system of arrangements between 
owners of capital and consumers. Minimum wage 
leg�slat�on �s an �mportant measure to ensur�ng 
some ‘decent wage’, but it is unclear how far the 
legislation is enforced.  

In the publ�c, pr�vate and voluntary sectors, there 
can be no deny�ng that progress has been made �n 
the UK �n educat�on, �n employment and grow�ng 
awareness of ageing among BME groups, by 
pol�cymakers and by d�fferent commun�t�es - 
majority and minority. There has been relatively 
h�gher level of �nvestment �n equal�ty of opportun�ty 
programmes encourag�ng pos�t�ve race relat�ons 
climate. No doubt determined efforts by those 
respons�ble for manag�ng such work have 
generated some successes. Chinese and Indian 
women and men now occupy h�gher proport�on of 
managerial and senior positions. Yet they are not 
quite at the top of the establishment. 

Earnings gap between BME women and white 
women �s st�ll present, as �s the lower pens�on 
participation. Less pensionable income means 
that many services, which are means tested and/
or requ�re some payment w�ll not be w�th�n easy 
reach when poverty is experienced Often it is such 
groups who need the serv�ces most, g�ven h�gher 
levels of ill health (PRIAE 2004). Discrimination 
free employment �s not a real�ty for many as the 
annual report of the European Mon�tor�ng Centre 
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on Racism (EUMC) indicates: direct and indirect 
discrimination still exist today. To reduce this, there 
are several measures which are explained in the 
annual report. What remains missing is a concerted 
act�on s�nce we have shown �n the prev�ous 
sect�ons, d�vers�ty �n educat�on performance, �n 
employment, in earnings, in knowledge of finance 
prov�s�on and pens�ons do not happen �n a 
discrete one-off ways. They are often continuous 
patterns with some divergence for some BME 
women as we saw in earnings. But they also 
show that d�sadvantage and d�scr�m�nat�on g�ves 
rise to cumulative effects. So the position of BME 
women at 40+ may well worsen than today’s BME 
elders, unless dec�s�onmakers make appropr�ate 
policy, information and promotion changes. We 
suggested some recommendat�ons presented to 
the Pensions Commission. 

Today, new m�grant labour, ethn�c m�nor�ty women 
and men of tomorrow, are �ncreas�ngly ma�nta�n�ng 
the National Health Service. The elders of today 
w�ll recall the same, many of whom are women, 
who came in the 50’s and 60’s to contribute 
significantly in nursing and in medicine. They 
do not form the pool of manual labour: they are 
trained and qualified by their country of origin 
representing a saving to the UK. 

Meanwh�le on the manual labour supply cha�n, the 
summer crops to br�ng ‘qual�ty and cheap pr�ces 
to the British customer’ bring forth the pressures 
on bus�nesses to recru�t more workers - many 
of whom w�ll be from ethn�c m�nor�t�es as they 
struggle to earn a l�v�ng and send ‘some money 
back home’. Again no different to the BME elders 
of today who worked in the textile mills, steel and 
other �ndustr�es, hav�ng come from Ireland, the 
Caribbean, Indian sub-continent. Women and 
men jobs have been different, as is/was the case 
for BME women. 

Increas�ngly for the age�ng populat�on, the debate 
of workers’ ethnicity is no longer confined to ‘ethnic 
workers’ to meet growing needs of BME elders. 
Th�s �s because wh�te elders are also demand�ng 
the ab�l�ty and capac�ty to speak to staff �n the�r 
own language, which is perfectly understandable. 
In cur�ous ways, mult�cultural care wh�ch called 
for an �ncreased number of employment of (often) 
BME women may lend to greater acceptance as 
the debate extends to majority groups also. This 
is progress. 

Th�s cycle of cont�nuous demand for labour and a 
rel�able pool of supply for a part�cular wage �s what 
has determined the pattern of ‘migrant’ labour to 
date. Over time they settled, brought families and 
have become British citizens. Today just as the 
economy has changed and has needed labour 
to supply �ncreas�ngly serv�ce �ndustr�es, �t �s 
the m�nor�ty women and men workforce that �s 
satisfying this hunger. What has changed is the 
mob�l�ty for some - those who have establ�shed 
for some per�od and now enter d�fferent �ndustr�es 
and occupations. As we saw earlier, there are 
concentrat�ons �n employment as there are 
variations between BME groups - and between 
BME women. 

Such data suggest that pol�cymakers need to 
�mprove the�r target�ng of pol�cy measures as 
well as recogn�ze that ethn�c�ty and gender need 
always to be cons�dered through the �nteract�on 
of class. So while the mobility of BME women 
from certa�n ethn�c groups �s to be welcomed, th�s 
should not overlook the fact that BME women and 
men’s earnings are lower in comparison as is the 
reliance on state benefits. 

The future of BME women at 40+ cannot be the 
same as BME elder women of today who face 
ageing in considerable adversity. BME women and 
men are significant contributors to the economy in 
spite of some of their high unemployment. They 
are entitled to expect a decent living wage and 
pension in old age, when work may have ceased. 

It �s clear from our data that th�s goal requ�res 
significant effort by the government, by the pensions 
�ndustry, by employers and by organ�sat�ons 
who work with BME communities, with elders 
and women’s organisations. It is only now - and 
PRIAE takes some cred�t for th�s as a spec�al�st 
organ�sat�on �n the area - that the comb�ned 
effects of ethn�c�ty, age, gender and class are even 
considered when examining financial inclusion. 

As ment�oned �n the terms of reference, we 
have prepared this report in a very short time.  
Nevertheless, we have ensured that the reader 
has a good range of �nformat�on to d�gest the 
situation faced by BME elders - and BME women 
�n part�cular- �n order that our collect�ve knowledge 
and understand�ng may help to shape all our 
futures with greater hope and comfort, for all.  
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