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Policies designed to extend working life (EWL) were introduced in many countries in response
to demographic ageing. Such policies assume that homogeneous workers face similar choices
about whether to extend working lives. Yet, working longer may be difficult for women and
for workers in physically onerous jobs or in low-paid precarious employment. This paper
provides an inter-occupational and cross-national dimension to the limited body of EWL
research, comparing older women teachers and healthcare workers in the United States (US)
and Ireland. IT analyses intra-cohort distinctions among women that emerge when
considering factors such as educational opportunities, family formation, and occupational
tracks that are expressed in adult lifecourse trajectories. Its lifecourse framework draws on
data from qualitative fieldwork comparing the implications of EWL policies for different
groups of older women workers: in precarious versus secure occupations and in occupations
with different physical demands. Analysis of interview data from forty women (ten teachers
and ten health care workers in each country) reveal work-life trajectories typically leading to
poorer financial and health outcomes approaching retirement for healthcare workers,
especially in the US. Most workers oppose EWL because of concerns about health and ability
to work, normative beliefs about retirement age, occupational pension schemes and the
desire to live healthy years in retirement. The implications for EWL policy and future research
are considered.
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