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Promoting the human rights of all older people

Strong, Grey Women
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A world first study is calling for women 60+ to stop dyeing their hair for a year, to help
raise awareness of the gendered ageism and inequalities experienced by older
women.

The project will interview and photograph 10 participants each month to document
their experiences, including changes to their self-perceptions — and the responses of
others.

Previous research (link) has shown some older women dye their hair to avoid
gendered ageism. This is a particular issue in the workforce — with some women
reporting dyeing their hair to be seen as competent.

An estimated 75% of women dye their hair, with Australians spending $3.5 billion a
year on professional hair colouring. (link)

The project is being coordinated by Celebrate Ageing (link) and Elder Rights
Australia, (link) who have pioneered several initiatives to promote equality for older
women, including:

e The Biscuit Tin project (link)
e The [un]Silencing of Older Women (link)
e A Gender Lens for Elder Abuse prevention (link)

The project is also informed by ‘citizen research’ undertaken for The Biscuit Tin
project, which explored how older women are represented in popular culture (link).
The research found older women are often portrayed as greedy, stupid, fussy,
irritating, unattractive, and unfashionable.

While there is a movement encouraging older women to embrace grey hair, the
encouragement often comes with instructions on going grey — without looking old. In
contrast, an older man with grey hair is often referred to as a silver fox.

The project, which is supported by the Victorian Women’s Trust (link), will coach
participants on resisting ageism and focusing on their strengths. Project Coordinator,
Dr Catherine Barrett said

There is growing awareness of ageism as a global issue, but little awareness
of gendered ageism. We believe there will be more support for initiatives to
promote respect and equality for older women, when there is a better
understanding of the disrespect and inequality older women experience.


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08952841.2021.1899744
https://theshade.com.au/living-with-hair-while-being-female/
https://www.celebrateageing.com/
https://elderrights.org.au/
https://www.celebrateageing.com/thebiscuittin.html
https://www.emboldenfestival.com/uploads/1/5/3/9/15399992/lifestages.pdf
https://www.emboldenfestival.com/uploads/1/5/3/9/15399992/genderlenselements.pdf
https://theconversation.com/from-cauldrons-to-cardigans-the-lurking-prejudices-behind-the-name-granny-238200
https://www.vwt.org.au/
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Our focus is also on promoting the strength and confidence of older women,
particularly those who feel they need to dye their hair to avoid ageist stigma.
Hair dye is not a protection against internalised ageism — but shifting
expectations on ageing is - and can increase life expectancy by 7.5 years.

CEO of Elder Rights Australia, Debra Nicholl said

In our work promoting the human rights of older people, we see older women
being disrespected in their families, communities and the services they
access. Culture change is critical to promoting the human rights of older
women and to preventing violence and abuse.

Evidence on gender inequalities for older women
e Older women are the lowest income earning family group (here)
e 34% of single older women live in poverty (here)
e 48% of women 60+ have no super (here) and women with super have
25% less than men (link)
e 60% of older women rely entirely on old age pension (here)
e 40% increase in homelessness for older women (here)
e Older women are more likely to experience workplace discrimination (here)
e 758,000 older people are unpaid carers — 67% are women (here), and are twice
as likely to report low wellbeing than the broader community (here)
e 28 women (55+) were killed in family violence homicides in 2023, a doubling in
a decade (link)
e 14% of older people experience elder abuse — victims are more likely to be
women (link)
e 365,000 older women reported elder abuse in 2023, mostly perpetrated by
family members (link)
* 9 women 60+ were killed by their sons in 2024 (link)

For more information

For more information about the project, please contact
e Catherine Barrett: director@celebrateageing.org or 0429 582 237
e Debra Nicholl: debra.nicholl@era.asn.au

Project webpage: Grey - Celebrate Ageing



https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/2437426/HILDA-SR-med-res.pdf
https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/2437426/HILDA-SR-med-res.pdf
https://smcaustralia.com/report-older-womens-economic-security-in-retirement/
https://smcaustralia.com/report-older-womens-economic-security-in-retirement/
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Economic_security_for_women_in_retirement/Report/c09
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/older-clients
https://humanrights.gov.au/about/news/speeches/safety-and-security-older-women
https://engage.dss.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/English_DSS-Discussion-Paper-signed.pdf
https://www.carersaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/2023-CWS-Report.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/crime-and-justice/recorded-crime-victims/latest-release#data-downloads
https://aifs.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-08/22-01_prevalence-of-elder-abuse.pdf
https://www.emboldenfestival.com/uploads/1/5/3/9/15399992/lifestages.pdf
https://australianfemicidewatch.org/
mailto:director@celebrateageing.org
https://www.celebrateageing.com/grey.html

