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BECOMING A FINANCIAL 
SUPERWOMAN
Why and how you can change your life with increased financial 
confidence and control
Erika Jonsson

Introduction
We all hope that when we’ve finished our working life, we can 
retire in comfort. However, the reality for many people, especially 
women, is very different.

While women’s participation in the workplace has never been 
greater, women are still well behind when it comes to wealth and 
financial security.

We all know only too well that women earn less than men, 
commonly known as the gender pay gap. Women typically re-
tire with around half as much savings as men, and one in three 
women retire with no super at all, leaving them more vulner-
able to financial insecurity, poverty, housing stress and even  
homelessness. 

Many women rightly feel concerned – perhaps even outraged 
– that the odds are stacked against them because of their gender, 
and yet they may feel powerless to change their situation. 

Subjects such as superannuation and investing can be challeng-
ing to tackle, but the advent of new services and technology are 
starting to simplify some of those areas. 

Six Park’s ambition to improve women’s financial confidence 
and control is heightened by the fact that research has found that 
women make better investors than men, partly because they have 
a long-term focus and the persistence to save more up-front.

In this paper, we look at the reasons women are lagging finan-
cially and outline steps women can take to have better control over 
their financial wellbeing and set themselves up for a more secure 
future. The solution revolves around three key pillars: savings, in-
vestment and superannuation. Get these right, and you’ll be well 
on your way to becoming the superwoman of your own finances.  

Part 1: We have a problem, Batgirl 
Australia’s superannuation system is designed to ensure everyone 
can have a decent standard of living in retirement. Unfortunately, 
many people, especially women, are falling through the net, and 
face an insecure retirement. 

Government statistics show the typical Australian woman’s 
superannuation balance approaching retirement is just $80,000, 
enough to cover even very modest living expenses for only a few 
years, while men typically retire with $150,000.
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Australia’s 
superannuation system 

is designed to ensure 
… a decent standard 

of living in retirement. 
Unfortunately, many 

people, especially 
women, are falling 

through the net.

This is despite the fact women need more superannua-
tion because they live longer. The average life expectan-
cy for women is 84.5 years, compared with 80.4 for men.

Given the retirement age is currently 65.5, people need 
enough assets to support themselves for around 20 years, 
and for some it might end up being a lot longer.

According to Australian Superannuation Funds of 
Australia (ASFA), a single person will need a minimum 
of $545,000 in superannuation at retirement to live a 
comfortable lifestyle.

Clearly, both men and women need to save more than 
they are to retire in comfort, and for women there is even 
more ground to make up.

Why is it so? – Career breaks, part-time work and 
the gender pay gap
The causes are complex but relate largely to broader is-
sues of gender inequality. Australia’s superannuation re-
quires employers to make payments towards a worker’s 
superannuation equivalent to at least 9.5% of their pay. 
The problem is women get paid less than men – about 
15% less, or $251 per week on average. The pay gap 
starts when women finish their education and increases 
as they progress through their career. The gender pay 
gap is highest in the 45-54 age group at 20%.

The Australian Government’s Workplace Gender 
Equality Agency attributes the pay gap to factors including:
• Female-dominated industries attract lower wages
• Women are more likely to work in lower paid roles
• The existence of discrimination and bias in hiring de-

cisions, and
• A lack of workplace flexibility to accommodate caring 

and other responsibilities, especially in senior roles.

Figure 2. Australia’s gender pay gap statistics. Australia’s 
full-time gender pay gap is 15.3%. Women earn on average 
$251.20 per week less than men 

Full-time average weekly earnings Amount

Women $1,387.10

Men $1,638.30

Gender pay gap $251.20

Figure 3. Full-time base salary gender pay gap by industry, 
May 2017 (ordered from highest gender pay gap to lowest)

Industry Gender pay gap

Financial and insurance services 29.6

Professional, scientific and technical services 24.3

Construction 23.3

Rental, hiring and real estate services 23.1

Arts and recreation services 22.1

Health care and social assistance 21.9

Transport, postal and warehousing 18.0

Information media and telecommunications 18.0

Mining 16.6

Wholesale trade 15.4

Administrative and support services 14.6

Accommodation and food services 11.8

Education and training 10.9

Manufacturing 10.8

Electricity, gas, water and waste services 9.6

Retail trade 9.0

Other services 8.7

Public administration and safety 5.9

Further weighing on their superannuation balances, 
women are more likely than men to take breaks from 
work to care for others. Even when they are in the work-
force, women still do the majority of unpaid caring and 
domestic work, prompting them to seek part-time or 
casual roles to give them the flexibility they need.

Figure 4.  Workforce composition by gender and full-time/
part-time status, February 2016 

Gender and work status Percentage

Female full-time 25.0%

Male full-time 44.3%

Female part-time 21.2%

Male part-time 9.5%

The result? They earn a lot less over their lifetime. 
With 44% of women relying on their partners’ income 
as the main source of funds for their retirement, sepa-
ration, widowhood or domestic violence can further re-
duce their financial security. Staggeringly, around 40% 
of older single retired women in Australia live in poverty. 

The fastest growing group of homeless people in Aus-
tralia is older women and the group is growing at a rate 
more than double that of the UK.  

Research suggests women are better investors 
than men
A Suncorp ASFA Super Attitudes Survey found that 
nearly one in two working people find superannuation 
complicated, especially women – many of whom (38%) 
don’t know where to start. Fifty-two per cent of women 
strongly agreed that super is complicated, compared with 
39% of men. Only 35% of women reported having a good 
understanding about super, compared with 48% of men.
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Figure 1. Superannuation account balances, persons  
with superannuation accounts, age and  
gender, 2013–14
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Around 40% of older 
single retired women 
in Australia live in 
poverty.

Despite women’s lack of confidence, an analysis of 
more than eight million clients from Fidelity Invest-
ments found that women actually tend to outperform 
men when it comes to generating a return on their 
investments. The survey found women earn higher 
returns and save more than men. Fidelity’s customer 
analysis shows that many of the characteristics some 
view as being inherently female are actually factors that 
may be helping women see strong returns on their in-
vestments, including planning with purpose, thinking 
holistically and practising patience. 

The good news is statistics show that both men and 
women are increasing their savings over time, and that 
the gap between male and female savings is narrowing, 
slowly. Equality will be hard to achieve unless struc-
tural changes are addressed. However, there are things 
you can do today to help ensure you retire as comfort-
ably as possible. 

Part 2: Be your own hero — Take 
charge of your finances through 
savings, investment and 
superannuation
Often women prioritise the needs of others before 
themselves. But sometimes, like they say in airplane 
safety drills, it’s important to apply your own oxygen 
mask first. Just as you need to stay conscious to help 
others when the cabin pressure is falling, if you secure 
your own financial situation, you’ll be better able to as-
sist others, whether it be financially or otherwise. To 
empower yourself financially, take control of three key 
areas — the three biggies are savings, investment and 
superannuation. 

Save
The first step along the journey to financial security is to 
save where and when you can. Savings provide a safety 
net in case of emergency, whether it is a new roof for your 
house, unexpected job loss, or out-of-pocket medical ex-
penses. Saving also provides capital to invest for the long 
term to secure your financial security in retirement. Fol-
low these steps to become a super saver.

Get a handle on your budget
A critical first step to making regular savings is to figure 
out how much spare cash you could realistically set aside 
each week or month. There are plenty of free budgeting 
tools online that help you track your spending, identify 
areas of wastage, and work out how much free cash flow 
you’ve got left to save.

Set some goals
When you’ve worked out how much you can save, pay off 
any credit card debt first, and then set some other goals 
to save for. You may have some short-term goals, such as 
a car or a holiday, as well as long-term goals such as sav-
ing for a house deposit or your retirement. Having spe-
cific goals can help to keep you focused on what’s most 
important to you and motivate you to continue to save.

Start early
It’s hard to stress enough the importance of starting to 
save as early as possible. Thanks to the power of com-
pound interest, something Albert Einstein reputedly 
called “the eighth wonder of the world”, $1 put away 
early in life is worth much more than $1 put away later 
in life.

Save regularly and stick to it
Whether you put $20 a week into an investment account 
or make voluntary contributions to your superannuation, 
it’s important to have a regular savings pattern and stick 
to it. It may help to set up a direct debit or some other 
automatic payment so that the money is put away without 
you having to do anything, otherwise it could fall by the 
wayside when you get busy.

Invest
Once you start saving, the next question is what to do 
with that money until you need to spend it, either in re-
tirement or on interim goals. In today’s low interest rate 
environment, money in the bank won’t grow fast enough 
to provide enough capital for retirement for most people, 
so it is important to invest in the markets early to earn a 
decent return on your investment. Here are some steps 
you need to take to be a successful investor.

Diversify
We’ve all heard the phrase “Don’t put all your eggs in 
one basket”, the implication being that if the one basket 
breaks, you’ll lose all your eggs. Well, the same principle 
applies to investing. Every investment carries risks but 
if your investment “eggs” are spread across a variety of 
asset classes—such as Australian shares, international 
shares, listed property, residential/investment property, 
infrastructure assets and bonds—the negative perfor-
mance of some investments will tend to be neutralised by 
the positive performance of others, and over the longer 
term, the overall portfolio will yield higher and less vola-
tile returns. 
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Figure 5. Women versus men on the investment stage
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Understand the risk-return trade-off
When it comes to investing, higher risk assets classes are generally 
associated with a greater probability of higher return and lower risk 
assets are associated with lower return. This is because investors ex-
pect to be rewarded more for taking higher risk—the risk being that 
the asset might periodically experience period(s) of negative returns.  
This concept, known as the risk-return trade-off, is sometimes called 
the “ability to sleep at night test” because it refers to what level of 
risk investors are comfortable taking to maximise their returns. It’s 
important to determine your risk appetite and then construct your 
investment portfolio accordingly. 

Determine your risk appetite
Your ability to tolerate risk will depend in part on how close to re-
tirement you are.  If you are near retirement, you may want to in-
vest in more conservative assets such as bonds and cash and less 
in higher-risk assets such as shares in order to avoid having to sell 
when markets might be down and lock in losses. At the other end 
of the spectrum, if you are a young person far from retirement, you 
might be more willing to ride the highs and lows of high-growth, 
high-risk assets to maximise your returns over the long term. 

Remember, fees matter
Keeping fees low should be a major focus for every investor. Over time, 
small differences in fees can have a big influence on returns. By the 
time you pay for a financial adviser, platform and managed fund fees, 
you could well be paying a total of 3% or more. The difference between 
3% and 1% paid in fees now can add up to hundreds of thousands of 
dollars in lost earnings decades later due to compounding interest. 

Consider exchange-traded funds (ETFS) as a low-fee way to 
diversify your investment
One way to minimise fees is to invest via exchange-traded funds, 
listed managed funds that track a market index or sector. ETFs 
can provide instant access to a diverse range of securities and their 

fees tend to be lower than many non-listed managed funds be-
cause they take a “passive” approach to investing and don’t try 
to outperform the market.  In 2014, Warren Buffett, one of the 
world’s most successful investors, revealed that his will contains 
instructions that a majority of his investment company Berkshire 
Hathaway’s excess cash be invested in a low-cost index fund. Buf-
fett was convinced that passive, low-cost index funds are a su-
perior strategy to actively picking individual stocks or trying to 
time the market. Indeed, research has shown that the majority 
of professional fund managers who try to beat the market end up 
underperforming their benchmarks – so why overpay for under-
performance?

Get advice
Unless you’re an expert with considerable time on your hands, we 
strongly recommend you don’t try to pick stocks yourself.  How-
ever, the type of advice you require will depend on your individual 
situation. If you have complicated advice needs, such as estate or 
tax planning, you need to consult a tax accountant or a financial 
planner. If you have simple financial needs and just want to get 
some money invested in the market, paying a professional advis-
er can be prohibitively expensive, and if you’ve only got a small 
amount of money, it can be hard to get attention from an adviser. 
If you do hire a financial adviser, make sure you know exactly what 
you are paying in fees and that you get constant reviews of your in-
vestments and regular, transparent reporting. Robo-advisers such 
as Six Park, which typically use low-cost ASX-listed ETFs and au-
tomation, backed by human input, can deliver sound investment 
management at a very low cost. 

Take an active approach to your super
Many people see superannuation as something they need to worry 
about later in life. 

However, superannuation is arguably the most important asset 
that people need to build today to ensure they have a financially se-
cure future. Here are a few steps you can follow now to take control 
of your super.
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Figure 6 - Example of the impact of fees on portfolio balances. 

Note: Both hypothetical portfolios have $100,000 starting values. Both have $10,000 in additional contribu-
tions made at the start of each year. And both are assumed to earn 7% in returns each year. After 10 years, 
the balance of the portfolio with 1% fees is more than $45,000 higher than the portfolio with 3% fees. After 
20 years, the difference is $178,000 – more than 1.7 times the portfolio’s original starting value.

Figure 7 - Are you interested in your super?
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Review your position
Make sure you know where your superannuation money is and how it 
is being invested. Get regular statements from your superannuation 
fund and check that your money is being allocated to assets in line 
with your risk appetite and retirement horizon.

Consolidate
Do you have more than one superannuation account after changing 
jobs? If so, it may pay to roll the funds into one. This can minimise 
fees and make your super easier to track. Also do a search for lost su-
per by visiting the Australian Taxation Office website. According to 
the ATO, there is almost $18 billion in unclaimed super accounts in 
Australia.  People can lose contact with their funds when they change 
jobs, move house or fail to update their details with their super fund.

Consider voluntary contributions
To the extent you’ve got capacity and no imperative to use the funds 
elsewhere, consider making voluntary contributions to your superan-
nuation. ASIC’s Moneysmart website has some useful advice on the 
various ways to make additional superannuation payments, whether 
they are before-tax contributions, such as salary sacrifice, or after-
tax contributions. 

Plan for career breaks
Consider making extra payments before you go on maternity leave 
so you don’t miss out on superannuation during this time. Alterna-
tively you could make contributions from any paid parental leave, if 
you receive it. Your spouse can also make contributions or make a 
lump sum payment on your behalf, so that your balance keeps build-
ing while you are at home looking after the children or other family 
members, whether it is for a short period of maternity leave or several 
years. 

Consider if an SMSF is suitable for you
Self-managed superannuation funds, or SMSFs, now make up near-
ly a third of Australia’s pension system, accounting for close to $700 
billion of the $2.3 trillion market and growing rapidly. While SMSFs 
are not for everyone, they can provide an element of control and flex-
ibility in the way your retirement funds are managed and invested. 
You would need to seek professional advice as to whether an SMSF 
is suitable for you as they come with a number of legal obligations. 
However, technology and innovation are making SMSFs more ac-
cessible than ever, with technology and innovation lowering the entry 
point so that it is feasible in certain circumstances to successfully 
manage an SMSF with as little as $100,000.

Conclusion 
Six Park’s mission, and why we get out of bed every morning, is to 
empower Australians to fulfil their lifetime ambitions through better 
financial management. We believe the investment industry is broken 
and too many people are poorly served by the current system.

Compulsory superannuation was set up to enable people to be pre-
pared financially for later in life but we are learning that for many 
people, especially women, it isn’t enough to provide a comfortable 
retirement.

Women face a double whammy because not only do they accumu-
late less savings over their lifetime than men but they also live longer 
lives, making it even more important to have adequate savings for 
retirement. 

The uneven playing field that women face financially is a criti-
cal issue that needs to be addressed, both in the policy and private 
spheres. 

The need for regulatory change is acute. Advocacy group Women 
in Super recently launched a campaign calling for a range of meas-
ures including government-funded super contributions of $1,000 a 
year for low-income earners, superannuation for maternity leave pay-
ments, removing the $450 minimum individuals have to earn each 
month to get super, and raising the super guarantee to 12%.

We are in favour of any legislation that helps level the playing field.
At the same time, we encourage women individually to take as 

much control of their finances as possible and give themselves a leg 
up by being proactive. 

One of the major problems is lack of engagement and apathy to-
ward super because it is seen, by many men and women, as some-
thing to worry about later in life. In fact, the reverse is true and peo-
ple need to be thinking about super right now. 

It’s never too late to start. But it’s important to remember things 
won’t change if you don’t do anything. We hope the advice we’ve 
given in this paper on savings, investment and superannuation will 
help you to take control of your financial future and be your own 
financial superwoman. fs

www.fssuper.com.au
February  |  2018

Don’t wait, take action - Five simple steps to implement 
right now

1. Understand your spending

2. Start regular savings

3. Check your fees

4. Search for lost super

5. Consolidate your super funds


