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הפורום הכלכלי הערבי 

»הפורום למחקר כלכלי-חברתי ותכנון אסטרטגי«

מוסד  הוא  כלכלית-חברתית  מדיניות  למחקרי  הפורום 
רווח  מטרות  ללא  א-פוליטי  עצמאי  רשומה(  )עמותה 
וביצוע  הכלכליות-חברתיות,  הסוגיות  לחקר  המיועד 
גבוה  מדעי  בסטנדרט  מדיניות  ומחקרי  יישומיים  מחקרים 
מהותי  לשינוי  להוביל  במטרה  והחברה,  הכלכלה  בתחומי 

במעמדה הכלכלי-חברתי של החברה הערבית בישראל.

החברתיים  לתהליכים  רבה  חשיבות  מייחס  הפורום 
הערבית,  החברה  של  פניה  בעיצוב  ולכוחם  והכלכליים 
הכלכליים-חברתיים  והפערים  האתני  השסע  של  ובהקשר 
הקיימים בין המיעוט הערבי המוחלש לרוב היהודי בישראל. 

ונשות  אנשי  וקידום  לחיזוק  רבה  חשיבות  מיחס  הפורום 
עסקים בחברה הערבית שמהווים קטליזטור חשוב לכלכלה 
בחברה הערבית ולכן הפורום הכלכלי הערבי מווה מטריה 
ערבים.  ויזמים  עסקים  אנשי  עבור  ומחקרית  מקצועית 
המועדון של אנשי ונשות עסקים בחברה הערבים הינו מייסדו 
של הפורום הכלכלי הערבי אשר נועד לפתח ולהעצים אנשי 

ונשות עסקים ויזמים ערבים.

ד״ר סאמי מיעארי
תל-אביב  באוניברסיטת  עבודה  ללימודי  בחוג  מרצה 

ובאוניברסיטת אוקספורד, ומנכ״ל הפורום הכלכלי הערבי.

ד״ר מאהא כרכב-סבאח 
ומנהלת  בן-גוריון  באוניברסיטת  לסוציולוגיה  בחוג  מרצה 

יחידית המחקר בפורם הכלכלי הערבי.
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issues and conduct applied research and policy studies 
at a solid scientific level in the fields of economy and 
society, in order to bring about a fundamental change in 
the socio-economic conditions of the Arab community 
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economic processes and their power in shaping the 
Arab society in Israel, as well as the ethnic gap and 
the socio-economic differences that exist between the 
marginalized Arab minority and the Jewish majority in 
Israel.
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with professional support and conducts academic 
research. Further, the Arab Economic Forum has 
established the Arab Business Men and Women Club 
in the Arab society, with the aim of empowering Arab 
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Abstract

In this paper, we focus on Palestinian-Arab women in Israel to study how their 
retirement timing decision is affected by the labor market and by broader family 
characteristics. Our unique case study in a labor market with gender and ethnic 
marginalization allows us to understand the interconnections between the 
structure of work opportunities, cultural scripts, and the agency of women and 
their families. We provide quantitative evidence, from the Israeli Labor Force 
Survey, that Palestinian-Arab women in Israel retire early, before the age of 50, 
despite the improvement in their education. We build on these findings with 
qualitative research and conduct twenty semi-structured interviews with early 
retirees. We explore evidence of push and pull factors leading to early retirement; 
while the push factors are linked to the precarious nature of women’s position 
in the labor force, the pull factors are related to women’s changing role in the 
domestic work sphere.

 

Keywords: Labor market participation, Palestinian Arab Women, Gender 
marginality Early Retirement. 
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1 Introduction

Recent demographic and socio-economic changes – including increasing life-
expectancy, higher female labor force participation (FLFP) rates, and changes in 
employment patterns – are affecting women’s experience in the labor market and 
drawing scholars’ attention to the question; why do women take early retirement? 
Whereas most research into this phenomenon has primarily focused on White 
women in the global north, where it is relatively common to find dual-earner families 
and women who are highly engaged in the labor market, less scholarly attention 
has been paid to other social contexts and to ethnic and disadvantaged minorities. 
Another limitation of previous studies on early retirement is their tendency to focus 
on men as the main income generators, despite increasing numbers of employed 
women.  The few studies that do examine gender differences are quantitative (e.g., 
Dahl et al., 2003; Finch, 2014), and do not take account of women’s voices, personal 
narratives, and testimonies (Berkovitch and Manor, 2019).

	 This study of Palestinian Arab women’s early retirement aims to fill these 
gaps. According to the Israeli Labor Force Survey (ILFS), employment rates among 
Palestinian Arab women have been notoriously low, standing at just 36% in 2019 
(ILFS, 2019). Moreover, the employment rate of this group begins to decrease 
sharply from around the age of 45, eighteen years before the legal retirement age 
in Israel (62).1 In 2019, 44% of Arab women aged 3544- were employed, but 
only 37% of those aged 4554-. By comparison, the employment rate among their 
Jewish counterparts in the same two age groups was 90% (ILFS, 2019). Higher 
unemployment rates have been shown to be associated with exiting the labor 
market at a younger age (Gorodnichenko and Song, 2013), most likely as a result of 
discouragement, given that unemployment rates reflect the chances of finding a new 
job (Fischer and Sousa-Poza 2006).  However, scholars have mostly focused on the 
barriers affecting women’s entry to paid work but neglected to bring early retirement 
into the equation.

Palestinian Arab women comprise an important case study since they belong 
to a marginalized ethno-national minority, with a majority holding patriarchal 
values regarding gender roles and family relations (Author 1, 2020). By employing 

1	 The mandatory retirement age for women born in 1970 onwards has 
been raised from 62 to 65. However, for older women, of the cohorts 
that were sampled in the descriptive data, the mandatory retirement 
age was 62.
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an intersectional approach (Hook, 2010; Moore and Ghilarducci, 2018) this study 
explores how gender and ethno-national disparities shape labor-force opportunities 
and experiences and, concomitantly, the decision to retire early. We draw on semi-
structured interviews conducted for this study along with cumulative ethnographic 
data from Author 3’s previous studies to explore the causes of women’s inclination 
to retire early, posing two inter-related questions: how are women’s decisions to 
retire early affected by their cumulative experiences in a labor market characterized 
by gender and ethnic disparities? How are these decisions affected by gender- and 
age-specific cultural expectations regarding care-work and family responsibilities? 
We identify a host of push and pull factors that combine to cause women to choose 
to retire early and argue that their decision-making process is guided by a cultural 
script – the gendered kin-script –that helps them invest their decision with positive 
meaning, despite the precarity that it entails. The script, we also argue, is not static 
or a-historic, but rather itself responds to the structural and political-economic 
conditions that shape Palestinian women’s work experiences.  

2 Literature Review 

Early retirement is defined as the complete and permanent departure of an 
individual from the labor market at mid- or late-career stages and before the 
mandatory retirement age (Topa et al., 2018). Retirement timing decisions are 
affected by multiple factors, micro and macro, push (labor market constraints) and 
pull (economic incentives) (De Preter et al., 2013). The most prominent individual 
factors are income, wealth, health, and poor job satisfaction. Macro-level factors 
include work-related issues (e.g., employment sector, organizational arrangements, 
and working ability) (see Damman et al., 2015; Feldman and Beehr, 2011), social 
norms related to gender roles, and institutional factors such as pension eligibility and 
financially attractive incentives, (such as redundancy payments), to exit the labor 
market early. 

Studies have pointed out that these factors might be interrelated. Mafukata 
and Mudau (2016) provide qualitative evidence for the case of teachers in South 
Africa, showing early retirement to be motivated by a combination of high 
workload, low salaries, and lack of security. While poor job satisfaction was found 
to be a more significant push factor for women than for men (Schnalzenberger et 
al. 2008), Schnalzenberger et al. (2014) explain that, even though there is a strong 
positive correlation between low job satisfaction and the intention to retire early, 
institutional constraints often prevent actual labor force exit. In addition, the impact 
of individual factors on retirement decisions may be twofold. Whereas greater 
financial resources, that enable older workers to sustain their preretirement living 
standards may pull them into early retirement ((Fisher et al., 2016; De Preter et 
al., 2013; Robertson, 2000), low-earning individuals may feel a need to continue 
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working even when they would prefer to retire (Szinovacz, 2003). However, 
high income was found to have the opposite effect on the timing of retirement, 
suggesting that high-earners might postpone retirement due to the greater 
opportunity cost involved. (Drobnič, 2002). Other interconnections include 
an association between lower education and early retirement (Siegrist et 
al., 2006); conversely, late career onset due to schooling and better working 
conditions are known to postpone retirement (de Breij et al., 2019; Fisher 
et al., 2016; Peiro, et al., 2012). Even though poor health was found to be 
a major cause for early retirement (van Rijn et al., 2014), some individuals 
in good health may also choose to leave work in order to pursue leisure or 
other non-work activities while they are in good health (von Bonsdorff and 
Ilmarinen, 2013). Lastly, differences between professions are also relevant; 
Radl (2012) stresses that in Western European countries, individuals with 
working-class professions show a more pronounced orientation towards 
early retirement than service-class or self-employed workers.

Within the wealth of research on retirement, there are three lacuna 
that our study addresses. The first is the relative dearth of scholarly attention to 
women’s retirement patterns, despite the fact that retirement is an important 
phase in the lives of both men and women (Henrietta, 2001). Addressing 
this gap in the literature is crucial since understanding men’s retirement 
cannot adequately explain the patterns of women’s withdrawal from the labor 
force (Burr and Mutchler, 2007; Warner and Hofmeister, 2006; Fisher et 
al., 2016). On average, women experience more work instability (Loretto 
and Vickerstaff, 2015), have fewer financial resources (Newman, 2003), more 
health problems, and greater family-care responsibilities than men (Kim and 
Rizi, 2020; Moen, 2001), which might all affect their employment behavior.

Recent studies of gender differences in retirement trends find that, 
overall, women tend to retire earlier than men (Dahl et al., 2003; Finch, 
2014; Warner and Hofmeister, 2006). Some studies focus on factors related 
to gender differences at the individual-level (e.g., education and occupation) 
and their differential rewards in the labor market. Others emphasize cultural 
norms and gender roles (Litwin et al., 2009; Saller, 2016), seeking to 
understand how unpaid work/care demands influence retirement decisions, 
and exploring gender differences in the association between the paid work vs 
domestic responsibilities conflict and the timing of retirement (Damman et 
al., 2015; Raymo and Sweeney, 2006). Studies that investigate the domestic 
context as a driver of retirement-timing find that family histories often play a 
more decisive role in women’s labour-market participation, both in early and 
later life stages, compared to their male counterparts (Drobnič, 2002; Finch, 
2014). For example, Finch (2014) shows that British women whose careers 
were interrupted due to family-care responsibilities are likely to retire later 
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in order to boost their pension income by making up for the earnings forgone 
during periods when work was interrupted. Yet, the women who are seemingly 
most likely to delay retirement are also those with the highest work orientation 
and the most established careers. The experience of part-time and temporary 
employment by mothers is also found to extend the time spent in employment, 
as shown by Kim and Rizzi (2020). At the same time, whilst some studies 
indicate that women are more likely than men to give family-related reasons 
for early retirement (Humphrey et al., 2003; Phillipson and Smith, 2005), other 
studies do not find such a pattern. Moreover, Price and Nesteruk (2010) argue 
that there is little research showing that women’s retirement is typically more 
influenced than men’s by their partners’ retirement and their family-roles across 
the life-course. In fact, Eismann et. al (2019) find that male and female partners 
influence a worker’s decision to pursue early retirement equally strongly, and 
that there is no difference in the mechanisms through which they exert this 
influence, albeit their study relied on a selective sample of female workers who 
worked for 12 hours a week. Such inconsistent and limited evidences emphasizes 
the need for more studies in this area.

The second lacuna in the literature is that most of the studies that do 
explore gender differences are quantitative, thus missing women’s more nuanced 
perceptions (Berkovitch and Manor, 2019).  Little attention has been given to 
investigating how the nature, meaning, and processes of retirement may differ 
between men and women, emphasizing the domestic and gendered context. 
(Loretto and Vickerstaff, 2013, 2015), address the differences regarding the 
attitudes and behaviors of women towards their employment trajectories in 
later stages of life. A qualitative study conducted by Loretto and Vickerstaff 
(2013) found that the division of labor, between market and family work, had a 
profound impact on the timing, meaning and planning of retirement both for 
women and men. Similarly, in their more recent study (Loretto and Vickerstaff, 
2015) indicate that although women’s part-time work is typically associated with 
earlier life stages, it is often also relevant in later life, when they face expectations 
to care for their partners, elderly parents, or grandchildren, or simply want to 
quit boring jobs. These results highlight the need for further research on the 
ways in which gender roles are maintained, intensified, or challenged over the 
working life cycle, since women’s occupational experiences across life are shaped 
by a series of gendered transitions (Moen, 2001; Modero-Cabib et al., 2016). 

The third lacuna is that most existing studies focus on retirement among 
white women in the global north where it is relatively more common to find 
dual-earner families and women who are fully engaged in the labor market, 
and only a few looks at other social contexts or at ethnic and racial minorities 
(Flippen, 2005; O’Rand, 2005). The scant research, mainly drawn from the U.S., 
employs quantitative methods and highlights the disadvantages for minority 
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women in regard to human capital (e.g., education, occupation, income, health, and 
monetary resources) as key predictors of retirement (Brown and Warner, 2008; Burr 
and Mutchler, 2007; Warner and Hofmeister, 2006). Brown and Warner (2008) find 
that the lives of women of color and those of white women evolve in different ways with 
respect to education, financial resources, health, and work and family histories, resulting 
in ethnic disparities in their labor force withdrawal pathways. More specifically, they find 
that White women are more likely to be retired, whereas Black and Hispanic women 
are significantly more likely to have a work-related disability. According to Lahey 
(2018), differences in occupation and gross motor skills explain a larger proportion 
of the difference in employment rates between White and Black women in old age. 
Other studies that look at ethnic differences from a life-course perspectives (Elder et 
al., 2003; Moen, 2001) identify significant additional factors —principally spouses and 
dependent children— that affect women’s decisions to exit the labor-force. Black and 
Hispanic women are less likely to exit the labor force early due to their lower rates of 
marriage, higher rates of marital dissolution, and higher number of dependent children 
(Brown and Warner, 2008; Szinovacz, 2003).

Many questions remain unanswered about the factors that promote early 
retirement among women who live outside, or on the margins of the global north. 
Additionally, insufficient attention has been paid to the intersections of gender 
regimes and ethnically stratified employment opportunity structures, in shaping 
women’s occupational trajectories and employment experiences throughout the life 
course (Damman, 2017; Moen, 2001), and consequently the decision to retire early. 
Accordingly, our theoretical approach is guided by intersectionality theory (McCall, 
2005), which understands gender and ethnicity as combined social categories that jointly 
influence employment experiences, opportunities, and decisions, rather than as separate 
or additive effects. 

3 Palestinian Arab Women in the Israeli 
Labour Market: Gender Marginalization 
and Ethnic Segregation

The Palestinian Arab population constitutes an ethno-national minority in Israel, 
making up 21% of the total Israeli population (Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics–ICBS, 
2019). Approximately 80% are Muslim while the rest are either Druze or Christian. 
Since the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948, there have been persistent 
disparities between the Jewish majority and the Palestinian Arab minority (Smooha, 
1992). Nevertheless, alongside ongoing discrimination, Palestinian Arabs in Israel have, 
over the past few decades, experienced massive social changes, including a significant 
increase in women’s educational levels. Recently, Palestinian Arab women’s educational 
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attainment has surpassed that of Arab men, with 18% of Palestinian Arab women 
completing 16 or more years of education, compared to 16.2% in the case of Palestinian 
Arab men (ICBS, 2019). Yet, despite the dramatic improvements in their educational 
attainment, Palestinian Arab women’s employment rate of 36% remains substantially 
lower than that of Arab men (67%), or Jewish women (64%) (ICBS 2020). The overall 
low participation rate among Palestinian Arab women is persistent, notwithstanding a 
moderate increase lately, and despite the Israeli government’s attempts to increase it. 
Moreover, when comparing different age groups, we see that the highest participation 
rates are among women aged 2544-. As shown in figure 1, whereas the LFP rate of 
Jewish women increases with age and only drops at the age of 55, that of Palestinian 
Arab women significantly declines at the age of 45. Ethnic disparities are linked to 
those found between different occupational sectors. The proportion of Arab women 
working in unskilled jobs is substantially higher than that of Jewish women (Kasir and 
Yashiv, 2020). Conversely, Jewish women are much more likely than Palestinian Arab 
women to be employed in high-skilled jobs, such as practical engineers, technician 
agents, associate professionals, professionals, and managers.

When studying the limited engagement of Arab women in paid work in Israel, 
scholars have addressed both cultural and structural barriers (Khattab and Miaari, 2013). 
Explanations based on cultural barrier often trace Arab women’s absence from the official 
workforce to patriarchal norms; these norms restrict women’s occupational opportunities 
by either preventing them from working outside their home or relegating them to jobs 
that prioritize domestic work and childrearing (Abu-Baker, 2003). Explanations based 
on structural barriers highlight the fact that the labor force opportunities for Arabs in 
Israel are limited due to the segregation of Arab towns and villages which suffer from 
limited resources and infrastructure, institutional discrimination, and outright prejudice 
(Yonay and Kraus, 2017). All these factors create a considerable competition between 
Arabs for the scarce job opportunities that exist in an ethnic enclave economy, especially 
for highly qualified workers (Khattab and Miaari, 2013). These finding highlights the 
importance of understanding the interconnectedness between the cultural, social, and 
structural factors. For example, the lack of job opportunities for Arabs due to ethnic 
segregation is one crucial barrier standing in the way of Palestinian Arab women, 
particularly as they often prefer to find jobs close to home while maintaining their 
traditional and socially accepted role as keepers of the household (Author 1, 2020). 
As such, in this study, we follow Sa’ar (2017) to argue that the culture and structure 
of work opportunities are not mutually exclusive explanations but are rather mutually 
intertwined. 

As mentioned earlier, more attention has been paid to whether and why 
Palestinian Arab women’s employment rates remain low, while much less attention 
has been paid to their tendency to retire early. The few studies that address retirement 
trends among different ethnic groups in Israel solely focus on men or on Jewish women 
(Berkovitch and Manor, 2019; Litwin et al., 2009; Yashiv and Kasir, 2013). Yashiv and 
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Kasir (2013) find that among Arab men, LFP rates increase with age but decrease 
significantly at the age of 45. The authors suggest that early retirement among 
Palestinian Arab men could be related to the cultural characteristics of Arab society, 
in which children often support their parents from a very young age. However, it 
could also reflect their over-representation in menial jobs, in which older workers are 
particularly vulnerable. Although Berkovitch and Manor (2019) focused solely on 
Jewish Israeli women’s experience of the period after retirement, their study highlights 
how retired women employed familial and individualistic discourses, emphasizing the 
importance of social context as shaping women’s experiences and perceptions.  

Despite their importance, these studies do not adequately explain the 
determinants underlying early retirement among Palestinian Arab women. Particularly 
pertinent in this respect are aspects such as gender-specific roles, responsibilities, 
and employment vulnerabilities, in light the recent studies of Arab families in Israel 
which demonstrate that traditional gender roles largely maintained (Author 1, 2020). 
Therefore, whereas earlier studies ascribe differences in retirement age among women 
of different ethnic backgrounds to inequalities in their human capital, Palestinian 
Arab women’s massive improvements in socioeconomic attributes would lead one to 
question these conclusions (Belgrave, 1988; Newman, 2003). Accordingly, this study 
looks at the intersection between dimensions of workforce marginality on the one 
hand, and gender roles and responsibilities in the domestic work sphere, on the other. 
An intersectional explanation, which received less scholarly attention in this regard.

4 Methodology

Following the statistical data that revealed the phenomenon of early 
retirement (Authors 3et. al., 2022), we conducted twenty semi-structured interviews 
with early retirees who were recruited using the snowball method, combined with 
the criterion sampling method (Patton, 1990), that included two criteria; self-defined 
retirement between the ages of 45 and 60 years (see Loretto and Vickerstaff, 2015) 
during the past decade and being married.2 Within these contours, interviewees were 
selected to capture a range of personal characteristics such as educational background, 
religion, and income level. The sample included eight Muslim, seven Christian, 
and five Druze women, whose average age at retirement was 55, eight years prior 
to the official retirement age. All the interviewees were married but one, who was 
widowed; all had children and fourteen of the twenty also had grandchildren. Sixteen 
had academic degrees and had been employed in professional occupations such as 

2	  Interviewees were presented with an ethics statement, signed by all 
three researchers, that explained the topic of the study, committed to 
protect their privacy, and declared that they could withdraw at any 
stage. They all signed informed consent forms.
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education, nursing, and banking. Self-reported family income placed most in the 
middle or lower-middle ranges (3rd to 5th decile), with four women reporting a family 
income in the 7th decile. 

Using in-depth interviews allows for understanding complex connections or, 
in the case at hand, the reasons underlying women’s decision to take early retirement, as 
they navigate economic calculations, structural constraints, and cultural expectations. 
In keeping with feminist research, the use of narratives offers insight into women’s 
perceptions and their discourse regarding work, covering the full domestic-unpaid – 
public paid work spectrum. Our analysis follows central themes that emerged in the 
interviews  (Strauss and Corbin 1997), which are then interpreted using cumulative 
insights from Author 2’s previous ethnographic research.  

5 Findings  

According to our data, Palestinian Arab women’s tendency to leave the labor 
force before the official retirement age is influenced by a combination of push and pull 
factors, whose relative weight is assessed through the lens of an overarching cultural 
script. The term kin-script (Stack and Burton 1993) refers to the division of labor 
and responsibilities between family members – women and men; young and old – 
regarding the overall work required to operate households, raise children, and support 
nuclear and extended families. These guide members in deciding whether to prioritize 
their personal goals and ambitions or others’ needs, and in negotiating whether their 
contributions would be framed as duties or generosity. These responsibilities and 
expectations are often gender and age specific, and because of our exclusive focus on 
women, we will hereafter use the more specific term gendered kin-script. 

The Palestinian Arab gendered kin-script is dynamic. While a generic division 
of labor still holds, according to which women’s paid employment is secondary to their 
domestic care responsibilities, the normative balance between domestic and paid work 
changes as women go through different stages in life; it also varies depending on their 
class background and educational attainment. Expectations and perceived norms of 
gender propriety also vary in response to changes in employment opportunities and the 
availability of replacements to carry out domestic work. Additionally, the Palestinian 
gender script is embedded in a broader kin-script (Stack and Burton 1993). The term 
kin-script refers to the division of labor and responsibilities between family members 
– women and men and young and old – regarding the overall work required to operate 
households, raise children, and support nuclear and extended families. These guide 
members in their decision of whether to prioritize their personal goals and ambitions or 
others’ needs, and help members recognize whether their contributions are considered 
either duties or voluntary (i.e., altruistic). These responsibilities and expectations are 
often based on and specific to gender and age. Bringing all this to bear on the case at 
hand, women’s inclination to retire before the mandatory retirement age is tied to the 
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gendered kin-script as follows: Their assessment of the optimal balance between paid 
work and domestic work at that stage of their lives is guided by a combination of the 
generic script, and their circumstances and cumulative labor-force experiences: the 
pull and push factors.   

5.1 Pull Factors: Expectations Related to 
Women’s Lifecycle

To date the literature has focused on mothers of small children, highlighting 
poor childcare facilities and poor travel infrastructure as major reasons for women’s 
tendency to work part time or to take time off for a few years. These are two reasons 
that contribute to the struggle that mothers face when balancing the competing 
demands of motherhood and employment (e.g., Author 3 et. al., 2022; Mandel and 
Birgier 2016). Our data, however, read from a life-cycle perspective, complicates the 
story. Mothers with young children do indeed struggle in the absence of high-quality, 
affordable day-care services; consequently, many rely on the help of their mothers and 
mothers-in-law. These are the same women, in their fifties, who retire early, partly to 
help their daughters during the early stages of their careers. Another blind spot in the 
literature is the responsibility ascribed to mothers for the academic success of their 
teenage and young adult offspring, through their hands-on coaching when studying 
for their high school matriculation and college examinations. Mothers are expected 
to be physically and emotionally available for their children during this extended 
period, which is considered of critical importance to their future. Additional, though 
less frequently cited reasons, include children with special needs or illness in the 
family, or assisting husbands who are trying to cut down on their business expenses. 
This broad range of activities represents informal labor done by women as part of 
the gendered kin script, which nevertheless has direct economic benefits for their 
households.

Dina, a teacher and a mother of four who retired at age 53, testifies that 
her professional development was always tied to that of her husband: 
“It’s not easy to be a wife of a successful physician,” she says. She joined 
the job market seven years after her college graduation, because first 
she had two babies and then they relocated to the US for her husband’s 
residency training. Later in life, already over 50, she again found herself in 
similar circumstances, when her husband received an invitation to spend 
a sabbatical in the US. She says: “My husband knew how tired I was from 
working double shifts at home and in school. He said to me, ‘we don’t 
need another salary. You deserve a rest and this way we could go on my 
sabbatical.’ At the beginning I wasn’t’ sure that it was the right decision, but 
I applied for early retirement, nevertheless”. 

Samira decided to retire at age 58 after more than thirty years as a teacher, 
when her husband became ill, and because she felt that her children, by then 
students at the university, needed her to be available for them at home.
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It is well established that life roles are interdependent, and the retirement process 
is not solely based on the individual worker. Family dynamics, in particular, factors 
relating to one’s spouse, may play a key role in the timing of retirement. Couples tend 
to coordinate the timing of their retirement, such that individuals whose spouses are 
retired are more likely to retire (Fisher at. al., 2016).

Lina, worked for thirty years as a teacher of pupils with special needs, and for the last 
ten of these she was the school’s deputy director. She described herself as a dedicated 
employee who even worked beyond official working hours while raising her three 
children. There were times when she worked six days a week. About her decision to 
retire, at age 58, she said: 

“My husband took retirement from his job as a deputy school principal. He 
had another job in the afternoon and would spend his time on that. I saw 
a man sitting at home alone, and I was going to school to work, as well as 
dealing with the children, I said to myself that’s it…. I feel weighed down, and 
my body is worn out from a hard life.”

Expectations, however, are not dictates and, moreover, they may conflict with 
other expectations, which are also part of the cultural script. Indeed, not all women 
decide to prioritize caring for grandchildren or coaching their high school children 
over a paid job. Many effectively combine the two, just as they did thirty-odd years 
earlier when they worked double shifts while raising their own small children. More 
often than not, the decision to retire is based on a host of factors that combine gender 
expectations in the domestic work sphere and women’s cumulative experiences on the 
job. 

5.2 Push Factors: Glass Ceiling, Institutional 
Ageism, Racism, and Favoritism

Women report different push factors, including burnout, hitting a glass ceiling, being 
offered financial incentives to take early retirement (often as a result of institutional 
ageism), facing direct or indirect racism by Jewish employers and co-workers, or 
suffering as a result of favoritism in the Palestinian enclave economy. Burnout is, at 
least partly, linked to the fact that many women begin working at an early age. Getting 
a job at nineteen or twenty offers young unmarried women opportunities to experience 
independence and gain access to income for their personal use. Many continue to 
hold down their jobs during the early years of marriage. Some leave to raise their 
children, but this again varies from case to case. Some manage to keep their jobs after 
having children if they have the requisite institutional or familial support.  One way 
or another, by the time they are in their mid-fifties, the age at which statistics indicate 
a peak in retirement, women have most likely spent more than thirty years working 
double shifts, in paid employment and at home, raising children and performing 
household chores. 
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Sana, 59, retired at the age of fifty after thirty years of employment. Married at 
17, she started nursing school when her first born was merely two weeks old. 
Her husband resented this, urging her to become a teacher. She graduated as a 
nurse and worked for four years in Jewish institutions outside her village, until her 
husband, a qualified nurse himself, pressurized her to quit. Luckily, she promptly 
found a job in the public family health clinic in her village, where she worked for 
26 years until her retirement. Sana always worked part time, five days a week to 
be precise. That meant a low salary, (minimum wage), and subsequently a low 
pension, despite the fact that she was the chief nurse at the center. Sana’s youngest 
child, whom she bore at 45, became sick at age 4 and it took the doctors a whole 
year to diagnose the problem. He ultimately recovered, but his mother remained 
traumatized. So, when at the end of that year her husband said she should retire 
in order to care for the boy, she agreed. When we interviewed her nine years later, 
Sana was unable to tell us what her pension was. “I’ve no idea. My husband is the 
one dealing with the banks.” 

Sana’s is one story among many, each with its particularities. Yet it reflects some 
common themes: She decided to become a nurse at a very young age. She managed 
daily commutes with a baby at home and thrust herself into a Hebrew-dominated work 
environment with very little social support. It was only later on that the conflicting demands 
started to take their toll on her, when the workload at home grew heavier after she had her 
second child and her husband worked long hours outside the home. She agreed to quit her 
job at the hospital before she knew she would have an alternative position. This is how she 
describes her routine during the following 26 years: 

My day would start at 5 am. I’d pray and then do half the cooking and half the 
housework for the day. I worked like a machine. At 7 I’d wake up the kids, prepare 
them and take them to school and from there straight to work. The hard part was to 
return home and immediately serve lunch and watch over their homework without 
any break. It was nonstop, particularly as my husband was never there. I rested 
only at night. 

The next juncture came when she took the decision to retire after her son recovered 
from his acute health condition. Her decision to retire was met with surprise by her manager, 
also Arab, who tried to convince her to stay and cut down on the number of hours, which 
she declined to do. In all her work-related decisions, there were women around Sana who 
chose differently, and their choices also made sense in the context of their own particular 
circumstances. So, the gendered kin-script includes several options, albeit marking some as 
more valued than others, and women exercise agency in deciding between them. Against 
the high value placed on care-work and home making, rising living standards create 
pressures on women to also hold down paying jobs. Their eventual decisions are based 
on a combination of context bound considerations (debts, expenses, ongoing needs and 
special situations), personal aspirations, and interpersonal relationships. This is so because 
the gender script, and the kin-script in which these decisions are embedded, are dynamic, 
responding to structural limitations and opportunities, which are themselves in flux.
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A less frequent but recurring theme that came up in the interviews was 
frustration about blocked promotion. Several women said they felt highly appreciated 
at work and were given authority beyond their official job description, to the point that 
the department or office depended on their performance. Yet this was neither reflected 
in their salaries nor accompanied by official promotion. Some traced this treatment to 
their being Arab. Others, to their being Arab women. And among those who worked in 
the Palestinian enclave, some linked this to their not having the right connections. All 
the interviewees who cited such frustrations presented them as adding to their decision 
to retire, rather than as the main push factor. These interviewees, instead, related feeling 
very tired. Their jobs had been very demanding and the pay was average at best.

Amira, who spent 35 years as investment advisor at the bank, without a 
significant pay-raise or promotion, felt that promotions in the bank had nothing 
to do with her performance “but with the personal preferences of the manager.” 

Similarly, Linda, a criminal lawyer, retired at 50 from the district attorney’s 
office after 24 years on the job. She relates several experiences of racism and 
recurring sexual harassment, yet says that, all in all, she enjoyed her work very 
much and made meaningful social connections. Linda was a highly appreciated 
team manager, but when a tender for promotion was published she lost it to 
“someone younger.” This was when she began thinking about retirement. In 
the background, besides her frustration about not getting the promotion, was 
a strong sense of burnout after managing four murder cases and experiencing 
complicated relations with her children. 

As for institutional and popular ageism, racism, sexism, and related harassment, 
several of our interviewees, reported diverse types of maltreatment, including 
condescending attitudes, direct and indirect racism, sexist jokes and comments, such as 
“you don’t look like an Arab” or “you should double your efforts to get promoted.” Some 
also mentioned institutional encouragement to retire early, for example in the Ministry 
of Education or in banks. A different dimension of institutional ageism is when women 
are made to feel incompetent when finding it difficult to adjust to new technologies or 
procedures.

Luna, who retired from a managerial position at a bank at age 52, related that 
she found it difficult to adjust to digitalization. “The bank was no longer what it 
used to be. Everything changed, the whole job, they introduced new software, 
I was totally not with it.”

 Other interviewees talked about competition with younger employees: Samia, 
who retired at age 52, after thirty years as a medical secretary at a hospital, 
talked about someone young, who joined two years prior to her retirement, 
with academic credentials that she didn’t have. “He started intervening in my 
work, and gradually taking over responsibilities that had been exclusively mine. 
I tried to get along with him, but I couldn’t. I tried talking to my boss, but it didn’t 
help. The boss offered to help me by transferring me to another ward, but that 
would have meant a demotion, so I refused. 
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5.3 Gendered Work Priorities 

In real-life situations, push and pull factors often interact, because questions of 
appreciation, burnout, and the value of work are invariably mediated through the 
gendered kin-script. “In the last year,” Samia said, “every day I punched the clock I’d get 
a strange, bad feeling that I didn’t have before. Around that time, my son needed me to 
help him manage his new restaurant, and since my husband knew that he couldn’t do it 
alone, he encouraged me to retire. At that moment I felt that it was the right decision.” An 
important factor that accentuates the interdependence between the value of women’s 
paid and domestic work is the norm that assigns the responsibility for breadwinning 
to men. 

Amira, an educational councilor, retired at 60 (two years before the 
mandatory age) because of maltreatment. She felt humiliated when her 
superior demoted her from councilor to regular teacher. Amira was aware 
of the impact early retirement would have on her pension, which was, in 
any case, quite small, because she was employed through an outsourcing 
agency rather than directly by the Ministry of Education. Yet “my honor was 
more important.” In her interview, Amira played down the importance of the 
economic sacrifice she made by emphasizing that her salary had always 
been an extra contribution to the household economy. Her husband was 
the one responsible for meeting the costs of the household, although she’d 
“help when necessary.” Otherwise, her salary was for her own use, as she 
put it. She further underscores this point by stating, upon reflection: “I wish 
I’d stayed home with my children.” 

Similarly, Linda, the lawyer, said: “It was clear to us, without ever talking 
about it explicitly, that he was the main provider. This is why it was important 
for me to come home early and take care of the kids more than it was to 
him.” She added “although I really wanted to succeed, money was never 
important to me…”

While women feel that their paid employment is important for a variety of 
reasons (including self-fulfillment, giving their children a good role model, 
and being able to buy their own things), breadwinning is not one of them. As 
Iman, a teacher who retired at age 55, said, “my money [salary] was mine. He 
was the one responsible for the household’s finances. I would help a little 
when needed.” 

The gendered kin-script presumably exempts women from the need to work outside 
the house. However, as revealed by the present interviews and as documented 
extensively in Author 2’s (2017) previous research, many women still want to have an 
independent income, and many households effectively need their income. Therefore, 
assessing the relative value of their paid and domestic work is a dynamic and context-
bound process. 
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 6 Discussion  

Palestinian Arab women’s tendency to leave the labor force before the official retirement 
age is influenced by a combination of push and pull factors, which often blend when 
perceived through the gendered kin-script. Push factors range from explicitly negative 
experiences, such as being subjected to personal, racist, or sexist abuse, to experiencing 
more subtle forms of discrimination or maltreatment, such as an unpleasant atmosphere 
or not getting a promotion. These, in turn, are grounded in the institutional and political 
conditions of an ethnically segregated national economy (Khattab and Miaari, 2013) 
and economic privatization that engenders the replacement of employees with good 
pensions and social benefits, with new ones hired with minimal job security (Benish 
et al., 2018). In women’s experiences, these push factors are aggravated by a sense of 
burnout after long years of juggling double shifts, and sometimes also contending with 
a range of difficulties across the formal-domestic work continuum. Importantly, early 
retirees also report much satisfaction and pride when reflecting on their working years. 
Many relate positive feedback from clients and co-workers, as well as a strong sense 
of personal achievement. This is usually based on the quality of their performances, on 
their success in keeping their jobs while raising their children, or in overcoming their 
husbands’ reservations, and more. Such positive feelings, however, do not necessarily 
exclude feelings of frustration and hurt of the kind described above, and this mixture 
often means that we find a tinge of ambivalence in women’s cumulative labor-force 
experiences. 

As for pull factors, our data reveals that despite the clear – and painful – 
economic sacrifice that women make when taking early retirement, when interviewed 
they tend to affirm their decision. Many describe having grown tired and express 
satisfaction that they can now take life more easily, even if they are caring for their 
grandchildren or doing other informal work. “Life is too short and it’s time to live,” 
many said. Alternatively, heeding an expectation to prioritize their domestic care work 
over their public paid work leads women to frame their decision as the right choice at 
this stage of their lives. Some estimate that they need less cash now that their children 
have grown. Others, by contrast, realize that the in-kind help that they can give their 
children by caring for their grandchildren is effectively much more valuable than any 
money they could give if they had kept their jobs. As Hoodfar (1989) shows, for Arab 
women, employment opportunities have costs as well as benefits, and the benefit of 
women’s cash income is invariably measured against the overall contribution that they 
could make if they were  not employed. 

Importantly, despite the assignment of breadwinning to men, many Palestinian 
Arab women consider paid work as an important source of self-fulfillment and personal 
independence within marriage. Still, by the time they reach their fifties, women have 
a more realistic grasp of the rewards of employment. All in all, though, the decision 
to leave the labor-force in order to help the younger generation integrate in it is 
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usually the result of a combination of pressures from their children or husband, general 
disillusionment and burnout, concrete experiences of institutional ageism or racism, 
and a sincere wish to be appreciated and to indulge in the comfort zone of love labor. 

Beside official retirement, some women gradually withdraw from the labor 
force, without a clear decision to retire. It is not uncommon for women to leave work 
as early as their 40s, because they are laid off, because the pay or the treatment are bad 
and they believe they can find a better position, or because a crisis in the family requires 
their time and labor. And, while they may initially regard their situation as temporary 
unemployment, they are eventually unable to get re-employed. In many such cases, 
women quickly find themselves inundated with demands to dedicate themselves to 
unpaid care, not only of grandchildren, but also of aging parents and parents-in-law 
(Author 2, 2016), to the point that they are practically unable to search for a paying 
job. All too often, by the time they are ready to reapply, they are too old and lack up-
to-date work skills. We can therefore understand why women in such situations would 
find it comforting to frame their retirement as a choice to help their loved ones, even if 
the trajectory that led them there was strewn with a combination of choices, pressures, 
and ad hoc decisions.  

Whether they make an informed decision to retire, are forced out or pushed 
to take up an urgent domestic task, or succumb to burnout, women’s considerations 
respond to their perceived work opportunities and the expectations directed at them 
within the gendered kin-script. The latter, as shown, is itself dynamic, since perceptions 
of feminine propriety change throughout the life cycle. Accordingly, it is open to 
pragmatic interpretations. At almost any given life stage, women may face different 
– sometimes even contradictory – expectations regarding the right balance between 
domestic care work and paid employment. The differences are tied to their membership 
of a particular class and status-group, to their age, and to available employment 
opportunities, which in turn correlate with education, geographical location, and social 
connections. Women’s decisions, in other words, are affected by external “objective” 
conditions, which they interpret using the gendered script. 

Luna, the senior bank manager, started working there at 18 even though she 
had intended to study law. But her father had just died, and the family was in a 
state of shock, and she didn’t feel she had the strength to go to university. She 
was promoted rapidly and was offered even further promotion, but declined 
because, by then, she had become a [young] widow with three children. For 
Luna, her work saved her and her children. It allowed her to survive and to 
develop as a person and, in fact, to thrive. She later remarried a successful 
physician but kept her job. “I would leave home early to avoid the traffic. My 
husband would call to ask how I was and I’d jokingly answer that I was stuck 
on the road with the construction workers. He’d then say, ‘you don’t need 
this.’” Regarding her decision to retire she said: “my kids have grown up 
and graduated, so the burden is off, and my husband is economically well-
established. It’s not that I ask him to buy me stuff, but it still gives me a general 
sense of reassurance.”  
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Whether, like Luna, women can afford to retire early, or whether their early retirement is 
rooted in precarious economic and employment conditions, which is the more prevalent 
case, the gendered kin-script allows them to invest their decision with positive value. At 
the same time, the script itself is contingent upon the structure of work opportunities 
open to them and their family members. 

7 Conclusion  

The structure of work opportunities available to Palestinian Arab women is 
slowly changing. As previous scholars argue, the national job market is characterized by 
ethnic segregation, and the intersection of this segregation with gender, education and 
class has aggravated the discrimination effect on most Palestinian Arab women (e.g., 
Haidar 2021, Fuchs and Wilson 2018, Kraus and Yonay 2018, and Lewin-Epstein and 
Semyonov 2019). At the same time, successive policies designed to promote economic 
integration have, over the past decade or so, created new openings. Policies involving 
affirmative action in higher education and the job market, are beginning to leave their 
mark, particularly among younger, highly educated women in academia (Author 2 et 
al 2021). Better jobs and salaries, in turn, change the balance between the different 
components of the gendered kin-script, increasing the value of women’s paid employment 
in relation to their unpaid domestic care work. So far, these changes do not seem to have 
had a transformative effect on women in their fifties; they are not the beneficiaries of 
affirmative action policies. They are in fact expected to go back to their homes to help 
the younger women and men enjoy these growing opportunities, as students or as young 
employees. That said, their narratives reveal that the cultural script – the gendered kin-
script – does afford a meaningful framework to explain their early retirement. It relieves 
them of the responsibility to earn money and cope with a very challenging working 
environment. Moreover, it allows them to relax into the comfort zone of love-work with 
their grandchildren, (and for some, of providing support to their own children as they 
strive to complete their academic studies), which most of them find rewarding and much 
less stressful than an earlier phase of mothering small children. 

Importantly, lest our analysis be misinterpreted as culturist, we do not argue that 
culture is the prime force behind women’s early retirement. To reiterate, the gendered 
kin-script we described is embedded in the Palestinians’ historical and political-economic 
circumstances. So, while it provides a map for women to navigate scarce economic 
opportunities, this map is interactive, as it were, and its directions continuously recalibrate 
to accommodate changing conditions and opportunities. For example, we anticipate 
a decline in the inclination to retire early among younger professionals who are now 
invested in professional careers with a better income and a more balanced division of 
domestic labor (Ibid.). Conversely, the growing cost of living may push women to keep 
working even when they would rather retire. One way or another, further research is 
required into the intersections of gender, class, and stage of life in influencing early 
retirement, and their interaction effects on the gendered kin-script.  
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Tables and Figures

Figure 1: Labor Force Participation Rates by Age for Jewish Women 
and Arab Women in Israel (2019)

Source: Israeli Labor force survey, Central Bureau of Statistics
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