
 

 

 

 
 
 

Harnessing the Demographic 
Dividend with a Gender Dimension 
in Papua New Guinea 

Introduction  

This policy brief is produced as part of the 
interregional project “Demographic Dividend 

with a Gender Dimension: Entry points for 
Implementation of Sustainable Development 

Goals in Africa and Asia and the Pacific” being 

implemented by ESCAP and ECA for capacity 
development among member States to achieve 

sustainable development through enhancing 

human capital, addressing structural inequalities 
and reducing gender disparities. The brief and 

related materials are part of knowledge products 
that can be found in the ESCAP Youth Policy 

Toolbox (https://yptoolbox.unescapsdd.org/).     

1. Overview  

This brief considers the situation in Papua New 

Guinea and ways in which the country’s 

demographic dividend can be harnessed and 

greater gender equality can be achieved. The brief 

considers the following Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs):1 SDG 3 (health); SDG 4 (education); 

SDG 5 (gender equality); SDG 8 (economic growth 

and employment); SDG 10 (inequality); and SDG 
16 (just, peaceful and inclusive societies). In 

addition to the SDGs, and of specific relevance to 

Papua New Guinea, the paper considers the five 

strategic targets of the “Papua New Guinea Vision 
2050”:2 

• Achieve a Human Development Index (HDI) 
ranking among the top 50 middle-income 
countries 

• Increase life expectancy at birth to 77 years  

• Increase real GDP per capita (kina) to 

K13,530  

• Achieve universal adult literacy  

• Achive free and universal basic education for 

all school-age children from Elementary 1 to 
Grade 12. 

Achieving the SDGs and Papua New Guinea Vision 
2050 requires investments to attain universal 

health care, universal basic education, and 

gender and youth empowerment, along with 

creating more decent jobs and equal employment 

opportunities. Moreover, the goal of harnessing 
the demographic dividend with a gender 

dimension involves converting the potential of 

human capital among the working age population 

(15–64) into accelerated economic growth.  

Over the last four decades, significant population 

growth and gender inequalities have been among 
the challenges faced by the Government of Papua 

New Guinea. That said, progress has been made in 
terms of policies in the areas of population and 
gender, including addressing gender-based 
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violence, such as with the ratification of the 
United Nations Convention on Eliminations of all 

forms of Violence against Women (CEDAW),3 the 

National Population Policy, the Family Planning 

Policy4 and the Reproductive Health Policy.5 Due 

to a lack of adequate funding, it has been difficult 

to translate these polices into meaningful results 
on the ground. All the same, Papua New Guinea 

has a significant amount of natural renewable and 

non-renewable resources which should provide 

many opportinites to finance inclusive and 

sustainable development programmes. 

2. Papua New Guinea and the 
demographic dividend  

The demographic dividend refers to age structure 
changes, with a rising proportion of the working-

age population that spurs greater economic 
growth and welfare and the promotion of 

development, given an enabling policy 

environment. It is closely linked to the 
demographic transition, a process involving the 

shift from high to low fertility and mortality rates 
and increased longevity leading to a decline in the 

ratio of dependents to working-age adults and 

ultimately smaller populations.6 

Figure 1 shows the three basic scenarios of Papua 
New Guinea’s population structures in 2000, 2050 

and 2100 according to 2019 United Nations 
population estimates and projections (medium 

variant). The 2000 population pyramid has a 

broad-base, with a youthful population – a 
scenario of both high birth and death rates under 

the prevailing socioeconomic conditions. The 
2050 population pyramid demonstrates a decline 

in fertility resulting in a shift to a relatively 

narrower base, as population ageing increases. 
The third population pyramid (2100) shows the 

gradual effects of a stationary population, where 

birth and death rates are low; the population 
structure shift is evidenced by the narrower 

pyramid base, as occurs due to population 

ageing. Currently, Papua New Guinea faces a 

“window of opportunity” of the demographic 

transition, the optimal moment to invest in the 
country’s youthful human capital to achieve 

sustainable economic growth and human 

prosperity by 2030, with further improvements 
beyond that date. 

Figure 1. Three population pyramids/structures 

for Papua New Guinea, 2000, 2050 and 2100 

 
Source: UN DESA, 2019. World Population Prospects 2019. 

Table 1 shows the human capital potential for 

economic development, provided the 

government prioritizes investment in the working 

age population (15–64), which constitutes 61 per 
cent of Papua New Guinea’s total population in 

2020. Moving forward, that percentage is 
projected to reach 63 per cent by 2030 and 65 per 

cent by 2050. It is thus imperative to invest in the 

growing number and proportion of working-age 
population and provide equal opportunities in 

access to and participation in education, health, 
training, employment and decision-making 

processes. 

Table 1. Population by broad age group and sex, 

Papua New Guinea, 2020, percentage 

Source: United Nations, World Population Prospects 2019.  

 

Other relevant recent demographic changes with 
direct reference to SDG3 and SDG5 include a 
decline in the crude birth rate from 32.4 per 1,000 

population in 2006 to 29.0 per 1,000 population in 

2016–18, and a fall in the total fertility rate from 
4.4 to 4.2 children per woman, over the same 

period. The childbearing peak has shifted to the 

age group 25–29, an indication of a delay in 

marriage often associated with  an increase in the 

use of family planning methods by women of 
reproductive age.7 Currently, the maternal 

mortality ratio and infant mortality rate are, 

Age group Males Females Total 

0-14 18.1 17.0 35.1 

15-64 31.2 30.1 61.3 

65 or over 1.7 1.9 3.6 

Total 50.1 49.0 100 
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respectively, 171 maternal deaths per 100,000 
births, and 33 deaths per 1,000 live births of 

children under one year of age. With 55 per cent of 

women delivering in a health facility, and only half 

of women in rural areas delivering in such 

facilities, increasing access to services during 
pregnancy and after delivery is a priority.  

 

The average years of schooling in Papua New 

Guniea grew from 1.7 years in 1980 to 8.4 years in 

2013 (SDG4).8 However, a quarter of the children 
aged 6 to 18 are still out of school, with fewer girls 

going to school than boys. The primary school 

transition rate into lower secondary school is only 

56 per cent (girls: 50 per cent).9 

 

Within Papua New Guinea, the informal economy 
represents about 60 per cent of nonresource GDP, 

and women comprise over 80 per cent of this 

resource. The informal economy is thus very 
relevant to national development and women’s 

empowerment. Looking at those employed in the 
past 12 months, 64 per cent of currently married 

men were employed, compared to  36 per cent of 

currently married women, posing  challenges 
regarding equal participation in economic 

opportunities and overall decision-making (SDG5, 

SDG10). Though migration is not a major 
demographic trend in the country, there are 

concerns of increased emigration and 

displacement as a result of numerous factors, 
including climate change and environmental 

degradation.10 

3. Why it is critical to harness 
the demographic dividend with a 
gender dimension  

Harnessing the demographic dividend and 

attaining greater gender equality in Papua New 

Guinea are of vital importance given the following 
concerns and reasons: 

• Women currently comprise 48 per cent of 

Papua New Guinea’s total population, yet still 

suffer from gender discrimination in a male 
dominated society (SDG5). Women have been 

continuously denied the right to equal 

opportunities, treatment and participation in 
national development.11 

• Approximately 62 per cent of Papua New 

Guinea’s total population is of working age (15–

64), comprising roughly equal proportions of men 

and women (table 1). 

• Around one third of Papua New Guinea’s 
population is aged 10–24, representing a 

significant youth bulge (table 1). Many of these 

young people remain out of school or do not 

attain higher levels of education. Thus, human 

capital remains untapped. 

• There is transformative potential among the 

working-age population, which, if tapped into 
successfully, would significantly bolster the 

country’s economic growth within the next 10–30 

years, thereby achieving related SDGs 4, 8 and 10, 
and Papua New Guinea Vision 2050. 

• There is unharnessed human capital that 

can be realized by increasing female labour force 
participation; to do this, women and girls must be 

provided with an enabling environment, with 
equal opportunities, participation and treatment 

in education, health, skills training, employment, 

governance and decision-making. Achieving more 

equal participation by investing in gender quality 
has proven to be an effective tool in 

socioeconomic development, as evidenced by 
Malaysia, the Republic of Korea and    
Singapore.12, 13 

• Between 2000 and 2011, female labour force 

participation declined from 67 to 61 per cent 

(SDG5), alongside a decline from 69 to 62 per cent 

among men, despite an increase in GDP.14, 15 

• In 2020, Papua New Guinea’s HDI was still 

ranked at the lower end of “medium human 

development”.16 

• Since the independence of Papua New 

Guinea in 1975, female representation in 

parliament has remained critically low (SDG5). 
The highest number of women occupying 

parliamentary seats was three, over 1997–2002 
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and 2012–2017. In 2017, despite there being the 
greatest number of women contesting seats, no 

women were elected to parliament (see figure 2). 

• Since eventually declining mortality and 

fertility rates will lead to a growth in the older 

population, a life cycle approach to investments 

in education and health will benefit Papua New 
Guinea’s population in the long run, including its 

older population. 

Figure 2. The number of women who contested 

and were elected to parliament in Papua New 

Guinea, 1972–2017 

Source: Pacific Women in Politics, Papua New Guinea. 

https://www.pacwip.org/country-profiles/papua-new-guinea/   

4. Benefitting from good 
practices 

Papua New Guinea can learn from other countries 

to harness the demographic dividend. For 

example, the Republic of Korea (see policy brief 
No. 2021/02), one of the five “Asian tigers”, 

transitioned from high to low fertility, while at the 

same time experiencing significant economic 
growth. These developments were  the result of 

addressing population issues, and also investing 

in reproductive health programmes, education, 

and economic policies to create infrastructure, 

manufacturing and technology, thereby 

transitioning from developing to industrialized 

country status  in modern times. At the same time,  

the Republic of Korea experienced significant 
increases in female labour force participation, 

and the share of seats held by women in the 
country’s Parliament rose from 2 to 17 percent.17 

Other countries, such as Malaysia and Thailand, 

can also priovde useful lessons in how to invest in 
human capital for socioeconomic  

development.18, 19 

5. Challenges and opportunities  

Harnessing the demographic dividend poses 

development challenges, while simultaneously 
offering a myriad of potential benefits to all in the 

country. An increase in population growth can 

lead to overcrowded educational facilities, 

inaccessible health infrastructure and lack of 

employment, especially affecting young people 
seeking to transition successfully from school to 

work.  Papua New Guinea is endowed with the 

potential of youthful human capital as well as 
natural renewable and non-renewable resources, 
which, if successfully harnessed, could translate 

to rapid economic growth. The COVID-19 

pandemic  poses serious challenges to the 
livelihoods of the people of Papua New Guinea, 

affecting health, the economy,  employment and 
education. The pandemic has exacerbated the 

challenges faced by persons in vulnerable 

situations, making it more urgent for the country 
to invest in education, health and employment 

creation. 

6. Conclusion 

Papua New Guinea is currently experiencing a 

demographic window of opportunity in which a 
greater proportion of the population is of working 

age and becoming economically active. This cuts 

spending on dependents and can spur economic 
growth. However, achieving economic growth 

requires the government’s commitment to create 

a conducive environment with sufficient 

investments in education, health, gender and 

youth empowerment, while encouraging greater 

inclusivity to the country’s numerous indigenous 

groups. Investing in harnessing the demographic 

dividend with a gender dimension is a step in the 

right direction toward ensuring that all citizens 
can enjoy the economic and health benefits of 

living in an increasingly developed country, where 

individuals are able to have prosperous lives, with 
equal opportunities and access to participation in 

the development process. 

https://www.pacwip.org/country-profiles/papua-new-guinea/
https://www.pacwip.org/country-profiles/papua-new-guinea/
https://www.unescap.org/kp/2021/demographic-dividend-gender-dimension-republic-korea
https://www.unescap.org/kp/2021/demographic-dividend-gender-dimension-republic-korea
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7. Policy recommendations  

From the analysis above, the following policy 

recommendations, in line with some of the SDGs 

are to support Papua New Guinea in realizing the 

demographic dividend and attaining greater 
gender equality: 

Invest in universal basic education for all (SDG4) 

Education is a human right for every citizen of 
Papua New Guinea, and policy should ensure that 

no child is left behind, while focusing especially 

on addressing gender disparities. Educational 

investments in young people will benefit them 

now and in the future  

Invest in universal health care for all (SDG3) 

The right to health is a human right and sufficient 
investments should be undertaken to ensure that 

health is accessible and affordable for every 
citizen of the country. Especially due to the short- 

and long-term impacts of COVID-19, access to 

universal health care has to be prioritized. 

Expand family planning (SDG3) 

Taking a multi-sectoral approach to coordination 

on family planning will ensure that population 

goals and objectives are appropriately integrated 
into other health and development initiatives in 

the domains of finance, social welfare, education 
and gender equality, among others. It is 

imperative that capacity is built among 

policymakers to ensure that family planning 

rights are protected in both policy and 
programme design. Moreover, a national coalition 

of advocates and champions drawn from 

parliamentarians, and provincial, local, cultural 

and religious leaders should be established to 

further shift cultural attitudes towards supporting 

rights-based family planning. 

Develop inter-ministerial and inter-departmental 

strategies 

Commitments and synergies from government 
and senior management in the private sector are 

essential to efficient allocation of resources and 
inclusive development. Good governance is at the 

core of meeting this development challenge, as is 

ensuring increased budgetary allocations to 

health, education, training, and gender and youth 

empowerment programmes, so that effective 

policies can be developed, implemented and 
monitored. Increasing female political 

participation at the national, provincial and local 

levels of government is also fundamental to 

achieving success.  

Establish a multi-sectoral task unit to oversee 

initiatives to harness the demographic dividend 

and achieve greater gender equality 

This should be established and fully funded within 
the policy branch of the Department of National 

Planning and Monitoring (DNPM), which is the 
focal point to coordinate, monitor and report on 

progress regarding development.  

Conduct a national rapid assessment 

This will support the creation of a country profile, 

including gap analysis, by collecting data and 

developing indicators related to the SDGs and 

Papua New Guinea Vision 2050, in order to identify 
and prioritize investment in education, health 

(especially family planning and sexual 
reproductive health and rights) employment 

creation and good governance (list of SDG 

indicators fortcoming and available at: 
https://www.unescap.org/our-work/social-
development/youth-empowerment. It will also 

support capacity building and training, reducing 

gender disparities and enhancing youth 

empowerment.   

Invest in gender and youth empowerment 

programmes (SDG5) 

This should be prioritized as it is critical for 

harnessing the demographic dividend with a 

gender dimension. Despite women comprising 48 
per cent of the country’s population, investment 

in female education and training to hone 
entrepreneurial skills among women is lacking. 

The vast potential of Papua New Guinea’s human 

https://www.unescap.org/our-work/social-development/youth-empowerment
https://www.unescap.org/our-work/social-development/youth-empowerment
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capital can be realized through sound investment 
policies and firm commitment by the 

government; if done successfully, evidence 

suggests it would result in sustainable economic 

growth alongside a reduction in poverty, social 

inequalities, and law and order challenges, as well 
as narrowing the urban and rural development 

divide.  

Develop a national roadmap to reap the 

demographic dividend and achieve greater gender 

equality 

Age- and sex-disaggregated data in the fields of 

education, labour, health and political 

participation should be collected, disseminated 

and analysed to inform political decision-making, 

including the development of a national roadmap 
to reap the demographic dividend with a gender 

dimension. This would also  support  any dialogue  
among decision makers, administrators and 

senior management officials, and other 

stakeholders at national, regional and local levels 
of government. It would further promote greater 

awareness of the importance of harnessing the 
demographic dividend  as a development concept 

to achieve accelerated economic growth and 

human well-being at the provincial and local 

levels.  

Strengthen government capacity in DNPM 

DNPM is in a strategic position to facilitate the 

coordination and monitoring of the stakeholders 
task force to support implementation of the 

project this policy brief relates to. The task force 

technical team includes the National Statistical 
Office; the Department of Education; the 

Department of Community Development; the 

National Youth Development Authority; the 

Department of Labour and Industrial Relations; 

the Department of Commerce and Industry; and 

the Department of Higher Education, Research, 

Science and Technology, as well as development 

partners such as UNFPA and UN Women, among 
others. Adequate resources should be allocated 

to move the project forward. 
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