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 Average household size: 5.5 (estimated 18.007 households)1 
 Dependency ratio: 75 dependents for every 100 working aged persons2 
 Infant mortality rate:  14.4 per 1000 live births3 
 Maternal mortality rate: 124 per 100,000 live births4 
 Domestic violence: 39.6% of women report intimate partner violence5 
 Population of people with disabilities: 10.6%6  
 Health: 90% of all persons (24-80 years) are overweight or obese, with 

prevalence higher amongst women.7 
 

 Gender in Brief 
The Kingdom of Tonga lies on the Pacific Ring of Fire, an area of dynamic geological activity. Tonga is an archipelago 

comprising 36 inhabited and 140 non-inhabited islands. The largely Polynesian population of 100,651 is disbursed across the 
South Pacific with 74,611 people on the island of Tongatapu (74%); 4,945 on ‘Eua (5%); 13,738 in the Vava’u island group 
(13.6%); 6,125 in Ha’apai island group (6%); and 1,232 in the Niuas (1%)8. Tonga is a constitutional monarchy and is unique 
among Pacific Island nations for having maintained its independence from colonial powers. Consequently, Tonga retains 
strong national customs, including traditional social hierarchies. Tonga is a staunchly religious society with affiliation highest 
amongst the Free Wesleyan Church the Church of Latter Day Saints, the Roman Catholic Church, and the Free Church of Tonga. 
A high fertility rate of 3.9% is offset by outmigration from outer islands to urban areas, as well as high levels of emigration to 
Fiji, New Zealand and Australia, changing the social dynamics of Tonga and in some instances undermining traditional support 
systems.  Still, Tonga is predominantly rural, with an estimated 63% of households engaged in agriculture9. Tonga is reliant on 
external income through development assistance, loans, and overseas remittances from the large Tongan diaspora.  
  

Gender Roles and Responsibilities  
Traditionally women held a high social status in Tonga. Gender and age still dictate rank, relationships and duties within 

many families, with sisters (especially the eldest) having a higher status than brothers and holding a place of honor.  However 
over the past few centuries a sociological shift has resulted in an increasingly patriarchal society. Husbands generally have 
higher authority than wives in both public and private spheres, and men are generally considered to be the main decision-
makers.  As a result of the traditional high regard for women, many Tongans do not regard gender issues as a concern.  
Although women in Tonga are still generally treated with respect, they face various forms of inequalities in a highly stratified 
social system. Fundamentally, women’s privileges are not officially recorded in any way10. 

Women are primarily responsible for subsistence and informal production, reproduction and family care, and community 
engagement in a wide range of church and social commitments.  Women undertake agricultural work which is generally 
unpaid and mainly geared toward producing or gathering food for home consumption (with surplus sold at the local markets). 
Fishing along the coast and in the lagoons, women catch small fish and gather various kinds of shellfish, while men tend to fish 
the reefs and deeper water. Weaving mats, baskets and traditional clothing from pandanus leaves is a significant source of 
income for many women, and producing tapa (used for special occasions such as funerals and weddings) is an important 
activity undertaken by women. Men’s roles lie predominantly outside the home, often in agriculture and fishing11. Though 
women are active in the formal economy, they do not participate in the same numbers as men with a 21% gender gap in 
labour force participation rates12. A lack of maternity leave schemes also act to deter Tongan women from waged 
employment, as there is a strong focus on the importance of large families.  

Tongan culture is generally supportive of transgenderism as it pertains to Fakaleiti, Tongan males (assigned at birth) who 
behave in a relatively effeminate manner. Fakaleiti do not necessarily associate with Western conceptions of LGBT* identities. 
 

Education  
Tonga has a high literacy rate and obtaining a formal education for their children is a high priority for many Tongan 

parents. An emerging trend is that girls stay in school longer and tend to be more successful in external examinations. This is 
reflected in data from the University of the South Pacific, where Tongan girls and women have higher enrolment and 
completion rates than their male counterparts. The higher performance of girls however does not automatically translate into 
high wage employment, with the majority of female graduates choosing to marry and remain at home.  
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Employment and Income 
The economy is dominated by the public sector with small amounts of private sector activity in construction, services, 

manufacturing, fisheries, forestry and tourism. A large share of agricultural production is for subsistence and own production, 
employing 60% of the labour force13 and providing almost 50% of food consumption14. Men predominantly produce goods for 
own consumption (28%), work in the private sector (24%) or study (14%). Men in ‘Eua (41% and Ongo Niua (51%) 
undertake unpaid activities in a family business or plantation15. Women across all island groups predominantly undertake 
household activities (39%) or produce goods for own consumption (17%), are students (14%) or are employed in the private 
sector (12%)16. Women are generally at risk of hardship and poverty due to socio-economic constructs, labour force 
discrimination, lack of property rights, and heavy responsibilities in the household.  
 
Policy, Political Engagement and Participation  

Tonga has ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).  Despite political support from some members of 
parliament, popular attitude towards the maintenance of traditional Tongan culture has prevented the ratification of CEDAW.  
Key stakeholders supporting the implementation of the National Policy on Gender and Development 2014-18 include the 
Women’s Division of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the Tonga National Centre for Women and Children, Women and Children 
Crisis Center (WCCC), and a small number of civil society organisations and NGOs.  NGOs such as Women-in-Law Association 
(WILA) aim to influence policy and educate women about their legal rights in regards to divorce, custody issues, and abuse17. 

Women are generally excluded from planning and decision-making processes at all levels. There is very low participation 
of women in parliament, with only four having been voted into the Legislative Assembly since 1951.  Nine of the 33 seats in 
the House are reserved for ‘Nobles’ who can only be men, and while women can theoretically occupy any of the 17 seats held 
by ’Commoners’, access is largely constrained by social norms and cultural attitudes.  Village committees generally have very 
few female members, and even then women rarely participate actively or equally in community decision-making. 
 
Healthcare 

The basic health needs of the population are generally met through state health services provided free of charge by the 
state, as well as churches. No chronic malnutrition has been observed on Tonga, but rates of obesity and non-communicable 
diseases such as diabetes and cardiovascular disease are extremely high among both men and women. Abortion remains 
illegal and contraceptives are difficult to obtain, even for married women or in cases where pregnancy may undermine or 
threaten a woman’s health. Low rates of contraceptive use are also attributable to the cultural pressure to have large families 
and lack of awareness about family planning. The Family Health Association supplies family planning, maternal and child 
health support, fertility and counseling assistance through 20 service points which include two permanent clinics and 15 
community-based distributors.  The NGO 'Aloua Ma'a Tonga educates women about health and environmental issues. 

 

Gender Based Violence and Protection 
Almost one out of every five women aged 15-49 years reported experiencing intimate partner physical and/or sexual 

violence in the last 12 months18. Tonga has a Family Protection Act (2013) however a ‘No Drop’ policy in cases of domestic 
violence which then proceed to prosecution in court.  A 2005 UN Population Fund study highlighted significantly heightened 
vulnerability to violence, sexual abuse and rape in Tonga for women with disabilities.  Tonga has no minimum age of sexual 
consent, so statutory rape is not a crime19. The WCCC provides counselling, refuge and advocacy for survivors of domestic 
violence, sexual abuse and child abuse.  

Tonga does not recognise same sex unions and male homosexuality is still illegal. Female homosexuality is not illegal but is 
culturally unacceptable. Tonga Leitis Association (TLA) advocates for LGBT discrimination protections and law reforms. 

 
Gender in Emergencies 

Gender issues are not specifically addressed in the national disaster management policy and government programs on 
disaster preparedness or emergency relief do not generally emphasises gender differences. Due to pre-existing inequalities, 
children and youth, the populations on the outer islands, and widows and single mothers have been identified as particularly 
vulnerable to the impacts of disasters and of climate change20.  
                                                      
1 2016 Tonga Census of Population and Housing Volume 1 Basic Tables and Administrative Support 
http://tonga.prism.spc.int/PublicDocuments/Census%20of%20Population%20and%20Housing_/04_2016/02_2016_CensusReportVol_1rev.pdf 
2 Ibid. 
3 2016 Human Development Report 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid.  
6 2016 Tonga Census of Population and Housing 
7 2010 Japan International Cooperation Agency, Country Gender Profile: The Kingdom of Tonga 
8 2016 Tonga Census Preliminary Results 
http://tonga.prism.spc.int/PublicDocuments/Census%20of%20Population%20and%20Housing_/04_2016/01_2016_Census_Preliminary_Count_Results.pdf 
9  2016 Tonga Household and Income Expenditure Survey 
10 2010 Japan International Cooperation Agency, Country Gender Profile: The Kingdom of Tonga 
11 2016 PHARMA, Gender Analysis Technical Report – Tongatapu, Kingdom of Tonga 
12 Asian Development Bank (2016) Gender Statistics: The Pacific and Timor Leste. 
13 2015 Tonga MDG Final Report, Ministry of Finance and National Planning.  
14 2014 UNDP The State of Human Development in the Pacific: A Report on vulnerability and exclusion in a time of rapid change. 
15 2016 Tonga Household and Income Expenditure Survey 
16 Ibid. 
17 Beakley, Clare. ‘Women of the New Millenium: Tongan Women Determine Their Development Direction.’ The Contemporary Pacific, 2002: 134-147. 
18 Ma`a Fafine mo e Famili, 2012. National Study on Domestic Violence against Women in Tonga 2009. Nuku‘alofa, Tonga. 
19 2016 PHARMA, Gender Analysis Technical Report – Tongatapu, Kingdom of Tonga 
20 UN Women Asia and the Pacific, http://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/countries/fiji/co/tonga 

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/181270/gender-statistics-pacific-tim.pdf

