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Nine Mile settlement, Port Moresby, in 1983 The importance and
limits of
interhousehold
transfers in urban
PNG
By Louise Morauta
27 February 2023

Quantitative studies of interhousehold transfers in Papua New Guinea are few and far
between. In 1982-83, a study was conducted of interhousehold transfers in urban areas,
with a focus on poorer households. While some papers were published at the time, a
comprehensive report on this study has just been published, in January 2023.

The study covered four urban census units in Port Moresby and Madang, selected because
in the 1980 census each had a high proportion of households without wage-earners. The
four census units were Nine Mile and Gordons Ridge settlements in Port Moresby, and
Wagol settlement and Biliau traditional village in Madang.

The main data collection methods were a demographic and economic survey of all 415
households (2,548 residents) in the four census units, and a two-week income and
consumption survey of a sample of 48 households (295 residents). The income and
consumption survey sample was divided into two strata, 24 households with wage-earners
and 24 households without wage-earners.

Across the four census units 73% of households had at least one wage-earner. Not
surprisingly, income from wage employment (mainly unskilled and semiskilled) was the
dominant form of income (an estimated 66% of all income). Income from the informal sector
and subsistence activities contributed an estimated 20% and 14% of all income earned.
Informal sector and subsistence activities were particularly important for households
without wage-earners.

In the household survey, at least 10% of households had overnight visitors in each census
unit the night before the survey. Unlike other similar surveys, we included in the definition
of transfers the value of meals given and received and overnight hospitality.

We found that inwards transfers were dominated by transfers in kind (other than meals and
overnight hospitality), but that the largest single component of outwards transfers was
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meals given. The level of transfers we recorded was higher than in comparable studies.

Net transfers significantly reduced inequality. For households with wage-earners, the effect
of net transfers was to reduce consumption by 6%. But for households without wage-
earners, the effect of transfers was to increase consumption by 24%, and for the lowest
quartile of households, net transfers increased consumption by 61%. In sample households,
there was no significant difference between food consumption per person in households
with and without wage-earners. In terms of food consumption, donor households were
reducing their food consumption to much the same level as recipient households.

We were also interested in looking at food adequacy for households. We calculated the
calories and protein consumed by a household using the income and consumption survey
data and World Health Organization tables of food yields current at the time. These were
then compared to the minimum calorie and protein requirements for that household based
on updated World Bank requirements (p. 4).

Despite the high level of transfers recorded in the study, an estimated 57% of households in
the four census units received less than their minimum calorie requirements, and an
estimated 41% received less than their minimum protein requirements. As other studies
have also found, calorie consumption did not respond as much to income as protein
consumption.

These overall levels of food deficit appear high, particularly for calories. In the poorer urban
areas where this survey was conducted, even with the assistance of an active transfers
system with strong redistributive effects, many households did not get enough to eat. This
was mainly because those urban kin providing most of the inwards transfers simply did not
have enough to give more. People with little to spare were helping people poorer than
themselves. In addition, a few of the households in food deficit were relatively isolated from
the transfers system, either by choice or circumstance, and were not getting much help.

In summary, the study showed both the importance of different types of transfers for poorer
households in urban areas, and the prevalence of food deficits in poorer urban areas.
Although the study dates from the 1980s, given the paucity of detailed studies of urban
household transfers, it is still relevant to PNG today. Transfers no doubt remain important
for PNG’s urban poor, but may still be inadequate to eliminate poverty and food deficits.

Read the full report ‘Interhousehold transfers in urban PNG: a study from the 1980s’ by
Louise Morauta. Dr Morauta will be presenting a seminar on the report and its findings as
part of the monthly ANU-UPNG seminar series on 31 March 2023, in-person at ANU and
UPNG, or online via Zoom. Further information and registration.
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Disclosure

At the time of the research reported here, Louise Morauta was a senior research fellow at
the Papua New Guinea Institute of Applied Social and Economic Research. The main
funding for this study came from the International Development Research Centre of Canada.
The Papua New Guinea Institute of Applied Social and Economic Research was the
institutional sponsor and also provided financial support. Computing support was provided
free of charge by the Government of Papua New Guinea. The research team for the study at
the Institute included John Kambu, Lazarus Masavi and Linda Newell. The views expressed
in this blog are those of the author only.
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