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As in many countries, in Tonga gender equity can be a complicated and even
contradictory issue. The latest (2019) Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey reports the
child marriage rate to be 10% for girls, compared to 3% for boys. It also finds that
women are far more likely to be victimised or report discrimination and harassment.
At the same time, boys are 14% more likely to be engaged in child labour, 11% less
likely to be in early childhood development programs, and 5% more likely to be
subject to violent discipline.

These differences are underpinned by complex gender norms. For example, around
40% of women but 20% of men aged 15-49 justified husbands beating their wives
for specific reasons (for example, burning food or refusing sex). Such norms tend to
be deeply rooted, and evidence on how to shift them is thin (especially in Pacific
countries), although they appear to be slowly shifting in Tonga.

This blog shares new data on gender-related views from the Tongan household
survey component of the Pacific Labour Mobility Survey or PLMS — a collaboration
between the Development Policy Centre and the World Bank, introduced in this
earlier blog — then offers suggestive evidence that migration may be one important
driver of shifting gender norms.

We asked households whether they agreed or disagreed with the following
statements:

A father’'s major responsibility is to provide financially for his children.

Some types of work are just not appropriate for women.

Mothers should work only if necessary.

A husband is expected to work outside the home, while wife is expected to take on domestic duties.
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For many jobs, it is better to choose men instead of women.

Figure 1 shows the responses. Clearly, traditional gender views remain widely held.
For example, almost 70% of respondents agreed that a father's major responsibility
Is to provide financially for his children. These questions were asked of household
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heads, but the patterns are similar if we split the sample up by respondent gender
(see these supplementary figures).

Figure 1: Views on gender norms, all households
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Migration could affect gender norms in sending countries through exposure to
different cultures and practices, or more directly through female employment. Yet
female participation in Pacific labour mobility remains low, especially for the Pacific
Labour Scheme (20%, early last year).

We can use the questions above to shine some light on the links between migration
and gender norms by comparing responses of migrant households (that is, those
with a family member working abroad in the schemes) to those of non-migrant
households. The main empirical challenge is that people may migrate because they
already subscribe to different gender norms, or some other characteristic associated
with migration and gender views. Naively comparing migrants and non-migrants
tends to give a misleading picture, as I've explained in an earlier blog. Without
incorporating any randomisation or quasi-experimental evaluation strategy at the
policy design stage, it is difficult to do serious impact evaluation. This is an area
where Australia and its aid program have fallen far behind peers (see, for example,
USAID’s recent appointment).

Nonetheless, there are options to improve on such a naive comparison. The impact
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evaluation of New Zealand’'s Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme matched
migrants with non-migrants based on factors that determine eligibility and
participation, and compared their changes in outcomes over time. We can do similar
with the PLMS (without the changes, at least until we collect the second round of
data), matching migrant and non-migrant households based on size and structure,
wealth, location, education, English literacy, work history, and migration history and
networks. This particular context is one of the few where a matching strategy may
be appropriate and allow a causal interpretation.

Figure 2 presents the estimated effects for all migrant households — from all three
schemes, namely the Pacific Labour Scheme, the Seasonal Worker Program, and
the Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme — with horizontal lines indicating 95%
confidence intervals. The outcome variable is the five-point scale above, where
moving upwards along that scale (that is, a positive coefficient) indicates a shift
towards less traditional, patriarchal, and gender unequal views.

Figure 2: Effects on gender norms, all migrant households
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All point estimates (dots) are positive, and impacts on views towards the first and
the last statement are statistically different from zero at the 10% and 5% levels. For
example, in the case of the fifth question, migrant households, on average, shift
their responses towards more gender equal views by 0.33 points on that five-point
scale — more than a 10% increase.

While these estimates use the 1-5 score as the outcome, we can instead use a
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simple binary indicator of whether people agree/support or disagree/do not support
(as we do when looking at support or opposition to foreign aid). Results are, if
anything, a little stronger when using these transformations (see these
supplementary figures).

Figure 3 looks at effects for just female migrant households. All estimates shift to
the right, converge around 0.6, and are statistically significant. Doing the same
exercise by scheme, we see slightly stronger effects for the SWP than from all
schemes in Figure 2. With similar female representation across schemes in our
survey data, scheme differences are unlikely to be driving these gender-specific
effects. This leads me to cautiously conclude that there is a weak effect of general
participation in the schemes, on average, and that this principally comes through
female participation, for which we see large effects when evaluated separately.

Figure 3: Effects on gender norms, female migrant households
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As with any non-randomised study, it is impossible to rule out pre-existing
differences being part of the story, even though the rich set of factors we can
account for makes it unlikely. It will be interesting, when the PLMS data for the other
countries comes in the next few months, to see if these patterns hold up with the
larger sample, in other countries and, importantly, for other related downstream
outcomes. In the meantime, I'll be trying to understand the underlying channels a
little more before writing this up as a paper.
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