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In the Pacific:
benefits for
women

by Sinta Satriana and Juliet Attenborough

2 May 2023 Photo Credit: Rob Maccoll/Department of Foreign
Affairs and Trade/Flickr

Social protection aims to safeguard people against financial risks and vulnerability,
including those associated with ageing. In recent decades, several countries across
the Pacific and Timor-Leste have established government-financed universal old
age pensions. In doing so, they are making important progress towards offsetting
some of the lifelong impacts of gender inequality on women’s economic security.

So, how can universal old age pensions promote greater gender equality? And what
can we learn from the Pacific’s approach to social protection for older people?

Whereas the earlier social protection landscape in the region was restricted to
contributory schemes for formal sector workers, who are predominantly men, the
introduction of non-contributory old age pension schemes has supported the
creation of more inclusive systems. The universal coverage favoured by most
countries means that many women who miss out on employment-related schemes
now benefit from some level of income security in old age.

Contrary to the common assumption that the Pacific has little to no formal social
protection, a recent study by Partnerships for Social Protection (P4SP) shows that
many countries in the region have significantly expanded their social protection
investment over the last two decades, with a focus on increased coverage and
inclusion for life cycle vulnerabilities.

Most countries have rolled out universal government-financed old age pensions,
making them the most common form of social protection in the region. Of the 10
countries studied, seven provide non-contributory old age pensions. Kiribati, Nauru,
Samoa, Tuvalu, Tonga and Timor-Leste provide benefits universally to everyone
above the required age, while Fiji provides a near-universal old age pension — only
excluding those who are receiving other types of pensions. In all seven countries,
old age pensions constitute the highest proportion of government expenditure on
social benefits (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Government spending on social benefits by type, as a percentage of
total government expenditure (2020 or latest year available)
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The introduction of government-financed old age benefits, which really took off in
the 2000s across the region, represents a significant shift from the earlier focus on
contributory provident funds (Figure 2), which are investment funds contributed to

by formal sector employers and employees (and sometimes governments) to

support employees following their retirement.

Figure 2: Timeline of the introduction of old age benefit schemes by type
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While contributory schemes can be important, they tend to disproportionally exclude
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women. As in the rest of the world, women across the Pacific and Timor-Leste have
lower labour force participation compared to men (Figure 3). As such, they are less
likely to have provident fund membership (Figure 4). Further, women who are
engaged in paid employment are more likely to work in vulnerable employment with
low income security and little to no protections. This is all compounded by the fact
that women who obtain formal employment tend to earn less than men and have
more employment breaks due to child rearing responsibilities.

Figure 3: Labour force participation by sex
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Sources: Latest labour force surveys: Timor-Leste 2021; Fiji 2016; Samoa 2017; and Tonga 2018.

These factors are likely to limit the level of savings accrued by women within
provident funds. For example, in Fiji women constitute 44% of provident fund
membership, but their share of provident fund wealth is only 35% (Figure 4). Data
availability on this issue is limited however, and women’s share of provident fund
wealth appears to vary from country to country: in Vanuatu and Solomon Islands it
appears to be consistent with the share of membership. More gender-sensitive
analysis of how provident funds benefit women compared to men in the Pacific and
Timor-Leste is needed.

Figure 4: Provident funds by membership and share of wealth, by sex
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Sources: Latest provident fund annual reports with available sex-disaggregated data: FNPF 2021; SINPF 2017; VNPF
2019.

In contrast to contributory schemes that mimic working-age gender disparities,
government-financed old age pensions offer an opportunity to redress some of
those disparities. As a non-contributory individual entitlement paid regularly for all
people over a certain age, old age pensions provide women with a minimum level of
iIncome security that is not contingent on their previous earnings.

Given that universal old age benefits have been a popular social protection
investment for Pacific Island governments, it is important to better understand how
these schemes operate, and how they benefit older women in practice. Gender-
responsive design, implementation and monitoring and evaluation are critical to fully
take account of the distinct vulnerabilities women face in old age, including insecure
property rights, social restrictions on living arrangements, limited access to services,
and longer lifespans, which in turn all increase their need for income support in old
age.

For countries yet to invest in government-financed social protection, the popularity
of old age benefits across the region offers a potential blueprint for a first
investment. With a strong gender lens focusing on the design and implementation of
social protection schemes, governments will be able to ensure that old age benefits
support women’s economic security in their later years of life, which is better for the
community as a whole.
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