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FOREWORD

This youth monograph provides analysis of the characteristics of young people in Tonga, as
captured through the 2021 Population and Housing Census. It examines the situation of young
people compared to the total population, in particular, their transition to independence,
education, health and wellbeing, and main activity. It is part of a series of census monographs
on topics where statistics and information are in high demand, the other being on disability.
This publication provides detailed information and analysis to complement the main reports
on the census published in 2024.

This monograph is an initiative of the Tonga Statistics Department (TSD). It is a priority for
TSD to maximize the use of the data it collects and ensure its value is realized. The main target
audiences for this report are planners, policy and decision makers within the Tonga
government and in organizations working on youth and development issues, but the report
should be of interest to anyone involved in Tonga's development. The findings and data can
be used for policy and planning purposes, and the monitoring and evaluation of the Tonga
Strategic Development Framework. Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and other
relevant national policies and programmes.

I would like to acknowledge the work of Tonga Statistics Department's staff and the support
provided by Michael Levin, consultant, in the preparation of this report.

I also wish to acknowledge the Government of Tonga for the financial assistance, without their
support this publication would not have happened. The financial and technical support from
our development partners for the 2021 Census is greatly appreciated.

Finally, I would like to extend my appreciation to the people of Tonga who participated in the
Tonga Population and Housing Census 2021, for without them, this publication would not
have been possible.

Mr. Sione Lolohea ' ~

Government Statistician
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INTRODUCTION

Providing quality education, basic life skills and appropriate opportunities for young people
is central to development and the realization of human rights. Tonga’s Strategic
Development Framework 2015-2025 aims for a more progressive Tonga supporting a
higher quality of life for all. Investing in young people as the future business and community
leaders of tomorrow is central to that vision.

This report demonstrates the value of the population and housing census for tracking
progress towards development goals and international commitments related to young
people. It provides evidence that can be used to develop policies and programs, so they
address issues of highest priority. Many of the conclusions will be known but perhaps have
not been easily quantified in the past. Some may even be a surprise. It is hoped that the results
presented are of value and contribute to further research about young people in Tonga.

About this report

This report is for policymakers, decision-makers and practitioners working towards
achievement of development goals. Particularly officers in the government ministries,
representatives from civil society organizations working with young people, religious leaders,
development partners, and young people themselves. It aims to raise awareness about the
evidence available about youth to facilitate evidence-based policies, plans and programs. The
process of developing this publication also helps to build capacity within the Tonga Statistics
Department for data analysis and communication of statistics.

This report provides information in a way that can be easily understood by people with
limited experience of using statistics. Technical explanations are avoided to make it engaging
and interesting. Every attempt has been made to ensure the information is not misleading
and is factually correct.

This report makes an important contribution to providing government officials with evidence
for targeting public policies and programs. It is part of the national strategy to improve
analysis, dissemination and use of population and development data as a factual basis for
planning.
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Summary of Key Findings

e The Tongan definition of youth is people aged 15 to 34 of which there are about
31,000 in 2021, about the same as in 2016, which is about one third of the total
population.

e Based on the international definition of youth (aged 15-24) there were about 19,000
in 2021, about the same as in 2016.

e Boys were leaving school earlier than girls with the gender gap being largest at age
17 when almost 27 percent of boys had left the education system compared to 12
percent of the girls, a difference of more than 14 percentage points.

e The population census showed the main activity of each person aged 15 and above.
For paid employment, about 40 percent males aged 15 to 34 (compared to 37 percent
in 2016) and 27 percent of the females (about the same, at 26 percent in 2016).

e About 34 percent of the males (up from 29 percent in 2016) and 35 percent of the
females (up from 30 percent in 2016) were full- or part-time students in 2021.

e Most young people were aged 30s before living independently from their parents or
other relatives.

e Young men are slightly more likely to remain living in married couple families or
families with a head but no spouse than independently.

e Women married earlier than men but by age 34 years, 80 percent of women and men
were married both in the 2016 and 2021 censuses.

e In 2016, by age 24 years, just over two in every five (42.7 percent) women have given
birth to at least one child, but that decreased to 1 in 3 in 2021. In 2016, by age 34,
three quarters (74.5 percent) of women had become mothers compared to two out of
every three (66.7 percent) in 2021.

e In 2021, around 27 percent of males aged 15 to 34 used tobacco compared to 9
percent of females.

e About 34 percent of males and 12 percent of females aged 15 to 34 drank alcohol.

e Kava consumption among males aged 15 to 34 was high in 2021 at 36 percent but
virtually non-existent among females (2 percent).

e Few Tongan residents reported with any kind of disability.

e A small proportion of children and adults have never attended school, around 2
percent.

e Young people start to leave the school system around age 15.
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e Byage 17 around 1 in every 5 had left school compared to about 1 in 4 in 2016.

e Most adolescents (aged 15-19) and adults (aged 20 and older) had completed some
secondary school as their highest level of education.

e Males aged 35 and older were no longer more highly educated than females at the
tertiary level.

e A relatively high proportion of females and males aged 15 to 34 are not in
employment, or currently undergoing education or training. That is, 30.3 percent of
the young females and 23.7 percent of the males in 2021 compared to 44.5 percent
and 34.5 percent in 2016, respectfully.

e Those not in employment, education or training may be discouraged, unemployed,
engaged in subsistence production, a homemaker, unable to work or study due to a
disability, or for other reasons.

e The NEET rate was highest for males in the Ongo Niua group (even with males who
are more likely to be outside of paid employment or education) and it was lowest for
females of any of the divisions.

e The NEET rate was higher for youth with a disability than for those with no disability.
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YOUTH IN TONGA

Young people make the transition from child to adult in their late teens and early 20s. The
international definition of ‘youth’ is people aged between 15 and 24 years. Countries use their
own definitions for legal reasons, to align with the education system or due to past practices.
In Tonga, the local definition of youth is those aged 15 to 34 years. Both age ranges are used
in this report to support national and international comparisons.

6EFINITION OF ‘YOUTH’ \

The official definition of youth in Tonga is people aged 15 to 34 years, as described
in Kingdom of Tonga, 2019. National Youth Policy.

International definitions concentrate on ages 15 to 24 years.

Census data can be disaggregated by single ages and so any age grouping can be
produced. This publication presents data for single ages or relevant age groups to show
young people in transition from adolescence to adulthood. It caters to national needs,
presenting information on the ages and age groups most relevant to understanding the
situation of young people. In most cases the range is from around age 15, through to the
Qid—SOs, after which they tend to have established their independence. /

Young people in transition

e The Tongan definition of youth is people aged 15 to 34 of which around 32,000 in
Tonga, about one third of the total population.

e Based on the international definition of youth (aged 15-24) there are around 19,000
youth in Tonga (18.6 percent of the population).

e Boys left school earlier than girls with the gender gap being largest at age 17 when
the difference was more than 14 percentage points.

e The population census showed the main activity of each person aged 15 and above,
whether that be in paid employment. About 34 percent of the males (increase from 29
percent in 2016) and 35 percent of the females (increase from 30 percent in 2016)
were full- or part-time students in 2021.

e Most young people are aged 30s before living independently from their parents or
other relatives.

e Young men are slightly more likely to remain living in married couple families or
families with a head but no spouse than independently.

e Women marry earlier than men but by age 34 years, 80 percent of women and men
are married both in the 2016 and 2021 censuses

e In 2016, by age 24 years just over two in every five (42.7 percent) females have given
birth to at least one child, but that decreased to 1 in 3 in 2021. In 2016, by age 34,
three quarters (74.5 percent) of females had become mothers compared to 2 in 3 in
2021.
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In 2021, there were more than 31,000 youth, people aged 15 to 34, living in Tonga (19,000
using the international definition of age 15-24). These figures were about the same as in the
2011 and 2016 censuses as well. Young people represent around one third of the total
population and have similar, slightly shrinking proportion in recent years (Figure 1).

Given the high fertility rate in Tonga, the youth population would be a large and growing
proportion of the population. However, many young people leave the Kingdom to study or
work abroad and this may account for the slight decline in the size of the youth population
over time.

Figure 1: Total and relative size of the youth population (age 15-34) in Tonga
from1966 to 2021

B lessthan15years m15-34years M 35yearsandolder

1966 1976 1986 1996 2006 2011 2016 2021

Tonga’s population pyramid shows the impact of a high fertility rate, with children making
up a large part of the population (wide bars at the base of the pyramid) (Figure 2). The decline
in population numbers from ages 20 to 24 years reflects the outmigration occurring as young
people leave the country to seek opportunities in Australia, New Zealand and the United
States, among other countries.

Figure 2: Population pyramid for Tonga, 2021

mMale =Female

Tonga’s youth
population

Number of people
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Figure 3 shows the numbers of youth by age and gender enumerated in the 2021 Census.
Because of a small amount of mortality, but mostly from emigration, the numbers in each
succeeding age group were smaller than the younger one. The numbers of males and females
15 to 19 years old were about the same, but in the older groups, the census found more
females than males, presumably with the males departing in increasing numbers. The
difference between genders for those 20 to 24 was 400, but that increased to about 900 for
those aged 25 to 29, and 700 for those aged 30 to 34.

Figure 3: Number of youths by age and sex in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 4 shows the percentage of each age group and gender for usual residence in the 2021
census. Most of the population lives in Tongatapu with about 3 in every 4 youth. About 15
percent lived in Vava’u, about 10 percent each lived in Ha’apai and ‘Eua, and a very small
number lived in Ongo Niua. The percentages for males and females were similar.

Figure 4: Percentage of youth by usual residence, age and sex, Tonga: 2021
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Because the youth population is, by definition, young, few had started families, and so few
were heads of their households. Only 12 percent of the males and 3 percent of the females
15 to 34 years old were heads of their households (Figure 5). Almost none of those 15 to 19
were heads, but for the males, the percentage increased to about 1 in 20 (5%) for those aged
20 to 24, about 1 in 5 (20%) for those aged 25 to 29 and about 2 in 5 (40%) for those aged 30
to 39 years old. Since in most married-couple Tongan families, the male is listed as head of
the household, even if not making most of the decisions, the percentages of female heads
was much smaller than that of the males.

Figure 5: Percentage of youth being heads of households in Tonga, 2021
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It is compulsory for young people to remain in school until they complete their secondary
education or until age 18, whichever comes first. The 2021 population census data showed
that young people started to leave before age 18. But many remained in education until 20
years old (Figure 6). Males were leaving school earlier than females with the gender gap
being largest at age 16 when about 17 percent (compared to 22 percent in 2016) of boys had
left the education system compared to 6 percent of the girls (compared to 12 percent in 2016).

These figures show the importance of policy interventions to keep young people in school
and to target boys even more than girls. We provide more information on education in the
section below. Note that until age 20, the percentage of males leaving school was greater
than the percentage of females, but they were about the same after that.

Figure 6: Percentage of youth who have left school, by sex and age, Tonga 2021
e TOtgl e Magles e=Females
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Figure 7 shows the percentage of youth (aged 15 to 34) working for pay in the 1986 through
2021 censuses. The percentages for males did not change very much, staying between 25
and 29 percent. However, while the 1986 census showed females at only 16 percent working
for pay, by 1996, the percentage increased to almost 20 percent, so about 1 in every 5 females
was working for pay throughout the period.

Figure 7: Percentage of youth working for pay by sex in Tonga, 1986 - 2021
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Figure 8 shows the percentages of youth working for pay among both the youngest and
oldest age groups, by gender. Among those aged 15 to 19, the proportion of males in paid
employment fluctuates across censuses. For females, however, participation in paid
employment declined over the decades as females remained in school longer and so joined
the labor force later.

For the older youth group aged 30 to 34 years, male participation remained stable in the mid-
40 percent rage throughout the period. In contrast, female participation increased
significantly. About 19 percent of the females were in paid employment in 1986 but 32
percent in 2021, an increase of 13 percentage points.

Figure 8: Percentage of Younger and Older Youth Groups Working for Pay in
Tonga, 1986 to 2021
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The population census showed the main activity of each person aged 15 and above. In 2021,
about 40 percent males aged 15 to 34 (compared to 37 percent in 2016) and 27 percent
females (about the same, at 26 percent in 2016) were in paid employment. In contrast, about
34 percent males (up from 29 percent in 2016) and 35 percent females (up from 30 percent
in 2016) were in full- or part-time students.

Figure 9 shows the changes year by year and differences between males (Figure 10) and
females (Figure 11). Slightly more women than men remained as students into their early
20s. Many women moved into home duties as their main activity after that, whereas few men
were similarly engaged as their main activity. The men tended toward paid employment or
other unpaid forms of work.

Figure 9: Economic activities of young males and females, by age for Tonga, 2021
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The percentages for males in paid work tended to be higher than the average for both genders
(Figure 10). The percentage doing “household duties” was much smaller, mostly because
traditionally the females were housewives and took care of the children and other relatives
and so were not in the paid labor force.

Figure 10: Economic activities of young males, by age for Tonga, 2021
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The percentages for females being paid employment were smaller than for the total and for
the males, while the percentages being household workers were higher (Figure 11). The
proportion in paid labor increased and so did the percentage doing household work as the
population aged. Of course, many of the females in the early youth ages were in school, but
their percentage decreases to almost zero by age 34. The census showed a larger proportion
of males than females doing subsistence work, which most likely meant fishing, hunting, and
forestry than the females.

Figure 11. Economic activities of young women, by age for Tonga, 2021
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Note: Not working includes respondents who indicated they are retired, physically / mentally disabled, or not
engaged in any kind of main activity for another reason.

Although the census gathered data on paid employment, unemployment and the types of jobs
women and men do, this report has not included that information, because in 2023 Tonga
conducted its Labour Force Survey (LFS) which focuses specifically on these measures. As a
dedicated survey on work, this is a more reliable source of data than the population census.
Analysis of the LFS results from a youth and gender perspective has provided important data
and evidence about the work situation of young women and men in Tonga.

Figure 12 illustrates the distribution of youth production activities by age and sex. The data
reveals that the highest proportion of youth engaged in production did so mainly for family
consumption, followed by only for family consumption. That is, most of their output was used
within the household, with only a minor share being sold. This was followed by those
producing mainly for sale, where the majority of their production was sold, but some were
retained for family use. Males were more likely than females to engage in production
primarily or exclusively for family consumption, while a larger proportion of females
participated in production mainly for sale. However, the percentage of both genders engaged
in production only for sale, where all output is sold with none kept for household use, was
relatively small.
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Figure 12. Main Purpose of Production for Youth by Age and Sex, Tonga, 2021
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Figure 13 shows the distribution of major occupations for the youth of Tonga in 2021 by age
and sex. For the youngest Tongan youths (aged 15 — 19), the general occupational category
of crafts was the largest, followed by service and sales. In the older groups, the percentage
doing crafts decreased while percentage of professionals increased. Males continued to have
high proportions in crafts, while for females, the percentages doing clerical work started
higher, and remained high for all ages.

Figure 13. Occupations of Youth by Age and Sex in Tonga, 2021
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In looking at the private versus public sectors, a direct relationship exists between the two
sectors for both genders. The proportion of males and females in the private sector was
greater at the younger ages, but the census showed that the public sector increased age group
by age group for both genders. The totals for youths aged 15 to 34 showed that about 400
more males were in the public sector than the private sector, but fewer than 1,000 females
were working in the private sector compared to about 2,500 in the public sector (Figure 14).
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Figure 14: Employment Sector for Youths by Age and Sex in Tonga, 2021
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About 2 in every 5 of the youth earned no income during the reference period, true also for
each gender. Since many of the youths aged 15 to 19 were still in school, 7 in every 10 youths
did not earn any income at the time of the 2021 census (Figure 15). The percentage for the
other age groups was also similar for both genders with about 38 percent, 22 percent and 17
percent for those aged 20 to 24, 25 to 29, and 35 to 39 respectively.

Figure 15: Proportion of Youth with No Income by Age and Sex in Tonga, 2021
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About 1 in every 4 youths were working for wages, according to the 2021 census (Figure
16). As expected, very few of the youngest youths were working for wages since most were
still in school, with only 9 percent of the males and 4 percent of the females. None of the age
groups showed more than half the population earning wages at their work. About 46 percent
of the males 25 to 29 and 49 percent of those 30 to 34 were earning wages, so they were
almost half of their populations. Only 1 in 3 of the females 35 to 39 were earning wages.
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Figure 16 . Proportion of Youth Working for Wages by Age and Sex in Tonga, 2021
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About 3 in every 10 of the youth received remittances in the reference period, including about
1 in every 4 of the males and 1 in every 3 of the females (Figure 17). By age 30 to 34, 36
percent of the males and 47 percent of the females — almost half — received remittances,
according to the 2021 census.

Figure 17. Proportion of Youth Receiving Remittances by Age and Sex in Tonga,
2021
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Figure 18 shows the percentage of youths having a yearly income below $5,000 Tongan in
the reference period. About 7 in every 8 youths aged 15 to 19 received less than $5,000.
About 2 out of every 3 of those aged 20 to 24 and about half of those aged 25 to 34 received
only this amount during the survey time. Males and females were at about the same levels,
but for those 30 to 34, about 48 percent of the males, but 53 percent of the females received
less than $5,000.
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Figure 18. Percent of Youth Having Income below $5,000 in Tonga, 2021
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The population census showed the living arrangements of the youth by age and gender.
Figure 19 shows the distribution of living arrangement for males. As the figure shows, the
percentages were about the same distribution for the different 5-year age groups. About 2
out of every 3 young males still lived in a married-couple situation, and about 3 in 10 or so

lived in a family with only the head (and no spouse present). Very few lived in a non-family
situation, and even fewer lived alone.

Figure 19. Living Arrangements or Youth by Age for Males in Tonga, 2021
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The situation for females was similar. Again, the distribution within and between 5-year
groups did not change very much. Very few females lived alone, and very few in households
that did contain a husband-wife married-couple family or one with a head, but without a
spouse. About 2 out of every 3 females lived in a married-couple household.

Figure 20. Living Arrangements of Youth by Age for Females in Tonga, 2021
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As shown in Figure 21, Tongan people started to marry around age 20 years, with more
women marrying earlier than men. By age 30 years, 66 percent (about 2 out of every 3) males
and 75 percent (about 3 out of 4) of the females had married (although they may not have
been part of a married couple at the time of the census.

Figure 21. Proportion of Young People that have Never Married, by Age and Sex
in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 22 shows the average age at first marriage for males and females. The average age
for first marriage for males was 27.4 years and for females was 25.9 years in 2021. So, the
average male was 1.5 years older than the average age for females in 2021. Both females
and males have been getting older when they first marry as they finish school and often start
working before marriage and first birth. The age difference between brides and grooms was
largest in ‘Eua, at about 4.5 years. And in Ongo Niua, the average age for females was actually
older than the average for males.

Figure 22. Average Age at First Marriage by Island Division and Sex in Tonga,
2021
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The arrival of the first child is a major event in the lives of young people. The census only
asked women aged 15 and older if she had ever given birth. By age 24 years, just over 1 in
every 3 women had given birth to at least one child (Figure 23). Ten years later, at age 34,
2 in every 3 women would have given birth, at least once.

Figure 23. Proportion of Girls and Women who have Never Given Birth, by Age
(accumulative amount) in Tonga, 2021
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In Tonga, spiritual beliefs is an important part of life, with most of the population being
religious. The main religions for young people in 2021 were the Free Wesleyan Church,
Roman Catholic, and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- Day Saints (Latter-Day Saints).
These three religions had the largest numbers of youth over the censuses. Figure 24 shows
the change in the percentages of the youth in these religions from 1986 through 2021
censuses. About 43 percent of youths aged 15 to 34 years were in the Free Wesleyan Church
in 1986. The percentage decreased in each census, so by 2021, those affiliated with the Free
Wesleyan Church were only 33 percent of the youths (about 1 in 3). The percentage being
Roman Catholic did not change very much over time, but those affiliated with the Church of
the Latter-Day Saints increased from about 13 percent of the population to about 20 percent
in 2021.

Figure 24. Percentage of Youths in the Top Three Largest Religious affiliation in
Tonga, 1986 - 2021
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As Figure 24 shows the percentage distribution among the religions remained about the
same whether by age or by gender for the youth. The young Tongans, however, did differ
from the older Tongans, as is seen in Figure 25 below.

Figure 25. Percent of Youths by Major Religion and Age and Sex in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 26 shows the broad age groups for the total population in Tonga in 2021. Not much
difference occurred between the religious affiliations of young people compared to the older
generations, except for the church of the Latter-Day Saints being more popular among youth,
while more older people attending the Free Wesleyan Church. The percentage of the
population who were in the Free Wesleyan Church increased with age, while the percentage
of those in the Latter-Day Saints decreased with age. The other religions remained about the
same in percentage terms.

Figure 26. Religious Affiliation by Age in Tonga, 2021
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Health and Wellbeing

e On average, the Census reported that for the youth population, about 2 out of every
3 received two doses of vaccination against Covid-19. Only about half of those aged
15 to 19 received 2 doses, but more than 3 out of 4 of those aged 30 to 34 received 2
doses,

e Around 27 percent of the males aged 15 to 34 smoked cigarette, a decline from 40
percent in 2016. Among females in the same age group, 9 percent smoked which was
also a decrease from 11 percent in 2016.

e A higher proportion of males aged 15 to 34 smoked Tapaka Tonga in comparison to
cigarettes with 53 percent. In contrast, a lower proportion of females, smoked Tapaka
Tonga with about 7 percent in 2021.

e About 34 percent of males reported drinking alcohol, compared to 37 percent in 2016,
while 12 percent of females reported drinking alcohol, compared to 9 percent in 2016.
This indicates that a larger proportion of females reported drinking alcohol than
before.

e Kava consumption among men aged 15 to 24 was high at 64 percent, an increase from
49 percent in 2016, but virtually non-existent among women at 1 percent in both 2016
and 2021.

The population and housing census is not a major source of data on health and wellbeing.
These data typically come from Ministry of Health records and health-related surveys such
as the STEPS survey in 2017, and the MICS in 2019 and 2024.

The census does, however, gather information to produce health indicators such as fertility
rates (average number of children per woman), child and adult mortality (death) rates, and
the prevalence of certain types of disabilities among the population aged five years and older,
which are available on the Population and Housing Census Analytical Report Volume 2. The
census also gathers data on risks to health such as tobacco, alcohol and kava consumption.
However, questions may be answered on someone’s behalf and so habits like excess alcohol
consumption may be underreported.

The Covid-19 pandemic occurred between the 2016 and the 2021 censuses. Fortunately,
drug companies produced vaccines in record times, and the vaccines were available to
Tongans by mid-2020. The census asked questions about the individual and family responses
to the pandemic, including how many of the two dose sequences went into Tongan arms.
Figure 27 shows the percentage distributions by age and by sex of recipients of the
vaccinations. The youngest group, those aged 15 to 19, were less likely to take the two-shot
sequence than the older young; in fact, the proportion with two shots increased with age.
Less than 1 in 20 of the Tongan population were not vaccinated.
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Figure 27. Covid-19 Vaccinations for Youth by Age and Sex for Tonga, 2021
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According to the census data, major differences occurred between young men and women
when it came to smoking, alcohol and kava consumption. In 2021, a significantly higher
proportion of males than females engaged in these habits. Around 27 percent of males aged
15 to 34 reported smoking cigarettes in 2021, a decline from 40 percent in 2016. In
comparison, 9 percent of females reported smoking in 2021, down from 11 percent in 2016.
Alcohol consumption among males was reported by about 34 percent in 2021, slightly lower
than the 37 percent recorded in 2016. Among females, however, the proportion increased to
12 percent in 2021 from 9 percent in 2016. Similarly, kava consumption among males aged
15 to 24 was high at 64 percent in 2021, increasing from 49 percent in 2016, while it remained
virtually non-existent among females at around 1 percent in both 2016 and 2021.

While smoking (Figures 28 and 29) and drinking alcohol (Figures 30 and 31) began to
decline among the older age groups, the consumption of kava increased with age (Figures
32 and 33). Figure 28 shows that about 17 percent of the Tongan youth smoked local
tobacco, as reported in the 2021 census. About 27 percent of the males and about 9 percent
of the females reported smoking cigarettes. For females, only 1 in 50 of those aged15 to 19
were smoking local tobacco compared to about 1 in 6 of the males, but that increased to
about 1 in 3 of the males in the older ages, a sort of a plateau. For the females, smoking
increased with age, going from only 2 percent for those aged 15 to 19 to 16 percent for those
aged 30 to 34.

Figure 28. Proportion of young people who smoked tobacco, by sex and age
group, Tonga: 2021
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The percentage of the Tongan youths who smoked local tobacco increased with age, starting
at under 5 percent but increasing to about 35 percent for males in their mid-20s (Figure 29).
For males, the percentage remained steady until about age 28 when it started to decrease.
For females, the curve was more like a straight line, which is, the older the female, the more
likely she was to smoke local tobacco, increasing from almost none at age 15 to more than
15 percent by age 34.

Figure 29. Proportion of Youths who Smoked Local Tobacco by Age and Sex in
Tonga, 2021
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For comparison over time, Figure 30 shows the percentages of youths aged 15 to 19 and
adults aged 30-34 who reported smoking in the 2006 to 2021 censuses. Among males aged
15 to 19, the proportion who reported smoking decreased from about 23 percent in 2006 to
16 percent in 2021. Similarly, among females of the same age group, the percentage declined
from about 5 percent to 2 percent over the same period. Among males aged 30 to 34, smoking
prevalence declined markedly, from about half reporting as smokers in 2006 to fewer than
one in three in 2021. In contrast, the proportion of females aged 30 to 34 who reported
smoking increased slightly, from about 13 percent in 2006 to 16 percent in 202.

Figure 30. Proportion of Youths Aged 15 to 19 and 30 to 34 who Smoked Imported
Cigarette, by Sex in Tonga, 2006 to 2021
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About 22 percent of Tongan youths reported drinking alcohol at the time of the census,
including about 34 percent of males and about 12 percent of females. The proportion
reporting alcohol consumption increased with age across the younger age groups, before
declining among those aged 35 to 39 (Figure 31).
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Figure 31. Proportion of Young People who Drank Alcohol, by Age Group and by
Sex in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 32 shows the percentage who drank alcohol by age group and by sex. Although few
teenagers were drinking according to the census, the percentage increased rapidly among
the males in their 20s, maxing at almost half the male Tongans in 2021. The percentage of
females also increased with age, although not as rapidly, peaking at about 1 in every 5 at age
26, and then decreasing only slightly with age.

Figure 32. Proportion of Youths who Drank Alcohol by Single Age and Sex in Tonga,
2021
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About 18 percent of the youths aged 15 to 34 in 2021 consumed Kava Tonga (Figure 33).
The proportion increased from about 1 in 10 for those aged 15 to 19, to about 1 in 5 for the
older population. As the figure shows, a much larger percentage of males than females in
each age group were drinking kava.

Figure 33. Proportion of Youths who Drank Kava Tonga, by Age Group and by Sex
in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 34 shows the proportion of the population aged 15 to 34 drinking Kava Tonga by
single year of age and sex. Very few females drank Kava Tonga at any age, so that the
increase in Kava drinking by age was almost entirely among the males. Between age 15 and
20, the percentage of males drinking Kava increased from about 1 in 20 to 2 in 5, and then
continued to increase until about half of all males drinking kava at the and of the youth period,
age 34.

Figure 34. Proportion of the Youths Aged who Drank Kava Tonga by Single Age and
Sex in Tonga, 2021
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A short set of questions was included in the 2021 Population and Housing Census to identify
whether people aged five years and older had any form of disability. Tonga used the
internationally recognized Washington Group Short Set of questions, which are designed to
identify functional difficulties in the population aged five years and above. Census results
showed that relatively few male and female youths reported difficulties. For example, fewer
than 50 males in each age group and fewer than 100 females (except those aged 30 to 34)
reported having difficulty seeing. As expected, disability was more closely associated with
ageing, with higher proportions of people reporting greater levels of difficulty across the six
functional domains observed among older age groups.

Figure 35. Number of Youths who had At Least Some Difficulties in Seeing by Age
and Sex in Tonga, 2021
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EDUCATION

e A small proportion of children and adults had never attended school with around 3
percent of those aged 15 to 34.

e Young people started to leave the school system around age 15.

e Byage 17, around a quarter of young people had already left school, about the same as
in 2016, and by age 19, about half had left school.

e Most adolescents (aged 15-19) and adults (aged 20 and older) completed some
secondary school as their highest level of education.

The Tongan education system is governed by the Education Act 2013. Basic education from
age 4 to 18 years (inclusive) is compulsory or until the child has completed twelve years of
schooling. The education system comprises the following tiers:

Early childhood education (ECE) from ages 3 to 5 years

Primary school (age 6 to 12)

Secondary school (age 13 to 18)

Tertiary education (age 19 to 24)

Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) (ages 15 and above)
Non-formal education — other forms of education than the above.

o0 s Wb

Although children can attend level of schooling outside of these age ranges (e.g., a six-year-old
child could be in early childhood education), these standards provide needed information to
calculate net and gross enrolment attendance rates.

The census is an important source of data to complement education statistics produced from
school records through the Ministry of Education. Unlike data from the ministry, the census
asked everyone in the population, aged three years and older, if they were currently attending
school, had left school (attended in the past but not currently), or had never attended school.

There has been a lot of investment in the education system and school attendance is now
almost universal (close to 100 percent) in Tonga. A small proportion of Tonga’s youth (aged
14 to 35) had never attended school — around 3 percent (a slightly higher percentage of males
than females). Young people started to leave the school system around age 16 and by age 19
about half of the young people had already left (or never attended).

Figure 36 shows the percentage of young people 15 to 19 years old attending school by
gender as measured in 1976 through to 2021 censuses. In 1976, about 63 percent of the
males and 64 percent of the females were attending school, at either secondary or tertiary
institutions. The proportion of females attending was slightly higher than males. And, in
every subsequent census, the percentage of females being students was greater than that of
the males. Generally, from census to census both genders increased in participation in
education. By 2021, 72 percent of the males and 82 percent of the females 15 to 19 were
attending school.
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Figure 36. Percent Persons 15 to 19 Attending School by Gender: 1976 to 2021
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Figure 37 shows the difference in education status between males and females. A similar
percentage of males and females have never attended school. That is, 3.3 percent of males
compared to 2.9 percent of females aged 15 to 34, about the same as in 2016. Young men
leave school a lot earlier than young women. By age 16, only 83 percent of the males
(compared to 76 percent in 2016) were still attending school compared to 94 percent of the
females (compared to 86 percent in 2016). By age 18, only 62 percent of the males and 75 percent
of the females were attending school, but better than the 54 percent of males and 65 percent of
females in 2016.

The figure shows the percentage of the population from aged 13 to 34 attending school at
the time of the 2021 census. The curves for the two genders were about the same, especially
from age 21 and older. For those 15 to 20, however, a higher percentage of females than
males were attending. This pattern has been ongoing for many years, and is likely to
continue, with more females than males attending at every level.

Figure 37. Education Status of Population Aged 13 to 34, By Sex and Age, Tonga:
2021
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In 2021, about 77 percent of the youths aged 15 to 19 years old were enrolled either at the
secondary or tertiary level, with females seeing a higher percentage than the males (Figure
38). As students finished their schooling, the percentages enrolled in school decreased with
age, so that for those aged 30 to 34, only 4 percent of the males and 5 percents of the females
were still in school.
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Figure 38. Proportion of Youths Aged 15 to 34 Enrolled in School by Age and Sex
in Tonga, 2021
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As shown above, as young men leave school they tend to move into paid employment or
unpaid forms of work, such as subsistence production or working in a family business. Young
women also move into paid employment after school but are much more likely to be doing
home duties as their main activity. Providing education and employment opportunities in
rural and urban areas encourages young women to continue their education and develop
more work and life skills before they marry and start to have children. Delaying childbirth until
they are slightly older has the advantage of increasing education levels, which has been shown
to impact positively on child health and development. They will have fewer children over
their lifetime, decreasing the overall fertility rate and helping to achieve sustainable
development goals.

Age 13-18 is the official age range for secondary school and the basis for calculating net and
gross attendance ratios shown in Table 1. The female net attendance ratio was 85.5
compared to 74.2 for males in 2021, changing from 84.6 for females and 79.3 for males in
2016. So, about 86 percent of girls and 74 percent of boys aged 13-18 were in secondary
school.

Some may have still been in education at different levels (i.e., primary or tertiary) with net
attendance ratio showing the percentage of secondary school age children who were indeed
in secondary school. Rates for females were about the same in urban and rural areas, but for
males a difference occurred between urban secondary school attendance 76.6 in 2021
compared to 82.4 in 2016 compared to rural 72.5 down from 78.4 in 2016.

Gross attendance ratios (GAR) provide indicators of how many children were attending
secondary school outside of the official age 13-18-year population. As students may be older
or younger than official age, the gross attendance ratio can exceed 100 percent. Overall, the
GAR for girls was 109.0 in 2016 and 111.2 in 2021 and for boys it was 100.9 in 2016 but
decreased to 99.2 in 2021. The gap between net attendance and gross attendance shows that
some secondary students were outside the official range. Most were younger (aged 10-12
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years), indicating they were ahead of their peers although some may have turned 13 during that
first year. Around 5 percent of secondary school students were older (aged 19-21) suggesting
they started late or had to repeat a year.

Table 1. Net and Gross Secondary School Attendance Ratios by Sex and Location in

Tonga, 2021

Age 13-18 Net Gross
Total Population attending Total attending attendance attendance
secondary secondary
Aged 13-18 school school Ratio Ratio
Male | Female Male Female Male | Female | Male | Female Male Female
URBAN/RURAL
Total 6,986 6,800 | 5,187 5,811 6,930 7,562 | 74.2 85.5 99.2 111.2
Tongatapu Urban 2,298 2,240 | 1,760 1,905 2,321 2,460 76.6 85.0 101.0 109.8
Tongatapu Rural 2,956 2,800 | 2,142 2,352 2,882 3,073 72.5 84.0 97.5 109.8
Other Rural 1,732 1,760 | 1,285 1,554 1,727 2,029 74.2 88.3 99.7 115.3
DISTRICTS
Total 6,986 6,800 | 5,187 5,811 6,930 7,562 | 74.2 85.5 99.2 111.2
Tongatapu 5,254 5,040 | 3,902 4,257 5,203 5,533 74.3 84.5 99.0 109.8
Kolofo'ou 1,164 1,130 876 961 1,158 1,214 75.3 85.0 99.5 107.4
Kolomotu'a 1,134 1,110 884 944 1,163 1,246 78.0 85.0 102.6 112.3
Vaini 952 919 704 772 944 1,016 73.9 84.0 99.2 110.6
Tatakamotonga 508 486 365 398 490 528 71.9 81.9 96.5 108.6
Lapaha 528 519 366 441 520 559 69.3 85.0 98.5 107.7
Nukunuku 648 560 474 473 608 623 73.1 84.5 93.8 111.3
Kolovai 320 316 233 268 320 347 72.8 84.8 100.0 109.8
Vava'u 947 960 695 860 952 1,110 73.4 89.6 100.5 115.6
Neiafu 364 359 277 326 378 419 76.1 90.8 103.8 116.7
Pangaimotu 74 111 56 102 77 118 75.7 91.9 104.1 106.3
Hahake 153 133 110 117 157 149 71.9 88.0 102.6 112.0
Leimatu'a 186 183 136 161 187 218 73.1 88.0 100.5 119.1
Hihifo 126 142 89 129 118 171 70.6 90.8 93.7 120.4
Motu 44 32 27 25 35 35 61.4 78.1 79.5 109.4
Ha'apai 374 349 265 300 361 409 70.9 86.0 96.5 117.2
Pangai 147 143 117 130 149 182 79.6 90.9 101.4 127.3
Foa 109 89 78 79 110 105 71.6 88.8 100.9 118.0
Lulunga 24 33 11 24 18 32 45.8 72.7 75.0 97.0
Mu'omu'a 26 28 16 20 23 27 61.5 71.4 88.5 96.4
Ha'ano 32 23 22 20 34 24 68.8 87.0 106.3 104.3
'Uiha 36 33 21 27 27 39 58.3 81.8 75.0 118.2
'‘Eua 319 374 247 319 324 411 77.4 85.3 101.6 109.9
'Eua Motu'a 175 214 135 188 188 236 77.1 87.9 107.4 110.3
'Eua Fo'ou 144 160 112 131 136 175 77.8 81.9 94.4 109.4
Ongo Niua 92 77 78 75 90 99 | 84.8 97.4 97.8 128.6
Niuatoputapu 52 46 42 44 52 56 80.8 95.7 100.0 121.7
Niuafo'ou 40 31 36 31 38 43 90.0 100.0 95.0 138.7

Source: 2021 Tonga Census

Table 1A and Figures 39 and 40 show the net attendance and gross attendance ratios for
the Divisions in 2021. The net ratios for Ongo Niua jumped from 72.0 percent for males and
75.7 percent for females in 2016 to 84.8 for males and an impressive 97.4 for females,
although with less than 200 total children in 2021. No other Division showed males outside

of the 70s and females outside of the 80s.

Females were more likely to be attending

secondary school in all Divisions. The gross attendance ratios were all over 100 for females
in all Divisions and were near 100 for the males in all Divisions.
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Figure 39. Secondary School Net Attendance Figure 40. Secondary School Gross
Ratios by Division and Gender in Tonga, 2021 Attendance Ratios by Districts and Gender, in
Tonga, 2021
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The section on “Youth at Risk” explores what young people were doing if not in school and
where the rates of inactivity (not in education, employment or training) were highest.

Table 1A. Net and Gross Secondary School Attendance Ratios by Sex and Location
in Tonga, 2021

Total Age 13-18 Net Gross
Population attending Total attending attendance attendance

Aged 13-18 secondary school | secondary school Ratio Ratio
Male | Female | Male Female Male Female | Male | Female | Male | Female
Total 6,986 6,800 | 5,187 5,811 6,930 7,562 74.2 85.5 | 99.2 111.2
Tongatapu | 5,254 5,040 | 3,902 4,257 5,203 5,533 74.3 84.5 99.0 109.8
Vava'u 947 960 695 860 952 1,110 73.4 89.6 | 100.5 115.6
Ha’apai 374 349 265 300 361 409 70.9 86.0 96.5 117.2
'Eua 319 374 247 319 324 411 77.4 85.3 | 101.6 109.9
Ongo Niua 92 77 78 75 90 99 84.8 97.4 97.8 128.6

Source: 2021 Tonga Census

Offering a range of quality technical, vocational and tertiary education options is essential for
building up the human capital of Tonga and investing in the future.

About 1,600 residents were taking technical or vocational training (TVET) (compared to
1,250 in 2016). These included 1,123 males compared to 770 males in 2016 and 451 females,
down from the 481 females in 2016. Information on what field of study they were in was not
collected from the census but should be available from the records of TVET institutions.

Figure 41 shows the percentage of youths 30 to 34 years who attained tertiary education,
whether technical or academic. The percentage of males was between 12 and 14 percent in
the censuses between 1976 and 2006, while the percentage of females increased during that
same period from 8 percent in the early censuses, to the same 14 percent as the males in the
2006 census. In 2011, the proportions of two genders were about the same at around 1 in 5.
After that, in 2016 and 2021, a larger percentage of females than males 30 to 34 years were
pursuing tertiary education, with females at 37 percent and males at 34 percent in 2021.
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Figure 41. Proportion of Youths Aged 30 to 34 Attaining Tertiary Education by Sex
in Tonga, 1976 to 2021
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Although TVET studies are male dominated, the reverse was true for tertiary studies. There
were 2,466 aged 15 to 34 in 2021 (compared to 1,575 students of any age in 2016) attending
tertiary education at the time of the census. These included 16 percent males attending any
school and 27 percent females. The older the young person, the more likely they were in a
tertiary school.

Figure 42. Number of Current Tertiary Students, By Sex and Age in Tonga, 2021
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The UNESCO recommended official age range of 19-24 years was used to calculate tertiary
attendance ratios shown in Table 2. These are disaggregated by district but that may not be
useful given that tertiary institutions are concentrated in Tongatapu.

The net attendance ratios show that 24 percent of males and 25 percent of females aged 19-24
were currently attending university or some other forms of tertiary education. Attendance
rates for both sexes are highest in Tongatapu, at 27 percent for males and 28 percent for females.
Gross attendance ratios are nearly double the net ratios, suggesting that approximately half of
all tertiary students fall outside the official age range of 19-24 years, as noted earlier. Overall,
gross attendance stood at 44 percent for both males and females.

Of the 4,075 (an increase from 1,351 in 2016) Tongan youth (aged 15 to 34) getting a tertiary
education in 2016, most were attending a certificate or diploma level course and females at
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these levels outnumbered the males significantly (Figure 43). About 469 females (an increase
from 220 in 2016) and 199 males (an increase from 146) were studying for their bachelor’s
degree in 2016. A small number were working towards their master’s degree or higher.

Census data can be further complemented by statistics on overseas scholarships, including
the number, sex, and age of Tongan recipients. Given that most domestic tertiary students
are women, a comprehensive assessment of equitable opportunities for men requires
consideration of access to study opportunities abroad.

Figure 43. Proportion of Youth Aged 15 to 34 having Attended Upper Secondary
(Form 5 to 7) or Higher, by Age and Sex in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 44 presents the number of youth who had obtained bachelor’s degrees, as reported
in the 2021 Census. Individuals aged 15-19 are excluded from this analysis due to the very
small number who had attained a bachelor’s degree. Among those aged 20-24,
approximately 43 males and 105 females had completed a bachelor’s degree. Females also
outnumbered males in the 25-34 age group, with the highest concentration observed among
those aged 25-29, where 243 females and 144 males had attained bachelor’s qualifications.
Consistent with earlier findings from the census, females demonstrate higher levels of
educational participation and achievement, including greater school enrolment, higher
secondary school completion rates, and increased attainment of tertiary qualifications.

Figure 44. Number of Youths Aged 20 to 34 with Bachelor’s Degrees by Sex and
Age in Tonga, 2021
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Table 2 the proportion of youth aged 19 to 24 who were attending tertiary institutions at the
time of the 2021 Census. The results are disaggregated by island division and district. The
net attendance ratio is calculated as the number of youth aged 19 to 24 attending tertiary
education divided by the total population in the same age group. At the national level, the
ratio was 23.8 percent for males and 25.8 percent for females, indicating that approximately
one in four youth aged 19 to 24 were attending tertiary education.

The gross attendance ratio is calculated by dividing the total number of persons of any age
attending tertiary institutions by the population aged 19 to 24 in the same geographic area.
In 2021, the gross attendance ratio was 43.9 percent for both males and females. This
suggests that less than half of those enrolled in tertiary education fell within the official age
range of 19 to 24 years.

Table 2 Net and Gross Tertiary Attendance Ratios by Sex and Location, Tonga 2021

Population aged | Aged 19-24 attending Total attending Net attendance | Gross attendance

19-24 Tertiary Institution | Tertiary Institution Ratio Ratio
Male Female Male Female Male Female | Male Female Male Female
Total 4,831 5,274 1,152 1,336 2,119 2,314 | 23.8 25.3 43.9 43.9
Tongatapu 3,808 4,112 1,014 1,149 1,853 2,018 | 26.6 27.9 48.7 49.1
Kolofo'ou 872 972 231 270 417 475 26.5 27.8 47.8 48.9
Kolomotu'a 908 909 303 338 578 593 33.4 37.2 63.7 65.2
Vaini 681 714 156 178 279 333 22.9 24.9 41.0 46.6
Tatakamotonga 352 410 87 88 145 157 24.7 21.5 41.2 38.3
Lapaha 421 410 96 97 161 152 22.8 23.7 38.2 37.1
Nukunuku 376 458 88 112 187 194 23.4 24.5 49.7 42.4
Kolovai 198 239 53 66 86 114 26.8 27.6 43.4 47.7
Vava'u 592 624 68 98 132 162 11.5 15.7 22.3 26.0
Neiafu 229 242 34 45 62 81 14.8 18.6 27.1 33.5
Pangaimotu 56 51 5 12 9 16 8.9 23.5 16.1 31.4
Hahake 80 97 5 10 12 15 6.3 10.3 15.0 15.5
Leimatu'a 111 106 14 12 26 23 12.6 11.3 23.4 21.7
Hihifo 95 89 8 12 15 19 8.4 13.5 15.8 21.3
Motu 21 39 2 7 8 8 9.5 17.9 38.1 20.5
Ha'apai 207 267 35 45 63 67 16.9 16.9 30.4 25.1
Pangai 67 101 15 23 33 36 22.4 22.8 49.3 35.6
Foa 49 67 10 11 16 16 20.4 16.4 32.7 23.9
Lulunga 33 36 2 3 2 3 6.1 8.3 6.1 8.3
Mu'omu'a 17 18 1 2 2 2 5.9 111 11.8 11.1
Ha'ano 19 20 2 1 3 1 10.5 5.0 15.8 5.0
'Uiha 22 25 5 5 7 9 22.7 20.0 31.8 36.0
'Eua 193 240 33 44 64 65 17.1 18.3 33.2 27.1
'Eua Motu'a 97 120 20 17 37 28 20.6 14.2 38.1 23.3
'Eua Fo'ou 96 120 13 27 27 37 13.5 22.5 28.1 30.8
Ongo Niua 31 31 2 0 7 2 6.5 0.0 22.6 6.5
Niuatoputapu 10 21 2 0 1 20.0 0.0 50.0 4.8
Niuafo'ou 21 10 0 0 2 1 0.0 0.0 9.5 10.0

Source: 2021 Tonga Census

Figure 45 and 46 shows the net and gross attendance ratios for tertiary students by sex and
location in 2021. As expected, the ratios were highest in Tongatapu because most of the
tertiary institutions locates in Tongatapu. More than 1 in 4 youths aged 19 to 24 residing in
Tongatapu attended tertiary education. Similarly, the gross attendance ratio indicates that
approximately half of all tertiary students in Tongatapu fall within the broader age distribution
of attendees.
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Figure 45. Net Attendance Ratios for Figure 46. Gross Attendance Ratios for

Tertiary Students by Division and Gender, Tertiary Students by Division and
in Tonga 2021 Gender in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 47 is presented on a logarithmic scale, as the number of individuals obtaining
certificates and diplomas is substantially higher than those in other qualification categories.
By 2021, more males (1,239) than females (891) had earned certificates. However, females
predominated across the remaining qualification levels. Approximately 700 females and 500
males had obtained diplomas, while 469 females and 199 males had earned bachelor’s
degrees. The number of individuals in higher qualification categories was comparatively
small.

Figure 47. Number of Tongans Aged 14 to 35 who Studied at Tertiary Level by Sex
and Qualification in Tonga, 2021
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The census collected information from all Tongan residents on their highest level of education
attained, making it an important source of information for monitoring education-related goals.
As shown in Figure 48 and 49, most adolescents and adults completed some level of secondary
school. The proportion was higher among those aged 15 to 24 years, as many of those were
still in school and may continue to attain a higher level of education.

Between the 2016 and 2021 censuses, educational attainment had improved, particularly for
females. The education level of adults aged 35 and over provides a useful indication of the
highest levels of education typically attained in Tonga. In 2016, males aged 35 and older were
slightly more likely to have attained tertiary education (13 percent) compared to females (12
percent) (Figure 49). By 2021, this gap had closed, with 17 percent of both males and females
reaching tertiary level education.
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At higher qualification levels, notable changes were also observed. Among those aged 25 and
above, more than twice as many males (56) as females (30) held a doctorate or PhD in 2016.
By 2021, these numbers had increased to 82 males and 43 females. Similarly, more males
held master’s degrees in 2016 (285 compared to 249 females), but by 2021, this gap had
nearly disappeared, with 351 males and 350 females.

In contrast, females consistently outnumbered males at the diploma level, with 1,782 females
compared to 1,180 males in 2016, increasing to 2,913 females and 1,9988 males in 2021. A
similar pattern is observed at the bachelor’s level in 2021, where more females (996) than
males (881) aged 25 and above had attained this qualification.

Figure 48. Male Educational Level Figure 49. Female Educational by Age in

Attained by Age in Tonga, 2021 Tonga, 2021
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Almost all Tongan youth spoke either Tongan only or Tongan with another language (Figure
50). The numbers speaking only English or another language were very small. About 85
percent, or 17 in every 20 Tongan youth spoke only Tongan at home. About 15 percent
spoken Tongan and another language (usually English). More males than females spoke only
Tongan, while more females than males spoke Tongan and another language.

Figure 50. Languages Spoken by Youth by Age and Sex, Tonga: 2021
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The population and housing census measured literacy by asking people aged 5 years and
older whether they could read and write in Tongan, English, or any other language. The literacy
rate was high in Tonga with youth literacy being an important indicator of the current quality
of education. More detailed measures of functional literacy, such as knowledge assessments
or school performance, are obtained through specialized surveys or tests administered by the
Ministry of Education.

In 2021, literacy among Tongan youth aged 15 to 24 was very high, with 98.0 percent of
females and 97.2 percent of males able to read and write in at least one language (Table 3).
Literacy rates among the total population aged 15 years and older were slightly lower with
97.6 percent of females and 96.2 percent of males. Across all divisions and districts, literacy
rates exceeded 90 percent at all ages, indicating a highly educated population.

Table 3. Total, youth and adult literacy rates, by district and sex in Tonga, 2021

Literacy Rate Pop Literacy rate Youth | Youth literacy | Adult literacy
Aged 5 yrs and older | Aged 14 to 35 yrs rate aged 15-24 | rate aged 15+
Males Females Males Females Males | Females | Males | Females
Total 95.6 96.9 96.8 98.2 97.2 98.0 96.2 97.6
Tongatapu 95.6 96.9 96.9 98.2 97.5 98.2 96.3 97.6
Kolofo'ou 95.6 96.8 97.2 98.3 97.4 98.4 96.4 97.4
Kolomotu'a 96.3 97.1 97.9 98.1 98.2 98.1 97.1 97.7
Vaini 93.3 97.2 93.6 98.4 95.6 98.6 92.7 97.7
Tatakamotonga | 95.6 96.0 97.2 98.0 97.9 97.4 96.9 97.4
Lapaha 96.8 97.1 97.7 98.7 97.4 98.7 97.5 98.1
Nukunuku 96.7 96.7 98.8 98.2 99.4 97.9 98.0 97.7
Kolovai 96.6 96.8 97.0 97.9 96.8 97.4 97.1 97.3
Vava'u 95.4 96.8 96.2 97.6 96.3 96.8 96.2 97.5
Neiafu 96.7 96.9 98.0 96.8 99.0 95.8 97.1 97.2
Pangaimotu 94.9 97.6 95.9 98.1 95.3 96.7 96.3 97.5
Hahake 96.6 96.9 96.5 97.6 95.5 95.5 96.8 97.6
Leimatu'a 92.5 96.1 93.9 98.9 94.5 98.1 94.5 98.6
Hihifo 95.6 97.8 95.9 99.4 94.4 100.0 96.5 98.2
Motu 93.4 94.0 92.6 93.2 92.5 95.0 92.6 94.4
Ha'apai 95.6 97.2 96.2 98.1 95.3 97.0 96.0 97.4
Pangai 95.8 97.5 97.4 98.3 97.7 96.9 96.2 97.5
Foa 97.0 97.1 98.0 97.1 97.5 94.5 97.3 97.3
Lulunga 97.1 95.7 95.4 99.1 91.7 100.0 97.2 97.4
Mu'omu'a 94.6 97.2 94.9 98.6 94.9 100.0 95.2 96.7
Ha'ano 92.4 96.5 89.7 96.0 88.4 94.1 92.3 96.7
'Uiha 93.1 98.2 94.2 100.0 91.5 100.0 94.8 98.6
'Eua 95.4 97.1 96.6 99.2 95.8 98.8 96.5 98.4
'Eua Motu'a 94.0 97.1 94.8 99.8 92.5 99.6 95.5 99.3
'Eua Fo'ou 97.3 97.1 98.8 98.5 99.5 97.8 97.7 97.2
Ongo Niua 95.1 94.7 99.4 97.6 98.9 98.7 96.3 94.7
Niuatoputapu 93.6 93.2 98.9 96.9 97.7 100.0 94.2 93.1
Niuafo'ou 97.5 97.3 100.0 98.6 100.0 96.7 99.3 97.7

Source: 2021 Tonga Census

Tonga Youth Monograph — 2021 36



Figure 51 shows the proportion of the Tongan youth aged 15 to 34, by sex, who were literate
(could read and write) in Tongan language in 2021. In general, females were more literate
than males, except in the teen years and at age 32. Since the graph starts at 95 percent,
almost all Tongan youth were literate at the time of the census, and showed very little
difference, only decreasing slightly age by age.

Figure 51. Proportion of Youths aged 15 to 34 who were Literate in Tongan
Language by Sex and Age in Tonga, 2021
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The proportion who could not read in English were very small, at about 3 percent of the youth
population (about 4 percent of the males and 2 percent of the females) (Figure 52). The
population who could not read English increased from about 2 percent for aged 15 to 19 to
about 4 percent for those aged 30 to 34 years.

Figure 52. Proportion of Youth Unable to Read in English by Age and Sex in
Tonga, 2021
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Figure 53 shows the proportion of the Tongan youth aged 15 to 34, by sex, who were literate
(could read and write) in English in 2021, by age and sex Since the graph starts at 90 percent,
almost all Tongan youth were literate at the time of the census. Females consistently
demonstrated higher literacy rates than males at every age. However, for both sexes, English
literacy showed a gradual decline as age increased.

Figure 53. Proportion of Youths aged 15 to 34 who were Literate in English, by
Sex and Age in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 54 shows the proportion of Tongan youth aged 15 to 34 who were literate (could read
and write) in both Tongan and English in 2021. Since the graph starts at 80 percent, almost
all Tongan youth were literate in both languages at the time of the census. At age 15, the vast
majority were literate in both Tongan and English, with only very small proportions literate
in only one language or in neither. The proportion of dual literacy declined slightly among
those aged 20 to 22, likely reflecting the absence of Tongan students studying overseas,
before increasing again up to the mid-twenties. After this age, dual literacy decreased slightly
with increasing age.

Figure 54. Literacy by Language and Age in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 55 shows the same pattern for males, with similar highs and lows observed as in the
total population. However, the proportion of males who were literate in both Tongan and
English was slightly lower than that of the total youth population. In contrast, a higher
proportion of males were literate in Tongan only. Additionally, the proportion of males who
were not literate in either Tongan or English was marginally higher.

Figure 55. Male Literacy by Age in Tonga, 2021
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The distribution of female youth by age shows a pattern similar to that of the total population
and males (Figure 56). The decline at ages 20 to 22 is still evident, with the proportion
peaking at age 26. Subsequently, the percentage of females who were literate in both Tongan
and English decreases with increasing age.

Figure 56. Females Literacy by Age in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 57 shows a clear relationship between the level of secondary school education and
literacy in both languages. Among the total population in Tonga whose highest level of
education was at least one year of secondary school, the proportion who were literate in both
Tongan and English was highest among those who completed Form 7.
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Figure 57. Literacy of Tongans Aged 14 to 35 by Sex and Highest Grade
Completed (Forms 1-7) in Tonga, 2021
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Figure 58 shows the same information for youth aged 15 to 34. As students progressed from
one form to the next, the proportion who were literate in both Tongan and English increased,
while the proportion literate in Tongan only decreased. The proportion literate in English
only remained consistently low across all forms. Across all levels, females had higher
proportions of dual literacy in Tongan and English than males.

Figure 58. Literacy of Tongan Youths Aged 15 to 34 by Sex and Highest Grade
Completed (Forms 1-7) in Tonga, 2021.
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The 2016 report on Tongan youth did not include information on mobile phone ownership
or internet access. These questions were introduced in the 2021 census questionnaire and
provide useful insights. Overall, about one in four Tongan youth did not own a mobile phone,
with similar proportions for males and females (Figure 59). More than half of those aged 15
to 19 did not have a phone; however, this proportion declined to around 13 percent among
those aged 20 to 24, and further to about one in ten among those aged 25 to 34. While
approximately three in five females aged 15 to 19 did not own a phone, a higher proportion
of older females than males reported owning one.

Figure 59. Proportion of Youth Aged 15 to 34 without a Mobile Phone by Sex and
Age in Tonga, 2021
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About seven in ten Tongan youth had access to the internet, while about three in every ten
did not (Figure 60). Around half of those aged 15 to 19 reported having internet access,
whereas older youth were more likely to be connected, with approximately four in five of
those aged 20 years and over having access according to the census. Females were slightly
more likely than males to have internet access.

Figure 60. Proportion of Youth Aged 15 to 34 with Internet access at Home by Sex
and Age in Tonga, 2021
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The overwhelming majority of Tongan youth used the internet for social media with almost
19 out of every 20 (Figure 61). While about 9 in 10 of those aged 15 to 19 used the internet
for social media, this proportion increased to around 95 percent among older youth, for both
males and females.

Figure 61. Proportion of Youth Aged 15 to 34 who used the Internet for Social
Media by Sex and Age in Tonga, 2021
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Mobile phones and internet access have become essential and are now nearly universal
among Tongan youth. These levels of use are likely to increase further as communication
technologies continue to improve and as access costs potentially decrease.
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Youth Not in Employment, Education or Training (NEET)

e A relatively high proportion of young people aged 15 to 34 were not in employment,
education or training (NEET), including 30.3 percent of young women and 23.7
percent of young men.

e Young people classified as NEET included those who were unemployed,
discouraged from seeking work, engaged in subsistence activities, undertaking
domestic roles, unable to work, living with a disability that limited participation, or
facing other barriers to work or study.

e The NEET rate was highest among young men in the Ongo Niua Division, indicating
greater likelihood of being outside paid employment or education, while the lowest
rates were observed among young women in the same division.

e Youth living with a disability had higher NEET rates compared to those without a
disability.

The main activity of young people differs from that of the overall population. Young people
in their teens and early twenties are much more likely to be engaged in study. In contrast,
those in their thirties and forties are more likely to be in families and either working for pay
or profit, or undertaking unpaid care work within the household. Older adults are more likely
to be retired or unable to work due to disability.

One of the global Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) indicators is the share of youth not
in employment, education, or training (youth NEET rate). This indicator measures the
proportion of young people who are outside the education system, not in training, and not in
employment. It provides an indication of the potential youth who could be entering the labour
market or participating in education. This measure is important for Tonga’s development as
it highlights where significant numbers of young people are not fully engaged in activities that
support their potential.

The NEET rate for Tonga was calculated using both the national definition of youth and the
international definition, allowing for locally relevant analysis as well as regional and global
comparisons. Figure 62 shows that for those aged 15 to 34, the NEET rate was relatively
similar for women (30.3 percent) and men (23.7 percent), largely reflecting high levels of
subsistence production and unpaid work as main activities. While in 2016 the NEET rate was
higher for women which is consistent with their greater likelihood of engaging in unpaid
household work such as caring for children and managing the home, the pattern shifted in
2021 as more females entered the labour force. Men, on the other hand, were more likely to
be engaged in paid employment.

Figure 62 shows the NEET rate for the youth aged 15 to 24 in Tonga across all island divisions.
Overall, about 22 percent of males and 23 percent of females in this age group were not in
employment, education, or training. The rates were broadly similar across most divisions for both
males and females, except for the Ongo Niua, where around 29 percent of males compared with
18 percent of females were in the NEET category.
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Figure 62. Rate of Youth Aged 15 to 24 who were Not in Employment, Education
or Training (NEET) by Island Division in Tonga, 2021
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The NEET rate was significantly higher among youth with a disability compared with those
without a disability. The census recorded 143 youth aged 15 to 24 who were not engaged in
employment, education, or training, including 68 males and 75 females. It is not known
whether this distribution is related to the type or severity of disability.

The NEET category includes discouraged youth who may have given up on education or
employment opportunities, as well as those engaged in unpaid work in family businesses,
subsistence production, or those outside the labour force due to disability, household
responsibilities, or other factors.

Apart from the Ongo Niua (and disabled males), NEET rates were generally lower for youths
aged 15 to 24. Individuals in this age range were more likely to be attending secondary or
tertiary education. The higher rates observed when the age range is extended to 34 years
indicate that a considerable proportion of adults are engaged in unpaid household work,
home duties, or subsistence activities, which are included in the NEET measure.
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Table 4. Rate of Youth Aged 15 to 24 who were Not in Employment, Education or

Training (NEET) by District and Sex, Tonga, 2021

Tongan Youth aged 15 to 34 International Definition (15-24)
Total | Male | Female Total | Male | Female
Total 27.2 23.7 30.3 22.5 21.7 23.2
Tongatapu 26.6 22.6 30.2 22.1 21.1 23.0
Kolofo'ou 22.4 18.4 25.9 18.3 17.5 19.1
Kolomotu'a 22.0 17.9 25.6 17.5 15.6 19.3
Vaini 31.6 27.3 35.6 26.9 26.4 27.4
Tatakamotonga 30.8 26.4 34.5 25.9 24.5 27.2
Lapaha 30.8 26.7 34.6 25.6 243 26.9
Nukunuku 27.9 24.7 30.6 23.1 224 23.7
Kolovai 31.5 28.0 34.3 25.5 26.7 24.4
Vava'u 29.6 27.1 32.0 24.5 24.8 24.2
Neiafu 25.6 22.4 28.6 20.8 20.4 21.2
Pangaimotu 34.1 28.4 38.8 25.0 27.1 23.1
Hahake 39.8 38.9 40.7 34.1 36.4 31.8
Leimatu'a 28.0 25.9 30.1 25.2 23.8 26.6
Hihifo 30.5 28.6 32.2 24.2 25.3 23.2
Motu 27.9 26.7 28.9 23.0 24.5 21.7
Ha'apai 25.2 24.8 25.6 20.1 19.7 20.4
Pangai 21.8 23.9 20.0 16.3 17.3 15.3
Foa 17.2 11.8 21.4 13.5 9.3 17.3
Lulunga 30.5 29.6 31.1 29.9 33.3 27.1
Mu'omu'a 31.3 33.9 28.6 30.1 35.9 23.5
Ha'ano 35.5 26.8 42.6 29.9 23.3 38.2
'Uiha 38.8 42.0 35.7 25.0 23.4 26.5
'‘Eua 32.9 30.5 34.9 25.8 24.4 26.9
'Eua Motu'a 30.4 28.7 31.9 23.1 23.5 22.8
'Eua Fo'ou 35.8 32.5 38.5 28.8 25.5 31.6
Ongo Niua 23.4 26.4 20.4 23.4 28.4 17.7
Niuatoputapu 21.3 23.8 18.8 19.4 20.5 18.4
Niuafo'ou 26.2 29.7 22.6 28.4 36.4 16.7

Source: 2021 Tonga Census

This publication provides only limited analysis of youth in employment and work. Although
the census collects information on employment for all persons aged 15 years and over, Tonga
also conducted a Labour Force Survey (LFS) in 2023. The LFS is specifically designed to
collect detailed information on employment and unemployment and is therefore generally a
more reliable source of labour force statistics than a population census. It includes more
detailed questions on participation in work and income-generating activities, providing a
more accurate picture of the types of employment in which the population is engaged,
including young people.
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CONCLUSION

This report presents key findings from the 2021 Population and Housing Census, highlighting
the situation of young people across Tonga. When combined with other sources such as the
2019 Disability Survey and the 2023 Labour Force Survey, the census contributes to an
expanding evidence base on youth in Tonga.

Adolescence and youth are a critical stage in the life course of Tongan citizens. As young
people transition from childhood into adulthood, they encounter important milestones and
rely on support from families and communities to navigate early adult life. The data presented
in this report highlight broad trends in the lives of young people and point to key gaps in
education, access to employment opportunities, and health and well-being.

This analysis is particularly timely, aligning with the release of the new National Youth
Development Policy 2026-2030. The findings provide a useful baseline for implementation,
and the indicators presented can support the development of a monitoring and evaluation
framework to track progress over time.

The Tonga Statistics Department (TSD) will continue to support further analysis on youth as
new data sources become available. Readers are encouraged to reflect on the findings and
share their interpretations to help strengthen data quality and relevance. TSD remains
available to engage with stakeholders to explain the data and promote greater awareness of
official statistics, including their availability and use.
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