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Retirement benefits are essential for women’s 
economic security as they age. Yet, despite the 
increased number of women who are entering the 
workforce, lower wages, more vulnerable employment 
conditions, and caring responsibilities impact on the 
contributions they can make.

In the Pacific, young women and men join the 
workforce in similar numbers and contribute 
to retirement funds at similar levels. Caring and 
childrearing responsibilities change this pattern by 
removing women from the workforce for several years, 
which creates a gender gap in labor force participation 
and limits women’s ability to make contributions. 
Women are also more likely to be in vulnerable, low-
paid, or informal employment, reducing the likelihood 
of contributing to a retirement fund. The gender pay 
gap, coupled with women’s caring responsibilities, 
mean that women retire with much less than men. As 
women live 5 years longer than men on average, their 
retirement funds often are insufficient for old age, 
leaving them vulnerable in their final years.

The primary role for retirement funds in 
industrialized countries is to provide for an aging 
population, and this is often supplemented with 
a state-funded pension. The picture is much more 
complex in Pacific countries, where these funds are 
called upon not only to provide for an aging population, 
but to fulfill numerous social protection commitments, 
including disaster relief and unemployment assistance. 
Meeting such diverse goals dilutes the ability of 
retirement funds to focus on providing for their 
members post-retirement, and challenges their ability 
to function as economically efficient organizations.

Retirement funds are structured differently across 
the 11 Pacific countries covered by this report: the 
Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Palau, Papua New 
Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, 
and Vanuatu. Despite these differences, this report 
finds that women are disadvantaged by institutional 

arrangements and practices across all retirement funds. 
The disadvantages fall into three main categories: 
regulatory impediments, organizational policy and 
practice, and women’s economic participation. This 
includes the ability of women to make and act on 
decisions for themselves, which is strongly influenced 
by social and cultural norms.

Regulatory impediments to women’s full and equal 
access to retirement benefits include exemptions for 
employees in specific sectors and small businesses, 
limited coverage of the informal economy (where 
women are overrepresented), and restrictions 
on voluntary membership. Generally, women’s 
retirement balances are lower, in part because 
of minimum income thresholds and compulsory 
retirement ages, making women financially vulnerable 
in old age because of their longer life expectancy. 
Women can also have trouble accessing their partner’s 
benefits in the case of divorce or death, and due to 
limited recognition of de facto or same-sex partners.

Organizational policy and practice also impact 
women’s access to retirement benefits. The use 
of retirement funds for non-retirement purposes, 
including housing finance, disaster relief, and 
unemployment benefits, will further reduce women’s 
balances. A lack of institutional commitment to gender 
equality, including within the ranks of senior leadership 
of retirement funds, and limited outreach to women 
as potential fund members also reduce the ability of 
women to access retirement benefits.

Women’s life opportunities, including their ability to 
make decisions and act on them, are shaped by social 
and cultural traditions. Across the Pacific, women 
are responsible for the majority of unpaid care work, 
which limits their ability to pursue career advancement. 
Additionally, women tend to have lower levels of financial 
literacy, which reduces their capacity to make financial 
decisions on the withdrawal of retirement funds and use 
of the funds upon retirement.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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In response to these barriers, this report 
proposes a series of priority reforms to address 
women’s disadvantage in accessing benefits from 
retirement funds. While some of these are directed 
at legal reforms, others aim to bring about gradual 

change in organizational practice and cultural 
norms. Rather than being prescriptive, these reforms 
are aimed at generating further consideration within 
the social, political, and economic context of each 
Pacific country.

Policy and regulatory reforms

1. Remove provisions that indirectly discriminate against women, and allow for women engaged in all sectors 
and types of employment (including informal employment) to be included within the country’s retirement 
schemes.

2. Consider legislative and operational changes to enable people operating in the informal economy and small 
businesses to make contributions to retirement funds.

3. Clarify the rights of divorced women to access the retirement benefits of their ex-spouses.

4. Provide de facto spouses with the right to access the fund benefits of their deceased partners.

5. Allow equal rights to same-sex couples so that they can access the fund benefits of their deceased partners.

Organizational reforms

6. Evaluate the impact of using retirement fund accounts for non-retirement purposes, including 
unemployment and disaster relief, on long-term financial outcomes for women, and consider offering additional 
savings products for these purposes.

7. Remove or reduce minimum income thresholds to facilitate employer contributions for all employees.

8. Encourage employers to make retirement fund payments in conjunction with maternity/parental leave 
(where it exists).

9. Extend the scope for contributions to be made into a member’s fund by their spouse/partner and extended 
family, including those who are residing overseas.

10. Establish the option for a joint retirement account for couples which would enable women to share the 
retirement balances in later life.

11. Develop and implement practices and processes that create a gender-inclusive work environment, 
including support for women to assume leadership positions within funds.

12. Collect, analyze, and publish sex-disaggregated data to inform policy, programming, and advocacy.

Outreach, awareness-raising, and training

13. Undertake outreach to women, including those in the informal economy and/or rural areas, to increase 
awareness of their rights and options in relation to retirement funds, including the benefits of fund contributions.

14. Provide financial competency programs, including financial planning services, to members and their families 
on making informed decisions on the use of retirement funds.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Women are disadvantaged by institutional 
arrangements and practice. These disadvantages fall 
into three main categories: regulatory impediments, 
organizational policy and practice, and women’s 
economic participation. This includes the ability of 
women to make and act on decisions for themselves, 
which is strongly influenced by social and cultural 
norms. Examples of each of these categories are:

• Regulatory impediments. Women are
concentrated in the informal economy and in small
family businesses that are usually exempt from
making contributions to retirement funds, and are
thereby disadvantaged.

• Organizational practice. Poor compliance with
legislation means many employers do not make
contributions on behalf of their employees, and
women with lower levels of financial literacy suffer
as a result.

• Women’s economic participation. The burden
of caring and childrearing responsibilities results in 
women having lower retirement balances than men
over their working life.

Addressing women’s disadvantage relies on 
collaborative governance and diverse regulatory 
strategies. The stakeholders include governments, 
retirement funds, employers, and civil society. The 
regulatory strategies may include government-led law 
reform, as well as broader changes to organizational 
practices to address the disadvantages women confront.

This report proposes a range of priority reforms 
to address women’s disadvantage in accessing 
benefits from retirement funds. While some of 
these are directed at legal reforms, others are aimed at 
encouraging gradual change in organizational practice 
and cultural norms. Rather than being prescriptive, 
these reforms are aimed at generating further 
consideration within the social, political, and economic 
context of each Pacific country.

SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY
A Secure Retirement: Leveling the Playing Field for 
Women in the Pacific draws on data from two main 
sources of evidence: 

(i) The laws and regulations governing retirement
funds and national provident funds in 11 Pacific
countries.

(ii) Publicly available data sourced from websites, 
institutional and annual reports, household income
and expenditure surveys, and census reports.

Three distinct methodologies inform this analysis: 

(i) Doctrinal research that assesses laws and
regulations governing the site.

(ii) A literature review of scholarship in the area to
identify best practice.

(iii) Case studies, which illustrate institutional practice.

A SECURE RETIREMENT: LEVELING THE PLAYING FIELD FOR WOMEN IN THE PACIFIC 
OUTLINES: 

• How institutional arrangements can
disadvantage Pacific women’s entitlements
to retirement benefits.

• The priority reforms to address these
disadvantages.



 A SECURE RETIREMENT: LEVELING THE PLAYING FIELD FOR WOMEN IN THE PACIFIC

2

2 OVERVIEW AND CONTEXT

A. THE ROLE OF RETIREMENT FUNDS IN
THE PACIFIC

Across the Pacific, retirement funds and national 
provident funds1 are being called upon to become 
more efficient and profitable institutions while 
meeting multiple social protection goals. At the 
same time, the Pacific economy is developing, formal 
employment is increasing, and the membership of 
retirement funds is growing, challenging these funds to 
assess their mandate and future trajectory (ADB 2017 
and PSDI 2020).

The primary role for retirement funds in 
industrialized countries is to provide for an aging 
population, and this is often supplemented with 
a state-funded pension. The picture is much more 
complex in Pacific countries, where these funds 
are called upon not only to provide for an aging 
population, but to juggle other goals. These goals 
include providing social protection for members, 
making credit available for housing loans, allowing 
members to access their benefits for education 
and medical expenses, and offering disaster relief 
payments. For example, the Fiji National Provident 
Fund (FNPF) explains their role as follows:

An individual’s FNPF savings have been (to 
most Fijian families) the silver lining, providing 
the opportunities for property ownership, 
attaining suitable qualifications, alleviating old 
age and poverty, and for immediate financial 
relief during unexpected events such as natural 
disasters, unemployment, illnesses, and death 
(FNPF 2019).

1 Hereafter, retirement and provident funds are referred to as retirement funds, unless the discussion is specific to one type of fund.
2 The 11 countries covered by this report are the Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon 

Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu.

Meeting such diverse goals dilutes the ability 
of retirement funds to focus on providing for 
their members post-retirement, and challenges 
their ability to function as financially sustainable 
organizations in a developing market economy. By 
calling on retirement funds and other stakeholders to 
address women’s access to retirement benefits, this 
report is emphasizing the need to facilitate financial 
security in retirement for all members.

Retirement funds are structured differently across 
the 11 Pacific countries2 covered by this report: 
7 countries have national provident funds, Cook 
Islands, Nauru, and Papua New Guinea (PNG) 
have superannuation funds, and Palau has a social 
security administration (Figure 1). In most Pacific 
countries, except for PNG and Tonga, there is only one 
privately managed provident fund covering public and 
private sector employees. In PNG, the three funds are 
the National Superannuation Fund Limited (Nasfund), 
Nambawan Super Limited, and the Defence Force 
Retirement Benefit Fund Limited. In Tonga, the two 
providers are the Tonga Retirement Fund Board 
(TRFB) for central government employees, and the 
National Retirement Benefits Fund (NRBF) for both 
private and public sector employees. Additionally, 
many countries have separately managed funds or 
schemes for parliamentary pensions.



3

PACIFIC PRIVATE SECTOR DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVE

While providing for old age is the primary focus of 
retirement funds in industrialized countries, family 
provides for aged kin across much of the developing 
world (Stahlerg et al. 2005). Historically, retirement 
benefits have been available to public servants in 
Pacific countries, who have benefitted from making 
regular contributions to national provident funds and 
accessing pensions or lump sums upon retirement. 
For the large majority across the Pacific, support 
during old age comes from kinship systems known as 
veiwekani in Fiji, fa’a Samoa in Samoa, and wantok in 
Melanesian countries. Such systems are weakening as 
the transition from rural to urban centers continues, 
the migration of workers to other parts of the world 
increases, and customary norms erode. The effect of 
urbanization and the increasing number of employees 
covered by retirement funds in turn places pressure 
on retirement funds to focus on their mandate and 
governance practices.

Social protection frameworks are uncommon in 
Pacific countries, although there has been increased 
focus on the need for social protection schemes 
as a result of the impact of coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19). While the Cook Islands, Kiribati, Tuvalu, 
and Tonga provide a universal benefit to older persons, 
benefits are means-tested in Nauru and Fiji.

Pacific retirement funds are performing a dual role: 
first, providing retirement benefits, and second, 
fulfilling social protection commitments including 
disaster relief and unemployment assistance. In 
2021, F$144.9 million in early withdrawals were 
paid to FNPF members, including F$99.6 million in 
COVID-19 unemployment relief and F$8 million for 
natural disaster relief (FNPF 2021). In contrast, the 
primary purpose of retirement systems in Australia 
and New Zealand is to enable older people to achieve 
adequate income in retirement. In Australia, this is 
facilitated through a compulsory superannuation 

 

FEDERATED STATES  
OF MICRONESIA

PALAU

PAPUA NEW GUINEA

REPUBLIC OF  
MARSHALL ISLANDS

KIRIBATI

NAURU
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ISLANDS
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FIJI

TONGA

NIUE

COOK ISLANDS

SAMOA
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PROVIDENT FUND
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FIGURE 1: PACIFIC RETIREMENT FUNDS

Source: PSDI. 2020. Pacific 
Retirement Funds: Anchoring social 
protection in good finance. Sydney.



4

 A SECURE RETIREMENT: LEVELING THE PLAYING FIELD FOR WOMEN IN THE PACIFIC

scheme, which has provided some form of retirement 
savings to 80% of employees. The use of retirement 
income for consumption, such as to purchase a house, 
is discouraged, as reflected in restrictions on accessing 
funds before retirement (Government of Australia, 
the Treasury 2019). A publicly funded, means-tested 
pension provides a safety net for those without 
retirement savings in Australia, while a public pension 
is payable to all New Zealand residents and not 
subject to a means or income test. By contrast, in Fiji, 
where members can use retirement funds for multiple 
purposes, the FNPF reported in 2021 that about 13% 
of their members had a zero balance, including almost 
60% of members aged 55+ (FNPF 2021).

3 Author’s calculations based on average monthly wages, page 1.

B. WOMEN’S LIFE CYCLES AND THE IMPACT ON
THEIR RETIREMENT BENEFITS

The amount of money available at retirement 
depends on the number of years spent in the 
workforce and the level of income earned during 
this time. Consistent with global experience, Pacific 
women generally earn less than men. In PNG, the 
average monthly pay for women in the formal sector 
is less than half that of men (ADB 2016). On average, 
women’s monthly earnings are 29% less than men in 
Tonga (Government of Tonga 2019).3 In Solomon 
Islands, women in the public sector earn 12% less than 
men, and women in the private sector earn 62% less 
than men (ADB 2018). As an exception, women’s 

Sources: ILOSTAT. Updated 17 July 2022, downloaded 24 July 2022. Harmonized international series drawing on Cook Islands 
Labour Force Survey 2019; Fiji Employment, Unemployment Survey 2016; Kiribati Population Census 2015; Palau Household 
Income and Expenditure Survey 2014; Papua New Guinea Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2010; Samoa Labour 
Force Survey; 2017; Solomon Islands Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2013; Tonga Labour Force Survey 2018; 
Tuvalu Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016; and Vanuatu Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2019.

FIGURE 2: LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATE (BY SEX), SELECTED COUNTRIES (MULTIPLE YEARS)

# INTERNAL. This information is accessible to ADB Management and staff. It may be shared outside ADB with appropriate permission.
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average quarterly wages in the formal sector in Samoa 
are 7.7% higher than men’s. However, more men are in 
formal employment, and received 54.2% of total wages 
(Samoa Bureau of Statistics 2022).

Due to the gender pay gap and women’s caring 
responsibilities, women across the world retire with 
much less than men (UN Women 2015). In the 
Pacific, young women and men join the workforce in 
similar numbers, contributing to retirement funds at 
similar levels. Caring and childrearing responsibilities 
change this pattern, removing women from the 
workforce for several years—impacting on the 
contributions they make and creating a gender gap in 

labor force participation. Women are also more likely to 
be in vulnerable employment, reducing the likelihood of 
contributing to a retirement fund (ILO 2017).

Figure 3 illustrates the impact of women’s labor
force participation on retirement fund contributions 
to the Solomon Islands National Provident Fund 
(SINPF 2018). It demonstrates that for members aged 
under 20, women comprise 45% of the membership; 
yet, by the 36–40 age group, their membership has 
fallen to under 30%. By the retirement age of 55, 
women comprise only a quarter of SINPF members 
(SINPF 2018).

Source: Solomon Island National Provident Fund Annual Report 2018.

FIGURE 3: SOLOMON ISLANDS NATIONAL PROVIDENT FUND MEMBERSHIP BY AGE AND SEX (2018)

Age group Male Female Age group Fund value (male) Fund value (female)
<20 662 544 <20 $1,030,558.00 $757,547.00
21-25 4898 3873 21-25 $14,694,451.00 $10,248,350.00
26-30 9830 6516 26-30 $82,241,961.00 $64,257,055.00
31-35 13758 7500 31-35 $245,628,351.00 $166,268,711.00
36-40 17212 7220 36-40 $377,637,837.00 $205,301,603.00
41-45 13744 6397 41-45 $459,753,167.00 $210,335,650.00
46-50 12384 4854 46-50 $472,323,599.00 $192,943,830.00
51-55 8176 2828 51-55 $169,871,646.00 $57,530,766.00
56-60 6374 1616 56-60 $84,173,902.00 $22,036,570.00
60+ 6505 1414 60+ $72,515,478.00 $12,943,995.00
TOTAL 93543 42762 $1,979,870,950.00 $942,624,077.00 $2,922,495,027.00
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3 REGULATORY IMPEDIMENTS

A. COMPULSORY CONTRIBUTION TO
RETIREMENT FUNDS

Compulsory superannuation, requiring employers to 
make a prescribed contribution of 3% on behalf of 
their employees, was introduced in Australia in 1992 
and increased to 9% by 2002, with a further increase 
to 10.5% introduced in 2022. In New Zealand, 
such contributions remain optional. Several Pacific 
countries have introduced compulsory retirement fund 
contributions, with employer contributions ranging 
from 4% of earnings in Vanuatu to 13% in Tuvalu.

Women tend to fare poorly under such schemes 
because they are often absent from full-time work 
for several years. In Solomon Islands, women’s overall 
contribution to the SINPF was 32% of total funds, 
significantly lower than the contribution of 68% from 
men (SINPF 2018). This is a common theme across 
the Pacific. A range of measures to address this 
disadvantage have been adopted in different countries, 
including government tax concessions and family 
member contributions.

B. EXEMPTIONS FOR COVERAGE OF EMPLOYEES
IN FORMAL EMPLOYMENT

Retirement funds generally target workers employed 
by businesses of a certain size which operate in the 
formal economy. The formal economy continues 
to be dominated by male workers, limiting women’s 
access to these funds. For example, the labor force 
participation rate in Fiji for men was 76.4%, compared 
to 37.4% for women (Fiji Bureau of Statistics 2018).

The government is the biggest employer in the 
formal economy of many Pacific countries, 
as demonstrated by the TRFB, which covers 
25% of the population. Women in Palau and the 
Marshall Islands are concentrated in government 
employment and fare better than women in many 
other Pacific countries, who rely on private-sector 
employment. In Palau, women constitute 40% 
of employees in the formal sector, while 39% of 
government employees in the Marshall Islands are 
women (Pacific Community 2017).

Cook 
Islands 

Fiji 

K
iribati

N
auru

Palau

Papua N
ew

 
G

uinea

Sam
oa

Solom
on 

Islands

Tonga 

Tuvalu

Vanuatu

Employer 
contribution 5 8 7.5 5 6 6 9 5 5 13 4

Employee 
contribution 5 10 7.5 5 6 8.4 9 7.5 10 10 4

Source: PSDI analysis.

TABLE 1: CONTRIBUTIONS MADE TO RETIREMENT FUNDS IN SELECTED PACIFIC COUNTRIES
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Retirement fund regulations impose minimum size 
requirements for businesses that must contribute, or 
the conditions under which employers are expected 
to contribute. For example, in PNG, contributions are 
only compulsory for employers of 20 people or more, 
and do not cover employees engaged in certain types 
of agriculture, such as the primary production of copra 
and coffee.

Significant numbers of women employed in micro, 
small, and medium-sized businesses, often related 
to agriculture, are not covered by the regulations, 
and their employers cannot be forced to make 
contributions on their behalf.

C. LIMITED COVERAGE FOR THE INFORMAL
ECONOMY

Retirement funds are focused on the formal 
economy and have largely ignored the relatively 
high earnings and economic contributions made 
by people in the informal economy. The informal 
economy is the largest employer across all Pacific 
states and responsible for significant annual turnover. 
The rate of informal employment shows a significant 
increase in the 55+ age group across five Pacific 
countries (Figure 4), which suggests that people may 
be forced into informal employment in their later years 
to support themselves during retirement.

Sources: ILOSTAT. Updated 17 July 2022, downloaded 24 July 2022. Harmonized series based on Cook Islands Labour 
Force Survey 2019; Fiji Employment, Unemployment Survey 2016; Samoa Labour Force Survey 2017; Tonga Labour Force 
Survey 2018; and Vanuatu Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2019.

FIGURE 4: INFORMAL EMPLOYMENT RATE (FEMALE) BY AGE
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The informal economy provides employment and 
business opportunities for a significant number of 
men and women in the Pacific. Figure 5 shows the 
high rate of women’s informal employment in some 
Pacific countries. Tonga has the highest rate of informal 
employment in the Pacific, at 78% of total employment 
for women and 83% of total employment for men.

Women business owners and operators are more 
likely to operate informally. In Solomon Islands, the 
annual turnover at the Honiara Central Market has been 
estimated at US$10 million–US$16 million, with women 
responsible for 90% of marketing activities (IFC 2010a). 
It has been estimated that 60% of women in PNG in 
2018 were involved in the informal economy, engaged 
in business activities such as selling food, agricultural 
produce, and betel nut; money lending; and store 

management (UN Women 2018). In Fiji, women run 
informal businesses with several employees in hospitality 
and tourism, while women in Tonga comprised 95% 
of the 5,000 people working in occupations related to 
handicrafts (Pacific Community 2017).

The need to allow informal sector workers to 
contribute to retirement funds has been recognized 
widely. In 2015, the Pacific Financial Inclusion 
Programme provided grants to retirement funds in 
Fiji and Solomon Islands to research the viability 
of informal economy worker fund contributions 
(Grameen Foundation 2019). Legislation was 
subsequently amended in Solomon Islands in 2018 to 
allow women in the informal sector to contribute to 
funds (Box 1).

Sources: ILOSTAT. Updated 17 July 2022, downloaded 24 July 2022. Harmonized series based on Cook Islands Labour 
Force Survey 2019; Fiji Employment, Unemployment Survey 2016; Samoa Labour Force Survey 2017; Tonga Labour Force 
Survey 2018; and Vanuatu Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2019.

FIGURE 5: INFORMAL EMPLOYMENT RATE BY SEX (PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL EMPLOYMENT)
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SOLOMON ISLANDS
Until 2018, only those aged 16–35 could contribute voluntarily to their accounts in the Solomon Islands 
National Provident Fund. The “youSave scheme” was introduced to allow people between the ages of 16 
and 70 to contribute, primarily to provide a voluntary savings scheme for people not in formal employment. 
The scheme targets those who are self-employed or working in the informal sector.

Since its establishment, the youSave scheme has attracted 18,858 members, with a net contribution of 
SI$14.5 million. Membership of the scheme grew from 23 new members per day to about 240 per day, 
an increase of more than 90%. New registrations were boosted in late 2020 when the Ministry of Finance 
approved a 10% tax refund for youSave members using mobile top-ups for deposits, and reduced the 
minimum deposit size from SI$10 to SI$5. This government commitment was designed to encourage 
the informal sector to remit savings into their accounts. The Solomon Islands National Provident Fund is 
working closely with Our Telekom and Bmobile on improving digital access for members, and publishes sex- 
and age-disaggregated data on youSave membership and balances in its annual report (Osifelo 2020).

PAPUA NEW GUINEA
In Papua New Guinea, a different approach was taken. Eda Supa, a subsidiary of the main retirement fund 
Nasfund, was established as a voluntary contribution platform for those who are not covered by legislation. 
Eda Supa targets farmers, sole traders, and small business owners, and accepts contributions as low as 
K20, including through a mobile phone app. It also caters to the rural community with no private postal 
address. Since its establishment in 2015, Eda Supa has gained 35,302 members, which indicates the broad 
demand for its services. Plans are in place to grow informal sector membership of Eda Supa further through 
membership drives in the provinces (Nasfund 2021).

VANUATU
Noting the “huge potential in the informal sector”, the Vanuatu National Provident Fund (VNPF) established 
an informal sector unit in 2019 to be more inclusive of informal sector workers, given their dominance in the 
Vanuatu economy. The voluntary members program facilitates contributions on a voluntary basis for those 
who are not formally employed, including market vendors, fisherman, kava bar owners, and participants 
in seasonal worker programs. VNPF has set up kiosks in locations such as Vila Central Market to facilitate 
contributions from those in the informal economy (VNPF 2019).

Source: PSDI analysis.

BOX 1: REFORMS THAT ALLOW WOMEN IN THE INFORMAL ECONOMY TO CONTRIBUTE TO RETIREMENT FUNDS
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D. RESTRICTIONS TO VOLUNTARY MEMBERSHIP

Voluntary membership and contributions to 
retirement funds can be made in many Pacific 
countries, subject to specific conditions (Table 2). 
Many women are still excluded from contributing; for 
example, women in informal handicrafts markets in 
the Cook Islands and domestic workers in Tonga are 
unable to make regular contributions.

Attracting members from the informal economy 
has been an ongoing objective of the FNPF, with 
Fiji’s informal economy accounting for one third of 
overall employment. This includes women employed 
as market vendors, agricultural workers, small business 
operators, and domestic workers. However, the 
contributions from these workers in Fiji’s informal 
economy only constitute 0.5% of total contributions.4

Anecdotal evidence suggests that many women in the 
informal economy are unaware they can contribute 
to retirement funds, and many struggle to make 
contributions through the formal process. FNPF has 
responded with the release of a mobile app for member 
registration and deposits, seeking to encourage voluntary 
contributions. There is scope for retirement funds to 
reach out to more workers in the informal economy and 
increase their membership, as has been done by SINPF 
in Solomon Islands, Nasfund in PNG through its Eda 
Supa product, and VNPF in Vanuatu (Box 1). 

E. TAX CONCESSIONS FOR RETIREMENT
CONTRIBUTIONS

Some countries provide tax incentives to promote 
contributions to retirement funds, while other 
countries indirectly incentivize contributions via a 
progressive income tax system. While New Zealand 
does not provide any such concessions, contributions 
to retirement funds in Australia attract 15% tax, 
which is lower than individual income tax rates and 
significantly lower for high-income earners. While such 
incentives encourage contributions by women who are 

4 Calculated from published figures by author.

able to save for the longer term, they can favor higher-
income earners and have limited benefit for women 
employed in lower-paid jobs.

The provision of tax offsets to low-income earners 
to encourage retirement fund contributions has 
been implemented in Australia, where a government 
co-payment is made equivalent to 15% of an 
individual’s annual superannuation contributions 
(up to an annual maximum of A$500). It has been 
reported that 63% of the beneficiaries of this scheme 
will be women (ASFA 2015). A similar scheme was 
introduced in Solomon Islands in 2020.

F. MINIMUM INCOME THRESHOLDS

Minimum income thresholds for making 
contributions can exclude women who are engaged 
in part-time employment, sometimes with more 
than one employer. The removal of such restrictions 
has been recommended by many advocacy 
organizations to enable part-time employees to build 
their retirement balances. In 2021, the Government of 
Australia abolished the A$450-a-month threshold to 
pay compulsory superannuation. It is estimated that 
300,000 people, two thirds of whom are likely to be 
women in part-time or casual employment, will secure 
superannuation payments as a result of these changes 
(Maiden 2021).

G. RETIREMENT AGE AND LIFE EXPECTANCY

Gaps from full-time work mean that women’s 
balances are often lower than men at retirement, yet 
their life expectancy is longer (Table 3). Therefore, 
many countries have considered increasing the 
retirement age to enable women to increase their 
balances. In 1992, Australia introduced compulsory 
superannuation, and in 1994 increased the age of 
retirement for women to 65 (Nielson and Harris 
2010). As women tend to live 5 years longer than men 
on average, their retirement funds are often insufficient 
for old age, leaving them vulnerable (ADB 2017).
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Pacific Country Conditions for Voluntary Membership and Contributions

Cook Islands Does not accommodate workers in the informal economy.

Fiji Available to citizens between 6 years and 54 years of age.

Kiribati Available to self-employed/informal economy workers, minimum contribution A$5.

Nauru Does not accommodate workers in the informal economy.

Palau Voluntary coverage for self-employed persons (including farmers, fishermen, and taxi 
drivers) with no employees, and gross earnings of at least US$300 a quarter but less than 
US$10,000 a year.

Does not accommodate casual labor and self-employed persons with no employees, and 
gross quarterly earnings of less than US$300.

Papua New Guinea Available to self-employed/informal economy workers; no limits on contribution.

Samoa Voluntary membership is available, with minimum contributions of ST100 and maximum of 
ST2,000 per month.

Solomon Islands Voluntary membership for self-employed/informal economy workers between 16 years and 
70 years of age.

Tonga Available for self-employed/informal economy workers to make contributions for themselves 
or any other person; does not accommodate domestic workers.

Tuvalu Available (targeting unemployed, domestic servants, and noncitizens).

Vanuatu Available to self-employed between 14 years and 55 years of age upon approval by the 
Vanuatu National Provident Fund board; applicants must nominate a rate of contributions 
between Vt1,000–Vt10,000 per month.

Source: PSDI analysis.

TABLE 2: PROVISIONS FOR VOLUNTARY RETIREMENT FUND MEMBERSHIP AND CONTRIBUTIONS
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Country Retirement Age Life Expectancy 
(Male)

Life Expectancy 
(Female)

Cook Islands 60a 71.7 78.5

Fiji 55 67.9 72.1

Kiribati 50 58 68

Nauru 55 57.9 61.2

Palau 60 68.1 77.8

Papua New Guinea 55 63.1 68.1

Samoa 55 73.7 76

Solomon Islands 55 60.6 61.6

Tonga 60b 69.3 73.1

Tuvalu 55 63.9 66.5

Vanuatu 55 65.6 69

a At 55 years of age, the contributors can notify their employers that they do not want to contribute to the fund and 
instead take the money as per the Cook Islands National Superannuation Fund Act 2000 (Section 37).

b See Retirement Fund (Administration) Regulations 1999 for the age when the preserved portion of the benefit 
can be transferred.

Sources: PSDI analysis, and Pacific Data Hub (based on latest available data on life expectancy at birth).

TABLE 3: RETIREMENT AGE AND LIFE EXPECTANCY

https://stats.pacificdata.org/vis?lc=en&df%5bds%5d=SPC2&df%5bid%5d=DF_VITAL&df%5bag%5d=SPC&df%5bvs%5d=1.0&dq=..LEB..&pd=2006%2C2020&ly%5bcl%5d=TIME_PERIOD&ly%5brw%5d=SEX
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H. LACK OF CLARITY ON ACCESS TO DIVORCED
PARTNER’S BENEFITS

Pacific countries with pluralist legal systems do not 
provide clear avenues for divorced women to access 
their former partner’s retirement benefits. Given 
the increasing rate of divorce and the lack of clarity 
on the division of matrimonial property, a transparent 
and accessible process for splitting retirement 
benefits is necessary to limit further disadvantage for 
women. Customary laws, where applied, can have a 
discriminatory effect on women. It has been noted that 
village courts play an important role in determining 
divorce in Solomon Islands, which would disadvantage 
women’s equal access to marital property, including 
access to the spouse’s retirement funds.

Customary law principles also rule the 
management of marital property and the 
division of matrimonial property following 
divorce, since rights to land and non-land 
assets are not formally enshrined in Solomon 
Islands legislation. Again, this places women 
at a disadvantage since divorce disputes are 
frequently adjudicated at the local level (OECD 
Development Centre 2019).

Legislative direction is required to enable women 
to access these funds, and to direct the retirement 
funds to facilitate access through the transfer of 
funds in the event of divorce (Corrin 2010).

5 Calculations by author from Table G 14, page 48.

I. DEFAULT NOMINATIONS: ACCESS TO
DECEASED PARTNER’S BENEFITS

In some Pacific countries, including Solomon Islands 
and Tuvalu, a widow’s entitlement depends on her 
husband nominating her as a beneficiary. Where 
such a nomination is not made, customary laws may 
apply. Customary laws generally do not favor women’s 
rights to property and can disadvantage women. Thus, 
the position of women could be improved by providing 
access to the deceased partner’s funds as a default 
position, unless there is a nomination to the contrary. 
This would require legislative reform that prioritizes 
legislative intent over customary law, which could then 
inform organizational practice.

J. LIMITED RECOGNITION OF DE FACTO
PARTNERS

In some Pacific countries, de facto spouses are not 
able to access their deceased partner’s retirement 
funds. In Tonga, 2.6% of women aged between 15 
and 65 are either separated, divorced, or in a de 
facto relationship (Tonga Statistics Department 
2016).5 Tongan law stipulates that, where there is no 
beneficiary nominated, payments are made to the 
spouse, and if there is no legally recognized spouse, 
payment is made to legitimate children, denying 
women in de facto relationships access to their 
partners’ funds (TRFB 2019). In Samoa, payments are 
made to applicants who have cohabited with a person 
of the opposite sex for at least 3 years (Government 
of Samoa 1972). Same-sex relationships remain 
unrecognized by most Pacific retirement funds.
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4 ORGANIZATIONAL POLICY 
AND PRACTICES

A. REGULATING NONCOMPLIANCE

Employers do not always comply with the legal 
requirements of registering employees to a 
retirement fund and making contributions. For 
example, noncompliance was higher in the private 
sector than in the public sector in Vanuatu, where 
a study of journalists found that only 50% of those 
eligible belonged to the Vanuatu National Provident 
Fund (IFJ 2015). Smaller businesses and family-owned 
businesses, with less resources, are more likely to 
be noncompliant. In one example from Fiji, women 
reported that the family businesses in which they work 
do not make the mandated contributions on their 
behalf (IFC 2010b). Anecdotal evidence indicates 
that many women working in family businesses 
across the Pacific are in the same position. Efforts by 
the SINPF to increase awareness among employers 
in Solomon Islands’ provinces have successfully 
increased registrations of employers and collections of 
contributions. Continued efforts by governments and 
funds to increase awareness of employer regulations 
and responsibilities, alongside enforcement of 
legislation, are necessary to increase compliance.

B. USE OF RETIREMENT FUNDS FOR NON-
RETIREMENT PURPOSES

In many Pacific countries, in the absence of social 
protection systems and amid unmet finance and 
insurance needs, retirement funds have been called 
on to provide a wide range of services, including

• disaster relief,
• unemployment benefits,
• housing finance, and
• education and health funds.

1. DISASTER RELIEF

Pacific island countries frequently face the impacts 
of earthquakes, floods, and cyclones. With few small 
businesses having insurance cover, retirement funds 
have historically served as a self-insurance policy. This is 
reflected in the experiences of Vanuatu and Fiji. Following 
Cyclone Pam in 2015, members of the VNPF were 
allowed to withdraw up to 20% of their balance. Following 
Cyclone Winston in 2016, FNPF fund members could 
withdraw up to 30% of their balance, which resulted in 
F$275 million in withdrawals (Nath 2014).

Governments must consider the primary role of 
retirement funds, and how the provision of social 
protection by these funds can be recognized. 
Additionally, stakeholders must work together to develop 
insurance products that can cater to people affected by 
disasters (Ramachandran and Masood 2019).

2. UNEMPLOYMENT BENEFITS

Retirement funds are also required to perform 
a subsidiary role of providing short-term 
unemployment benefits in certain Pacific 
countries. In PNG, legislation allows members who are 
unemployed for more than 3 months to withdraw up 
to 50% of their most recent monthly salary until their 
account is exhausted (Government of PNG 2000). 
Similar provisions are included in the legislation of Fiji, 
Solomon Islands, Tonga, and Tuvalu. The temptation for 
women to access these funds when they are engaged in 
childrearing will disadvantage them in later years.

A rise in unemployment during COVID-19, 
particularly in the Pacific aviation and tourism 
industries, has forced many members to access 
retirement funds to cover daily expenses. Ensuring 
that members make these decisions after obtaining 
financial advice and carefully considering the 
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consequences would improve long-term outcomes. 
While these types of withdrawals impact adversely 
on the balances of both men and women, they dilute 
women’s balances more severely.

3. HOUSING FINANCE

Pacific funds in Fiji, Samoa, Tuvalu, and Tonga have 
also acted as de facto credit providers, allowing their 
members to draw on their retirement benefits to 
purchase a house. FNPF and TRFB allow members to 
withdraw up to 50% of their account balance to finance 
housing loans. This has meant that members have less 
money available upon retirement. Many funds also 
allow members to borrow against their retirement fund 
balances to buy or build a house. Where members default 
on those mortgage loans, this reduces member balances 
and retirement funds. Such housing finance policies also 
impact overall fund assets and investment returns.

PNG has established two initiatives to address this 
challenge. Firstly, legislative reforms now prohibit the use 
of retirement funds for housing. Secondly, Nasfund has set 
up subsidiary companies to perform this function (Box 2).

4. WITHDRAWING RETIREMENT FUNDS FOR EDUCATION
AND HEALTH

In countries such as Fiji and Tonga, retirement 
balances can be used to pay for the education and 
health expenses of members and their families. 
Women with lower balances and greater caring 
responsibilities may be more likely to use these 
withdrawal facilities to fund their children’s needs, 
thereby decreasing their balances. Legislative reform in 
PNG in 2003 prohibited the use of retirement benefits 
for health care and education.

The advantages of separating the retirement 
function from the financing function have been 
considered in some Pacific countries (ADB 2017). 
The Tuvalu National Provident Fund made an effort 
to provide for such expenses by enabling members 
to create a special account for financing medical and 
educational costs. Encouraging contributions by both 
parents to such a fund may alleviate the burden that 
can fall on sole parents, who are generally women.

C. LIMITED OUTREACH TO CUSTOMERS AND
POTENTIAL CUSTOMERS

Retirement funds can play an important role in 
increasing awareness of the importance of regular 
contributions among workers in the formal and 
informal economy. Increasing awareness of retirement 
options via workshops for women operating in urban 
and rural markets has been tested in countries 
including Fiji and Solomon Islands. The use of digital 
technologies to enable regular contributions by 
employers and employees also boosts the ease of 
making contributions. This has been introduced 
in PNG through Eda Supa and in Solomon Islands 
through the youSave mobile app.

In Papua New Guinea, National 
Superannuation Fund Limited established the 
Contributors Savings & Loan Society, a financial 
institution to provide services including home 
loans. It has more than 130,000 members and is 
growing at 6% annually.

In Solomon Islands, the Solomon Islands 
National Provident Fund established a subsidiary 
company, Solomon Finance Limited (SFL), to 
provide housing loans and personal loans for 
members. SFL received a full banking license in 
late 2021, and commenced lending operations 
in March 2022. SFL uses member balances as 
collateral for lending, and now has a professional 
management team to manage its loans.

Source: PSDI analysis.

BOX 2: PROVISION OF HOME LOAN 
FINANCING THROUGH A RELATED 
COMPANY IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA 
AND SOLOMON ISLANDS
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D. DEMONSTRATING INSTITUTIONAL
COMMITMENT TO GENDER EQUALITY

Commitment by employers and retirement funds 
to the economic empowerment of women can be 
demonstrated in various ways. These include

• commitment to gender equality in organizational
policy and representation in leadership,

• collation and analysis of sex-disaggregated data,
• programs to enhance financial literacy and

competency, and
• working with employers to close the gender gap.

1. ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT TO GENDER
EQUALITY THROUGH POLICY

Organizational commitment to gender equality 
can be progressed through the development and 
implementation of a gender equality, diversity, 
and inclusion policy. These policies outline the 
organization’s guiding principles and commitment to 
understand and address the different opportunities 
and challenges faced by men and women as staff 
and fund members. Strategies may consider issues 
such as the representation of women in senior 
management, gender pay equity, products tailored 
to the needs of women (including those employed 
in the informal sector), and outreach and financial 
literacy training.

Data on the representation of women in the senior 
leadership of sampled Pacific retirement funds 
shows that, of the 13 funds, none had a woman 
chair and only one had a woman chief executive 
officer. The average representation of women 
directors on the boards of retirement funds was 
22%, which sits between the Pacific regional average 
of 21% and the regional finance sector average of 
24% (PSDI 2021). Representation in leadership 
was closer to gender parity in some funds, notably 
those in the Cook Islands and Fiji, but the retirement 
fund industry lagged behind other private sector 
organizations in women’s representation in senior 
leadership roles.

2. COLLATION OF SEX-DISAGGREGATED DATA

Collation of sex-disaggregated data to assess policy 
effectiveness is an essential step in this process. 
Retirement funds across the Pacific rarely publish such 
data, and it is not clear if funds collect and analyze this 
data for internal use. Some funds provide piecemeal sex-
disaggregated data: the TRFB provides sex-disaggregated 
information on membership but not contributions; 
SINPF publishes sex-disaggregated data on membership 
by age and value of funds; and FNPF provides sex-
disaggregated data on the number of pensioners and 
on compulsory and voluntary membership. Publishing 
such data in retirement fund annual reports can inform 
advocacy and policy development.

3. FINANCIAL LITERACY AND COMPETENCY PROGRAMS

Institutional commitment can also be demonstrated 
through financial literacy and competency 
programs for members. Several funds have been 
conducting such programs, but struggle to convey the 
importance of retirement savings to their membership. 
Collaborating with civil society organizations in 
delivering such programs to the informal sector would 
be beneficial for women who often lack the confidence 
and skills to make informed decisions. Professional 
financial advisory services, including financial 
counselling and planning, should also be considered 
as part of these programs, although these will be more 
within reach for those on higher incomes.

4. WORKING WITH EMPLOYERS TO CLOSE THE GENDER GAP

Retirement funds are in a position to champion gender 
equality individually or through an association such 
as the Pacific Islands Investment Forum. In Australia, 
Women in Super is a not-for-profit organization that 
advocates for closing the gender gap in retirement and 
superannuation funds. It is funded by a combination of 
superannuation funds, institutional investors, and trade 
unions. Its advocacy work is raising awareness of the 
manner in which tax and workforce participation impacts 
on women’s benefits, and informing policy development. 
There is scope for such a group to collect data across the 
Pacific and inform future practice.
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5 WOMEN’S ECONOMIC PARTICIPATION

A. THE BURDEN OF WOMEN’S CARING AND
CHILDREARING RESPONSIBILITIES

Women’s caring and childrearing responsibilities 
lead to lower paid work, lower retirement fund 
contributions, and lower retirement balances. Social 
and cultural norms dictate that women are mostly 
responsible for caring for children and family members, 
along with managing the home and other community 
obligations. Research shows that in the Asia-Pacific, 
women perform 80% of unpaid care work (Pacific 
Women 2020). The burden placed on women to 
fulfill unpaid caring roles reduces their ability to take 
on paid work outside the home, particularly full-time, 
higher-paid roles. The involvement of government 
and employers is essential to tackle this issue. Some 
example initiatives are discussed in Box 3.

Government assistance to address this disparity 
could include the following strategies: 

• A contribution on behalf of low-income earners
who have carer responsibilities. This is likely to assist
women, who are predominantly in caring positions.

• A retirement fund contribution to women
undertaking caring responsibilities. The amount
could be paid each time a woman has a child, and
determined as a fixed sum or a percentage of their
salary. Such a scheme is operational in Chile.

• Establish a partner rebate which allows a fund
member to make contributions on behalf of their
partner. Such a provision would assist women in
caring roles to continue to build their retirement
balance, albeit at a slower rate.

• Mandate employers to make superannuation payments
in conjunction with maternity/parental leave.

Employers and funds also have a role in addressing 
women’s disadvantage in retirement. Three possible 
strategies could be considered:

• A joint retirement account for couples should be
an option which would enable women to share
retirement balances in later life. Employers and
retirement funds should enable such accounts to be
established, and advocate for the manner in which
they address women’s disadvantage.

Industry Super Australia proposes a “voucher” 
system paid by the Government of Australia 
to the superannuation fund. They recommend 
that a payment of A$5000 be made for 10 
years to low-income earners between the ages 
of 27 and 36. The modelling of this payment 
demonstrates that “a single woman below 30, 
who retires in 2055, will have around $90,000 
or 60 per cent more at retirement than they 
would have without it. For couples, the figure is 
between $160,000 and $167,000” (Australian 
Institute of Superannuation Trustees and 
Women in Super 2016).

Chile’s baby voucher provides a payment of 
10% of the minimum wage into the mother’s 
superannuation account, every time she has 
a child.

The spouse/partner rebate in Australia 
involves a contribution made to a spouse’s 
account (where the spouse’s income is 
very low) by the government. It usually 
benefits those working as carers, who have 
predominantly been women.

BOX 3: GOVERNMENT ASSISTANCE 
STRATEGIES ADOPTED IN OTHER 
JURISDICTIONS
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• Funds could allow employees to enter into an
arrangement with their employer to make regular
contributions to their spouse’s account.

• Funds should allow for voluntary contributions
into member accounts. For example, the NRBF’s
establishing legislation provides for voluntary
contributions to be made by all citizens of Tonga,
including those living overseas (Government of
Tonga 2010). Establishing such a feature would
enable contributions to be made into the fund by
family members living in the country and overseas.

B. WOMEN’S COMPARATIVELY POOR FINANCIAL
LITERACY

There is international evidence to support the 
proposition that women’s financial skills are not as 
developed as men’s. These differences are reported 
in many countries, including Germany, Sweden, 
and Japan (OECD 2013). It is also reported across 
the Pacific countries, where banks, civil society 
organizations, retirement funds, and governments 
run financial literacy programs. Making decisions on 
the withdrawal of retirement funds for consumption, 
and utilization of the funds upon retirement, are 
complex questions which require financial knowledge 
and advice. It has been proposed that this advice 
should extend to family members who may be able 
to influence decisions on how available funds should 
be used. The Papua New Guinea Defence Force 
Retirement Benefit Fund has noted the challenges 
of managing its beneficiaries’ post-retirement 
expectations, with many retirees struggling to adjust 
to the lower income of their defined benefit scheme 
(ADB 2017).

Further, financial planning services for members 
and their families will ensure there is greater 
awareness of annual budgeting and consumption, 
enabling members to retain retirement funds for the 
purpose intended. Such services are usually offered 
by retirement funds to their members in Australia and 
New Zealand.

C. GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

The prevalence of violence against women across 
the Pacific is well above the global average of 35%, 
and is often accompanied by financial abuse (Pacific 
Community 2021). There is growing recognition 
that the private sector can play a crucial role in 
supporting staff and customers experiencing gender-
based violence. Ensuring that women have access 
to finance in the short term is essential for them 
to break free from violent relationships. Access to 
finance during this time could provide a safety net 
that could prevent further abuse, warranting further 
consideration of providing access to retirement funds 
on an emergency basis.

In some instances, legislative change would be 
required for funds to be made available to vulnerable 
women, although many retirement funds already 
include provisions for early access to funds (refer to 
Section 4: Organizational Policy and Practices). In 
other cases, the fund may need to change its processes 
to enable such withdrawals. In 2021, the Government 
of Australia put forward a draft proposal to allow 
women experiencing gender-based violence to access 
up to A$10,000 from their superannuation funds. Such 
a policy requires careful consideration as it can further 
reduce women’s retirement balances, compounding 
the disadvantage they will suffer.
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6 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR REFORM

As discussed, the disadvantages that women 
confront in accessing retirement benefits are a 
result of regulatory impediments, organizational 
practice, and social and cultural norms. Addressing 
such disadvantage requires the collaboration of 
stakeholders including governments, retirement funds, 
employers, and civil society. While governments 
may be motivated by adherence to their human 
rights commitments, such as the Convention for the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women, employers may be motivated by promoting 
a diversity policy that enhances their reputation 
with current and prospective customers. Retirement 
funds may be motivated by the need to increase their 
membership base, and civil society may be motivated 
by facilitating fund access for vulnerable communities. 
The motivations for reform may be different, but the 
end goal should be the same—increasing economic 
security for women in retirement.

Governments have a key role in considering 
and articulating the tasks that retirement funds 
should fulfill. Funds are currently charged with 
fulfilling several social protection roles, including 
the facilitation of fund withdrawals during disasters 
and unemployment, which detract from their focus 
on providing for retirement. Into this mix, this paper 
calls on governments, retirement funds, and other 
stakeholders to contribute to the development of 
policies and practices that are more inclusive of 
women, and address the disadvantages that Pacific 
women frequently confront. Recognition of the roles 
that Pacific retirement funds perform is a precondition 

for the successful development of policy and creation 
of sustainable institutions.

Policy and regulatory reform require identification 
of the problem and the stakeholders involved in 
implementation. Reforms can inadvertently increase 
the regulatory burden on funds and employers, which 
may lead to poor compliance. For example, it would 
be burdensome to require a specific fund to fulfill a 
mandate addressing gender disadvantage, while not 
regulating others in the same way. Likewise, requiring 
funds to fulfill multiple (and at times conflicting) goals, 
such as focusing on providing for retirement while also 
fulfilling their social protection role, could result in 
policy failure.

Table 4 outlines a series of priority reforms to 
address the disadvantages women face in accruing 
and maintaining balances for retirement. Many of 
these reforms have been canvassed earlier in the paper 
and are proposed as potential solutions. While some 
of the recommendations are directed at legal reforms, 
others are aimed at encouraging gradual change in 
organizational practice and cultural norms. Many of 
the recommendations involve several stakeholders, 
reflecting collaborative governance in action. Rather 
than being prescriptive, they are aimed at generating 
further consideration within the cultural and political 
context of each Pacific country. Different policies 
may be prioritized in different countries, reflective of 
context, and many of the proposed reforms will drive 
inclusive strategies that benefit both women and men.
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Policy and regulatory reforms

1. Remove provisions that indirectly discriminate against women, and allow for women engaged in all sectors 
and types of employment (including informal employment) to be included within the country’s retirement 
schemes.

2. Consider legislative and operational changes to enable people operating in the informal economy and small 
businesses to make contributions to retirement funds.

3. Clarify the rights of divorced women to access the retirement benefits of their ex-spouses.

4. Provide de facto spouses with the right to access the fund benefits of their deceased partners.

5. Allow equal rights to same-sex couples so that they can access the fund benefits of their deceased partners.

Organizational reforms

6. Evaluate the impact of using retirement fund accounts for non-retirement purposes, including 
unemployment and disaster relief, on long-term financial outcomes for women, and consider offering additional 
savings products for these purposes.

7. Remove or reduce minimum income thresholds to facilitate employer contributions for all employees.

8. Encourage employers to make retirement fund payments in conjunction with maternity/parental leave 
(where it exists).

9. Extend the scope for contributions to be made into a member’s fund by their spouse/partner and extended 
family, including those who are residing overseas.

10. Establish the option for a joint retirement account for couples which would enable women to share the 
retirement balances in later life.

11. Develop and implement practices and processes that create a gender-inclusive work environment, 
including support for women to assume leadership positions within funds.

12. Collect, analyze, and publish sex-disaggregated data to inform policy, programming, and advocacy.

Outreach, awareness-raising, and training

13. Undertake outreach to women, including those in the informal economy and/or rural areas, to increase 
awareness of their rights and options in relation to retirement funds, including the benefits of fund contributions.

14. Provide financial competency programs, including financial planning services, to members and their families 
on making informed decisions on the use of retirement funds.

TABLE 4: PRIORITY REFORM RECOMMENDATIONS
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APPENDIX:  
SUMMARY OF PROVISIONS WITHIN 
RETIREMENT LEGISLATION

COOK ISLANDS

Legislation Cook Islands National Superannuation Fund Act 2000.

Minimum income 
threshold

None.

Contributions by 
informal workers 
permitted

No.

Only registered businesses can make contributions. Sections 44 and 39 of the Cook Islands 
National Superannuation Act 2000 allow self-employed (formal) businesses to make 
contributions.

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

Yes.

The spouse is the default beneficiary, unless there is another nomination.

De facto spouse benefits No.

In certain circumstances (if nominated or a dependent). De facto relationships between 
heterosexual couples are recognized for certain purposes, including child support and protection 
and domestic violence orders. For example, see the Family Protection and Support Act 2017. 
The Cook Islands National Superannuation Act 2000 states that: “Where the member dies 
leaving no surviving spouse, the trustee will pay a death benefit as a lump sum to or for the 
benefit of such of the dependants and the Legal Personal Representative(s) of the deceased 
member as the trustee in its absolute discretion considers appropriate.”

It is unlikely that, without clear guidelines, the legal representative will be able to establish to the 
satisfaction of the fund’s trustee that the de facto partner is a dependant.

Divorced spouse benefits No.

The courts may consider this in divorce proceedings. Although the Cook Islands Amendment 
Act 1921 provides for the grounds of divorce, the distribution of property is left to the courts. 
Upon divorce, where a property division has not been settled, there is some discretion to argue 
that there is a dependency in line with the Cook Islands National Superannuation Fund’s stated 
practice. 

Same-sex partner 
benefits

No.

As same-sex relationships are not permitted, there is no automatic access by same-sex partners 
to the superannuation balance, unless there is an argument that they are a dependent that can 
convince the fund, which is unlikely. 
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FIJI

Legislation Fiji National Provident Fund Act 2011.

Minimum income threshold None.

Contributions by informal 
workers permitted

Yes.

People aged 18–54 years can contribute. Employees in informal businesses must be 
more than 18 years old and a Fijian citizen to be eligible.

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

Yes.

The spouse is the beneficiary (unless there is another nomination). Refer to Section 
57(1)(a) Fiji National Provident Fund Act 2011.

De facto spouse benefits Yes.

The de facto spouse must satisfy the fund board of the relationship’s validity. The 
Succession Probate and Administration Act 1970 and the Family Law Act 2003 
recognize de facto relationships for purposes of property distribution. De facto 
relationships are defined in the Family Law Act 2003 as a relationship between a man 
and a woman. It is reasonable to conclude that such an interpretation can extend to 
accessing the deceased de facto spouse’s superannuation balance. The rights of de 
facto partners to superannuation funds have been recognized by courts. For an example 
(which was unsuccessful), refer to application for release of funds remitted from the Fiji 
National Provident Fund by de facto partner (2019) FJHC 521. However, the de facto 
partner will have to convince the fund and/or the court of the relationship.

Divorced spouse benefits No.

The Fiji National Provident Fund Act only refers to the rights of the spouse, and does 
not make specific reference to the rights of the ex-spouse. However, the Fiji Law 
Act 2003 recognizes balances in the Fiji National Provident Fund as property for the 
purposes of spousal support, maintenance, and alteration of property interests (refer to 
Section 154 and 157).

Same-sex partner benefits No.

Certain same-sex acts of intimacy are criminal offences under Section 175 of the Penal 
Code 1945. It is reasonable to conclude that the rights of same-sex partners are unlikely 
to be recognized by the Provident Fund.
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KIRIBATI

Legislation Provident Fund Ordinance 1977.

Minimum income threshold Yes.

Contributions are not mandatory for those earning less than A$10 per month. Refer to 
the exceptions under the Provident Fund Ordinance 1977.

Contributions by informal 
workers permitted

Yes.

Up to a maximum of A$1200 per half-year. An amendment introduced in 2004 allowed 
for voluntary membership, and it was stated by Attorney-General Titabu Tabane in the 
explanatory memorandum that: “The amendment extends that now to almost anyone, 
be it copra cutters, seamen etc.” 

There was another amendment in 2007 which repealed the definition of “voluntary 
member” and expanded the definition of “member” to include those who contributed 
to the fund voluntarily. However, anyone wanting to make a voluntary contribution must 
write to the fund board for approval.

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

Yes.

According to the Provident Fund Ordinance 1977, where there is no nominee and 
the member has made no testamentary provision, the fund shall pay the balance in 
accordance with the law. The Intestates Estate Act 1952 will apply in such cases and the 
surviving spouse will be the beneficiary.

De facto spouse benefits No.

De facto relationships are acknowledged for the purposes of domestic violence in the 
Family Peace Act 2014, among other legislation. However, it is not specifically dealt 
with in the Intestates Estate Act 1952 or the Maintenance (Miscellaneous Provisions) 
Ordinance 1921. Thus, it is unlikely that the rights of the de facto partner will be 
automatically recognized.

Divorced spouse benefits No.

It is unclear whether benefits in the provident fund will be considered during divorce 
proceedings. The Maintenance (Miscellaneous Provisions) Ordinance 1921 provides in 
Section 3 that age and personal circumstances are considered by the court in making a 
maintenance declaration, and it is uncertain whether this will include the balance in the 
provident funds. There are no clear guidelines on whether the Provident Fund balance 
will be considered in the division of matrimonial property.

Same-sex partner benefits No.

The Penal Code 1977 criminalizes acts of intimacy between men (refer to Sections 153 
and 155) and it is unlikely that same-sex relationships will be recognized for purposes of 
distribution by the Provident Fund.
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NAURU

Legislation Nauru Superannuation Act 2018.

Minimum income threshold No.

Contributions by informal 
workers permitted

No.

The Nauru Superannuation Act 2018 only applies to an employee of an employer 
registered in Nauru. Unregistered businesses cannot access Nauru Super and voluntary 
payments can only be made by members (refer to Section 27).

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

Yes.

The Nauru Super Fund provides for funds to be paid to the nominee upon death. Where 
there is no nominee, the law would apply, and the Intestates Estates Act 1952 provides 
that the surviving spouse will be the beneficiary.

De facto spouse benefits Yes.

The Interpretation Act 2011 defines spouse as including de facto partner without any 
other requirement (refer to Section 74). Therefore, a de facto spouse will be able to 
apply for the balance of the fund under the Intestates Estates Act 1952.

Divorced spouse benefits No.

Section 31 of the Matrimonial Causes Act 1973 provides for maintenance orders as the 
court thinks reasonable, having regard to the respective fortunes, ability, and conduct 
of the parties. Given the framework of divorce laws, it is unlikely that balances in the 
superannuation fund will be taken into account.

Same-sex partner benefits Yes.

Same-sex relationships have been decriminalized since the passage of the Crimes Act 
2016. Accordingly, a same-sex partner will fall within the definition of spouse, and 
should be able to make a claim to the Provident Fund as the surviving spouse upon the 
member’s death.
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PALAU

Legislation Pension Plan and Retirement Fund Act 1987.

Minimum income threshold None.

Contributions by informal 
workers permitted

No.

The Pension Plan and Retirement Fund Act 1987 only applies to employees in the Palau 
Civil Service and, therefore, does not apply to those in the informal economy.

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

Yes.

Section 2043 of the Pension Plan and Retirement Fund Act 1987 provides that the 
spouse is the beneficiary. Also refer to Palau Social Security System Amendments, RPPL 
No 9-11 2013.

De facto spouse benefits No.

Family law and marriage is determined based on custom, and it is unlikely that a de facto 
spouse will have rights to the pension payments.

Divorced spouse benefits No.

Divorce and division of marital property is based on custom. As stated in Yano v Yano 
[2013] PWSC 18 (10 June 2013), “a party relying on custom must prove: (1) the 
existence of a purported custom; (2) the present viability of that custom; and (3) if the 
claimed custom is on a subject matter governed by an existing statute, that (a) there 
is no conflict between the custom and the statute or, (b) if there is a conflict, that the 
purported custom prevails over the statute pursuant to Article V, section 2 of the Palau 
Constitution”. 

It was also stated in Yano v Yano that the division of property must be made in the best 
interests of all concerned. Given the importance of custom, the spouse is only likely to be 
granted part of the pension payment if it is considered the best interest of the parties and 
does not conflict with custom.

Same-sex partner benefits No.

Same-sex relationships have been decriminalized since the passing of the Penal Code 
2014. However, it is uncertain whether such relationships will be recognized by the 
Pension Plan and Retirement Fund Act 1987.
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PAPUA NEW GUINEA

Legislation Superannuation (General Provision) Act 2000.

The Superannuation (General Provision) Act 2000 regulates the superannuation funds 
in Papua New Guinea. There are several retirement and superannuation funds that are 
operating, including the Papua New Guinea Defence Force Retirement Benefit Fund, 
Nasfund, Aon Master Trust, Comrade Trustee Services, and Nambawan Super, and each 
of these have their own requirements. 

Minimum income threshold Yes.

Must be in continuous employment for a period of 3 months. Refer to Section 77 
of the Superannuation (General Provision) Act 2000. The provisions only apply to 
those employers with more than 15 employees, and employees who are in continuous 
employment for 3 months of more.

Contributions by informal 
workers permitted

No - except for specific funds.

The Superannuation (General Provision) Act 2000 makes it clear that those engaged in 
primary production, including production of copra, cocoa, oil palm, rubber, tea, or coffee, 
do not automatically fall within the ambit of the act (refer to Section 3).

Although the Superannuation (General Provisions) Act 2000 does not cover people 
in the informal economy (where the business is not registered), some superannuation 
funds have been providing such a service. For example, Eda Supa (an arm of Nasfund) 
is targeting the informal economy in regional areas including Morobe, Madang, and East 
Sepik, as reported in Nasfund’s 2021 Annual Report. This is a specific account offered by 
certain funds and not legislated for.

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

Yes.

Where there is no nomination of a beneficiary by the fund’s member, either 
the customary law or decision of the court will apply (refer to Section 95 of the 
Superannuation (General Provision) Act 2000). The Wills, Probate and Administration 
Act 1966 will apply for determining the way the property will be divided, depending on 
whether there are children (refer to Sections 82, 83, and 84).

De facto spouse benefits Yes.

Section 3 of the Superannuation (General Provision) Act 2000 allows for de facto 
and customary relationships to be recognized as equivalent to spousal relationships. 
Accordingly, heterosexual de facto partners will have the same rights as a spouse.

Divorced spouse benefits No.

Divorce and property division is regulated by customary laws and, where that does 
not apply, by the Matrimonial Causes Act 1963. The Matrimonial Causes Act 1963 
empowers the court to award payment of sums considered reasonable for the use of the 
wife and support of the child. It is unlikely that the court will apportion superannuation 
benefits as part of this process for maintenance and child support.

Same-sex partner benefits No.

The Criminal Code Act 1974 criminalizes same-sex relationships between men (refer to 
Sections 210 and 212). Accordingly, it is unlikely that the fund will recognize a partner 
in a same-sex relationship as a beneficiary where they are not nominated by the fund’s 
member as a beneficiary.
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SAMOA

Legislation National Provident Fund Act 1972.

Minimum income threshold Yes.

The member does not have to contribute where wages are less than the minimum rate 
in the Labour and Employment Relations Act 2013, and only the employer is required to 
make a contribution in such instances (refer to Section 22 of National Provident Fund 
Act 1972).

Contributions by informal 
workers permitted

Yes.

A minimum contribution of ST100 and maximum of ST2,000. The National Provident 
Fund Act 1972 provides for voluntary membership, and this can include informal 
workers. The minimum and maximum payment limits are specified by the Samoa 
National Provident Fund, which has stated that the limits set are intended to cover 
“Church Ministers, Farmers, and Fishermen”.

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

Yes.

The National Provident Fund Act 1972 provides that, where there is no nominee at the 
death of the member, the distribution will be in accordance with the law. The National 
Provident Fund provides that the spouse of the deceased member has two options: to 
take the amount in the fund as a lump sum or as a pension.

De facto spouse benefits Yes.

Section 2 of the National Provident Fund Act 1972 recognizes opposite-sex couples 
who have been cohabitating continuously for 3 years as coming within the definition of 
spouse. Thus, de facto partners will be able to make a claim if they satisfy the 3-year rule.

Divorced spouse benefits No.

The Divorce and Matrimonial Causes Ordinance 1961 outlines the subjects the court 
can consider in determining alimony and maintenance, but it does not refer to the 
balance in the provident fund. It is, therefore, unlikely that this will be taken into account 
on a regular basis.

Same-sex partner benefits No.

The Crimes Act 2013 criminalizes consensual intimate relations between men (refer to 
Section 67), and it is unlikely that the fund will recognize the rights of same-sex couples 
where no nomination has been made by the member.
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SOLOMON ISLANDS

Legislation Solomon Islands National Provident Fund 1973.

Minimum income threshold None.

Contributions by informal 
workers permitted

Yes.

Sections 18 and 18A of Solomon Island National Provident Fund Act 1976, introduced in 
2018, provides for people (aged 16–70) in the informal economy to make contributions.

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

No.

Section 33(c) provides that, where no person is nominated, the amount will be 
distributed “in accordance with the custom of the member to the children, spouse and 
other persons entitled thereto in accordance with that custom”. This means it is not 
certain that the funds will default to the spouse, as custom usually prescribes that the 
spouse will be one of multiple beneficiaries.

De facto spouse benefits Yes.

Section 2 of the Solomon Island National Provident Fund Act 1973 recognizes marriage 
to include customary marriages. However, Section 33(c) notes that, where the parties 
have been living together without marriage in law or custom, they need to have lived 
together for 1 year before the child of the relationship can be deemed legitimate and 
thus eligible to a portion of the balance. The de facto spouse will most likely be eligible to 
a portion of the balance in the fund, rather than the whole balance.

Divorced spouse benefits No.

The powers of the court in determining maintenance upon divorce are to consider what 
is “just and necessary” (refer to Section 21 of the Islanders’ Divorce Act 1960), and it 
is unlikely that the benefits due under the National Provident Fund will be taken into 
consideration at the divorce stage.

Same-sex partner benefits No.

Although there have been several amendments to the Penal Code 1963 to reform 
consent laws and child exploitation materials, same-sex relations remain criminalized 
(refer to Section 160). There is little scope in these circumstances for the National 
Provident Fund to recognize partners in same-sex relationships as beneficiaries without 
specific nomination being made by the member. 
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TONGA

Legislation Retirement Fund Act 1998.

The Retirement Fund Act 1998 applies to civil servants employed by the Government 
of Tonga (refer to Section 2). Also, refer to the Retirement Fund (Administration) 
Regulations 2012.

Minimum income threshold No.

Contributions by informal 
workers permitted

Yes.

Contributions by informal workers are permitted, except for domestic workers.

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

Yes.

Clause 6(4) of the Retirement Fund (Administration) Regulations 1999 states that the 
benefit will be paid to the spouse at the time of the member’s death.

De facto spouse benefits No.

Section 2 of the Retirement Fund Board Act 1998 does not recognize de facto 
relationships. Clause 6(4) of the Retirement Fund (Administration) Regulations 1999 
provides that, where there is no spouse, the member’s legitimate children will be the 
beneficiaries.

Divorced spouse benefits No.

The Divorce Act 1998 provides for the court to make orders as appear “just with 
respect to the custody, maintenance and education of the children of the family” 
(refer to Section 19). It is unlikely that this will include consideration of the balance 
in the provident fund account, and is unlikely to be considered by the court in divorce 
proceedings.

Same-sex partner benefits No.

The Criminal Offences Act criminalizes same-sex acts of intimacy (refer to Sections 
136–142), and it is unlikely that the Tonga Retirement Fund Board will recognize such 
relationships.
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TUVALU

Legislation Provident Fund Act 1984.

Minimum income threshold Yes.

Section 13 of the Provident Fund Act 1984 provides that employed persons whose 
normal monthly earnings amount to less than A$20 are exempt.

Contributions by informal 
workers permitted

Yes.

The Provident Fund Act 1984 applies to all persons with a contract of service in Tuvalu. 
Section 12 allows voluntary members to make contributions. The Tuvalu National 
Provident Fund states that any person who is unemployed, a domestic servant, or a 
noncitizen can become a voluntary member.

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

No.

If the process for nominating a beneficiary is not followed (refer to Section 25, Provident 
Fund Act 1984), then the court will select the beneficiary. 

De facto spouse benefits Yes.

As de facto relationships are recognized in the context of the Income Tax Act 1992 and 
the Family Protection and Domestic Violence Act 2014, it is likely to be accepted that de 
facto partners will have the same rights as spouses (although this is not clarified in the 
Provident Fund Act 1984).

Divorced spouse benefits No.

Section 13 of the Matrimonial Proceedings Act 1984 allows the court to make such 
orders as it “thinks necessary or desirable to adjust property rights” and it is unlikely that 
the rights of the member to their provident funds’ benefits will be altered, given the lack 
of guidance in the legislation.

Same-sex partner benefits No.

Same-sex relationships are not recognized, and certain acts of intimacy are criminalized 
(refer to Sections 153–155 of the Penal Code). Accordingly, same-sex partners are 
unlikely to be successful in making a claim to the Tuvalu Provident Fund, where there is 
no nomination made by the member.
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VANUATU

Legislation Vanuatu National Provident Fund Act 1986.

Minimum income threshold Yes.

Monthly earnings must be Vt3,000 or more. The employee will only be required to 
contribute if they are serving a probationary period not exceeding 3 months and earn 
Vt3,000 or more (refer to Section 6 of the Vanuatu National Provident Act 1986).

Contributions by informal 
workers permitted

Yes.

Informal workers aged 14–55 years can make contributions with the approval of the 
Vanuatu National Provident Fund and regular contributions of Vt1,000–Vt10,000 per 
month. Refer to Section 28 of Vanuatu National Provident Act 1986, which allows 
for voluntary contributions. The fund introduced a mobile service to make such 
contributions, which has resulted in an increase in the number of voluntary members. 

Deceased spouse default 
beneficiary provision

Yes.

Where the nomination of the beneficiary is not made by the member, Section 44 of the 
Vanuatu National Provident Act 1986 provides that: “the amount payable shall be paid 
out in accordance with regulations prescribed by the Minister”.

The regulations are silent on this point. It is likely that as the Vanuatu National Provident 
Act 1986 recognizes the wife and husband’s rights to be nominated, this will be the 
practice prescribed by the minister (refer to Section 43 of the Vanuatu National 
Provident Act 1986).

De facto spouse benefits Yes.

The Vanuatu National Provident Act 1986 does not recognize de facto relationships. In 
Mariango v Nalau [2007] VUCA 15, the court found that concepts such as constructive 
trust, unjust enrichment, and estoppel apply to de facto relationships in Vanuatu. It is 
likely that this decision may be persuasive authority, and influence the manner in which 
the minister under Section 43 of the Vanuatu National Provident Act 1986 determines 
the rights of the de facto spouse (where there is no nomination completed by the 
member).

Divorced spouse benefits No.

The relevance of the provident fund balance in property settlements is not outlined in 
the relevant legislation, namely the Vanuatu National Provident Act 1986. In the case of 
Joli v Joli [2003] VUCA 27, the court recognized the rights of both partners, and stated 
that the expression “matrimonial property” means “assets held by both parties to the 
marriage at the rim of their separation, whether the relevant proprietary interests are legal 
or equitable in nature”. It went on to state that the court must consider the “particular 
custom requirements in relation to land or other assets”. While the court recognized 
equitable property rights, which in this case extends to the balance in the provident fund, 
the court will also be bound by customary practice, which is unlikely to clearly provide 
rights to the divorced spouse. Thus, it is unlikely that the balance in the fund will be 
considered in divorce proceedings and determination of property divisions.

Same-sex partner benefits No.

Amendments made to the law in 2006 decriminalized same-sex acts of intimacy. 
However, the Marriage Act 1970 does not recognize same-sex unions. Because of the 
lack of case law on same-sex relationships, it is unlikely that the minister will find that the 
same-sex partner should be the beneficiary.
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A SECURE 
RETIREMENT: 
LEVELING THE PLAYING FIELD 
FOR WOMEN IN THE PACIFIC
Retirement benefits are essential for Pacific women’s economic security as they age. Yet, despite the increased 
number of women who are entering the workforce, lower wages, more vulnerable employment conditions, and caring 
responsibilities impact on the contributions they can make. This Pacific Private Sector Development Initiative (PSDI) 
publication proposes a series of priority reforms to address women’s disadvantage in accessing benefits from Pacific 
retirement funds, while ensuring funds become more efficient and profitable institutions.
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PSDI is a technical assistance program undertaken in partnership with the Government of Australia, the 
Government of New Zealand, and the Asian Development Bank (ADB). PSDI supports ADB’s 14 Pacific 
developing member countries to improve the enabling environment for business and to support inclusive, private 
sector-led economic growth. The support of the Australian and New Zealand governments and ADB has enabled 
PSDI to operate in the region for more than 15 years, and assist with more than 300 reforms.
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