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•	 Unemployment is defined as being able and willing to work but 
not having a job. 

•	 Unemployment is a significant threat to Papua New Guinea’s 
development, indicating that the country is not reaching its full 
potential. 

•	 Unemployment impacts Papua New Guinea socially, 
economically, and in terms of security. 

•	 The government must act swiftly to create job opportunities and 
other ways for citizens to earn an income.
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Unemployment is when someone is willing and able to 
work but cannot find employment (Levantis, 1997). 
Work can be broadly defined as any activity that 

generates income. Many people in Papua New Guinea (PNG) 
are eager to work but struggle to find formal employment or 
access the capital needed to start their own businesses. This 
underutilisation of human resources hinders the nation’s 
development (Levantis, 1997). This study, based on a policy 
paper submitted to the PNG National Research Institute by 
Nellie Kati in 2023, explores how unemployment poses a 
significant threat to PNG’s socioeconomic development. It 
identifies vulnerabilities associated with mass unemployment 
and proposes strategies to address the issue.

Some reasons that contributes to unemployment 
in PNG
The following highlights some of the reasons that contributes 
to unemployment in PNG. 

•	 The graduates from tertiary institutions are unable 
to get employment. This is because most of the 
employers often require at least a year or two years 
of experience for entry level positions in their 
organisations.

•	 The inadequate education and skills are two major 
factors resulting in joblessness among the youths. 
Those who have better education and skills have 
chances of obtaining an employment.

•	 The people who reach retirement age still holding 
on to the positions in public and private sectors. 
Therefore, there are no vacancies to recruit new 
graduates to fill in the positions.   Unless, the 
employees are encouraged to voluntarily retire.

•	 Every year higher learning institutions produce lots 
of graduates to join the work force.  They come 
out with high expectation to obtain a well-paid 
job.  However, later they found out that there were 
not enough jobs created to accommodate everyone 
of them to contribute to the development of the 
country. 

The effect of unemployment
Escalating law and order issues or insecurity: Unemployment 
can be identified as one of the main underlying factors 
contributing to the escalating law and order issues or insecurity 
in the country. For example, in urban areas, youths have 
emphasised that due to limited opportunities, they resort to 
other means to make ends meet, including criminal activities 
(Melpa and Odhuno, 2022). Petty crimes, rape, and murder 
around major towns affect vulnerable populations such as 
women, girls, and the elderly. They do not feel safe to move 
freely around the community, leading to an overwhelming 
sense of fear and insecurity in the streets of Port Moresby and 
other urban parts of the country. This has earned the country 
a bad reputation, as safety and security concerns of citizens 
and visitors affect the tourism industry. However, escalating 
law and order issues stemming from youth unemployment 
are a major setback for the tourism sector (Dinnen, 1997).

Dropping out of secondary schools and colleges: Research 
shows that many Papua New Guineans, as young as 
elementary school pupils, express their goal of completing 
studies, securing a well-paying job, and living a lifestyle 
similar to that of the western model (Premdas, 1975). Often, 
these young people, while in school, do not envision returning 
to a village way of life, and most importantly, they feel like 
losers or failures when they cannot continue their studies or 
find formal employment. As a result, they may turn to drug 
use, homebrew, and other substances. Under the influence 
of substance abuse, these youngsters tend to stir up trouble, 
such as fighting, rape, or murder (Premdas, 1975).

Reduced government revenue as a result of reduced income 
tax: The mass unemployment in the country implies that 
the state is not operating at its maximum potential. Income 
tax is one of the major revenues for any government in the 
world. Chand (2017) argued that the success of revenue 
and tax policies would be marked by growth in the formal 
economy, which in turn would contribute to broadening 
the tax base. Therefore, a developing country like PNG 
needs to encourage employment initiatives, as more people 
employed means more revenue for the government through 
taxation. However, from a taxation point of view, PNG is 
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not maximising its full employment capacity and is losing 
out on government revenue. In fact, only 20 percent of the 
employed population pay both income tax and GST, while 
the remaining 80 percent do not contribute directly to the 
government’s purse (Chand, 2017).

Poverty as lack of employment: A social perspective on 
unemployment considers those who have numerous 
opportunities and those who do not. Employment or 
income-earning opportunities imply that individuals have 
incentives and money to spend on their basic needs and wants. 
However, those lacking such opportunities are considered 
poor or living in poverty due to a lack of employment and 
meaningful income-earning options, placing them in a 
disadvantaged social situation.

Furthermore, inadequate education and skills are major 
causes of joblessness and poverty among the youth (Kavan, 
2023). In the Melanesian context, where the ‘big man’ 
system exists, those lacking employment and resources and 
unable to contribute much to their clan, tribe, or family 
obligations are seen as inadequate. Moreover, being unable 
to meet their basic needs and wants, they feel stigmatised, 
discriminated against, and out of place. This can often lead 
to depression, psychological issues, deteriorating health, and 
more dangerously for young people, substance abuse and 
criminal activities. They no longer value their lives or the lives 
of others (Robert, 2007). Robert (2007) argued that youths 
have been exposed to social dislocation, economic poverty, 
changing cultural roles, systematic dropouts from educational 
institutions, alcohol and drug abuse, and violence. When 
young men and women are mentally unhealthy, productivity 
declines, and overall socio-economic development suffers.
Considering the above issues contributing to a major threat to 
PNG’s development, the government needs to take immediate 
drastic measures to provide employment opportunities and 
other income-earning options for its citizens.

Recommendations
It is recommended that the Government of Papua New 
Guinea (GoPNG) should consider taking the following 
actions:

Create more employment opportunities. The government 
should prioritise addressing unemployment by implementing 
structural changes and reforms, or by exploring ways to 
revive sectors like agriculture, manufacturing, and tourism. 
Immediate action is necessary.

Create a pathway for young graduates and youths. A major 
challenge is the lack of experience among young people 
who struggle to find jobs after completing their education. 
Employers often require candidates with at least a year or two 
years of experience for entry-level positions. The government 
should establish a policy for internships to provide students 

with essential work experience while they are still in school.
Reprioritise law and order or internal security issues. The 
government needs to allocate more resources to the security 
sector and increase its capacity. There are currently too few 
police officers compared to the general population. With 
many unemployed youths turning to crime, law enforcement 
agencies are under immense pressure. The government should 
consider restructuring these agencies and recruiting more 
personnel to ensure safety in communities and encourage 
economic development.

Provide lifelong learning or education opportunities. 
Education should be viewed as a lifelong pursuit, not limited 
to formal schooling. The government should prioritise skills 
training and invest in technical and vocational institutions. 
Adult literacy programs should be offered to those who have 
dropped out of school, providing them with the opportunity 
to enter skills training programs or other tertiary institutions. 
These initiatives can help integrate more people into the 
formal economy.

Conclusion
Unemployment poses a significant threat to the development 
of PNG and its people, impacting social, economic, and 
security aspects. Addressing this issue is crucial to combat 
poverty, crime, insecurity, and revenue loss. Failure to address 
unemployment promptly could impede the nation’s progress 
and sustainable development.
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