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This brief summarizes the current status of children (0-17 years) and 
youth (15-24 years) in Timor-Leste, based on the 2022 Timor-Leste 
Population and Housing Census (TLPHC). It is part of a broader 
initiative of thematic reports that have been published based on 
the 2022 TLPHC data, including on the subjects of population 
projection, fertility, mortality, migration, education and evaluation 
of age and sex data. 

It briefly highlights some key facts on children and youth and 
provides actionable insights and recommendations to assist the 
Government of Timor-Leste and its partners in fostering a resilient, 
inclusive, and prosperous future for the next generation. 

For further details, the reader is referred to the Thematic Report on 
Children and Youth. {www.inetl-ip.gov.tl}
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INTRODUCTION

A young nation

Children and youth below the age of 25 are a dynamic and crucial 
segment of Timor-Leste’s population, representing 56.4 percent of the 
nation’s population. The country has one of the youngest populations in 
Asia (Timor-Leste National Institute of Statistics, 2023).

Since gaining independence in 2002, Timor-Leste has made notable 
progress in developing its infrastructure and institutions. Nonetheless, 
the challenges faced by the younger generations are complex and 
diverse. Children and youth today are at the forefront of innovation 
and advocacy, driving progress across various domains such as climate 
action, education, gender equality, and economic growth. By investing 
in these young individuals and nurturing their leadership, Timor-Leste 
can leverage their energy, creativity, and resilience to accelerate the 
achievement of both national and international development agendas 
and create a brighter future for all.

Important development agendas include the 2016 National Youth Policy 
(revised in 2017) which recognizes the need to invest in young people’s 
health, education, and economic empowerment, civic participation and 
tackling violence and crime. The 2011-2030 Strategic Development 
Plan discusses several important youth initiatives as well, including 
establishing a youth fund, youth associations, promoting a youth 
parliament, building or improving national youth centers in all districts, 
and developing and running leadership training camps (Government of 
Timor-Leste, n.d.). Active participation of and investment in children and 
youth, who are beneficiaries of the Sustainable Development Goals and 
crucial agents of change, are central to the achievement of Agenda 2030. 
Timor-Leste’s Roadmap for the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda 
and the SDGs further mentions children and youth as a key population 



Changes in Timor-Leste’s population age structure are taking place. 
While the percentage of children in the total population was 46.6 percent 
in 2015, it dropped rapidly to 41.9 percent in 2022. The percentage of 
youth saw a slight increase from 20.4 to 21.6 percent. 

Fertility has declined in the past years, from 4.5 children per woman in 
2015 to 3.5 children per woman in 2022 (INETL, 2024). This has resulted 
in a smaller proportion of persons in the age groups below 15, creating 
favourable demographic conditions for a demographic dividend. That 
is, if significant investments are made in education, healthcare, and the 
labour market are made.

group requiring urgent attention in terms of employment, inclusion, 
representation and participation in the political process, education and 
health in order to seize the opportunity for reaping the demographic 
dividend (Government of Timor-Leste, n.d.).

KEY FINDINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS

Population changes

Figure 1. Population pyramid in single ages



Nearly five percent of all women aged 20 – 24 had been married before 
18, with low educational attainment increasing a girl’s chances of 
marrying before age 18 in Timor-Leste.

Recommendation:
Align current policies and programs with the 2022 TLPHC results.

Ensure a swift, irreversible and broad-based fertility transition by 
promoting further investment in employment, education, sexual 
and reproductive health (SRH) services (e.g. family planning), 
gender equality and girls’ empowerment in both rural and urban 
areas. 

Recommendation:

Keeping girls in education beyond primary and pre-secondary 
education is a strong means to avoid child marriage. Policies, 
programmes, and legislation should be strongly enforced to end 
child marriage in Timor-Leste.  

Child marriage 
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Adolescent fertility

A downward trend in the adolescent fertility rate can be seen in Timor-
Leste. Compared to 2003, where it was 78 per 1000 women, it decreased 
to 34 children per woman aged 15 to 19 years old. 

Figure 2. Trend in adolescent fertility rates based on censuses and demographic and 
health surveys (DHS)
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Timely assistance of skilled personnel during and after childbirth is 
essential for mothers’ and newborns’ health, well-being and safety. The 
2022 TLPHC showed that 68.3 percent of women 15 – 19 years old and 
68.5 percent of women 20 -24 years old delivered their last child in the 
presence of a skilled birth attendant. This was significantly higher than 
observed in the 2016 demographic and health survey. 

Recommendation:

Reduce unwanted adolescent pregnancies further by implementing 
age-appropriate, culturally sensitive comprehensive sexuality 
education in all schools and ensuring access to SRHR services and 
empowerment programs for in- and out-of-school youth. 

Develop and implement policies across the schooling system that 
aid school re-entry after delivery. 

Birth assistance
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Recommendation:

Increase the number of skilled personnel by implementing 
programs to train more midwives, nurses, and doctors in maternal 
and neonatal care.

Enhance public awareness about the need for skilled birth attendance 
through community outreach programs, media campaigns, and 
educational initiatives.

Develop and maintain data collection and reporting systems to 
monitor maternal and neonatal health outcomes, track progress, 
and identify areas for improvement.

Improve facilities to allow for safe childbirth and emergency 
obstetric care, ensuring adequate transportation, medical supplies 
and equipment, and skilled staff. 

Education

A comprehensive picture of education was provided in the thematic 
report on education based on the 2022 TLPHC. The reader is referred to 
this publication www. inetl-ip.gov.tl for further details. Striking findings 
include an improvement in the youth literacy rate (ages 15-24) to 87.3 
percent, yet the country still ranks last in youth literacy in the Southeast 
Asia region. School life expectancy declined for children at ages 5, 10, 
15 and 18 and the percentage of those not attending school increased for 
children aged 6-19 years. 
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Figure 3. Youth literacy (15-24 years) in Southeast Asian countries

Source: (World Bank, n.d.)

Recommendation:

Specific measures should be taken to ensure all children and youth 
have access to school or community literacy programs, particularly 
targeting These those living in rural areas or certain municipalities 
(e.g., Oe-Cusse, Ermera and Ainaro), those in the poorest quintile, 
with a disability, living in a rural area, males and girls who have 
given birth. 

Further research is needed to determine the exact reason why school 
attendance has decreased. Investigating which actions should be 
taken to reverse this trend is also important.



Education, training and employment

Disability

About fifteen percent of employed persons in Timor-Leste are aged 15 
to 24. Among all employed persons 10 – 24 years old, 58.9 percent are 
in vulnerable employment. Many young people are not in education, 
training or employment (NEET): 41.9 percent of males and 49.3 percent 
of females aged 24 years.

Although a population and housing census is not the best source for 
estimating the prevalence of disability, the TLPHC did allow for an analysis 
of their living conditions. Disability status proved to be the single most 
discriminating factor in almost all thematic areas analyzed.

Recommendation:

Reduce the number of young people in vulnerable employment 
by improving access to quality education and training, develop 
vocational training that equips young people with practical skills, 
create more decent jobs with fair wages, support entrepreneurship 
and develop equitable policies that address labor market inequalities. 

Continue the commitment to eradicate child labour in its entirety 
in Timor-Leste. 

Further research those NEET and create an education sector 
responsive to current labour market challenges and demands.

Implement youth employment programs for decent job opportunities 
and promote and support entrepreneurship.



Recommendation:

Develop a thematic report on disability based on the 2022 TLPHC 
data. 

Undertake a disability or health survey to establish more detailed 
disability statistics. 

Ensure an adequate policy environment and investment to ensure 
that children and youth with disabilities can access inclusive quality 
education, housing, public transportation, social support and 
protection.
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