
Breaking the child 

Labor: Poverty trap

Economics 3240 lecture 

notes, Spring 2014

Left: photos from Chapter 2 of UNICEF’s 1997 

State of the World’s Children– a very good report 

on the issues discussed in these notes. See also 

the ILO 2011 slide show on Hazardous work

http://www.gdsnet.org/UNICEF_sowc97.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/media/slideshow.curtainUp?p_lang=en&p_slideshow_id=43


UNICEF 1997: 4 Child Labor Myths:

• Myth 1: Child labor is uniquely a problem of LDCs: 

• Myth 2: Child labor cannot be eliminated until 
poverty disappears ILO & NGO programs do work—
example the MOU with the BGMEA.

• Myth 3: Most child workers work in sweatshops 
exporting goods to rich countries (less than 8% f all 
workers work in these sectors).

• Myth 4: The only way to make progress is through 
trade sanctions and boycotts as proposed under the 
Harkin Bill for example..  “such measures are blunt 
instruments with consequences that can actually harm 
rather than help the children involved.” 



UNICEF 1997: Seven steps to end child labor

1. Immediate elimination of hazardous child labor

2. Provision of free and compulsory education

3. Wider legal protection in the informal sector of the 
economy, including work on the streets and farms, 
domestic work or work within the child’s own household.

4. Birth registration of all children All children should be 
registered at birth (article 7 of the Convention). 

5. Data and monitoring with special attention to the 
forgotten or ‘invisible’ areas of child labor, such as 
within the home, on the family farm or in domestic service..
6. Charters: codes of conduct and procurement policies  
Procurement policies must be developed to take into 
account the best interests of the child and include 
measures to protect those interests.

http://www.unicef.org/sowc97/report/ending.htm


Children under 14 working full or part-time: a 

distressing symptom of severe poverty

• The demographic transition leads to surge in the number of 

children– some of whom are put to work by their own families (Chai 

Feng, Kabeer, casual or tag along child workers, as long as truancy 

laws enforced, OK).   

• Ban hazardous work: child labor can be hazardous, especially 

domestic work and in agriculture: child development adversely 

affected: reduces education, work injuries, increased morbidity…

• Child labor poverty trap: working children  ameliorate poverty in the 

short-term by raising family income, but can perpetuate poverty in 

the long term if children sacrifice education for work.

• Child labor bans and boycotts may make both poor families and 

child workers worse off (BGMEA MOU example).  Answer: replace 

child earnings food for work, hammers and homework, CCTs in 

Brazil and Latin America.  



Child labor is illegal, everywhere, can and 

should such bans be enforced?

Welfarist or pragmatic approach: only laws 

that make children better off should be 

enforced (example: 1993 Harkin Bill despite 

the BGMEA MOU: 50,000 young workers 

fired, only 8-10,000 end up in school, despite 

MOU and ILO/UNICEF-BRAC intervention)

Absolutist or human rights view– child labor 

laws must be enforced at any cost, to any 

one, even if in the short term children and 

families are worse off.  



Emerging consensus:

• Enforce child labor bans for hazardous 

occupations e.g., mining, prostitution, sugar cane, 

etc. about 8 million children are in these occupations.

• Compensated mandatory school attendance

enforce truancy. Best with free tuition, and CCTs   

subsidies tied to school attendance – Mexico’s 

Oportunidades or Brazil’s Bolsa familia.

• New Laws regulating domestics children who work 

in the homes of others (see SOWC 1997) India 

passed new law (Hong Kong, Singapore). 

http://web.worldbank.org/archive/website00819C/WEB/PDF/CASE_-62.PDF
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/opinion/2013/11/04/bolsa-familia-Brazil-quiet-revolution
http://www.economist.com/node/16690887


Emerging consensus:

• In poor countries children work matters for 

household income (boys do farm work, girls 

work in the home or do child care). 

• CCTs are the perfect solution (see also 

BGMEA-MOU) parents are paid to send kids to 

school (as with Laila)

• the ILO and U.S. DOL

also identify many 

Creative community based

Solutions 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bovGA93Q5-s
http://class.povertylectures.com/HarkinBill_lLO_IPECfactsheet.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ChildLaborCaseStudy2A.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bovGA93Q5-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bovGA93Q5-s


Child Labor: readings
• The view from Bangladesh, see Naila Kabeer, The Power to Choose: 

Bangladeshi Women’s Labor Market Decisions in London and Dhaka, 

Chapter 11, Verso Press, London. Especially pages 367-87

• Bangladesh Human Rights Network, “Harkin Bill and child workers in 

Bangadesh” (pdf version in case internet is down in BGD) 

• UNICEF, An Agreement with Bangladesh , Ending Child labor, Myths about 

Child labor, 1997. 

• The view from the U.S. A week in the Chai Feng sweatshop, Brooklyn, 1995 

New York Times, Jane Lii and 

• Kristof and WuDunn, 2000, Two Cheers for Sweatshops, New York Times 

Magazine. 

• Carla Power, 2008, Manufacturing: the burden of good intentions  Time 

Magazine June 11th 2008

• Christopher Undry, 2006, Child Labor (first  2 pages, last two pages) 

• Child labor in India, Terry Friel,  2004” At 5 Rina already has a back-

breaking job…. Child Labor Case study page, just parts I & case studies 1-8 

http://www.gdsnet.org/KabeerChapter11C.pdf
http://class.povertylectures.com/HarkinBilltheViewFromBangladeshILOIPECfactsheet.pdf
http://class.povertylectures.com/HarkinBilltheViewFromBangladeshILOIPECfactsheet.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/BGMEA.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/sowc97/report/ending.htm
http://www.unicef.org/sowc97/report/
http://class.povertylectures.com/US_Sweatshops.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/1995/03/12/nyregion/65-cents-hour-special-report-week-sweatshop-reveals-grim-conspiracy-poor.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm
http://www.gdsnet.org/KristofTwoCheers.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/CarlaPower_TheBurdenofGoodIntentionsTimeMagazine.pdf
http://class.povertylectures.com/ChristopherUdryChildLabor.pdf
http://class.povertylectures.com/RinaBreakingRocksMorePictures2.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ChildLaborCaseStudy2A.htm


Globalization & exports has little to do with Child 

Labor (see UNICEF Myths 3&4)

• Some child labor is hazardous and/or abusive—
bonded slavery, mining, prostitution, etc. this sort of 
child labor is and should be banned—its is illegal but bans 
need to be enforced.

• Less than 10% of all child labor takes place in export 
oriented manufacturing and mining or agriculture 
industries– most children work in domestic services and 
local food production and child care– often in the home.  

• Attempts to reduce child labor with trade sanctions 
have unintended negative consequences—e.g., 
proposed Harkin Bill in 1995 which provoked a reaction 
from Bangladesh Garment factory owners even though it 
was never passed by Congress…. 



UNICEF Six part Child Labor program:

1. Ban hazardous and exploitive child labor: bonded 
labor, commercial sexploitation and work that hampers 
physical, social and cognitive development of the child.

2. Free and compulsory education—all children should 
be required to attend primary school with adequate(??) 
support from government aid budgets.

3. Add legal protections for children working at home 
and informally.

4. Register all births— as this is the key to enforcing all 
child rights and protections.

5. Data collection and monitoring: find out where and 
how children work. 

6. Codes of conduct and procurement policies to 
enforce above provisions. 



Striking a balance: 

the view from Chile 
“adolescents who want to work should be able to…” 

Camila Merino, Labor Minister in Chile, 2010,

See ILO IPEC 2011, Growing up protected: a handbook.  

“I believe that adolescents who want to work should be able to, not only because it gives them a 

chance to earn their own money, but also because they can help their families and gradually save 

money to pay for their higher education in the future. Working during adolescence also helps them 

develop. It requires discipline and a sense of responsibility, steering them away from bad habits 

such as drug use and alcohol consumption” 

Provided all work is “in compliance with current law regulating adolescent work in Chile” our 

“Regulation on Hazardous Labor”  lists  “jobs and work-related activities that should not be 

undertaken by adolescents to prevent harm to their morals, physical or psychological health.” and 

“Fulfillment of adolescents’ school obligations must be confirmed…. Employers  “must ask for their 

enrolment or regular student certificate…  It is essential to “strictly monitor compliance with safe 

work.”

Source: ILO (2011) Growing up Protected: a handbook for the protection of adolescent workers , 

IPEC  http://ww3.achs.cl/segurito/GACREPORTE/manual/en/images/growing_up_protected.pdf

http://ww3.achs.cl/segurito/GACREPORTE/manual/en/images/growing_up_protected.pdf
http://ww3.achs.cl/segurito/GACREPORTE/manual/en/images/growing_up_protected.pdf
IPEC  http:/ww3.achs.cl/segurito/GACREPORTE/manual/en/images/growing_up_protected.pdf
IPEC  http:/ww3.achs.cl/segurito/GACREPORTE/manual/en/images/growing_up_protected.pdf


Child Labor: Facts and Issues 2



Child Labor: facts from ILO-IPEC
• ILO estimates 153 million children 5-14 worked in 2008 

worldwide, down from 211 million in 2000 and 250 million in 
1995--about 1 in 5 children living developing ctys or 20% of 
this age group, down from 23% in 1995. However, in every 
region of the world child labor force participation rates are 
declining (see Basu Figure 1 below, p 1088). 

• Of 153 million about 1/3 (53m) work under “hazardous 
conditions” (construction or mining or work more than 43 
hours per week) down from 76 million in 2000 and 2004. 

• Most but not all of these children, 83% live in the poorest 
countries in Asia (60%) and Africa (23%) – 206 of the 211 
million children are developing countries. 

• About 8 million children engage in the “unconditional worst 
forms” of child labor: forced or bonded labor, prostitution, 
drug dealing or child soldiers– everyone agrees these activities 
should be banned (many are illegal in anycase)

Source: all figures from ILO reports in 2001 and 2010 – see Tables and sources below. 

http://www.ilo.org/ipec/lang--en/index.htm


Child Labor Trends (see ILO IPEC)



Child Labor: Facts and Issues 2



Other Policy Conundrums:

1. To reach children policy must work via parents, intervening in 
family decision making is very tricky– but supplanting or 
bypassing parents is almost impossible. 

2. Pushing children out of formal sector, into informal employment 
can make them and their families worse off (Bangladesh Harkin 
bill surveys but the ILO and UNICEF show this)

3. A child fired from their job can send the wrong signals to 
parents—they may blame the child.

4. Much if not most child labor takes place within the home, cottage 
industries (boys) and young girl’s doing housework & childcare. 



Ending Poverty reduces Child Labor

• Child labor force participation declines with income, 
everywhere but child labor is not solely a problem of 
poverty—worse in some areas than others. 

• Most children under 14 both work and go to school,
but they go to school less may suffer from impaired 
performance. 

• Studies in Latin America suggest child workers may 
contribute 15-25% to household income—including 
home labor (child-care, housework and unpaid labor in 
the family business or farm).  

• Most children work in rural areas, many girls are 
taken out of school to do housework or childcare.



% of Children working is declining, everywhere 

(Figure 1 from Basu (1999))



Total 

Population 

1996 d

 # of 

Children 

in Age 

Range

Estimated 

Number of 

Child 

Workers in 

Age Range

(millions) (millions) (thousands)

Nepal a/ 22 5 to 14 6.2 2,596 42

Kenya c/ 27 10 to 14 3.8 1,558 41

Tanzania c/ 30 10 to 14 3.9 1,523 40

Bangladesh a/ 122 5 to 14 34.5 6,584 19

Mexico b/ 93 12 to 14 6.6 1,137 17

Brazil b/ 161 5 to 14 33.9 4,349 13

Thailand c/ 60 6 to 14 5.6 1,495 13

Turkey a/ 63 6 to 14 11.9 1.495 13

Egypt b/ 59 6 to 14 10.9 1,309 12

Philippines a/ 72 5 to 14 17.5 1,863 11

Nicaragua b/ 5 10 to 14 0.6 60 10

Pakistan a/ 134 5 to 14 40 3,313 8.0

India b/ 945 5 to 14 210 11,285 5.4

South Africa b/ 38 10 to 14 4.6 200 4.3

Guatemala b/ 11 7 to 14 3.7 152 4.1

Peru b/ 24 6 to 14 4.8 196 4.1

   Totals 1866 399 9.4%

Table II-1: Child Labor Data

Country Age 

Range

% of 

Children 

Working 

in Age 

Range

Source: U.S 

Department of 

Labor 

estimates.



http://www.ilo.org/ipec/Campaignandadvocacy/wdacl/2012/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/ipec/Campaignandadvocacy/wdacl/2012/lang--en/index.htm


Why poor children work:

• Poor families have few assets– unskilled labor is one–
adding  workers is one way to raise household income–
Latin American  surveys suggest children may earn 15-
25% of family income.

• Children lack bargaining power both within the family 
and in the workplace– e.g., child worker sent back to 
family may be punished while earning income enhances 
their position within the family… 

• Governments must protect children from abuse– but 
bans on child labor or trade sanctions may push children 
onto the streets and could well make the child and poor 
family worse off… enforcement is difficult (home or street 
businesses, no birth certificates…).



ILO 2002 “Every Child Counts” Table 4



ILO 2002 “Every Child Counts” Table 2



Children 5-14 working full or part-time: a 

distressing symptom of severe poverty

• The demographic transition leads to surge in the 

number of children– some of whom are put to work 

for survival  of the larger family.   

• Child development is adversely affected: reduced 

education, work injuries, increased morbidity…

• Child labor Policy Conundrum: working children  

ameliorate poverty in the short-term by raising 

family income, but can perpetuate poverty in the 

long term if children sacrifice education for work.

• Banning child labor may reduce poverty long-term, 

but at the expense of poor families in the short-term.  



Other Policy Conundrums:
1. To reach children policy must work via parents, 

intervening in family decision making is very tricky–
but supplanting or bypassing parents is almost 
impossible. 

2. Pushing children out of formal sector (garment and 
shoe factories, for example) into informal employment 
“in the streets” can make them and their families 
worse off.

3. Losing a job can send the wrong signals to parents 
and children—parents tend to blame the child.

4. Most child labor takes place within the home or family 
business with boys in cottage industries and young 
girl’s doing housework & childcare. 



Ending Poverty reduces Child Labor

• Child labor force participation declines with 
income, everywhere but child labor is not solely a 
problem of poverty—worse in some areas than others. 

• Most children under 14 both work and go to 
school, but they go to school less may suffer from 
impaired performance. 

• Studies in Latin America suggest child workers 
may contribute 15-25% to household income—not
including hard services such as child-care, housework 
and unpaid labor in the family business or farm.  

• Most children work in rural areas, many girls are 
taken out of school to do housework or childcare.



% of Children working is declining, everywhere



Globalization has little to do with 

Child Labor (see UNICEF Myths 3&4)

• Some child labor is hazardous and/or abusive—
bonded slavery, mining, prostitution, etc. this sort 
of child labor is and should be banned—its is illegal but 
bans need to be enforced.

• Less than 10% of all child labor takes place in 
export oriented manufacturing and mining or 
agriculture industries.  

• Attempts to reduce child labor with trade sanctions 
have unintended negative consequences—e.g., 
proposed Harkin Bill in 1995 which provoked a 
reaction from Bangladesh Garment factory owners 
even though it was never passed by Congress…. 



UNICEF: Child Labor Myths:

• Myth 1: Child labor is uniquely a problem of LDCs: 

• Myth 2: Child labor cannot be eliminated until 
poverty disappears ILO & NGO programs do work—
example the MOU with the BGMEA.

• Myth 3: Most child workers work in sweatshops 
exporting goods to rich countries (less than 8% f all 
workers work in these sectors).

• Myth 4: The only way to make progress is through 
trade sanctions and boycotts as proposed under the 
Harkin Bill for example..  “such measures are blunt 
instruments with consequences that can actually harm 
rather than help the children involved.” 



UNICEF SOWC 1997 Program to reduce Child Labor:

• Ban hazardous and exploitive child labor: bonded labor, 
commercial sexploitation and work that hampers physical, social and 
cognitive development of the child– 8.4 million children according to 
ILO estimates.

• Provide free and compulsory education—all children should be 
required to attend primary school with adequate(??) support from 
government aid budgets– compare with U.N. MDG for 2015.

• Add legal protections for children working at home and 
informally– nice idea but hard to enforce. 

• Register all births— hard to implement, but key to enforcing all child 
rights and protections, right now most births in rural areas are not 
officially recorded.

• Data collection and monitoring: find out where and how children 
work– the ILO report “Every child Counts” is step in this direction–
much better information today than in the past. 

• Codes of conduct and procurement policies to enforce above 
provisions– no boycotts of good produced with child labor however, 
these are likely to do more harm than good.  



Child Labor: readings
• The view from Bangladesh, see Naila Kabeer, The Power to Choose: 

Bangladeshi Women’s Labor Market Decisions in London and Dhaka, 

Chapter 11, Verso Press, London. Especially pages 367-87

• Bangladesh Human Rights Network, “Harkin Bill and child workers in 

Bangadesh” (pdf version in case internet is down in BGD) 

• UNICEF, An Agreement with Bangladesh , Ending Child labor, Myths about 

Child labor, 1997. 

• The view from the U.S. A week in the Chai Feng sweatshop, Brooklyn, 1995 

New York Times, Jane Lii and 

• Kristof and WuDunn, 2000, Two Cheers for Sweatshops, New York Times 

Magazine. 

• Carla Power, 2008, Manufacturing: the burden of good intentions  Time 

Magazine June 11th 2008

• Christopher Undry, 2006, Child Labor (first  2 pages, last two pages) 

• Child labor in India, Terry Friel,  2004” At 5 Rina already has a back-

breaking job…. Child Labor Case study page, just parts I & case studies 1-8 

http://www.gdsnet.org/KabeerChapter11C.pdf
http://class.povertylectures.com/HarkinBilltheViewFromBangladeshILOIPECfactsheet.pdf
http://class.povertylectures.com/HarkinBilltheViewFromBangladeshILOIPECfactsheet.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/BGMEA.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/sowc97/report/ending.htm
http://www.unicef.org/sowc97/report/
http://class.povertylectures.com/US_Sweatshops.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/1995/03/12/nyregion/65-cents-hour-special-report-week-sweatshop-reveals-grim-conspiracy-poor.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm
http://www.gdsnet.org/KristofTwoCheers.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/CarlaPower_TheBurdenofGoodIntentionsTimeMagazine.pdf
http://class.povertylectures.com/ChristopherUdryChildLabor.pdf
http://class.povertylectures.com/RinaBreakingRocksMorePictures2.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ChildLaborCaseStudy2A.htm


Sources, still further reading
• ILO-Int Project to EC Many reports, 2008 data Source: page 8, ILO (2010) Global 

Child Labour Developments. Case Study 3.4 Child labor case study:

• *Child Labor I Notes, 6 per page Child Labor Case Study *Rina the Rock Breaker

More rock breakers in India Child Labor lecture notes Part 2 (smaller file)

Miserable Child Labor in Zambia NYT 8-2006

• UNICEF web site *Girl’s Education *Child Labor: Four Myths *Ending Child 

Labor UNICEF SOWC 1997 (full report)  

Chapt2A Chapt2B BGMEA *Domestics Girls IPEC Laws *UNICEF Bangladesh 

Hard to Reach school program for working children ILO (2010) Accelerating 

Action to reduce Child Labor ILO (2006) End of Child Labor: within reach (full 

report) part I part II ILO (2002) Every Child Counts pp. 1-9, pp. 9-22, pp. 23-55

• Further reading: World Bank (1998) Child Labor: Issues and Directions, World 

Bank: Child Labor Gootaert, C. & R. Kanbur (1994) “Child Labor: A Review” see 

pages 19-33. 

• Basu (1999) “Child Labor: Cause, Consequence, Cure” JEL 1083-95 & 1114-19

http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/child-labour/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/ipec/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.gdsnet.org/ChildLaborCaseStudy2A.htm
http://www.gdsnet.org/ChildLaborPart1.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ChildLaborPart1P.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ChildLaborCaseStudy2A.htm
http://www.gdsnet.org/RinaBreakingRocksMorePicture.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/media/mediasearch.mosaic?p_lang=en&p_person_type_id=1&p_country_iso2_id=IN&p_perpage=60&p_start=1
http://www.gdsnet.org/ChildLaborPart2S.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ChildLaborPart2SBW.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/AfricaAddsMiserableChildWorkers.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/sowc96/ngirls.htm
http://www.unicef.org/sowc97/report/
http://www.unicef.org/sowc97/report/ending.htm
http://www.gdsnet.org/UNICEF_sowc97.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/Chapt_IIa.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/Chapt_IIb.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/BGMEA.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/Panel5_domestic.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/panel6_girls.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/panel4_IPEC.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/Panel3_Legisl.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/bangladesh_15031.html
http://www.ilo.org/ipecinfo/product/viewProduct.do?productId=13853
http://www.gdsnet.org/ILOChildLaborMay2006.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ILOChildLaborMay2006_Part1.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ILOChildLaborMay2006_Part2.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ILO_ECCpp1-9.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ILO_ECCpp9-22.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/ILO_ECCpp23-51.pdf
http://www.worldbank.org/html/extdr/hnp/hddflash/workp/wp_00056.html
http://wbln0018.worldbank.org/HDNet/HDdocs.nsf/f879b8f845ed3915852566500051f549/8c90eecce060ad36852566b1000b4794?OpenDocument
http://www.gdsnet.org/Child-Labor-aReview.PDF
http://www.gdsnet.org/Basu-99-Child1.pdf
http://www.gdsnet.org/Basu-99-Child2.pdf

