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ABSTRACT

Child labor is work that deprives children of their childhood,
potential, and dignity, and is harmful to their physical and mental
development. As at 2020, an estimated 160 million children — 1 in 10
globally — were in child labor, with 79 million engaged in hazardous
work. Progress was stalled after 2016, due to COVID-19 pushing 9
million children into child labor by 2022. About 70% of child labor
occurs in agriculture, followed by services 20% and industry 10%.
The worst forms, defined by ILO Convention 182, include slavery,
trafficking, commercial sexual exploitation, illicit activities, and
hazardous work. The root causes are known to be primarily poverty,
lack of quality education, economic shocks, and weak regulation. The
consequences include injury, death, school dropout, and perpetuation
of intergenerational poverty. ILO Conventions 138 and 182 provide
the main international framework, setting minimum working ages
and calling for immediate elimination of the worst forms. Proven
interventions include cash transfers tied to school attendance, adult
living wages, social protection, and labor law enforcement. While
long-term trends show decline, current data indicate that the world is
not on track to end child labor by 2025 under SDG Target 8.7. The
paper looks at the causes, history, and challenges to child labor and
helps to proffer solutions to curbing this domestic/local and
international menace in order to promote children’s right.
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The International Labor Organization (ILO) defines

child labor as work that deprives children of

childhood, potential, and dignity, and is harmful to

physical and mental development. This is work

which:

1. Is mentally, physically, socially or morally
dangerous to children

2. Interferes with schooling

3. Involves hazardous conditions or hours

However, it should be noted that not all work by
children is child labor — such as light work, chores, or
family business help after school is usually not
classified as child labor, when it does not harm the
child’s health or schooling. In terms of global scale
(2025 estimates) — about 160 million children are
involved in child labor worldwide, with 1 in 10

children globally, as shown in Figure 1. 79 million of
them work in hazardous conditions that directly
endangers health, safety, or morals. The progress to
control child labor was stalled as the number rose by
8.4 million from 2016-2020 after 20 years of decline,
as COVID-19 reversed the gains. Regional
breakdown shows that Africa has 72.1 million,
highest prevalence, and while Asia Pacific has 62
million, but a lower percentage of children [1].

FORMS AND TYPES OF CHILD LABOR
The different types of child labor include [2]:
Agricultural labor

Domestic work

Manufacturing and factory work

Street vending

Mining and quarrying
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» Commercial sexual exploitation
» Forced labor and trafficking

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Pre-industrial era

Child work existed in all agrarian societies. Children
worked on family farms, in household production, or
as apprentices from ages 7-12. This was considered
normal socialization and economic necessity. It was
rarely called “child labor” because the work was
within families and tied to survival [3].

Industrial Revolution (1760s-1840s)

The scale and nature of child work changed

drastically with factories and mines. Children were

preferred labor because they were cheap, small

enough to work in mines/machinery, and easier to

control.

» Britain: By 1830s, children under 14 made up 20-
25% of textile mill workers. Workdays were 12-
16 hours, 6 days a week, as shown in Figure 2.

» Conditions: Mill children suffered deformities,
lung disease, and high accident rates. In coal

mines, ‘“trappers” as young as 5 opened
ventilation doors in darkness.
» Public response: Reports like the Sadler

Committee Report, 1832 documented abuses and
built pressure for reform [4].

Early regulation, 1800s

Britain led reform:

1. Factory Act 1833: Banned textile work under
age 9, limited ages 9-13 to 9 hours/day, required 2
hours schooling, as shown in Figure 3.

2. Mines Act 1842: Banned all females and boys
under 10 from underground work.

3. Factory Act 1847: 10-hour a day for ages 13-18.

United States: Industrialization came later. By 1870,
1 in 8 children worked. Textile mills in New England
and mines in Pennsylvania relied heavily on child
labor. Photographer Lewis Hine’s work for the
National Child Labor Committee, 1908-1924,
exposed conditions and shifted public opinion [5].

20" century Reforms
United States:
1. 1904: National Child Labor Committee formed.

2. 1916: Keating-Owen Act banned interstate
commerce of goods made with child labor. Struck
down by Supreme Court 1918.

3. 1938: Fair Labor Standards Act set 14 as
minimum age for most work, and 16 for
hazardous work. This was finally held up in court.

International
» 1919: ILO formed and adopted first conventions
on minimum age.

» Post-WWIIL: Child labor declined sharply in
industrialized nations due to compulsory
education, higher wages, and stronger laws, as
shown in Figures 4 and 5. This persisted in
developing countries [6].

Late 20™ century to present

1989: UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,
Article 32, recognized protection from economic
exploitation.

1999: 11.O Convention 182 on Worst Forms of Child
Labor adopted and became fastest-ratified ILO
convention.

2000-2016: Global child labor fell from 246 million
to 152 million due to economic growth, education
expansion, and international pressure.

2016-2020: Progress stalled. Numbers rose to 160
million. COVID-19, conflict, and economic shocks
reversed gains [1].

WHERE CHILD LABOR OCCURS

Agriculture is known to account for 70% of all child
labor, including farming, livestock, forestry, and
fishing, this takes place mainly within family units.
Services takes up 20%, and industry is 10 %. The
worst forms of child labor, as defined by ILO
Convention No. 182, include slavery and trafficking,
commercial sexual exploitation, use in illicit
activities, and hazardous work.

Legal Framework

Two core international standards govern child labor

which are:

1. ILO Convention No. 138, 1873: Sets the
minimum age for work at 15 years, or 14 for
developing countries. Light work is permitted at
13, or 12 in developing countries.

2. ILO Convention 182, 1999: It calls for

immediate action to eliminate the worst forms of
child labor. It has been ratified by 187 countries.

3. UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,
Article 32: Right to protection from economic
exploitation.

US Law: Fair Labor Standards Act sets age 14 for
most non-agricultural work, with hour limits.
Agricultural work has exemptions.

Current Trends and Challenges

1. COVID-19 impact: 9 million additional children
were pushed into child labor by the end of 2022
due to school closures and income loss.

2. Supply chains: Child labor are found in cobalt
mining for batteries, cocoa, cotton, coffee, and
electronics.
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3. U.S.increase: Department of Labor found 5,792
minors employed illegally in FY2023, up 88%
since 2019. Meatpacking, fast food, roofing [7].

What are the key drivers of child labor?

Poverty remains the primary key driver or cause of
child labor. Children in families work to contribute to
household income to meet basic needs. Some other
factors are lack of access to quality education,
economic shocks, conflict, and weak labor regulation,
shocks due to COVID-19, climate disasters push
families into poverty, cultural norms i. e. where
“children should contribute” or gender roles, and the
demand for cheap labor in the supply chains. Child
labor is a human rights issue that is rooted in poverty
and structural inequality, which therefore requires
international standards for its elimination [1, 8, 9].

Consequences of child labor

For the children:

» Health: Can lead to injuries, chronic illness,
malnutrition, exposure to chemicals. Reports have
it that 22,000 children die in work-related
accidents annually.

» Education: 1/3 of children in child labor are out
of school entirely. Limits future earnings and
keeps poverty cycle going.

» Psychological: It leads to abuse, isolation, loss of
childhood, and higher rates of depression/anxiety
as adults.

For economies: ILO has estimated that eliminating
child labor would add $4.6 trillion in benefits by 2030
through better health and education outcomes.

Challenges to eradicating child labor

Despite the global commitments under SDG Target

8.7 to end child labor by 2025, progress has stalled

since 2016, due to the fact that this phenomenon is a

symptom of poverty, weak institutions, and economic

vulnerability, as shown in Figure 6. More so, as legal
bans matter, but without income support, education
access, and enforcement, families fall back on child
work during crises. Multiple structural, economic,
and enforcement barriers or challenges make

eradication difficult, among which include [10, 11,

12-16]:

1. Persistent poverty remains the single strongest
driver, as 659 million people still lived on less
than $2.15 a day in 2019. Economic shocks push
families back into child labor even after exiting it.

2. Informal employment sectors: Laws do exist on
paper but does not reach family farms, homes, or
unregistered businesses. It is known that 80% of
child labor occurs within the child’s own family
unit.

3. Corruption: Corruption undermines laws,
enforcement, and programs that are meant to end
child labor. This is due to the fact that officials,
employers, or inspectors can be bribed or
influenced, leading to the collapse or failure of
legal protections.

4. Weak institutional capacity: Many of the
countries that have ratified ILO Conventions 138
and 182 lack the capacity to enforce them.

5. Economic crises and conflicts: COVID-19,
conflict, and climate change disasters rapidly
increase child labor. COVID-19 impact led to
school closures and job losses with 9 million
children forced into child labor by the end of
2022. Families sold their assets and removed
children from school to work. The conflicts in
Syria, Yemen, and DCR brought about the
recruitment of child soldiers, while hazardous
work rose as social protection collapsed.

6. Lack of access to quality education: Schooling
competes with work. If schools are distant, costly,
low quality, or unsafe, parents see less value in
keeping children in class. 1 in 3 children in child
labor are totally out of school. In sub-Saharan
Africa, distance to secondary school and school
fees remain as major barriers. Child labor limits
education, thereby limiting future earnings, which
perpetuates poverty.

7. Demand in global supply chains: Child labor
persists in products with high global demand such
as: cobalt used for batteries, cocoa, coffee, cotton,
mica, and bricks. Global chains are complex and
opaque.

8. Social norms and cultural factors: In this case,
child work is normalized as training.

9. Debt bondage and trafficking: Worst forms of
child labor most often involve coercion. Children
are trafficked for commercial sexual exploitation,
forced begging, or bonded labor to repay family
debt.

Child Labor Reduction (Prevention/Solution)
Child labor is a complex social and economic
problem driven by poverty, lack of access to
education, weak law enforcement, cultural practices,
and demand for cheap labor. The elimination of child
labor requires coordinated efforts by governments,
employers, communities, international organizations,
and civil society.

Proven interventions (Solutions):

1. Cash transfers + school access (Improve access
to quality education): Mexico’s
Progresa/Opportunidades cut child labor by 17%.
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Free and compulsory primary and secondary
education will reduce the likelihood that children
will enter the workforce prematurely. School
feeding programs, scholarships, and educational
materials can help keep children in school.

Adult decent work: When parents earn living
wages, children work less. Policies that promote
fair wages, workers’ rights, and employment
opportunities contribute significantly to child
labor reduction.

Social protection: Health insurance,
unemployment benefits reduce economic shocks.

Strengthen and enforce child labor laws: Labor
inspections + penalties for employers.

Strengthen corporate responsibility and
Supply chain transparency/monitoring:
Corporate due diligence laws in EU, US [1, 10].
Businesses should monitor their supply chains to
ensure that child labor is not used in production.
Audits, certification programs, transparency
measures, and ethical sourcing policies can help
reduce demand for child labor.

Reduce poverty and economic vulnerability:
Providing employment opportunities for adults
will reduce the economic pressures that push
children into labor.

Raise public awareness: Public education
campaigns can change attitudes that tolerate child
labor. Communities, religious leaders, schools,
and media organizations can help educate parents
and employers about the harms of child labor and
the importance of education.

Support community-based interventions: Local
communities can establish child protection
committees, monitor at-risk children, and provide
support services. Community participation helps
identify and address child labor practices early.

Address gender inequalities: Girls are often
involved in hidden forms of labor, including
domestic work. Policies promoting gender
equality, girls’ education, and protection from
exploitation are essential components of child
labor elimination.

International cooperation: Governments,
international ~ organizations, NGOs, and
businesses should collaborate to address child
labor through funding, technical assistance, data
collection, and policy coordination.

Support rural development: Many child
laborers work in agriculture. Investments in rural
infrastructure, agricultural productivity, and

access to markets can reduce the need for child
labor [11-25].

From historical perspective, it is well known that
child labor declines when:

>

>

>

Adult wages rise enough such that families do not
need child income

Compulsory schooling is enforced

Fertility rates drop, so that families have fewer
children

Economies  shift from  agriculture to
industry/services with strict regulation.

It was for these reasons that child labor largely
disappeared in wealthy countries by 1950s but
persists till now in third world (or developing)
countries where poverty and informal economies
dominant [1, 4, 5].

ROLES OF INTERNATIONAL BODIES
International organizations play a crucial role in
combating, preventing and eliminating child labor via
policy development, advocacy, technical assistance,
funding, monitoring, and international cooperation.
International bodies can help to combat child labor by
[1,8,9, 18, 32-41]:

1.

Establishing international standards:
International  organizations/bodies  develop
conventions, treaties, and guidelines that define
child labor and set minimum standards for child
protection.

Monitoring and reporting: International
organizations collect data, monitor trends, and
publish reports on the prevalence and causes of
child labor worldwide. These reports help
governments and stakeholders develop evidence-
based policies.

Provision of technical assistance: Organizations
such as the ILO and UNICEF assist governments
in designing and implementing laws, policies, and
programmes aimed at eliminating child labor.

Promoting access to education: This is where
international agencies support educational
initiatives by funding schools, teacher training,
schools feeding programmes, and educational
materials, helping to keep children in school
rather than at work.

Supporting social protection programmes:
They advocate for and help finance social
protection measures such as cash transfers, child
grants, and healthcare services that reduce
families’ reliance on child labor.
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6. Advocacy and awareness creation: Global
campaigns are carried out by international
agencies to raise the awareness about the harmful

effects of child labor and encouraging
governments, employers, and communities to take
action.

7. Facilitating international cooperation: Child
labor often involves cross-border issues such as
trafficking and  migration.  International
organizations coordinate efforts among countries
to combat these challenges.

8. Funding child labor elimination programmes:
Organizations such as UNICEF, the ILO, the
World Bank, other donor agencies provide
financial support for projects that address poverty,
education, and child protection.

9. Protecting children from exploitation and
trafficking: International agencies work to
prevent child trafficking, forced labor, slavery,
and other forms of exploitation through legal
frameworks, rescue operations, and rehabilitation
programmes.

10. Supporting research and knowledge sharing:
International bodies are to sponsor research, share
best practices, and provide guidance on effective
interventions to reduce child labor globally —
worthy of note is that some groups may operate
secretly (which are loosely described as “cabals”™)
but the terms such as organized crime groups,
trafficking networks, or exploitative labor
intermediaries used for them.

CONCLUSION

Child labor remains one of the most persistent social
and economic challenges worldwide, depriving
millions of children of their fundamental rights to
education, health, protection, and healthy
development. Many children continue to engage in
hazardous and exploitative work due to poverty, lack
of access to quality education, weak law enforcement,
social inequality, and economic pressures on families,
despite significant progress made via national
legislation, international conventions, and advocacy
efforts. However, the consequences of child labor
extend beyond the individual child, affecting the
communities and national development by
perpetuating cycles of poverty, illiteracy, poor health,
and social exclusion. There is therefore need for a
comprehensive and wholistic approach to eliminating
child labor to be combined with poverty reduction,
universal access to education, stronger labor
inspection systems, social protection programs, and
collaboration among governments, employers,
workers’  organizations, civil societies, and

international organizations. Child labor eradication is
not only a moral and human rights imperative but as
well as a prerequisite for sustainable development and
social justice. Ensuring that every child has the
opportunity to learn, grow, and reach their full
potential is essential for building prosperous and
equitable societies. More information on child labor
can be obtained in books in [42-48] and the following
related journals:

Journal of Economic Perspectives

Journal of Economic Surveys

Management and Labor Studies

The Annals of American Academy of Political and
Social Science

Social Indicators Research

International Labour Review

International Social Work

International Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health

BMC International Health and Human Rights
Review of Development Economics
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Figure 1. Child labour in Nigeria
Source:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_labour_in_Nige

ria

Figure 2. Child labour in the British Industrial
Revolution
Source:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_labour_in_the
British_Industrial_Revolution
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Figure 3. Child labour (Average working hours
of children, 2016)
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_labour

Figure 4. Child labour (Protecting children)
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_labour
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Figure 5. Child labour as a percentage of the
paid labor force (distribution chart)
Source:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Child_labour_as_
a_percentage_of_the_paid_labor_force.jpg
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Figure 6. Sustainable Development Goal 8
Source:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainable_Develop
ment_Goal_8
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