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Abstract: The growth and well-being of children is a pressing global concern, and child labor 

remains a significant issue. Past research has highlighted the detrimental impact of child labor 

on physical, cognitive, and social development, due in part to the absence of positive social 

norms and values in these work environments. This situation is particularly concerning in 

light of the long-term implications for the future generations, as children who grow up 

working are often unable to receive a proper education or develop the necessary skills for 

successful adulthood. Therefore, taking the necessary measures to reduce child labor is 

crucial. This paper utilizes Merton's anomie theory to explain child labor, highlights the 

hazards of child labor on child development, discusses the relationship between education, 

economy, and child labor. The conclusions of this paper provide useful theoretical references 

and relevant recommendations for the formulation of relevant child protection policies and 

the help of anarchic organizations to implement them in different regions. 

Keywords: child labor, child care, regional economy, education, public policy 

1. Introduction 

Child labor has been a subject of widespread international concern, yet not all work done by children 

is referred to as child labor. According to the definition of the International Labor Organization(ILO), 

child labor refers to work that violates the rights of children and exposes them to physical and mental 

harm in various ways. It is shocking that more than 200 million children are now becoming adopted 

and more than half are engaged in hazardous work[1]. This large number implies that the number of 

children being exploited and oppressed by the labor force today is very high, and that more attention 

should be devoted to the protection of child labor rights.  

This paper uses Merton's anomie theory to provide a macroscopic interpretation of the emergence 

of child labor, describe the hazards of child labor from both physical and psychological perspectives, 

and describe the roles of both educational and economic factors in child labor. These results will 

provide a better understanding of child labor in educational and economic terms, and address child 

labor issues. The author also combines these two factors to make recommendations to relevant 

governments and organizations. Since there has been much evidence in literature exploring the roles 

that economics and education play in child labor separately, there is less statements that refers to 

economics and education as either contributing to or inhibiting each other in child labor. The paper 
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aims to contribute to the reduction of child labor by analyzing these two factors and finding out how 

their combination affects child labor rates.  

2. Formation of child laborers 

This paper utilizes Merton's theory of anomie as the main lens through which child labor is interpreted 

as a manifestation and approach of society in the state of 'anomie'. Anomie refers to the phenomenon 

that occurs when cultural norms and goals become wildly out of sync with the behaviors of the 

members of a society[2].  

In general social expectations, children are expected to be educated, to have legitimate rights and 

interests, and to develop to their full potential, yet in some societies, children's education is grossly 

under-resourced, and children are forced, for various reasons, to work to earn an income. In this 

situation, the child's ability to earn an income by engaging in unsuitable work becomes a reflection 

of the state of social anomie. In addition, children may be forced to engage in labor in order to make 

ends meet when the lack of family or social resources or social norms cannot provide for their needs, 

in which case anomie becomes a means of forcing children to lose the opportunity for normal growth. 

A study has shown that child labor is intergenerationally transmitted and that many parents who have 

experienced child labor still choose to send their children to work when they have the ability to choose 

not to let their children become child laborers[3]. This suggests that child labor has become the new 

'social norm' among these populations.  

It can be seen that poverty and education are the main factors leading to an imbalance in social 

goals and pathways, when there is a great deviation between the social goals that should be achieved 

and the distribution of resources in reality. The long hours of work and lack of education also cause 

irreversible harm to the physical and psychological well-being of children. 

3. Health damage to children from participation in labor 

Although not fully developed physically and psychologically, child labourers, as cheap substitutes 

for adult labor, are subjected to the same work pressure as adults and are often suppressed by 

capitalists, which undoubtedly takes a huge toll on their bodies and minds. Children are more 

vulnerable to social and psychological risks than adults. In the United States, for example, workers 

aged 15 to 17 are twice as likely as adults to be involved in accidents at work [4]. As a result, the 

physical and mental health of child workers is more vulnerable than that of their peers. 

3.1. Physical health problems faced by child workers 

Child laborers are often subjected to bullying, such as verbal abuse and mistreatment, at work, and 

the nature of their work makes them more vulnerable to harm at work because they are mostly 

working at the bottom. Child laborers in Myanmar reportedly risk their lives to pick up gemstones. 

In that dangerous environment, even adults can easily lose their lives[5]. In another case, a major 

restaurant chain in Mexico was found to have violated more than 13,000 child labor provisions, where 

child laborers worked after midnight and for more than 48 hours a week[6]. This exploits children's 

sleep time and is extremely harmful to adolescents during their developmental years. 

 Children who work in factories and mines operate machinery, handle chemicals, are exposed to 

high temperatures and extreme cold, and eventually die. In addition, children are used in life-

threatening situations such as the sex industry, war, drug trafficking, and smuggling of soldiers. For 

those children who sell goods on the street, most of them carry the goods on their heads, and such 

heavy loads can negatively affect the growth of children, and accidents [7]. Besides, involving 

children in productive activities can lead to malnutrition and road traffic accidents, and those who 

work at high speeds are more likely to experience health complications than the average child[8].  
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3.2. Mental health issues facing child workers 

Apart from physical illnesses, mental illnesses are also of great concern. Some child laborers are 

bought by capitalists and work as slaves, an environment that can make them more prone to low self-

esteem, depression, etc. The survey of Laraqui et al. [9] in Morocco indicates that child laborers are 

more likely to suffer from migraines, urinary incontinence, insomnia and other physical ailments, as 

well as psychological emotional problems such as irritability. It is noteworthy that the prevalence of 

mental disorders in child labor is nearly 8% higher than in the general population [10] Thabet et al. 

[11] identified childhood work as increasing the chances of developing psychological disorders such 

as depression in adulthood. 

Faced with a heavy workload that is beyond their capacity, child laborers are more likely to be 

overwhelmed with stress, which can lead to suicidal behaviors. It was reported that a spinning mill in 

India once led to the suicide of child laborers because of poor labor mediation and heavy work. There 

was also a boy who died as a result of continuous work for a USD40 bonus [12]. High-intensity work 

is also unbearable for the mental strength of adults, let alone child laborers as young as about ten 

years old. 

4. Education of children engaged in productive activities 

It is undeniable that in some areas where education levels are extremely low, exposing children to 

work at an earlier age can indeed bring certain benefits. According to the study Emerson and Souza 

[13] conducted in Brazil, child laborers receive greater rewards at work than educated children of the 

same age because they get more work experience. While working as a child may seem more cost-

effective, their study also states that in the long-term, they will have a lower income in adulthood 

than those who were educated.A study points to a positive correlation between educational attainment 

and output per person, which indicates that raising the educational literacy of the population can do 

more to raise the overall level of national output than putting young children to work[14]. 

4.1. The current situation of child labor's education 

Child labor has been a major obstacle to world development since the last century, and education is 

at the center of the solution to the problem of child labor[15]. One of the differences between child 

labor and other children is that most child laborers are not educated in schools, although some still 

choose to work and study half-time.  

Despite the implementation of compulsory education or education subsidy policies in many areas, 

many children still drop out of school to engage in productive work. In Bangladesh, for example, only 

29 percent of working children were attending school in 2013 [16], despite the country's legislation 

providing for five levels of compulsory education and a small monthly subsidy for children attending 

elementary school [17]. 

A child's gender can determine whether a family chooses to educate its children. In many 

developing countries, due to their culture, for many women, education is only available to them if 

there is a surplus of family assets. It is also mentioned in the article that in these places, due to 

discrimination against women, parents create a skew in resources and do what they do mainly for 

boys. 

4.2. The relationship between education and child labor 

The intensity of child labor activities can cause children to attend school infrequently or even drop 

out [18]. Thus, child labor activities have a negative impact on children's education both in terms of 

school enrollment and school performance [19]. 
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Firstly, child labor phenomenon hinders local education development. As Zabaleta [14] 

demonstrated, child labor impedes educational development in Nicaragua. With the exception of full-

time child laborers, some child laborers still have the opportunity to participate in education at school. 

However, working half-time means that they spend less time and energy doing homework and 

reviewing their knowledge than other students.  

Besides, for the children themselves, school keeps them away from cruel rules and regulations, 

gives them the opportunity to meet and play with their peers, and allows them to develop in all aspects 

of their intellectual and moral development. An example of this is the study carried out by Githitho-

Muriithi[20] , which shows the extreme enthusiasm of Kenyan children for education is on display, 

especially for children who have to become full-time child laborers and who are nostalgic for their 

school days because the school symbolizes peace and friends. 

Otherwise, for those students in school, the extra work can cause their grades to plummet. 

Anumaka [21] previously conducted a study in the Anebbi district, northern Uganda, where she found 

that underperforming children were engaged in productive work through a survey of 2307 students 

who took their elementary school leaving exams. Another study conducted in Brazil also found that 

part-time child laborers had a ten percent lower performance than other students [22]. In terms of 

learning abilities (e.g., reading and math skills), according to Heady [23], there is also a negative 

relationship between child labor activities and academics. 

Furthermore, the cost required to access education is positively correlated with the number of child 

laborers. It has already been mentioned that the economic situation of families who put their children 

to productive work is mostly poor. As Strulik [24] showed, the incidence of child labor remains high 

in low-income areas, which results in fewer children having access to education. The child labor 

population begins working earlier than their peers, which may seem to allow them more work 

experience, giving them a higher level of competence and, therefore a higher salary. However, the 

truth is child workers who start working at an excessively young age lack systematic knowledge 

acquisition, so they earn less in the future compared to their educated peers [25].  

5. The impact of regional or household economies on child labor 

Some studies have shown that economically shocked families are more likely to engage their children 

in productive activities as a way to earn more income in the short term[18; 26]. According to statistics, 

child labor has so far occurred mostly in areas of chronic economic poverty[27], from which it can 

be inferred that economic development may have some influence on this phenomenon. This shows 

that the lack of a family economy is an important factor in child labor. 

Economic backwardness not only leads to a high incidence of child labor, but also hinders the 

enforcement of relevant laws. Child labor in Ecuador is often seen as exemplary, the implementation 

of child labor laws there is limited by the scarcity of local resources the backward economy in the 

region. 
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Figure 1: The situation of child workers and their families 

Source: International Labour Organization(2015), Paving the way to decent work for young people, 

World report on child labour 2015 

This bar chart analyzes the child labor situation in each of the twelve different countries between 

2007 and 2012, using calculations from the National Household Survey. From the chart, it can be 

concluded that child workers are more likely to be satisfied with unpaid family work and receive 

lower salaries in adulthood. What can be clearly seen in this chart is the difference between large 

income gap between child labor and other young. It can be seen that perhaps the work experience of 

a child laborer may allow him to surpass his peers in the short term, but in the long run, child labor is 

not conducive to their physical and mental health and personal development. 

Due to their young age and low knowledge, child laborers mainly play the role of cheap labor in 

economic production and are, therefore, mostly involved in low-skilled manual activities. 

International Labour Organization(ILO) [28] points out that child laborers are mainly recruited in the 

agricultural sector, where they are directly or indirectly concentrated in agriculture-related industries. 

This is mainly due to the lower level of mechanization and primitive production methods in 

economically backward areas of agriculture, which mostly use human labor. For capitalists, the use 

of child labor can pay less salary[29]. These areas also experience labor shortages during the busy 

agricultural season, when there is also a demand for child labor. This manifests an imbalance between 

demand and supply in the labor market, resulting in children being forced into the labor market to 

meet the needs of capitalists. 

6. Measures Governments can take 

According to Shah and Steinberg[30], adolescent males are more likely to work for pay, while 

adolescent females are more likely to perform hidden labor at home, which involves housework. For 

children who have to become child laborers because of poverty, people boycotting child labor 

products or issuing child labor bans may make life more difficult for them [31]. This shows that in 

order to solve the problem of child labor, it is necessary to address its root causes. In general, the 
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government mostly encourages children to pursue education rather than productive work by 

increasing family income or reducing family education. This paper argues that child labor is caused 

by poverty, lack of social system and lack of values. Therefore the most crucial thing to alleviate 

child labor is to make families pay attention to children's education and increase family income. 

6.1. Subsidies for children's education 

The Government can alleviate the burden of children's education on families by granting education 

subsidies and encouraging children to engage in unproductive work that has a low impact on their 

health. The government provides educational subsidies or compulsory education for child laborers as 

a way to encourage children to go to school. For developing countries, extreme poverty is considered 

to be the main reason for the prevalence of child labor. It is widely known that the economy 

determines politics, so it can be deduced that the economic conditions of the government determine 

the strength of its policies. For example, in some areas of extreme poverty, even when the government 

is committed to providing compulsory education, the state cannot afford to make it nationwide [32]. 

According to Kenya National Bureau of Statistics [33], Kenya, whose government provides free 

primary education, still had approximately 1.01 million Kenyan children between the ages of five and 

seventeen who were working to support their families for economic reasons in 2005 and 2006. For 

such countries, international or non-governmental organizations should provide appropriate 

assistance. After Covid-19, online classes are gradually being embraced, and these organizations can 

provide pre-recorded lessons to the community so that children can learn at less cost. 

6.2. Increase jobs or open up microfinance 

In order to alleviate family poverty, the government can increase family income by increasing 

employment opportunities or opening up small loans. In order to eradicate poverty, developing 

countries undertake public work projects such as infrastructure improvement and construction as a 

way to provide basic income to the poor [34]. This project raises the demand for labor and therefore, 

in some cases, this may exacerbate children’s engagement in productive activities [35]. Although 

such cases are in the minority, it is still evident that child labor is sometimes inevitable when 

governments secure and develop their economies. The National Rural Employment Guarantee 

Scheme introduced by the Indian government has increased the demand for adult labor. An Non-

Governmental Organization(NGO) in Bangladesh tried an experiment in rural areas to provide 

training and microcredit to rural families, which substantially increased the income of these families. 

Unfortunately, despite the significant increase in household income, the working hours of child 

laborers did not decrease significantly [36]. Some of these policies have not only failed to alleviate 

the problem of child labor in the short term, but have even made the problem of child labor worse in 

the short term. However, in the long run, it has a positive side to child labor. The implementation of 

policies can subtly influence the values and rules that shape people's lives. As families ' incomes 

increase and the Engel coefficient decreases, the likelihood that children will receive an education 

increases. 

Since child labor is not something that can be solved immediately, the government can also create 

jobs for children of different ages who need to earn money. As mentioned earlier, many children need 

an income to make ends meet, but child laborers face jobs that are mostly dangerous and illegal. 

Therefore, the Government can cooperate with enterprises or relevant welfare organizations to create 

targeted jobs for children in need. 
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7. Conclusion 

Children are the future citizens of the country, and their full development is the country's top priority. 

In some underdeveloped or low economic areas, the lack of awareness of the inputs and benefits of 

labor, as well as the mismatch between productivity and production levels, have led to the exploitation 

of children as laborers because of the inadequacy of the local legal system, the inability of the 

government to enforce the law, and the distortion of people's values. Various causes of child labor 

have been identified around the world, but the main cause is poverty. The effects of child labor are 

many, but the psychological effects are the most enduring problem and require immediate attention, 

especially in third world countries where awareness is low. Governments need to formulate 

appropriate and concise laws and policies that not only ensure the protection of children, but also 

force parents to understand and comply with them. Besides, governments and responsible 

organizations around the world should make it easier for poor people to send their children to school 

and create social awareness about the children in engaged productive activities and their effects. 

Working children struggle with depression, mistrust, hopelessness, lack of confidence, shame and 

guilt, low self-esteem and anxiety, and can become adults who pose a risk to society. To build a better 

future and protect society, a series of coordinated actions are needed to reduce child labor. 

The causes of child labor are complex and multifaceted, and many child workers are forced to 

participate in productive activities to earn a living due to various economic and other circumstances. 

Therefore, it is not advisable to ban child labor outright. To solve the problem of child labor, we need 

not only the support of governments, but also the concerted efforts of the whole world. Children are 

the future of the world and only by better protecting their rights and finding the root of the problem 

can more children be freed from exploitation. 
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