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What is economic activity? 

Children contribute to family income by:  

a) doing paid work outside the family,  

b) cooperating with own parents in family farm or business,  

c) replacing parents in the performance of domestic chores (including care of elders and of younger 

siblings).  

The sum of (b) and (c) accounted for bulk of child work (Cigno and Rosati, 2006). However, there is a 

predominance of girls in (c). From an economic perspective, there is no difference between (a), (b) and (c): 

A child's time is so allocated that the last minute of time allocated to each form of work raises family 

income by the same amount. Therefore, it does not matter whether a child contributes to family income by 

doing paid work outside the home, by doing unpaid work on the family farm or business, or by replacing 

adult family members in the performance of family chores.  

 

TABLE 1.1A 

CHILD LABOR PARTICIPATION RATES IN RURAL INDIA, BY SECTOR, AGE, AND SEX  

(1994) 
 

All 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

Agriculture 1.93 2.31 3.44 3.25 3.65 4.03 4.73 5.74 7.17 8.06 12.06 

Non Agric. 1.02 0.88 1.44 1.35 1.64 1.67 2.28 2.26 2.82 3.11 4.39 

Household 4.11 4.41 4.91 5.91 7.04 6.3 7.81 8.53 10.33 12.57 16.31 

Total 7.06 7.6 9.79 10.51 12.33 12.0 14.82 16.53 20.32 23.74 32.76 

Male 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

Agriculture 1.67 2.16 3.82 3.36 3.23 4.27 5.19 5.81 7.83 9.05 13.31 

Non Agric. 0.82 0.80 1.38 1.49 1.47 1.82 2.47 2.43 3.59 3.96 6.12 

Household 4.52 4.20 4.46 4.26 5.26 5.40 6.35 5.55 6.40 5.43 6.56 

Total 7.01 7.16 9.66 9.11 9.96 11.49 14.01 13.79 17.82 18.44 25.99 

Female 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

Agriculture 2.22 2.45 3.01 3.13 4.13 3.77 4.20 5.67 6.41 6.78 10.45 

Non Agric. 1.25 0.97 1.51 1.19 1.84 1.51 2.05 2.08 1.93 2.01 2.19 

Household 3.66 4.63 5.42 7.67 9.05 7.28 9.51 11.86 14.85 21.73 28.79 

Total 7.13 8.05 9.94 11.99 15.02 12.56 15.76 19.61 23.19 30.52 41.43 

 



   
1. Child labour participation rates in rural India, by sector, age and sex (data from 1994). Source: Cigno, A. F. C. Rosati and Z. 

Tzannatos (2004), CHILD LABOR HANDBOOK, The World Bank 

 

2. Employment distribution of working children in Morocco (%). Source: Cigno, A. F. C. Rosati and Z. Tzannatos, CHILD LABOR 
HANDBOOK, The World Bank, 2004 

Costs and benefits of child work1 

Child labour has significant costs: not only children who work have less time for schooling (and as such they 

face an opportunity cost, child labour also has negative outcomes on children’s wellbeing. For instance, 

heavy work carried out by children has detrimental effects on their physical health (Cigno and Rosati, 

2006). 

However, child labour can also have some benefits for the child and his/her household. On the short-term, 

it provides a source of income, which in turn can have positive effect of child nutrition and food security as 

well as in meeting other basic necessities. Further, child labour can be a source of learning-by-doing and 

thus of training that could prove useful for the children and their future labour productivity and therefore 

their future expected earnings, except in the cases of unconditionally “worst forms of child labour”. 

From an economic perspective, if there were perfect credit and insurance markets, educational investment 

would have been independent of current income. However, given that financial markets are imperfect, 

enrolment and attendance in schooling require educational financing from the parents and the household. 

Therefore, some child labour and specifically the income derived from it might be important to finance 

education and schooling. 

Child labour and negative outcomes on children’s wellbeing  

Child labour and health 

As mentioned, child labour has significant impact on various health outcomes. However, these vary by 

country and context.  

For instance, Cigno and Rosati (2006) found that in Vietnam non-household (mostly agricultural) work 

performed by children had no negative short-term effect on their health. The study also found positive 

cross-sectional correlation between weight-for-age and work status. This could accrue to the fact that 

                                                           
1 Cigno, A. and F. C. Rosati (2006), The Economics of Child Labour, Oxford University Press 

TABLE 1.3B 

EMPLOYMENT DISTRIBUTION OF WORKING CHILDREN  IN MOROCCO (%) 
 

 1991 

 TOTAL MALE FEMALE 

Wage workers 11.1 9.8 12.7 

Family help 84.1 82.4 85.9 

Apprentices  3.7 6.3 0.8 

 1998 

 TOTAL MALE FEMALE 

Wage workers 14.3 14.3 14.3 

Family help 76.8 72.4 81.8 

Apprentices  6.3 9.9 2.3 
 



   
working children – compared to their non-working peers  or their peers carrying out household work – are 

‘heavier’ and have better physical health. However, this correlation loses significance when fixed factors 

(personal and local) are controlled for, suggesting the selection of stronger and healthier children into non-

household work. 

On the contrary, the study found that in Guatemala child labour had negative effect on the nutritional 

status of the younger siblings of the working child: the effect of income reallocation in favour of the 

working children dominates the effect of income increase. 

Both in Vietnam and in Brazil, the authors found negative long-term effect on working children’s health: 

working children were significantly more likely to report illness in adulthood, and such likelihood decreased 

with the increase in the starting age of child labour. 

Child labour and education 

The returns to education are lower for poorer than richer children. While it is true that this is partly 

because children from richer families attend better schools, one should also consider that the hours 

effectively spent studying as well as the quality of the study time per year of education are lower for poorer 

students because they work and attend school at the same time. Therefore they face an opportunity costs 

and have little time for homework, are often tired and sleepy when they attend schooling, and cannot 

attend school regularly for true or fictitious illness. Hence, the return to effective time in education of 

poorer children is underestimated. 

Policy remedies 

To address child labour and its negative outcomes of children’s wellbeing, a set of policies have been 

implemented in developing countries. However, these have varied in their impact.  

For instance, cash transfers conditional on school attendance or enrolment (such as Mexico’s PROGRESA) 

raise the latter more than they reduce child labour (Cigno 2012). This can be due to the fact that as 

conditional cash transfers provide an incentive to attend or enrol in school, but not a disincentive to work, 

such schemes raise school attendance or enrolment at expense of rest more than they reduce child labour. 

One potential way to address this issue by using the same mechanism (i.e. conditional cash transfers) is to 

make cash transfers conditional on school results (as delineated in a Principal-Agent model) (because child 

time allocation outside school hours is private information, it cannot be used as a conditionality in such a 

scheme) (Cigno, 2012).  

In addition to social policies, policymakers and development practitioners should consider investments in 

infrastructure. As children’s, and especially girls’, household chores include fetching water and wood, 

providing their homes with piped water or mains electricity would potentially reduce their opportunity-cost 

of education. There is in fact evidence from a number of countries, including El Salvador, Ghana, 

Guatemala, Morocco and Yemen, that piped water/mains electricity reduces child labour and raises school 

attendance, especially of girls (Cigno and Rosati 2006).  

Finally, another issue that needs to be considered in policies and interventions is that of young girls from 

poor households who have been sold or leased as housemaids in many countries including Latin America 

(and, in earlier times, in Europe). Some countries like Morocco have adopted projects such as the Petites 

bonnes which provided education for young housemaids (Cigno and Rosati, 2006).  
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