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Introduction 
In Sub-Saharan Africa, around one in ten children were estimated to be involved in child labour in 2020, most of 
them in agriculture (ILO, 2021). Agriculture is considered as one of the most dangerous sectors in terms of 
work-related fatalities, non-fatal accidents and occupational diseases, since there are numerous hazards:  work 
with dangerous tools and machinery or chemicals and pesticides (Forastieri, 1997; O’Donnell et al., 2005). Most 
children working in agriculture work within the family unit (ILO, 2021), making it very challenging for regulators 
to supervise or to conduct labour inspections in this sector (Fassa et al., 2000). The Covid-19 pandemic, which 
is driving many vulnerable  households into poverty, is likely to further increase children’s vulnerability to work in 
the near future (Ahad et al., 2020; Idris, 2020). Child labour remains a persistent global issue, and a thorough 
understanding of its consequences is necessary to improve public and private policies aimed at improving 
children’s well-being and enabling them to reach their full potential. 

Academic literature, international norms, national legislation and anti-child labour campaigns are based on the 
assumption that child work may have harmful effects on children’s development. These adverse effects are the 
basis for the distinction between child work and child labour:  

 Child labour is defined by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) as “any type of work that 
deprives children of their childhood, their potential, and their dignity, and that is harmful to 
physical and mental development” [emphasis added] 

 Conversely, some forms of child work are considered as beneficial to children, contributing to their education 
and development. This fundamental distinction encompasses the highly heterogeneous reality and potential 
impacts of child work which, depending on many factors, thus range from beneficial to deeply detrimental.  

This literature review explores the harmful consequences of work by children and describes the complex, 
nuanced, and multidimensional relationship between child work, schooling, and health outcomes. For the sake 
of simplicity, and because many of the studies included in this literature review do not distinguish between the 
types of work (e.g., child work, child labour, hazardous child labour), we will be using the terms “child work” and 
“the severity of child work” to refer to this large scope of situations and potential outcomes.  

We focus on the key child outcomes affected by the performance of an 
economic activity during childhood and adolescence. These outcomes include 
school attendance, dropout, and academic performance, the child’s physical 
and mental development, and the consequences of child work on their adult 
lives. 

This study provides an up-to-date review of the literature on the consequences of child work on children’s 
development, education, and health. 

Aims of the study 

The review focuses on studies which aim to quantify to what extent child work causes harm to the child, 
drawing on rigorous quantitative studies, that allow estimation of quantitative causal effects.  
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ICI commissioned this review of evidence to help understand the link between child work and harm, with the 
aim of informing operational responses to prevent and address child labour. To effectively prevent long-term or 
irreversible damage to children, the right support needs to be provided at the right time. By better understanding 
which children are at the greatest risk of harm, the types of harm they face, and the mechanisms by which harm 
occurs we hope to be able to better protect them.  

Structure and methodology 

To date, a few existing reviews have summarised some evidence on the impacts of child work on education and 
physical and mental health, such as Edmonds (2007) Dorman (2008) and Ibrahim et al (2009). However, these 
reviews mostly rely on descriptive statistics (cross-sectional designs) and case studies.  In contrast, this review 
focuses on rigorous quantitative studies, using research methods allowing the estimation of causal effects. The 
studies included date back to 1995 and come from several databases,1 from a manual search and from relevant 
grey literature, including reports from ILO, World Bank and Unicef.2 The selected studies primarily relate to child 
work in developing countries, focusing mainly on agriculture. A few studies of child work in other sectors and 
contexts were also included when they provided causal evidence of mechanisms or consequences that could 
be applicable to agricultural contexts. We excluded some types of work categorized by the ILO as the 
unconditional worst forms of child labour, such as children in slavery and sex workers.  

This review focuses on rigorous quantitative studies, using research methods 
that allow the estimation of causal effects. 

Identifying the causal relationships between child work and these outcomes is complex. This can be challenging 
when interpreting the results. Income, for example, is both a cause and a consequence of child work, while 
directly impacting education and health. Isolating the pure effect of child work from that of income is therefore 
difficult. Other confounding factors, such as parental preferences, may alter the causal identification. 
Furthermore, most studies consider education or health as isolated outcomes, whereas multiple interactions 
exist. Finally, timing issues may arise when trying to estimate the impact of child work, since some negative 
outcomes may manifest themselves years after exposure to work, and blur the causal pathway. A detailed 
discussion on these methodological issues is provided in Appendix 3, and should be taken into account when 
interpreting the findings that follow. 

These empirical studies provided quantitative estimates of the impacts of child work on children's education and 
economic/occupational trajectory, physical and mental health, both in the shorter and longer term.   

 

1 The following databases were used: EconLit, NBER, RePEc, ScienceDirect, Springer, Wiley, PudMed 

2 Table 1 in the Appendix lists the keywords (related to child work and its possible outcomes) used to conduct this 
survey. 
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How does child work 
affect education? 
Short term educational outcomes  

School attendance  
Many empirical papers have tested the relationship between work and school participation. The most 
compelling literature supports the existence of a negative relationship between child work and school 
attendance (Assaad et al., 2010; Boozer and Suri, 2001; Ray and Lancaster, 2005; Sugiyanto and 
Digdowiseiso, 2019). The following causal papers3 mostly focused on Asian countries and, using mainly data 
from before 2000, establish this negative relationship for children of different ages (7-17 years). 

 

The more hours a child works, the more likely there will be a negative impact 
on school attendance. 

In Ghana, Boozer and Suri (2001) find that an increase of one hour per week in child work (including all types 
of work, except domestic work) leads to a 0.38-hour decrease in contemporaneous schooling for children aged 
7-18 years. They find that the impact differs according to gender: working overall has a negative impact on 
boys’ school attendance in both the short and long term, while there seems to be only a negative effect in the 
long term for girls. Similarly, when looking at the impact of the intensity of work (number of hours worked per 
week), they find that each additional hour worked for boys has a large negative impact on their schooling, while 
the impact is relatively small for girls. 

Assaad et al. (2010) confirm this negative relationship between hours worked and school attendance in Egypt 
both for boys (market work) and girls (mainly involved in household chores) aged 10-14 years. They find that 
for the same level of school attendance, girls usually work more hours than boys and that the negative effect is 
larger for them4. Nevertheless, the negative effects of child work on school attendance remain small and 
insignificant below 14 hours per week for boys, and 10 hours per week for girls, suggesting that child work 
would have a negligible effect on school attendance below a certain threshold.  

 

3 The samples used in all the papers cited in this section include all possible types of situations: children only 
attending school, children only working, children combining work and schooling. 
4 However, it is not clear whether the effect is greater for girls because they work more hours per week or 
whether their type of work (household chores) is more detrimental than the market work performed by boys. 
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This result is also found by Ray and Lancaster (2005) in Sri Lanka, where children aged 12-14 were shown to 
work up to 12-15 hours (all types of child work included) per week without impacting their school attendance. 
Nevertheless, this idea of a threshold is not confirmed in the other countries included in their study (Belize, 
Cambodia, Namibia, Panama, Philippines, Portugal) since they find that child work, even in a limited amount, 
negatively impacts school attendance.  

Sugiyanto and Digdowiseiso (2019) find a negative relationship between child work and school enrolment in 
Indonesia for teenagers (12-15 years old), but no significant relationship between the number of hours worked 
in market work in the week prior to the survey and school enrolment. This might be explained by the short recall 
period (they only capture the number of hours worked in the week prior to the survey, which is not 
representative of the yearly working time of the child). 

In the United States5, Lee and Staff (2007) find that working intensively in a paid job (more than 20 hours per 
week) increases the probability that high school students will drop out of school. Cardoso and Verner (2006) 
find no negative impact of any type of adolescent labour (12-18 years old) on the probability of leaving school 
early in the context of urban Brazil. The result is mainly explained by the author as the fact that the income 
earned at work helps pay for transportation costs to continue to attend school. 

Academic performance  
The literature mainly suggests a negative relationship between child work and school performance when 
looking at written test scores in different fields, such as reading and mathematics (Delprato and Akyeampong, 
2019; Gunnarsson et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2021). For instance, analysing 15 countries in Latin America, 
Delprato and Akyeampong (2019) find that working children aged 13-14 years and involved in any type of work 
in or outside the household, have lower scores than non-working children in math and reading by 9 and 13 
points, respectively. Looking at 11 Latin American countries and focusing on paid work outside the home 
undertaken by children aged 8-15, Gunnarsson et al. (2006) finds that the results on language and mathematics 
exams of children who are working, even occasionally, are on average 7% and 7.5% lower than those of 
children who are not performing any work. 

In some cases, the negative effect of child work on school performance seems to occur from the very first 
hours, i.e., even for a small volume of work per week. Mavrokonstantis (2011) finds that a one standard 
deviation increase in the number of hours worked per day in paid market work, unpaid work for the household, 
and household chores by children aged 12 in urban Vietnam6 reduces maths scores by 12.45 points out of 100, 
three years later. Likewise, Woldehanna et al. (2017) find that an extra hour of any type of work per day for 
children aged 12-15 in Ethiopia results in a 6.2% reduction in their school performance.  

 

Some studies show a negative effect of child work on school performance 
even for a small volume of work per week, while others suggest the negative 
effect of child work on school performance might only be harmful above a 
certain threshold. 

 

 

5 The following studies, although limited in terms of findings, were included as no study has yet been conducted on 
the impact of child work on school dropout in rural developing countries. 

6 Results for the rural sector are not interpretable because of poor instrumentation of rural child labour. 
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However, some studies find a negative effect of child work on school performance only above a certain 
threshold. Bezerra et al. (2009) find in urban Brazil that adolescent labour (13-14 years old) has no impact on 
school performance if the child works less than 14 hours a week, but a negative impact above this threshold. 
This takes into account both activities performed at home and outside the home. 

The magnitude of the impact of child work on school achievement possibly depend on the type of work the 
child does. There seems to be a consensus in the literature focusing on Latin American countries that children 
who work outside the household experience a greater negative impact on their school performance than 
children who work for the household business or in household chores (Bezerra et al., 2009; Delprato and 
Akyeampong, 2019; Kassouf et al., 2020). The authors of these studies suggest that children who work outside 
the household, or who work both inside and outside the household, work longer hours per day. However, no 
descriptive statistics comparing hourly workloads per day between different types of work are available, making 
it impossible to validate this hypothesis.  

The age at which a child is exposed to work may also influence the extent to which it negatively impacts 
school performance. Looking at children aged 8-14 and engaged in work outside the household in both urban 
and rural7 settings in West and Central Africa, Lee et al. (2021) find that the academic performance of younger 
children (8-12 years) suffers more from work than older children (13-14 years).  

Few studies that have found a positive impact of children’s work on their academic performance, with the 
exception of Dumas (2012). Focusing on teenagers (14-18 years old) working outside the household and for the 
household business in Senegal, the author finds a positive impact of child work on oral maths test scores. She 
argues that these skills may be improved when the child is required to perform calculations while working, such 
as in commerce. 

Summary 

The literature on the effect of child work on education outcomes tends to posit a detrimental effect of work 
participation on school attendance and learning. This effect seems to depend on the type of work (whether 
the child works in or outside the home), its intensity, but also when it occurs (age of the child). 

The causal literature indicates that: 

• Child work negatively affects school attendance (Boozer and Suri, 2001; Assaad et al., 2010; Ray and 
Lancaster, 2005; Sugiyanto and Digdowiseiso, 2019). 
The question of whether there is a jabhold (in terms of worked hours) beyond which children’s work 
becomes negative for their school attendance remains a subject of discussion, with some studies 
finding a threshold of 14 hours per week (Assaad et al., 2010; Ray and Lancaster, 2005) and others 
finding negative effects of children’s work on their school attendance from the very first hours of work 
(Boozer and Suri, 2001). 

• Child work negatively impacts their educational performance (Delprato and Akyeampong, 2019; 
Gunnarsson et al., 2006; Lee and Staff, 2007).  
Whether this negative impact occurs from the first hours of work or beyond a certain threshold, as for 
school attendance, is still debated (Bezerra et al., 2009; Delprato and Akyeampong, 2019).  

• The younger the child, the more negative the impact of work on school performance.  
• The academic performance of a child who works only inside the home appears to suffer less than that 

of a child who works only outside the home, or who does both.  

 

7 Rural child work is mainly composed of agricultural work. 
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Long-term educational outcomes 

The literature tends to show that the negative effects of child work on school performance do not stop at short-
term effects.  

Years of schooling/school dropout  
Child work is negatively associated with the number of years of schooling (Beegle et al., 2008; 2009; Sim 
et al., 2017; Zabaleta, 2011).  

Beegle et al. (2009) find that children aged 8-13 years who worked8 in 1992-1993 in Vietnam have a 
significantly lower level of educational attainment five years later compared to those who did not work. A mean 
level of child work (7 hours per week) leads to a 1.6 year (21 percent) decrease in educational attainment five 
years later. 

Zabaleta (2011) finds that an increase of one hour of work9 per day for children aged 6-14 years is associated 
with a reduction of almost 0.4 years of schooling completed three years later in Nicaragua, and a 2% reduction 
in the probability of completing elementary school.  

In Tanzania, focusing on work outside the home and household chores, Beegle et al. (2008) find that for boys 
aged 7-15 years, a one standard deviation increase in child work hours (5.7 hours) is associated with a 
decrease of more than a half year of schooling three years later, and a 14.1 percentage point reduction in the 
chance of completing primary school. They find no impact for girls, who are mainly engaged in household tasks. 
The authors argue that girls may perform tasks that are less damaging to education than boys, who are 
involved in both household chores and work outside the home, mainly agricultural work.  

Child work reduces the number of years of schooling a child completes 

The impact of child work on the number of years of schooling depends on the intensity of the work 
performed by the child. Zabaleta (2011) finds that above three hours of work per day, each additional hour of 
work is associated with a loss of four months of educational attainment three years later in Nicaragua. They 
also found that below two hours per day, child work conversely had a positive effect on years of schooling. 
Thus, going from one to two hours of work per day increases the number of years of schooling by about ten 
months.  

In Tanzania, Beegle et al. (2008) also find that above 15 hours per week, child work reduces the time spent in 
school by 2.6 years and the probability of completing elementary school by 36% ten years later. Testing 
different thresholds, Beegle et al. (2008) conclude that the negative impact of child work on schooling appears 
even at a moderate level of work and that the negative effects increase with the intensity of child work. 

The impact of child work on years of schooling completed may vary depending on whether the child works for 
the household business, for a business not related to the household, or household chores. In the medium term, 
Zabaleta (2011) finds that an additional hour of work per day in market production (including work for the 
household farm) is associated with poorer academic progress three years later in Nicaragua, compared to an 
additional hour of work in household chores. In the longer term, Sim et al. (2017) confirm this relationship in 
Indonesia by finding that children of 10-14 years working outside the family business have about 1.5 fewer 
years of completed education than those working for the family business 7 years later. 

 

8 Here is considered income-generating work, including work on the family business or farm. 

9 The study only takes into account market work and household chores. 
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Studies show that children’s work negatively impacts both school attendance 
and academic achievement, with long-term effects.  

Academic performance  
In Ethiopia, Woldehanna et al. (2017) find a negative effect of child work on school performance three years 
later, and Kassouf et al. (2020) find a similar result for Brazil at a time horizon of 4 years, focusing on market 
work outside the household and household chores. Sim et al. (2017) suggest that these negative effects might 
be long-lasting, as they find that Indonesian children aged 10-14 and engaged in market work in 2000, 
compared to children who were not working, experienced 0.37 standard deviations lower growth in mathematics 
skills seven years later. Looking at the same time horizon, Mavrokonstantis (2011) comes to the same 
conclusion for Vietnam.  

This long-term effect can be explained by the apparently cumulative effect of child work on school 
performance, that is, the academic delay accumulated in the first year of work is added to the delay 
accumulated the next year, and so on. Indeed, Emerson et al. (2017) find that for Brazilian boys aged 10-17 
years in the urban sector, each year of work (work outside the home and household chores) leads to a 3.1 point 
decrease in test scores, indicating a linear and cumulative effect of child work on school performance.10 

They do not find any significant effect on girls due to the small sample size, but the relationship remains the 
same. Hence, it seems that the delay accumulated during the working school years may remain even in the 
absence of subsequent exposure to work, at least in the medium term (one year after having stopped 
working). Indeed, they find that boys who stopped working a year before continue to have lower results than 
those who never worked. The relationship seems identical for girls (same direction of the coefficients) but not 
significant (again, probably because of the small sample size). 

Adult earnings 
Few causal studies examine the impact of child work on earnings as an adult.  

Lambon-Quayefio and Owoo (2018) find a negative relationship between any type of child work and adult 
earnings, with a reduction 14.3% in earnings of people who start working before the age of 12 years in Ghana. 
They also have increased odds of being in relatively low-skilled jobs in the future compared to being in technical 
and more professional jobs.11  

Posso (2017) finds a similar result in Ecuador, with former child workers earning 17% less than people who 
began work as adults.12 This negative effect of child work on adult earnings is greater when individuals are 30 
years and older than when they are younger. That is, the difference in earnings between those who worked as 
children and those who did not becomes more pronounced after they reach the age of 30. The author 
suggests that there might be cognitive differences between former child workers and others and that these 
become more apparent when they reach full maturity, around the age of 30. Nevertheless, this remains a 
hypothetical assumption and the regressions performed by the author do not allow for a causal link or even a 
correlation between child work, cognitive skills, and adult earnings. 

 

10 The authors find that the average effect of child work on math scores for boys was a 3% decrease in standard 
deviation, and a 5% decrease in Portuguese. 

11 This is a correlation result, not a causal one. 

12 The author provides no information about the type of child work included in the study, perhaps because the data 
used did not contain this information. 
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Emerson and Souza (2011) show that the age of exposure also matters when looking at the impact of child 
work on adult earnings. They suggest that the negative effect of child work on adult earnings stops when the 
child reaches between 12 and 14 years old. To properly understand this finding, it is necessary to describe the 
Brazilian context in which the study took place.  During the analysis period (1988-1996), the average number of 
years of schooling was around 6 years. Brazilian children officially started school at age 7, which means that on 
average, children left school at age 13. This suggests that starting to work before this age may negatively 
impact children’s future earnings, preventing them from reaching the average level of human capital. More 
precisely, they find that an additional year of school is associated with 13.4% higher adult earnings, but that 
starting work before age 13-14 has a negative impact on adult earnings, even if the child attends school 
frequently. On the opposite, starting to work after this age could have beneficial effects through the acquisition 
of new skills, which allowed them to increase their level of human capital and differentiate themselves from 
others who did not have the opportunity to develop these kinds of skills at such a young age. 

Likelihood of farming  
This specific outcome has been studied to investigate if child work has a valuable effect in the long-term in a 
sector which requires fewer academic skills. The main idea is that a child working in agriculture acquires skills 
specific to this sector. These skills may not be easily transferable to other activities and thus may encourage 
him to remain in agriculture as an adult. This choice could be further strengthened if the child has not reached a 
high level of education, and much of his or her human capital is composed of knowledge and skills acquired as 
a child worker in agriculture. Child work in agriculture could therefore influence the likelihood that children will 
remain in agriculture as adults, thus influencing and narrowing their future occupational perspectives. There are 
no causal papers for this outcome, but Beegle et al. (2008) provide some interesting correlations. They found 
that Tanzanian boys who worked in childhood or adolescence (mostly in agriculture) are more likely to be 
farming 10-13 years later as adults. Indeed, a one standard deviation increase in working hours (5.7 hours) per 
week results in an 18 percentage point increase in the likelihood of farming in adulthood. 

Summary 

The causal literature suggests far-reaching and negative impacts of child work on schooling and overall 
economic life as an adult: 

• Child work at a given time point reduces the number of subsequent years of schooling completed 
by the child / precipitates school dropout 
This negative effect increases with the intensity of work (hours worked). However, some 
evidence suggests that below a certain threshold work may have a positive effect on overall 
years of schooling. 

• Child work at a given time point reduces the child’s school performance years after 
This adverse effect of child work is cumulative, indicating that the academic delay accumulated 
in the first year of child work is added to the next year, and so on. 

• Evidence shows that long-term consequences of work on school achievement remain, even if the 
child stops working. 

• By hindering education completion and learning performance, child work can impact adult labour 
market outcomes, especially for a job requiring academic skills. 

• Working as a child narrows the individual’s occupational perspectives, notably increasing the 
likelihood of farming. 

• A working child is likely to have lower adult earnings than a child who did not work at a young 
age. 
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How does child 
work affect physical 
and mental health? 
Short term effects on physical health 

Anthropometric indicators  
Anthropometric indicators are one of the categories of objective proxy measures associated with children’s 
development. Besides, they are responsive to environmental and economic changes. Several indicators have 
been studied such as weight-for-age (O’Donnell et al., 2005), height-for-age (Kana et al., 2010; O’Donnell et al., 
2005), body-mass index (BMI) (Beegle et al., 2009; Kana et al., 2010), and height growth (O’Donnell et al., 
2005; Beegle et al., 2009). All these studies find either little or no effect of child work on these indicators at the 
individual level. This could be explained by the fact that these indicators are primarily determined during early 
childhood, before a child is susceptible to work. 

Self-reported health status  
Several papers employing robust empirical strategies show that working as a child has a negative impact on 
health, when examining both contemporaneous and subjective self-reported health.  

 

Many studies show that working as a child has a negative impact on health. 

Wolff et al. (2008) found a negative correlation between performing any economic activity between 10 to 15 
years old and the probability to suffer from at least one health complaint during the last month (10 items) in 
Indonesia. Their conclusion is robust to various measures of health.  

Nicolella and Kassouf (2018) show that a 0.1 increase in the proportion of children aged 5-15 years old working 
in Brazil results in a decrease of 0.4 percentage points in the proportion of children with “excellent” health 
status. They also find that the greater the number of hours of work performed by children, the worse their 
health status.  

Posso (2017) shows that children aged 10 to 17 years old that work at least one hour a day over the week or 7 
hours a week are potentially 1.7% more likely to have health concerns than children that do not work at all. 
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Other robust papers looked at the nature of work, by trying to separate the effect of hazardous and non-
hazardous work. Nicolella and Kassouf (2018) classify each child activity as being hazardous or non-
hazardous (according to the Brazilian Occupation Code). They observe that hazardous activities are around 
four times more likely to have a negative effect on children’s health, compared to other types of non-hazardous 
work. Posso (2017) also disentangle their results according to the severity of work. On average, if a child does 
heavy lifting at work for 7 hours per week, he or she is 0.8% more likely to have health concerns than a child 
who does not work at all. 

While these papers demonstrate a negative relationship between child work and health, others find an absence 
of effect. For instance, O’Donnell et al. (2005) show no effect of child (6-15 years old) agricultural work on 
contemporaneous health in rural Vietnam. More specifically, unpaid agricultural work for the household appears 
to have no short-term impact on health, while the paid work may even improve nutrition and contemporaneous 
health. Using the same dataset than O’Donnell et al. (2005), Beegle et al. (2009) confirm that there is no effect 
of working for children aged 8 to 13 years old on current health status. More precisely, the probability of illness 
is not significantly associated with child work, and the number of days ill among those who have been ill does 
not significantly increase with child work. 

Contextual factors  
Several contextual factors may influence the likelihood of a child suffering negative health outcomes. For 
example, resilient children may be able to recover their initial health status after minor or reversible injuries, 
especially when healthcare services are accessible and efficient. Income generated from work may also be 
reinvested in health care and nutrition.  

According to Posso (2019) location matters: children living in urban are generally less likely to report health 
problems than children in rural regions. Wolff et al. (2008) also found some differences between urban and rural 
areas. They find a significant negative effect on health only for the rural sub-sample. 

 

One study found that hazardous activities are around four times more likely 
to have a negative effect on children’s health, compared to other types of 
non-hazardous work 

Wolff et al. (2008) analyse if there are gender differences in the effects of working on health. When focussing 
only on economic activities and excluding household chores, they show that boys may be more vulnerable than 
girls to damaging impacts of working as they are more likely to carry a heavier workload in this type of work. 
The sector of activity also differs as girls are more likely to work for the family business rather than on farms, 
while boys work predominantly on farms. According to the authors, boys are therefore more likely to be 
engaged in more strenuous activities than girls. They observe that among boys the probability of reporting a 
given symptom is always higher when the child works. However no significant differences can be found 
between working and non-working girls. 

Summary 
Causal evidence shows that: 

• The contemporaneous health status of the child and child work are not clearly linked, with some 
studies finding a negative effect, while other find no effect, or even a positive effect in certain 
circumstances.  
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• Anthropometric indicators do not seem to be affected by work, certainly because work occurs 
after the period where these indicators can be influenced. These studies observing 
anthropometric indicators therefore underline the importance of timing when it comes to the 
effect of child work in a given outcome. 

• However, some evidence suggests that child work comes with work-related injuries or illness, 
and that their likelihood increases with the number of hours worked. 

• Moreover, hazardous activities are linked with an increased likelihood of poor health status, 
compared to non-hazardous. 

• Context matters: there is a notable difference between rural and urban areas, with the former being 
linked to higher likelihood of poor health outcomes in working children. 

• Gender differences in the effect of work on the child’s contemporaneous health status depend on 
the nature of work assigned to each gender. 

Long-term physical health 

Self-reported health 
O’Donnell et al. (2005) showed that children aged 6 to 15 years who worked for household farm and business 
or outside of the household, were significantly more likely to report illness five years later, compared to non-
working children. Conversely, Beegle et al. (2009), using the same data but focusing on a different sub-sample 
(children aged 8 to 13 years old), observed non-significant patterns. These contradictory findings may be 
explained by their different sample selection It is also important to note that the two studies use different 
empirical strategies and definitions of child work, making them difficult to compare. 

Lee and Orazem (2010) focus on self-reported adult health (measured by the incidence of chronic diseases and 
by functional limitations in performing activities) and investigate whether the age of entry in the labour market 
matters. They found that having worked during childhood increases the incidence of adult chronic diseases and 
functional limitations. However, this is an indirect effect:  reduced years of schooling and the resulting 
occupational choices mainly explained these adverse effects.  

Rosati and Straub (2007) demonstrate that having worked between the age of 6 and 14 years increases by 
about 40% the probability of reporting poor health as an adult. Similar results are found in Nishijima et al. 
(2015): entering into the labour market in Brazil before 18 years old adversely affects adults’ health, in terms of 
propensity to chronic diseases, physical difficulty, and overall health status. They find that starting a first job 
during childhood affects health outcomes in adulthood through both direct health factors (past injuries) and 
indirect educational ones (loss of school years). 

Summary  

Causal evidence shows that: 

• Child work is very likely to have negative effects on adult health 
These effects may be direct and/or indirect / cascade effects (work has a negative effect on 
health by negatively impacting another area, which in turn directly affects health).  
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Mental health 

The literature on the effect of child work on mental health is still in its infancy and is characterised by the use of 
different measurements and samples, making the different articles difficult to compare. However, four recent 
papers employ robust empirical strategies and give an insight into the effect of child work on mental health. 

Short term effects  
Trinh (2020) focuses on the contemporaneous effects of labour on child mental health measured by the 
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) in Vietnam and India. He finds that children under 15 years 
having worked in the past two weeks present a lower mental health than non-working children. 

 

Child work negatively affects children’s mental health. 

Feeny et al. (2021) explore the effect of child work in rural India on children aged 12 to 18, using psychosocial 
measures of happiness, hope, emotional well-being, fear and stress. Their empirical strategy consists of 
comparing working and non-working siblings, which enable to control for parental characteristics known to be 
associated with mental health, such as genes and parental education. They shows that child work is negatively 
associated with psychosocial well-being: working children display lower levels of happiness, emotional well-
being, self-efficacy, and hopefulness than their non-working siblings. 

Long-term effects  
Other papers analyse the effect of child work on mental health in the longer run.  

In a recent unpublished paper, Baryshnikova and D.G. (2020) investigate how child work among Indonesian 
children between 5 and 14 years old affected their mental health seven years after (depression symptoms). 
They find a substantial negative impact on a child’s long-term mental health status. They complement their 
study by providing some heterogeneity analysis according to the type of work and show that working for a 
wage, outside the family enterprise, is even more detrimental for mental health, as it increases the average 
score by 6 points, suggesting the presence of significant depressive symptoms. However, their study shows 
that working in family enterprises does not alter mental health.  

Aransiola et al. (2018) show an age-dependent effect of having worked as a child in Brazil: children who started 
working between 10 and 14 years are (slightly) more likely to report a diagnosis of depression in adulthood than 
children who started working between 15 and 17 years. The risk of diagnosed depression was continuously 
lower for individuals aged 18-19, and for 20-24. Their results are, however to be considered as subjective 
evidence as they do not correct for the selection into work bias. 

Summary 

• Evidence regarding the long-term effects of child work on mental health is too limited and lacks 
robustness. However, it is suggestive of a negative and age-dependent effect and suggests that 
working conditions matter, for example if the child works outside or in the family setting. 
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Conclusions 
The impact of child work on education and health is complex and multi-dimensional. While several 
methodological challenges make it difficult to measure and compare its effects, the empirical literature 
reviewed in this study shows that child work is generally linked with adverse outcomes in terms of health 
and education, although a few studies find no effect: 

• The vast majority papers examined find that child work impairs school attendance and learning, 
translating to fewer years of education completed and lower earnings as an adult. 

• Regarding health, most papers find that working as a child have a negative impact on reported 
health, in both the short and longer term. 

• However, we see no effect on the objective measures of health such as height or body mass index. 
• While the literature on the impact of child work on mental health is still in its infancy, the few studies 

available suggest that working is harmful for children’s psychosocial health. 

 

The empirical literature examined shows that child work is generally 
linked with adverse outcomes in terms of health and education. 

This review of literature highlights several important trends: 

• The greater the intensity of child work, the greater the likelihood of harm: intensity relates to 
the number of hours worked, as well as to the physical     or cognitive difficulty of the task  

• There is a threshold in the intensity of child work beyond which harm occurs but below which  
working may be neutral or have beneficial consequences 

• Harm caused by child work is cumulative – the earlier a child starts working, the more likely the 
impacts are severe. Missed schooling, impaired learning and negative impacts on health at an early 
age are likely to persist and are harder to compensate for later on.  Equally, children who start 
working earlier are likely to accumulate more hours of work and be more exposed to any hazards. 

These findings point to the importance of actions to reduce the intensity of children’s work, to limit 
exposure to hazards and more harmful types of work and to intervene as early as possible in order to 
prevent an accumulation of negative effects that could prevent children from reaching their development 
potential. In order to do this, both preventative action and efforts to identify children at-risk before they 
have already suffered significant exposure to child work are important elements. Based on the evidence of 
many different types of harm from child work, these findings also highlight the need to consider a range of 
remedial actions to counteract these, and support the development of academic, behavioural, socio-
emotional and economic competencies. 
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Summary of effects 

The following tables synthetize the nature of the causal effect (negative, no effect, positive) found 
between exposure to child work and specific outcomes, as well as the strength of the causal conclusions 
(paper with one star * are weak causal identification studies, ** are strong causal identification studies), for 
each research paper included in the present literature review. 

Summary of findings on the effect of child work on education 

Title Effect 
School attendance   
Assaad, R., Levison, D., & Dang, H.-A. (2010) * Negative effect  
Beegle, K., Dehejia, R., & Gatti, R. (2009)** Negative effect 
Boozer, M. A., & Suri, T. K. (2001) ** Negative effect 
Ray, R., & Lancaster, G. (2005) * Negative effect 
Cardoso, A. R., & Verner, D. (2006) * Negative effect 
School enrolment / Years of schooling   
Beegle, K., Dehejia, R. H., Gatti, R., & Krutikova, S. (2008) ** Negative effect  
Sugiyanto, E., & Digdowiseiso, K. (2019) * Negative effect on enrolment. No effect on 

duration on schooling.  
Lee, J. C., & Staff, J. (2007) * Negative effect on the probability of 

dropping out of school.  
Zabaleta, M. B. (2011) * Negative effect on educational attainment 

beyond 3 hours of work/day. 
Positive effect on educational attainment 
up to 3 hours of work/day.   

School performance   
Bezerra, M. E. G., Kassouf, A. L., & Arends-Kuenning, M. (2009)* Negative effect  
Delprato, M., & Akyeampong, K. (2019)* Negative effect 
Emerson, P. M., Ponczek, V., & Souza, A. P. (2017)* Negative effects 
Gunnarsson, V., Orazem, P. F., & Sánchez, M. A. (2006)* Negative effect 
Kassouf, A. L., Tiberti, L., & Garcias, M. (2020)* Negative effect 
Lee, J., Kim, H., & Rhee, D.-E. (2021)* Negative effect 
Woldehanna, T., Gebremedhin, A., & Araya, M. W. (2017)* Negative effect 
Sim, A., Suryadarma, D., & Suryahadi, A. (2017)* Negative effect on mathematics skills but 

no effect on educational attainment and 
cognitive skills. 

Mavrokonstantis, P. (2011) * Negative effect in urban areas, no effect in 
rural areas 

Dumas, C. (2012)* Positive effects on oral and mathematics 
scores. No significant effect on written 
scores 

Adult earnings   
Lambon-Quayefio, M. P., & Owoo, N. S. (2018)* Negative effect 
Posso, A. (2017)* Negative effect 
Emerson, P. M., & Souza, A. P. (2011)* Negative effect if the respondent started 

working before 13-14 years old.  
Positive effect on adult earnings from 
adolescent labor (after 13-14 y.o.)   
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Summary of findings of the effect of child work on health 

 
Title Main findings 
Child’s health status   
Ahmed, S., & Ray, R. (2014)* Negative effect 
Wolff, F. C. & Maliki (2008)** Negative effect 
Nicolella, A., & Kassouf, A. L. (2018)* Negative effect 
Posso, Alberto. (2019)** Negative effect 
O'Donnell, O., Rosati, F. C., & Van Doorslaer, E. (2005)** No effect 
Beegle, K., Dehejia, R., & Gatti, R. (2009)** No effect  
Anthropometric indicators   
O'Donnell, O., Rosati, F. C., & Van Doorslaer, E. (2005)** No effect 
Beegle, K., Dehejia, R., & Gatti, R. (2009)** No effect 
Adult health   
Lee, C., & Orazem, P. F. (2010)** Negative effect 

Rosati, F., & Straub, R. (2007)** Negative effect 

Nishijima, M., Souza, A. P. F. D., & Sarti, F. M. (2015)* Negative effect 
Mental health status   
Aransiola TJ, Justus M. (2018)* Negative effect 
Baryshnikova, N.V., Cheng T.C. and Jayawardana D.G. (2020)* Negative effect 
Feeny, S., Posso, A., Skali, A., Jyotishi, A., Nath, S., & Viswanathan, 
P. K. (2021)* 

Negative effect 

Trinh, T. A. (2020)** Negative effect 
  

Gaps in the literature 

This review of literature uncovered several methodological challenges and gaps in the body of evidence 
available (see Appendix 3 for an extensive discussion on this topic). The first relates to measurement 
issues due to the methodologies used to measure health and education outcomes, which in many cases 
still suffer from bias. The second relates to the outcomes examined, with several relevant areas remaining 
under-studied. 

Type and intensity of work 
None of the studies reviewed in this document focused on a particular sector of activity, such as agriculture, 
services, or industry. As a result, the findings generally relate to a substantial sample mixing children involved in 
different types of work in different sectors. Therefore, it is challenging to analyse the impact of different types of 
child work on education or health. Similarly, the data used in such studies usually provides insufficient detail to 
differentiate between permissible light work and hazardous child labour. To better understand the 
consequences of child work according to its type, intensity, and other characteristics, it seems crucial to 
conduct causal studies using data with more granularity about the type of work performed by children. This 
would allow for a better understanding of the effect of child work in more specific contexts and for more effective 
and better-targeted policies.  

Second, we are unable to observe some cumulative effects of child work, since the measures used for child 
work are usually either binary: whether the child works or not, or categorical: the child either does not work, 
does market work, or does household chores. The accumulation of two distinct types of work is rarely 
considered, yet in practice, many children combine market and domestic work.  
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Non-cognitive skills 
In general, the literature on the consequences of child work omits non-cognitive skills, which are important 
determinants of education and health outcomes in both the short and long term. Non-cognitive skills include 
dimensions such as perseverance, motivation, time preference, risk aversion, self-esteem, self-control, 
preference for leisure. An emerging literature shows that non-cognitive skills can be impacted by the 
environment during childhood (Heckman, 2007; Cunha and Heckman, 2007). These skills are likely to be 
influenced, in positive or negative ways, by working and the type and intensity of work performed. Moreover, 
due to the direct link with education and health performance, one should also investigate whether and how 
these skills could mitigate the harmful effects of child work. One recent exception is Trinh (2020) who studies 
whether child work impacts the emotional and behavioural development of children. This study shows that peer 
problems and prosocial behaviour are found to be significantly impacted by working. According to the author, 
children who engage in the labour market will have less time for other activities, including social activities, 
resulting in a higher probability of having behavioural problems. 

Gender  
Too few studies distinguish between girls and boys. Yet, the consequences of working are likely to be quite 
different depending on the gender of the child. First, boys and girls do different types of work. For instance, 
boys are more likely to undertake activities in agriculture (62.8% for boys versus 37.2% for girls according to the 
ILO), while girls are more likely to perform household chores. Often, this division of tasks leads to an 
underestimation of girls' work when using the standard definitions of child work (i.e. the performance of 
economic activities). Gender can also determine the conditions, the exposure to risks and hazards and hours of 
work. For example, in the agricultural sector, many girls face the double burden of performing household chores 
(for example, cleaning, cooking, childcare, collecting water and firewood), combined with agricultural activities, 
such as sowing, harvesting and livestock holdings.  In many societies, gender roles also dictate education, 
partially due to different returns to education for boys and girls, and opportunities to access healthcare, partially 
due to social norms. The consequences of child work should be examined by running separate regressions for 
boys and girls, or by interacting the gender dummy with the child work explanatory variable. 
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