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In our world today, child labor incorporates 250 million children worldwide; occurring 

when "people under fifteen years of age are forced to be employed due to their parents either 

cannot work or a lack of money to support their families" (Ennis).   The factors that lead to child 

labor are on a global scale, including global competition, free trade rules, and the structural 

adjustment policies that are attached to international development loans. 

When multinational corporations expand across country borders, the countries end up 

competing with each other for jobs as well as investment and industry.  This international 

competition sometimes slows child labor reforms by encouraging corporations and governments 

to seek low labor costs by withstanding enforceable international standards and repressing trade 

union activism.  Labor unions and organizations are concerned that this race to the bottom, is 

what is increasing poverty and lowering labor standards. “Since the 1980’s, incomes of the 

richest 20% of the population in nearly every nation have grown, while incomes of the middle 

and lower classes have stagnated or declined” (Herring).  

Most child labor occurs because children and families are poor and lack options for 

education or income. While many factors affect poverty, international agencies are increasingly 

paying attention to trade policy as a key factor.  The 2003 UN Human Development Report, for 

example, identifies “unfair trade rules” as one of four key obstacles to economic progress in poor 



countries (United Nations). Many poor countries rely heavily on exports of primary 

commodities, which have suffered from declining prices as global competition has increased and 

markets have tightly concentrated with a few firms dominating key sectors. 

Out of 250 million children, 120 million of these children are working full time, a 

majority of 61% in Asia, 32% in Africa, and 7% in Latin America. According to an article by Al 

Jazeera America, 2.5 million kids are working in Mexico and 870,000 of those kids are under the 

age of 13.  The global number of children in child labor has declined by one third since 2000, 

from 246 million to 168 million children. More than half however (85 million) are in hazardous 

work.  While Asia and the Pacific still have the largest numbers of child laboring of almost 78 

million or 9.3% of the child population, Sub-Saharan Africa continues to be the region with the 

highest incidence of child labor (59 million, over 21%).  Continuing with 13 million (8.8%) of 

children in child labor in Latin America and the Caribbean and in the Middle East and North 

Africa there are 9.2 million (8.4%).  

Agriculture remains as the most important sector where child laborers are found which 

totals to 98 million, or 59%.  Child labor is also prevalent in the United States, especially on 

tobacco fields in North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia (Human Rights Watch). 

Children working in these fields are susceptible to contracting  ‘Green Tobacco Sickness’ which 

happens when workers absorb the nicotine through their skin when handling tobacco.  While the 

long term effects of this sickness and conditions is unknown, research on smoking suggests that 

the effects will deal with mood disorders, problems with memory, learning, impulse control, and 

attention.  These in combination with pesticide exposure, can lead to reproductive health 

problems, cancer, neurological problems, and other issues. 



Child labor has a number of detrimental effects on children, while conditions are deemed 

safe for adults, it’s not always healthy and safe for children due to the physical difference. Child 

labor impairs the child both physically and mentally and inhibits the development of the child 

including: rapid skeletal growth, higher chemical absorption rates, and lower heat tolerance. 

There are some children who are unable to go to school and are forced to work in terrible 

conditions ridden by disease and forces that can cause eye damage and lung disease. Children 

have become susceptible to arthritis as they grow older, as well as stunted growth. In a study 

published by the University of the Punjab, Centre for South Asian Studies, it was concluded that 

less education, need for extra money and the lack of poor monitoring by the government are 

important factors and reasons of child labor in Pakistan (South Asian Studies 162). The study 

also implies that potential implementation of the government's laws and proper monitoring is a 

key to eradicate child labor. However, this article suggests that child domestic work is 

heterogenous.  Some children are being put to work for long hours, endure physical punishment, 

and are at risk for psychosocial harm; while other groups of child workers are able to attend 

school, and have good relationships with the other employees and benefit from a network of 

support.  

Even with the second half of results of the study, low-income youth are more likely to 

work in high-risk occupations such as agriculture, mining, and construction. As well as suffer 

from poverty-related health problems (e.g., malnutrition, fatigue, anemia) increase the risks and 

consequences of work-related hazards and may lead to permanent disabilities and premature 

death. Long hours of work on a regular basis can harm children’s social and educational 

development. U.S. adolescents who work more than 20 hours per week have reported more 



problem behaviors (e.g., aggression, misconduct, substance use), and sleep deprivation and 

related problems (falling asleep in school). These children are more likely to drop out of school 

and complete fewer months of higher education. The unconditional worst forms of child labor 

such as, slavery, soldiering, prostitution, drug trafficking may have traumatic effects, including 

longer term health and socioeconomic effects.  

While child labor is a serious problem and affects over 250 million children worldwide, it 

isn’t going by unnoticed. Unions and grassroots groups are increasingly recognizing direct 

connections between worker rights and the fight against child labor, and recognizing child labor 

as a violation of children's and workers' rights. Trade unions are joining with families and 

community organizations to combat child labor, to move children out of work and into school, 

and to support core labor standards. Historically and in today’s global economy these strong 

unions are an important and help the protection against child labor as well as when parents are 

able to improve conditions through effective unions, children are much less likely to have to 

work. These active struggles against child labor typically strengthen unions and workers’ rights 

in general. Many workers and unions in the U.S. and other countries are supporting efforts to end 

child labor by forging alliances with unions in other countries. These alliances work to achieve 

enforceable global labor standards, such as ILO Convention 182, and hold transnational 

companies accountable for labor practices.  
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