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THE NEGLECTED
CONSEQUENCES OF
CHILD LABOUR

Child labour is a major social problem that contributes to poor

physical health and lower educational achievement. Professor

Alberto Posso (Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology) worked

with Professor Simon Feeny (Royal Melbourne Institute of

Technology), Dr Ahmed Skali (University of Groningen), Professor
Amalendu Jyotishi (Azim Premji University), Dr Shyam Nath (Amrita
University) and Dr P. K. Viswanathan (Amrita Vishwa Vidyapeetham)

to address important gaps in the literature by conducting a large-

scale study of children in rural areas of India. This work confirms the
hugely negative impact of child labour on psychosocial well-being

and opens up important implications for policy, practice and future

research.

A Symptom and a Cause of Poverty

The International Labor Organization
state that child labour deprives children

of their childhood, potential and dignity,

and harms their physical and mental
development. Despite these deleterious
consequences, recent reports estimate
that globally, there are 160 million
children aged engaged in child labour -
representing an increase of 8.4 million
in the last four years alone. And due to
the impacts of COVID-19, millions more
children are at risk.

As such, child labour represents a
long-standing and challenging social
problem in developing countries.

India alone is responsible for 6% of
child workers across the globe. Here,
children typically live in rural areas and
undertake agricultural or cultivating
work.

[tis likely that child labour is both a
symptom and a cause of poverty. Not
only do children engaged in labour
achieve lower levels of education,
but their physical health can also be

jeopardised. Less is known however
about the psychosocial and mental
health impacts. In particular, previous
studies have not been concerned

with identifying a causal relationship
between child labour and psychosocial
well-being, while most research has
only focused on children living in urban
locations such as towns and cities.

Studying Child Labour in Tamil Nadu

Professor Alberto Posso from the Royal
Melbourne Institute of Technology
worked with colleagues Professor Simon
Feeny (Royal Melbourne Institute of
Technology), Dr Ahmed Skali (University
of Groningen), Professor Amalendu
Jyotishi (Azim Premiji University), Dr
Shyam Nath (Amrita University) and

Dr P. K. Viswanathan (Amrita Vishwa
Vidyapeetham) to identify the effects on
various dimensions of child labour on
the psychological well-being of children
in Tamil Nadu, a predominantly rural
and agricultural State in southern India.
The researchers collected data between
June and September 2018, as this
mid-to-late summer period meant

children were most likely to be working.
They randomly selected households
with children aged between 12 and

18 years old, and on completion, had
collected data on 947 children from
750 households across 20 villages. Just
under half the children were female.

Of the surveyed children, 171 were
defined as engaged in child labour, i.e,
working in exchange for paymentin
any form (e.g., money, food), either as a
regular commitment or as a less formal
arrangement. All children completed
established questionnaire measures

of happiness, hope, emotional well-
being, self-efficacy, fear (being scared)
and stress, and provided demographic
details (e.g., age, gender, number of
siblings). Adult respondents in each
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household provided information on wealth and their typical
household expenditure to provide greater insight into the
economic context of each child.

The Undeniable Impact of Work

Analyses confirmed that the children undertaking work
reported lower levels of happiness, emotional well-being,
self-efficacy and hopefulness than their non-working peers.
They were also more stressed (although this observation wasn’t
statistically supported) and working and nonworking children
reported similar levels of fear.

Looking more closely at the data, it was further confirmed

that child labour was negatively and statistically significantly
associated with happiness, hopefulness, emotional well-being
and self-efficacy. In other words, labour was associated with
markedly lower psychosocial well-being across most of the
outcomes measured in this study.

The researchers also undertook a variety of more complex
statistical analyses to allow them to confirm the robustness of
their findings and take into account potentially confounding
factors such as sex and the specific village each child lived

in. The findings were clear, leaving no doubt that working
goes hand in hand with poorer psychosocial well-being. The
researchers further proposed this is a causal relationship, by
which they believe that labour directly causes detriments to
child mental health.

Given that poorer mental health of children is related to

other negative outcomes in life, including lower educational
achievement, substance abuse, violence and poor reproductive
health, these findings point to child labour as an important and
necessary target for intervention.
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Addressing a Difficult and Complex Problem

The researchers acknowledge that combatting the
psychological consequences of child labour will require
policymakers to treat the root causes of child labour. They
also acknowledge that this problem is extremely difficult and
complex to address from a policy perspective. Unfortunately,
banning child labour could have adverse impacts on child
wages, which may lead to an increase in child labour to
compensate for the reduction in a family’s income.

With this in mind, the researchers have proposed that other
types of interventions should be considered. For example, they
suggest that family education programmes on how to identify
mental health issues in children and adolescents could be
developed, and that schools could step up their provision of
mental health services, particularly in rural areas.

Critical Next Steps for Research

In addition to the proposals above, the researchers point to the
next steps required from a research perspective. In their study,
they did not measure how many hours children were working
each week, so could not determine how the intensity of labour
impacts psychological well-being. In addition, it would be
useful to explore how different types of work impact children,
as the demands of working in agriculture for example, differ in
many ways from those involved in domestic labour. Finally, the
current data did not allow the long-term consequences of child
labour and future research should take a longitudinal approach
to track the impacts on children throughout their development
in young adulthood and beyond.
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