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Executive summary

The case for accelerated global action targeting child labour and the lack of decent work 
opportunities for youth is very clear. Some 168 million children remain trapped in child 
labour while at the same time there are 75 million young persons aged 15 to 24 years who 
are unemployed and many more who must settle for jobs that fail to offer a fair income, 
security in the workplace, social protection or other basic decent work attributes.

This World Report focuses on the twin challenges of child labour elimination and 
ensuring decent work for youth. This focus is driven by the obstacles that child labour and 

and by the close connection between the two challenges.  The Report makes the case that 

The Report begins with a background discussion of standards, concepts and policy. 

of youth and their eventual employment outcomes; and second, how youth employment 

child labour and schooling earlier in the lifecycle. The Report then addresses the issue of 
child labour among 15 to 17 years old, the overlapping group that is relevant to broader 
efforts relating to both child labour and youth employment. The Report concludes with 
a set of recommendations for aligning and improving the coherence of policies and 

How child labour and early schooling leaving affect the transition 

paths of youth and their eventual employment outcomes 

included in the SWTS programme complete their labour market transition by the age of 
15 years, i.e. as child labourers.1 The same source indicates that even more youth in these 
countries leave school prior to this age, driven, inter alia, by poverty, social vulnerability, 

2 
How do the employment outcomes of former child labourers and others who begin the 

transition to work at an early age differ from those of other young persons? Comparisons 
of the employment and schooling outcomes of those that were already working by the age 
of 15 years with those that began work after this age offer us some insight in this regard.

1 ILO: Global Employment Trends for Youth 2013: A generation at risk
2 For a more detailed discussion of this point, see, for example, ILO: World report on child labour: economic vulnerability, 

Joining forces against child labour
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The results of these comparisons are consistent across the 12 countries where data 
are available – prior involvement in child labour is associated with lower educational 

 

development risks, but is also associated with compromised earning prospects and less 
chance of securing decent work in the longer term.

These comparisons, however, do not tell us anything about the transition trajectories 
taken by youth with different backgrounds in terms of work and schooling, information 
that is critical to understanding if early school leaving and premature work involvement 

transition 

4 

Results of the analysis indicate that those leaving school prior to the age of 15 years 
are generally at greater risk of remaining outside the world of work altogether, i.e. of 

ultimately to decent work, the desired outcome of the transition to work. The labour 
market experience of early school leavers is therefore more likely to be characterized by 

absences from the labour force.
Taken together, the results reinforce a central message of this Report, namely that in 

many countries interventions addressing premature school leaving and child labour are 
critical to broader efforts towards ensuring decent work for young persons.

Why the employment situation of youth matters for child labour 

How are the labour market conditions faced by young people relevant to child labour? 

as a disincentive to investment in children’s education earlier in the lifecycle while a 
more positive youth employment outlook can have the opposite effect. Families, in other 

In this Report we review the evidence from real world case studies concerning the 
impact of youth employment on child labour and schooling decisions. Broadly, the cases 

delivers a fair income, security in the workplace and social protection for families, better prospects for personal development and 
social integration, freedom for people to express their concerns, organize and participate in the decisions that affect their lives and 
equality of opportunity and treatment for all women and men.
4 Econometric techniques are used in order to account for the fact that not all youth who eventually transit to employment have 
already done so at the time of the SWTS in each country.  For further details regarding the methodology, see UCW: Pathways 
to work in the developing world: An analysis of young persons’ transition from school to the workplace.
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that we cite indicate that, in keeping with theory, increased demand for skilled workers is 
accompanied by increased school participation and reduced child labour. This is an area, 
however, where substantial knowledge gaps remain.

5  Farmers with more education were arguably more 

6  The introduction of these seeds, in other words, increased the 
returns to education. The results of the case study show that the areas where the new 

the increase in returns to education were therefore greatest, households responded by 
increasing their children’s school enrolment.7  However, consistent with experience in 

necessary condition for the potential increase in returns to education to have an impact 
on schooling.

education in the Indian labour market. The growth of this industry resulted in a strong 

the IT services industry also saw a higher increase in school enrolment. The study also 
shows that the increase in school enrolment was particularly marked in schools where 
English was the language of instruction.8

Two other cases offer further insight into how children’s school participation can 

involves the recent rapid growth of the garment sector in Bangladesh.9 This growth 

because education was associated with better work conditions relative to the available 

5 American Economic Review

6 Large landowners, who had better access to production inputs such as tractors, tubewells, fertilizers and pesticides, also 
enjoyed a considerable advantage in this context.
7

American Economic Review

also decreased labour requirements on the farm, including labour provided by children..
8 Journal of 
Human Resources
9

assessments of factory compliance with national law and international core labour standards, publish transparent public reporting 

employers, unions, buyers, and other industry stakeholders will focus on promoting sustainable change in the sector by helping 

relations. The programme will also provide training and advisory services to factories to improve working conditions and 
competitiveness.
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increased in direct proportion to the 
rate of expansion of the garment sector.

The second case involves the rapid expansion of Mexico’s export manufacturing 

attainment.   
Other case studies underscore the importance of knowledge and perceptions. Clearly, 

unable to respond to this change or may respond in a manner that is not consistent with 

face of information indicating that actual returns to education in the labour market were 
higher than they initially thought, children stayed in school longer and delayed their entry 
into the labour market. In a similar vein, in Madagascar it was found that the provision 
of information helped students and parents to assess more accurately average returns to 
education and resulted in increased school participation.11

prospects but youth employment prospects plainly affect child labour. Expanding decent 
work opportunities for youth, and particularly for vulnerable youth, constitutes an 
important component of a broader strategy for addressing child labour. Interventions aimed 

Child labour among adolescents aged 15 to 17 years

Hazardous work among adolescents who are above the general minimum working age 
12 constitutes a worst form of 

child labour and a violation of international labour standards. The ILO Convention No. 

effective measures to eliminate this and other worst forms of child labour as a matter of 
urgency.  

will not be possible to achieve overall child labour elimination without addressing child 
labour among older children.  Similarly, adolescents aged 15 to 17 years trapped in 
hazardous work stand as a major obstacle to achieving decent work for all youth. Yet, 

Endogenous Skill Acquisition and Export Manufacturing in Mexico
11 Nguyen, T.: Information, Role Models and Perceived Returns to Education: Experimental Evidence from Madagascar, 

12 In countries where the general minimum working age is 14 years, the lower age boundary should also technically be 14 years. 
However, for comparability, in this chapter we apply the minimum age boundary of 15 years in all countries.
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and youth employment, this overlapping group is rarely accorded the necessary priority 

absolute numbers of adolescents aged 15 to 17 years in hazardous work is considerable:

 adolescents aged 15 to 17 years in hazardous work total 47.5 million; 

 

 

in hazardous work in most countries where data are available, although there is large 
variation across countries and regions.14

These stark numbers underscore the importance of according special attention 
and in 

employment programmes is critical, as hazardous work in adolescence can create huge 
barriers – educational, physical, psychological, social – that impede a young person 
from competing successfully for good jobs in the future.  

The way forward: A coherent policy approach for tackling child 

labour and the youth decent work deficit

We have demonstrated above the close link between child labour and youth employment 
outcomes. Here we discuss the logical policy conclusion emerging from this link – the 
need for a coherent policy approach that tackles child labour and the youth decent work 

.  Looking forward, promoting decent work for all will be 

to education, child labour and youth employment will be central to the achievement of 
this goal.

between education, child labour and youth employment outcomes in the countries where 

of policies early in the lifecycle are needed to promote education as an alternative to 
child labour, and, following from this, to ensure that children enter adolescence with 
the basic skills and competencies needed for further learning and securing decent work. 
This foundation is in turn crucial to the success of policies at the next stage of the 
lifecycle for promoting improved youth employment outcomes, and for ensuring that 

14
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decent work opportunities for youth can also have an important positive feedback effect 
earlier in the lifecycle by creating incentives for parents to invest in the education of their 
younger children.

 Intervening early: getting children out of child labour and into school.  We have 
seen above how children’s early school leaving and premature involvement in 

underscores the critical importance of intervening early in the lifecycle against child 
labour and educational marginalization as part of a broader strategy to improve 
youth employment outcomes.

Fortunately we do not have to reinvent the wheel in terms of how to intervene 
against child labour. We can build on the wide body of evidence concerning the 
causes of child labour and extensive programming experience addressing child 
labour that has accumulated, over the last two decades,15 points to two policy 
pillars of particular importance: education and social protection.  Ensuring free, 
compulsory and quality education through to the minimum age of employment, 
provides families with the opportunity to invest in their children’s education as an 
alternative to child labour and makes it worthwhile for them to do so. Expanding 
social protection helps prevent child labour from being used as a household survival 
strategy in the face of economic shocks and social vulnerability.

 Facilitating the transition from school to work: promoting decent work 
opportunities for youth.  We have also seen how increased demand for skills and 
greater returns to education can translate into increased investment in education. 
In other words,  the labour market prospects of young persons, and in particular 

decisions concerning the division of children’s time between work and school earlier 
in the lifecycle.  Expanding decent work opportunities for youth, and particularly 
for vulnerable youth,  is not only critical for addressing the youth employment 
crisis but is a necessary part of a strategy for addressing child labour. 

tackling the youth employment crisis, the extensive existing body of evidence and 
policy experience points to a set of core policy areas that need to be considered 

relevant include enhancing young people’s employability through investing in 
education and training; strengthening labour market institutions; and encouraging 
youth entrepreneurship. 

15 The Roadmap for Achieving the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour
The Brasilia Declaration on Child Labour
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 Addressing adolescents in hazardous work: eliminating child labour among 
those aged 15 to 17 years. Both the share and absolute numbers of adolescents 
aged 15 to 17 years in hazardous work is considerable. In instances in which those 
adolescents are working in sectors or occupations that are designated as hazardous 
or where there is no scope for improving working conditions, the policy requirement 
is clear – they must be removed from the hazardous job. In these instances it is 
imperative that there is a strategy in place for providing withdrawn youth with 
adequate support services and second chances for securing decent work. Risk 
mitigation is a strategic option in instances where youth are exposed to hazards in 
sectors or occupations that are not designated as hazardous in national hazardous 
work lists and where scope for change in work conditions exists.  Such a strategy 

from the hazard so as not to be exposed, or minimize the risk associated with that 
hazard. 

 Mainstreaming gender: accounting for the special vulnerabilities of female 
children and youth.  
the success of early interventions against child labour and of later interventions 
promoting successful transitions to decent work. Female children face special 

are also particularly vulnerable to worst forms of child labour such as commercial 
sexual exploitation and to hidden forms of child labour such as domestic service 

to and supportive of the unique schooling challenges faced by female children. It 
also calls for targeted interventions addressing the variety of cultural, social and 

Figure 1. A coherent policy response to child labour and the lack of decent work opportunities  
for youth

Successful youth labour market outcomes increase household 
incentives to invest in children’s education earlier in the lifecycle

Intervening early:
getting children 

out of child labour and
into the classroom
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YOUTH
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Facilitating successful transitions 
from school to work: ensuring 
decent work opportunities for 

young persons

Building an enabling environment for combating child labour
and facilitating successful transitions from school to work  
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economic factors that leave female children especially vulnerable to certain types 
of child labour.

Female youth in many regions suffer from fewer opportunities in the labour market 

counterparts. Female youth’s career trajectories can be severely limited as a result 
of societal and familial expectations that they quit their work after marriage or after 

market underscores the need for continued efforts ensuring equal opportunities and 
treatment of young women and men in education and in work.  

 Ensuring the necessary conditions for progress: building an enabling 
environment.
and in providing decent work opportunities for youth will not be possible in the 
absence of an enabling economic and legal environment. Sustained, inclusive and 

and the development of sectors that are conducive to the creation of jobs for youth.  
Expanded decent work opportunities has the added effect of increasing returns to 
education, and, following from this, creating incentives for children to remain in 
school rather than enter work prematurely.

youth requires a supportive legislative environment which is in line with international 
standards and effectively mainstreamed into national development policies, plans 
and programmes. This has the important effect of signalling national intent and 

countries of the world. The critical next step on the legislative front is to ensure 
that these Conventions are effectively domesticated into national legislation. This 
process should include the elaboration of national lists of hazardous work that 
is prohibited for all persons below the age of 18 years. In the context of youth 
employment, it is critical to ensure young persons’ rights at work in order that they 
receive equal treatment and are protected from abuse and exposure to hazards.
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The second volume of the ILO World Report on Child 
Labour series highlights the close linkages between 
child labour and youth employment outcomes, and 
the consequent need for common policy approaches 
to addressing challenges arising in countries where 
both child labour and youth employment prevail. 

The Report presents empirical evidence of how child 
labour combined with limited education can lead to 
increased youth vulnerability and greater difficulties in 
transiting to good jobs. This evidence includes results 
from the ILO School-to-Work Transition Survey 
(SWTS) programme, an unprecedented data 
collection effort allowing the analysis of the 
trajectories followed by youth to enter the world of 
work in a total of 28 low- and middle-income countries 
around the world. The Report also reviews evidence 
of how the child labour-youth employment link can 
operate in the opposite direction, i.e. of how the 
difficulties faced by youth in the labour market can 
make personal investment in education less attractive 
as an alternative to child labour earlier in the lifecycle.  

Hazardous work among adolescents aged 15 to 17 
years is a third focus of the Report. Individuals in this 
critical age group, who are above the minimum 
working age in most countries but at the same time 
are still legally children, overlap the child labour and 
youth employment fields. Evidence is presented 
indicating that an alarming share of employed 
adolescents aged 15 to 17 years are in hazardous 
work and therefore are child labourers. 

Taken together, the evidence presented in the Report 
makes a strong case that the challenge of finding 
decent work during youth cannot be separated from 
the challenge of eliminating child labour earlier in the 
lifecycle.  Eliminating child labour, in other words, is a 
key policy goal in itself and a necessary starting point 
for achieving decent work for all.
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