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Abstract
Various official reports have established that child activity options have a link to household
poverty. Specifically, research acknowledges a two-way link between child labour and
household poverty. Some researchers argue that the increasing participation of children
in economic activities is a result of illiteracy and poverty, among other social and economic
problems. Others view such participation as an important strategy by poor households to
rise above the poverty line. In Nigeria, reports have identified an increasing incidence of
child labour, but comprehensive national analyses of the descriptive and causal factors of
the child welfare variables – schooling and work – have not been possible until now. This
study is therefore expected to fill this gap in knowledge using data from the Nigeria
Child Labour Survey, 2001.
Among the major conclusions emerging from the study is that there are structural
differences in the choice of child activity options across gender, age, sector and zones in
Nigeria. Although the evidence of a sector gap exists, the participation of children in
economic activity particularly increases in rural areas. In all the measures of poverty
used, there are also differences in child activity options across poverty status, which
points to poverty as an important variable of child welfare. Finally, there were percentage
differences in income contribution across age groups, gender and zones in Nigeria. The
econometric estimation noted that some child, parent, household and community variables
significantly affect the child activity options. Specifically the age of the child, household
composition, education of father, sector, zone and adult income determine child activity
options. Most of these contradict or support many of the findings of child labour studies
in other developing countries. Based on this it is recommended that for formulating
effective policy to reduce child labour in Nigeria, the age of the child, income status of
the household, education of the parents, and sector and zone must constitute important
variables. Also, awareness campaigns on the cost of child participation in economic
activities should be given priority. More importantly, if overall economic conditions are
not improved to lift families out of poverty, children will continue to get involved in
economic activities to enhance family income, irrespective of any regulatory or legislative
prohibitions.
Key words: Child labour, poverty, Nigeria
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Introduction

T

he incidence of child labour is a widespread and growing phenomenon in
developing countries, including Nigeria (Basu and Van, 1998). Genicot (1998)
estimated the number of children engaged in the labour force as 250 million in
developing countries. Labour force participation rates for children aged 5–14 years vary
greatly from country to country, ranging from close to zero in most developed countries
to an average of 20% in Latin America and 40% in Africa (Jayaraj and Subramanian,
1997; UNICEF, 2002).
The hazards associated with the involvement of children in the labour market are
enough to hypothesize that child labour use persists in inverse relation to the degree of
economic advancement of a society (Partrinos and Psacharopoulos, 1995). Yet, research
conducted by Basu (1998) revealed that children contributed as much as one third of
household income. The researchers concluded that children’s income in poor families
cannot be treated as insignificant in their poverty alleviation efforts. It has also been
reported in some studies that such income helps the poor families to improve their welfare,
thereby enabling them to send their children to school (Patrinos and Psacharopoulos,
1997).
The determinants of child activity options extend well beyond education to include
the child’s characteristics, parent’s characteristics, household’s characteristics and
community characteristics. Knowledge of these determinants would inform a better child
welfare management policy in Nigeria, but such analysis is lacking at the national level.
In addition, within the empirical literature on child labour there has been a shift from
mere quantification to econometric analysis of its determinants. This has coincided with
a widespread realization that simply banning child labour is unlikely to eradicate the
problem or may even make a household worse off.
The particular policy and research interest in this work is to ascertain the determinants
of child labour, more especially in traditional African society where there is ineffective
machinery to enforce child rights. In this context therefore, the paper seeks an in-depth
knowledge of the incidence and determinants of child labour in Nigeria using data from
the Child Labour Survey of 2001. This will offer policy makers and other agencies
interested in child welfare and poverty reduction a good foundation for formulating
appropriate policy.

1
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Objectives of the study

T

he broad objective of this study is to investigate the incidence and determinants of
child labour in Nigeria as well as the implications of household poverty on the choice
of child activity options. Specifically, the study seeks to:
• Identify different types of activity options in Nigeria.
• Examine the child activity options as patterned by child, parent and household
variables, as well as location and zones.
• Examine the income from child participation in economic activities as patterned by
location, gender and age of the child, as well as hours spent in different child labour
activities.
• Measure the effects of child, parent, household and community characteristics on
different child labour use decisions.

Research hypotheses

O

•
•
•
•

n the basis of the specific objectives of the study, the following null hypotheses
were tested:
There is no significant difference between the participation in child activity options
in urban and rural Nigeria.
There is no significant difference in child activity options across zones in Nigeria.
There is no significant difference in child activity options across gender in Nigeria.
Child characteristics, parent characteristics, household characteristics and community
characteristics have no significant effect on child labour decisions by household.

Justification for the study

T

here is wide disagreement on how to tackle the problem of child labour. This stems
partly from lack of awareness of the causes of child labour, and problems associated
with stopping child labour through legislation. This study is therefore expected to identify
the major factors that influence child activity options in Nigeria. The general significance
of this research is that the study will bring to light the determinants of child activity
options as well as the link between child labour and poverty in Nigeria. This will help
make policy on this issue for households and government to safeguard our children and
promote their contribution to economic growth and development in Nigeria. The study
will also be a reference point for further research on child activity options in Nigeria and
other developing countries.
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Research methodology

T

his study used data from the survey conducted by the Federal Office
of Statistics (FOS) and the International Labour Organization (ILO) from July 2000
to February 2001 in Nigeria.
Specifically, the sample design was constructed to provide a robust estimate at the
state level and Abuja (the capital of Nigeria). Therefore, in each state except the Federal
Capital Territory (FCT) Abuja, a sample of 60 enumeration areas (EAS) comprising 30
urban and 30 rural were selected. Ten (10) housing units were selected in each EAS,
thereby providing 600 housing units in each state except FCT, where 300 were targeted.
This gave a proposed national sample size of 22,200 housing units. Of these, 21,900
households responded, among which are 32,354 children aged between 5 and 17 years
of age. The actual data were collected from 20,830 household units, comprising 100,785
individuals, among whom are 32,354 children aged 5–17 years of age. After data cleaning,
the numbers came to 20,416 households, 100,654 individuals and 32,245 children.
The actual data used in this analysis are shown in Table 1. Children aged between 5
and 14 years were selected to conform to the international definition of child.

Table 1: Data on children aged between 5 and 14 years
Details

Number

Total
Total
Total
Total
Total
Total

100,654
32,308
938
6,712
14,136
1,059

number of individuals
number of children
number of children working only
number of children combining school and work
number of children schooling only
number of children participating in neither work nor school (idling )

Note: Work in this study includes all economic activities engaged in by children, whether paid or unpaid except
domestic chores (for example, waged work, work in family enterprise/farm, self-employment, apprenticeship
whether paid or unpaid).
Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

4
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Review of related literature

C

hild labour use in developing countries is a fundamental social problem with
grave consequences for economic development. It is the participation of young
children under the age of 15 years in the labour force in order to earn a living or
support household income (Grootaert and Kanbur, 1995). It has been reported that child
labour could lead to mass dropout from primary and secondary schools (Canagarajah
and Coulombe, 1997). Child labour is not only a growing phenomenon in the developing
countries but is also assuming a different dimension. ILO (1996) estimates put the
prevalence of child labour at 250 million in developing countries, out of which 61% is in
Asia, 32% in Africa and 7% in Latin America. The same source indicates that 120 million
children are full time workers and 80% are between the ages of 10 and 14 years. Basu
(1998) reports that in terms of child labour force participation rates, Africa ranks highest,
with 33% in East Africa, 24% in West Africa and 22% in Central Africa. This phenomenon
hampers human capital development and the potential of developing countries, as
Ravallion and Wodom (2000) observe.
Inasmuch as many researchers have viewed child labour as an index of poverty,
neediness, subsistence living and general deprivation, they have recommended outright
abolition (Patrinos and Psacharopoulos, 1997).
Ray (2000) notes that the universal perception of child labour as a problem stems
from the widespread belief that employment is destructive to children’s intellectual and
physical development, especially that of young children. The danger is particularly serious
for children who work in hazardous industries. He observed that working prevents children
from benefiting fully from school and may thereby condemn them to perpetual poverty
and low wage employment.
Basu (1998), however, views child labour as a way out of poverty especially for poor
households. Basu observes that children contribute as much as one-third of household
income in poor families. He states that such income could not be treated as insignificant
in poverty reduction in poor households. Notwithstanding, Nielsen (1998) does not find
a positive relationship between poverty and child labour, and thus raises doubts about
the claim of poverty being a main determinant of child labour (e.g., Grootaert and Kanbur,
1995). Canagarajah and Coulombe (1997) analysed 1991/92 data in Ghana and drew
results similar to the Neilsen study. Per capita household income was used as a proxy for
welfare or an “inverse” measure of poverty. The result showed a weakly inversely Ushaped relationship with child labour.
In addition, Ray (2000) notes that child labour need not necessarily be “bad”, nor
warrant action from policy makers. Indeed some (low, non human capital affecting)
4
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levels of child labour may even stimulate the children in their personal development as
well as generate a natural attachment to the labour market at an early age. Thus, child
labour can be beneficial, rather than harmful, as long as it is not undertaken at the expense
of educational attainment.
The causes of child labour as reported in the literature are many. Bonnet (1993) reported
that a debt incurred by the parents is often the bond that forces the child to work toward
repayment of the debt. ILO (1992) confirms this, but notes that such bonds usually occurred
in South Asia where there were several millions of legally child-bonded labourers
especially in informal sectors. Rimmer (1992) noted that in most cases child labour is
determined by the poverty status of the household and level of parental education.
Psacharopoulos (1997) noted that if the parents have irregular employment, this creates
the need for additional or more stable income sources to be provided by children. Studies
by Lloyd and Blanc (1994) and Grootaert (1998) revealed that child, parent and household
characteristics as well as school characteristics (i.e., expenditure in school and distance
to the school) are important variables affecting whether children participate in economic
activities. In addition, Siddiqi and Patrinos (1995) concluded that location could also be
an important factor in child labour force participation. They observed that children in
rural areas participate more in the labour market because of larger land holdings. This
means that the tendency to engage in child labour increases with farm size. In addition,
the literature on the determinants of school enrolment has also clearly established one
effect, which is a substitution effect between the schooling of girls and the labour force
participation of the mothers (Levison, 1991).
The review of literature confirmed two schools of thought. One view is that child
labour is detrimental to the child, the household and even the country’s human capital
development. The other is that child labour is not necessarily harmful to the child provided
that it is not undertaken at the expense of the child’s schooling. In addition, a lot of
controversy surrounds the links between child labour and poverty reported in empirical
studies. More so, none of these works were done in Nigeria. With this recent survey
conducted by the Federal Office of Statistics (FOS) in conjunction with ILO in Nigeria,
we explore what determines different child activity options and how these are linked to
poverty alleviation in Nigeria.

6
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Results and discussion

T

he descriptive results cover activity options, parent and household characteristics,
and sectors and zones. Parent characteristics include employment, education,
presence in the household and gender, while household characteristics include
size and the numbers of adults and children. These finding are discussed in the following
paragraphs.

Children activity options in Nigeria

C

hildren spend their time in different activities in Nigeria, divided
into work, school and leisure. These activities are broadly categorized internationally
into work only, school and work, and school only. The data do not cover estimates from
leisure. The result shows that participation in work and schooling activities differs across
zones, gender and sectors in Nigeria.
Table 2 shows that although there is no clear association between schooling and age,
there seems to be a high concentration of full-time schooling at earlier ages of the child.
The table also shows that although fewer children are in full-time work activity (work
only), there is a high cohort of these children aged 9 to 10 years as well as aged 12 to 14
years. A similar trend is observed among school children participating in economic
activities (school and work). It is also evident from the table that there is a clear indication
that as children grow older, their participation in economic activities increases.
Children who participate neither in school nor in economic activities are mostly aged
between 5 and 6 years. This may be attributed to a delay in school enrolment among
children in Nigeria. The table also shows that 93% of children are enrolled irrespective
of their involvement in economic activities.
In terms of gender, the table shows that there is little or no gender gap between male
and female children in participation across ages. Although there is no marked difference
between male and female participation in full-time schooling, slightly more male children
participate in full-time schooling than their female counterparts. The explanation of this
observed trend might be the introduction of the universal basic education programme
and the vigorous campaigns on the importance of girl-child education in Nigeria, which
narrows the gender gap in participation in full-time schooling.
The table also shows that of the sampled children in Nigeria 27% of females and 25%
of males combined school with some economic activities. Further analysis finds that
participation of male children in full-time work is consistently higher than that of females
at all ages.
6
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Table 2: Percentage distribution of child activities by gender of the child
Age

5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
All

School only

Work only

School and work

Idle

M

F

All

M

F

All

M

F

All

M

F

All

63
72
68
70
69
64
68
64
63
65
67

62
67
72
67
69
64
66
65
67
64
66

63
69
70
69
69
64
68
64
63
65
67

3
3
4
3
5
5
5
4
5
5
4

2
2
2
2
2
3
2
3
3
4
3

3
3
3
3
5
5
3
4
5
5
3

11
17
25
25
25
30
30
31
31
29
25

12
21
24
28
28
32
36
32
30
31
27

11
19
24
27
26
30
29
31
31
30
26

22
8
3
1
1
1
0
0
1
0
4

25
10
2
3
1
1
0
0
0
1
4

23
9
3
2
0
1
0
1
1
0
4

Note: M = Male children; F = Female children.
Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

It is also evident from the table that participation in the work only category increases as
the child gets older. The possible explanation for this is that participation in full-time
work requires more energy, which is acquired when the child grows older.
There is also a marginal gender gap among the idling children (that is, neither in work
nor in school) as well as those participating in full-time work, which narrows as the age
of the child increases. This explains the fact that although a higher percentage of children
may have been enrolled, most children in Nigeria are faced with delayed enrolment.
Similar results have been found elsewhere (Glick and Sahn, 1997). More importantly,
the test of differences between means shows that male participation in all child activity
options is significantly different from female activity options except in the case of idling
(see Appendix Table A1). Table 3 presents the distribution of child activity options across
regions in Nigeria.
Table 3: Percentage distribution of child activities by zones in Nigeria
Zones

School only
M

1. NC
2. NE
3. NW
4. SE
5. SS
6. SW

61
46
63
65
59
93

Work only

School and work

Idle

F

All

M

F

All

M

F

All

M

F

61
50
60
62
59
90

61
48
61
64
59
92

6
17
4
0
0
1

4
13
3
0
0
0

5
15
3
0
0
1

29
28
26
34
40
6

29
28
28
38
40
8

29
28
27
36
40
7

4
9
7
0
1
1

5
9
9
1
2
2

All
5
9
8
0
1
1

Note:
Zone 1 = North Central; Zone 2 = North East; Zone 3 = North West; Zone 4 = South East; Zone 5 =
South South; Zone 6 = South West; M = Male children F =Female children.
Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

8
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The table shows that over 72% of children in Southern zones are in full-time schooling
compared with less than 58% in Northern Nigeria. Moreover, children from Southwest
Nigeria had the highest participation in full-time schooling, representing 92% of total
sampled children in that zone, while children from Northeast Nigeria had a relatively
low school enrolment (48%). This may be attributed to early adoption of Arabic education
in Northern Nigeria and western education in Southern Nigeria, suggesting a differentiation
along religious lines. The relatively high incidence of schooling children in Southwest
Nigeria is expected because the zone is the former capital of Nigeria from where western
education was first established and extended to other zones in Nigeria.
In terms of gender-specific activity options across zones, the table shows that over all
the zones in Nigeria, male participation in full-time schooling dominates that of females
except in North East Nigeria where there is a marginal difference in favour of female
child education. Two things could be responsible for this. First, there may be less evidence
of discrimination in the zone. Secondly and more importantly, nomadic influences may
be more prominent in the zone, which favours the migration of male children to other
zones. In addition, the relatively high incidence of males in full-time schooling is not a
surprise because of the importance attached to the male-child in traditional African society.
Overall, there is little or no evidence of discrimination against female children in school
enrolment. This is supported in the literature. The fact that female children are more
likely to combine schooling with economic activities may be an indication (although not
conclusive) that female children work so that male children may be enrolled.
The table also shows that although there is equal participation of schooling children
in economic activity, it is more likely that schooling female children will participate in
economic activity in Northwest and Southeast Nigeria. The table also shows that there is
higher percentage of children in full-time economic activities in the North compared
with the South, where more children combined schooling with economic activities. The
explanation of this is not clear; it may be a reflection of regional poverty differences.
This finding also coincides with the 1999 poverty profile report, which shows a relatively
higher incidence of poverty in Northern Nigeria.
More idle children (participating in neither school nor work) are recorded in Northern
than in Southern Nigeria. This is a reflection of delayed enrolment among children in the
Northern Zone, and to a larger extent that of the female child. Culture may also contribute
to the result because there is high incidence of school-aged children begging for alms in
Northern Nigeria. Over all the child activity options, the test of difference between means
shows that child activity options of Southern children are significantly different from
those of Northern children except for those children combining schooling with economic
activity (Appendix Table A1).
Table 4 brings out the activity options of the child in rural and urban areas across the
zones in Nigeria. The table shows that there is a wide gap in school enrolment between
rural and urban children. This gap widens at an early age, reflecting earlier withdrawal
of children from school in rural areas. The urban advantage merits comment. No one
would be surprised to see a marked urban advantage because urban households have
easier access to school than rural households. With the educational horizon of rural parents
so limited, they may lack knowledge or enthusiasm to send their children to school rather
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than work. The table also indicates that participation of schooling children in economic
activities increases with the age of the child in all sectors, confirming a higher age as a
necessary condition for participation in economic activities.
Table 4: Percentage distribution of child activities in urban and rural Nigeria
School only
Age
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
All

Rural
55
62
63
63
61
57
59
57
55
56
59

School and work

Urban
78
86
84
82
85
79
78
79
79
78
81

Rural
13
22
29
31
33
36
37
37
39
37
31

Urban
9
11
15
17
14
20
21
20
20
20
17

Work only
Rural
4
4
4
4
5
5
4
5
6
6
5

Idle

Urban Rural
1
0
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1

28
12
4
3
1
1
0
1
1
1
5

Urban
13
2
1
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
2

Note: U = Urban; R = Rural.
Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

The incidence of idling children not only decreases with age, there is also a wide
sectoral gap. This gap narrows as the age of the child increases, reflecting early withdrawal
of urban children from idling activity. Participation of urban children in full-time work is
almost constant in all ages. The participation of children in full-time work activities in
rural areas exceeds that of urban children, a result that is probably dictated by poverty
status in the two sectors, which is more of a rural than urban problem. This often compels
rural children to work in order to enhance household income. Over all the child activity
options, the test of difference between means shows that activity options of rural children
are significantly different from those of urban children as presented in Appendix Table
A1.
In terms of zone, Table 5 shows a marked difference in children’s participation in
full-time schooling in all the zones, which favours urban children. Table 5 also shows
that it is more likely that schooling children in rural areas in Southern will participate in
economic activity than those in Northern Nigeria. The overall result of lower participation
in school (whether on full-time or part-time basis) in rural than urban in all the zones
reflects two things. First is the greater predominance of poverty in rural than urban areas
(similar studies have confirmed this; for example, Grootaert, 1998, Nelson, 2000). Second,
enterprises such as farming that encourage child participation in economic activities are
more common in rural than in urban areas. More idle children are recorded in the rural
North than in the rural South. This may be connected to delayed enrolment, disability or
lack of interest in education, which are important variables that determine child
participation in schooling.

10
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Table 5: Percentage distribution of child activity options in urban and rural Nigeria
School only
Zones
1. NC
2. NE
3. NW
4. SE
5. SS
6. SW

Rural
59
43
54
63
56
90

Urban
67
61
78
70
70
92

School and work

Work only

Rural

Urban

Rural

29
27
31
37
43
7

30
29
18
30
29
7

6
19
5
0
0
1

Idle

Urban
1
5
1
0
0
0

Rural

Urban

6
11
10
0
2
2

1
6
3
0
1
1

Note: U = Urban; R = Rural. Zones as above.
Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

The age specific differentials in child schooling, work and non-activity are examined
in Table 6. This look at age groupings is important in order to ascertain at what school
stage the higher participation in economic activities occurs so as to permit appropriate
targeting. Children aged 5 to 11 years are assumed to be in primary school, while those
aged between 12 and 14 years are assumed to be in junior secondary school (JSS).
Although the enrolment of girls is lower than boys over all the age groups, the difference
is marginal. Work participation shows a higher and wider gender disparity than for children
in neither activity. Participation in work is highest among children in the 5–11 years age
group, which includes children who are supposed to be in primary school. Further analysis
shows that more children aged between 5 and 11 years participate in full-time school and
less in full-time work than any other age group. This group also constitutes the largest
cohort of idling children.
Table 6: Activity status of children across gender and age, by per cent
Age group

Full-time school

Full-time work

Idle children

Boys
5–11
12–14

68
64

4
5

5
0

Girls
5–11
12–14

67
66

2
3

6
0

All children
5–11
12–14

67
65

3
4

5
0

Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Work activities can be disaggregated further into paid work, unpaid work and domestic
work. The results, as presented in Table 7, indicate gender dimensions in specific work
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activities that have interesting similarities and differences. First, there is a significant
gender difference in participation in unpaid work and domestic work that increases as
the child grows older. It is evident from the table that more female children participate in
domestic chores than male. The possible explanation of this is that girls are expected to
be future mothers. Therefore, home management, which is mainly domestic chores, is
taught to female children early in life. It is also interesting to note that irrespective of
gender the children withdraw from household chores as they grow older. Generally, it
must be noted that more children participate in paid work at older ages. For example,
less than 2% of the sample 8-year-olds and 8% of 14-year-olds participate in paid work.
The result is further disaggregated by zones as presented in Table 8.
Table 7: Percentage distribution of children in different work activities
Age

Paid work
Male

5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
All

Unpaid work

Female

1
1
1
2
2
2
7
5
7
6
4

2
1
2
1
2
3
2
2
5
9
3

Male

Female

15
19
24
22
35
35
39
42
46
48
34

6
12
11
12
14
16
17
24
20
24
24

Domestic work
Male
84
79
75
76
63
63
54
52
47
46
62

Female
92
87
87
87
84
81
81
74
75
67
73

Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Table 8: Percentage distribution of children in different work activities across zones
Paid work
Zones

Male

1. NC
2. NE
3. NW
4. SE
5. SS
6. SW

2
4
3
4
29
10

Unpaid work

Female
3
4
2
5
14
18

Male
46
38
20
17
28
27

Female
24
17
8
16
23
30

Domestic work
Male
52
58
76
79
43
52

Female
73
80
90
79
60
64

Zones as above.
Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Further, the table indicates that more children participate in domestic work than any
other type of work in all the zones, and to greater extent female children. Moreover,
more children participate in unpaid work than in paid work in all the zones. The table
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also shows a gender differential – there are more girls than boys in domestic duties in all
zones. However, the size and significance of such gender imbalance is nowhere as large
or as pronounced as in Northern zones.
The disaggregation of work activities into full-time domestic work activities and the
combination of domestic work with some economic activities is presented in Table 9.
The table reaffirms that irrespective of gender, children withdraw from household chores
as they get older. The age of the child also associates positively with children combining
household chores with work. This indicates that older children are more likely than younger
children to combine household chores with some economic activities. The basic difference
between these two categories is the inclusion of economic activities, which require older
children to participate.
When the gender of the child is considered, however, a more interesting result is
revealed. The most striking of these findings is that as the age of the child increases, the
participation gap in any of the activities diminishes. For example, percentage differences
from the age of 5 and 9 years to 10 and 14 years between participating in domestic chores
and combining domestic chores with work are 63% and 38%, respectively, for females
and 48% and 16% for males.
Table 9: Percentage distribution of children according to their participation in different
household chores
Age group

Domestic chores
only

Domestic chores
and work

All
5–9 years
10–14 years

78
64

22
36

Female
5–9 years
10–14 years

82
69

18
31

Male
5–9 years
10–14 years

74
8

26
42

Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Parental and household characteristics and the activity
status of children

M

any studies have identified parental characteristics as one of the factors influencing
the decision of the parents to involve their children in economic activities. The
major parental characteristics such as employment, education and presence of the parents
in the household are discussed below.
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Parental employment and child activity options in Nigeria
There has been substantial debate over whether children and parents (particularly mothers)
are substitutes or complements in economic activity. Proponents of the complementary
argument assert that when mothers participate in the labour force, children take over
household work from mothers; that is, mothers and children are complementary in
economic activity (domestic work) (Levison, 1991). On the other hand, proponents of
the substitution argument (e.g., Basu and Van, 1998) say that when mothers are more
available for market work, children are removed from the labour market. This results in
a decrease in the labour force participation rate of children and an increase in school
attendance. Thus, parents (or mothers) and children are substitutes in economic activities.
In this section, we explore the empirical evidence on this issue using Nigerian child
labour survey data (see Table 10).
Table 10: Activity status of children by parents’ primary occupational status (per cent)
School

Work

School/work

Idle

Male children
Fathers
Farming
Non-farming

59
78

7
1

29
19

5
2

Mothers
Farming
Non-farming

62
80

6
1

25
17

6
1

Female children
Fathers
Farming
Non-farming

58
74

4
1

31
23

6
2

Mothers
Farming
Non-farming

64
0

2
27

29
2

4

Parents – All children
Farming
Non-farming

59
67

6
3

29
26

6
4

Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Table 10 shows that children from farming households are more likely to participate
in economic activity than children from non-farming households. This is expected because
farming households are assumed to be poorer and less educated than non-farming
households. In addition, farming in developing countries is at a rudimentary stage, usually
peasant farming, which is highly labour intensive. Since peasant farmers are poor and
may not afford to hire labour, they resort to their own labour – and that of their children.
It is also expected that children from non-farming households participate more in

14

RESEARCH PAPER 156

schooling, and less in work and idling activities. This is because it is expected that in
most cases the head of a non-farming household has acquired some formal education
and is therefore more aware of the long-term implication of allowing children to get
involved in economic activities.
The table also presents the influence of the gender of the household head on the
activity options of the child. There is higher incidence of school enrolment and consequent
reduction in economic activities by children when the mother is employed in non-farming
activities than when the father is employed in non-farming activities. Canagarajah and
Coulombe (1997), who say that when mothers are more available for market work, children
are removed from the labour market, support this.
It should also be noted that when both parents are employed in non-farming activities,
there is increased school enrolment and less participation in work or idling activities of
male children than female children.

Education of the parents and child activity options
It is often postulated that educational attainment of parents plays a key role in determining
a child’s work. Educated parents are expected to dissuade children from engaging in
labour activity because they usually realize the importance of education, in particular the
long-term (monetary) returns to human capital accumulation. The empirical evidence on
this issue is summarized in Table 11.
The table shows that the education attainment of the household head has a significantly
negative impact on the incidence of child labour in Nigeria. The descriptive statistics
show that 30% of boys or girls whose household heads attained less than secondary
school participate in work activities. Furthermore, 5% and 6% of girls and boys,
respectively, whose household heads attained less than secondary school participate in
neither school nor work activity (idling). On the other hand, 23% of girls and 25% of
boys belonging to families in which the head attained post-secondary school engaged in
the labour force. Less than 2% of girls and 1% of boys whose household heads attained
post-secondary participate in neither work nor schooling activity (that is, idling).
The table also shows that a mother’s education has greater impact on encouraging
children to participate in schooling and discouraging their participation in economic
activities than the father’s education. The table also reveals that mother’s education reduces
the incidence of idling children. A possible explanation for this is that the mother’s time
is an input into the education (production of human capital) of her children, and that the
mother’s own level of education raises the productivity of this input. According to this
argument (Behrman et al., 1999), the mother’s own level of education increases her
services as a home tutor rather than as a market labourer and thus raises the return to the
time that her children spend in education. This finding is supported by Cartwright and
Patrinos (1999), who say that increased education of mothers implies that better educated
mothers have greater opportunities for paid employment outside the home, hence
increasing household income, and has greater probability of a child attending school. By
increasing family income, the mother’s employment reduces the need to rely on the
child’s labour.

INCIDENCE AND DETERMINANTS OF CHILD LABOUR IN NIGERIA

15

Table 11: Activity status of children by parental education (per cent)
School
Boys
Father's education
Illiterate
Primary
Secondary
Post-secondary
Mother’s education
Illiterate
Primary
Secondary
Post-secondary
Girls
Father’s education
Illiterate
Primary
Secondary
Post secondary
Mother’s education
Illiterate
Primary
Secondary
Post-secondary
Parents’ education
No education
Primary
Secondary
Post-secondary
No education
Primary
Secondary
Post-secondary
Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Work

School/Work

Idle

63
68
73
77

6
2
2
1

25
27
23
20

6
3
2
2

64
68
77
78

5
2
2
3

25
28
19
19

5
3
2
0

62
66
72
77

4
1
1
1

26
29
24
20

8
4
3
1

63
67
76
80

4
1
1
2

27
29
21
17

7
4
2
1

6
3
3
2

24
27
24
21

6
3
2
2

4
1
2
2

26
29
25
23

7
4
3
1

Girls
64
66
70
75
Boys
63
65
70
73
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Presence of parents and its impact on child activity options
The gender-specific activity rates across the presence of parents in a household are
presented in Table12. The survey shows that the mother’s presence reduces the
participation of both male and female children in exclusive work activity and increases
their participation in school enrolment more than the father’s presence. In addition, the
presence of mothers decreases the number of male children in idling activity more than it
does that of female children.
Table 12: Activity status of children by presence status of parents in household (per cent)
Presence status
of the parents

School only

Work only

Work/School

Idleness

Boys
Father present
Mother present
Both parents present

71
72
65

2
1
5

26
26
26

2
1
4

Girls
Father present
Mother present
Both parents present

68
72
65

1
1
3

29
25
27

2
2
5

All children
Father present
Mother present
Both parents present

69
72
65

2
1
4

27
26
26

2
2
5

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

The results also indicate a further gender differential among schooling children
participating in work activity when mother or father is present in the household. The
number of schooling male children who participate in work activity when the mother is
present in the household and of female children when the father is present is greater than
when the whole group of children is considered. The table also shows that the presence
of the father in the household has a stronger impact on increasing the participation of
male children in school than on that of female children.
It is a surprise that the presence of both father and mother in a household increased
the participation of children in all work activities and reduced their participation in school
more than when either the mother or the father is present. The explanation of this is
difficult; it may be because the presence of both parents increases both household size
and family expenditure, which compels their children to work for additional income to
improve the welfare of the household. Another explanation is that there may be high
illiteracy rate among parents in Nigeria.
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Household headed by children in Nigeria
A household headed by a child is an indication of early death of the parents and lack of
concern for the immediate family. The Child Labour Survey of 2001 examines this issue
although not in detail. The survey found that children aged between 5 and 14 years head
a sizeable number of households in Nigeria. The empirical evidence is summarized in
Table 13, which gives the percentage of households headed by children across gender in
urban and rural Nigeria. The table shows that there are more child-headed households in
urban than rural areas. This may be a reflection of rural–urban migration in Nigeria. It
could also be a result of higher prevalence of HIV/AIDS, which left many children
orphaned and automatic household heads. The high incidence of households headed by
children in urban areas is also attributed to the problem associated with early death of
parents and high poverty incidence in rural Nigeria, which may force the children to
migrate to urban areas and become household heads. Many of these children often move
without their family, which automatically makes them the household head in the new
environment.
Table 13: Households headed by children across gender and sectors
Sectors
Rural
Urban

Male head

Female head

All children

0.03%
0.07%

0.05%
0.05%

0.04%
0.06%

Source: Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Even though the percentage looks numerically small, when these figures are weighted
it shows that a sizeable number of children fall within into this category in Nigeria.
Specifically, out of 38,071,349 children in Nigeria, the total number of households headed
by children translates to 9,125 and 7,685 in rural and urban areas, respectively, as well as
a total of 8,579 male-headed and 8,232 female-headed households in Nigeria.
There is need to study in detail what causes the incidence of households headed by
children in Nigeria. The questionnaire used in the Child Labour Survey of 2001 is not
exhaustive in investigating this type of children.

Gender of household head and child activity options in Nigeria
Much research has studied the association between the gender of a household head and
the child activity options in developing countries. The Child Labour Survey found the
relationship between the activity option of the children and the gender of household head
that is presented in Table 14.
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Table 14: Percentage distribution of children according to their activity options with different
household heads
Activities
Work
School work
School
Idle
Paid work
Unpaid work
Domestic chores

Female-head
8.08
27.95
51.71
3.92
4.29*
16.59
22*

Male-head
7.91
25.39
54.90
3.80
2.01*
22.26
78*

* Significant at 5% probability level.
Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Table 14 also shows that although there is equal school enrolment in the two types of
household, children’s participation in work differs. Children from female-headed
households are more likely to work or combine schooling with work than children from
male-headed households. This may be a reflection of the financial burden faced by femaleheaded households, as acknowledged in literature (Patrinos and Psaharopoulos, 1997),
which makes it imperative for children from female-headed families to participate in
economic activities, especially paid work, to augment the household income. It must
also be noted that children from male-headed households participate more in unpaid
work than those of female-headed households. The reason for this is not clear, but may
be attributed to the existence of more farmland in the male-headed families, which is
relatively small in female-headed households. It is also important to note that there is
more participation of children from male-headed households in domestic chores than
those from female-headed households. This is expected because there is a perfect
substitution between presence of mothers and children in participation of domestic chores.

Household size and child activity options
The literature has clearly established that larger household sizes reduce children’s school
enrolment and increase their participation in economic activities (Grootaert, 1998). Table
15 shows that the association between household size and children’s activity option
confirms the findings of earlier studies. The possible explanation for this is that a larger
household size reduces the income of the household, thereby increasing the chances of a
child participating in economic activities especially in paid work. Although the relationship
between household size and idling children is less clear, the household size of 5–7 has
the highest incidence of children in this category. Overall, the analysis suggests that
children from larger households do not always go to school; much of their time is devoted
to work activity.
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Table 15: Activity options of children and household size (per cent)
Household size
Activity options
Work
School
School/work
Idle

<4
2
74
21
3

5–7
3
68
24
5

8 and above
4
63
30
3

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Children and work

C

hildren enter the labour force at different ages and spend varying times at work.
Their poverty status, income and contribution to the family income also vary
considerably, as does their option to work full-time or part-time. Details of these and
other aspects of child labour are presented in the following sections.

Age at participation of children in work activities
The age of participation of children in work activities across zone, gender and sector is
presented in Table 16. Over all the zones, as well as sectors and genders, children enter
paid work at an older age than unpaid work. Further, children from Southwest zone enter
paid work (12.8 years) at later age than any other zone in Nigeria. Although children
from Northern zones enter into work activity at a younger age than those in the South,
male children enter into paid work at an older age than female children irrespective of
location. In addition, male children enter unpaid work activities at a younger age than
their female counterparts.
Table 16: Distribution of children according to age (years) of participation in work activities
across zones, gender and sectors
Zones

Paid

Unpaid

All

1. NC
2. NE
3. NW
4. SE
5. SS
6. SW
Rural
Urban
Male
Female
All

9.8
9.5
11.2
10.7
12.8
12.2
10.9
11.2
11.4
10.5
11.0

7.8
7.4
7.6
8.6
9.5
12.0
7.6
10.7
7.8
8.2
7.9

7.7
7.2
8.0
7.8
8.3
9.9
7.7
8.8
7.8
8.0
7.9

Zones as above.
Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.
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Male children enter the paid work force at older ages than female children, but the
average age at which these children enter the labour force – paid or unpaid – shows that
female children start economic activities at an earlier age than male children. The average
age at which these children enter the labour force first is 11 years and 7.9 years for paid
and unpaid works, respectively, irrespective of gender and locations.
In summary then, the table shows that there are gender, zonal and sectoral differences
in the average age of participation in paid and unpaid work in Nigeria. Even though
children in Nigeria enter the work force at an average age of 7.9 years, a higher age is
required for them to participate in paid work (11.0 years) than unpaid work (7.9 years).
The difference in ages for paid and unpaid work is higher in rural areas than urban areas.

Time allocation to work activities by children
Some studies consider 20 hours of work per week as the critical threshold beyond which
the education of the child starts being significantly affected (Fallon and Zafiris, 1998).
The number of hours spent by different categories of children in work activities excluding
domestic works is presented in Table 17. It is evident from the table that the number of
hours increases with the age of the children. Further, the table shows that hours spent in
work activities differ across zones. Specifically, children aged between 5 and 9 years
spent approximately 20 hours at work in a week in Northwest, Northeast and Southwest
zones of Nigeria. This is certainly a reason to believe that the educational performance
of these children is impaired – if they are in school at all. This finding is supported by
studies elsewhere in developing countries that long hours of work affect the physical
and mental development of children (Nelson, 2000).
Table 17: Hours spent working per week across ages and zones in Nigeria
Zones
1. NC
2. NE
3. NW
4. SE
5. SS
6. SW
All

5–9 (yrs)
17.93 hours
19.93
19.91
15.89
11.24
23.14
17.69

10–14 (yrs)
21.55 hours
23.65
23.09
22.27
14.54
22.77
20.91

5–14 (yrs)
21.64 hours
23.23
24.67
20.52
15.11
27.96
21.51

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

On the average, children aged 5–9 years spent approximately 17.69 hours in a week
in work activities. Over all except the South-South zones in Nigeria, children aged between
10 and 14 years spent more than 20 hours at work. However, it is important to disaggregate
the number of hours spent by children according to their level of commitment in economic
activities.
According to Table 18, over all the sectors and genders, hours spent working per
week by exclusive child labourers are statistically different from those of schooling
children except male children and those aged between 5 and 9 years in urban areas. This
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could be attributed to the exclusion of schooling children from participation in work
activity during their school hours. They therefore spent significantly fewer hours in work
activities than working children. Exclusive child labourers in rural areas spent more
hours per week (20.24 hours) than those in urban areas (16.45 hours) in economic
activities. This is presumably because of child involvement in agricultural activities,
which are taxing and virtually non-existent in urban areas. Schooling children participating
in economic activities spent almost the same number of hours in both age groups (16.14
hours and 16.67 hours in a week, respectively). For full-time work, however, the older
children spent more hours in urban areas than in rural areas.
Table 18: Hours spent in a week on part or full-time work
5–9 years
Gender/Sector Full-time work
Male
Female
Rural
Urban
All

10–14 years

Part-time work

19.52 hours
20.97
20.24
16.45
20.01

Full-time work

16.36 hours
15.60*
15.62*
17.47
16.14*

27.28 hours
30.48
27.31
38.15
28.41

Part-time work
17.50 hours*
17.30*
17.66*
16.63*
16.67*

* indicates significant at 5% probability level.
Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Table 19 shows that there is also a gender differential in the number of hours children
spend in a week in economic activities. Exclusive female child labourers spent more
hours in work (26.62 hours) than their male counterparts (23.17 hours), while full-time
workers in rural areas spent more time working (30.91 hours) than urban children (24.04
hours). The possible explanation for the latter is the existence of agricultural activities,
which take more time than other economic activities engaged in by children. In view of
this result, we can rightly say that rural child labourers are more likely to have illness or
injuries than their urban counterparts.
Table 19: Hours spent working in a week by category of children
Details

Category
Work only

Male
Female
Rural
Urban
Overall

23.17 hours
26.32
30.91
24.04
24.61

Note: * significant at 5% probability level.
Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

School/work
17.12 hours*
16.68*
16.93*
16.91*
16.93*

All children
21.79 hours
21.08
21.22
22.65
21.51
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Poverty and child activity options
It seems obvious that household welfare and child labour should be closely correlated.
At a micro-level, this suggests that if a household is too poor to survive without children
contributing to the economic activities of the household, children will be induced to
engage in either market or home work, which could lead to harmful effects on long-run
human capital accumulation and has potential for perpetuating poverty across generations.
Our perusal of the Child Labour Survey yielded a number of interesting issues (see
Tables 20 and 21).
Table 20: Child activity options and household poverty status
Poverty status

Child activity options
School only

Core poor
Moderate poor
Non-poor

17.6%
20.7
80.6

Work only
51.5%
61.4
1.1

School/Work
30.9%
17.9
16.7

Note: The core poor constitute households whose mean per capita income is one-third or less of mean per
capita income, moderate poor constitute households whose mean per capita income is more than one-third
but less than two-thirds, and non-poor constitute households whose mean per capita income is two-thirds and
above.
Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Table 20 brings out the association between child activity options and household
poverty status. The table shows that there is relatively higher incidence of children
combining economic activities with schooling in poorer households. More children in
non-poor households than in poor families are enrolled in school. This has been supported
in literature (Neilsen, 1998; Patrinos and Psacharopoulos, 1995, in Paraguay). The likely
explanation is that as household income decreases, there is greater need for children to
work to augment household income, thus suggesting poverty as a driving force in
children’s participation in economic activity.
In terms of expenditure quintiles, Table 21 shows a positive relationship between
increased child participation in economic activities and expenditure quintiles of the
household. For example, 5% of sampled children from the lowest quintile engaged in
full-time work compared with only 2% of the same category of children in the highest
quintile. In addition, there is a marked difference in participation in work activity by
children whose households fall within the second and third quintile. This seems to suggest
that the poverty status of the household begins having a serious effect on child participation
in economic activities from the third quintile. For the lowest expenditure quintile, 59.7%
and 9.4% of children, respectively, participate in full-time schooling and idling, compared
with 70.9% and 2% of children belonging to highest expenditure quintile. In order words,
the probability of children being economically active rises if a household belongs to the
lowest expenditure quintile.
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Table 21: Distribution of child labour activities across household income quintiles
Quintile
1st quintile
2nd quintile
3rd quintile
4th quintile
5th quintile

School only
59.7
65.6
66.0
68.0
70.9

Work

School/work

5.0
4.4
3.8
3.1
1.8

25.9
25.1
27.3
26.5
25.3

Idling
9.4
5.0
3.0
2.4
2.0

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Earnings from child labour
Many studies have argued the importance of child labour income in alleviating household
poverty. In some cases, they found that children contribute about one-third of household
income, which is enough to raise a household above the poverty line. Other studies have
reported that income from child labour may enhance household welfare, especially by
helping poor families pay for transportation to school, school materials and uniform as
well as other schooling expenses.
The Nigerian Child Labour Survey uncovered differences in earnings from child labour
across zones in Nigeria. Children from North Central and Northwest earn N2,267 and
N5,514, respectively, per week, while children from Northeast and Southeast earn less
than N1,000 in a week as presented in Table 22. An average of N1,783 is earned by
children in Nigeria per week irrespective of gender, zone and sector. This is enough to
improve the household income. However, the long-run effect of the participation of
children in economic activities and where this income is channelled are important. The
income is well utilized if it is channelled into schooling expenses for the child. There is
need for more study into how child labour income is utilized.
Table 22: Earnings of children across zones and activity options
Zones
1. NC
2. NE
3. NW
4. SE
5. SS
6. SW
All

Earnings per week (N)
2,267
699
5,514
832
1,993
1,178
1,783

Note * significant at 5% probability level.
Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

In Nigeria, children’s potential future earnings, as well as future poverty, may be
affected by their entry into the labour market at a younger age. Besides the physical and
mental risks to which these children are exposed, which affect their capacity to work and
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earn income in the future, their income prospects may be affected by their lower
educational attainment. Table 23 shows that although earnings increase with age, children
are likely to suffer the consequences of early entry into the labour force. This is especially
true for children who began working at the age category of 5–9 years; they earn 47% less
than those who began working at 10–14 years. It may be surprising that as the age of
schooling children increases, their earnings significantly drop, but there are two possible
explanations. First, it may be that hours spent in economic activities do not always translate
to income. Most of the time children work as unpaid labourers, which is not monetarily
remunerated. Second, people at a younger age, especially schooling children, may not be
ashamed of what they do to support their families. As children grow older, however,
especially schooling children, they become more selective about the type of work they
do to avoid embarrassment from their peer groups. This means that how much they earn
depends not only on their ability to work, but also on their ability to tolerate insult and
humiliation, which has a negative association with age. For the exclusive child labourers,
on the other hand, embarrassment from peers may be of less consequence because they
must work to help the family. The determinants of what they earn therefore depend
solely on their ability to work, which indirectly depends on the age of the child.
Table 23: Child earnings in naira across age groups
Category
Age group

Exclusive child
labourers

School work

All

5–9 years
10–14
All

146.36
4,946.07
2,976.96

2,823.47
495.22
1,149.22

2,126.69
1,125.18
1,782.65

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

In terms of child earnings across gender and sector, Table 24 shows that male and
female children earn an average of N2,028.96 and N1,274.00, respectively. Also,
N1813.67 and N1659.79, on average, was earned by children in rural and urban areas,
respectively, in a week. Irrespective of their location, gender and age, children earn on
average N1,782.65.
The most distinctive evidence observed from the data is the differential in the earnings
of male and female children. Although this is not conclusive in confirming that female
children work more hours for less pay, it is a clear indication that higher wage rates
favour male children, and that wage discrimination begins at an early age in Nigeria. It is
worth noting that male children earn N3,558.70 and N1,517.32 in full-time and part-time
paid work, respectively, while female children earn N1,496.15 and N387.64. The higher
earnings of children in rural areas than in urban areas indicate that remuneration is better
in rural areas than in urban areas for children. This may also explain the poverty differences
in rural and urban areas.
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Table 24: Child earnings per week across gender, categories and sectors in Nigeria, in
naira
Details

Full-time
workers

Male
Female
Rural
Urban
Average

3,558.70
1,496.15
3,007.78
2,767.33
2,976.96

Part-time
workers
1,517.32
387.64
1,324
433.30
1,149.22

All children
2,028.96
1,274.00
1,813.67
1,659.79
1,782.65

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

As indicated in Table 25, the contribution of children’s earnings to household income
ranges from 3.5% to 38%. Contributions of children from Southeast and Northwest zones
to household income are relatively high. Although the monetary value of children’s work
is relatively high in Southwest (N29/hour), the contribution to household income is about
the lowest in the zones. The monetary value of children’s work per hour is lowest in
Northeast (N5/hour) and Northwest (N8/hour) zones of Nigeria. This is an indication of
a relatively high level of exploitation of children in these two zones.
In terms of gender, male children’s income per hour is higher (N19/hour), but their
contribution to household income is lower. This seems to suggest that the girls’ income is
more responsive to the welfare of the family than the boys’. Other studies have actually
shown that most male children do not always give their income to their parents (Glick
and Sahn, 1997).
Table 25: Amount contributed by children and its percentage of the household income
Zones

Child’s income
per hour (N)

1. NC
2. NE
3. NW
4. SE
5. SS
6. SW
Male
Female
Rural
Urban

13
5
8
10
13
29
19
14
19
17

Child’s income to household
income (Per cent)
3.5
9.7
17.7
38.0
12.8
10.7
14.5
19.1
16.0
9.3

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

In terms of location, the result shows that children from rural areas earn more income
per hour and contribute more to the household income than their urban counterparts. This
is attributed to a higher poverty incidence in rural than urban Nigeria (this is also supported
by the literature, as in FOS, 1999). It can be concluded that income from rural children
makes a more significant contribution to household income than that of urban children.
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Exclusive child labourers
These are children engaged in full-time economic activities in the last 12 months as
reported by the survey. According to the Child Labour Survey, most working children –
about 80% of male workers and 79% of female workers – dropped out in primary school.
The percentage dropout in primary grades 4–6 is higher for males than females. (See
Table 26.)
Table 26: Stages of dropout of children (per cent)
Stages

Male

Below primary 4
Primary 4–6
Below JSS III
JSS completed
SSS I and SSS II
SSS attempted but not passed
SSS passed

20.6%
59.0
5.5
6.0
1.3
1.8
5.8

Female
21.1
57.8
6.5
3.5
1.9
1
8.7

All children
20.9
57.4
6.0
4.8
1.6
1.4
7.3

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001

But many children do not go to school at all, as Table 27 makes clear. The major
reasons for non-participation of children in school are lack of interest on the part of both
the parents and the children, poverty, lack of school in the vicinity, and underage. However,
poverty, non-existence of a school in the vicinity and underage apply more to male children
than female children, while lack of interest on the part of parents is a more important
reason for female children than for their male counterparts. The fact that the interest of
parents matters more for female than male children reflects the importance parents attach
to the education of their male children, as well as the expectation that girls will marry
early and leave home. Another reason for the lack of interest in education is because
education in Nigeria is seen as a business with a long gestation period and low return.
This is due partly to orientation and partly to experience. These results also re-echo the
many studies showing that poverty and lack of schools drive children into economic
activities (Basu, 1998; Glick and Sahn, 1997).
Exclusive child labourers work mostly in the morning (29%) and/or in the afternoon
(28%). Fewer children participate in work all through the day (6%) and afternoon through
evening (4%) as presented in Table 28. A possible explanation of this is that a majority
of the children may be engaged in hawking activity, which is usually done during the
peak business periods (late morning and afternoon). This suggests the need for appropriate
targeting of these children (e.g., flexible school hours).
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Table 27: Reasons for never being in school
Reasons
Parents poor
Parents not interested
Parent’s sickness
No school in vicinity
Not interested
Poor health
Under age

Male (%)
10
36
2
22
8
2
20

Female (%)
9
41
2
16
10
3
19

All children
9
39
2
19
9
3
19

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Table 28: Percentage distribution of exclusive child labourers according to the time of the
day worked
Time of the day
Morning
Afternoon
Evening
Morning and afternoon
Morning and evening
Afternoon and evening
All day along

Per cent
29
28
19
7
7
4
6

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Many families have no alternative other than to send their children to work because
they see their earnings as an input into family survival. Table 29 shows the type of
economic activities engaged in by exclusive child workers across gender in Nigeria. The
table shows that common economic activities of male children are farming, hawking and
water fetching, while for females common paid work activities are water fetching, domestic
sweeping and hawking. The table also shows that more female children participate in
hawking than male children, while male children dominate in such activities as brick
laying labourers, scavenging, bus conducting and load carrying. This shows that male
children are more involved in hard labour and more risky work than their female
counterparts.
Reasons for participating in work are many, with 34.3% of children doing so in order
to supplement household income. Further analysis shows that most children are paid at
piece rates (61%) as presented in Table 30. This type of rate puts these children in the
category of casual workers and makes it possible to conceal the conditions under which
the work is carried out. Given the irregular nature of such remuneration, the idea of wage
negotiation becomes meaningless and leaves the financial compensation up to the
employer alone.
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Table 29: Percentage distribution of type of activities by exclusive child labourers
across gender
Types of paid work

Male

Female

Brick laying labourers
Scavenging
Water fetching
Domestic sweeping
Bus conductor
Load carrying
Hawking
Farming

6%
4
51
23
21
23
33
43

1%
2
49
38
10
10
37
27

Note: Multiple responses were recorded.
Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

Table 30: Percentage distribution of children according to mode of payment
Mode of payment

Per cent (%)

Piece rate
Hourly
Weekly
Monthly

61
9
17
13

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

The survey also shows that in the ultimate stage of exploitation, payment is symbolic
or nonexistent, or supplied in kind: food, lodging, or “presents” to the child or the family.
Most children in Nigeria derived no benefit from their employer (34%). In some areas,
however, their employers gave them “free” meals (25%) (see Table 31). In addition,
there is evidence in the literature that child labourers cannot form a union to press for
their demands; therefore, they are subjected to all types of exploitation and deprivation
(Blunch and Verner, 2000).
Table 31: Benefit derived from employer by children in Nigeria by gender
Benefits

Male

Paid holidays
Paid sick leave
Social security insurance
Bonus
Free uniform
Free meals
Subsidized meals
Free transport
Subsidized transport
Free lodging
Subsidize lodging
No benefit at all
Subsidized uniform
Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

2%
1
1
3
4
26
3
9
2
10
2
35
2

Female
13%
2
0.5
1
3
21
2
7
1
14
0.5
33
2
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Part-time child labourers
These are the categories of children who combine schooling with some economic activities.
The survey shows that most schooling children participate in work activities after school
periods (80%), which suggests that most children who combine work with schooling are
involved in hawking activity. This activity may not be harmful to their school attendance,
but it may impair their educational performance. In addition, hawking may expose the
children to inherent dangers like accidents, assault and prostitution. Although this survey
did not cover the hazards associated with child labour, the picture of the impact of child
labour on educational performance becomes clear when we look at the number of school
days lost per week because of work activities by children. This is presented in Table 32.
Table 32: Number of school days lost due to work
Number of days
One day
Two days
Three days
Four days

Per cent
27
10
3
25

Source: Computed from Child Labour Survey, 2001.

The table shows that most schooling children lost at least one day (27%), and some as
many as four days a week due to economic activities. It is pathetic that a full quarter
(25%) of schooling children lost four days in a week due to their participation in work
activities.

Econometric methodology

T

he basic theory underlying this study is the household utility model. A complete
model of household choice decisions posits that the household chooses a particular
child activity option because of utility derived from it. If we assume a unitary household
model as suggested by Strauss, Mwabu and Beegle (2000), the probability that household
“h” chooses alternative source of “j” is equal to the probability that the utility derived
from using “j” is greater than any other use. In this case, we want to assume that schooling
and working decisions of children are independent. In addition, the choice decision of
the household is determined by a vector of child, parent and household characteristics, as
well as regional and community dummies. The reduced form of the econometric model
is explained below.
The decision to send a child to work is described by the following latent variable
model:

Wi* = X 1i β1 + ε 1i

(1a)
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where Wi* is the net benefit attained by the family by sending the child to work,
is
the vector of child, parent and household characteristics, as well as regional and community
dummies that determine Wi* , and

is the random error, with zero mean and unit

variance. However, Wi* is not observed. What is observed is the following binary variable:
1, if the child worked in the last 7 days
0, otherwise

(1b)

Correspondingly, the decision to send a child to school is described by the following
latent variable model:
(2a)
*
Si is the net benefit to the family from sending the child to school,

is the vector
of child, parent and household characteristics as well as regional and community dummies
that determine Si* , and

is the random error with zero mean and unit variance. Again,

*
Si is not observed; what we observe is the following binary variable:

1, if the child participated in school in the last 7 days
0, otherwise

(2b)

We can put these two equations (Equation 1 and Equation 2) into observable form,
Yi.
Yi=1:
Yi = 1:

> 0, otherwise, 0 (child involve in economic activities in the last seven
days), which is called logit work
> 0, otherwise, 0 (child attends school in the last seven days), which is
called logit school

Logit regression results
Table 33 presents the logit regression estimates of child’s work/school choices, which
are: child is involved in economic activities (work) or attends school but does not work
(school). The logit school has dependent variable equal to 1 if the child is involved in
schooling and 0 otherwise, while logit work has dependent variable of 1 if the child is
involved in work and 0 otherwise. The child’s age and gender were used to capture child
characteristics. Variables used to describe household characteristics are the age, gender
and main source of income of the household head; number of children in the household;
number of adults in the household; and log of adult income. Parent-specific variables are
the mother’s presence status in the household, education of the father and mother taken
separately, and the distance to school. The community variables include zones and location
of the child (rural or urban). These variables and their definitions are presented in Appendix
Tables B1 and B2.

εSW
X1ii2i*2i1ii*= X2i β 2 + ε 2
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The result of logit regression analysis implies that the predictors are significant as
indicated by the chi-square result. However, the pseudo R2 (which measures how the
independent variable explains the variation in dependent variable) shows that the pseudo
R2 for logit school is higher than those of logit work. This implies that the independent
variables used better explain the variation in the probability of attending school than
probability of the child working. The discussions of the analysis will be divided into
child characteristics, parent characteristics, household characteristics and community
characteristics.
Table 33: The logit regression results
Independent
Variables

Logit work
coefficients

Logit work
t – values

0.51
-0.02
-0.16
0.98
-0.92
-0.71
0.94
-1.22
-1.05
-1.02
-1.24
0.02
0.04
-0.05
0.00
-0.19
-0.22
-0.75
0.38

4.90**
-4.21**
-2.22**
2.11**
-2.00**
-1.51
-1.95**
-0.72
-0.62
- 0.60
- 0.71
0.17
2.57**
-2.06**
1.80*
-0.11
-2.69**
-3.09**
1.03
0.24

-0.48
0.16
-0.11
-0.75
0.31
0.57
-0.97
1.76
1.21
0.98
1.34
0.00
-0.53
0.07
0.00
0.03
1.37
0.71
- 0.98
2.55**

-2.98**
2.73**
-1.99**
0.56
0.47
0.97
-1.94**
0.98
0.89
2.84**
1.24
0.96
-3.24**
0.76
0.77
1.41
-5.79**
1.55
-2.17**
-0.47
-

-0.37
0.00
0.10
0.06
-1.68

-0.34
0.06
0.84
0.51
-10.20**

0.02
-0.09
-0.07
-0.03
1.89

1.06
-3.56**
-2.07**
-0.99
6.78**

Ag
Ag2
Sexch
Fanedu
Fapedu
Fasedu
Fapsedu
Manedu
Mapedu
Masedu
Mapsedu
Motherin
Adpers
Chd
Hhage
Sex
Farmhh
Logadinc
Dist
Sec
2.13**
Zone1
Zone2
Zone3
Zone5
Zone6
Log likelihood
Pseudo R2
Chi2
Number of observations

2421.65
0.06
335.22**
4,156

Note: ** = significant at 5% probability level.
Computed from Child Labour Survey 2001.

Logit school
coefficients

Logit school
t - values

3578.99
0.11
576.23**
4,173
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Determinants of child work
Variables examined here include child, parent and household characteristics.
Child characteristics. Virtually all empirical work in child labour studies has indicated
that the age and gender of the child are important determinants of child schooling. The
effect of age is generally significant. The positive sign of the coefficients for logit work
indicates that older children are more likely than younger children to be engaged in
economic activities. The negative age square coefficient for children suggests, however,
that the inflow into working or participating in economic activities becomes weaker in
the younger age groups. The gender coefficient is negative and positive for logit work,
which suggests that males are more likely than females to participate in work activities.
Parent characteristics. According to Assad (2000), younger parents are more likely to
be more resource-constrained in their life cycle, with less ability to pay school-related
fees and consequently children from such a household are more likely to be in economic
activities. Our result, however, shows that age of the parents has a positive and significant
relationship with child participation in economic activities. This indicates that each
additional increase in age increases the odds of child participation in economic activities.
In simple language, the result shows that it is more likely that children from older parents
will participate in economic activities than younger parents. This result is probably because
older parents may have lesser opportunity of gaining employment that is needed to pull
their children from economic activities. This result contradicts the study by Assaad et al.
(2000).
There is ample empirical evidence that education of the parents affects the child labour
decision (Patrinos and Psacharopoulos, 1995). The usual assumption is that the father’s
education has more impact on boys, while the mother’s education affects girls the most.
Although the analysis was not disaggregated by gender, the result shows that most parental
characteristics used as explanatory variables generally exert no impact on child work
except the father’s education. Education of the father has a negative and significant
relationship with the participation of the child in economic activities. Specifically, the
father’s primary or post-secondary school education shows a negative relationship with
the participation of a child in economic activities. Education of the mother shows no
statistically significant relationship with child work options in Nigeria, but it does have a
negative association with the involvement of a child in economic activities, except in a
situation where the mother or father has no formal education compared with those holding
vocational or technical education.
These results suggest that increasing the educational status of the parents and indeed
the father to primary or post-secondary school level discourages the participation of
children in economic activities. Similar results have been found elsewhere (Patrinos and
Psacharapoulos, 1997; Psacharopoulos, 1997).
Household characteristics. Household composition generally exerts different significant
impacts on the child’s economic activities through the number of adult persons in the
household, age of the household head, total number of children in the household (excluding
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those used as the dependent variable), the household major source of income and the log
of adult income. The result shows that the age of the household head and the number of
adults in the household positively and significantly influence child participation in
economic activities. The implication of this is that increasing these variables also increases
the odds of the child participating in economic activities.
The result also shows that the number of children in the household and the major
source of household income have a negative affect on the odds of a child participating in
economic activities. A unit increase in the number of children in the household reduces
the odds of a child participating in economic activities. Although the reason for this is not
clear, it implies that increase in the number of children does not necessarily mean increase
in expenditure for the household. The result also shows that if the major source of income
of the household is irregular, such as farming, the risk of a child participating in economic
activities is increased.
Household income has a negative and significant relationship with child participation
in economic activities, implying that an increase in household income reduces the odds
of a child participating in economic activities. This seems to confirm that poverty is an
important variable in children’s participation in economic activities, a conclusion that is
supported in the literature (see Cartwright and Patrinos, 1999). In sum, the results confirm
the result of the descriptive statistics, which revealed that children’s contribution to
household income ranges from 3.5% to 38%.
Community dummy. The variables used in capturing community characteristics are
location in terms of zone and sector (rural or urban). The result shows that location has
significant influence on the child’s participation in economic activities. Specifically, the
location of a child by zone does not matter except in Southwest (which has negative and
significant effect on participation of the child in economic activities), and in North East
and North West, which have positive and significant effects on participation of the child
in economic activities compared with children from the South East. The result also shows
that children in rural areas are more likely to participate in economic activities. The
degree of participation as indicated by the t-value shows that there is a significant difference
between rural and urban children in different child activity options execpt gender
differences in idling activities, which is statistically not significant.

Determinants of child schooling
The econometric model shows that child schooling is determined by child, parent,
household and regional characteristics, as well as community dummies. These are
discussed in turn.
Child characteristics. The result shows that age has a negative association with child
schooling. This implies that younger children are more likely to attend school than older
children, and the positive age squared suggests that inflow of children into school becomes
weaker for older children. Gender of the child also matters in child participation in
schooling activity. The result shows that males are more likely to be in school than females,
supporting the greater importance attached to the education of boys.
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Parent characteristics. The result shows that children from households whose father or
mother holds secondary school education are more likely to be in school than those from
households whose father holds technical or vocational education.
Household characteristics. Household composition as measured by the number of adults
in the household exerts a negative influence on child schooling. In addition, the occupation
of the household head also matters in encouraging or discouraging child schooling. The
result shows that it is more likely that children from farming households will not be in
school compared with those from non-farming households. It is a surprise that although
household income has a positive association with child schooling, is not statistically
significant. This shows that parents are willing to put their children in school no matter
how poor they are. This is supported in the literature (Basu, 1998), which says that
household income has a very weak association with child participation in schooling.
Regional characteristics. The result shows that it is more likely that children in rural,
North West and North East will not go to school compared with those from South East.
In addition, it is more likely that children in South West will go to school compared with
those from South East. This implies that the regional variable is capturing variables
other than regional poverty (because poverty is controlled). These could be religion and
socio-cultural factors, which unfortunately were not covered in the survey. Distance to
school, which was used as a proxy for access to school, shows a negative and significant
influence on child schooling.
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Conclusion and policy implications

T

he issue of child labour, which is at the heart of the development literature today,
has attracted considerable attention in recent years. Although there has been
significant effort to reduce this problem, child labour participation in Nigeria and
indeed other developing countries is still large enough to cause serious concern. Any
effective strategies aimed at addressing child labour should focus on its incidence,
identifying its key determinants and disaggregating this incidence into different household
poverty levels. Our broad objective was to investigate the incidence and how various
factors such as individual, household and community variables influence child welfare
using participation in school or in economic activities as a case variable of child welfare.
A common logit model estimation framework was used to achieve the broad objective of
the study.
The central message of this research is that one needs to recognize regional and sectoral
diversity, along with child and household characteristics, in formulating appropriate
policies for reducing the incidence of child work in Nigeria. For example, there was high
incidence of exclusive child labourers and idling children in Northern Nigeria, while in
Southern Nigeria there is relatively higher incidence of child enrolment in school. The
study also revealed a higher percentage of children participating in economic activities
in rural than urban areas. Participation is also gender sensitive, as more females participate
in economic activities and fewer in schooling than male children. There is need to take
this diversity into account in formulating a sustainable policy to reduce child labour in
Nigeria. In terms of age, the study observed that among the child workers and those
participating in neither school nor work activity, a high percentage belongs to the notenrolled category. This is about 8% of the children in the sample. The real problem lies in
the 5–11 age group of children (who are potential primary school children). These children
lost the benefits of schooling, implying a loss of human capital formation. In this, priority
should be given to genuine national effort (such as adult literacy campaigns) to increase
school enrolment in general and for girls and rural residents in particular. There should
also be a concerted effort to ensure the enrolment of potential primary school pupils by
providing free and compulsory primary education or, alternatively, by affording them
the opportunity to acquire necessary skills training or to make up to some extent their
lack of education through government policies and interventions by community-based
(CBOs) and non-government organizations (NGOs).
The data revealed that although female children spent more hours in economic
activities, they receive less income than male children. In addition, children from the
North spent more hours in economic activities than those in Southern Nigeria, yet they
35

36

RESEARCH PAPER 156

are paid less. The data also demonstrate that the earnings of an individual are correlated
with the age of entry into economic activities. Generally, the earlier children begin to
work, the lower their earnings. Girls are more adversely affected than boys in this early
entry into economic activities. Effort should be made to avoid differential wage on gender
basis (if a child must work) to reduce the possibility of this differential in later stages of
life. The wage should be based on hours spent and not on gender.
An examination of the reasons for children never being enrolled and discontinuing
indicates that parental and child interest, lack of school in the vicinity, and the poverty
status of the parents were the major factors. The supply side – the distance to school –
emerges as an important reason only for discontinuing school. The lack of interest may
be because of the poor quality of schooling and envisaged low returns to education in
Nigeria. Although we are unable to infer much on this, improving school structure, building
more schools, and making education (at least at primary school level) free and compulsory
may rekindle interest in schooling. Campaigns by government to motivate children to go
to school are important. All these imply not only an expansion of government spending
on education but also well targeted policies.
Children of less educated parents show a lower percentage of school attendance and
higher percentage of not-enrolled category. Specifically, a higher percentage of girls
than boys belong to this category. Increased provision of public enlightenment services
and adult literacy programmes should be provided by the government, while communitybased and non-government organizations should increase efforts to raise awareness on
the need for child education. More of these efforts should be addressed to fathers to
make them understand that education of the girl-child is equally important.
The result from the study also shows that poorer households, especially in rural areas,
and farming households are consistently worse off than the rich in terms of school
enrolment. To this end, there is need to target poor households by providing some
assistantships such as bursaries or soft loans for schooling, as well as creating opportunities
for them to work or subsidizing their farming inputs as these will help alleviate their
poverty status. It seems right also to say that the presence of the parents in the household
is determined by economic pressure within the household. Therefore, any policy that
will effectively address the minimum wage policy and unemployment in Nigeria will be
a welcome development towards reducing children’s participation in economic activities
in Nigeria. This will help in child welfare enhancing policies.
The study established that children from larger households participate more in
economic activities and less in schooling activities than children from smaller households.
This seems to imply that larger households usually lack resources to send their children
to school. Government and non-government organizations should enhance their campaign
machinery on the importance of family planning.
In conclusion, therefore, it is obvious that most households cannot help sending their
child to work, especially poor households. While the overall goal of policies must be to
move the child from exclusive labouring or a no school/no work situation to “school
only” status, this can only be a long-term objective. In the short run, any policy that
moves a child from exclusive labourer or “neither work nor school” status to one where
the child combines schooling with work must be considered a significant success. That
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must be the immediate target of stakeholders in child welfare in Nigeria. Therefore,
appropriate programmes should be designed to compensate families for a child’s forgone
earnings and mitigate the family characteristics that lead to poverty. The targeting
mechanism as well as monitoring and evaluation of programmes intended to reduce the
participation of children in economic activities should explicitly consider household,
regional and child characteristics, as well as community factors, in such design.
Many non-economic factors – including social and cultural norms and religious beliefs
– may have potentially important effects on child schooling or work. This unfortunately
was not covered in the survey. Future child labour surveys in Nigeria should consider
collecting such data to ensure a well-targeted child labour reduction programme in Nigeria.
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Appendix A Test of child acting options
Table A1:
Variables

Testing the child activity options across gender, zone and sector
School only
t-cal

Male versus female
North versus South
Urban versus rural

3.90*
-57.04*
28.17*

Work only

Probability

t-cal

0.0001
0.0000
0.0000

7.76*
22.69*
-10.72*

School and work

Probability t-cal Probability
0.0000
0.0000
0.0000

5.47*
2.28
-5.15*

0.0000
0.0227
0.0000

Idling
t-cal Probability
-0.15
26.48*
-10.88*

0.88
0.000
0.0000
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Appendix B Explanation of variable
Appendix B: Definition of variables used in logit regression
Dependent variable
Logit work
= if is involved in any economic activity in the last 7 days; 0 otherwise
Logit school = if went to school in the last 7 days; 0 otherwise
Child characteristics
Ag
= age of the child in years
Ag2
= square of the child’s age
Sexch
=1 if male; 0 otherwise
Parent characteristics
Fanedu
= 1 if father had no formal education; 0 otherwise
Fapedu
= 1 if father had primary education; 0 otherwise
Fasedu
= 1 if father secondary education; 0 otherwise
Fapsedu
= 1 if father had post secondary education; 0 otherwise
Manedu
= 1 if mother had no formal education; 0 otherwise
Mapedu
= 1 if mother had primary education; 0 otherwise
Masedu
= 1 if mother had secondary education 0 otherwise
Mapsedu
= 1 if mother had post-secondary education; 0 otherwise
Household characteristics
Motherin
= 1 if mother present in the household; 0 otherwise
adpers
= total number of persons aged above 55 years in the household
Chd
= total number of children in the household
hhage
= age of the household head
sex
= 1 if sex of the household head is male; 0 otherwise
Farminhh
= 1 if household major source of income is farming; 0 otherwise
Logadinc
= log of adult income
Table B2: Definition of community variables used in logit regression
Community variables
sec
= 1 if rural; 0 otherwise
zone1
= 1 if north central; 0 otherwise
zone2
= 1 if north east; 0 otherwise
zone3
= 1 if north west; 0 otherwise
zone5
= 1 if south south; 0 otherwise
zone6
= 1 if south west; 0 otherwise
Dist
= Distance to school (1 if the school is not in the vicinity; 0 otherwise)
Note: technical and vocational education were used for comparison.
Zone 4 was used for comparison.
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