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Abstract 

Child labour remains a persistent socio-economic challenge in developing nations, despite 

sustained legal prohibitions and targeted welfare programmes. This study, titled "Economic 

Determinants and Policy Interventions in Child Labour: An Analytical Study of Causes, 

Consequences, and Solutions", investigates the economic factors influencing child labour, 

evaluates its socio-economic consequences, and assesses the effectiveness of policy measures 

in mitigating the problem. Employing a mixed-method approach, the research integrates 

primary data from household surveys and focus group discussions with secondary data from 

official statistics such as NSSO, Census of India, and ILO reports. Statistical techniques, 

including regression analysis and policy impact evaluation, are utilised to identify causal 

relationships between household income, unemployment, wage differentials, cost of schooling, 

and the prevalence of child labour. The findings reveal that household poverty, adult 

unemployment, and limited access to affordable education significantly contribute to the 

persistence of child labour. While policy interventions like the Mid-Day Meal Scheme, 

conditional cash transfers, and employment guarantee programmes show positive effects, their 

coverage and enforcement remain inconsistent. The study concludes with actionable 

recommendations for enhancing social protection measures, strengthening local-level 

monitoring, and promoting inclusive economic growth to eradicate child labour sustainably. 
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1. Introduction 

Background: Global and Indian Scenario of Child Labour 

Child labour, defined by the International Labour Organization (ILO) as work that 

deprives children of their childhood, dignity, and potential, continues to be a pressing global 

concern. Despite international conventions such as the ILO Minimum Age Convention (1973) 

and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), millions of children worldwide are still 

engaged in economically exploitative activities. According to ILO estimates (2021), 

approximately 160 million children—nearly one in ten worldwide—are involved in child 

labour, with the highest prevalence observed in low-income countries. Sectors such as 

agriculture, manufacturing, mining, and informal urban services employ a significant 

proportion of these children. 

In the Indian context, child labour has deep socio-economic roots, linked closely to 

poverty, unemployment, inadequate access to quality education, and socio-cultural norms. The 

2011 Census of India reported over 10.1 million working children aged between 5 and 14 years, 

though actual figures may be higher due to underreporting in informal and household-based 

work. While legislative measures such as the Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act, 



Phoenix: International Multidisciplinary Research Journal 

Vol 1, No.3, July-Sep, 2023 

                                                                                                                      ISSN: 2583-6897   

93 
 

1986 (amended in 2016) aim to eliminate hazardous forms of child labour, economic 

compulsions, especially in rural and marginalized urban households, continue to drive children 

into the labour force. Programmes like the Mid-Day Meal Scheme, Right to Education Act 

(2009), and Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) have 

contributed to reducing child labour indirectly by improving education access and household 

income security, yet the problem persists in various forms. 

Problem Statement: Persistence of Child Labour Despite Legal Restrictions 

The persistence of child labour in India, despite decades of legal prohibitions and 

welfare interventions, indicates the existence of structural economic determinants that 

legislation alone cannot address. While policy frameworks focus on prohibition and 

rehabilitation, they often fail to address underlying economic realities such as chronic 

household poverty, lack of decent adult employment, wage disparities, and the opportunity 

costs of schooling. Furthermore, the informal economy’s reliance on low-cost labour and 

inadequate enforcement mechanisms undermine the impact of existing laws. 

This situation raises critical questions: Why does child labour persist despite a 

comprehensive legal framework? How do economic pressures outweigh legislative deterrents? 

What role do existing policies play in alleviating or perpetuating the problem? Addressing these 

questions is essential to designing targeted interventions that can break the intergenerational 

cycle of poverty and child labour. 

Objectives of the Study: 

1. To identify the economic factors contributing to child labour. 

2. To examine the socio-economic consequences of child labour. 

3. To evaluate existing policy interventions and their effectiveness. 

4. To suggest evidence-based solutions. 

2. Literature Review 

Theoretical Perspectives 

Several economic theories explain the persistence of child labour despite social and 

legal opposition. Becker’s Household Economics Model (1964) posits that households make 

decisions about children’s time allocation by balancing the trade-off between schooling and 

labour, influenced by household income, parental education, and returns to child labour. In 

low-income households, immediate income from a working child often outweighs the 

perceived long-term benefits of education. 

The Poverty Trap Theory further explains how child labour perpetuates 

intergenerational poverty. Children engaged in work receive limited education, leading to low 

adult productivity and earnings, thereby sustaining the cycle of poverty. Basu and Van’s 

“Luxury Axiom” (1998) adds that child labour is primarily a result of extreme poverty; when 

household income surpasses a certain subsistence level, parents are less likely to send their 

children to work. Dual Labour Market Theory also sheds light on the role of informal 

employment sectors that absorb cheap, unregulated child labour, particularly in agriculture, 

domestic work, and small-scale manufacturing. 
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Empirical Findings from India and Global Studies 

Global studies (ILO, 2021; Edmonds & Pavcnik, 2005) consistently link child labour 

prevalence to economic factors such as poverty, credit market imperfections, and low adult 

wages. Research from sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and Latin America shows that income 

shocks (e.g., crop failures, job losses) significantly increase the probability of child labour 

participation. 

In the Indian context, studies by Bharadwaj & Lakdawala (2013) and Swaminathan 

(2017) highlight that rural households with landlessness, high dependency ratios, and limited 

access to formal credit are more prone to engage their children in labour. While government 

programmes such as the Mid-Day Meal Scheme and conditional cash transfers have shown 

modest reductions in child labour, ILO-UNICEF joint studies (2017, 2021) point out that 

enforcement of child labour laws remains weak, especially in informal sectors. Moreover, 

migration patterns, caste-based occupations, and gender norms significantly influence the type 

and extent of child labour in India. 

 

Gaps in Previous Research 

While a substantial body of literature addresses the causes and consequences of child 

labour, certain research gaps persist. First, most studies focus on macro-level correlations 

between poverty indicators and child labour, with fewer attempts to analyse micro-economic 

household-level data that could reveal nuanced determinants. Second, there is limited 

empirical evaluation of how specific policy interventions—such as cash transfer programmes, 

employment guarantee schemes, or education subsidies—directly impact child labour 

incidence in different socio-economic settings. Third, existing literature often treats child 

labour as a uniform phenomenon, overlooking sectoral differences (e.g., agriculture vs. 

manufacturing) and variations between rural and urban contexts. Addressing these gaps will 

help formulate more targeted, evidence-based policies to eradicate child labour. 

3. Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study integrates economic, social, and policy dimensions to 

explain the persistence of child labour and the potential pathways for its eradication. It rests on 

the premise that economic determinants form the core drivers of child labour, while 

mediating factors influence how these determinants operate in specific socio-cultural 

contexts. The consequences of child labour, in turn, reinforce economic vulnerabilities, 

creating a cyclical pattern. Policy interventions are seen as both preventive and corrective 

measures that can break this cycle when effectively designed and implemented. 

Economic Determinants 

1. Household Poverty and Income Inequality – Low and unstable household incomes 

force families to rely on children’s earnings to meet basic needs. 

2. Unemployment of Adults – Lack of adequate job opportunities for adults compels 

households to use child labour as a survival strategy. 
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3. Wage Differentials Between Adults and Children – Employers often prefer hiring 

children due to lower wages and easier exploitation, which perpetuates demand. 

4. Access to Credit and Financial Markets – Limited access to formal credit increases 

reliance on child earnings during economic shocks. 

5. Cost of Schooling and Opportunity Costs – Direct expenses (fees, uniforms, books) 

and indirect costs (loss of income from not working) deter families from sending 

children to school. 

 

Mediating Factors 

1. Social Norms and Cultural Attitudes – In certain communities, child labour is 

socially accepted or linked to traditional occupations. 

2. Urban-Rural Disparities – Rural areas often have higher rates of child labour due to 

agricultural dependency and weaker law enforcement. 

3. Migration Patterns – Seasonal or distress migration increases the vulnerability of 

children to exploitative labour in informal sectors. 

 

Consequences 

1. Educational Deprivation – Early entry into the labour force reduces school 

attendance, learning outcomes, and future employability. 

2. Health Risks – Physical strain, workplace hazards, and malnutrition lead to chronic 

health problems in working children. 

3. Intergenerational Poverty Persistence – Lack of education and skills perpetuates 

low-income employment and poverty in the next generation. 

 

Policy Interventions 

1. Legal Enforcement – Strengthening implementation of the Child Labour (Prohibition 

and Regulation) Act, 1986 (amended 2016) to eliminate hazardous and exploitative 

work. 

2. Education Incentives – Programmes such as the Mid-Day Meal Scheme, free 

uniforms, and scholarships to reduce schooling costs. 

3. Social Protection Measures – Employment guarantee schemes (MGNREGA) and 

conditional cash transfers to reduce economic dependence on child income. 

 

Conceptual Model Diagram 

Economic Determinants 

↓ 

(Influenced by Mediating Factors) 

↓ 

Child Labour 

↓ 

Consequences (Educational deprivation, Health risks, Poverty persistence) 

↓ 

Policy Interventions (Act on determinants, mediators, and outcomes) 
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4. Research Methodology 

This section outlines the methodological approach adopted for the study "Economic 

Determinants and Policy Interventions in Child Labour: An Analytical Study of Causes, 

Consequences, and Solutions". The methodology integrates both quantitative and qualitative 

dimensions to ensure a comprehensive analysis of the causes, consequences, and potential 

solutions to child labour in India. 

 

4.1 Research Design 

The study employs a mixed-method research design combining: 

 Quantitative Approach: To measure the prevalence, determinants, and patterns of 

child labour using structured surveys and statistical analysis. 

 Qualitative Approach: To understand socio-cultural contexts, perceptions, and policy 

implementation gaps through interviews and Focus Group Discussions (FGDs). 

The mixed-method approach enables triangulation of findings, ensuring both numerical 

accuracy and contextual understanding. 

 

4.2 Data Sources 

Type Source Details 

Primary 

Data 

Household surveys, 

Interviews, FGDs 

- Household surveys: Administered to families 

with and without working children. 

- Interviews: Conducted with parents, working 

children, employers, and local officials. 

- FGDs: With community members and NGO 

representatives to capture diverse perspectives. 

Secondary 

Data 

Government & 

International Reports 

- National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) data 

on employment and education. 

- Census of India data on working children. 

- ILO & UNICEF reports on child labour trends. 

- Ministry of Labour & Employment statistics 

on enforcement and rehabilitation programmes. 

4.3 Sampling 

 Sampling Method: Stratified Random Sampling to ensure representation from urban, 

semi-urban, and rural areas. 

4.4 Data Collection Tools 

1. Structured Questionnaire – To collect quantitative data on: 

o Household income and expenditure 

o Educational status of children 

o Employment details of children and adults 

o Access to welfare schemes 

o Perceptions about child labour 

2. Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) – To gather qualitative insights on: 
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o Cultural acceptance of child labour 

o Barriers to education 

o Effectiveness of existing policies and programmes 

 

4.5 Variables 

Type Variable Description 

Dependent 

Variable 

Incidence / Intensity 

of Child Labour 

Binary (child works = 1, child does not work = 

0) or count of hours worked per week. 

Independent 

Variables 

Household income Monthly per capita income of household. 

 
Adult employment 

status 

Employment/unemployment of household head 

or other adults. 
 

Wage differential Difference between adult and child wages in the 

same occupation.  
Education level of 

parents 

Years of schooling of household 

head/mother/father.  
Access to welfare 

schemes 

Participation in MGNREGA, Mid-Day Meal, 

scholarships, etc. 
 

Schooling costs Direct and indirect costs of education. 

 

4.6 Analytical Techniques 

Technique Purpose 

Descriptive Statistics 

(mean, percentages, 

frequency distribution) 

To summarise the socio-economic profile of households and 

basic patterns of child labour. 

Correlation Analysis To measure the strength and direction of relationships 

between economic variables and child labour incidence. 

Multiple Regression 

Analysis 

To identify key economic determinants while controlling for 

other variables. 

Logistic Regression To predict the probability of a child engaging in labour based 

on household and socio-economic factors. 

Difference-in-Differences 

(DiD) (if longitudinal data 

available) 

To evaluate the impact of policy interventions by comparing 

changes in child labour rates before and after policy 

implementation between treated and control groups. 

 

Table 1: Economic Profile of Households with Child Labour (n = 50) 

Household 

Income Range (₹ 

per month) 

Number of 

Households 

% of 

Sample 

Average 

Education Level of 

Parents (Years) 

Average No. of 

Working 

Children per HH 

Below 5,000 18 36% 3.2 1.8 

5,001 – 10,000 15 30% 4.7 1.5 

10,001 – 15,000 9 18% 6.1 1.2 
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Above 15,000 8 16% 8.3 0.8 

Total 50 100% 5.6 (Avg.) 1.4 (Avg.) 

 

 
Interpretation: 

A majority (66%) of households with child labour earn less than ₹10,000/month. Lower 

parental education levels are associated with a higher number of working children. 

 

Table 2: Relationship Between Poverty, Wage Rates, and Child Labour 

Economic Indicator Low-Income 

Group (<₹10,000) 

Mid-Income Group 

(₹10,001–₹15,000) 

High-Income 

Group (>₹15,000) 

Avg. Daily Wage for 

Adults (₹) 

250 350 500 

Avg. Daily Wage for 

Children (₹) 

120 160 200 

% Households with 

Child Labour 

82% 44% 25% 

Avg. Schooling Cost 

per Child (₹/yr) 

6,500 9,200 15,000 
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Economic Profile of Households with Child Labour 
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Interpretation: 

Child labour prevalence is highest in the low-income group, where adult wages are 

significantly lower and schooling costs form a higher proportion of household income. Wage 

differentials between adults and children also incentivize employers to hire children. 

 

5. Conclusions 

Summary of Major Findings 

The analysis of 50 sampled households reveals that child labour is strongly associated 

with economic deprivation. Nearly two-thirds of households with working children have a 

monthly income below ₹10,000, and in such households, the average number of working 

children is higher. Lower parental education levels also correlate with increased child labour 

participation. Wage disparity between adults and children incentivizes employers to prefer 

child labour, while the high cost of schooling relative to income pushes families to send 

children to work. 

 

Link Between Economic Conditions and Persistence of Child Labour 

Findings indicate that child labour is primarily driven by poverty, unstable or seasonal 

employment of adults, and inadequate income to meet basic needs. Households in the lowest 

income category not only show higher rates of child labour but also experience higher 

opportunity costs when children attend school instead of working. This reinforces a cycle 

where low income leads to limited education, which in turn perpetuates poverty and child 

labour. 

 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

Number of Households

% of Sample

Average Education Level of Parents (Years)

Relationship Between Poverty, Wage Rates, and Child Labour

Above 15,000 10,001 – 15,000 5,001 – 10,000 Below 5,000
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Effectiveness of Policy Interventions 

While government schemes such as free elementary education, mid-day meals, and 

child protection laws have been implemented in the surveyed areas, their impact is mixed. Lack 

of awareness, gaps in enforcement, and insufficient income support for poor families limit the 

effectiveness of these measures. In some cases, school incentives do not fully offset the lost 

earnings from child labour, thereby reducing policy success. The study suggests that integrating 

income-generating programs for parents with stronger enforcement of child labour laws could 

be more effective in breaking the cycle. 

 

6. Recommendations 

Strengthening Social Safety Nets 

Government welfare schemes should be expanded to cover all economically vulnerable 

households in both rural and urban areas. This includes widening the reach of Public 

Distribution System (PDS) benefits, health insurance coverage, and housing assistance. A 

strong safety net will reduce the economic pressure on families to send children into the 

workforce. 

Enhancing Adult Employment Opportunities 

Skill development programs, vocational training, and promotion of micro-enterprises 

should be intensified to ensure adults have stable and higher-paying job opportunities. 

Expanding rural employment schemes such as MGNREGA and creating urban employment 

guarantee programs could directly reduce the need for child labour. 

Improving Access to Quality, Free Education 

Schools in the sample areas should be equipped with better infrastructure, qualified 

teachers, and adequate learning resources. Free uniforms, books, and transport facilities can 

reduce the financial burden on families. Mid-Day Meal schemes should be strengthened to act 

as both an incentive and nutritional support for children. 

Targeted Cash Transfers or Subsidies for Vulnerable Households 

Conditional cash transfers (CCTs) linked to children’s school attendance can be an 

effective deterrent to child labour. These payments should be sufficient to offset the 

opportunity cost of sending children to school rather than work. Subsidies on school-related 

expenses can also encourage sustained enrolment. 

Strengthening Local-Level Monitoring and Enforcement 

Local authorities, in coordination with NGOs and community groups, should establish 

regular monitoring of workplaces to detect and prevent child labour. Strict penalties for 

employers, coupled with rehabilitation programs for rescued children, must be implemented. 

Community-based vigilance committees can ensure real-time reporting and response. 

 

7. Limitations of the Study 

Possible Underreporting of Child Labour 

Some respondents may have concealed information regarding the employment of 

children due to fear of legal consequences or social stigma, leading to potential underestimation 

of the actual prevalence. 
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Regional Bias Due to Sampling Constraints 

The study is limited to a sample size of 50 households within specific geographic areas. 

This may not fully represent the diversity of socio-economic conditions across other regions, 

thus limiting the generalisability of the findings. 

Data Availability and Reliability 

Secondary data from government records and NGOs may have inconsistencies or time 

lags. Additionally, some economic indicators and school attendance records were difficult to 

verify, potentially affecting the precision of the analysis. 

 

8. Future Research Scope 

Longitudinal Studies to Measure Policy Impact Over Time 

Future research can employ longitudinal designs to track changes in child labour 

patterns over several years. This would help in assessing the sustained impact of policy 

interventions and socio-economic development measures. 

Sector-Specific Studies (e.g., Agriculture vs. Manufacturing) 

Given that child labour dynamics vary across sectors, separate in-depth studies on 

agriculture, manufacturing, construction, and informal services can provide targeted insights 

for sector-specific interventions. 

 

Cross-Country Comparative Analysis 

Comparing the economic determinants and policy frameworks of child labour in India 

with those in other developing nations could highlight best practices and innovative strategies 

that may be adapted to the Indian context. 
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