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ABSTRACT 

Child labour is a problem that affects children and the society all over the world. Children lose their youth 

and chance of studying, dangers their health and their future thereby providing harm to the society. 

Nigeria and the world condemn forced or exploitative labour of a child, for the obvious reason of the 

adverse physical, psychological, mental and emotional effect of it on children. What is condemned is not 

child labour per se, but child forced or exploitative labour. This paper analyses the condemnable child 

forced or exploitative labour/abuse, causes of child labour/abuse and measures to curb child labour/abuse 

distinguishes it from the accepted child labour and makes a case for the advancement from child labour to 

child entrepreneurship. It posits that the advancement to child entrepreneurship shall enable the Nigerian 

child to contribute their bit to the financial wellbeing of their family and the economic development of 

Nigeria. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Child labour and abuse for decades has been an essential public health issue associated with inadequate 

educational opportunities, poverty and gender inequality. About 1 in 10 children are subjected to child 

labour worldwide. According to the International Labour Organization (ILO, 2016) child labour is “work 

that deprives children of their childhood potential and dignity and that is harmful to physical and mental 

development”. Although, progress has been made in eliminating child labour and abuse, it has been 

reported to be predominant in sub-Saharan Africa including Nigeria and poverty is generally considered 

as the primary cause of child labour and abuse (Ernest Harsh 2001). Identifying the causes and health 

consequences of this menace would help in addressing the issue. 

The ILO has recently estimated that some 246 million children aged 5-17 years are engaged in child 

labour around the world. Of these, some 179 million are caught in the worst forms of child labour, among 

these numbers 2.5 million children are economically active in the developed economies while 2.4 million 

are in transition in other countries (Kumari, & Jafri  2010; ILO, 2016). The different types of labour and 

forms of abuse includes mentally, physically, socially or morally harmful to children or disrupts 

educational pursuits.  Not all types of work carried out by children are considered child labour. 

Engagement of children or adolescents in work with influence in their health and educational carrier is 

regarded as positive. 

 

 

International Journal of Innovative Psychology & Social Development 10(3):54-61, July-Sept., 2022 

 

  © SEAHI PUBLICATIONS, 2022    www.seahipaj.org       ISSN: 2467-8546 

mailto:goodator2002@yahoo.com
http://www.seahipaj.org/


55 

 

Brief history of child labour/ abuse in pre-industrial society 

Child labour forms an intrinsic part of pre-industrial economies. Thompson and Diamond in pre-industrial 

societies, there is rarely a concept of childhood in the modern sense. Children often begin to actively 

participate in activities such as child rearing, hunting and family as soon as they are competent. In many 

societies, children as young as 13 are seen as adults and engage in the same activities as adults (Diamond 

J.). The work of children was important in pre-industrial societies as children needed to provide their 

labour for the survival and that of their group. Pre-industrial society were characterized by low 

productivity and short life expectancy, preventing children from participating in productive work would 

be more harmful to their welfare and that of their group in the long run. 

In pre-industrial societies, there was little need for children to attend school. This is especially the case in 

non-literate societies. Most pre-industrial skill and knowledge were amenable to being passed down 

through direct mentoring or apprenticing by competent adults. With the onset of industrial revolution in 

Britain in the late 18th century, there was a rapid increase in the industrial exploitation of labour, industrial 

cities such as Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool rapidly grew from small villages into large cities 

and increasing child mortality rates. This process way replicated in other industrializing countries. 

The Victorian era in particular became notorious for the condition under which children were employed. 

Children as young as four (4) were employed in production factories and mines working long hours and is 

dangerous, and often fatal working conditions. In coal mines, children would crawl through tunnels too 

narrow and low for adults. Children also worked as errand boys, crossing sweepers, shoe, blacks, or 

selling matches, flowers and other cheap goods. Some children undertook work as apprentices to 

respectable trades such as building or as domestic servants. There were over 120,000 domestic’s servant 

in London in the mid-18th century. Working hours were long, builders worked 64 hours a week in the 

summer and 54 hours a week in winter, servants worked 80 hour in weeks.   

Child labour/ abuse in Africa 

Africa has the world’s highest incidence rates of child labour. 41% are active at work. A report by the 

United Nations’ International Labour Organization reveals that in 2016 nearly 1 out of every 5 children 

partakes in child labour. The problem is severe in Sub-Saharan Africa where more than 40% of all 

children aged 5-14 labur for survival, or about 48million children (UNICEF 2012). 127.3 million in Asia 

and the pacific 17.4 million in Latin America and the Caribbean, 48 million in sub-Saharan Africa and 

13.4 million in the middle east and north Africa. In Rwanda, there are an estimated 400, 00 child workers. 

Of these, 120, 00 are thought to be involved in the worst form of child labour and 60, 00 are child 

domestic workers. In Tanzania, some 4,600 children are estimated to be working in smaller-scale mining. 

Children as young as eight (8) years old dig 30 meters underground in mines for eight hours a day, 

without proper lighting and ventilation-constantly in danger of injury or death from cave-ins. The 

government of Kenya has recently reputed that 1.9 million children between the ages of 5-17 years are 

working children. 

An IPEC survey of children working in small scale mines in Madagascar showed that more than half 

(58%) were aged 12 or under, only a third had opportunities to learn skills and half came from families 

that were in precarious economic situation. According to government of Zambia, there are some 595,000 

child workers in the country. It has been estimated that 5 million children in Zimbabwe between the ages 

of 5 and 17 years are being forced to work in Zimbabwe. Between 10,000 and 15,000 children from Mali 

are working on plantations in Co’te Voire. Many of them are victims of child trafficking.  Estimation of 

50, 000 children are working as domestics servants in Morocco. Some 120,000 children under age 18 are 

thought to have been coerced into taking up arms as child soldiers, or military porters, messengers, cooks 

or sex slaves in Africa. In West Africa, an estimated 35,000 children are in commercial sexual 

exploitation. 

Child labour in Nigeria 

In Nigeria, just like any other nation of the world, many children’s health and education and childhood 

are stolen by an evil menace and cankerworm called child labour and child abuse. Children are physically, 

emotionally, mentally, and educationally abused, children between 5-17 years old work as long as 8-15 

hours a day and earn as little as a few naira of which are usually too meager to secure a meal or even use 
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for themselves, as their parents or guardians collect the little they earn each day in the sun, in the street, in 

the market or in the traffic where they are exposed to dangerous and unhealthy environmental. These 

children work more tediously and longer hours than normal at their tender age, instead of being in school 

learning or in the comfort of the home resting, studying and playing with their playmates. Others include 

street vendors, shoe shiners, apprentices, mechanics, carpenters, volcanizes, tailors, barbers and domestic 

servants. At least 43% of Nigeria children are trapped in various forced labour despite international 

conventions banning it (ILO, 2019) 

Also, sometimes some children work themselves to death in their own homes without pay simply because 

the societies they live in believe that these children must work as tediously as adults in order to meet up 

with the socio-economic and cultural expectations without their health being considered. This kind of 

child labour leads to child abuse. No matter the reason why children work, child labour should be 

eliminated in the society to enable a child grow normally and healthy. …children in purely tradition 

confines of  the  family  and  in the  process  of  the  child  internalizing  the  norms  and values of  his 

social group. Work in this situation was devoid of harmful effects and exploitation. It was part of Child  

labour  (as  opposed  to  forced  or  exploitative  child  labour  or  “bad”  child  labour)  is accepted for it 

is the training of a child and a foundation for his self-esteem, because there is dignity in labour. These 

have been captured in these words"…in  purely  cultural  or  traditional  settings,  children  were exposed  

to  labour  that was  not  injurious  to  their  psych auspices  of  the  family.  This  sort  of  labour  involve 

significant economic considerations rather the family saw it as a process of exposing the  child  gradually  

to  the  demands  of  work  and  instilling the  dignity  of  labour in him."However, the  reason  is  simply  

because  that  type  of  labour  is psychological, mental and  emotional  wellbeing of children.  

Proactively,  it makes  a  case  for  a  shift  from child  labour  to child  entrepreneurship  and  concludes  

that  by  that  shift,  the  child meaningfully  contribute to  the  financial  wellbeing  of  their  family  and  

the  economic development of Nigeria.  Nigerian children and conclusion that there is need for the 

involvement of Nigerian children in entrepreneurship. 2. Discussion 2.1 Critical Review of Child Labour 

and Child Forced or Exploitative Labour The impression has always been that child labour is socially or 

morally dangerous and harmful to children and deprives them of opportunities of Sections 28 and 29 of 

the Child’s Rights Act, (c) of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. Some international 

instruments condemn child forced or exploitative labour. Instances are found in Article II of  the  African  

Charter  on  the  Rights  and  Welfare  of  the  Child,  1989  and  Article  I  of  the  United  Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1990.A Critical Review of Child Labour in Nigeria and The Case 

for Child Entrepreneurship…children in purely traditional Nigerian societies were exposed to work within 

the confines  of  the  family  and  in the  process  of  the  child  internalizing  the  norms  and values of  his 

social group. Work in this situation was devoid of harmful effects and exploitation. It was part of the 

process of learning through imitation. Child  labour  (as  opposed  to be forced  or  exploitative  child  

labour )  is accepted for it is the training of a child and a foundation for his/her self-esteem. …In  purely  

cultural  or  traditional  settings,  children  were exposed  to  labour  that was  not  injurious  to  their  

psycho-mental  health  and  social  development  under the auspices  of  the  family.  This  sort  of  labour  

involvement  was  not  readily  tied to  any significant economic considerations rather the family saw it as 

a process of exposing the  child  gradually  to  the  demands  of  work  and  instilling the  dignity  of  

labour in them. Globally, this type of child labour is largely condemned. Such labour could endanger the 

life of children and is a rape on their dignity.  This paper  readily agrees  with  the  approval  of child  

labour  and disapproval  of child forced  or  exploitative  labour. 

This paper is discussed under the following objectives: 

i To identify causes of child labour 

ii Concept of child labour 

iii Concept of child abuse 

iv To determine the health and educational consequences of child labour/abuse  

iv Outline measures to curb child labour/abuse 
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Causes of child labour/abuse 
Child labour persists even though laws and standards to eliminate it exist; 

 Broken homes/family 

 Cultural factors 

 Family size 

 Greed and illiteracy  

 Limited access to compulsory education 

 Repression of workers right 

 Limited prohibition on child labour 

 Unemployment.  

Concept of child labour  

Child labour is any way or task a child below the age of 18 years undertakes with a view of being 

rewarded in cash or in kind or for any other reason at all, and which deprives him of his good health, good 

education and normal development. It is child labour because the children who do the labour are below 

the appropriate legal minimum working age (18 years) based on the international labour organization ILO 

minimum age convention or 1973 No 138. 

Child labour has forced millions of Nigerian children out of the comforts of their homes, and out of 

school into the labour world and does not leave them there. It goes on to drag children to all sorts and ill-

health and illiteracy. Child labour has been fought from many angles both internationally and nationally, 

yet is still exists and deranges children’s organization programmes on the elimination of  child labour, 

IPEC founded in 1992 aims at eliminating child labour. 

It operates in 88 countries including Nigeria made a moderate advancement in efforts to eradicate child 

labour and privilege funds for families to encourage remain in school. 

However, child labour still remains a major source of concern inspite of all these legislative measures in 

Nigeria, children still engage in forced labour in various dimensions. In Nigeria it is common to see 

school age child roam the streets, motor parks, filling stations, traffic jams and market stalls begging, 

hawking or doing menial works while others engage in domestic services, agricultural farm work all 

during school hours. 

In actual fact, according to Aliyu, the number of children involved in exploitative work in Nigeria is not 

known, owing to the widespread of child labourers everywhere. 

Concept of child abuse 

Child abuse is not any simply any harm that befalls children. Throughout the world suffer from multitude 

of harms, malnutrition, starvation, infectious disease, congenital defects abandonment, or neglect, 

economic exploitation, violence or warfare, to name a few not all harm that befalls children is abused 

Finkelhor, D, & Korbin J. (1988). 

Child abuse is harm resulting from intentional human action. The most fundamental attribute of child 

abuse is that it is harmful to the child and detrimental to his/her wellbeing. There is also an important 

difference between unintentional and intentional harm. “It has been observed that what is so destructive 

about child’s trust leads to defective socialization according to Blyth. M. (1990). Child abuse is associated 

with poverty and unemployment “Rates of abuse neglect can be viewed as a symptom rather than a cause, 

of difficulties in family and individual functioning” Steinberg, L. Catalano, R & Dooley, D. (1981). 

Thus, overall rates of child abuse are higher in regions characterized by a higher preparation of low-

income status family and in regions unusually high rates of unemployment. 

Types of child abuse 

There are four main categories of child abuse (Finkelhor, D. (1988); 

 Physical abuse 

 Emotional abuse 

 Neglect abuse 

 Sexual abuse and child prostitution 
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Physical abuse: May include intentionally burning or scalding, suffocation or drowning, poisoning, 

shaking, throwing, hitting and biting. 

 Non-consensual tickling 

 Excessive pinching, slapping or tripping 

 Any other physical harm 

 Lying or forcing the child into a stressed position 

 Withholding sleep, food or medication. 

It can also involve fabricating a symptom or deliberately inducing illness in a child, as in Munchausan 

syndrome by proxy now known as factitious disorder imposed on another (FDAI)  

 Corporal punishment. 

Emotional abuse: Occurs when people consistently say things and behave in a way that they are in 

adequate, unloved, worthless, or only valued as far as the other person’s needs are concerned. This can 

have a profound long impact on the child example; 

 Not allowing children to express their views and opinions 

 Ridiculing what they say 

 Silencing them 

 Frequently shouting or threatening them 

 Mocking the way they are of how they try to communicate 

 Giving a child a silent treatment as a punishment  

 Limiting physical contact 

 Telling them, they are no good or a mistakes 

 Preventing normal social interaction with peers and others 

 ill-treating another person’s in front of the child e.g. though domestic violence 

 Bullying, online bullying  

Sexual abuse 

Its defined as any act that forces or entices a child or young person to participate in sexual activities. It is 

sexual abuse, even if the child does not understand what is happening and there is no force, violence or 

even contact. 

If the child is forced or invited to participate in any activity that causes the other to be around, this is 

considered sexual abuse such activities include; 

 Assault by penetration such as rape or oral sex 

 Non-penetration sexual activities such as touching outside of clothing, rubbing, kissing, and the 

masturbating 

 Watching others perform sexual acts or getting a child to watch such acts 

 Looking at, showing or sharing sexual images, videos, toys, or other materials. 

 Telling dirty jokes or stories 

 Forcing or inviting a child to undress for sexual gratification 

 Flashing or showing one’s genitals to the child 

 Encouraging the child to behave in a way that is sexually in appropriate     

 Growing or preparing for future abuse or activity 

Neglect abuse 

This is when a parent or care giver persistently fails to meet the basic physical and psychological needs of 

a child, result in impairment of the child’s health or development. It can involve; 

 Not providing appropriate food, clothing or medical care 

 Locking a child in a room or closet 

 Not providing adequate shelter including abandoning a child or excluding them from the family 

home 

 Placing or leaving the child in a situation in which they might experience emotional or physical 

danger or harm 
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 Leaving a child alone for so long time or so that the they experience harm 

 

Health and Educational Consequences of Child Labour/ Abuse 

As a matter of fact, every dimension of child labour is detrimental to the physical and emotional health 

and education of the child. Some major dimensions of child labour in Nigeria and their negative impacts 

in children’s health and education include the following; 

Hawking: In Nigeria, many school aged children make sales through carrying goods, travelling about 12-

13 hours daily to wherever they can find a buyer. Many children hawk for the upkeep of themselves, 

family or for employed labour or people they are living with outside their biological parents. Hawking is 

more prevalent in Nigerian cities than in rural areas. 

However, hawking is perceived, it has a lot of health implications on the child hawker because they trek 

very long distance or wander about selling goods they carry about on their heads. Children by nature 

suffer fatigue easily as hawking poses long hours of strenuous, trekking (heavy loads on their head) the 

fatigue increases the demand for rest which may not be satisfied. Consequently, the fatigue leads to 

chances of accidents and stress related diseases. Stories abound where child hawkers chase moving 

vehicles and cluster near traffic jams are hit by other moving cars, leading to injuries, bone fracture and 

amputation, maiming and death. Child hawkers, due to extensive hours of wandering about and lack of 

time to rest and eat experience physical exertion, malnutrition and premature aging. 

Furthermore, child hawkers may be attacked by mad people rapists, ritualists and child traffickers (as they 

carry and cry their waves) extreme exposure in the cold. Hawking stand the chances of contracting 

pneumonia leading to respiratory problems. A child may contract HIV/AIDs, STDs through rape or be 

injured through violence. Employed child hawkers as sales boys or girls usually receive little or low 

wages or sometimes may not be paid in cash, but they are usually forced to replace or pay for items lost 

during hawking by their masters or mistress. Some child hawkers are denied of some ‘days’ meals while 

many receive thorough beatings and are chased out in the night as punitive measure for lost items all these 

expose children to emotional health problem sexual molestation with its sexually transmitted infections, 

kidnapping, trafficking, injuries, malnutrition and body pains. 

Educationally, hawking among school aged children leads to truancy, missing lessons, total absenteeism 

in the class, low academic achievement and high rate of school dropouts. They miss classes and lessons 

therefore, deprived of the opportunity to learn. Those who hawk after school do not have the time to do 

their take home assignment and have students as they always go home late in the night and are to tires to 

do any academic work. Some don’t go to school at all. Lack of education because a problem in the road to 

their progress in life. 

Begging is another firm of child labour. It is a nuisance worldwide. However, in most nations like 

Nigeria, there may be genuinely vulnerable people who beg to eat such are those suffering from acute 

disabilities or extreme poverty, but are still left to fund for themselves. Infact, many Nigeria have 

sustained begging with philanthropic sustenance or pretentious and religious justification. This dimension 

of child labour is a nuisance in the society or environment and a bad image of the country to foreign 

visitors, most people use children to beg as a profession and involve their children in the act. They force 

their children to join in act. 

Odogwu (ii) reported that over 150 parents who take their children for begging and other 50 child beggars 

were arrested in Anambra State by the police. Some of the beggars, who faked being blind, deaf and 

dumb, lame and so on, saw, heard and talked, walked and ran away as police tried to arrest them. Some 

women also hire other women’s children to beg for alms. 

Lifting and carrying of heavy loads 

Lifting and carrying of heavy loads by child labourers is a tedious and heavy task. It ranges from carrying 

and lifting concretes, bags of cement, water and other building materials in construction sites. Others do 

the same jobs in hotels, factories and even at home where they carry water containers for family use.  

In some Nigerian universities, children carry luggages for students and staff to their hostels and houses 

for a meager fee. This child labour is spread all over the country, but carrying of loads for strangers is 

mostly found in northern universities.  Unfortunately, university authorities approve of uniform for these 
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children called “yaro boys” for security purposes thereby supporting this kind of business.  The health of 

these children is never considered. Dr, Zubar Patel, a health practitioner opined that the maximum load a 

child should carry is (10%) ten percent of the body weight, if not, such child will have short and long term 

health problems such as musco skeletal problem. 

Lifting up of heavy weight, according to university of LOWA may speed up the closing of growth plates 

the spinal cord leading to growth retardation (stunted growth) in girls, may result in back bone pains, poor 

pelvic bone development that may impair pregnancy, and labour delivery processes later in life. Other 

health consequences include onset of early degenerating changes in the cervical cord, spinal pain, 

fracture, dislocation, all labour put together exerts undue physical, social or psychological development. 

Working children are not only at risk of physical injury but are vulnerable to work place toxins and 

chemical hazards as well. Child labourers stand the risks of snake bites, insect’s stings. 

Measures to curb child labour 

1. Review national laws regarding child labour 

2. Check the age of your employees 

3. Identify hazardous work 

4. Carryout workplace risk assumed 

5. Provision of free and compulsory education  

6. Tackling poverty and creating decent work for adults 

7. Stop hiring children below the minimum age  

8. Remove children from hazardous work 

9. Reduce the hours of work for children under the minimum age 

10.  Apply a safety and health management system 

11. Use collective bargain agreements 

12. Use the link between labour inspection and workplace occupational safety and health committee 

13. Compose a code of labour practice 

14. Provide support to children and children found in child labour  

15. Support education 

16. Adapt your business to a child labour-free reality 

17. Let your suppliers know your requirement 

18. Ensure your new suppliers do not use child labour  

19. Monitors one or more monitoring systems. 

Age of exploitation: Age most prevalently exploited according world health (WHO) as is 2-16 years. 

 

Places of child labour/abuse 

They work in fields, for example, Agriculture (fishing, forestry, herding), in factories, down mines, 

servants or maids, selling goods in the street or at market places. Girls are more vulnerable than boys to 

do the domestic work such as clearing, making food and serving. 

In Nigeria, they are engaged the doing the labour in the streets as vendors, shoe shiners, apprentices, 

mechanics and shop of carpenters, vulcanizers, barbers and domestic servants in many homes. 

Industrial revolution from its outset, often brought about by economic hardship. 

Child wages were often low, throughout the second half of the 19th century, child labour began to decline 

in industrialized societies due to regulation and economic factors because of the growth of trade unions. 

As technology improved and proliferated, there was a greater need for educated employees. This saw an 

increase in schooling, with the eventual introduction of compulsory schooling. Improved technology 

automation also made child labour redundant.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Child labour and abuse is a serious effect of poverty, and poverty is a consequence of child labour. This is 

because children due to poverty may engage in child labour. As they grow into adulthood, they become 

low wage adult earners. As a result, their offspring’s will also be compelled to work as child labourers to 
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support family income. In this way, according to Gall and happer et al, poverty and child labour are 

passed from generation to generation so poverty should be dreaded and eliminated though in a right way. 

Child labour results to infections disease, chronic illnesses, and denial of childhood and put them in 

conditions that may be detrimental to their health and even their lives. It is therefore deadly to children’s 

health development and education. Nigerian government and non-governmental agencies have shown 

considerable interests and concerns on the problems of child labour in the country and have suggested 

practical policies and strategies to put an end to or minimize this problem but their efforts are not enough 

as situation worsens on daily basis due to economic recession, instability, greed, insecurity, cultural, 

religious and traditional beliefs. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following recommendations were made based on the review: 

i Government and relevant stakeholders should provide free and compulsory education for children with 

low socioeconomic status.  

ii Interventions to tackle poverty should be carried out through empowerment programmes by 

government and non-governmental organizations . 

iii Policy makers should make policies that will help in implementing strict child labour and abuse laws 

through child act. 

iv Entrepreneurship courses should be  introduced and included in all tertiary institutions in Nigeria. as 

this creates opportunities, innovation, and enterprise without compromising their childhood dignity, 

access to education and developmental growth (Babatunde Fajimi 2016). 

v The International Labour Organization  which was created in 1992 should be proactive to progressively 

eliminate child labour/abuse (IPEC). 

vi Religious groups, the media, judiciary, family members and community based organizations and 

community leaders should help in eliminating child abuse through awareness. 
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