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Abstract: The study was conducted to establish the relationship 

between child labor and poverty in North central Nigeria by 

relating child work decisions and household poverty gap. 

Structured questionnaire was used as research instrument to 

generate data from 300 households and 600 children between the 

ages of 5-14 years in the study area. Both descriptive and 

Heckman two-step model were used for the analysis. The study 

finds that children work mainly as a result of household poverty, 

poor access to social services, household labor demand and 

supply situation and socialization. Type of work the child is 

involved in follows residential location of the household, sex of 

the child, predominance of informal sector, and access to 

infrastructure and services such as water supply and energy 

source. The study established that child work in different 

activities relates to household poverty differently and that child 

work emerges both as a survival strategy and also socialization 

process and that child work plays both complimentary and 

substitution roles to adult labor. The study further revealed that 

child characteristics of age and sex were found to significantly 

affect child work decisions in different activities. Implying that 

as children are growing, they develop their skills in most of the 

activities done by their parents in the informal sector thereby 

making almost perfect substitutes for their parents’ labor and 

making them more susceptible to work. Furthermore, parameter 

estimates for sex of the child showed that girls work for more 

hours than boys in all activities. The study recommends poverty 

reduction , improvement in access to education facilities, water 

supply and energy sources, and anti-child labor campaigns which 

should be implemented as a package as policy intervention for 

eradicating child labor. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

hild labor is worldwide phenomenon. It is estimated that 

there are 100.200 million child laborers in both 

industrialized and developing countries (UNICEF, 1997). In 

Africa, it is estimated that about 25% of children between the 

ages of 10 and 14 years are involved in child labor while 

children comprise 17% Africa’s total labor force (UNICEF, 

1997). In Nigeria, it is estimated that 12-15 million minors 

work more as a consequence of abject poverty, hunger and 

destitution. Okojie (1987) studies the social characteristics of 

children susceptible to child labor, linked the phenomenon to 

the socio-economic status of poor parents who subsist at the 

periphery of the urban economy. These parents are found 

among three identifiable economic groups: the small farmers, 

the petty traders, the under employed and unemployed 

(Okorjie, 1987). These are people whose income, more often 

fall below the figure established as the poverty line (Prado and 

Tobi, 1994) and are counted as poor because they lack the 

resources to sustain a socially acceptable minimum standard 

of living in terms of income and consumption (Townsend, 

1992).The gap between poverty line and household 

consumption is therefore an important determinant in the 

determinant of child labor. 

A child labor is broadly defined as a worker or economically 

active if he/she is remunerated for the work he/she does or if 

the output of the work the child does is destined for the 

market. As noted by the World Bank, (2005), this definition is 

very narrow and it excludes a number of activities such as 

household domestic activities. As the result, this narrow 

definition leads to underestimation of the extent of child labor 

in the household mainly from girls. This narrow definition 

presumes that child labor should only include economic 

activities that are hazardous to the child. According to ILO 

(2003), any work done by children becomes hazardous if it is 

done for more hours. In Nigeria, the government policy 

considers child labor as any economic activity that employs a 

child less than the age of 14 years. Any activity that exploits a 

child, prevents a child from attending school that negatively 

impacts the health, social, cultural, psychological, moral, 

religious and related dimension of child’s upbringing is child 

labor. The temporal aspects of child labor include working 

seven or more hours per week (NSO, 2002).There is no clear-

cut distinction of hazardous and non-hazardous child labor 

and therefore, any work done by children below 14 years old 

in any activity is classified as child labor (ILO, 2003) 

II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

It is assumed that the allocation of child time to different 

activities is a household decision that is mostly done by 

parents. Parents make decisions about how to use their 

children’s time based on available resource constraints and 

opportunities. A truism is mostly assumed on theside of the 

parents where parents care more about the present and future 

consumption and current leisure of their children (Deb and 

Rosati, 2004). Three main uses of children time is considered 

in many studies and these include schooling, child labor 

(work) and leisure. All these activities have an impact on 

human capital development of the child with schooling and 

leisure expected to have a positive effect on human capital 

development and child work is expected to have a negative 

impact on human capital development. 

C 
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Different frameworks have been used to model child work 

decisions. Commonly used frameworks are the new household 

economics frameworks where household utility maximization 

is assumed (Deb and Rosati, 2004, Blunch and Verner, 2000). 

This research employs the Basu and Van (1998) economic 

model of child labor which emerge from the new household 

economic frameworks. In  this framework, it is assumed that 

household N are composed of one adult and one child where 

adult labor supply is assumed to be inelastic, that is adult 

always want to work. It is also assumed that if the household 

income from non-child labor sources rises sufficiently high, 

the household would on their own accord withdraw the 

children from the labor force and that the labor market is such 

that a child can either work or not. Based on the flexibility of 

informal sector where children mostly work, it is assumed that 

children can either work the whole day or for some hours of 

the day implying that child labor and adult labor are perfect 

substitutes. 

III. EMPIRICAL MODEL AND METHOD 

      The study was conducted in three states of the North-

central Zone of Nigeria, commonly referred to as the central 

region or the middle-belt Zone namely Benue, Plateau, and 

Nasarawa States. North central Nigeria lies between 

longitudes 3
0
E and 14

0 
E and latitude 4

0 
30N and 11

0
 20N of 

the equator of the Greenwich Meridian (FAO, 2004). The area 

occupies a land mass of about 296,898km
2
 and a population of 

21,556,993 million people (NPC, 2007). The population 

density is estimated at about 75 persons per km
2
with the rural 

population consisting about 75 percent in the zone. The 

average annual rainfall in the zone ranges from 800-2000mm 

with high relative humidity and temperature of 13-17
0
C. A 

large population of the rural adults (52%) are involved in 

agriculture while the main off- farm activities include 

technical professionals, administrative, clerical and sale 

services. The major crops of the area are rice, groundnut, yam, 

cassava, cereals and other Nigerian staples. The sampling 

frame was established by obtaining a list of all affected 

households in the Local government Area / villages from the 

National Onchocerciasis Control Unit. 

A 3-stage multi-stage random sampling technique was used to 

draw the sample. The first stage involved a purposive 

selection of three zones in North-Central Nigeria namely A, B 

and C.  The second stage involves a selection of three States 

(3) namely: Benue, Nasarawa and Plateau States. The third 

stage was a random selection of 300 of households, 100 

households each from the three States. From the households, 

children in the age range 5 to 14 years old were sampled. This 

resulted in the sample of 600 children. In this sample, some 

children belonged to the same household and this 

strengthened the ability of estimation to show the relationship 

between child and community characteristics on child work 

decisions. The study used a module on time use and labor of 

household questionnaire that asked all the household members 

who were aged above five years to obtain values for the 

dependent variables. The household members were asked to 

indicate the number of hours devoted to various domestic 

activities in the last seven days. Types of jobs done by 

children were categorized into: (1) domestic activities that 

include time involved in cooking, cleaning the household, and 

washing, (2) collecting water, (3) collecting firewood, (4) 

household agriculture and fishing activities (5) household 

business activities and (6) paid labor that included time 

involved in casual labor and wage employment. The tools of 

data analysis were descriptive statistics and Heckman two-

step model.  

IV. MODEL SPECIFICATION 

The model for hour worked by a child k of a parent j, Hkj is 

given as: 

Hkj=γX +μi…. (1) 

Variable X is the vector of explanatory variables, γ is vector 

of parameters to be estimated and μ is the error term with zero 

mean and constant variance. 

Household income poverty gap which is similar to poverty 

index (PI) in the FGT class of poverty measures (Foster et al., 

1998) was used as an indicator of household poverty. This 

indicator (PI) is defined as: 

PI =
𝑍−𝑦

𝑧
…… (2) 

Where: 

Y is the household per capita consumption expenditure and z 

is the poverty line. In Nigeria, the poverty line was estimated 

at N32, 832 per annum (NBS, 2018) and this was used to 

compute household poverty gap.  

The study estimated equations for hours worked on all 

activities in a week by child and it also disaggregated child 

hours worked equation for household domestic activities, 

collecting water, collecting firewood, household agriculture 

and fishing, household business activities and paid labor. The 

study assumed that decision to send children to one type of 

job is independent of the decision to send the child to another 

since the different activities included in the model are not 

exhausting the child’s time. The equations for each of the 

activities were therefore, estimated separately. The time cost 

in various activities can be expressed as: 

T = (t1+t2+t3+t4+t5+t6) ……….. (3) 

Where: 

T=total time in all activities, 

t1=time used in domestic activities, 

t2=time used in collecting water, 

t3=time used in collecting firewood, 

t4= time used in agriculture and fishing, and 

t5=time used in household business activities, and 
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t6= time used paid labor 

V. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

DemographicCharacteristics of Respondents 

The results of the descriptive statistics (Table1) showed that 

the sex ratio in the sample is 50 percent boys and 50 percent 

girls and the average age of children is 10.22 years. About 68 

percent of these children are the household head’s own 

children and the remainder represent other relations. Majority 

(78%) of the households  are male headed and the mean age 

of household head is 45.68years. On the average, the 

household have spent about 12 years of schooling which may 

only result in senior secondary school. Most (80%) of the 

households reside in rural areas and this reflects the general 

residential pattern in Nigeria. Average household size from 

families where these children come from is 9.86. The mean 

dependency ratio is estimated at 3.24 which implies that on 

average, each adult supports at least three children. A negative 

mean poverty gap index of (-0.98) was obtained which 

indicates that the mean consumption expenditure of the 

population is above the poverty line. However, a poverty 

index measure showed that about 72% of the population has 

consumption level below poverty line. In other words, the two 

poverty measures show the presence of inequality in welfare 

within the studied population. 

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents 

Variables                                                                   Mean                                                Standard Deviation 

Child characteristics 

Age (years)                                                                 10.22                                                                2.62 

Sex ( 1=male, 0=otherwise)                                        0 .50                                                                0.50 

Relationship to head (1=child, 0=otherwise)             68.00                                                                0.32 

Household characteristics 

Age of head (years)                                                    45.68                                                               11.66 

Sex of head (1=male, 0=female)                                 0.78                                                                  0.41 

Education of head(years of schooling)                       11.62                                                               14.22 

Head in business (1=yes, 0=otherwise)                      0.06                                                                  0.24 

Residential location(1=rural, 0=urban)                      0.80                                                                   0.38 

Household size (number)                                            9.86                                                                  3.67 

Dependency ratio                                                        3.24                                                                  0.19 

Household poverty gap index                                    -0.98                                                                  1.24 

Poverty incidence (1=poor,0=otherwise)                   0.72                                                                   0.56 

 

Source: Survey Data, 2018 

 

Amount of Time(hours) Worked by Rural and Urban Children 

on Different Activities 
 

Table 2 presents time spent (in hours) by children in different 

activities in urban and rural areas. On the average, children 

spent about 14.85 hours in different activities in a week. More 

time was spent on domestic activities (7.14hours), collecting 

water (2.78hours), agriculture and fishing activities 

(2.63hours). It was found that about 62% of the children were 

participating in at least one these economic activities. More 

children (33%) worked collecting water. This is followed by 

household domestic activities (26%) and then few worked in 

collecting firewood (6%), paid labor (3%) and household 

business activities (2%). 

The results further revealed that on the on the average, 

children in the rural areas are working for more hours than 

children in urban areas with the average number of hours 

worked by children in the rural areas being 8.09 hours in a 

week and 6.76hours being the average number of hours 

worked by children in urban areas in a week. Children in rural 

areas are found to work for more hours than children in the 

urban areas in household agriculture and fishing activities, 

collecting water, collecting firewood and in paid labor which 

include causal labor and wage employment. 

On the other hand, children in urban areas are working for 

more hours than children in rural areas in household domestic 

activities only. These differences can be explained by the 

poverty status and it correlates such as occupation of the 

parents and access to infrastructure and services. Since most 

rural household heads are involved in farming or fishing, 

children in such households spend more time in these 

activities. Households may be using labor from these children 

in these activities as a form of job training or socialization.On 

the contrary, children in urban areas cannot necessarily do 

what their parents are doing because the occupations of their 

parents are mostly based on skill. In this productive activities, 

children are complementing the parents’ labor. Children in 

rural areas spend more time fetching water and firewood 

probably because of poor access to water and energy in rural 

areas and families have to travel for long distances for these 

activities.
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Table 2: Amount of Time Worked by Rural and Urban Children in Different Activities (Hours) 

Variables                                                                 Dummy variables             Total time              Urban                  rural  

 

All activities                                                                  0.621                                       4.85                       6.76                    8.09 

Collecting water                                                            0.33                                         2.78                      0.78                     2.00                                                                                                                                                              

Collecting firewood                                                      0.06                                          0.88                      0.12                     0.76 

Agriculture and fishing                                                 0.21                                         2.63                       0.22                     2.41                 

Household business                                                      0.02                                         0.81                       0.50                     0.31 

Paid labor                                                                        0.03                                        0.61                       0.12                    0.49 

Domesticactivities                                                         0.26                                         7.14                       5.02                    2.12                                                                                               

 

Source: Survey Data, 2018. 

 

Sex Distribution of Child Labor 

Huge differences in the number of hours worked by boys and 

girls in a week are found with girls working for more hours 

than boys (Table3). Girls worked for about 8.2hours in a week 

compared to boys who worked for about 6.73 hours in a week. 

Girls worked for more hours than boys almost in all activities 

except for agriculture and fishing activities and paid labor 

where boys worked for more hours than girls. The difference 

in the hours worked by boys and girls does not reflect bias 

against girls but rather division of labor between male and 

female members of households in many Nigerian 

communities that are mainly defined by cultural norms and 

values. 

 

Table 3: Amount of Time (hours) Worked by Boys and Girls in Different Activities 

Activities                                                                      Male                           Female                  F-statistics 

  

All activities                                                                  6.73                              8.12                    195.00***                     

Collecting water                                                            1.01                               1.77                      40.57***                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Collecting firewood                                                       0.35                             0.5355                   2.42*** 

Agriculture and fishing                                                 2.00                               0.63                      38.71                      

Household business                                                      0.24                                0.57                      7.08***                      

Paid labor                                                                      0.40                               0.21                       0.46 

 Domestic activities                                                       0.26                                7.14                      5.02                                                                                                                                    

Source: Survey Data, 2018.       *** (P<0.01) 

 

Factors that Influence the Child Work Decision in Different 

Work Activities 

The child labor supply equation was estimated using 

Heckman two-step estimation. The results revealed that child 

characteristics of age and sex were found to significantly 

affect child work decisions in different activities. Age of the 

child has a negative quadratic relationship with hours worked 

in all activities and also hours worked in collecting water, 

collecting firewood, household agriculture and fishing 

activities and in paid labor. Hours worked in household 

domestic activities has a linear positive relationship with age 

of the child while hours worked in household business 

activities has no significant relationship with the age of the 

child. This implies that older children work for more hours 

than younger children but the increase in age increases the 

number of hours worked at a decreasing rate all activities 

except for hours worked in domestic and household business 

activities. As children are growing they develop their skills in 

most of the activities done by their parents in the informal 

sector thereby making them almost perfect substitutes fortheir 

parent’s labor and making them more susceptible to work. 

The value of the parameter estimates (LR14) showed that the 

age at which maximum hours of labor is supplied is over 14 

years. This implies that children do not work for more hours 

than adults in this activities and that adults are willing to work 

for more hours than children but they make their children 

work more due to other circumstances. 

Parameter estimates on relationship of child with the 

household showed that there is no significant difference in the 

way the household head’s children work in all activities but 

for only domestic activities (P<0.1) and household agriculture 

and fishing activities(P<0.05). Children that are from 

household head’s own children work for more hours in 

agriculture and fishing activities while children that are not 
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the head’s own children work for more hours in household 

domestic activities. 

Age of the household head is significant only in determining 

child work hours in collecting firewood (P<0.05) and 

agriculture and fishing activities (P<0.01) where age of the 

household has a positive effect and in child work hours in 

household business activities (P<0.01) where age of the 

household head has a negative relationship. This shows that 

children who come from households where the head is more 

aged worked for more hours in collecting firewood and 

agriculture and fishing activities and few hours in household 

business activities. This is probably because household head 

that are aged are expected to have accumulated more fishing 

and farming assets (life cycle resource constraints) and this 

creates more labor needs which sees children of such parents 

working for more hours in these economic activities. This 

findings agrees with Assaad et al. (2000) who found that 

children from older parents are likely to be involved in 

economic activities. 

Children from female headed households work for more hours 

in paid labor. Additionally, children of household heads with 

more schooling years’ work for fewer hours in paid labor and 

collecting water. It was found that household dependency 

ratio was greater than 1(12.02) indicating high dependency in 

the household. It was found that household dependency ratio 

increases child work hours in almost all activities except for 

work in paid labor and household business activities where 

this is not statistically significant. The study further revealed 

that increase in household size reduces the likelihood that a 

child will work, implying that increase in household size may 

loosely reflect an increase in household labor supply and 

thereby reducing the need to use children. Distance to the 

nearest school was found to positively and significantly affect 

the amount of time spent working in all activities. This means 

that inaccessibility of education facilities encourages child 

labor as also reported by Verner and Blunch (2000).  

Table 4: Heckman Two-step Estimation Results for Child Hours in all Economic Activities 

Variable All activities 
Domestic 

activities 

Collecting 

water 

Household 

business 

Paid 

labor 

Collecting 

firewood 

Agriculture & 

fishing 

 Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient 

Poverty gap 
0.8942 

(1.27) 

-0.4154 

(-0.98) 

-0.1827 

(2.44)** 

1.8157 

(1.16) 

-.0167 

(-.53) 

1.2178 

(2.08)** 

0.0878 

(4.22)*** 

Childage 
16.4037 

(3.73)*** 

7.8214 

2.01** 

0.5417 

(3.14)*** 

1.2186 

(0.73) 

.6675 

(4.48)*** 

   
 

0.9088 

(3.42)*** 

0.4162 

(8.39)*** 

Childagesqd 
-.6771 

(-3.27)** 

-.2242 

(-1.52) 

-.0174 

(2,78)*** 

0.0356 

(0.54) 

-.0202 

(-3.55)*** 

-.0373 

(-2.19)** 

-0.0120 

(-5.13)*** 

Childsex 
-16.5772 

(-4.53)** 

-15.0885 

(-2.62)*** 

-0.9156 

(3.12)*** 

-4.2483 

(-3.60)*** 

0.0638 

(1.02) 

-1.7275 

(-8.62)*** 

0.2181 

(6.40)*** 

Ownchild 
0.0856 

(0.08) 

-2.168 

(-1.87)* 

0.0019 

(-0.03) 

-0.6502 

(-0.47) 

-0.0544 

(-0.67) 

-0.3573 

(-1.57) 

0.1065 

(2.46)** 

Headage 
0.0618 

(1.09) 

-0.0257 

(-0.75) 

0.0022 

(1.37) 

-0.2194 

(-4.08)*** 

-0.0001 

(-0.10) 

0.0177 

(2.31)** 

0.0071 

(5.75)*** 

Headsex 
-1.5410 

(-1.06) 

-1.4462 

(-1.28) 

0.0021 

(-0.05) 

-2.3114 

(-1.68) 

-0.2567 

(-3.75)*** 

0.2809 

(1.26) 

-0.0147 

(-0.31) 

Schooling 

years 

-0.1164 

(-0.77) 

0.1889 

(1.67) 

0.050 

(-2.99)*** 

-0.2665 

(-1.32) 

-0.0267 

(-2.69)*** 

0.0018 

(0.03) 

0.0056 

(-1.18) 

Dependency 

ratio 

11.0121 

(2.58)*** 

10.5720 

(2.31)** 

0.5230 

(3.44)*** 

-2.8024 

(0.55) 

0.1660 

(0.57) 

0.8218 

(1.07) 

0.5066 

(3.78)*** 

Hhsize 
-1.0556 

(-3.29)*** 

-1.2407 

(2.49)** 

0.0274 

(-1.61) 

0.2199 

(0.93) 

-0.0158 

(-1.17) 

-0.1086 

(2.08)** 

0.0038 

(0.66) 

Distance 

(time) 

0.0656 

(2.88)** 

0.0055 

(0.27) 

0.043 

(4.10)*** 

0.0387 

(1.49) 

0.0021 

(2.90)** 

0.0065 

(2.16)** 

0.0011 

(1.42) 

Constant 
-139.0452 

(-3.81)*** 

-75.6594 

(-2.09)** 

-3.5512 

(-2.88)*** 

-45.0642 

(-4.78)*** 

-5.2038 

(-7.67)*** 

-11.6709 

(-7.61)*** 

-4.4161 

(16.40)*** 

Source: Survey Data, 2018.  * (P<0.1), ** (P<0.05), *** (P<0.01) 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

The research has shown that children in North-Central Nigeria 

work in different activities and that the extent of work varies 

due to age of the household, residential location of the 

household and other household community characteristics. 

Children work mainly as a result of household poverty, 

predominance of informal sector, household labor demand 

and supply situation, and socialization. Type of work the child 

involved in follows residential location of the household, sex 

of the child and access to infrastructure and services such as 

water supply, energy source amongst others. 
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The study has established that child work in different 

activities relates to household poverty differently. Child work 

is found to emerge both as a survival strategy and also 

socialization process and that child work plays both 

complementary and substitution roles to adult labor. 

Recommendations 

The study recommends the followings: 

1. Poverty reduction through interventions such as 

improvement in access to education facilities, water 

supply and energy sources 

2. Improvement in future prospects in the formal sector 

(increasing opportunities cost of child labor) 

3. Anti-child labor campaigns. 
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