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Preface
The ILO Bureau for Workers’ Activities (ACTRAV), has been
involved in issues concerning environmentally sustainable
development and child labour for many years - through supporting trade unionists to develop and to implement their
own policies and action plans.
Child labour is a vast and complex area, and many different
groups are engaged in the elimination of child labour and
therefore a large number of publications have been produced on this subject.
So, why do we need more?
Just as with the question of environmentally sustainable development, trade unions have asked for materials dealing
with the issue of child labour from the specific point of view
of workers and their organizations.
This series of booklets is designed as an introductory “one
stop” guide for trade union activists who have decided that
they want to get involved in child labour and want information to get them on the track.
You, the reader, may be involved in trade union work at
many levels: at a national centre; in a national trade union; in
the regional or local structure of a national centre or national union; or as an activist in an enterprise or a public service such as a school or hospital.
It does not matter which level you work at, or what position
you hold, whether you are a full time paid staff member of a
trade union or a voluntary activist like a shop steward or a
branch secretary. At any level, in any trade union position,
you can make a contribution to the fight against child labour.
The struggle is worthwhile. It is a struggle for basic human
rights - the rights of the child to education and childhood. It
is a trade union issue because it is a question of adult employment.
You can use the materials as working papers. Often, you will
think of things that you need to do. Record these points and
then take the appropriate action.
Above all, the materials are tools to be used.
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There are checklists, action points, quotations, case
studies, and different references throughout the booklets.
The booklets were produced through a collective process by trade unionists themselves. Draft booklets were
prepared and were then sent out for comments to many
trade union organizations and tested in several workshops in Africa and Asia. They were then revised in the
light of feedback from previous activities, at a workshop
in Geneva. Further revision and editing took place before it was finally printed for publishing.
Geneva, 2000
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Else-Marie Osmundsen
Chief Technical Adviser
Bureau for Workers’ Activities, ILO
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Why Trade Unions Need
Information about Child Labour

1

Why do trade unions need information
about child labour? You may well ask that
question. To develop appropriate policies and effective plans to take effective
action against child labour, trade unions
need to gather detailed and credible information on the incidence of child labour. Through its direct contact with
labour markets and its widespread network of members and officials, the trade
union movement is in a unique position
to go to the very source of the problem
of child labour and find out the facts.
Finding out the facts about child labour
will assist both the union movement and
national authorities in devising policies
and plans and, most important, in taking
appropriate and effective action to eliminate the problem of child labour.
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Information is fundamental to the development of any trade union campaign.
This is particularly true when it comes to
the exploitation of children in the labour
market. Child labour is not one thing, it
exists in many forms – some of these are
difficult to identify and hidden from public view. Without a clear understanding
of what constitutes child labour, where,
how and why child labour occurs, it will
remain impossible to deal with effectively.
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What Information We Need
Before taking any action to collect information or carry out
any survey on child labour, it is important to know what kind
of information would be useful. Here is a list of the basic information required:

Sources of
information

The first step is to identify what institutions or organizations
have factual information available on the child labour situation in your country or region. These sources would include:

4 International

organizations - ILO, UNICEF,
UNESCO and the World Bank.

4 National Government - Ministry of Labour, other
ministries or a national statistical office.

4 Workers’

and employers’ organizations - national, local or international.

4 Teachers’ organizations.
4 Academic institutions.
4 Local, national and international NGOs.
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The existence and
nature of the child
labour problem

4 Where is child labour located geographically?
4 In which industries is it prevalent?
4 Are working children from certain ethnic groups?
4 What is the general economic level and income of the
parents?

4 Are girls more affected than boys or vice versa?
4 What are working conditions like?
The extent of the
child labour problem

Many countries do not have any estimates at all, and those
figures that exist do not always include all working children.
Traditional methods of collecting labour statistics rely upon
employers making returns, and there are employers, especially in the informal sector, who do not make such returns.
It is very important to have national and local statistics in order to understand the specific national and local problem. It
is this specific problem which the community has to tackle,
and when the problem is quantified, then it is easier to perceive changes and improvements over time.
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The attitude to the
child labour problem

Attitudes play a significant role in the existence of child labour. You will therefore need to know about the attitudes of
different groups to child labour. These groups include:
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4 parents;
4 employers;
4 trade union members;
4 teachers;
4 government;
4 society as a whole.

The reasons why
children work

Attitudes in the community may allow children to work, but
attitudes are not the only factor you will have to take into account. You will need to find out what are the specific reasons why the children are working. This will help you to
know what problem needs solving.

The legislation

You will need to find out about the laws which impact on, or
regulate child labour.

4 Find out about existing legislation on child labour, both
local and national.

4 Find out about existing legislation on education and
school attendance.

4
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4 Obtain copies of national polices on child labour.
4 Find out which international instruments deal with child
labour.

4 Check which international instruments have been ratified by your country.

The actions already
taken to combat
child labour

In order to plan any activities and strategies to combat child
labour, it is useful to find out what actions have already been
carried out, and to know what kind of results these actions
have had. As well as government activities, you could check
with ILO/ACTRAV, ILO/IPEC, UNICEF, the development
agencies of different countries, and the national and international NGOs working with child labourers. The lessons of
these earlier activities should be taken into account when
trade union activities and strategies are being planned so
that we avoid earlier mistakes and learn from the strategies
which have given the desired results.

The existence of
human and financial
resources to tackle
the child labour
problem

Activities to combat the child labour problem do not have to
be very expensive. However, you must ensure that you have
the persons and the money to implement your activity. So
some of the questions you need to ask are:

4 Does your union have the staff to implement the particular activity?

4 If not, do you need to recruit activists to help? Or do you

need to cooperate with other partners? If so, then with
whom?

4 Does the union have all the resources it needs to tackle
the problem?

4 Are additional resources needed? If so, where are they
to be found?

5
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How to Collect Information
Information can be sought at different levels and from different sources using different methods. So we need to determine which methods are most appropriate for obtaining
what we need to know.
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Fact finding or fact
gathering

When a union investigates child labour, it seeks to find out
the facts, gather existing information and in general build up
its documentation on the child labour problem so that it has
a bank of data which it can use as the basis of its action.

Identifying the
sources of
information

The first step is to identify if there is any information available on the overall situation in the country or on the specific
area or region where the union is interested in working.
Obtaining information on the overall situation gives the union a context to work in, it helps the union in determining
what still needs to be documented as well as giving an insight
into the institutions or organizations which may be helpful in
the union’s future information gathering exercise.

Using union
structures

The union can get workers in local communities to document their observations and personal experience of child labour and report back to union structures so as to build up a
body of facts which can identify areas where child labour is
prevalent. The union may also gather and compile visual
documentation in the form of photographs and video footage. These, along with the individual stories of child labourers, can be very effective for a general mobilization.

Qualitative studies

Small-scale surveys can be carried out by unions alone or in
cooperation with NGOs or local researchers. When trade
union activists work alongside professional researchers,
both sides can benefit. The trade unionist is trained in research methodology and the researcher gains access to
more workplaces. Below we give two examples: a survey
carried out by the International Textile, Garment and
Leather Workers Federation (ITGLWF), and a study carried
out by the Yemeni Trade Union Centre in cooperation with a
research institute.

Fact Finding and Information About Child Labour

Photo F. Moleres

The ITGLWF survey

As part of its campaigning work against child labour, the ITGLWF has carried out a survey on
the health and safety of children working in the textile, garment and leather industries. The
programme of this work was conducted in cooperation with the ILO/ACTRAV project “Developing National and International Trade Union Strategies to Combat Child Labour”
(INT/96/M06/NOR).
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The ITGLWF started with a survey of the conditions of child labour in Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, the Philippines and Thailand, with support from the ILO.
The questionnaire that was developed focussed in particular on aspects related to children’s
working conditions and occupational health and safety. The survey involved a total of 537 children (120 in three different regions of India, 186 in different areas of Bangladesh, 78 in the Philippines, 120 in Pakistan, 33 in nine regions of Thailand). The answers received were very
simple and direct in their structure. They provided useful information such as school attendance, hours of work, illnesses and accidents, descriptions of harmful working environments,
harassment by adult workers, home work, repetitive tasks, specific problems related to the
textile, garment and leather industries, and what children themselves thought about their
work.
The survey varied enormously in terms of the numbers involved, and it did not attempt to be a
fully “scientific” survey. It did reveal some of the work hazards experienced by children working in the sectors. Following the survey the ITGLWF produced a report based on the findings.
The ITGLWF plans to produce a handbook as the final product. It will use the information
generated from the survey and report, along with a range of other sources, to provide a tool
for active members of ITGLWF affiliates to use in the campaign against child labour.
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Yemen, a case study

This example takes a brief look at the design
of a child labour study carried out in Yemen
and commissioned by ACTRAV. Its purpose
was to explore how children are engaged in
various forms of work in Yemen. The design
took into account such factors as school
attendance, socialization, personal development and general health.
The structure of the study, and some of the
factors taken into consideration in undertaking it, included:

4 First, group discussions or “focus groups”

were held to establish a list of economic
sectors that should be explored for child
labour activity.

4 Second, the same focus groups helped

elaborate the criteria for selection of children to be interviewed so that the study
would cover the relevant varieties of
work.
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4 Third, for each case, a set of interviews

was designed in order to obtain views and
information from the children themselves, from their parents, and eventual
employers and teachers (or former
teachers). The interview with the working child would first be completed before
any of the other groups related to the
child would be interviewed.

4 Interviewers first took part in an in-depth

discussion on what child labour is and is
not, using the ILO Convention No.138 as
a yardstick. They were also trained in the
use of the questionnaire.

4 Persons with local knowledge and trust

were drawn from trade unions to carry
out the interviews. Female interviewers
were used to interview girls and their
mothers.

4 Interviewers took time to explain ques-

tions over again to try to get the most accurate answers.
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4 Traditional reluctance to give family in-

come figures meant that the interviewers
were armed with a back-up question,
asking the head of the household to compare the family income with the average
income in the area instead.

3

4 Interviews took place both during school

hours and in the afternoon, making it possible to include children who attend
school but work afterwards.

4 The sectors were decided ahead of the

field work. Interviewers selected the
child when in the field with the aim of
identifying and interviewing those believed to be the best respondents.

4 The only criterion for selecting a child for

an interview was that the child worked.
No additional criteria were given. This
was done in order to pick up types of
child work that in more traditional surveys are sometimes excluded.
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Important Parameters for
Purposes of Analysis
Irrespective of what method is used to gather information, it
is important to ensure that certain parameters are included
for the purposes of the analysis so as to know what needs to
be changed and hence be able to develop an appropriate
strategy. These parameters include:

4 Are schools available? Are they relevant? And what does
schooling cost?

4 What are the children’s average income and contribution
to the family?

4 Is there adult unemployment in the area?
deremployment of adult workers?

Or is there un-

4 What is the role of women?

Do they have access to the
labour market? And if so, does this factor contribute to
whether the child works or not?
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Research
The statistical Information and Monitoring Programme on
Child Labour (SIMPOC) was created within the ILO to improve the information base and data collection methodology
on child labour. SIMPOC was launched in 1998 as an interdepartmental programme, managed by IPEC with technical
assistance from the ILO’s Bureau of Statistics, to assist member countries in establishing the following:

4 a programme for the collection and use of quantitative

and qualitative data on the scale, distribution, characteristics, causes and consequences of child labour;

4 a basis for child labour data analysis which would be used

in planning, formulating and implementing interventions,
monitoring their implementation and assessing the impact of policies and programmes;

4 a database on child labour consisting of information on

institutions and organizations active in this field, child labour projects and programmes, industry-level actions,
and national legislation and indicators; as well as

4 data which could be compared across countries.
In many countries where IPEC is working, SIMPOC is collaborating with national statistical services and Ministries of Labour to develop a data collection methodology and, through
that, proper statistics on child labour. If SIMPOC has been
operating in your country, it may be that a national survey
exists.
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Methods
SIMPOC uses three methods to obtain data on child labour,
namely national child labour surveys, rapid assessment
method and baseline surveys. The national child labour survey is used to determine the general situation in the country,
whereas the rapid assessment method and baseline surveys
are more focussed studies to be used in areas where child labour is concentrated.

National child labour surveys
National Child Labour Surveys are country-wide inquiries
intended to provide information on the activities of children
aged 5 to 17 years. The survey is household based for the
main reason that the decision whether a child will work or
go to school, or combine both, has a lot to do with the composition and the circumstances of the households where
they live. Information collected includes, but is not limited
to, the following:

4 The demographic, social and economic characteristics,

e.g. levels of education and training, enrolments and attendance, occupation, skill levels, hours of work, wages
and other working and living conditions, health and
safety issues as well as the risks faced at work.

4 Characteristics of the sectors where children are work-

ing; public or private sector. While public sector establishments are formal, private sector establishments are
either informal or formal.

4 Where and how long the children have been working;

the factors that lead children to work or make families
put their children to work; the views of different involved groups, e.g. parents, guardians, children and employers, about child labour.
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Rapid assessment method
Rapid assessment method is used for gathering information
in a quick and simplified way in small, clearly defined geographical areas (e.g. small communities, towns, and villages).
The information gathered is on the working and life circumstances of children. The rapid assessment method uses a
number of different tools. These include:

4 Use of existing information (survey findings, reports,
case studies).

4 Structured in-depth interviews of individuals selected

because of their knowledge of the economic activities of
children.

4 Mapping – drawings of the areas being studied which
show major physical features and layout of the area and
indicate the age, sex and occupation of the child workers
as observed in each location within the area.

4 Direct observation – the systematic observation of child

workers to obtain information on their activities, working conditions and a number count of children in each
sector.

4 Individual child interviews – to get an understanding of

the children’s view of work and school, the exact nature
of their work, details about wages, schedules and work
experiences.

4 Group interviews – in-depth discussions with a group of
adults or children.

4 Semi-structured questionnaires.
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This method is generally used in areas, which are suspected
or known to have substantial concentrations of children involved in occupations difficult to identify and quantify. This information gathered by the rapid assessment method are
useful for raising awareness, programming, planning and
in-depth research, as well as complement national surveys,
which fail to capture illegal or immoral activities.
SIMPOC has used this method to study specific types of the
worst forms of child labour, such as child labour in selected
commercial agriculture, child domestic workers, hazardous
fishing, mining, some small workshops in an urban environment, child soldiers, children in bondage and child trafficking.
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Baseline surveys
Baseline surveys are used to identify target groups and to establish underlying information to monitor and evaluate project interventions. The work undertaken in baseline surveys
includes:
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(a)

Identification and listing of target groups (usually
workplace using or suspected of using children in its
workforce).

(b)

Mapping the workplaces under investigation showing
their major physical features and layout, and the locations of child workers.

(c)

Selection of the workplaces to be surveyed. If the list
established at (a) is small, all the workplaces on the list
may be investigated. Otherwise a sample should be
designed according to (b) and the main objectives of
the programme.

(d)

Finalization of the survey questionnaires and the interviewers’ manual according to the national circumstances and collection, analysis and publication of the
results.
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What Trade Unions Can Do with
Information about Child Labour
Information gathered can be used as a basis to plan and implement different strategies to combat child labour. Some of
these are:

4 drawing up trade union policies and action plans to combat child labour;

4 informing union members as part of awareness raising
campaigns about child labour;

4 mobilizing members and networking with others in the
labour movement and other relevant groups;

4 developing model agreements with employers on an industry-wide basis and building child labour prohibition
into collective agreements at local level;

4 approaching employers to take joint action against child
labour;

4 supporting the ratification and implementation of

international standards to combat child labour, as well as approaching Government and other authorities to improve
and enforce national legislation;

4 reporting child labour abuses to appropriate national or
local authorities;

4 contributing to national reports and complaints to the
ILO, or reports to the UN Committee on the Rights of
the Child;

4 using the information as case studies in workers’ education.
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Discussion points
1

What information on child labour does your
union need to enable it to draw up effective
action plans to combat child labour?

2

Discuss and draw up a list of steps you would
take:
to find out about the information available on child labour, and
u to document the situation in a local area
where child labour exists.
u

Give reasons for choosing these steps.

3
4

5
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Draw up a questionnaire which could be
used by your union to collect data on the local child labour situation.
Examine the list of parameters, and discuss
why you think it would be important for the
union to have this information when the
union is designing action to remove children
from the workplace.
Look at the possible trade union actions
listed. Can you think of any other activities
that trade unions could undertake? Make a
list and give reasons why you consider these
relevant trade union actions.
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