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Abstract
This study investigates the impact of unemployment, household income and expen-
diture, globalisation, and foreign direct investment (FDI) on child labour across 37 
African countries from 2010 to 2021, employing panel and multiple linear regres-
sion models. The findings reveal diverse impacts: rising unemployment significantly 
increased child labour in countries like Ethiopia and Niger, while in Cameroon and 
Kenya, it had a negative effect. Globalisation’s influence varied, strongly reducing 
child labour in Ghana but exacerbating it in Burundi. Household income and ex-
penditure generally reduced child labour, particularly in Ethiopia and Zambia. The 
effect of FDI was also mixed, decreasing child labour in Madagascar but increasing 
it in countries with weaker governance. These insights underscore the necessity 
for tailored, country-specific policies that consider local economic conditions and 
governance quality. Future efforts to combat child labour must focus on developing 
sustainable solutions that address these complex dynamics.

Keywords Child Labour · Africa · Household Expenditure · Household Income · 
Globalisation · FDI · Unemployment

1 Introduction

Child labour remains a persistent global issue, with far-reaching adverse effects on 
children’s education, health, and overall well-being (Parker, 1997). As defined by the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), child labour refers to work that interferes 
with a child’s education and development or poses a risk to their health (ILO, 2023a). 
Numerous studies have highlighted the long-term consequences of child labour, 
including stunted physical growth, cognitive impairments, and increased vulnerabil-
ity to psychological distress (Ibrahim et al., 2019).
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The ILO has been at the forefront of efforts to combat child labour, defining a 
“child” as any person under the age of 18, as outlined in the Worst Forms of Child 
Labour Convention No. 182 (ILO, 1999). Additionally, the Minimum Age for Work 
Convention No. 138 (1973) sets the general minimum age for employment at 15 
years, with provisions for light work starting at 13 and the minimum age for haz-
ardous work at 18 years or 16 under strict conditions (ILO, 2018). However, many 
countries, particularly in low-income regions and those within the African continent, 
struggle to fully implement these regulations.

1.1 Child Labour in Africa

According to the Global Estimates of child labour from the ILO, an overwhelming 
72.1 million African children are currently engaged in some form of labour, repre-
senting roughly one-fifth of the continent’s child population. This prevalence is more 
than twice that of any other continent globally, underscoring the severity of the issue 
in Africa (ILO, 2020). Economic pressures often force African children to work from 
a young age (Agbu, 2009), exacerbated by socio-economic factors, including those 
examined in this study (Basu, 1999).

The issue of child labour in Africa is worsened by a combination of socio-eco-
nomic challenges, including household poverty, high unemployment rates, and 
inadequate access to basic needs. These factors often push families to rely on their 
children’s labour as a source of income or subsistence, making child labour a survival 
strategy in many African households. This not only deprives children of their right to 
education and development but also perpetuates the cycle of poverty and inequality 
across generations.

Despite extensive research on child labour, the socio-economic drivers behind its 
persistence in African countries remain underexplored. Previous studies have often 
focused on economic growth, education, or demographics as primary factors con-
tributing to child labour (Ingutia et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2021). Variables such as glo-
balisation (GLB), household income and expenditure (HIE), unemployment (UNE), 
and foreign direct investment (FDI) have not been thoroughly examined in relation 
to child labour across the continent. Thus, Africa is used as the main study area for 
this research.

Considering the aforementioned factors, the main aim of this study is to investi-
gate the impact of four key socio-economic factors, HIE, UNE, GLB, and FDI on 
child labour across the African continent. Using data from 37 countries spanning 
from 2010 to 2021, the present research aims to address the following question: What 
is the impact of household income and expenditure, unemployment, globalisation, 
and FDI on child labour in Africa? To explore this question, the study tests the fol-
lowing hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 Household income and expenditure have a significant impact on child 
labour in Africa, with effects that can vary both positive and negative directions.

Hypothesis 2 Unemployment has a significant impact on child labour, demonstrating 
both positive and negative effects depending on the context.

1 3



Unveiling the Economic Determinants of Child Labour in Africa: A…

Hypothesis 3 Globalisation has a significant impact on child labour, based influenced 
by a country’s level of economic development and global integration.

Hypothesis 4 Foreign direct investment significantly impacts child labour, influ-
enced by the sectors and regulatory environments in which investments occur.

By examining these hypotheses, the study seeks to provide a comprehensive analysis 
of the aforementioned socio-economic determinants of child labour, offering valu-
able insights for policymakers and stakeholders working to address this pervasive 
issue. While child labour remains a pressing global concern in Africa, understand-
ing its multifaceted attributes alongside the impacts of GLB, HIE, UNE, and FDI is 
crucial. Several studies have explored these dynamics, offering both converging and 
diverging perspectives. Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of literature across years 
exploring the relationship between each variable and child labour.

Focusing on the impact of UNE on child labour in the African context, existing 
literature presents a complex narrative, with studies showing both negative and posi-
tive impacts of UNE on child labour. Moreover, some past studies suggest that while 
child labour may provide short-term financial benefits in the long run, it could have 
negative impacts through lower wages and continued poverty, thereby reinforcing the 
cycle of UNE and child labour (Emerson & Souza, 2002).

In earlier studies on child labour, researchers argue that economic hardship, partic-
ularly UNE, drives families to rely on child labour for survival (Anker, 2000; Fallon 
& Tzannatos, 1998) Although these studies provide new insights, most rely heavily 
on theoretical framework without offering practical solutions for specific regions. In 
contrast, later research provides empirical evidence from Ghana, linking low house-
hold income and UNE to hazardous child labour in rural areas, but still remains nar-
row in regional scope (Blunch & Verner, 2001). Collectively, these studies emphasise 

Fig. 1 Relationship between the variables. Source: Based on authors’ illustrations
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the complex relationship between UNE and child labour while also limiting the appli-
cation of their findings across diverse contexts.

Studies from 2007 onwards emphasise the long-term consequences of child labour 
on future employment opportunities and highlight the role of UNE in driving child 
labour. Researchers argue that early entry into the labour market limits the educa-
tional and human capital growth of children, leading to higher UNE and underem-
ployment in adulthood (Roggero et al., 2007). A study from the same year shows 
that when a father experiences UNE, children are often pushed into the workforce to 
compensate for lost income; however, the focus on urban settings and male house-
hold heads limits the broader applicability of these finding (Duryea et al., 2007). 
Further studies highlight how mismatches between educational outcomes and labour 
market demands, particularly in Ethiopia, are often exacerbated by high youth unem-
ployment, suggesting that aligning education with market needs could reduce entry 
into informal employment, such as child labour (Araya, 2015). Bandara et al. (2015) 
highlight that in Tanzania, income shocks caused by UNE increase child labour, with 
boys working more and girls dropping out of school. However, the rural focus con-
strains the generalisability of the study. Additionally, it is argued that child labour is a 
household response to UNE shocks in the absence of social safety nets, which brings 
a new perspective to the discussion (Fabre & Pallage, 2015). However, the long-term 
consequences for children and the feasibility of implementing such policies in devel-
oping countries are often overlooked.

Recent studies continue to highlight the significant role of socio-economic factors, 
particularly UNE in prevailing child labour. For instance, Mehari (2020) finds that 
child labour in Ethiopia is heavily influenced by the employment status and literacy 
of household heads. However, the study’s lack of policy recommendations limits 
its practical utility. Extending this analysis, another study shows that in Cameroon 
children are more likely to engage in labour when household heads are facing UNE 
suggesting that improving adult employment and education could lower child labour 
rates (Bikoue, 2021). However, this study overlooks the influence of broader govern-
ment policies or international labour regulations. Similarly, Elamin (2023) reveals 
that paternal unemployment in Sudan significantly increases the likelihood of school 
dropouts, leading to more children entering the workforce. Additionally, a recent 
study focusing on Nigeria (Sule Magaji, 2024) highlights that high UNE forces fami-
lies to rely on child labour compromising their welfare. Although the localised focus 
of these studies offers valuable insights, it limits their broader applicability. Collec-
tively, these recent works reinforce earlier findings while also underscoring gaps in 
addressing systemic factors and policy interventions to combat child labour.

Discussions on the impact of HIE on child labour reveal a complex and multifac-
eted relationship, with studies presenting both positive and negative effects. An early 
comprehensive analysis by Anker (2000) points out how low HIE pushes families to 
involve children in labour to meet the basic needs of the household while offering 
valuable insights into the financial pressures driving child labour in Africa. However, 
its lack of focus on immediate policy interventions limits its practical application. 
Similarly, another study that focuses on Ghana finds that rising HIE tends to decrease 
child labour especially when income supports education and reduces vulnerability 
within the household (Blunch & Verner, 2001). Nonetheless, their focus on economic 
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factors may overlook social and cultural influences. Extending these findings, other 
studies again emphasise this impact while showing how poverty perpetuates child 
labour across generations in Africa (Admassie, 2002; Emerson & Souza, 2002). 
However, Admassie (2002) introduces an unexpected positive link between HIE and 
child labour, complicating earlier assumptions.

Beegle et al. (2006) add a new dimension to the HIE-child labour discussion by 
highlighting that income shocks and limited credit access drive families to rely on 
child labour as a coping mechanism, expanding the analysis beyond HIE alone. How-
ever, this study downplays immediate solutions such as cash transfers or educational 
incentives, which could provide short-term relief in reducing child labour. Together, 
these earlier studies reflect the complexity of addressing child labour through income-
related policies, suggesting that broader structural and cultural considerations are 
necessary for effective intervention. Webbink et al. (2013) show that both household 
and contextual factors such as low education levels and unskilled labour significantly 
influence the negative impact of HIE on child labour. Their work underscores the com-
plexity of this relationship, as it varies across different regions and social contexts. 
A study on Sierra Leone highlights that while child labour is a negative response to 
poverty it can also be a means for children to finance their education when HIE levels 
increase (Maconachie & Hilson, 2016). This finding demonstrates the dual impact of 
HIE on child labour in Africa. Similarly, Edmonds (2016) finds that lower HIE cor-
relates with higher child labour rates, but when income rises, families become less 
dependent on child labour, emphasising economic growth as a key factor in reducing 
child labour. However, the study’s limits in providing immediate actionable insights 
are notable. Dammert et al. (2017) examine the role of public policies, such as cash 
transfer programmes, in reducing child labour by improving HIE. While the study 
identifies research gaps, it lacks real strategies for addressing them. Further compli-
cating the narrative, studies show that in wealthier households, child labour displays 
a downward trend while in others, high income leads to increased child labour due 
to family businesses (Ali, 2018). This finding challenges the assumption that higher 
HIE universally reduces child labour, highlighting the need for targeted policies that 
account for varying household dynamics.

Extending earlier findings on the negative impact of HIE Hamenoo et al. (2018) 
reveal that low HIE significantly increases child labour as children work to sup-
port their families focusing on Pokuase, Accra. This study employs Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological systems theory to explore the multifaceted drivers of child labour, offering 
a more in-depth understanding of how structural factors exacerbate the issue. Eco-
nomic distress, such as situations caused by drought, can compel families to increase 
their reliance on child labour for survival (Kebede et al., 2021). This finding suggests 
that interventions should align with climate resilience strategies. However, the use of 
survey data in this study raises concerns about recall bias.

Widening the discussion on the multifaceted impacts of HIE, studies show that 
while higher HIE generally reduces child labour, it may paradoxically increase in 
situations where families invest in local production (Basu and Dimova 2022). This 
research employs a multidimensional approach to analyse the cocoa value chain in 
Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. In rural Ethiopia, studies find a negative correlation where 
increased HIE reduces the likelihood of child labour while examining individual, 
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household, and community-level factors (Abiye & Hailu, 2021). However, the lim-
ited geographic focus and reliance on cross-sectional data constrain the generalis-
ability of the study’s findings. A recent study in Mozambique highlights how limited 
access to adult labour leads to low HIE rates, which in turn increases dependence on 
child labour (Fumagalli & Martin, 2023). Nevertheless, the focus on Nampula prov-
ince limits broader applicability, while the programme’s mixed effects on schooling 
underscore the complexity of addressing child labour. In a more recent study, Musa 
and Magaji (2023) underscore the significant negative relationship between HIE and 
child labour, aligning with previous research that identifies economic factors as pri-
mary determinants. Despite this recurring inverse relationship, some studies have 
also highlighted the dual impacts of HIE on child labour over time, suggesting that 
higher HIE may not always reduce child labour and calling for more nuanced policy 
responses.

FDI plays a complex role in influencing child labour, with both positive and nega-
tive impacts evident in the literature. Despite extensive global research on FDI’s 
broader economic effects, recent studies specifically addressing FDI’s impact on 
child labour in Africa remain limited, highlighting the need for focused research to 
understand how weak labour protections and economic vulnerability shape these out-
comes. One early study on sub-Saharan Africa highlights that while multinational 
enterprises tend to avoid investing in countries with high levels of child labour nations 
with a comparative advantage in labour intensive goods often attract FDI by rely-
ing on child labour (Busse & Braun, 2004). Another study presents similar findings 
while arguing that child labour can deter FDI by harming economic development and 
reducing the availability of skilled workers (Braun, 2006). This is particularly perti-
nent for African nations with high child labour rates, suggesting that efforts to reduce 
child labour could improve human capital and attract more FDI. Building on these 
findings, (Hilliard, 2010) observes that while FDI can reduce child labour in some 
instances, it can also contribute to its increase in industries that are highly dependent 
on cheap labour. The study stresses the need for strong monitoring and regulatory 
frameworks to ensure that FDI supports child welfare in Africa. However, its broad 
conclusions may overlook significant local variations. Further research reveals the 
sector-specific impacts of FDI. For example, studies in Kenya and Mali show that 
FDI in the mining sector exacerbates child labour, while FDI in agriculture in Côte 
d’Ivoire and Ghana is also linked to higher rates of child labour (Doytch et al., 2014). 
Although these insights are valuable, they may not be applicable to the entire Afri-
can region. Conversely, a study in sub-Saharan Africa finds that FDI inflows have 
an insignificant effect on child labour, attributing this to the region’s low FDI levels 
(Che & Sundjo, 2018). Despite employing rigorous panel data analysis, this study 
may overlook the nuanced country-specific effects of FDI. A more comprehensive 
study across 44 African countries shows that increases in income per capita, which 
occur due to FDI, significantly reduce child labour rates (Burhan et al., 2016). While 
the study offers insightful recommendations for policymakers, it also narrows its key 
focus and limits its broader regional applicability.

Adding a new perspective to the existing discussion, Kechagia and Metaxas 
(2020) find that while FDI is positively associated with child labour among boys, it 
negatively affects girls. Although this study is pioneering in exploring the gendered 
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impacts of FDI, its methodological limitations may obscure the complex realities of 
child labour. In a subsequent study, the same authors suggest that while FDI can raise 
income, it may also increase demand for cheap labour, which leads to more child 
labour through a substitution effect (Kechagia & Metaxas, 2023). Their research 
identifies a unidirectional causal relationship where FDI inflows contribute to child 
labour but not vice versa, highlighting the persistent challenge of child labour in the 
African region despite global declines.

Old studies argue that while GLB can push children into labour, especially in 
export industries, it is also sometimes necessary for family survival (White, 1996). 
This view criticises the blanket elimination of child labour without considering local 
economic conditions and advocates for policies that balance these factors. In another 
study Cigno et al. (2002) find that while trade openness may reduce child labour by 
raising incomes and fostering growth, in areas with weak labour regulations, foreign 
investments tend to increase child labour. While these studies depend on broad indi-
cators, they oversimplify the complex relationship between GLB and child labour, 
neglecting local dynamics. Neumayer and de Soysa (2005) suggest that increased 
trade openness can reduce child labour; however, their broad focus on developing 
countries without addressing specific regions limits the relevance to African contexts. 
Similarly, EV Edmonds and Pavcnik (2006) highlight that while higher levels of 
trade are associated with lower child labour, the control for income reveals no direct 
relationship between trade and child labour, indicating that income effects rather than 
trade are at play. However, the study fails to examine how particular sectors may still 
affect child labour despite this broader trend. Further studies indicate that trade open-
ness typically reduces child labour while also showing that in regions with weaker 
labour regulations, GLB leads to high child labour rates (Kis-Katos, 2007). However, 
this study oversimplifies the relationship by focusing on general indicators.

Other studies emphasise the mixed impacts of GLB on child labour. Dinopou-
los and Zhao (2007) claim that trade policies promoting the modern sector and FDI 
reduce child labour by encouraging skilled adult employment. However, this analysis 
overlooks factors such as household poverty and lack of education. Similarly, other 
studies argue that GLB exacerbates child labour by increasing the vulnerability of 
poor families who use child labour as a survival strategy (Wickramasekara, 2008). 
This study, however, lacks detailed case analyses and numerical data to confirm its 
claims. Davies and Voy (2009) find a negative correlation between GLB and child 
labour while attributing this reduction to income gains rather than GLB directly, 
highlighting the study’s limited exploration of broader GLB processes. Another 
study claims GLB is the primary cause of child labour, arguing that global competi-
tion leads companies to seek cheap labour among impoverished populations (Panjabi 
2009). However, the study’s lack of specific country analyses weakens its ability to 
offer deeper insights into localised dynamics.

Recent studies further highlight the complex and context-dependent relationship 
between GLB and child labour. Ozcan and Hakan (2010) observed a U-shaped rela-
tionship between income, trade openness and child labour, where child labour ini-
tially decreases as income rises, but then increases at higher income levels due to 
economic pressures. Another study, which emphasises the varying impacts of GLB 
on child labour, shows that this outcome changes significantly based on country-spe-
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cific conditions (Che & Sundjo, 2018). Studies also argue that trade liberalisation can 
reduce child labour by stimulating economic growth and household income, while 
emphasising the dependence on strong policies (Tariq & Ab-Rahim, 2020). However, 
the study does not explore in detail how these policies could address this negative 
impact. Samuel Okunade (2021) discusses how GLB increases economic pressure on 
families in sectors such as cocoa farming, where the demand for cheap labour is high. 
While the study advocates for stronger preventive measures, it also lacks an evalu-
ation of existing policies. Offering a critical view of GLB’s role in increasing child 
labour, a study shows that in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), particularly 
in cobalt mining, child labour is driven by global demand (Sovacool, 2021). This 
analysis highlights the challenges of addressing child labour without tackling the 
underlying socio-economic issues. The study from Hindawi (2022) again identifies 
both positive and negative effects of GLB on child labour, arguing that while social 
globalisation may advance human rights, economic globalisation can increase, child 
labour in regions with weak governance. Focusing on Gahana Gatsinzi and Hilson 
(2022) also show that GLB has a dual effect on child labour, with global demand for 
labour commodifying children. Although the study provides valuable insights into 
societal dynamics, its limited focus on Ghana restricts broader application. In conclu-
sion, while GLB has the potential to reduce child labour through economic growth, 
its overall impact remains mixed and dependent on local conditions, policies, and 
regulatory frameworks.

Almost all the studies discussed above, focusing on Africa, either analyse the 
impact of each variable in isolation or add other controlling factors. Thus, there is a 
significant gap in the literature regarding the discussion of socio-economic factors 
collectively in one study. Consequently, the current study aims to investigate the 
impact of HIE, UNE, FDI, and GLB on child labour in African countries from 2010 
to 2021. This study’s significance to the existing literature stands out in four key 
areas.

Firstly, this research fills a notable gap in the literature by simultaneously exam-
ining the influence of HIE, UNE, GLB, and FDI on child labour within the Afri-
can context. While extensive research has explored child labour, very few studies 
have analysed these specific economic and social factors. To the best of the authors’ 
knowledge, no previous literature has comprehensively assessed the impact of all 
these factors on child labour with a holistic view, particularly through a country-wise 
analysis across 37 individual African countries.

Secondly, by concentrating on the African region, where child labour rates are 
among the highest globally, the study provides insights into the unique economic and 
socio-political dynamics that influence child labour in this context. This focus offers 
valuable, region-specific knowledge that is directly applicable to policymakers and 
stakeholders working to address child labour issues in African countries, which has 
not been comprehensively addressed before.

Thirdly, by utilising data from 2010 to 2021, this study captures trends and changes 
over a decade, with 2021 representing the most recent available data. This longitu-
dinal perspective is essential for understanding the long-term effects of HIE, GLB, 
UNE, and FDI on child labour, enabling the identification of patterns and trends that 
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might be missed in shorter-term analyses. This approach adds a novel dimension to 
the existing literature.

Finally, the study offers variable-specific and overarching policy implications to 
address child labour in Africa providing evidence-based recommendations for tar-
geted interventions. These findings are crucial for guiding African countries toward 
effective strategies to combat child labour and improve child welfare. Additionally, 
the study’s insights have global relevance, as similar strategies could be applied in 
other regions facing child labour challenges. By filling a significant gap in the litera-
ture, this research offers a comprehensive analysis of how socio-economic factors 
impact child labour across Africa, using a decade of data and providing both regional 
and global policy guidance.

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows: the next section outlines the 
methodology followed by a discussion of the results. Finally, the paper concludes 
with policy implications, future research suggestions, limitations, and a conclusion.

2 Data and Methodology

This research employed a secondary data analysis approach, utilising a panel dataset 
that encompasses 37 African countries over a 12-year period from 2010 to 2021. The 
analysis includes a total of 444 observations for the main panel regression analy-
sis, while the country-wise multiple linear regression (MLR) analysis comprises 12 
observations for each country. The selection of this timeframe was primarily driven 
by the availability of data for the chosen variables. Although the aim was to include 
all African nations, limitations in child labour data for certain countries necessitated 
their exclusion from the dataset. Data were collected under the following variables: 
child labour, GLB, UNE, FDI, and HIE. Detailed information on the sources and 
variables is provided in Table 1, and the data file used for the analysis is presented in 
the S1 Appendix.

Data processing and analysis for the initial discussion involved several steps. First 
using child labour data, line charts were created to depict global and country spe-
cific child labour trends. These charts visually represent fluctuations in child labour 
within each region and individual African nation over the study period. Next, STATA 
software was employed to generate descriptive statistics for each variable across all 
countries. Boxplots were subsequently created to display the distribution of data, 
identifying outliers and comparing different groups (Tukey, 1972; Velleman & Hoa-
glin, 2012). Finally, thematic maps with bar charts were generated for two distinct 
periods encompassing all research variables to facilitate a visual comparison of varia-
tions across African countries.

The research design, illustrated in Fig. 2, outlines a series of systematic steps for 
the main analysis, which were crucial in addressing the study’s central question: how 
socio-economic factors influence child labour in African countries.

Before performing the main regression analysis, unit root tests were employed 
to ensure the stationarity of the variables, a critical assumption for accurate time-
series and panel data analysis (Im et al., 2003; Levin et al., 2002). Stationary data 
are necessary to avoid misleading results due to trends or seasonality. Furthermore, 
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authors conducted recursive CUSUM plots to examine model stability, which helped 
detect structural changes within the regression model over time (Brown et al., 1975). 
Multicollinearity was assessed using the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF), a standard 
method for detecting the degree to which independent variables are correlated to 
ensure the results are unbiased (Gujarati & Porter, 2009). Robust standard errors 
were applied in both the panel regression and MLR models to address any poten-
tial heteroskedasticity. Ensuring both stationarity and model stability, along with 
addressing multicollinearity, reinforces the credibility and reliability of the study’s 
results (Granger & Newbold, 1974).

2.1 Panel Regression Model Analysis

To answer the research question of how GLB, HIE, UNE, and FDI affect child labour, 
the authors employed panel regression models. The use of panel data is well-estab-
lished in prior literature as an effective approach for studying the socio-economic 
determinants of child labour (Edmonds & Pavcnik, 2006; Neumayer & de Soysa, 
2005). Panel regression models allow for accounting for both cross-sectional (coun-

Table 1 Data sources and variables
Variable Definition Measure Data Source
Child Labour Refers to work that deprives children 

(individuals under 18) of their childhood, 
undermines their potential and dignity, 
and poses risks to their physical and/or 
mental development.

Percentage of 
5–14 aged popu-
lation children

U.S. DEPARTMENT 
OF LABOUR
Findings on the 
Worst Forms of child 
labour | U.S. Depart-
ment of Labour (dol.
gov)

Globalisation 
(GLB)

Refers to a process that connects 
national boundaries, integrates national 
economies, cultures, technologies and 
governance and produces complex rela-
tions of mutual interdependence.

KOH GLB 
Index

KOF Swiss Eco-
nomic Institute
KOF GLB Index 
– KOF Swiss 
Economic Institute | 
ETH Zurich

Unemployment 
(UNE)

Refers to individuals without work, 
seeking work in a recent past period, and 
currently available for work, including 
people who have lost their jobs or who 
have voluntarily left work.

Percentage of 
Total Labour 
Force

Our World in Data
UNE rate, 2021 (our-
worldindata.org)

Foreign Direct 
Investments (FDI)

Refers to cross-border investments 
which a resident from one country holds 
significant authority of at least 10% own-
ership over a business in another country. 
It includes equity capital, reinvested 
earnings, and other financial flows.

Percentage of 
GDP

World Bank
Foreign direct invest-
ment, net inflows 
(% of GDP) | Data 
(worldbank.org)

Household In-
come/Expenditure 
(HIE)

Refers to the market value of all final 
goods and services, including durable 
products, purchased by households. It 
excludes purchases of dwellings but in-
cludes imputed rent for owner-occupied 
dwellings.

Percentage of 
GDP

World Bank
Households and 
NPISHs final con-
sumption expendi-
ture (% of GDP) | 
Data (worldbank.
org)

Source: Compiled by authors
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Fig. 2 Methodological research design
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try-specific) and temporal (yearly) variations (Kumar, 2024), making them particu-
larly suitable for the present study’s multi-country, multi-year dataset.

The study employed Pooled Ordinary Least Squares (POLS), Fixed Effects (FE), 
and Random Effects (RE) models to stabilise the estimates and control for unob-
served heterogeneity across countries. The FE model was specifically used to account 
for time-invariant characteristics unique to each country, which are important given 
the diverse economic and social structures across African nations. The Random 
Effects model, on the other hand, allowed us to capture both within-country and 
between-country variations, providing a comprehensive understanding of the depen-
dencies between variables. This dual approach ensures that the analysis captures the 
complexity of child labour dynamics in African countries (Borenstein et al., 2010; 
Lancelot et al., 1995; Van Niekerk et al., 2023).

To further ensure the accuracy of the chosen methodology, specification tests were 
conducted to select the most appropriate model. The F-test and Lagrange Multiplier 
(LM) test were used to assess the suitability of the Pooled Ordinary Least Squares 
model (Bradfield et al., 2023; Breusch & Pagan, 1979). The Hausman test was then 
employed to choose between the Fixed Effects and Random Effects models (Haus-
man & Taylor, 1981; van der Zee et al., 2022), ensuring the correct model specifica-
tion for panel data analysis. These diagnostic tests were crucial in selecting the most 
reliable model for addressing the research question.

2.2 Country-Specific Multiple Linear Regression (MLR) Analysis

To complement the regional analysis and address country-specific variations, the 
study also employed Multiple Linear Regression (MLR) analyses for each country. 
This method provided insights into the unique conditions prevailing in individual 
African countries, which are often overlooked in aggregate models. Conducting 
MLR at the country level allowed us to detect more localised relationships between 
child labour and its determinants, thus offering targeted policy recommendations. 
This approach ensures that the research addresses both regional trends and country-
specific dynamics, which is essential for a comprehensive understanding of child 
labour in Africa (Gujarati & Porter, 2009).

In discussing the modifications made to the previous models that employed panel 
regression analysis, as cited by (Hsiao, 2022), the present research has gone further 
by incorporating additional stationarity and stability tests. These tests assess the struc-
tural stability and stationarity of the variables and the overall model before beginning 
the panel analysis. Additionally, to look beyond the results of region-specific panel 
regression, the authors employ MLR for country-specific analysis, allowing readers 
to capture unique variations and dynamics within individual African countries. This 
two-pronged approach adds depth to the analysis, as it allows the study to move 
beyond regional panel data trends and account for country-specific variations, offer-
ing a more tailored set of findings and policy recommendations. These modifications 
were vital to improving upon previous models while ensuring that the results are not 
only statistically valid but also contextually relevant to the African region.
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By utilising Eq. (1), the study provides an in-depth understanding of the impact 
of GLB, HIE, UNE, and FDI on child labour through a single-country analysis using 
the MLR model.

 CLit = β 0 + β 1GLBit + β 2EXPit + β 3UNEit + β 4FDIit + ∈ it (1)

where, CL indicates child labour, i denotes the country and t shows the year consid-
ered. represents the standard error.

In the meantime, to gain an overall understanding of the impact of GLB, HIE, 
UNE, and FDI on child labour in the African region, the study then used the follow-
ing Eq. (2) to conduct a panel regression analysis.

 CLt = β 0 + β 1GLBt + β 2EXPt + β 3UNEt + β 4FDIt + ∈ t (2)

where CL indicates child labour, t indicates the year taken into consideration. εt rep-
resents the standard error.

3 Results and Discussion

The current study examines the impact of HIE, UNE, FDI, and GLB on child labour 
in African countries. child labour is defined as work that deprives children of their 
childhood, potential, and dignity, and harming their physical and mental develop-
ment (ILO, 2023a).

This study measures child labour as the percentage of children aged 5–14 involved 
in labour activities. Labour activities are defined as economic activities that involve 
any productive work. This includes both market production, which refers to activities 
performed for economic gain and certain types of non-market production, such as 
producing goods or services for personal or family use (DOL, 2021a).

GLB is measured using the KOF Globalisation Index, an assessment method that 
measures the economic, social, and political dimensions of GLB. HIE is calculated 
based on the final consumption expenditure of households and NPISHs as a percent-
age of GDP, which also captures household income levels as income directly influ-
ences the consumption patterns. FDI represents the percentage of GDP, indicating the 
level of investment flows into the country.

UNE is measured as the share of the labour force that is without work but is avail-
able for and actively seeking employment. It is expressed as a percentage of the total 
labour force, which includes all individuals aged 16 and older who are classified as 
either employed or unemployed.

The results present the summaries and findings using the panel regression 
approach. The discussion is based on the analysis results and is supported by the 
existing limited literature.

To illustrate how child labour acts and varies worldwide, Fig. 3 depicts the trends 
in child labour percentages globally and across different regions from 2010 to 2021. 
Throughout the observed period, Africa consistently displayed the highest rates of 
child labour, significantly surpassing other regions. The global trend shows a grad-
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ual decline in child labour rates; however, Africa remains the region with the most 
pronounced child labour issues. Notably, South America and Asia show a steady 
decrease in child labour rates while remaining at the lower end of the chart. It is 
noteworthy that Europe exhibited a much higher child labour rate in the early years, 
which then reduced around 2013 and maintained a steady rate for the rest of the 
period, along with other continents. Due to the unavailability of child labour data 
in most European countries, this chart only reflects the averages of a few countries. 
Thus, this decline in child labour can be directly attributed to the decrease observed 
in those specific countries.

The persistently high rates in Africa may be attributed to several socio-economic 
factors, including high poverty levels, limited access to education, and insufficient 
enforcement of child labour laws. Despite global efforts to reduce child labour, these 
figures underscore the need for targeted interventions in Africa to address the under-
lying causes of child labour in the region.

Figure 4A focuses on the twelve countries with the highest child labour trends over 
the period. Mali stands out with the highest level of child labour among them. This 
peak is likely linked to the 2013–2014 crisis, which caused a surge in child labour, 
particularly in mining and agriculture. Although rates dropped in the following years, 
the chart reflects a sharp increase again during 2018–2019, likely due to renewed con-
flict (Nderi, 2021). Nigeria shows an upward trend in child labour between 2018 and 
2021, likely due to the conflict in the Northeast and the economic impact of COVID-
19. Past studies also mentions that child labour is a part of the socio-cultural tradition 
in Nigeria (Larai & Mahmoud, 2022). In Cameroon, child labour rates increased sig-
nificantly between 2013 and 2016, likely due to the Boko Haram insurgency which 
displaced many children and disrupted their education (UNICEF, 2016). Similarly, 
Lesotho recorded an increase from 2010, greatly influenced by poverty and the HIV/
AIDS epidemic. The downward trend shown after 2016 could be credited to inter-
national interventions that helped reduce rates (DOL, 2018). The persistently high 

Fig. 3 Child Labour continent wise (2010–2021). Source: Authors’ illustrations based on (DOL, 2021b)
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Fig. 4 Child labour trends country wise. Source: Authors illustrations based on DOL (2021b)
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rate of child labour in Burkina Faso could be associated with greater participation in 
the agricultural sector, particularly in rural areas (ILO, 2023b). The higher trends in 
Ethiopia and Niger might be attributed to drought situations, which displaced fami-
lies and forced children into labour. Madagascar’s child labour grew steadily from 
2018 to 2021, largely due to the high demand for vanilla, coupled with weak labour 
standards (Waxman, 2021; World Bank, 2023b).

Moving to Fig. 4B there is notable variation across these countries. On one hand, 
countries such as Togo, Tanzania, Zambia, and Ivory Coast demonstrate continually 
high rates of child labour, steadily surpassing 35–45%. This could be attributed to 
the dominance of the agricultural sector in these countries, where children work on 
family farms or plantations (DOL, 2023). On the other hand, countries such as Benin 
and Malawi show relatively lower and more stable trends in child labour. In the case 
of Malawi, the fall in child labour between 2010 and 2015 could be associated with 
improved policy interventions and enhanced access to education (ECLT, 2019). The 
rise in child labour in Senegal after 2013 is largely due to child exploitation, as many 
children were sent away to beg on the streets of Dakar (Jean-Matthew, 2014).

According to Fig. 4C, the child labour rate decreased likely after the Ebola out-
break, aided by recovery funds donated by other countries (Fall, 2019). Furthermore, 
there is notable change in Mauritania, which showed one of the highest rates before 
it drastically declined in 2021. Guinea-Bissau exhibits extreme fluctuations in child 
labour trends, with a significant decrease observed in 2020, attributed to economic 
growth and improved access to education and health resources (Cordeiro, 2021). 
Meanwhile, there are relatively lower levels of child labour rates in countries like 
Rwanda, Egypt, and Tunisia. Countries such as Angola, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo and Ghana experienced notable drops in child labour rates between 2016 and 
2017, which can be attributed to a combination of improved socio-economic condi-
tions and effective policy measures (Hamenoo et al., 2018; UNICEF, 2021).

3.1 Descriptive Statistics Summary

To better understand the dataset utilised, descriptive statistics, including box plots, 
summarising the number of observations, mean values, standard deviations, and min-
imum and maximum values for child labour, GLB, HIE, UNE, and FDI are presented 
in Appendix S2. Burkina Faso, Chad, and Guinea Bissau show the highest average 
child labour rates among the 37 countries, significantly above the regional average of 
28.36%. These findings could be attributed to limited schooling opportunities, inad-
equate labour regulations, and economic necessity driven by poverty within these 
countries (Basu, 1999; Edmonds & Pavcnik, 2006). The notable standard deviation 
of 13.34% for child labour rates indicates significant variation across African coun-
tries, reflecting diverse socio-economic conditions. Past research often highlights 
poverty as the key driver of child labour, with many low-income families relying on 
the additional income generated by their children to sustain their living conditions 
(Blunch & Verner, 2001; Cardoso & Verner, 2007; Edmonds & Schady, 2012). Fur-
thermore, box plots depict considerable instability and significant outliers including 
a vast range of child labour rates.

1 3



Unveiling the Economic Determinants of Child Labour in Africa: A…

The summary descriptive statistics of the GLB show noteworthy variation, with 
high levels of FLB in countries like Egypt, Tunisia, and Senegal, which have mean 
values of 66.40, 66.96, and 60.11, respectively. Conversely, countries like Somalia 
and Angola record lower GLB values of and 43.87, respectively. According to the 
study by Neumayer and de Soysa (2005) the effect of GLB the child labour is mul-
tifaceted. Intense global connections could reduce child labour through economic 
growth and improved access to education in inadequately regulated markets.

In terms of foreign direct investment, countries like Mozambique and Zambia, 
have average FDIs of 24.33 and 4.58, respectively. FDI flows in such countries can be 
either alleviate or perpetuate child labour, depending on the distribution of economic 
gains and whether labour protections are adequate, as they frequently target resource-
based industries (Jensen, 2006). Moreover, these investments must be implemented 
with highly responsible business practices and effective regulations to prevent the 
abuse of child labour (Kucera, 2002). Nevertheless, there is significant disparity, with 
high values in the FDI distribution evident in the box plots related to the FDI variable.

There is a broad range of HIE across the 37 African countries with Somalia at the 
high end, at 126.39, and Comoros with an HIE of 94.32, respectively. Households 
with better income levels are less inclined to send their children into the child labour 
workforce; instead, they encourage their children to focus on their education by send-
ing them to school (EV Edmonds & Pavcnik, 2006). In low-income countries, depen-
dence on child labour for household income remains significant. Box plots of HIE 
reveal that Somalia and Comoros, despite having higher median HIE values, also dis-
play inequality within each country. Wider boxes indicate greater income disparity, 
while narrower boxes suggest more uniform financial conditions among households.

UNE rates also show significant variation, with Djibouti having the highest rate at 
26.81%, followed by Mauritania at 10.32%. In contrast countries like Burundi and 
Ethiopia have much lower rates at 1.61% and 2.49%, respectively. Moreover, the 
average UNE rate for the region is 7.41%, indicating wide inconsistency in employ-
ment prospects across African nations. The relationship between UNE and child 
labour is especially pronounced in regions lacking strong labour market protections 
and social safety nets (Congdon Fors, 2008). Numerous studies have shown a clear 
link between UNE and child labour, highlighting the importance of implementing 
policies that foster economic stability and the creation of jobs (Galli, 2001). Focused 
interventions to decrease UNE can significantly help address child labour issues. 
Overall, the summary of descriptive statistics offers a distinct socio-economic land-
scape in Africa and its effects on working children.

Next, to present descriptive statistics more comprehensively, thematic maps with 
bar graphs were utilised, to show the significant changes in child labour rates and 
independent variable rates across African countries between 2010 and 2013 and 
2018–2021. According to Figs. 5 and 6, the most significant difference observed in 
both maps is the substantial decrease in GLB from 2018 to 2021 compared to 2010 to 
2013. This can be attributed to the reduction of limited participation in investments 
and global trade, which posed a considerable constraint on the GLB rate for the Afri-
can continent (Beri et al., 2022).

Careful observations reveal that child labour remains a prominent issue in the 
central and western parts of the region. Figure 6 exhibits a gradual increase in FDI 
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rates, which stand out as notable outliers in most African countries. According to 
past empirical studies, there are several reasons for this. First, Sub-Saharan African 
nations are increasing their efforts to attract FDI. Further, studies emphasise that FDI 
has a beneficial and considerable impact on economic growth over time (Ayenew, 
2022). This implies that nations could experience a rise in GDP and overall economic 
activity by attracting foreign investments.

Somalia displayed the highest rate of HIE in 2010–2013. The bar charts demon-
strate that countries with generally high rates, such as Comoros, the Central African 
Republic, Sierra Leone, and Guinea-Bissau, show child labour rates exceeding 30%. 
This dynamic is well-documented in the literature, as families facing economic hard-
ship may resort to child labour as a coping mechanism, with children being employed 
to supplement household incomes (EV Edmonds & Schady, 2012). Factors beyond 

Fig. 5 Variation of variables in African countries in 2010–2013. Source: Authors’ illustrations based on 
data from DOL (2021b); KOF Swiss Economic Institute (2021); World Bank (2021) and Our World in 
Data (2021) using mapchart.net
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employment opportunities, such as social protection systems and access to education, 
play a crucial role in determining child labour outcomes (Beegle et al., 2009).

3.2 Preliminary Test Analysis

Before conducting the main analysis, the authors checked the stationarity of the key 
variable’s child labour, GLB, UNE, HIE, and FDI. To do this, the Levin-Lin-Chu 
(LLC) unit root test was employed, which helps identify whether data points change 
excessively over time, potentially distorting results. The null hypothesis for this 
test posits that the panels contain unit roots, while the alternative hypothesis asserts 
that the panels are stationary. As indicated by their respective p-values in Appendix 
S3A, all variables were found to be stationary, meaning they remained stable over 
time. This is important because it confirms that the variables are suitable for reliable 
regression analysis.

Fig. 6 Variation of variables in African countries in 2018–2021. Source: Authors’ illustrations based on 
data from DOL (2021b); KOF Swiss Economic Institute (2021); World Bank (2021) and Our World in 
Data (2021) using mapchart.net

 

1 3



H. Muthugala et al.

Next, to ensure that the research model is stable over time, the authors used both 
Recursive CUSUM tests and the VAR stability test. As presented in Appendix S3B, 
the CUSUM test shows the cumulative sum of recursive residuals along with the 1% 
significance boundaries. The blue line, representing the cumulative sum of residuals, 
remained within the red boundaries throughout the period, indicating no significant 
structural changes in the model. This test specifically examines structural stability 
(Brown et al., 1975), providing strong support that the model fits the data and that the 
variables are stable for the region. In addition, the present study also utilised the VAR 
stability test to further confirm the systems stability. The stability of a VAR model 
is established by ensuring that all eigenvalues of the coefficient matrix lie within the 
unit circle (Hamilton, 1994; Lütkepohl, 2006). As shown in Appendix S3C all eigen-
values in the present study’s model fall within the unit circle, demonstrating that the 
VAR model satisfies the stability criterion, and that the system is stable. Appendix 
S3D indicates that multicollinearity is not a concern in the model, with all VIF values 
below 1.14. The mean VIF of 1.08 further confirms that multicollinearity is minimal 
throughout the model.

Furthermore, to determine the most suitable model for performing panel regres-
sion analysis in the present study, the authors conducted three specification tests. As 
illustrated in Table 2, the specification tests included the F-test and the LM test to 
decide whether a basic model (Pooled OLS) or more advanced models (Fixed Effects 
or Random Effects) should be used. Both tests produced significant results, leading 
to the rejection of the null hypothesis that assumes the Pooled OLS model is suitable. 
This confirmed that a more sophisticated model was necessary, prompting the study 
to focus on comparing the Fixed Effects (FE) and Random Effects (RE) models. To 
choose between the FE and RE models, the authors then performed the Hausman test, 
which checks whether the unique differences between countries are correlated with 
the explanatory variables. In this case, the p-value from the Hausman test exceeded 
the chosen significance level, indicating that the null hypothesis stating that the RE 
model is appropriate, could not be rejected. As a result, the RE model was selected as 
the most suitable analysis for the present study. However, to provide a more insight-
ful look into the context, the authors discuss both RE and FE results in the discussion 
section.

3.3 Panel Regression Analysis

The results from both the Random Effects (REM) and Fixed Effects (FEM) models 
for the African region, presented in Appendix S4, provide valuable insights into the 

Table 2 Specification tests for the panel regression model
Africa F Test LM Test Hausman Test

H0: POLS:
H1: Fixed Effect

H0: PLOS
H1: Random Effect

H0: Random Effect
H1: Fixed Effect

50.96*** 766.25*** 4.74
***significant at 1% significance level
Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from DOL (2021b); KOF Swiss Economic Institute (2021); 
World Bank (2021) and Our World in Data (2021)
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relationship between child labour and the independent variables: GLB, HIE, UNE, 
and FDI. GLB shows a statistically significant negative impact on child labour in 
both models, with the coefficients suggesting that increased GLB is associated with a 
reduction in child labour across the African region. This indicates that as economies 
become more globally united, the occurrence of child labour tends to decrease, poten-
tially due to enhanced labour regulations or economic development (Davies & Voy, 
2009). As shown in Appendix S4, HIE also has a negative impact on child labour, 
with statistically significant coefficients. This highlights that higher HIE reduces the 
prevalence of child labour, supporting the argument that improved household welfare 
decreases the need for children to contribute economically (Basu and Dimova 2022; 
Kebede et al., 2021). However, FDI shows no significant impact on child labour in 
either model. This suggests that the inflow of foreign capital does not have a direct 
effect on child labour, potentially due to the varying ways in which FDI interacts with 
different sectors and economic contexts (Blomström et al. 2003). This nuanced find-
ing indicates the need for further research into country-and sector-specific effects of 
FDI. UNE has a significant negative relationship with child labour in the REM model 
indicating that higher unemployment rates are associated with lower child labour. 
This could be attributed to effective social protection programmes that can mitigate 
the impact of unemployment on child labour (Homaie Rad et al., 2015; Koseleci & 
Rosati, 2009). However, the lack of significance in the FEM model suggests that the 
impact of unemployment on child labour may vary considerably by country, indicat-
ing complex socio-economic dynamics that differ across the region. The use of both 
REM and FEM enhances the robustness of the analysis, addressing concerns about 
potential bias while focusing on region-wide trends and providing a country-specific 
perspective.

The present study conducted a single-country analysis using Multiple Linear 
Regression (MLR) to further investigate the impact of socio-economic factors on 
child labour in various African nations. The results displayed in Table 3 are essen-
tial, as the overall findings lacked the nuance needed to understand country-specific 
dynamics.

The MLR results highlight the varying impacts of UNE on child labour across 
different African countries. A positively significant impact is observed in nations 
such as Benin, Egypt, Ethiopia, Niger, Eswatini, and Zambia. In these countries, 
higher unemployment rates are associated with an increase in child labour, suggest-
ing that that rising unemployment worsens economic pressures on families, lead-
ing them to rely more on child labour as a survival strategy (Duryea et al., 2007; 
Fabre & Pallage, 2015; Fallon & Tzannatos, 1998). Among these countries, Ethiopia 
exhibits the strongest positive impact of UNE on child labour. This is supported by 
Mehari (2020) research, which shows that in Ethiopia, the employment status of the 
household head is directly linked to the likelihood of children engaging in labour. In 
contrast, countries such as Cameroon, Comoros, Kenya, Lesotho, and Togo display 
a significant negative impact of UNE on child labour. This indicates that even when 
UNE rates are low within these countries, child labour remains prevalent in compari-
son. This finding aligns with the study by Mehta and Mohanty (2020) which suggests 
that the negative impact of UNE on child labour could be attributed to various factors 
beyond unemployment itself. Cameroon showcases a negative relationship, which 
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is particularly stronger than in other countries. This might be credited to its robust 
safety net protection systems (World Bank, 2022), supported by previous studies 
that suggest when families have access to social safety nets such as cash transfers or 
welfare programmes, they are less likely to rely on child labour even during periods 
of high adult UNE (Thevenon & Edmonds, 2019).

Regarding GLB, as shown in Table 3, many countries, including Benin, Chad, 
Gambia, Ghana, Lesotho, Senegal, and Eswatini, exhibit a negative impact of GLB 
on child labour contrasting with the overall region that showed a positive signifi-
cance. Among these, Ghana shows the strongest negative significance of GLB on 
child labour. This negative impact highlights that higher GLB is associated with 
lower child labour rates. This aligns with previous studies demonstrating how an 
increase in GLB often leads to trade policies favouring the modern sector and FDI, 
thereby reducing child labour by promoting skilled adult labour (Davies & Voy, 
2009; Dinopoulos & Zhao, 2007). Additionally improved economic conditions and 
diversification which could be credited to GLB in Ghana have provided better-paying 
jobs for adults and reduced family dependence on child labour (Boateng & Dako-
Gyeke, 2022). Conversely, Burundi demonstrates the strongest positive significance 
for GLB on child labour. As a low-income and underdeveloped country (World Bank, 
2024), this finding could be linked to prior literature that highlights how GLB in 
poor countries can increase the demand for cheap labour (Panjabi 2009). These con-
trasting impacts reflect the complex influence of GLB on child labour, as previous 
studies have shown that the effects of GLB can vary depending on a country’s regu-
latory context and the specific time period (Che & Sundjo, 2018; Cigno et al., 2002; 
Hindawi, 2022).

Turning to HIE, Table 3 shows that countries like Benin, the Central African 
Republic, Egypt, Ethiopia, Gambia, Nigeria, Eswatini, Togo, and Zambia exhibit a 
significant negative impact on child labour from HIE. This suggests that lower HIE 
levels are related with higher child labour, as children are often compelled to work to 
support their families, with parents relying on child labour as a survival mechanism 
(Hamenoo et al., 2018; Kebede et al., 2021). Among these countries, Ethiopia shows 
the strongest negative significance for HIE on child labour. This could be attributed to 
Ethiopia’s classification as a low-income country (World Bank, 2024), facing issues 
such as income shocks and limited access to credit, which forces families to prioritise 
immediate economic needs by sending their children to work (Beegle et al., 2006; 
Webbink et al., 2013). On the other hand, Kenya shows the highest positive signifi-
cance for HIE on child labour. This suggests that even as household expenditure lev-
els rise, child labour remains an issue, as highlighted by previous studies (Admassie, 
2002; Ali, 2018; Dammert et al., 2017). Notably, the situation in Kenya may not be 
fully explained using economic factors alone, as cultural and social norms play a 
prominent role. In many cases, even when HIE increases, children continue to be 
involved in labour due to traditional societal practices within Kenya (Maina, 2013). 
Furthermore, publications by the U.S. Department of Labour (DOL) show that many 
children in Kenya are subjected to forced labour, including domestic servitude and 
commercial exploitation (DOL, 2022).

Finally, regarding FDI, among the countries that show a significant negative 
impact on child labour, including Gambia, Togo, and Eswatini, Madagascar exhibits 
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the highest negative significance. This indicates that higher FDI rates are associated 
with a reduction in child labour, a finding supported by past studies (Braun, 2006; 
Burhan et al., 2016). Madagascar’s strong negative impact could be attributed to 
government investments, which have facilitated foreign capital inflows, particularly 
in the mining and agriculture sectors (US Department of State, 2023; World Bank, 
2023b). This aligns with Doytch et al. (2014) who discuss how sector-specific FDI, 
especially in mining, can help reduce child labour. Conversely, the Central African 
Republic demonstrates the highest positive significance for FDI regarding child 
labour among the positively significant countries. This suggests that in some con-
texts, higher FDI could also contribute to an increase in child labour. The Central 
African Republic, which has one of the poorest and most fragile economies, suffers 
from weak government structures and poor regulation of FDI (World Bank, 2023a). 
This finding aligns with prior research showing that while FDI can boost income, 
it may also drive demand for cheap labour, leading to an increase in child labour in 
countries with insufficient regulatory frameworks (Burhan et al., 2016; Kechagia & 
Metaxas, 2023). These findings underscore the need for targeted interventions and 
policy implications that address the aforementioned issues to reduce the incidence of 
child labour in these contexts.

4 Conclusion

Africa, the region with the highest child labour rates globally, is the critical focus of 
this study analysing the impact of GLB, UNE, HIE, and FDI on child labour using 
data from 37 countries across the region. This paper significantly contributes to the 
existing body of literature by examining both the holistic and individual effects of 
the aforementioned variables on child labour, an area that has not been extensively 
explored in the past.

The study offers valuable insights into the socio-economic factors affecting child 
labour in Africa using FE and RE models. GLB consistently shows a significant neg-
ative impact, suggesting that greater global integration reduces child labour. Simi-
larly, HIE impacts negatively, implying that improved household welfare decreases 
reliance on child labour. UNE yields mixed results, with a significant negative effect 
in the REM model but varying outcomes in the FEM model, indicating country-
specific differences.

FDI does not exhibit a significant overall impact on child labour; however, individ-
ual country results using MLR reveal nuanced relationships. For instance, countries 
like Madagascar see reductions in child labour through sector-specific investments, 
while countries such as the Central African Republic experience increases due to 
weak regulatory environments. The MLR analysis further enhances these insights, 
offering a country-specific understanding of other factors as well. Additionally, MLR 
highlights varying impacts of UNE, with Ethiopia and Zambia displaying positive 
relationships with child labour, while Cameroon and Togo exhibit negative relation-
ships, likely due to stronger social safety nets. GLB showed a predominantly nega-
tive impact on child labour in many countries, such as Ghana. However, in countries 
like Burundi, the positive impact of GLB reflects potential to increase child labour 
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in underdeveloped economies. HIE exhibited a similar pattern, with negative signifi-
cance in many countries, indicating that low household expenditure increases child 
labour, while a few countries like Kenya displayed a positive impact, highlighting the 
role of cultural norms in sustaining child labour despite higher HIE.

These findings emphasise that a one-size-fits-all approach to addressing child 
labour may be ineffective. Policies should be tailored to the specific socio-economic 
conditions of each country to develop more effective strategies for reducing child 
labour across Africa.

4.1 Policy Implications

The study emphasises the significant influence of GLB, HIE, UNE, and FDI on child 
labour across African countries, with Africa contributing substantially to the global 
rise in child labour rates. Encouraging positive globalisation through strategic trade 
agreements, infrastructure investment, and policies that attract responsible FDI can 
promote economic growth and help reduce child labour. Governments should pri-
oritise creating strong economic conditions where families are not forced to rely on 
child labour for financial support. Implementing social safety nets, such as cash trans-
fers, food assistance, healthcare access, and housing support, is vital for addressing 
poverty, the primary cause of child labour. Additionally, creating employment oppor-
tunities, stabilising economies, and enforcing robust child protection laws are crucial. 
Proper regulation of FDI to prevent exploitation, while promoting responsible invest-
ment, is also essential.

To effectively combat the issue of child labour in Africa, tailored strategies must 
address the region’s unique challenges. Once again, fortifying social safety nets 
through cash transfers and food assistance, aligned with free credit programmes and 
remittance programmes, is quite helpful. Moreover, expanding access to quality edu-
cation through a worldwide free education system, improved school infrastructure, 
and vocational training can keep children in school and out of the workforce. Cre-
ating gainful employment opportunities for adults through job creation initiatives, 
microfinance, and small business support can reduce the economic pressures driving 
families to rely on child labour. It is essential to recognise that child labour is often 
prevalent in specific sectors such as agriculture, mining, and domestic work. There-
fore, targeted interventions and policies addressing these sectors are necessary.

Furthermore, fostering community engagement and empowerment can signifi-
cantly contribute to eradicating child labour. Finally, raising public awareness, pro-
moting community involvement, and establishing child protection committees are 
indispensable for generating a collective commitment to eradicating child labour. 
Ultimately, a collaborative effort involving governments, civil society organisations, 
international development partners, and the private sector is essential to achieving 
sustainable and lasting solutions to the complex issue of child labour in Africa. These 
strategic solutions can play a pivotal role in substantially reducing child labour over 
time.
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4.2 Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research

There are several paths for future research expansion regarding the dynamics of child 
labour in Africa, particularly considering the data limitations from sources such as the 
U.S. Department of Labour (DOL), UNICEF, and the International Labour Organisa-
tion (ILO). One significant limitation is the frequent lack of updated data, with child 
labour specific to countries remaining unchanged over multiple years due to delays 
in new data availability. This limitation can hinder accurately depicting recent trends 
and shifts in child labour dynamics.

Despite these challenges, the existing data provides invaluable insights into long-
term trends and policy impacts. Similar limitations have been acknowledged in vari-
ous studies that successfully used historical data to draw meaningful conclusions 
about child labour and its determinants (Burrone & Giannelli, 2020; Chudgar et al., 
2022; Colmer, 2021).

Another key limitation of this study is the lack of gender-disaggregated data on 
child labour, due to the unavailability of secondary data by gender across the coun-
tries and periods studied. Although the research offers a broad analysis of socio-
economic factors influencing child labour, the absence of gender-specific data limits 
the exploration of how these factors affect boys and girls differently. Future research 
should prioritise gender-stratified data to gain a deeper understanding of gender 
dynamics and their role in shaping child labour patterns.

Additionally, while the variables used in this study are influential, they may not 
fully capture child labour dynamics in Africa. Limited reliable data across the 37 
countries restricted the inclusion of key factors, potentially constraining the analy-
sis. Future research should consider incorporating variables like school enrolment, 
family wealth, and urbanisation for a more nuanced understanding of child labour 
determinants. Future research should also assess the effectiveness of child labour 
reduction measures, such as educational initiatives, poverty alleviation programmes, 
and legislative enforcement, to provide more insights to policymakers. Continuous 
research is essential for building a robust evidence base that informs policy decisions.
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