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The Challenges of Change: Causes and Consequences of Child Labor in China 
By Andrea Morley 

 The government of China opened its doors to the global economy in the late 1970s, with 
gradually but steadily increasing competition, trade, and production. The ‘Asian Tiger’ was fueled by 
export-led development as the number of factories and production facilities spread rapidly across 
the country. This rapid economic growth exacerbated labor violations, primarily due to the increased 
incentives for profits and demands of production on Chinese factories. In order to be more 
competitive, China required a strong labor force; its citizens were thrust into the global economy. 

 As the rate of growth in China accelerates, it does so at the cost of strong labor laws and human 
rights standards. It is estimated that, of the 250 million children aged 5-14 years who are illegally 
employed worldwide, 61 percent are in Asia. As China has one of the largest Asian economies and 
has rapidly transformed its economy in recent years, the issue of child labor is of particular 
significance within the country. Children are illegally employed to work in dangerous, hazardous 
conditions, such as the fireworks industry or labor-intensive brick-kilns. Data regarding the use of 
child labor is extremely difficult to uncover in China. Not only does the Chinese government 
prohibit the collection of such statistics; there are few, if any, active Chinese and foreign advocacy 
groups in most of the regions employing children. Even major organizations like UNICEF do not 
have any accurate numbers on the use of child labor in China.  

 With the establishment of the Open-Door Policy in the 1970s, it became clear to China’s 
lawmakers that highly skilled and educated workers were essential if the country was to move toward 
the competitive global market. As a result, China’s legislation implemented the “9-Year Compulsory 
Educational Plan” for primary education, requiring at least nine years of school enrollment for all 
children. Although this plan has been very successful in increasing literacy and basic school 
reenrollment, the fact remains that “compulsory” education is not without its flaws. The 
International Labor Organization (ILO) reports that dropouts among children aged 12-16 years have 
been increasing, although compulsory education is mandatory for those under sixteen. With a 
national average of 2.2 percent dropout rate, many Chinese provinces (especially within the south) 
have seen dropout rates rise as high as 9 percent, which points to the likelihood of increasing child 
labor. This is of specific concern because many of the economic zones with previous cases of child 
labor use (namely, Hong Kong, Guangdong, Sichuan, and Hainan) are where the higher dropout 
rates occur.   

 The lack of education in China is therefore a primary cause of child labor. Throughout the 
country, educational fees are high, access to schooling can be limited, and many schools lack crucial 
resources. In rural areas, families cannot afford the costs of education for their children or make the 
long journeys to the nearest schools, and, in many cases, parents see greater value in sending only 
their son to school. Children in these areas are often forced to enter the labor force to begin making 
financial contributions to the family. Therefore, the problems arising from educational weaknesses 
are two-fold: a lack of strong government enforcement and support, and conflicting cultural and 
social norms that prevent children from attending school. These issues cause an increase in child 
labor as more children are out of school, on the streets, and forcefully employed. 

 Girls in China face rising demands and expectations because of the influence of widening 
gender gaps, social stratification, and the worsening attitudes of parents. Child labor becomes more 
common as these trends intensify. As Emily Hannum observes, “applying this theory to the case of 
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education, investment and socialization decisions made by parents are colored by cultural 
perspectives about essential abilities, rights and roles of men and women; these cultural perspectives 
become reified in the different investments, and ultimately educational opportunities, made available 
to boys and girls.” (Hannum 2009) What is even more shocking regarding the attitudes of parents is 
that, in some cases, children (especially females) have been sold by their parents into forced labor. 
Although some of these parents may not be aware of working conditions, these children are forced 
to work in extremely inhumane conditions for little or no wages.  

In one report, an explosion at a fireworks factory in Hebei killed one girl and injured 34 more. 
Investigations found that girls at this “school” were being forced to work for slave wages. The 
structure and expectations of Chinese society, not to mention the effects of the One Child Policy, 
place a higher value on having sons. As school costs increase, sons experience greater educational 
opportunities while female children are often forced to make financial contributions to families 
through work. Unfortunately, these cultural tendencies have also significantly increased the rate at 
which female children are given up to orphanages. With few opportunities, these children are most 
frequently employed in questionable labor positions once they are out of orphanages or, in the worst 
cases, they are never even formally placed within the system.  

As the International Labor Rights Forum (2008) states, “rising costs of labor, energy and raw 
material, and labor shortages…have forced some factory owners to cut costs or find new sources of 
cheap labor, including child labor.” The rising pressures on the labor supply will, as a result, 
increasingly encourage the illegal use of children because of the consequences of population control 
(a drastically declining population since the implementation of the One Child Policy). As the 
previous generation hits retirement age, the younger generation will be expected to supply the 
growing needs of the labor force. The challenge here is that there will be significantly fewer workers 
entering than leaving employment. Children, especially street children and orphans, will be forced or 
compelled to join the labor force as a way of survival. In many of these situations, children are even 
being tricked or kidnapped by “employment agencies” and then sold to factories. Even with police 
teams being formed to investigate alleged cases of child labor abuse, the system is permeated by 
bribery, corruption, lack of disclosure, and ineffective implementation of labor regulations. Even 
though Chinese officials have acknowledged these severe human rights abuses, they have yet to take 
any action that would result in drastic changes. In addition to impeding investigations of reported 
cases, the Chinese government’s lack of accountability and transparency prevents access to records 
and documentation of child labor. 

 The One Child Policy has created a workforce shortage that is increasing illegal child labor, a 
situation that is also driven by economic incentives and worsened by gender inequality. Without a 
stricter, sounder anti-child labor policy, increased accountability and monitoring practices from the 
government and advocacy groups, and a cross-cultural analysis of the root causes, the use of child 
labor will persist. An examination of the underdeveloped regions suffering from extreme poverty 
should be conducted, as these are the areas from where laborers tend to migrate in search of paid 
work. In addition, the social values attached to gender should be evaluated, as child labor is a 
consequence of the devaluation not only of children, but of female children in particular. Advocacy 
leaders and civil society groups also must call for increased government transparency and 
accountability, as well as emphasize government reformation of the educational system. Without 
active government participation in the elimination of child labor, few meaningful steps can be taken 
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toward the eradication of this illegal market. China does have legislation and regulations in place that 
govern many aspects of child labor; however, there is a lack of enforcement and implementation of 
these laws. Without frequent labor inspections, strict labor policy, and rigorous enforcement from 
local authorities, child labor unfortunately will continue. 
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in-depth understanding of the reasons behind child labor, the author provides a unique 
perspective on the domestically-influenced causes. 

 

http://www.solidaritycenter.org/files/JusticeforAllChinaChapter4.pdf�


T O P I C A L  R E S E A R C H  D I G E S T :  H U M A N  R I G H T S  I N  C H I N A  

 126 

Ngai, Pun. 2007. “Gendering the Dormitory Labor System: Production, Reproduction, and Migrant 
Labor in South China.” Feminist Economics 13(3/4): 239-258. 

Annotation: Pun Ngai, of the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, examines 
the use of dormitory labor in China and how it shapes migrant workers’ lives. Ngai analyzes 
the results of a 2003-2004 case study of an electronics factory in South China to demonstrate 
how dormitories act as settings of “control and resistance…and provides workers with the 
opportunities to resist management practices and achieve some victories in improving 
working conditions.” The paper is broken down into the situations of workers in 
dormitories, the formation and establishment, and the various categories of dormitories and 
their regulations. This article provides a concise overview of a specific case of labor in China. 

 

Qiao, D. P., and Y.C. Chan. 2005. “Child Abuse in China: A Yet-to-be-Acknowledged ‘Social 
Problem’ in the Chinese Mainland.” Child and Family Social Work 10 (1): 21-27. 

Annotation: The authors’ main goal is to show how the problem of child abuse is 
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the use of child labor, how it relates to economic systems, the structure of exploitation, 
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changes in urban china through gender stratification theory, and the results of  a survey of  
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Annotation: West focuses on the social and historical context of  children, childhood, and 
children’s rights in China. By outlining the geographic, demographic, and historic aspects 
that have continually affected children, West asserts that, in analyzing the lives of  children, 
“there are difficulties because of  local differences in culture, society, environment etc., but 
there are also benefits, in obvious cross-locality issues, and in a macro-perspective on 
economic and other policies.” He further supports his argument by referring to the influence 
of  globalization, international business, and trade policies. He criticizes the historical 
prevalence of  a Western-focused discussion regarding children’s issues in China, claiming 
this has created a counterproductive, externally-centered dialogue. Western images have been 
heavily used and have resulted in both a desire for and rejection of  Western ideals. West’s 
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and accessibility to schooling, and finds that there is a large urban-rural income difference 
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