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Abstract

The aim of this research was to determine whether child labor in Colombia’s urban areas 
shows specific characteristics and backgrounds once it is divided by economic activ-
ity. The descriptive analysis was based on basic statistics and multiple correspondence 
analysis, and the probability of working was modeled through a logit model. Finally, a 
multinomial logit model was applied to consider the six most common economic activity 
sectors these children work at. The evidence suggests that the probability of a particular 
type of work is affected by personal characteristics and lifestyles.
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Trabajo infantil en Colombia: factores que inciden  
en la selección de la actividad económica

Resumen

El objetivo de esta investigación fue determinar si el trabajo infantil en las zonas urba-
nas de Colombia muestra características y antecedentes específicos según la actividad 
económica. El análisis descriptivo se basó en estadísticas básicas y análisis de corres-
pondencia múltiple, y la probabilidad de trabajar se modeló a través de un modelo logit. 
Finalmente, se estimó un modelo logit multinomial para considerar los seis sectores más 
comunes de la actividad económica que realizan los niños. La evidencia sugiere que la 
probabilidad de algún tipo particular de trabajo está afectada por características perso-
nales y estilos de vida.

Palabras clave: trabajo infantil; actividad económica; encuesta colombiana de hogares; 
análisis de correspondencia múltiple.
jel: C13, J01, J21.

Trabalho infantil na Colômbia: fatores que influenciam  
a seleção da atividade econômica

Resumo

O objetivo deste trabalho é determinar se o trabalho infantil nas áreas urbanas da 
Colômbia apresenta características e antecedentes específicos de acordo com a atividade 
econômica. A análise descritiva é baseada em estatísticas básicas e análise de corres-
pondência múltipla; a probabilidade de trabalho é modelada por meio de um modelo 
logit; finalmente, estima-se um modelo logit multinominal considerando os seis setores 
de atividade econômica mais comuns exercidos por crianças. A evidência sugere que a 
probabilidade de um determinado tipo de trabalho é afetada por características pessoais 
e estilos de vida.

Palavras-chave: trabalho infantil; atividade econômica; pesquisa domiciliar colombiana; 
análise de correspondência múltipla.
jel: C13, J01, J21.
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Introduction

There is not a clear or unique scheme to identify whether or not a work can be 
considered as child labor and if, as such, it should be eliminated; it depends 
on the child’s age, type, and conditions of the job, working hours, as well as 
cultural and social factors. According to the International Labour Organiza-
tion (ilo), not all work done by children can be considered as child labor in 
a negative sense. Children should be encouraged to participate in activities 
such as helping their parents at home or family businesses or earning some 
money, as long as these activities do not imply a risk for their health and 
development and do not interfere with their education.

Based on that, child labor can be defined as work that “deprives children 
of their childhood, their potential, and their dignity, and that is harmful to 
physical and mental development” (ilo, 2004, p. 20). That includes work that 
is harmful from the physical, mental, social, and moral points of view and 
that forces them to abandon school or to combine it with long or heavy hours 
of work. However, beyond slavery and exploitation, widely considered as 
deplorable, it is difficult to distinguish between acceptable and unaccept-
able jobs for children. Under some cultural and social circumstances, the 
fact that children participate in productive activities is considered as part 
of their learning process, which helps them to be responsible, to learn an oc-
cupation, and to gain the strength necessary to face life. Even more, in some 
families in which each member must act as a provider, child labor implies 
the possibility of surviving. In those cases, education may be considered ir-
relevant. According to Bachman (2000), that children perceive the work as 
detrimental depends on whether they learn or not from it and how much 
more they can benefit from it, compared with schooling. For these reasons, 
the ilo (2002) defined the standards for the different types of child labor. 
Since Colombia has ratified the International Conventions on Child Labor, 
such standards apply to the country. The 2006 Código de infancia y adoles-
cencia —Ley 1098— of Colombia allows children under 15 years of age to 
work for remuneration for up to 14 hours a week in art, sport, culture, and 
recreation-related activities. As for indigenous people, the Colombian Con-
stitution recognizes their right to be ruled by their regulations.

The worst forms of child labor include slavery, forced labor (including 
debt bondage), sale and trafficking, forced recruitment in armed conflicts, 
prostitution, pornography, illicit activities (theft, hired killing, drug sales, 
etc.), and hazardous work. The latter is defined based on the working condi-
tions under which they are performed: underground or water activities in 
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confined spaces, working at heights, using dangerous tools or substances, 
carrying heavy loads, working at night or for long hours, and being exposed 
to any kind of abuse. But even some acceptable forms of child labor can be 
disapproved, not just because they deprive children of their right to child-
hood or to education, but because they perpetuate poverty. Children are 
generally working in the informal sector and paid wages below the mini-
mum established by law, which lowers wages for adult workers as well. In 
some cases, they are not paid at all or are just fed; they usually work under 
the worst conditions, with no access to health and legal support.

According to the Departamento Nacional de Estadística (dane, for its 
initials in Spanish), child labor in Colombia has decreased from 21.6 %, in 
2001, to 11.4 %, in 2017, including those who work in household services 
for more than 15 hours, which represent 46 %. If disaggregated by areas, 
the incidence of child labor is higher in rural than urban areas (19.8 % and 
8.2 %, respectively, in 2017). As for gender, that same year, the rate of child 
labor was 10.7 % for boys and 12.2 % for girls. Of them, 30.0 % do not attend 
school, 26.0 % work for 30 hours or more. Despite these numbers, child labor 
in Colombia is yet a field that has not received due attention. Most of the 
studies are reports carried out by international organizations such as ilo 
and Unicef. On yearly bases, the dane presents a summary of the informa-
tion they collect through the Gran Encuesta Integrada de Hogares (geih, for 
its initials in Spanish) at the national level.

The United States Department of Labor (2010) analyses the laws of 
Colombia governing exploitative child labor following the standards set by 
ilo to make clear the conditions under which child labor can be considered 
acceptable. The International Program for the Eradication of Child Labour 
—ipec— (2010) sets the course of action necessary to eliminate the worst 
forms of child labor, which include the enforcement of national regulations, 
the access to education and training, the social protection to families and 
victims, and labor market and international trade policies. Another study 
conducted by ipec (2007) analyzes the national programs and strategies to 
prevent and eradicate child labor in eighteen Latin American countries, in-
cluding Colombia. Among them, only Colombia and Brazil explicitly set goals 
and specific actions and their costs as part of the government programs. As 
part of these strategies, Martínez et al. (2004) developed games for working 
children and their parents and for teachers, entrepreneurs, and communities 
in general, to educate them about the children’s rights and thus reduce the 
incidence of child labor in artisanal mines in the country.

Pinzón et al. (2003) described the situation of a group of 162 children work-
ing in the streets of Bogotá, some of them younger than 5 years old (38.5 %). 
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Almost half of the children come from displaced families who escaped from 
the violence in rural areas, and 61.1% live by themselves. School desertion, 
long working hours, and exposure to risk factors are common problems af-
fecting them. The situation of children working as street vendors in Bogotá 
is also analyzed by Estrada et al. (2002). Poverty is probably the main fac-
tor that pushes children into the workforce, as concluded by Pedraza and 
Ribero (2005). We use a probit model to identify factors affecting the prob-
ability of child labor in the country, based on information from the 2003’s 
National Living Standards Survey. According to this study, the higher the 
level of education of the mother or both parents (Bernal & Cárdenas, 2007), 
the lower the probability of child labor. A similar study conducted by the 
Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar —icbf— (2013), at the national 
level, concluded that children coming from families in which the head of 
the household is employed are less likely to work. The importance of the 
employment condition of the head of the household is also emphasized by 
Urueña et al. (2009) and Acevedo et al. (2011) in the cases of child labor in 
Cauca and Cartagena, respectively. As Aguirre (2008) highlights, after study-
ing a group of families in Bogotá, parents may exert emotional pressure on 
their children, pushing them into the workforce when going through diffi-
cult economic conditions. Working children will repeat their parents’ expe-
riences, perpetuating poverty conditions. Dehejia and Gatti (2002), using a 
panel of 172 countries, including Colombia, during the period of 1950-1995, 
found evidence that the access to credit to overcome these difficult times 
substantially reduces child labor.

Aparicio (2013), on the other hand, based on data from the 2011 geih and 
the National Survey on Children Labor, found that living in rural areas, 
having the head of household working in the informal sector, living in over-
crowded homes, and having a teenage mother positively affect the children’s 
decision of doing both working and studying. The second part of that same 
study defined six structures of child labor based on a qualitative study of 
children in Bogotá: instructional child labor, taking care of younger siblings 
to free their parents to pursue remunerative jobs, increasing parent’s pro-
ductivity by helping them with small duties at their workplace, contribute 
to the family as an economic provider, emancipatory work, and taking over 
of their parents.

Holgado et al. (2014) used analytic hierarchy processes and a logit regres-
sion model to evaluate the impact of child labor on academic performance 
in Colombia, considering a sample of children from a social program called 
Edúcame primero Colombia, aimed at reducing the worst forms of child 
labor. Most of the children of the sample work in family businesses or as 
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street vendors, in construction or domestic services, with an average age of 
9.7 years. All of them were enrolled at a school, more than 80.0 % at either 
elementary or high school. The study concluded that working conditions 
rather than the type of activity negatively affect the children’s performance 
at school. The length of working hours and whether the work is performed 
in the morning are among these significant factors. Colombian armed con-
flict exposure increases the drop-out rates and reduces the average years 
of schooling in about 9.0 %, mainly due to the risk of mortality rather than 
economic shocks (Rodriguez & Sánchez, 2009).

Santos (2018) proposed a model to estimate the impact of the gold boom 
in some Colombian regions. Using data from the Integrated Public Use Mi-
crodata Series, from the censuses and the Ministerio de Educación (Min-
Educación) for the years 1985, 1993, and 2005, he estimates that a boom in 
gold mining increases the probability of child work by 9.3 % and decreases 
their school attendance by almost 24.0 %. This is so because of the lack of 
mechanisms to effectively ban child labor. Palacio et al. (2007) used a not 
probabilistic sample of 191 children attending the same school in a small 
town in Colombia to compare the quality of life between those who work 
breaking stones in quarries, in agriculture, as vendors, or in domestic ser-
vices (18.8 %) and those who do not work at all. The sample included chil-
dren —57.1 % boys— aged 11 to 17. The study measured their quality of life 
based on the Health-Related Quality of Life Survey developed by the New 
England Medical Center, which distinguishes between physical and mental 
health factors. The results showed that working children generally exhibit 
relatively lower values in the different aspects evaluated by this instrument 
but not always the differences are statistically significant. All in all, working 
children have more physical health problems, as well as stress and anxiety. 
A previous study by Araujo et al. (2005) found that children are gradually 
introduced in the activities in these quarries, moving on according to their 
age. These activities include cleaning, organizing, and even handling haz-
ardous material, including explosives. Despite the seriousness of the health 
issues that working children may face, there is no statistical information in 
this regard in Colombia (Briceño-Ayala & Pinzón, 2004).

As observed by Melguizo (2004), that the learning process in artisanal 
mines in Colombia is based on intuition passed down from generations does 
not allow a clear perception of the health risks faced by children working 
in them. Injuries, mutilations, and visual and hearing loss are frequent. 
Moreover, since the work is carried out informally, it is often classified as a 
collaborative or training activity, for which there is no remuneration. Thus, 
young people are prepared to learn by working, so that school attendance 
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reaches only 26 % among these children. Minercol (2001) analyzed the situa-
tion of children working in coal mines in Sogamoso. The study used a sample 
of 603 children, of which 51.9 % worked extracting, breaking, loading, or 
processing coal. Of those, 57.6 % are not paid at all, percentage much larger 
than the 20.5 % reported in Brazil (Guedes, 2018), a difference attributable to 
the fact that this author does not consider the aclr; the remaining receive 
35 % of a minimum wage, at most. Schooling is not valued, so children are 
satisfied with the idea of working. However, the level of satisfaction decreases 
as children get older. The study also found a relatively higher incidence of 
respiratory and skin problems among working children. However, Pedraza 
and Ribero (2006), using propensity score matching methods applied on data 
for the year 2001, did not find evidence of statistically significant differences 
in health issues between working and non-working children, probably be-
cause effects of child labor on health appear later in their lifetime.

As shown before, most of the research conducted in the country has 
focused on describing child labor and school attendance, along with the 
factors affecting them. Yet, many questions need to be answered regarding 
child labor in Colombia. For example, it may be interesting to figure out 
whether family background and living conditions affect the type of activity 
these children perform. This is the issue this paper approaches, using of-
ficial household survey information for urban areas during the last quarter 
of the year 2017. The remaining parts of the document are organized as fol-
lows. The second section sets the Colombian problem in context; then, we 
describe the source of statistical information and the methodology used to 
analyze it, followed by the results and discussion; the conclusions are pre-
sented in the last section.

Child Labor in Context

Child Labor Around the World

By 2016, one in ten children aged 5 to 17 around the world were involved 
in some type of labor, equivalent to 152 million children of which, 73 mil-
lion were under dangerous situations. The majority worked in agriculture 
(79.9 %) and others in services (17.2 %); 32.0 % did not attend school, while 
the others divided their time between working and studying (ilo, 2017a). 
This percentage has been decreasing, but at a low and declining rate: the 3% 
drop observed between 2008 and 2012 fell to only 1 % during the following 
four-year period. According to the same ilo (2017a) report, Africa (19.6 %) 
and Asia and the Pacific (7.4 %) showed the highest prevalence, which adds 
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to more than 130 million working children followed by the Americas (5.3 %), 
Europe and Central Asia (4.1 %), and the Arab States (2.9 %). The magnitude 
of the problem is such that the United Kingdom Global Risk Advisory Firm 
Verisk-Maplecroft estimates a child labor index to help companies to evaluate 
child labor-related risks within their supply chain. According to it, by 2012, 
Myanmar, North Korea, Somalia, Sudan, and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo were at the top of the list of the extreme risk of abuse of child work-
ers with rates above 60 %. Brazil and Mexico were the first Latin-American 
countries in the list.

The magnitude of child employment in developed countries is not clear 
since the information in this regard is generally not collected. It has been 
estimated that by the year 2000, about 300 000 children were working ille-
gally in factories and farms in the United States. In Italy, it is common for 
children to participate in agricultural activities, while the footwear industry 
in Eastern Europe employs children who work from home or in clandestine 
factories, and it is not unusual to find children offering sexual services in 
the streets. In some countries, children illegally introduced in Europe are 
recruited join criminal gangs (ilo, 2002).

However, in these countries, working children show different character-
istics compared to those observed in developing countries: lower incidence 
and higher average age; it is common for these children to combine part-time 
jobs with school activities so that the workload and the drop-out rates are 
lower too; working conditions are frequently, but not always, better due to 
the existence and the enforcement of laws that protect them. An important 
difference is the reasons for working: accumulating some money for personal 
expenses or contributing to education expenses, which explains why most 
of these working children do not belong to the lowest income strata. In Latin 
America and the Caribbean, in the middle of the 2010s, child labor among 
children aged 7 to 14 was about 11 %, working on average 13 hours a week.1

The considerable heterogeneity that this phenomenon exhibits in the 
region is represented in Figure 1. As shown, Nicaragua (47.8 %) and Haiti 
(37.8 %) stand out as the countries with the highest proportion of working 
children in the region, while Paraguay (29.3 hours) and Bolivia (23.4 hours) 
show the highest average of weekly working hours which, as we have said, 
attempts against school attendance and student performance.

1	 Most of the information available at the World Bank is for years 2014 and 2015, 
exceptions made for Uruguay (2009), Nicaragua, Haiti, and Argentina (2012), Venezuela 
(2013), and Costa Rica (2016).
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Figure 1. Weekly working hours vs. child labor rate (7-14 years) in lac (2017)
Source: Based on data from the World Bank.

There is a low and non-significant correlation between working hours 
and the proportion of working children, but a negative and statistically sig-
nificant correlation between these two variables and real per capita gross 
domestic product (gdppc) adjusted to parity of purchasing power. Indeed, 
high levels of gdppc are correlated with less demanding working schedules 
(-0.6) and lower proportions of children in labor activities (-0.3), highlighting 
once again the role of poverty in this problem. According to Salazar (1998), 
the low academic performance of Colombian students may be attributable 
to the combination of exhaustive hours of work with classes, leaving very 
little time to study or do homework. Unfortunately, this conclusion may be 
extended to Latin America as a whole (Post, 2018).

General description of child labor in Colombia

In Colombia, the geih collects data on child labor since 20012 and uses it to 
quantify both the child labor rate (clr) and the augmented child labor rate 
(aclr). The first one is calculated as the proportion of children aged 5-17 who 
work relative to the total number of children within that age range; the second 
one accounts also for children working at domestic services for more than 15 

2	 In 2001, the dane conducted the first and unique National Survey on Child Labor. 
Since 2003, the Continued Household Survey included a section in child labor every two 
years. In 2007, the survey became the geih, which since 2012 includes a section in the last 
quarter of each year dedicated to child labor.
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hours a week. By 2001 the aclr in Colombia was 21.6 %, dropping relatively 
fast during the first eight years (more than 6 percent points) to eventually 
slow down its declining trend, being 11.4 % in 2017. This rate is lower in ur-
ban areas (17.1 % and 8.2 % for the same years) than in rural areas (31.6 and 
19.8 %, respectively). Girls are more likely to work (12.2 %) than boys (10.7 %), 
with rates decreasing faster for the last group (see Figure 2). The exclusion of 
children working at domestic services can underestimate the problem with 
a clr moving from 12.9 % to 7.3 % in the same time frame and boys being 
more likely to work (9.0 % versus 5.4 % for girls in 2017).

0

10

20

30

5

15

25

35

19,8

11,4

8,2 7,3

31,6

21,6

17,1

12,9

26,4

16,0

11,9
8,9

23

15,4

12,5

9,1

23

14,8

11,7
9,7

2001 2005 2009 2013 2017

Male ACLRFemale ACLRUrban ACLR General CLRGeneral ACLRRural ACLR

Figure 2. Evolution of clr and aclr in Colombia (%) 2001-2017
Source: geih (2017, p. 4).

When analyzed by age group, the aclr has moved from 43.5 % in 2003 to 
29.7 % in 2017 among children aged 15 to 17, which represents a drop of about 
32 % (see Table 1). For children aged 5 to 14, this rate has fallen 50 % during 
the same period, from 12.2 % and 6.0 %. Once again, children in rural areas 
are more likely to work, with rates up to 11.6 % for the youngest group (3.8 % 
in urban areas) and 49.7 % for the oldest group (22.8 % in urban areas). On 
average, the clr is 63.9 % lower than the aclr; the difference can be as high 
as 81.1 % (children aged 5-14 in urban areas) and as low as 51.6 % (children 
aged 15-17 in rural areas).

The still high but declining proportion of child labor in Colombia seems 
to be accompanied by an also decreasing number of hours worked by them. 
As shown in Figure 3, in 2017, children working less than 15 hours a week 
are the majority in the rural sector (53.6 %), and represent an important pro-
portion of those in urban areas (43.2 %), while the proportion of children 
working between 15 and 29 hours a week has increased in both sectors at 
the expenses of those working 30 hours and more.
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Table 1. Augmented child labor rate by age group (%)

Year
aclr for children aged 5-14 aclr for children aged 15-17

General Urban Rural General Urban Rural

2003 12.2 9.0 19.9 43.5 35.2 65.3

2005 10.0 6.8 18.2 37.1 29.7 57.0

2009 8.8 6.6 14.3 37.4 31.5 54.8

2013 8.4 6.0 14.4 36.0 29.6 54.8

2017 6.0 3.8 11.6 29.7 22.8 49.7

Source: geih (2017, p. 4).

20052003 20132009 2017

0,0
10,0

20,0

30,0

40,0

50,0
Urban < 15

Rural 15 - 29

Rural < 15

Urban 15-29

Rural 30+

Urban 30+

Figure 3. Working hours for children in Colombia (%)
Source: geih (2017, p. 4).

However, we have to keep in mind that these official statistics do not 
include children working in household services for more than 15 hours a 
week, for which little information is available; considering them, the general 
proportion of children working less than 15 hours a week would go down 
to 31.0 %. As expected, in rural areas, agriculture and domestic services em-
ploy most of the working children (73.4 % and 16.5 %, respectively). The same 
happens with services (70.5 %) and manufacturing (13.9 %) in urban areas. 
Children working in rural areas are said to have more job stability (Salazar 
& Alarcón, 1998) but face hazardous situations. The Scandinavian countries 
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have identified agriculture as a health risk occupation, which may be classi-
fied as hazardous work based on the standards set by ilo.

About three-fourths of the working children in Colombia are currently 
in the informal sector, a proportion that has increased over time. A report 
from the International Organization for Migration (iom) indicates that more 
than 66 000 children under 17 years of age work in mining, construction, and 
other work considered hazardous in Colombia (iom, 2014).

The reasons for working have varied over time. In the year 2017, chil-
dren might work to have money on their own (37.7 % in urban areas and 
26.0 % in rural areas) or participate in family businesses (30.1 % and 51.0 %, 
respectively). The proportion of children who act as economic providers 
have substantially declined over time from 24.2 % in 2003 to 9.2 % in 2017, 
while a small but increasing part of them consider their work as instructive 
(see Table 2). However, these proportions exclude household services whose 
economic participation is generally unrecognized.

Table 2. Reasons for working according to children aged 5-17 (%)

Reasons for working
 General Urban Rural 

2003 2017 2003 2017 2003 2017

Participate in family businesses 33.5 44.8 26.3 37.1 41.8 51

Have money on their own 27.2 31.2 30.7 37.7 23 26

Economic providers/pay education 24.2 9.2 29.9 12.6 17.6 6.6

Instructive labor 8 11.6 7.5 10.7 8.6 12.4

Other 7.2 3.1 5.6 2 9 4

Source: geih (2017, p. 4).

Child labor is said to adversely affect the demand side of the labor mar-
ket through wages. The less remunerated child labor is the higher incentive 
for employers to engage children as workers, if they are a suitable substi-
tute for adult labor. In this case, child labor will exert a depressing effect on 
the demand for adults as well as their remuneration. In Colombia, in 2017, 
an amazing 45.7 % of working children in urban areas and 66.5 % in rural 
areas receive no payment at all. However, the real numbers are presumed to 
be worse. If children working in household services for more than 15 hours 
were considered, and assuming as expect that they receive no payment at 
all, these proportions could go up to 69.6 % in the cities and 74.6 % in the ru-
ral sector. Even worse, this proportion has increased over time, while the 
percentage of children that receive more than half of the minimum wage 
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decreases (see Figure 4). The fact that child labor is assumed as “help” and 
therefore not remunerated only contributes to perpetuating the poverty cycle, 
especially if these duties prevent children from attending school.
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Figure 4. Remuneration of child labor in Colombia as percentage of the minimum 
wage (mw)
Source: geih (2017, p. 4).

Usually, parents decide about children working or attending school 
based on the family’s needs, the value attributed to formal education, and 
their perception of the immediate and future benefits and costs of school-
ing. As expected, school attendance is much lower among working children. 
The difference to the general enrollment level can exceed the 20 percentage 
points in both urban and rural sectors but narrows faster in the last one. In 
2017, the school attendance rate among working children in rural areas was 
greater than the one in urban areas. This fact supports the idea that children 
working in manufacturing in services, common in the cities, are more likely 
to drop from school and contradicts the general perception that peasants 
consider education to be irrelevant (see Figure 5).

Regarding the worst forms of child labor, there is no clarity about how 
many children were enrolled, forced or not, in the Colombian guerrilla 
armies, and there is neither exact information about the number of mem-
bers in these groups, it is estimated that one-third of them were children 
(pnud, 2003). According to Unicef, between September 2011 and June 2016, 
1 556 children aged on average 13.4 for girls and 14.1 for boys were forced to 
enter these armed forces. Other sources consider that 6 421 children entered 
these groups between 1960 and 2013 (gmh 2013). Yet, these numbers seem to 
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underestimate the magnitude of the problem. The Procuraduría General de 
la Nación —Colombia’s general attorney’s office— considers that between 
1974 and 2014 about 11 556 children were recruited by the Fuerzas Armadas 
Revolucionarias de Colombia (farc), the largest guerrilla army in Colom-
bia. In addition, several organizations, including guerrilla and paramilitary 
groups, are responsible for recruiting and training children to work as drug 
dealers, smugglers, hitmen/women, and perform other illicit activities. Once 
again, there are no statistics in this regard.
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Figure 5. School attendance for children aged 5-17 (%)
Source: geih (2017, p. 4).

According to Unicef (2002), there are 35 000 sexually exploited children in 
Colombia. Their number is increasing while the age of initiation decreases. 
Most often, they are girls, but there is a rising market for boys. Many have 
been lured, trafficked, or coerced into this activity after being abandoned 
by their families or having been violence victims. Sometimes, their families 
encourage them to enter prostitution. That same report indicates that a simi-
lar number of children live in the street of Colombia, begging, scavenging 
for garbage, or committing theft. By 2007, the icbf estimated this number 
to be just 4 457.

However, Colombia has made significant efforts to reduce child labor and 
eliminate the worst forms of it. They include changes in regulations to facili-
tate the access of non-emergency services to victims of human trafficking; 
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the enactment of the National Strategy to Combat Trafficking in Persons for 
2016-2018; the negotiation of peace agreements with revolutionary armed 
groups and mechanisms for them to end the recruitment of children and 
the release of those in service; inspections in specific high-risk sectors (min-
ing, agriculture, etc.), as well as agreements with local authorities to combat 
child labor. These efforts are in line with the ratification by Colombia of key 
international conventions in this regard: Following international conventions 
discussed in ilo (2016), the Code of Childhood and Adolescences establishes 
15 years as the minimum working age with conditions and 18 years as the 
minimum age to work in hazardous jobs. Children are banned from some 
specific hazardous occupations listed in Resolution 3597. The Colombian 
Constitution and Penal Code prohibit forced labor, child trafficking, sexual 
exploitation, and the use of children for illicit purposes. Also, these efforts 
are in line with the Sustainable Development Goals set by the United Nations 
in 2015 since they help promote peaceful and inclusive societies (goal 16) and 
set the bases to reduce inequalities within the country (goal 10). However, 
the legal framework in Colombia seems to be insufficient to protect chil-
dren since child labor in Colombia is still a problem whose magnitude and 
characteristics are yet to know. For most of them, the government does not 
provide specific assistance.

Methodology

The geih is a monthly sample survey conducted by the dane in Colombia 
since August 2006 to collect information on social, economic, and demo-
graphic variables for a representative sample at individual and household 
levels. Each sample is independent; information on child labor is only in-
cluded in the last quarter of every year. This paper analyses the information 
corresponding to the last quarter of the year 2017, the most recent database 
available by the time we started the study, with an average of 65 000 individu-
als and 20 000 households per month in urban areas. Of them, about 3 000 
households have at least one working child. However, there are limitations 
in any household survey since some children reported not working might be 
involved in some kind of work. Additionally, these surveys do not include 
children living in the streets.

We consider the information at the house, household, and individual 
level to figure out the conditions surrounding working children. The analy-
sis of the children’s living conditions is based on the characteristics of their 
housing (construction materials, number of rooms, number of members, 
services provision, etc.) as well as their endowment (stove, refrigerator, etc.). 
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The head of the family is characterized based on his/her level of education, 
gender, working status, sector and place of employment, and wage, among 
others. In addition to the basic description of these variables, multiple cor-
respondence analysis (mca) were conducted in each case to combine these 
variables, reducing dimensionality. Besides, mca helped to identify categories 
of the auxiliary variables associated with having working children at home. 
The factors generated along with the children’s characteristics were then 
used in a multinomial logistic regression to identify any possible significant 
impact of these variables on the type of activity they performed.

mca is a factorial analysis used to uncover the latent structures in a 
large set of variables by measuring nonlinear relations among categories 
of qualitative variables. This descriptive technique allowed us to analyze 
the data without imposing a priori restrictions on the expected association 
among categories It generates a visual representation of its structure in a 
two-dimensional space, which facilitates its interpretation.

We considered the fact that children face multiple choices regarding the 
economic activity sector. Taking that into account, we reduced the activities 
to the six most important ones where most of the children are concentrated, 
based on the International Standard Industrial Classification of all economic 
activities (isic, Rev. 4): (1) agriculture, forestry, and fishery; (2) wholesale and 
retail trade, renting and leasing; (3) hotels and restaurants; (4) health care and 
household services; (5) manufacturing of food, textile, apparel, and leather, 
and (6) other activities including transportation. This last sector includes ac-
tivities such as construction, transportation, communications, etc., and will 
be treated as the comparison group in this study. To model these choices, 
we resort to a multinomial logistic regression model (mlm), assuming some 
children’s characteristics, as well as their living conditions, may affect the 
decision. In other words, for a given random variable Yi that may take values 
from j=1…6, we can estimate the probability that the i-th response falls in the 
category j-th conditioned to the information provided by a set of explanatory 
variables. The model is given as:

πij = Pr Yi = j{ } = exp ηij{ }/  exp ηij{ }j=1

J
∑ 1( )

whit ηij = log πij( )/πij = α j + ʹXiβ j .

In our example, X includes information on gender, education, age, re-
gion, housing, and household characteristics. Specifically, male takes value 

with
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one for boys and cero for girls. It is expected that some jobs are more likely 
to be performed by boys, while others are traditionally done by girls; simi-
lar reasoning may apply if children age out. The education factor enters the 
model through two variables: the level of education, in this case, it reduces 
to having or not a high school diploma, and another variable that specifies 
whether the child is studying or no. It is expected that children with some 
level of education may apply for somehow better jobs; also, those who study 
may try to work at jobs with more flexible schedules. The particularities of 
each region are accounted for by a set of dichotomous variables that iden-
tify the different regions in which Colombia is divided. Living conditions 
enter the model through the factors resulting from the mca, as well as by 
the working activity of the head of the household. We corrected for selection 
bias by including the inverse Mills’ ratio (imr), following Heckman’s two-
step type regression model. The imr is obtained from a logistic regression 
model in which the probability πi of a child being working under the notion 
of augmented child labor is given by:

ℓ = log πi/1− πi( ) = ʹZiβ 2( )

Where Z includes information on gender, studying, economic strata, age, 
number of adults working in the family, and the gender of the head of the 
household. We assume that girls are more likely to work; attending school 
may reduce this probability, while age may increase it. Children living in 
lower-income strata may be required to work, but the probability should 
decrease with the number of adults within the family that works. As for 
the effect of the gender of the head of the household, we do not have a clear 
expectation.

Results and discussion

Living conditions

As said before, the geih (2017, p. 4) sample accounts for a monthly average of 
about 3 000 households in which at least one child works, which translates 
into 614 000 households once the expansion factor is applied. Within them, 
the majority (84.4 %) have only one working child, 13.6 % have two working 
children, while the remaining 2.0 % have three or four. The general char-
acterization of their housing compared to those with no working children 
and the definition of the variables used in this regard are summarized in 



Child Labor in Colombia: Factors Affecting the Selection of Economic Activity

Revista de Economía del Rosario. Vol. 24. No. 2. Julio-Diciembre 2021. 1-36

18

Table A1 in the appendix, while Figure 6 provides a graphical representation 
based on the mca. This analysis yields two factors with a combined expla-
nation power of 88.4 % of the total variability. Households without working 
children (right) exhibit an average and relatively homogeneous behavior 
that differs from the one observed among houses with working children. 
Working children tend to live in overcrowded homes3 with four children or 
more (children/adult ratio of 1.2, compared to 0.5 in homes with no working 
children). The housing structure tends to be of poor quality, with floors made 
of cement or earth and walls made of cane, adobe, or mod, without access 
to basic services (water, electricity, sewers, and garbage collection). Usually, 
the kitchen is not located in a separate room and lacks the basic endowment 
(stove, fridge, laundry machine, for example).

From this mca, we generated two factors to be included in the mlm. In-
creasing values of the first factor (home1) tend to refer to homes lacking basic 
services, built with low-quality materials, and with a poor basic household 
endowment. The second factor (home2), on the other hand, refers to one-room 
housing, with no kitchen and only one adult with children living in it.

Figure 6. mca of General Housing Conditions for Households with and without 
Working Children
Source: geih (2017, p. 4).

3	 More than three people per room, following the Economic Commission of the 
Latin America and the Caribbean parameters.
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The characterization of the head of the households is depicted in Figure 7 
(see Table A2 in the appendix for a general description and definition of 
the variables). The mca suggests that the head of households with work-
ing children (right) tends to be an individual with a low level of education 
(less than high school), who works in the informal sector, usually at home 
or farms. It is mostly engaged in activities related to the primary sector or 
in transportation, earns at most one minimum monthly wage, does not con-
tribute to pension plans, and belongs to subsidized health plans. Once again, 
we obtained two factors. The first one (head1) has an explanatory power of 
67.6 %. Increasing values of this factor tend to represent individuals with a 
relatively higher level of education, who work in the formal sector as skilled 
workers, are paid a salary or professional fees, and contribute to their pen-
sion and health plans. The second factor (head2), with a 14.1 % explanation 
power, on the contrary, depicts individuals that are either idle or unem-
ployed or working in the primary sector, transportation, or in personal and  
household services.

Figure 7. mca for the Head of the Household with and without Working Children
Source: geih (2017, p. 4).
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Working children

According to the geih, there were about 2.3 million working children in 
Colombia during 2017, which represent 15.3 % of the total individuals of 17 
years of age and under, while another 0.6 % of the remaining children were 
looking for a job. Also, 19.1 % of children aged 10 to 17 are neither studying 
nor working for pay or not.

This percentage goes down to 5.3 % if other activities to which children 
devote 15 hours a week or more were excluded (husbandry, house chores at 
home or somewhere else, baby, elderly and disabled assistance, construction, 
garment making). Among workers, almost 54 % are girls, and more than 20 % 
are not attending school. The incidence varies across regions, being the high-
est one observed in the Pacific region (20.5 % and 17.4 % for girls and boys, 
respectively), while the Caribbean region exhibits the largest gap between 
genders (4.6 percent points).

As shown in Table 3, less than 7.0 % of girls and 19.0 % of boys are paid; 
if paid, most of them (62.0 % girls and 55.0 % boys) receive at most half the 
minimum wage. Less than 3.0% of the working children say to have paid 
vacations, no more than 1 % receive Christmas bonuses, and about 35.0 % of 
those who are paid are also fed; none is paid extra hours, even though 5.0 % 
of the children work more than 40 hours a week.

As for working conditions, about 60.0 % said to have a contract of employ-
ment, which is generally a verbal agreement. One out of four workers feels 
that their working environment is not healthy in terms of noise, temperature, 
pollutants, odors, etc., while more than 35 % of them consider that their jobs 
are physically or mentally demanding. On average, girls work relatively 
more hours a week and are more likely to undertake extra activities. That 
the proportion of working girls is generally underestimated and that they 
work relatively longer hours than boys have been highly documented by 
Narasaiah (2003). The percentages of girls and boys with at least one extra 
activity besides their regular jobs are 92.5 % and 75.0 %, respectively. It is 
more likely for girls to have two or more obligations (23.5 % versus 9.0 %).
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Table 3. General Characteristics of Working Children Aged 10-17 (%)

Description Female Male

Gender 53.59 46.41

Attending school
No (0) 20.88 20.74

Yes (1) 79.12 79.26

Level of education
Basic or less (1) 92.25 95.35

High school (2) 7.75 4.65

Incidence of child labor 
by region

Andean (1) 16.94 13.27

Caribbean (2) 18.38 13.77

Pacific (3) 20.5 17.38

Rest (4) 12.29 8.86

Working for monetary 
payment

No (0) 93.55 81.36

Yes (1) 6.45 18.64

Wage category based on 
minimum wage (mw)

Up to 0.5 mw (1) 61.9 55.01

0.5–1 mw (2) 18.81 25.86

More than 1 mw (3) 19.26 19.12

Other benefits

Paid vacations 2.66 1.32

Christmas bonus 0.5 1.07

Extra hours 0 0

Food 53.24 26.96

Sector of paid economic 
activities (% of total 
working children)

Agriculture, forestry & fishing 14.48 48.04

Trade 23.9 17.68

Hotels, restaurants 20.19 5.31

Household services 18.34 0.1

Food, textile, leader manufacturing 9.61 7.36

Construction 0.58 8.06

Health services 5.73 0.05

Transportation 0.13 4.26

Other activities 7.04 9.14

Continúa
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Description Female Male

Number of unpaid extra 
activities

Cero (0) 7.47 25.03

One (1) 69.02 65.96

Two (2) 21.11 8.57

Three or more (3) 2.39 0.43

Unpaid activities

House chores at home 84.02 53.88

Husbandry 14.31 30.94

Baby, elderly, and disable assistance 20.43 7.63

House chores outside the home 2.9 2.81

Others (construction and garment making) 0.25 0.87

Working in the informal 
sector

No (0) 13.87 10.86

Yes (1) 86.13 89.14

Working place

Home (1) 40.46 17.84

Street (2) 9.48 9.73

Office / factory / fixed place (3) 28.72 18.58

Farm/ files/ other (4) 21.34 53.85

Contract of employment
No (0) 65.26 59.59

Yes (1) 34.74 40.41

Written employment 
contract

No (0) 0.25 3.16

Yes (1) 99.75 96.84

Healthy working envi-
ronment

No (0) 28.02 24.19

Yes (1) 71.98 75.81

Physical or mental effort
No (0) 34.94 37.71

Yes (1) 65.06 62.29

Hours of work per week
Mean 38.31 35.79

Standard deviation 12.32 8.25

Source: geih (2017, p. 4).

Boys tend to be occupied in agriculture, forestry, and fishing (48.0 %), 
and trade (17.7 %) sectors, while girls are employed in a wider variety of 
activities: trade (23.9 %), hotels and restaurants (20.2 %), house services 
(18.3 %), agriculture, forestry, and fishing (14.5 %), and food, textile, or leader 
manufacturing (9.6 %). In general, more than 85.0 % of working children are 
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employed in the informal sector with jobs performed at home (girls, 40.5 %) 
or in farms and similar (boys, 53.9 %). A report from the iom indicates that 
more than 66 000 children under 17 years of age work in mining, construc-
tion, and other work considered hazardous in Colombia (iom, 2014).

According to ilo (2004), children doing particular jobs may have simi-
lar characteristics and lifestyles. To find evidence in this regard, we run an 
mlm, as given by equation (1), after running a binary logistic regression to 
model the children’s decision of entering the labor market based on equa-
tion (2). Besides the parents’ decision, it can be assumed that some factors 
may contribute to this decision regardless of who makes it. As expected, on 
average, the probability of girls working is 4 percentage points higher than 
that of boys. This result is consistent with others that indicate that families 
tend to take girls out of school and send them to work (Zapata et al., 2011), 
but contradicts the idea that boys tend to be exploited by their families since 
they are stronger than girls (Chang et al., 2011). Children attending school 
are less likely to work, being this effect larger for girls than for boys, prob-
ably as the result of the family effort to keep them in school (Buchmann, 
2000; Kruger, 2007). The number of adult members of the family that work 
reduces the chances that children need to act as providers, as also shown 
by Buchmann (2000) and Manacorda (2006), while the likelihood of working 
decreases faster, the higher the economic strata they belong at. This last result 
is consistent with the idea that economic inequalities significantly impact 
child labor (Tanaka, 2003). This likelihood increases (decreases) if the father 
(mother) is the head of the household: children from homes run by women 
are 2.4 percentage points less likely to work, while those coming from homes 
run by men are 1.4 percentage points more likely to work. In line with other 
studies (Serra 2009; Shafiq 2007), on average, age increases the probability of 
working by almost 4 percentage points per year of age (see Table 4).

Table 4. Likelihood of Child Labor Based on acl

Variable Coefficient Robust Standard Error Marginal Effect

Male -0.2914* 0.0006 -0.0406

Studying -0.3867* 0.0009 -0.0639

Studying male 0.1043* 0.0017 0.0154

Father present 0.1051* 0.0006 0.0143

Mother present -0.1598* 0.0008 -0.0239

Strata 2 -0.5174* 0.0009 -0.0557

Continúa
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Variable Coefficient Robust Standard Error Marginal Effect

Strata 3 -1.1493* 0.0041 -0.0691

Adults working at home -0.0269* 0.0004 -0.0037

Age 0.2702* 0.0001 0.0371

Constant -3.4647 0.0016  

Note: Significant at 1% (*)
Source: geih (2017, p. 4).

We found evidence of some factors driving the decision about economic 
activity. The results shown in Table 5 leave working in other activities as the 
comparison group. As for personal characteristics, it can be said that gender 
has a significant effect on the decision to work in the agricultural, trade, and 
household services sectors. Specifically, boys are more likely to work in the 
first sector compared to the other two, which occupy most of the girls. Regard-
ing this, Chang et al. (2011) have found that in China, boys are more likely to 
work in farming and family businesses, while girls are mostly occupied in 
household chores. That children in domestic service consist mostly of girls 
in charge of house cleaning, cooking, washing, and caring for other children 
and the sick has been also documented by Thijs (1997), who highlights the 
importance of this role as they free their parents and employers to work at 
paid jobs. Cunningham and Viazzo (1996) pointed out that the introduction 
of some basic tools in the mining sector may have displaced children work-
ing out of the manufacturing sector, while sewing machines have attracted 
more girls to the garment sector in Colombia.

Being studying significantly reduces the probability of working in house-
hold services, probably due to its rigidity and workload; after all, this is the 
sector with the highest average of hourly working hours per week (39.85). The 
average working hours in the other sectors are as follow: 39.85 in household 
services, 32.81 in agriculture, 30.85 in manufacture, 27.27 in trade, 26.38 in 
other activities, and 23.71 in hotels and restaurants. Having a high school 
diploma reduces the likelihood of working as a vendor or a servant com-
pared to performing other activities but does not necessarily increase the 
probability of working in another sector. It is known that there are activities 
that children do not perform as they age out; in fact, it seems that children 
move away from the agricultural sector but tend towards sales and manu-
facture as they get older. This behavior can be explained by the fact that at 
an early age, families can conceal the agricultural and household activities 
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that children carry out, even if they are ineligible for, and eventually move 
to better paid jobs as they become eligible for them (Manacorda, 2006).

It is not surprising that the type of activity that characterizes each region 
also influences the sector in which children work. Although agriculture is 
important all around Colombia, 80 % of the coffee crops and a good part of 
the agricultural fields belong to the Andean region. The most suitable lands 
for agriculture are located in the Caribbean region, where the main palm, 
cotton, and banana crops can be found, in combination with intense live-
stock and fishing activities. Hence, it is not surprising that the probability of 
working in agriculture is greater and highly significant in these two regions. 
However, although the mining activity is present in this and other regions of 
Colombia, its weight within the child labor population in the survey turned 
out to be insignificant. We must keep in mind that these two are also the re-
gions most affected by the guerilla armed forces in Colombia that recruited 
children to work at illicit activities (Child Soldiers International, 2001).

Table 5. Results of the multinomial logistic model 
for the sector of economic activity

Sector of economic activity

Variable
Agriculture, 
forestry, and 

fishery (1)

Wholesale and 
retail trade, 
renting and 
leasing (2)

Hotels and 
restaurants 

(3)

Health care 
and household 

services (4)

Manufacturing 
of food, textile, 

apparel, and 
leather (5)

Male
0.9792* -1.2632* -1.9584 -0.8740* 0.8740*

(0.2985) (0.2642) (0.2659) (0.0831) (0.2786)

Attending 
school

0.3939 -0.1103 0.2056 -1.1667* -0.0836

(0.3384) (0.2843) (0.2864) (0.2985) (0.2916)

High-school 
diploma

0.3463 -0.6937** 0.0484 -2.5180* -0.3878

(0.4525) (0.3386) (0.3341) (0.3428) (0.3615)

Age
-0.3927** 0.2264** 0.9428 0.09 0.2262**

(0.179) (0.153) (0.1541) (0.1473) (0.1567)

Andean
0.3399** 0.1199 -0.449 0.382 0.4338

(0.186) (0.274) (0.2871) (0.2783) (0.32)

Caribbean
1.4005* 0.3566 0.3336 0.4548* 0.5216

(0.3248) (0.298) (0.3039) (0.1211) (0.3359)

Continúa
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Sector of economic activity

Variable
Agriculture, 
forestry, and 

fishery (1)

Wholesale and 
retail trade, 
renting and 
leasing (2)

Hotels and 
restaurants 

(3)

Health care 
and household 

services (4)

Manufacturing 
of food, textile, 

apparel, and 
leather (5)

Home1
-1.1099* -0.0536 -0.0078 0.2188** -0.4288*

(0.1131) (0.1138) (0.1348) (0.1055) (0.1245)

Home2
-0.7942* 0.0011 0.1283 0.1726*** 0.2629**

(0.1308) (0.1111) (0.1373) (0.1029) (0.1249)

Head1
-0.9442** -0.2378 -0.7526** -0.8275* -0.3482*

(0.3911) (0.3109) (0.3783) (0.3375) (0.085)

Head2
0.4598** 0.8522 -0.6911* 2.8899* 0.5219***

(0.1965) (0.1601) (0.2002) (0.3562) (0.2895)

Parent’s 
work 2

3.0356* -0.4394 -2.4794 -6.3915* -2.2947*

(0.4709) (0.3134) (2.4153) (0.3771) (0.4901)

Parent’s 
work 3

-2.1539* 5.7421* -0.3929 -3.9312* -0.792

(0.3757) (1.0793) (0.4335) (0.3959) (0.4872)

Parent’s 
work 4

-2.9376* 0.3819 -1.7332 -5.2907* -3.0795*

(0.3192) (1.1381) (0.9977) (0.3569) (0.3146)

Parent’s 
work 5

-2.9878* 3.3556* -1.4954 -6.5867* 0.5361***

(0.3155) (1.0709) (1.3939) (0.3741) (0.3026)

imr
1.2189* 0.3762 0.5675*** -0.0526 0.1476

(0.2739) (0.2721) (0.3432) (0.5114) (0.3498)

Cons.
2.1067* 6.2944** -2.4755 -3.2445 -0.4856

(0.1929) (2.3702) (2.8361) (0.4773) (2.8408)

Note: Coefficients and robust standard errors in parenthesis. Significant at 1% (*), 5% (**) and 10% (***).
Source: geih (2017, p. 4).

Regarding the living conditions of these young workers, the data indi-
cates that having heads of the household with a relatively better economic 
condition (head1) reduces the probability of working in almost all sectors as 
compared with other activities, except in the commercial one. This could 
be due to some parental altruism, according to which parents’ decisions on 
child labor are viewed as a last resort, but the extreme poverty may force 
parents to send their children even into the worse forms of child labor (Dessy 
& Pallage, 2005). It should be said that the idea of working in commercial 
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activities is pretty much rooted in Colombia and is usually encouraged by 
the same family, although not necessarily among children. Note also that this 
is one of the sectors with the highest median hourly wage among working 
children. Keep in mind that the median hourly wages in Colombian pesos 
for working children are as follow: 12 140 in hotels and restaurants; 12 006 in 
other activities; 11 385 in commercial activities; 9 690 in household services; 
9 517 in agriculture, and 8 282.6 in manufacture. On the other hand, if the 
head of the household is idle, unemployed o works in activities related to 
agriculture, manufacture, or household services (head2), children likely work 
in the sectors of higher working load.

The precariousness of living conditions (home1 and home2) increases the 
likelihood of working as servants, once again the activity with the highest 
hourly load, the highest incidence of unpaid work (98.3 %), and the lowest 
wages, if any (27.27 % of the workers in this sector are paid only with food). 
This may be explained by the fact that these activities are highly associated 
with extreme poverty (ilo, 2002), so that families living in poor and over-
crowded homes are likely to push children into working activities (ilo, 2017b). 
These variables also seem to favor working in manufacture but reducing the 
chances of working in agriculture. Finally, it is not a surprise that children 
are likely to perform similar activities to those of their parents, as indicated 
by the positive effect of parent ś work 2 on the agricultural sector parent ś 
work 3 on the commercial sector, and parent ś work 5 on the manufacturing 
sector (see Table 5). According to (ilo, 2017b), a significant number of chil-
dren get to work through their parents or friends, so it is likely for them to 
replicate the same activities as their relatives.

Conclusions

It is difficult to define and quantify child labor since the perception of chil-
dren participating in the labor market varies based on cultural, religious, 
regional, and economic factors. However, children should be granted their 
right to enjoy their childhood, they should be offered the possibility of getting 
the skills to improve their future living conditions to break poverty circles, 
and they should be protected against abuse, exploitation, and, in general, the 
worst forms of child labor. Colombia has made great efforts in this regard, 
reducing the rate of augmented child labor by about 10 percentage points 
between 2001 and 2017.

It is also clear that statistics are incomplete and underestimate the 
problem since they usually do not account for unpaid activities to which 
children devote 15 hours or more a week. Similarly, household surveys lack 
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information on children living in the street and on unreported illegal ac-
tivities (some agricultural and mining activities, sexual exploitation, smug-
gling, drug trafficking, etc.) that in Colombia also include the participation, 
voluntarily or not, in the guerrilla armed forces.

This study used multivariate statistical analysis and binary and mul-
tinomial logistic regressions to analyze official household survey data for 
urban areas in Colombia for the last quarter of the year 2017 in an attempt 
to identify personal, housing, and household factors affecting the economic 
sector of employment chosen by working children.

The data indicates that about 15 % of children aged 17 and younger were 
involved in some kind of working activity, all of them underpaid or not paid 
at all. As expected, children living in poor housing conditions without basic 
services and lacking endowment are more likely to work. The characteristics 
of the household head play an important role in this decision: being unem-
ployed, poorly educated, working in the informal sector or some specific jobs 
increases the likelihood of having at least one working child in the family. 
A revealing finding is that this likelihood also is greater if the head of the 
family is a man. Personal factors affect this decision since girls are more 
likely to work while being studying reduces this probability. Most of these 
children work in the informal sector so that besides being paid less than the 
minimum wage, they do not have health, social, nor legal protection. About 
three-fourths of the working children in Colombia are currently in the in-
formal sector, a proportion that has increased over time.

We found evidence supporting the idea that personal characteristics 
and living conditions affect not only the probability of working but also the 
selection of the economic sector of employment. For example, we found that 
some factors significantly increase the probability of working in agriculture, 
forestry, and fishing activities: being young or a boy, living in the Andean and 
Caribbean region, coming from homes characterized by very poor housing 
conditions without basic services, where the head of the family carries out 
the same activity, is unemployed, or idle. In this sector, where most of the 
children are employed, they face hazardous situations since their job requires 
to handling sharp tools, carrying heavy loads, handling and spraying agro-
chemicals, and working long hours in exhausting conditions and postures.

Boys are also more likely to work in the manufacturing sector; the prob-
ability increases with age and with the head of the household performing 
similar activities, not working or looking for a job. It is also more likely to 
be in this sector if living with single parents in single rooms. The health and 
household services sector, on the other hand, is characterized by having 
the largest workload, the highest proportion of unpaid workers, and one of 



Josefa Ramoni, Giampaolo Orlandoni, Laura Castillo, Jesús Peña

Revista de Economía del Rosario. Vol. 24. No. 2. Julio-Diciembre 2021. 1-36

29

the lowest average wages. Girls are more likely to be employed in this sector, 
but studying or having a high school diploma increases the chances of mov-
ing away from it. Being in the Caribbean region, living in precarious condi-
tions, or in a house in which the head of the household is idle or unemployed 
increases the probability of ending up working in this sector. Even though 
ilo does not classify them as such, imo (2014) considers household chores 
among the worst forms of child labor, since they may represent servitude and 
domestic work in abusive conditions. However, not all household chores are 
done in abusive conditions; most of the time, these activities are unreported 
and undetected. Therefore, in addition to servitude, household services 
might be considered among the hazardous jobs. According to imo, accidents 
at home are the fourth most common cause of death and injury in Colombia.

In the manufacturing and services sectors, children face longer and more 
rigid working schedules, so they are more likely to leave school prematurely. 
The job is usually performed indoors, so they might be subject to abusive 
behavior from their employers. They mostly concentrate on the informal sec-
tor, so wages and working conditions are poor, and they lack job security. 
Working as vendors seems to be an option for girls and older children with 
no high school diploma and with parents working in the trade sector or as 
unskilled workers. Hotels and restaurants also seem to attract children whose 
head of the household is not well educated, paid, and employed.

In light of this, policies designed to grant children the right and the pos-
sibility to access education and finish at least high school will not be sufficient 
to reduce child labor or help them to move to better jobs. It is also necessary 
to help their parents to get the skills and the possibility to formalize and 
find better-paid jobs, as well as to help the family as a whole to live in better 
and more suitable environments.

Appendix

Table A1. Living Conditions in Households with and without Working Children

Variable Meaning Categories
Working Children

Yes No

Over
Overcrowding, more than 3 people
per room (%)

No (0) 87.82 94.98

Yes (1) 12.18 5.02

Adult Number of adults in the household

One (1) 13.82 22.66

Two (2) 75.9 45.39

More than two (3) 40.28 31.94

Continúa



Child Labor in Colombia: Factors Affecting the Selection of Economic Activity

Revista de Economía del Rosario. Vol. 24. No. 2. Julio-Diciembre 2021. 1-36

30

Variable Meaning Categories
Working Children

Yes No

Child
Number of children in the house-
hold

Up to Three (1) 81.47 94.41

Four or more (2) 18.53 5.59

Bath Toilet facilities

WC w sewer (1) 44.59 77.21

WC w septic tank (2) 39.88 16.04

Other/none (3) 15.53 6.76

Kitch. Housing with kitchen room
No (0) 12.24 8.77

Yes (1) 87.76 91.23

Stove Housing with electric or gas stove
No (0) 19.61 9.54

Yes (1) 80.39 90.46

Fridge Housing with refrigerator
No (0) 28.04 13.42

Yes (1) 71.96 86.58

Wash Housing with laundry machine
No (0) 56.42 38.81

Yes (1) 43.58 61.19

Sewer Sewage service
No (0) 31.85 21.05

Yes (1) 68.15 78.95

Elect. Electricity service
No (0) 7.05 0.89

Yes (1) 92.95 99.11

Garb. Garbage collection service
No (0) 46.58 15.76

Yes (1) 53.42 84.24

Water Potable water service
No (0) 27.45 10.41

Yes (1) 72.55 89.59

Type Type of housing unit

House (1) 76.82 50.72

Apartment (2) 20.1 47.95

Room / other (3) 3.08 1.34

Wall Main material of walls

Brick (1) 73.59 90.18

Adobe, wood (2) 13.97 5.25

Rod / other (3)  12.44 4.57

Floor Main material of floor

Tile /brick (1) 33.9 64.47

Cement (2) 49.17 28.27

Mod/other (3) 16.92 7.26
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Variable Meaning Categories
Working Children

Yes No

Owner Tenancy of the housing

Own (1) 42.66 40.56

Rented (2) 25.69 38.77

Invasion /other (3) 31.65 20.67

Strt. Economic strata for services

Low (1) 91.12 71.48

Medium (2) 8.76 25.99

High (3) 0.12 2.53

Source: Based on the geih (2017, p. 4).

Table A2. Head of Households with and without Working Children

Variable Meaning Categories
Working children

Yes No

Educ. Level of education

Less than high school (1) 80.92 54.01

High school (2) 14.32 27.81

Technical (3) 3.15 7.49

University or more (4) 1.6 10.68

Gender Gender
Female (0) 33.05 36.13

Male (1) 66.95 63.87

Civil Marital status

Single (1) 5.98 11.12

Married / stable partner (2) 67.21 58.7

Other (3) 26.81 30.18

What Main activity

Working (1) 81.37 67.72

Looking for a job (2) 2.04 1.79

Studying (3) 0.54 0.68

Housekeep/disable/other (4) 16.05 29.82

Form Way of working

Work for a wage (1) 4.01 13.42

Tradespeople (2) 46.3 51.26

Business owner (3) 49.69 35.32

Informal
Sector of employ-
ment

Formal (0) 20.78 45.87

Informal (1) 79.22 54.13

Continúa



Child Labor in Colombia: Factors Affecting the Selection of Economic Activity

Revista de Economía del Rosario. Vol. 24. No. 2. Julio-Diciembre 2021. 1-36

32

Variable Meaning Categories
Working children

Yes No

Place Working place

Home (1) 20.49 17.95

Street (2) 10.69 17.94

Office / factory / fixed place (3) 18.92 41.38

Farm/ files/ other (4) 49.9 22.74

Work
Occupation or 
activity

Skilled worker (1) 2.59 10.42

Primary industry / transportation (2) 56.34 34.82

Commercial activities (3) 12.43 18.06

Home & personal services (4) 13.37 16.44

Unskilled tradesperson but drivers (5) 15.28 20.27

Wage
Wage category 
based on mini-
mum wage (mw)

Up to 0.5 mw (1) 35.34 23.94

0.5–1 mw (2) 27.69 24.39

1 – 1.5 mw (3) 24.23 25.38

More than 1.5 mw (4) 12.74 26.28

Health Health plan

Contributory (1) 16.67 44.66

Subsidized (2) 68.75 40.12

Other (3) 14.58 15.22

Pension Pension plan
No (0) 84.85 61.75

Yes (1) 15.15 38.25

Source: Based on the geih (2017, p. 4).
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