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Abstract
Taking unjust and unlawful benefits of children’s labour for someone’s gain or grati-
fication can be termed as economic exploitations in child labour. The study aimed 
to explore the prevalence of economic exploitations and their determinants among 
child labourers (CLs). Lalbagh, Hazaribagh, and Kamrangirchar sub-districts of 
Dhaka district were rationally chosen as the areas of the study. The study adopted a 
mixed-method design, where a proportional probability sampling was used. A list of 
1753 CLs comprising 543, 587 and 626 from the selected study areas was prepared 
through a short enumeration survey and 324 CLs were interviewed systematically 
from the list to collect quantitative data using a face-to-face structured interview 
schedule. The study also collected qualitative data through 15 in-depth case inter-
views (five from each sub-district). Multivariate logistic regression was employed to 
determine the associated factors with the economic exploitations. Thematic analy-
sis was followed, and then a concurrent technique was employed for data analysis. 
Results showed that 97% of the CLs were economically exploited. The multivari-
ate logistic regression analysis identified that the socio-economic and occupational 
factors were significantly associated with these economic exploitations in different 
variables used in the study. On the other hand, the qualitative findings showed that 
the CLs were physically and verbally abused, engaged long working hours with less 
than minimum wage, involved in various hazardous jobs while hardly received treat-
ment costs due to occupational injury. Finding would be an important guideline for 
the governmental and non-governmental organizations, policymakers, human rights 
workers and development practitioners in the related field.
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1  Introduction

Child labourers (CLs) across the world are being deprived, abused, exploited eco-
nomically at work, or employed under conditions that severely affect and jeopard-
ize their health, education, safety, morals, and dignity (UNICEF, 2014). In Bang-
ladesh, the fundamental rights of citizens, including children, have been protected 
in the constitution of the country. The Government of Bangladesh has also rati-
fied 33 conventions related to labour issues, including ILO Convention No 182 
(Worsts forms of Child Labour) and UN Convention on the Rights of Child 
(UNCRC) (Islam, 2017). Along with the ratifications of conventions, Bangladesh 
Government has also enacted several laws and policies after the independence of 
Bangladesh, including the Children Act, 1974 (repealed by Children Act, 2013), 
Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 (amended in 2013), and National Plan of Action to 
Eliminate Child Labour (2020–2025) etc., for the protection of children and their 
rights, and the Labour Act is considered as the most remarkable law to safeguard 
children’s rights and welfare. According to the Children Act, 2013 in Bangladesh, 
all persons up to the age of 18 years shall be regarded as children.

Children in the age group of 14 and below constitute 34.64% of the total 
population in Bangladesh (Population and Housing Census, 2011). The matter 
of despair is that despite the prohibition of child labour by law, Bangladesh is 
the home, where more than 5% of the world’s working child population reside. 
The CLs in Bangladesh often commonly engage in a wide variety of hazard-
ous occupations like helpers in construction works, motor transports and motor 
workshops, manufacturing companies, tanneries, mining, ship breaking, also with 
direct contact to chemicals, pesticides, dust, and carcinogenic agents (Aktar & 
Abdullah, 2013; Amon et  al., 2012; BBS, 2011; Kamruzzaman, 2015; Rahman 
et al., 2014; US Department of Labour, 2017; Zaman et al., 2014). Consequently, 
they face a deteriorated health and nutrition status that ultimately continues the 
vulnerabilities over generations in the vicious cycle (Aktar & Abdullah, 2013; 
Rahman et  al., 2014). In some cases, children are even found to be involved in 
crimes of carrying arms, drugs, and other illegal types of equipment. In Bang-
ladesh, it is estimated that around 40,000 children are alarmingly engaged in 
criminal activities like carrying out pistols, selling drugs and arms, and so on 
(Mohajan, 2014).

Poverty is the main cause of child labour in Bangladesh (Das & Mukherjee, 
2007; Ray, 2004). These working children involved in informal garment produc-
tion work about 16 h (US Department of Labour, 2017) and 12 to 14 h at informal 
economic sectors (Aktar & Abdullah, 2013). The children who work as domes-
tic workers work from early in the morning to deep night and they do not get 
any leisure (Islam et al., 2014). In particular, employers recruit these children for 
low wages to maximize their profits (Majumdar, 2001). Children, however, are to 
work under such exploitations and jeopardized situations to support their fami-
lies. Recent evidence shows a positive association between CLs in Bangladesh 
and the probability to report an injury or illness or other health problems (Ahmed 
& Ray, 2014). It is evidence that long strenuous working hours affect a child’s 
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mental and physical health, social development, and general wellbeing (Zaman 
et al., 2014). Though Bangladesh has already initiated an appreciable number of 
laws and policies and ratified conventions to protect and improve the status of 
CLs, the country has made very steady progress in the repression of CLs due to 
the least application of these laws and policies.

2 � Literature Review

Child labour is a work that deprives of children from their childhood and impairs 
their physical development, health, and education (Ahmed & Ray, 2014; Aktar & 
Abdullah, 2013; Karim et al., 2004). Child labour is defined as the serious violation 
of human rights that is conditional to the age of the child, and that includes activity 
that hinders children’s development, denies educational opportunities, impairs their 
health and abstains from their movement (Chatterjee, 2011). Hazardous child labour 
is also a global talk as this derives from excessive workloads that extremely dete-
riorates the physical and mental health of children, and has adverse effects on their 
moral development and safety (ErdemTürkelli, 2019; ILO, 2006). Child labour is 
meant in this study, however, to those who are involved in strenuous work e.g., in 
motor workshops, garage, garments, industries, tanneries, a helper at vehicles and 
tea stalls and restaurants, etc. usually known as hazardous, to support themselves 
and/or their family. Global consensus exists that the labour of children is harmful to 
themselves and the country as well and that is why it is enforced that child labour 
should be abolished (UNICEF, 2009; Webbink et al., 2013). But still, over 152 mil-
lion children are engaged in the global labour market, of which 73 million are in 
hazardous work (ILO, 2017). The report also sketched that girl stands for 42% of the 
total CLs, and Asia and the Pacific stand 3rd with 7.4% of the global total. Bangla-
desh is the home of 3.45 million CLs today and 1.228 million children are engaged 
in a hazardous job yet (Dhaka Tribune, 2016).

The term ‘Economic’ implies material interests that have an impact on the econ-
omy of the state, community or family while the term ‘Exploitation’ refers to take 
unfair and unjust advantage of another person through manipulation, abuse, oppres-
sion or ill-treatment (Van Der Hof et al., 2020; Warren, 2011). The notion of eco-
nomic exploitation in child labour is defined as taking unjust advantage of children’s 
work for personal profit or gain (Save the Children, 2020) and that might be through 
production, distribution and consumption of goods and services. Exploitative 
employment of children, however, refers to children who are under 18 and work in 
mines, factories, farms, textiles, farms, the sex trades, food service, military service, 
and entertainment (Chatterjee, 2011) and the usual problems associated with their 
exploitations are the exclusion from education, healthcare, and different important 
services and developmental resources (Huisman & Smits, 2015; Pinzon-Rondon 
et al., 2010). Employers, especially informal establishments owners, prefer to recruit 
children as they are cheap and easy to exploit as they oblige long working hours and 
poor working conditions or do not dare to protest (Norpoth et al., 2014). It has been 
found that CLs in Bangladesh work 12 to 14 h (Aktar & Abdullah, 2013; Zaman 
et al., 2014) and in some cases, 15 to 16 h (US Department, 2017) depending on the 
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type of work, not given proper wages and being exploited by intermediary groups/
middleman (Karim et  al., 2004; Aktar & Abdullah, 2013). Quattri and Watkins 
(2016) found that children aged between 06 and 14 years old are employed full-time 
and working up to 100 to 110 h per week with less than $2 pay in a day. Employ-
ers usually pay their salary too late or in arrear to force them to persist in their job 
(Murray et  al., 2019). Those children who are usually involved in strenuous work 
and seemed to receive a standard salary in comparison to their labour were chosen 
for this study and meant exploitative if their labour was taken through unjust, cruel 
and harmful treatment and remuneration was below the minimum national standard.

Karim et  al. (2004) argued that CLs are comparatively more helpless and sus-
ceptible to be economically exploited in Bangladesh as most of them are from eco-
nomically poor family backgrounds, and significant numbers of them have no culti-
vable land. Poverty, however, has been identified as the root causes of child labour 
in Bangladesh that make their life more helpless and this virtually leads them to 
sell their labour to get livelihood opportunities (Aktar & Abdullah, 2013; Das & 
Mukherjee, 2007; Fetuga et  al., 2005; Kamruzzaman, 2015; Khanam, 2005; Nor-
poth et  al., 2014; Ray, 2004; Salmon, 2005; Zaman et  al., 2014). Other causes of 
child labour include the debt of parents, unemployment or low income of family 
members, the sudden demise of the wage earners of the family, loss of livelihood 
due to high natural calamities, e.g., cyclones, floods, storms, droughts, river erosion 
etc. Boys in Bangladesh hold most of the jobs in industry while, girls have their 
jobs at the household level (French, 2010; US Department, 2017). Consequently, 
child domestic workers, mainly girls, experience physical and sexual abuse within 
the household (Islam et al., 2014; US Department, 2017). Children from disadvan-
taged socio-economic backgrounds also enter into the sex industry in Bangladesh. 
Along with trafficking, their family members sell them to brokers, being unaware 
of the real situation or even being aware of prioritizing financial gain over the wel-
fare of the victim (Murray et  al., 2019). Inhuman/brutal torture of CLs, however, 
constantly happens to CLs by their employers for breaking glass/plates at home (for 
domestic workers) or hotels/restaurants and for anything wrong at work (The Finan-
cial Express, 2020). Medical benefits and medication are rarely allowed to them 
(Aktar & Abdullah, 2013). They rarely get leisure in their working period (Islam 
et al., 2014) and the long strenuous working hours impact their physical and mental 
health (Mahmod et  al., 2016; Zaman et  al., 2014). As Kim et  al. (2020) and Das 
and Mukherjee (2011) showed different dimensions of the economic exploitations 
and deprivation of the CLs in India; and Pinilla-Roncancio and Silva (2018) in 
Angola. Though child labour has a positive impact on the living standards of fami-
lies (Ahmed & Ray, 2014; Smith, 1999), there is a strong theoretical and empirical 
association between economic miseries and the risks and shocks that pose children 
to sell their labour as well (ILO, 2013).

The government of Bangladesh has ratified 33 conventions related to labour 
issues (NCLEP, 2010) and enacted an appreciable number of laws and policies 
since after independence in 1971, e.g., Children Act 1974 (repealed by Children 
Act 2013), National Children Policy 1994, Birth and Death Registration Act 
2004, Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 (amended in 2013), National Child Labour 
Elimination Policy 2010, The Prevention and Suppression of Human Trafficking 
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Act 2012, and National Plan of Action to Eliminate Child Labour (2020–2025) 
etc., for the protection of children and their rights. Though Bangladesh Labour 
Act, 2006 is the consolidation of 25 labour laws and has incorporated signifi-
cant aspects of child labour rights, the major deficit of the law is the exclusion 
of informal sectors (agriculture, domestic work and small-scale family busi-
nesses) from the scope of application that paves the route of exploitation of CLs 
(Norpoth et al., 2014). On the contrary, though adolescents (children aged 15 to 
18) are allowed to work for certain hours under the labour act, no wages have 
been indicated. On the contrary, National Child Labour Elimination Policy 2010 
said to make interim arrangements to fix national minimum wages for children 
and adolescents employed in formal and informal sectors until entire elimina-
tion from Bangladesh (NCLEP, 2010), this yet to be fixed that paves the way of 
extreme exploitations of child labourers. In general, despite these ratified and 
initiated laws, conventions and protocols to protect and improve the status of 
CLs, the country has been making steady progress in the repression of CLs and 
their situation in Bangladesh is quite deadly. On the other hand, considerable 
numbers of studies have been carried out in Bangladesh marking the nature and 
trend of CLs, their working conditions, and opportunities, the causes of their 
involvement in labour, and existed legal measures to protect their rights (Ahmed 
& Ray, 2014; Ahsan, 2011; IREWOC, 2010; Kamruzzaman, 2015; Norpoth 
et  al., 2014; Salmon, 2005; Sheikh & Prodhan, 2013). Nonetheless, to date, 
very little is known regarding economic exploitations and their determinants 
and severity in real life, even though this has been considered as a prioritized 
topic area of SDGs for Bangladesh. Considering the gap in the literature and as 
a promising signatory country of SDG, therefore, the study has been carried out 
in Dhaka city to explore the prevalence of economic exploitation, its severity 
and determining factors among the CLs in Bangladesh.

3 � Data and Methods

3.1 � Research Approach and Research Methods

The study employed a mixed-method approach where quantitative data were 
collected through a cross-sectional survey method and qualitative data through 
in-depth case interviews. This approach was conveniently used in contemporary 
similar studies (notably Islam et al., 2014; Rahman et al., 2014; Sheikh & Prod-
han, 2013). Besides, this kind of qualitative data provided a better understanding 
of the economic exploitations, their determinants and forms of CLs. The study 
selected Lalbagh, Hazaribagh, and Kamrangirchar sub-districts of Dhaka dis-
trict as these areas predominately belong to numerous motor transport stations, 
and service centres, motor workshops, tanneries, and informal local industries, 
where thousands of CLs are engaged in hazardous works (Caleo et  al., 2018; 
IREWOC, 2010).
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3.2 � Data Collection Methods and Data Collection Instruments

Quantitative data were collected through a face-to-face interview, where a struc-
tured interview schedule was used with a numerical value. On the other hand, 
the qualitative data were collected by using an in-depth case interview method, 
where a guideline was employed for such data collection.

3.3 � The Sample and Respondents

The sample size was calculated using the sample size formula, n =

z2pq

d2
[× 1.5 

(design effect)] based on a 95% confidence interval and the prevalence (4.09%) 
of overall current child labourers in Dhaka city (BBS, 2015). Thus, the calculated 
sample size was 293. A 10% non-response of 293 was anticipated, and therefore, 
324 participants were finally selected as participants for the quantitative survey, 
who met the pre-defined inclusion criteria: both boys and girls; aged between 7 
and 17 years; engaged in various hazardous and some cases, non-hazardous jobs 
as well, like jobs in the motor workshop, garage, industries, tanneries, a helper at 
vehicles and tea stalls, and restaurants.

Before data collection, a short enumeration survey was adopted that identified 
a list of 1753 CLs from the study areas, then used as a sampling frame. The entire 
list of CLs was separated following 543, 587, and 626 respectively for the three 
selected areas that were then used as three single sampling units of CLs, and then 
from these 324 participants (108 from each area) were randomly selected sys-
tematically. One in every fourth CLs was chosen as a participant (Haque et  al., 
2019). Though almost one-tenth of the respondents were not available during the 
data collection period, the next immediate participant in the frame was selected 
to avoid missing data. Additionally, a total of 15 in-depth interviews (5 from 
each sub-district) were conducted among the CLs using the purposive sampling 
technique (Fig. 1). The rationale to select these 15 cases to consider manpower, 
time and financial matters. We also believe that these numbers are adequate to get 
detail contextual qualitative data for this study.

Respondents’ socio-demographic data (Table 1) show that 83% were boys and 
17% girls, where the highest 54% were between 13 and 17 years and 46% were 7 
to 12 years. Nearly 63% were primary incomplete and the rest 37% were primary 
pass and above. There was a significant association (P < 0.038) between education 
and the economic exploitations of CLs. The number of non-earning members was 
found highest more than three members nearly among 88% of the households, 
and the households with less than 03 members of non-earning members were 
found among the rest 12% only. Data showed that only 15% of the respondents’ 
monthly family income was Taka 16,000 and more (US$192), the national aver-
age monthly income of household as per HIE Survey 2016, while the rest 85% of 
the households were found to earn less and/or least than the national average of 
household income. However, among the total CLs interviewed under the depth 
case interviews showed that 09 of them were male and 06 were female, where the 
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highest number (08) were between 13 and 17 and the rest 07 were between 07 and 
12 years old.

3.4 � Data Measurement and Data Analysis

The study used some socio-demographic indicators/variables of CLs such as age, 
sex, education, reasons for leaving school, number of non-earning family members, 
family income, working experience, and their decision-makers to be involved at 
work, etc. To calculate the prevalence of economic exploitations among the CLs, 
minimum wage > Taka. 8000 (> US$95) suggested by Bangladesh Wage Earners 
Welfare Board (WEWB) was used as a standard labour wage. That is, those who 
were engaged full time at their works receiving > Taka. 8000 (> US$95) were con-
sidered to be economically exploited. Field notes and a tape recorder were used for 
qualitative data. The research team edited and manually coded the raw data, and 
rearranged it, and the themes and relevant quotations/verbatim were recorded to 

Fig. 1   Sampling strategy of the study.  Source: Developed by authors
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visualise the qualitative data. Afterwards, the data were translated into English and 
thematic analysis was performed (Abusaleh & Islam, 2019; Haque et al., 2018).

The study used the SPSS (version 26) for data analysis. A multivariate logistic 
regression was done to determine the associated factors with economic exploita-
tion. ‘economically exploited at work’ was a dependent variable and socio-familial 
and occupational factors were used as independent variables while considering a 
95% Confidence Interval (CI) for each category. Thematic analysis with some sub-
headings was used, and then a concurrent technique was employed for data analysis. 
Finally, both types of data were triangulated to provide rich data analysis. This tri-
angulation method was very useful to understand the contextual perspective of eco-
nomic exploitations on one hand and the numerical and understandable analysis on 
the other. This study argues that a few studies are conducted using a mixed-method 
approach on the economic exploitations of child labourers, and it is particularly true 
in the Bangladesh context.

3.5 � Research Ethics

There is no ethical body in Bangladesh that can approve the research ethics of 
the study. However, the study took permission from the parents of the children, 
and their employers as well for those who live at their workplace. Children’s 

Table 1   Sociodemographic characteristics of the respondents

Fishers exact X2 test was used as some of the expected cell value was found < 5
**Family income of the participants was categorized: Taka < 16,000, and Taka > 16,000, as Taka 15,945 
was found an average monthly household income according to HIE Survey 2016 (BBS, 2019)

Demographic Characteristics f (%) Prevalence of economic exploita-
tions, total respondents = 324

X2 P value

Exploited (%) Not exploited (%)

Sex
 Boys 268 (82.7) 258 (96.3) 10 (3.7) 0.53 0.286
 Girls 56 (17.3) 55 (98.2) 01 (1.8)

Age
 07–12 years 148 (45.7) 145 (98) 03 (02) 1.55 0.118
 13–17 years 176 (54.3) 168 (95.5) 08 (4.5)

Education
 Below primary 204 (62.96) 194 (95.1) 10 (4.9) 3.81 0.038
 Primary and above 120 (37.04) 119 (99.2) 01 (0.8)

Number of non-earning family members
 < 03 members 40 (12.3) 39 (97.5) 01 (2.5) 0.111 0.368
 > 03 members 284 (87.7) 274 (96.5) 10 (3.5)

Family income**
 < BDT 16,000 274 (84.6) 265 (96.7) 09 (3.3) 0.066 0.295
 > BDT 16,000 50 (15.4) 48 (96) 02 (04)
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verbal consent was also taken before data collection. The research team clearly 
explained the research objectives and benefits of the study to the child workers, 
their parents/guardians, and their employers, if necessary.

4 � Results

4.1 � Reasons for Being Child Labourers and Their Working Environment

Poverty has been identified as one of the main causes of child labour. Findings 
showed that the main reason for leaving school and joining the workforce by CLs 
was due to poverty e.g., loss of land due to riverbank erosion, parental unem-
ployed status or sudden demise of the wage earners members, debt back at home, 
etc., which constituted almost half of the total respondents (48%) (Table 2).

From the in-depth case interview, an 11-year old girl, working as a domestic 
worker, stated:

I left my study at a junior level due to the inability of my parents to bear my 
educational expenses. I cherish it if I were in school like my other friends.

Another respondent, a boy, 12 years, working in a motor workshop, narrated:

Table 2   Reasons for leaving education, and the current working conditions of CLs

Fishers exact X2 test was used as some of the expected cell value was found < 5

Reasons for leaving 
education and joining in 
workforce

f (%) Prevalence of economic exploitations, 
total respondents = 324

X2 P value

Exploited (%) Not exploited (%)

Reasons for leaving schools
 Poverty 155 (47.8) 149 (96.1) 6 (3.9) 0.205 0.217
 Lack of awareness/cul-

tural attitudes/others
169 (52.2) 164 (97) 5 (3)

Decisions makers to be involved in child labour
 Family members 158 (48.8) 156 (98.7) 02 (1.3) 4.263 0.030
 Relatives/employers 166 (51.2) 157 (94.6) 09 (5.4)

Working experiences
 < 03 years 65 (20.1) 64 (98.5) 01 (1.5) 0.855 0.034
 > 03 years 259 (79.9) 249 (96.1) 10 (3.9)

Daily working hours
 < 08 h 47 (14.5) 47 (100) 00 (00) 1.932 0.173
 > 08 h 277 (85.5) 266 (96) 11 (4)

Whether received leisure during their working period
 No 219 (67.8) 209 (95.4) 10 (4.6) 2.826 0.068
 Yes 105 (32.4) 104 (99) 01 (01)
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Due to river erosion, we have lost our house and moved to Dhaka with my 
family. To survive, I had to leave the study and chose to work in this motor 
workshop.

A girl, 12 years old, working in a bag producing factory during the in-depth 
interview said:

My father has already been died leaving one younger brother and an elder 
sister with a dependent older mother. After the demise of my father, there 
were no earning sources in my family. Hence the only option remained, with 
the suggestion of my uncle, I had to leave school, even my village too, to 
join this bag making factory.

The other reasons for leaving education were related to lack of awareness/neg-
ative cultural attitudes e.g. the failures in the exam, the force of parents/relatives, 
and self-reluctance. Forhad (pseudonym), a nine-year-old boy, said:

Though my parents do nothing and have no income, we have five katha 
(approximately 7.5 decimal) land with a semi-pucca house from which we 
earn about Taka 18,000 (US$216) and lead our family... Though I do not 
have a monetary problem, I left my study due to my self-reluctance... I do 
not find interest in studying.

Persons involved in decision-making to engage in child labour were found to 
have a substantial association with economic exploitations of CLs (P < 0.030). 
It was found that relatives or employers usually persuade the parents or the legal 
guardians to involve children at work (51%) which was found to pave the route of 
wage exploitation compare to those whose decisions were made by family mem-
bers. A boy, 13 years old, during an in-depth case interview, said:

Due to economic hardship and my parents’ request, my employer recruited 
me... I work in this tannery till very morning tonight, but I am not paid the 
least (receives Taka 3500, US$42) comparable to my other colleagues.

The majority of the CLs (80%) have been working for more than three years 
and their working experiences were found to be significantly associated with eco-
nomic exploitations (P < 0.034). Nearly 86% of the children work more than eight 
hours in a day, usually between 11 to 13 h per day, and more than two-thirds of 
them (68%) mentioned that they did not receive any leisure during their working 
period (Table 2). Sakib (pseudonym), one of the boy respondents, 13 years, who 
works as a Laguna helper stated:

I join in my duty at 6 am and come back at 9 or10 pm. In between the whole 
time I get an hour break for lunch and also enjoy serial maintaining ses-
sions.

Another respondent, 15 years old boy, working at a restaurant, said:

I have been working at this restaurant since May 2018. I usually start my 
work from 6.00 to 6.30 am and end at 09:30 to 10:00 pm. There is no rest 
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period during my working hour. I usually feel pressure at breakfast, lunch 
and dinner time when the number of customers remains so high.

4.2 � Prevalence and the Means of Economic Exploitations

The study revealed that the highest majority (96.6%) of the CLs were economi-
cally exploited (received < Taka 8000; which is below the minimum standard wage 
structure of the county). Only 3.4% of CLs, who were mainly involved as helpers in 
Leguna (human hauliers) or labour in mechanical workshops, said to receive min-
imum wage. During an in-depth case interview, a 10-year-old female respondent, 
working in a mosquito coil producing factory, said:

My employer is a good person who pays me Taka 2000 (US$24) every month 
in remuneration for my work. The money is received by my mother and spent 
on household maintenance.

Another respondent, Robin (pseudonym), an 11-year old boy, laguna (human 
haulier) helper stated:

As a Leguna (human haulier) helper, I have to hang throughout the roads leav-
ing myself at risk at every moment. I work 12 to 14  h per day and do not 
receive any payment while my Leguna is in maintenance or with repairmen. I 
earn only Taka 250 (US$3) per day instead of my work.

CLs were asked whether they receive their salary in time, the result showed that 
more than two-thirds (68%) of them stated not to receive their salary regularly. 
Around three-fourths (73%) of them reported that they receive their payment infrac-
tions (Fig. 2). The study also recorded various types of economic punishments that 

67.6

73.4

27.9

15.4

13.6

78.6

57.3

90.4
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Not paying salary regularly
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Fig. 2   Means of economic exploitations
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CLs faced during their working hours such as wage deduction (28%), termination 
from the job without paying wage (15%), salary deduction due to breaking working 
instruments (14%), etc. The majority (78%) of CLs reported that they do not receive 
any payment for their extra service hours (Fig. 2). Girl, 15 years, working in a work-
shop, during an interview stated:

I am to hear doggerel speeches if I go to work late. In case of absence or fail-
ure to fill up the production target, wage deduction is the most common form 
of punishment here. In some cases, threats are given (by employers/managers) 
to terminate the job.

Another boy labour, 13 years, working as human haulier helper, said:

Once, I fail to attend my job due to my illness for a week. Afterwards, while 
I deem to attend my job again, my Ostad (boss) denies and ask me to manage 
another job. I request him to say that I do not have alternative options to man-
age a job but he does not hear my voice and starts to use slang language.

A 15- year-old labour, working at a restaurant, stated during the interview:

Though I work around 13 h per day, I am not paid any extra money than what 
my employer promised in the beginning. Even I am paid my salary in fraction 
fearing that if I leave my job at a sudden!

Around six out of ten CLs said that they were not paid any money during the 
annual festival. The highest majority of the participants (90%) stated that they did 
not even receive any treatment cost from their employer if they would get injured at 
workplaces (Fig. 2). A 13-year old boy worker (human haulier) said:

I never know any holiday in my job, even while I remain sick. I am to face the 
hot sun on sunny days, cooler environment in the winter season during my 
work. I usually face fever and cough... It is unimaginable! to get any treatment 
cost from my boss.

Boy, 14 years, working in a mechanical workshop, said:

I work in a mechanical workshop for the last five years with physical risk in 
every moment. I receive Taka. 5000 (US$60) for my work. In my working ten-
ure, many times I was severely injured but no compensation I had from my 
malik (Employer) side... Even I never know about any allowance during the 
festival!

4.3 � Risk Factors Associated with Economic Exploitations

From the bivariate analysis, it was found that age, sex, current living place, decision-
makers to be involved in child labour, and working experiences of the CLs were 
all associated with their economic exploitations (Table  3). Multivariate analysis 
after adjusting for possible confounders identified some factors to be significantly 
higher in increasing the exploitations among the CLs. Participants’ younger age 
(7–12  years) (OR 2.3, 95% CI 0.53–8.96) were more than two times likely to be 
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exploited compared to those aged 13–17 years. Girls (OR 2.20, 95% CI 0.27–17.85) 
were found to be significantly prone to be economically exploited than their boy 
counterparts. In an in-depth case interview, a 16-year old girl, working in a local 
garment, said:

When my father left us, inevitably, I had to engage in this job consulting with 
my mother… My close relatives also pushed me continuously to be here. 
My aunt works at a local garment and earns Taka. 8000 (US$95) per month. 
When she observed that we are in an economic crisis, she assured me to man-
age a job for me. Finally, she managed this job for me. I am paid, Taka. 4000 
(US$47.50) (though the position salary usually ranges between Taka. 7000 to 
10000 (US$83 to 119). In some cases, I just face needle attacks at my finger. 
They use slang language in case of late and cuts my wage if I fail to fill up the 
production target.

Another 10-year-old girl child, working as domestic labour, narrated:

I started working at a house last nine months. I would do every work of the 
household from washing dishes to cleaning the floor to coating. My employer 
started beating me on the fourth day of my work. Even I was not allowed to 
contact my parents and she (household head) did not provide me with enough 
food... No payment was made to my parents even.

Table 3   Adjusted risk factors associated with economic exploitations of CLs

Characteristics/Risk factors Multivariate analysis
OR (95% CI)

P-value

Age 7–12 years 2.3 (0.53–8.96) 0.023
13–17 years 1

Sex Boys 1
Girls 2.20 (0.27–17.85) 0.47

Educational status Primary and above 1
Below primary 0.12 (0.02–1.29) 0.031

Family income  > Taka 16,000 1
 < Taka 16,000 1.21 (0.21–5.10) 0.954

Current living place With parents/relatives 1
Working stations 1.67 (0.43–6.44) 0.460

Decision-makers to be involved in 
child labour

Family members 1
Relatives/Influence of employers 5.22 (1.10–24.77) 0.037

Nature of jobs Non-hazardous 1
Hazardous 1.04 (0.29–3.68) 0.95

Working experiences  > 3 years 1
 < 3 years 2.57 (0.28–19.24) 0.004

Never heard about any child labour 
laws

No 1
Yes 1.23 (0.14–10.66) 0.850

99



	 K. Abusaleh et al.

1 3

The odds of economic exploitations were likely to double among those CLs, who 
lived at their working stations (OR 1.67, 95% CI 0.43–6.44) in comparison to those 
who live at their home or with relatives. Boy, 16 years, working in iron-case making 
factory staying at his workstation, said:

Once, my boss used unutterable slang in the name of my parents, and then I 
was insisted on continuing my job despite my sheer lack of concentration… 
That very day I cut my finger during my work. He seriously scolded me for 
the injuries. Harshly, after a few days, while my regular performance dropped 
down, and my salary was cut off for what I did earlier. He (my employer) very 
often beats me for silly reasons too. I am often deprived of giving my regular 
meals here as well… I cannot even share these issues with my family members 
as they (parents) do not want to hear.

Children whose decisions were made by the influences of relatives or employ-
ers for involving in child labouring were found to be more than five times higher to 
face the economic exploitations (OR 5.22, 95% CI 1.10–24.77) versus those whose 
decisions were made by their family members. CLs with less working experience 
(< 3  years) were likely more than double riskier (OR 2.57, 95% CI 0.28–19.24) 
compared to those, who had more than three years of experience. A 12-year-old boy, 
working in a motor workshop, said during the interview:

As river erosion had taken everything of our life and made us evacuee, my par-
ents moved to Dhaka, and my uncle (present employer) said my father those 
days to make me engage at his workshop. I started to work in this motor work-
shop under the surveillance of an electric machine. I very often face heat at my 
hand, and blister at hand is a common injury here. Though I work for a long, 
he does not pay my money properly saying that his business is not running 
well.

Another respondent, a 14- year old girl, working a plastic factory narrated:

My parents managed this job requesting an uncle. I do not face any injury 
except the slang from my employer here. My employer pays me Taka 4,000 
(US$48) per month (senior colleagues usually carry Taka 8000 to 12000 for 
the same work) and the money is received by my mother and spent on house-
hold maintenance.

The multivariate analysis showed that many other factors such as educational sta-
tus, family income, and the nature of jobs were found to be insignificantly associated 
with the risk of economic exploitations of CLs (Table 3).

5 � Discussion

The main objective of the study was to investigate the prevalence of economic 
exploitations and its determinants among CLs in Bangladesh. The study used a 
mixed-method approach, where a face-to-face structured interview schedule was 

100



1 3

Prevalence of Economic Exploitations and Their Determinants…

used under the survey method and a separate in-depth case interview guideline was 
used to collect qualitative data. A limitation of the study was the number of partici-
pants (N = 324) across the three urban areas; this, however, has been compensated 
by information obtained from 15 in-depth case interviews. Also, due to the higher 
rate of migration/relocation among CLs, the study could not reach some partici-
pants and had to employ the next one from the sampling frame. Further, the cross-
section design of the study did not permit the reflection of the casual relationship, 
rather limited to identify and analyse the adjusted associations (Haque et. al., 2020). 
Despite these limitations, the study is potentially the first to document the preva-
lence of economic exploitations and its determinants and various means of exploita-
tions among CLs in Bangladesh.

The study reported that the highest majority of the CLs (97%) were economically 
exploited in their workplaces, as they do not receive a minimum wage (Taka 8000 
(US$95) per month) in correspondence to their works. Similar findings were docu-
mented in two other studies carried out in Latin America, and India. In Latin Amer-
ica, 64% of CLs were found to be exploited economically (Pinzon-Rondon et  al., 
2010) and in India, it was reported that 96% of CLs were economically exploited 
(Mohapatra & Dash, 2011). The qualitative findings also showed that almost all CLs 
received less than Taka 8000 (US$95). However, the possible reasons for exploita-
tions may include that children are considered as the last option at the households, 
and the guardian of CLs have nothing to do, while exploited, and the employers 
know that poverty compels them to work (Das & Mukherjee, 2007; Kamruzzaman, 
2015; Salmon, 2005).

Though the study did not find any association between the level of education of 
the children and their family income with the economic exploitations of CLs, this 
study distinctively identified various familial, socio-economic and occupational fac-
tors to be associated with the economic exploitation. From the bivariate and mul-
tivariate analysis after adjusting for possible confounders, it was observed that the 
likelihood of economic exploitations among the participants aged 07–12 (OR 2.3, 
95% CI 0.53–8.96) was more than two times higher than their senior counterparts 
who were aged 13–17 years old. This finding is aligned with other studies as well. 
It was recorded that children are to work long strenuous hours, deprived of their 
basic needs, face deteriorated health and nutrition status, and all these things are 
significantly higher to the junior group due to their age (Blanco & Valdivia, 2006; 
Islam et al., 2014; Kamruzzaman, 2015; Zaman et al., 2014). Similarly, the qualita-
tive findings of the study showed that children of lower age feel more physical as 
well as mental stress with their workload.

From the bivariate and multivariate test (adjusted), the study also examined that 
girls (OR 2.20, 95% CI 0.27–17.85) were found to become more likely to be eco-
nomically exploited at their workplace compared to boys. Other studies also showed 
that girl’s labour paves the way to heightened susceptibility to economic, sexual, 
and other hidden forms of abuse (UNICEF, 2009; US Department of Labour, 2017) 
with restricted pay and menial works (ILO, 2009). The potential reasons are that 
they start working at an earlier age than boys (Islam, 2010) and they involve in less 
visible forms of works (ILO, 2013). This study also reported that the odds of eco-
nomic exploitations among the children living at their working place (OR 1.67, 95% 
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CI 0.43–6.44) were reported around two times compared to those who lived with 
their parents or relatives. Qualitative findings also substantiated this finding as it was 
found that the majority of the CLs get abused by their employer at either their work-
place or their (employer’s) residence.

The study distinguishably recorded that CLs were found to be more than five 
times riskier (OR 5.22, 95% CI 1.10–24.77) at economic exploitations, when their 
decision to be involved in child labouring was made by the relatives and/or by the 
influence of employers versus whose decision was made by their family members. 
The study further revealed that CLs with less working experience (< 3 years) (OR 
2.57, 95% CI 0.28–19.24) were significantly prone to be the victim of economic 
exploitations compared to those who had more than three years of working experi-
ence. Though the qualitative finding substantiated that children with less experience 
receive a minimal salary, face more hazards at their work, and are more prone to 
physical as well as other forms of abuses, the exploitation, though exists, was not 
shown so high with the decision of involvement at labour and/or job arrangement 
that made by others except for family members.

It is evident from the findings that CLs exploitations are so high in Bangladesh 
and the most relevant reason is the less enforcement of existed laws and policies, 
and the ratified international instruments. The Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 even 
cannot be applied as the law does not bind the informal sector, while one-third of the 
child labourers are involved in the informal hazardous sector (ILO, 2017). Employ-
ers understand their vulnerable situation, ideally their need, and take the fullest 
advantage to maximize their profits. Even the social protection system in Bangla-
desh is not so strong that could ideally shield them from selling their labour.

6 � Conclusions

The study identified that the highest majority (97%) of the CLs are being economi-
cally exploited by receiving salaries less than the country’s minimum standard 
wage, which is alarming. Besides, a good portion of the child labourers reported 
they did not receive their salary regularly, received that often infraction. They also 
had to face various forms of economic exploitations due to their discriminating 
occupational life such as wage deduction for a silly reason, termination from the job 
without paying wage, receiving no payment for their extra service hours, and rarely 
receiving annual festival incentives. Factors like the age of the CLs, their sex, cur-
rent living place, decision-makers in involving children in labouring, and working 
experiences are significantly associated with economic exploitations. If child labour 
is not addressed seriously by the authorities, it may function as the emerging threat 
towards achieving the sustainable development of the country.

The study findings have strong policy implications. Finding is evidence of the 
violation of the commitments of the ILO conventions, CRC, 8th Five Year Plan 
(2020–2025), child laws and policies in Bangladesh. The finding is also important 
to implement SDGs in Bangladesh particularly Goal 1 (No Poverty, Targets 1.1, 
1.2, 1.3, 1.4,), Goal 2 (Zero Hunger), Goal 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing), Goal 4 
(Quality Education), Goal 5 (Gender Equality), Goal 8 (Decent Work and Economic 
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Growth), and Goal 10 (Reduced Inequality). To consider the economic exploitations 
and their determinants among the CLs, this study provides the following suggestions 
for the wellbeing of the CLs:

•	 As poverty is the main cause of child labour in Bangladesh and the families of 
CLs perceive them as a source of income for survival, the social protection sys-
tem for the child labourers and their families need to be ensured adequately.

•	 As almost all of the CLs reportedly economically exploited at their workplace 
even though pursuing their jobs more than eight hours work a day; national mini-
mum wage and working hour criteria for CLs need to address through appropri-
ate laws.

•	 The Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 (amended in 2013) needs to be amended 
including the provision of applicability of the act in the informal economic sec-
tor of Bangladesh. Besides, though the Bangladesh government has initiated an 
appreciable number of laws, policies, guidelines, rules, and ratified international 
instruments, the proper applications of these laws and instruments with the high-
est compliance need to be ensured.

•	 As a part of community intervention, anti-child labourers campaign; posters, 
stickers, or games related to trafficking, slavery, economic exploitations, sexual 
abuses, and the efficacy of decision making by family members rather than oth-
ers may be useful to create awareness among the mass people.
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