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Abstract

Child abuse among working children in rural Bangladesh:
prevalence and determinants

The paper aims to improve our understanding about the prevalence and determinants of child abuse in
rural Bangladesh. Data from the 1995 sample survey of 4,643 children aged 10-15 years in 150 villages
were used. Findings revealed that 21% of the children were in the labour force although the Bangladeshi
laws prohibited child labour. The prevalence of child abuse and exploitation was widespread in
Bangladeshi villages as 2.3% of all children were physically abused, 2% were financially exploited,
1.7% were forced to involve in inappropriate activities, and 3% were forced to work for long hours. The
prevalence of physical assault was much higher among younger children although the probability of
other types of abuse was higher among older children. Boys were more exposed than girls to be abused
of any kind. Poverty was also significantly associated with child abuse. Multivariate analysis suggested
that the out-of-school children and the children of illiterate, landless and unskilled labourers were more
likely to be abused than others when age and sex of children were controlled. The paper concludes that
raising public awareness against child abuse and promoting preventive measures should be adopted to

reduce child abuse in Bangladesh.
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Introduction

Despite significant progress in the global situation of children during the last couple of decades, many
children still suffer from poverty, homelessness and lack of access to education systems.' Millions of
children are working in abysmal conditions in farms and factories. International Labour Organisation
(ILO) estimated that at least 15% of all 10-14 years old children in Asia were in the labour force in
1996.> Most of them work for long hours on farms and industries in dangerous work environment.

It is not known exactly what proportion of children are in the workforce in Bangladesh.
According to the 1983-84 Labour Force Survey,’ the proportion of child labour in 10-14 age group was
nearly 25% which increased to 34.4% in 1989. A recent estimate indicated that 20% of the boys were
working in 1996 compared to only 4% among girls. The proportion of children in the labour force in
Bangladesh has consistently been increasing and likely to increase even further as a result of pervasive
poverty in the rural areas. The general impression about child labour situation in Bangladesh is that
children work for long hours, low wages, and in hazardous conditions. Elimination of child labour is a
desirable social goal, but the poverty factors pose a serious obstacle in achieving it.

The economic condition of the majority families in rural Bangladesh are of subsistence type
based primarily on agricultural activities. The children in the labour force were employed in such types
of activities as livestock raising, paddy husking, small trading, cooking, housekeeping, etc. Such a
labour intensive mode of employment continued for generations in villages. Involvement of children in
the workforce has not been considered wrong as it not only adds to their family income but also helps
prepare themselves for the future.* Many accept it as a means of acquiring the necessary skills that
develops the confidence and self respect, and prepare them to take over the responsibilities from elders.’
However, most often the child labour implies that children are doing things that are harmful to their
physical and mental development.* The child labour may impair healthy mental development in many
ways as it exposes children to the risks of physical, psychological or sexual abuse. As immature
workers, they are particularly vulnerable to abuse if they fail to perform their duties satisfactorily.
Exposure to unhygienic working environment such as heat, dust and smoke can also cause damage to
their health and well-being.*

Although the UN Convention on the Rights of the Children declares that child’s best interest
should always be the prime consideration in determining all actions affecting children,® child abuse
among working children has remained as a global problem.”'® While the reduction of child abuse has
becoming an important issue in the development discourse in many countries, very little is known about

the prevalence and determinants of child abuse.’
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A review of existing research suggests that information gap regarding child abuse among
working children needs to be addressed to identify intervention points. In developing societies, child
abuse is less likely to be recognised as a major social or public health problem. Thus, the documentation
of the prevalence of abuse is expected to be poor. In Bangladesh, very few organisations have shown
interest in this issue of reducing child abuse and neglect. Human right groups and a few non-
governmental development organisations have initiated programmes to raise awareness of the efficacy of
child abuse with limited success. As found elsewhere, child abuse is more likely to occur in workplace
than in family context.'"""? This paper estimates the proportion of children (10-15 years) in the workforce
and aims to improve our understanding about the prevalence and determinants of child abuse in rural

Bangladesh.

Methods

Study design

Data used in this study came from an open-ended survey, launched in March 1995 in 150 villages located
in four sub-districts of Bangladesh where BRAC has a demographic surveillance system since mid
1980s. Some of the villages were located near the urban centres in the sub-districts. Thus, a significant
proportion of the study children had opportunity to be involved as transport workers, factory helpers,
housekeepers and domestic servants. A list of all children aged between 10-15 years in the study villages
consisted the sampling frame for the survey. Systematic random sampling technique was followed
where one in every fifth household was selected. All sample children were interviewed that provided a
typical description of the whole day activity, time spent for each child and the living condition in
addition to the basic demographic and socio-economic characteristics. In many cases, maintaining
privacy during interviews was difficult that led to incomplete interviews. Nearly 90% (4,643) of the
children were successfully interviewed. The structured interviews focused on the demographic and
socio-economic characteristics of the children while the child abuse issues were captured by open-ended

interviews.

Definition of variables

The meaning of child labour and child abuse varies considerably. Children (5-15 years) who were found
employed during the reference period was considered child labour by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics

(BBS).” Amount of time spent was focused in one study and considered that a minimum of seven
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working hours a week would be required to be termed as child labour." In the present study, all working
children aged 10-15 years engaged in economic activity for at least four hours a day regardless of
employment status and remuneration were considered as working children.

The study focused on child abuse. Any act of physical aggression, economic exploitation,
neglect related to health and well-being, and mental torture was termed as child abuse in this study. As
no universally accepted indicators of child abuse was found, we focused on a limited forms of child
abuse among working children. These were: a) physical assault or beating; b) financial exploitation or
not paying full wages; c) forced to involve in such kind of acts that were not appropriate for children;
and d) overburden or too much work to complete in specified time. The explanatory variables or the
determinants of child abuse were age and sex of child, school enrollment status, education and

occupation of father and amount of land owned by the family.

Analytical procedure

The analysis begins with a description of the background variables of the sample children by the duration
of work. Secondly, the child abuse indicators are differentiated by demographic and poverty-related risk
factors. And finally, the net impact of the risk factors on child abuse is examined by employing
multivariate analysis. Log odds ratios of explanatory variables in the models are estimated to predict the
risk of abuse among sample children. This has helped understand the percentage change in the odds
associated with each unit change in the explanatory variables.

In the absence of longitudinal data, this study has followed the cross-sectional approach that
might have generated biased estimates. To minimise the possibility of bias, multivariate analysis has
been used to control the effects of confounding factors. It should be recognised that the evidence of
child abuse and its correlates, estimated in this paper, were more indicative than definitive. The
approach followed in this study was not appropriate to draw definite conclusions regarding the role of

socio-demographic factors on child abuse.
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Table 1 Proportion of children (10-15 years) in the labour force by
socio-economic characteristics and duration of working hours

Duration of working hours
Socio-economic

characteristics Four + Six + Eight +
All 20.8 8.0 3.1
Age of child

10-11 10.5 2.1 04

12-13 19.8 6.9 2.7

14-15y 32.8 15.3 6.4
Sex of child

Boy 20.0 9.1 4.1

Girl 21.8 6.7 2.1
Father’s education

None 24.7 10.1 4.2

1-5 19.4 6.9 2.7

6+ 11.0 3.0 0.6
Father’s occupation

Labourer 26.2 11.4 49

Others 18.0 6.2 2.2
Amount of land

Landless 26.4 11.2 49

1-199d 19.1 6.7 2.4

200 +d 12.2 3.7 0.9
Father

Alive 20.0 7.5 2.9

Dead 32.7 15.0 6.3
School

Enrolled 14.2 3.6 0.9

Not enrolled 46.6 24.9 11.9

Results

Profile of working children

The proportion of children at work by duration of working hour shows that about 20.8% of the children

were in the labour force if working period is considered at least four hours a day (Table 1). Relatively
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few children worked for long hours. While 8.0% of the children spent at least 6 hours a day, the
proportion of children reduced to only 3.1% who were fully (8+ hours) involved in the labour force.
When the duration of working hours was differentiated by demographic and socio-economic
characteristics of the study children, work hours spent appeared to have significant positive association
with age of children. Although the proportion of children in labour force was high (20.8%), relatively a
smaller proportion of young children was in work force. Data indicate that the entry to work force had a
positive and linear association with age of children. More boys than girls were in the workforce in the
study areas although the sex difference was not statistically significant among children who worked for
long (4+ ) hours.

The poverty factors had a clear and significant positive association (p<0.01) with child labour.
The poorer and illiterate families, having little or no agricultural land, might be forced to send their
children to work for wages.”” On the other hand, education of father played a key role in reducing child
labour regardless of the working hours of children. Similarly, the probability of a child to be in the
labour force was much higher if the father himself was a labourer. As expected, the children of landless
families were more likely to be in the labour market than others.

The society expects that the extended kin should support an orphan. But the pressure of poverty
often leads to break down this social norm. Data indicate that the death of father forced young children
to be in the labour market. The participation in workforce had a significant negative (p<0.01) association
with schooling of children.'® The reasons of such an association could be many. Time use in work-place
might be more demanding than attending school or parents might not be financially capable of keeping

their children in school."”

Child abuse: prevalence and socio-economic correlates

Only few studies have focused on the social and economic factors that contribute to child abuse.'®
Children of the poor families were often drafted to work for their own family or others. Not all children
were fortunate to work in pleasant atmosphere particularly who worked for others. The proportion of
children exposed to various types of abuse and the potential risk factors regardless of their involvement
in the workforce are presented Table 2. Of all study children, about 2.3% of children reported to be
physically assaulted at work while 2% never received full wages. About 1.7% of the children were
forced to involve in inappropriate acts and 3% were forced to work for long hours and beyond their

physical capacity.
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Table 2 Proportion of children exposed to various types of child abuse by socio-economic factors

Socio-economic Type of abuse*
factors Physical Financial Forced Over
assault exploitation  work burden
All 2:3 2.0 1.7 3.0
Age of child
10-11 3.1 0.6 0.5 1.3
12-13 2.6 2.1 2.1 3.0
14-15y 1.3 35 2.6 438
P-value <.01 <.0!1 <.01 <.01
Sex of child
Boy 2.4 3.1 2.3 42
Girl 2.2 0.9 1.1 1.6
P-value ns <.0!1 <01 <.01

Father’s education

None 2.8 29 2.3 4.1

1-5 2.2 1.2 1.0 2.0

6 y and more 1.1 0.4 0.7 0.7
P-value <.05 <.0!1 <.01 <.01
Father’s occupation

Labourer 2.2 4.0 2.8 53

Others 24 1.0 1.2 1.8
P-value ns <.01 <.01 <.01

Land ownership

Landless 3.2 3.1 2.7 4.8

1-199d 1.9 1.7 1.2 2.4

200 +d 1.5 0.6 0.6 04
P-value <.01 <.01 <.01 <.01
School

Enrolled 2.1 0.5 0.9 1.2

Not enrolled 3.1 79 4.8 9.9
P-value ns <.01 <.01 <.01

* Any event of beating or slapping in the last one month preceding the interview date was considered as physical
abuse. Financial exploitation was regarded as abuse where the child had not given full wages in the last three
months. When a child had to work against his/her will or involve in activities not appropriate for them in the last
one month was considered forced work. Over burden was also considered a form of abuse if a child had to work
long hours and beyond his/her physical capacity.

ns=not significant.



The prevalence of abuse appeared to be positively associated with the age of children for all
categories except physical assault indicating that younger children were more vulnerable than the older
ones to be physically abused. Boys were generally more abused than girls in all forms of abuse. The
relationship between the prevalence of abuse and the poverty indicators such as education, land
ownership and occupation of father clearly indicated who would be at the risk of abuse. It appeared that
child abuse had significant negative association with both the fathers’ years of schooling and amount of
land (p<0.01). The probability of a child to be abused was higher if his or her father was also a labourer
than otherwise. Out-of-school children were also more exposed to be abused than school-goers as the

former spent more time in work than later who were enrolled in school.

Factors predicting child abuse: multivariate analysis

The relative influence of the socio-demographic risk factors to predict various types of child abuse is
estimated by logistic regression analysis (Table 3). As found earlier, the incidence of physical assault
had reduced while all other types of abuse such as financial exploitation and forced work rose with the
age of children. Boys were significantly more likely to be abused than girls. Poverty factors such as
literacy, occupation of father and land ownership were also associated negatively with the incidence of
child abuse when other variables were controlled. This result confirms our earlier assumption that
parental socio-economic condition was significant predictor of child abuse in rural community in
Bangladesh. The probability of a child to be abused was lower among children who were in school
probably because a significant proportion of their time was spent in the school — a place where the
chance to be abused was minimum. Overall, the multivariate analysis clearly shows that the probability
of working child to be abused was dependent not only on the age and sex of the child but also the socio-

economic position of their parents.
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Table 3 Log odds ratios of selected explanatory variables to predict various types of child abuse

Socio-economic Type of abuse
risk factors Physical Financial Forced Over
assault exploitation  work burden

Age of child

10-11 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

12-13 0.79 2.56%* R 2.04**

14-15y 0.34%*x 2.84%** 3.81%** 2. 33%
Sex of child

Boy 1.09 L 2.22%%% 2.7 v

Girl 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Father’s education

None 2.3G%%% 2.36 1.63 2.16*

1-5 1.88 1.44 0.90 1.57

6 y and more 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Father’s occupation

Labourer 0.56** 2.3,] e 1.29 1.55%*

Others 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Land ownership

Landless 1.92* 1.36 2.56* <

1-199d 1.15 1.28 1.51 4. 2] %%

200+d 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
School

Enrolled 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Not enrolled 1.74** 11,] S 3.36%%n Sa1rer
Constant - 4.43%%* - 8.03%*x* - 7.14%%* ~7.82%%s
Model chi-square 40.2 2194 97.1 233.0
P-value 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

*** Significant at P <0.01.
** Significant at P < 0.05.

* Significant at P < 0.10.

Discussion and Conclusion

Although child abuse has been prevailing in Bangladesh from the historic period, the problem has

received serious attention only since the celebration of the /nternational Year of the Child in 1979. The
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results of this study disclosed an unexplored and sensitive issue that a significant proportion of children
might have been suffering considerable damage to their health and well-being. This finding has
important policy implications for both the government and non-government agencies in Bangladesh.
The study particularly focused on the working children only rather than all children. The reason has
been that they were doubly disadvantaged of being the child labourer and abused while struggling for
their survival.

The prevalence of child abuse among working children is reasonably high in rural Bangladesh.
It is still unclear why older and boys suffered more than others. One explanation is that they were
exposed to more hazardous work than younger and girls. It was not expected that all working children
would be able to satisfy their employers. But the tendency among the employers in behaving with
working children reiterated the assumption that the risk to be abused would remain higher among the
poor than other children. Results indicate that the probability of a child to be abused would increase if
his/her father was illiterate, landless and labourer. The study has demonstrated a clear linkage between
child abuse situation and the pervasive manifestation of poverty. Given the economic and cultural
context of Bangladesh, it will be very difficult to improve the child abuse situation in foreseeable future.
While the prevalence of abuse among the children enrolled in school was significantly low, it can be
suggested that a targeted ‘back to school’ programme may be an effective response to minimise the
sufferings of children at work.

The children in Bangladesh have not only been suffering from poverty, health hazards, and poor
access to education, but the child abuse, as additional burden to a significant proportion of children, may
impair the socio-emotional and cognitive development processes particularly in their intellectual and
linguistic competence.'® The task of projecting child abuse as a serious social and health problem would
be very difficult in Bangladesh because abuse in the limited scale is considered as part of the
socialisation process. The existing cultural values and legal systems do not prohibit child abuse unless
the damage it causes to health becomes significantly visible.

While a number of agencies and organisations in Bangladesh have been playing advocacy role to
ensure child rights, it is clear that advocacy alone cannot do much to have a significant impact in
reducing child abuse in Bangladesh. Child abuse should not only be regarded as a social problem that
could be eliminated by raising awareness but that it should also be considered as a serious public health
problem. A network of concerned organisations or agencies should work together against the problem of
child abuse.”’ The proposed network should oppose not only all forms of child abuse but also adopt a
multi-dimensional approach to prevent and control such abuses.”’ The primary tasks of the programme

should be to raise awareness among public, disseminate information to health providers to undertake
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specific measures to prevent it. As a long-term policy options, the programme should consider
establishing legal support network, expansion of non-formal school system® and targeted anti-poverty

programme to effectively reduce child abuse problem in Bangladesh.
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