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How does migration affect child labor in sending

countries?

Emigration from developing countries can change local labor market

conditions and children’s work time
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ELEVATOR PITCH

International labor mobility has resulted in sweeping
socio-economic changes in many developing countries.
When a family member migrates for work and sends
back remittances, household income may rise, and with it
investment in children’s schooling. Emigration flows may
also alter local labor market conditions and wage rates,
which can in turn affect children’s labor supply. Whether
there is more or less child labor as a result of migration
may depend on the skill composition of the migrants and
on how family members respond to wage changes.

KEY FINDINGS

Pros

© Through remittances, labor migration may
provide additional income to household members
left behind, which may reduce the household’s
need for child labor.

© Wages in the home labor market may rise
following labor outflows, raising the income of
some adult workers and thus reducing the need
for their children to work.

© Since child labor is more common in poor
households that depend on unskilled labor, the
positive income effects will be stronger when the
share of unskilled labor is higher among migrants
than stayers.

AUTHOR’S MAIN MESSAGE

The international stock of emigrants from developing
countries has been rising
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Source: Calculations based on UN migration data. Online at:
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data
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Cons

© Migration of some family members withdraws
human capital and labor from the sending
household, a loss that may be compensated for by
increasing child labor in the home and in the labor
market.

© Adults may work less in response to a migration-
induced rise in local wages, potentially requiring
their children to work more.

© Depending on the skill composition of migrants
and on the responsiveness of the adult labor
supply to wage changes, higher local wages may
increase the incentives for children to work.

International labor mobility affects both family members left behind and workers in migrant-sending countries. Family
members benefit from remittances, which raise household income and may alter resource and time allocations. Non-
migrant workers are also affected, through changes in local labor markets. The effect on child labor depends, in part, on
the skill composition of migrants and on adult responsiveness to wage changes. Understanding these effects helps to inform
policies that can enable developing countries to break out of the vicious cycle of poverty resulting from underinvestment

in education, a low-skilled labor force, and child labor.
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