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Effects of Work Permits
on Illegal Employment
Among Youth Workers:
Findings of a School-
Based Survey on Child
Labor Violations
Janet Abboud Dal Santo, DrPH,
J. Michael Bowling, PhD, and
Thomas A. Harris, JD

We compared self-reported child

labor violations between teenagers

with and without work permits. Data

were obtained from a school-based

survey of working teenagers in 16

randomly selected high schools in

North Carolina. We examined asso-

ciations between work hour viola-

tions, hazardous order violations

(performance of illegal tasks), and

possession of a work permit. Work

permits appear to be protective

against performance of illegal tasks

but not against work hour violations,

demonstrating the need for stricter

enforcement policies and improve-

ments in work permit screening

processes. (Am J Public Health.

2010;100:635–637. doi:10.2105/

AJPH.2009.160812)

North Carolina is one of 41 states requiring
working minors younger than 18 years to
obtain work permits.1To date, there have been
no systematic evaluations of existing federal
and state work permit regulations designed to
protect young people from the deleterious
effects of illegal employment.2 Although 1
study revealed that 40% of adolescents were
working in violation of work permit require-
ments and 2% to 11% were working in viola-
tion of hour provisions, that study lacked an
adequate sample size of adolescents younger
than 16 years, thus violations in this subcate-
gory were underestimated.3

We examined differences in self-reported
work hour violations and hazardous order

violations between teenagers in North Carolina
with work permits and those without permits.
Findings such as those from this study have
implications for interventions and policies re-
lated to youth workers in other states that
mandate the issuance of work permits.

METHODS

Cross-sectional surveys of students from 16
high schools in North Carolina were conducted
in fall 2005. Details of the survey methods and
the sociodemographic variables assessed are
described elsewhere.4 Respondents reported
whether they had a work permit for the paid job
in which they had worked the most hours in the
2 years prior to the survey (they could also
respond ‘‘don’t know’’). They were asked to refer
to this job when responding to all questions
related to work experience.

Hazardous order violations were defined as
performance by adolescents younger than 18
years of any of 11 illegal tasks and use of
equipment prohibited by North Carolina and
federal child labor laws. Work hour violations
were defined as reported violations of the daily
and weekly work hour standards for adoles-
cents aged 14 to 15 years and of hour re-
strictions on school nights for adolescents
younger than 18 years.

Teenagers younger than 16 years were
queried about work during and outside of the
school year. In the case of working late on
a school night, we applied the federal and state
standard of working no later than 7 PM for
adolescents younger than 16 years5 and the
state standard of11PM for adolescents aged16 to
17 years.6

We weighted our data to adjust for differ-
ences in selection probabilities.7 Using survey
logistic procedures and SAS software,8 we con-
ducted univariate analyses to test the effects of
work permits on violations.

RESULTS

The sample consisted of 844 eligible
working students. We calculated response
rates using the Council of American Survey
Research Organizations method, which ad-
justs for the number of ineligible nonrespon-
dents; our response rates ranged from 73.8%
to 86.6%. Details on response rate

RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

April 2010, Vol 100, No. 4 | American Journal of Public Health Dal Santo et al. | Peer Reviewed | Research and Practice | 635



calculations and descriptive statistics are pro-
vided elsewhere.4

Many adolescents younger than 16 years
had work hour violations (Table 1). Work
permits had no protective effect with regard to
working late on school nights, nor did they
have an impact in terms of violations of daily
and weekly work hours when school was in
session (Table 2).

As can be seen in Table 2, young people
without work permits were 3.5 times as likely
as those with work permits to use a power saw
(odds ratio [OR]=1.54; 95% confidence in-
terval [CI]=1.74, 7.09), 2.1 times as likely to
operate other power tools or appliances
(OR=2.08; 95% CI=1.54, 2.79), 2.2 times as
likely to use forklifts (OR=2.22; 95%

CI=1.10, 4.47), and 3 times as likely to use
power nail guns or staplers (OR=2.97; 95%
CI=2.03, 4.33).

DISCUSSION

Work permits have a protective effect with
regard to selected illegal hazardous tasks.
However, our findings that type-of-work viola-
tions continue to occur in some cases among
adolescents with work permits suggest that
current screening processes do not adequately
determine whether young people are working
in legal occupations. Also, violations may result
when employers switch young workers from
an initial job they can legally perform to an
illegal one.

We found that, irrespective of work permit
issuance, young people worked long and late
hours in violation of child labor laws. This
shortcoming is not surprising given that the
current employment certificate in North Caro-
lina requires employers to describe a job but
not the hours associated with it.

Despite their limitations, work permits ap-
pear to confer benefits in that they are nega-
tively associated with several prohibited occu-
pations. By listing restrictions, they can help
inform young people about labor laws and
their legal rights.

Effective December 1, 2009, a new statute
enacted by North Carolina increased the max-
imum allowable penalty from $250 to $500
for the first child labor violation and to $1000
for each subsequent violation.9 This statute
retained the guideline that the amount of the
penalty takes into account the gravity of the
violation and the size of the employer’s business.

On the basis of our findings, we recommend
that the North Carolina Department of Labor
implement this new law by assigning sufficient
gravity to all child labor violations, including
failure to obtain a work permit, so that the
resulting penalties are increased to levels suffi-
ciently high to ensure maximum compliance.9

Enforcement should be supplemented by other
compliance efforts, namely education and out-
reach, public awareness campaigns, and partner-
ships. Designating commendable workplaces that
provide healthy, safe, and beneficial environments
for young workers is recommended to encourage
employers to improve working conditions.

The beneficial effects of work permits could
also be improved by distribution of better
educational materials through the permit issu-
ance process, including improved training of
permit issuers, employers, and young workers.
Educational initiatives and outreach activities,
referred to as compliance assistance, that target
teachers and parents as well as employers are
examples of potential approaches.10

Screening for work hour restrictions in the
work permit system is a logical next step for
increasing work hour compliance. A requirement
should be added to work permit applications
for listing the proposed numbers of daily and
weekly hours of work and the daily end time of
work so that violations of work hour restrictions
can be prevented. To achieve greater use of and
compliance with work permits, the US

TABLE 1—Numbers and Percentages of Participants Reporting Work Hours Considered

Violations for Adolescents Younger Than 16 Years: North Carolina, 2005

Participants Younger

Than 16 Years, No. (%)

Participants Aged

16–17 Years, No. (%)

Worked less than 18 h/wk (during a school week)

Never 97 (47.31) 137 (38.40)

1–4 wk/mo 49 (23.87) 117 (32.86)

Every week in a month 59 (28.82) 102 (28.74)

Most hours worked on a school day

£ 3 62 (31.67) 50 (14.55)

4–5 52 (26.53) 115 (33.65)

‡ 6 82 (41.80) 178 (51.81)

Worked after 7 PM on a school night

Never 94 (45.75) 73 (20.00)

1–4 nights/wk 82 (39.87) 209 (57.52)

‡ 5 nights/wk 30 (14.38) 82 (22.49)

Worked after 11 PM on a school nighta

Never 169 (86.76) 284 (85.52)

1–2 nights/wk 12 (6.02) 27 (8.15)

‡ 3 nights/wk 14 (7.22) 21 (6.34)

Worked more than 40 h/wk (during a nonschool week)

Never 164 (56.23) 286 (67.26)

<1–2 wk/mo 41 (13.91) 67 (15.79)

‡3 wk/mo 87 (29.85) 72 (16.96)

Worked more than 8 hours on a weekend day

Never 85 (31.60) 117 (29.06)

1–2 d/mo 52 (19.39) 96 (23.84)

‡3 d/mo 72 (26.91) 115 (28.76)

Every weekend in a month 60 (22.10) 74 (18.34)

Note. Data are weighted. ‘‘Don’t know’’ and ‘‘not applicable’’ responses were not included in the analyses, and thus
percentages do not sum to 100%. Missing values are not shown and were not included in the denominators of calculated
percentages.
aThese work hours are considered reported violations not only for adolescents younger than 16 years but also for older
adolescents aged 16 to 17 years.
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Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division
could devise strategies to maximize the effects of
its resources, including focusing investigations on
the industries that employ the most children and
involve the most serious and greatest number of
violations and injuries. j
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TABLE 2—Associations Between Reported Issuance of a Work Permit and Child Labor

Violations: North Carolina, 2005

Type of Violation OR (95% CI) P

Work hour violations among adolescents younger than 16 y

Worked > 18 h/wk (n = 203) 0.49 (0.28, 0.86) .013

Worked more than 3 hours on a school day (n = 195) 0.51 (0.25, 1.06) .07

Worked after 7 PM on a school night (n = 205) 0.69 (0.36, 1.31) .255

Worked after 11 PM on a school nighta (n = 518) 0.89 (0.57, 1.38) .602

Worked more than 40 hours during a nonschool week (n = 289) 1.60 (0.97, 2.64) .066

Worked more than 8 hours on a weekend day (n = 267) 0.86 (0.47, 1.57) .621

Hazardous order violations among adolescents younger than 18 y

Used a power saw (n = 609) 3.52 (1.74, 7.09) <.001

Used a power slicer or grinderb (n = 167) 1.54 (0.87, 2.73) .135

Used a power dough or rolling machineb (n = 166) 3.61 (1.51, 8.61) .004

Used other power tools or appliances (n = 615) 2.08 (1.54, 2.79) <.001

Used a forklift (n = 599) 2.22 (1.10, 4.47) .025

Used power nail guns or staple guns (n = 607) 2.97 (2.03, 4.33) <.001

Used a box crusher (n = 605) 0.69 (0.33, 1.43) .295

Worked on a demolition crew (n = 594) 5.16 (0.81, 33.03) .054

Note. CI = confidence interval; OR = odds ratio. Results are expressed in terms of the odds of having worked in violation of
child labor laws among participants without work permits relative to those with work permits.
aThis is a violation not only for adolescents younger than 16 years but also for adolescents aged 16–17 years. In this analysis,
all participants younger than 18 years were included.
bRestricted to participants who worked in food service establishments.
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