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Abstract

Although children are a sizeable portion of the workforce, and many of these
employed children are engaged in child labor, organizational research has largely
ignored this population. The purpose of this paper is to highlight the critical and
timely need for organizational research on the experience of work for children, par-
ticularly those engaged in child labor (defined as work that is mentally, physically,
socially, or morally dangerous or threatens the education of children). I argue this
is inherently a question particularly important for those with expertise in occupa-
tional health psychology, given the definitionally hazardous nature of child labor
and the developmentally critical period during which children tend to be employed.
To achieve this aim, I first review the current state of child labor globally with an
example of recent backsliding as highlighted by modern legislative efforts to roll
back protections for employed minors in the United States. I then provide results
of a scoping review of 19 top organizational science journals, which largely sug-
gest that employed children are rarely the subjects of study in mainstream organi-
zational research, and those that are studied may not best represent the population
of employed minors globally. Lastly, I provide recommendations and research ques-
tions for organizational and occupational health scholars to improve our empirical
understanding of the nature of work for employed youth. Overall, this paper pro-
vides a strong foundation for increased organizational research with employed chil-
dren, particularly those engaged in child labor.

Keywords Child labor - Employed minors - Youth - Adolescents

Although the employment of children (people under the age of 18) is ubiquitous
and largely socially accepted, it is intrinsically tied to the more nefarious practice
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of child labor. Child labor is a specific instance of child employment in which the
conditions of employment threaten the development, safety, health, and/or wellbeing
of the employed child (International Labour Organization, 2024). Child labor is a
scourge which the business community has grappled with for over 100 years. To bet-
ter identify and end child labor, organizations like the International Labour Organi-
zation established minimum ages for various industries throughout the twentieth
century, and the United Nations (2015) adopted the Sustainable Development Goals
including a provision to end child labor by 2025. Yet, there is recent a global trend
in which reductions of child labor have, to some degree, reversed (United Nations,
2024). For example, although child employment in the US has been regulated at the
federal level since passage of the Fair Labor Standard Act in 1938, there is a recent
push to roll back protections for underage workers that may threaten the health and
wellbeing of employed minors, thereby increasing child labor. Despite the historic
struggle navigating child employment and its safe/healthy role in the workplace,
mainstream organizational research has largely ignored this phenomenon, particu-
larly its effects on the workers themselves. The purpose of this article is to highlight
the immediate need for mainstream organizational research on child employment
and child labor, particularly empirical research that addresses the developmental,
psychological, and social antecedents and consequences of various forms of child
employment. Without this understanding, discourse regarding this issue will be left
to other fields (e.g., public health, economics, sociology, public policy) that do not
have a focus on the individual experience. To help address this, I first outline the
state of child labor globally as a poignant threat to employed children’s health and
safety. As part of this brief overview of the state of child labor, I review relevant leg-
islation in the United States as a specific example of the potential increase in hazard-
ous child employment and child labor in the world’s largest economy. I then provide
results of a scoping review of 19 top organizational science journals regarding child
employment to highlight the representation of child employment and child labor in
mainstream organizational research. I end with recommendations for research and
practice regarding child employment and labor.

A Brief Overview of the State of Child Labor

Child labor is defined by the ILO as work that is “mentally, physically, socially or
morally dangerous and harmful to children and/or interferes with their schooling”
(2024, para. 3—4) so not all child employment is child labor. That said, 160 million
children worldwide (nearly 10% of children between the ages of 5 and 17, regard-
less of age) are engaged in child labor, with 79 million working in explicitly haz-
ardous conditions (ILO & UNCEF, 2021). A recent report by the ILO finds that
child labor occurs globally with rates varying by region: Sub-Saharan Africa (23.9%
of children), Northern Africa & Western Africa (7.8% of children), Eastern and
South-Eastern Asia (6.2% of children), Latin America and the Caribbean (6.0% of
children), Central and Southern Asia (5.5% of children) and Europe and Northern
American (2.3% of children). Moreover, a recent analysis (de Guzman Chorny et al.,
2019) found that five countries do not have any legislation protecting children from
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child labor, 24% of countries have a minimum work age under 15, and 19% of coun-
tries legally allow children over a minimum age to work in hazardous conditions/
industries. If we include countries that have some sort of legally defined exceptions
to their minimum age and hazardous conditions laws, these percentages rises to 56%
and 40%, respectively. Moreover, many countries allow minors to work long hours
(e.g., 21% of countries allow 14-year-olds to work over 6 h per day) or do not guar-
antee long breaks in between shifts (e.g., 12% of countries do not guarantee at least
12 h of rest for employed 14-year-olds). Together, these data suggest that despite
global goals to eradicate child labor, even the most basic employment protections for
children are not legally guaranteed in many countries.

Looking toward the United States as an example of a country that has made strides
against domestic use of child labor, we see a storied history of child labor legisla-
tion. Despite efforts to pass a constitutional amendment banning child employment
in 1924, or passage of the 1916 Keating-Owen Child Labor Act and the 1919 Child
Labor Tax Law (both of which were struck down by the Supreme Court), minors had
few, if any, federally guaranteed protections in the workplace until passage of the Fair
Labor Standards Act in 1938. Since 2015, however, there has been a marked increase
in the number of children employed in violation of existing child labor laws (Mast
& Sherer, 2023), with over 5,000 confirmed violations of child labor laws in 2023
(Department of Labor, 2023). Moreover, since 2021,' 17 states within the U.S. have
introduced some sort of legislation (Table 1) to roll back protections for minors in
the workplace, making it easier to employ minors in a variety of industries, including
those deemed hazardous (Mast & Sherer, 2023). These trends suggest that even in the
largest economy in the world, and in a country that has a comparatively low rate of
child labor, current economic trends are increasing the legal and illegal use of child
labor and potentially dangerous child employment broadly.

Despite the prevalence of child labor and the economic trends that suggest child
labor rates are currently increasing rather than decreasing, this topic is largely absent
from mainstream organizational science research. Understanding the antecedents,
nature, and consequences of employment, including but not limited to hazardous and
unsafe employment (i.e., child labor), on minors and those around them is clearly a
timely and relevant issue for organizational scientists and occupational health schol-
ars. Below, I briefly review the limited work published in top organizational sci-
ence journals regarding child employment broadly to understand how, and to what
degree, this topic is addressed by mainstream organizational research. I then outline
the practical and theoretical need for research regarding minors in the workplace.

Scoping Review
To understand how and to what degree mainstream organizational science research

empirically examines child employment broadly, I conducted a scoping review (Ark-
sey & O’malley, 2005; Munn et al., 2018; Pham et al., 2014; Tricco et al., 2016) of

' Search conducted on January 10.1, 2024.
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19 top journals (chosen to reflect the top two quartiles of journals highlighted by
the Highhouse et al. (2020) examination of journal prestige as evaluated by mem-
bers of the Society for Industrial-Organizational Psychology).? These journals repre-
sent the primary academic outlets for in the organizational sciences with broad topic
foci, and therefore may be said to represent how the field of organizational science
broadly (as opposed to those with a specialized topic interest) approaches this topic.
Thus, the journals included in this scoping review are: Journal of Applied Psy-
chology, Personnel Psychology, Academy of Management Journal, Organizational
Research Methods, Journal of Management, Organizational Behavior and Human
Decision Processes, Administrative Science Quarterly, Journal of Organizational
Behavior, Organization Science, Leadership Quarterly, Journal of Occupational
Health Psychology, Journal of Vocational Behavior, Journal of Business and Psy-
chology, Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, Educational and
Psychological Measurement, Journal of Applied Social Psychology, Applied Psy-
chological Measurement, and Industrial and Organizational Psychology. It should
be noted that the Journal of Business Ethics was not included in Highhouse et al.
(2020) list and is thus excluded from this scoping review as a more specialized jour-
nal.* I searched Google Scholar on January 2, 2024 using the following Boolean
search terms: ("employed minor*" OR "child labor*" OR "employed adolescent*"
OR "employed teen*" OR “adolescent employment”) and limited results to the
aforementioned journals.’

The initial search yielded 155 results, after removing duplicates (n=2), and
results from non-eligible journals (n=37) and articles that did not mention child
employment/labor (n=12) or were not primary empirical articles (n=42), there
were 62 empirical papers (Table 2) that mentioned child employment in some capac-
ity published across the entire history of these 19 journals (published between 1938
and 2023, median publication date was 2014). Of these, 17 included samples of child
workers, six included child labor as part of a vignette-based experimental manipula-
tion, two (Distelhorst & McGahan, 2022; Lamin & Zaheer, 2012) focused on use
of child labor at the firm level, one included a sample of executives in agriculture

2 T excluded Academy of Management Review because it does not include empirical papers.

3 These journals are exclusively published in English, and thus exclude any discourse that occurs in out-
lets published in other languages, regardless of whether it would be considered mainstream by the rel-
evant communities.

4 This may be concerning given that conducting the same search focused on the Journal of Business
Ethics yields 414 initial results, by far the greatest number of any journal searched. This may indicate
that child employment/child labor is viewed as a niche topic of interest largely only for organizational
scholars interested in business ethics, not mainstream organizational scholarship. This is reinforced by
the fact that Highhouse et al. (2020) allowed participants to write in journals that they thought should be
included and reported those that were listed at least five times, and this list also excludes the Journal of
Business Ethics.

5 Per a reviewer suggestion, I also replicated this search for Work & Stress. Only one article (Mullen
et al., 2011) was returned. The article focuses on young workers and safety. Although the included sam-
ple of Canadian young workers has a mean age of 20.1 (§D=2.9) it is not clear if the sample includes
minors. Given that this journal was not in the Highhouse et al. (2020) list, this article is not included in
the following sections.
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who may choose to employ minors (Westaby et al., 2010), and one reported college
students’ attitudes toward children’s rights with a large focus on employment/eco-
nomic rights (Peterson-Badali et al., 2003). The remaining 35 articles only briefly
mentioned child employment or labor as a passing example included in the broader
discussion of fairtrade labels, decent work, corporate social responsibility, or moral
issues (e.g., Jacqueminet & Durand, 2020; Kim et al., 2019; Reinecke & Ansari,
2015). This includes more nuanced representations of child labor such as an exam-
ple of stigmatized input akin to using PVC in manufacturing (Diestre & Santald,
2020), an example of something that when regulated may result in worse outcomes
(Schembera et al., 2023), or one of many topics that married couples may disagree
with one another on (Stagner, 1938).

Within the 17 studies that sampled child workers,® outcomes explored include
job injuries (Frone, 1998), job attitudes (Frone, 2000; Wittmer & Martin, 2011),
psychological strains (Frone, 2000), substance use (Frone, 2003), work-school con-
flict/facilitation and academic performance (Cinamon, 2018; Markel & Frone, 1998;
Schill et al., 1985), aggression (Dupré et al., 2006), work/career-oriented attitudes
and outcomes (Creed et al., 2008; Gamboa et al., 2013; Loughlin & Barling, 1998;
Phillips et al., 2002; Thouin et al., 2023), and turnover (Senter & Martin, 2007).
Other studies focused on generational differences in employment patterns among
teens (Staff & Schulenberg, 2010) and the impact of social class on teens’ experi-
ence of work (Noonan et al., 2007). All studies focused on teenagers with mean ages
between 15 and 18 and age ranges between 13.9 and 19. Samples originated from
Canada, the United States, Australia, Israel, and Portugal.

Within the studies that included child labor as part of experimental manipula-
tions, most focused on child labor originating “overseas”, “foreign countries”
(Folkes & Whang, 2003), “third-world facilities” (Shea & Hawn, 2019), or “a poor
country” (Ritov & Baron, 1999) with Zhang et al. (2018) explicitly stating “South-
east Asia”, Wang et al. (2021) using a case study regarding Levi Strauss & Co.’s
use of child labor in Bangladesh, and Wellman et al. (2016) referring to “a sup-
plier”. Across five studies, child labor violations were experimentally manipulated,
not to assess attitudes or reactions to child labor violations per se, but rather as a
response to unethical/immoral behavior in a corporate setting. In the case of Wang
et al. (2021) the case study was used as a stimulus for teams to engage in discussion
with outcomes being attention and time spent talking.

Taken together, the results of this scoping review suggest that there is rela-
tively minimal empirical attention paid in mainstream organizational research to
child employment broadly, and its impacts on the workers themselves. Specifically,
when child employment is mentioned in empirical studies in our mainstream out-
lets, it is largely represented as child labor (often in global majority populations)
and even then, it is typically only passingly referred to as an example of corporate
social responsibility or unethical behavior more broadly in either the introduction
or discussion. No studies explicitly explored child labor’s effects on the workers

6 Peterson-Badali et al. (2003) included 17-year-olds in their sample of college students but did not pro-
vide employment information on any of their participants. Thus this study is excluded from this count.
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themselves, but two did explicitly explore the impacts of child labor use on firm out-
comes. The little empirical attention that is paid to child employment broadly tends
to largely address the impact of adolescent employment on work/career attitudes
outcomes or, to a lesser extent, the impact of work on health or school performance.
These results do not imply that research exploring young workers, child employ-
ment, or child labor does not exist anywhere within organizational science research
(see Barling & Kelloway, 1999; Laberge & Ledoux, 2011; Loughlin & Frone, 2004;
and Turner et al., 2022 for some key examples of considerations of this phenomenon),
just that it is not represented in mainstream organizational research outlets. I argue that
the results of this scoping review suggest that mainstream organizational research is
largely ignoring a significant proportion of the workplace and their experiences that
have clear impacts on their health and wellbeing. Moreover, when child workers are
studied in mainstream organizational research, they likely do not classify as engaging
in child labor, and when child labor is empirically examined it is simply as a vignette-
based stimulus focused on participant reactions or as an antecedent to firm-level con-
sequences. As organizational scholars, particularly those with a focus on the health
and wellbeing of workers, it is cause for dismay that child employment broadly, and
more specifically child labor, are not more represented in our mainstream science.

Recommendations and Agenda for Future Research

As both the scoping review of our top journals and the evaluation of the state of
child labor across the globe would suggest, there is a pressing need for more fre-
quent, high-quality, diverse explorations into the individual experience of employ-
ment for minors, particularly child labor. Yet, mainstream organizational science
journals are largely devoid of meaningful explorations of this phenomenon. Might
this be because we are turning a blind eye to this uncomfortable phenomenon to pro-
tect our own emotions or reputations? Or because research with children is difficult,
especially if the children are possibly employed illegally? Or because there simply
is no interest from key stakeholders in understanding the experience of children
at work? Regardless of the cause, there is a clear need to bring research focusing
explicitly on the individual experience of child workers, particularly (but not only)
those in hazardous conditions, into mainstream organizational research. Below I
outline some recommendations based on the scoping review and state of child labor
to help push our field in a needed direction, and to help ensure that we can bring an
empirical understanding of the individual experience of child employment and labor
to the discussion with other disciplines who also focus on this topic from a different
lens (e.g., public health, economics, public policy, sociology).

Recommendation 1: Publish Research on Child Workers

The most glaring issue regarding research on child employment is whether, and to
what degree, our understanding of the psychological experience of work (developed

@ Springer
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with adult samples) extends to children. Further, there is a clear disconnect between
who is most likely to engage in child labor and who is represented in the few sam-
ples of employed children explored in our mainstream journals. This reflects the
POSH (professionals, official work, safe from discrimination, and citizens of high-
income countries; Gloss et al., 2017) and WEIRD (Western, educated, industrial-
ized, rich, and democratic; Henrich et al., 2010) biases of management research
broadly. Moreover, this disconnect is not due to a lack of insight within our field
(note that nearly every experimental manipulation of child labor referenced child
labor in global majority countries). Perhaps, this disconnect is because research with
vulnerable populations (e.g., undocumented immigrants, illegally employed minors,
minors broadly) or in countries apart from one’s home country is particularly chal-
lenging. Below I outline three key recommendations to take steps to address this
issue.

First, one of the greatest barriers to doing research with child workers is appro-
priately addressing the needs of this vulnerable population, particularly those that
may be exacerbated by their employment or economic status. I recommend reading
about research with vulnerable populations (e.g., Sieber, 2012) and IRB approval for
research with minors (Department of Health and Human Services (2021)). Recom-
mendations from this reading and broader research include establishing appropriate
safeguards for participants (e.g., gaining consent from parents, use of appropriately
compensated community advisory boards drawn from the community of interest,
tailoring of the research question and materials to the population being sampled,
ensuring participation is not able to be tied back to the participant by current or
future employers) and ensuring that research is directly used to benefit the commu-
nity providing the data. A key factor to consider here is the nature of the sample,
and what additional guardrails may be necessary based on additional vulnerabilities.
For example, although research with legally employed minors in the United States
still requires consideration of consent from parents and data security, research with
undocumented immigrant children, or children legally engaged in child labor in one
of the few countries without any protections for them likely necessitate additional
safeguards (e.g., options for methods of compensation, provision of information
for trustworthy and actionable resources to protect participant safety) and consid-
eration (e.g., community advisory boards, different modes/languages of surveying,
provision of actionable results and policies to the community of interest). Similarly,
results from one population (e.g., legally employed children in the United States)
ought not be generalized to other populations (e.g., children engaged in child labor
in a global majority country) without evidence that this leap is justifiable.

Until new appropriate samples can be obtained, researchers may also look toward
archival datasets that include employed children (e.g., Monitoring the Future Study,
Johnston et al., 2016; Longitudinal Study of American Youth. Miller, 2021; National
Youth Development Study, Mortimer, 2023). Archival data provides rich informa-
tion, and many datasets include information from children, many of whom are likely
to be employed. Although archival datasets rarely have the exact measure one is
looking for, they may provide enough information to creatively test research ques-
tions, particularly those regarding the generalizability of findings found in adult-
only samples.
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Third, another key barrier to publishing research on child workers is overcoming
reviewer pushback about unique populations, particularly those from global majority
countries. I call for reviewers and editors to value samples that originate from areas
in which child labor is more common and increase scrutiny of adult-only samples
from global minority countries (e.g., North America and Europe) to better reflect
global trends in employment (in line with APA’s resolution for promotion of global
perspectives; APA, 2017). Similarly, when working with data from industries that
have high rates of child employment (e.g., leisure and hospitality, retail, education
and health services, BLS, 2023) or child labor (e.g., agriculture; ILO & UNCEF,
2021) authors should be intentional about their (lack of) inclusion of minors, ensur-
ing that the decision is based on the research question rather than convenience.
Reviewers and editors, too, should keep this in mind when viewing datasets that
draw heavily from these industries.

Recommendation 2: Build Interdisciplinary Teams to Understand Child
Employment

Although child employment and child labor are not well represented in mainstream
organizational science outlets, this is a topic of interest and research for many schol-
ars within other disciplines. We ought not seek to reinvent the wheel, nor should
we step outside our professional expertise. To effectively and ethically address this
need, I recommend interdisciplinary efforts designed to evaluate the experience of
working children, their families, and their coworkers. The involvement of organiza-
tional researchers in these multidisciplinary efforts is particularly important given
that some of the largest of the efforts focused on child labor approach the topic from
a largely macro-economic level (e.g., ILO’s Global Accelerator Lab).

Much has been published on successfully creating and executing multidiscipli-
nary teams (e.g., Brown et al., 2023; Proctor & Vu, 2019; Sterbenz et al., 2019). I
highlight pursuing conference or center grants (e.g., NIH’s Support for Scientific
Conferences, R13 and U13; NIH’s Center Core Grants; P30) to bring together schol-
ars from different disciplines as one key step toward establishing these teams. More-
over, given the inherently international nature of child employment and child labor
issues, it is critical that these collaborative efforts be international as well. Ideally
these efforts incorporate researchers from the countries of data collection to better
ensure that the research is used to promote the community’s needs and carried out in
a safe and sensitive manner. Yet, this task need not be dauntingly large. As Proctor
and Vu (2019) highlight, “multidisciplinary research can be conducted on a smaller
scale, with only two principal investigators from different disciplines...initiated by
mutual interests” (p. 275). Thus, expanding one’s network, attending conferences or
joining professional organizations with those with relevant expertise can help gener-
ate the connections needed to start these multidisciplinary efforts.

On the other hand, interdisciplinary research is challenging (Newman, 2024)
and can have significant negative impacts on productivity (Leahey et al., 2017).
Beyond the additional time and costs associated with conducting multidisciplinary
research, one of the biggest barriers to publishing (and therefore incentivizing)
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multidisciplinary research is finding appropriate outlets (e.g., Leahey et al., 2017,
Newman, 2024) and appropriate reviewers (e.g., Bammer, 2016; Perper, 1989).
Thus, when possible, I recommend editorial boards explicitly solicit multidiscipli-
nary work on child employment and child labor, perhaps arranged around special
issues. Editorial systems should also include a rating scale of familiarity with the
subject and methodology for reviewers, and explicitly use this as a weighting system
in overall evaluation of these papers. Editorial boards should also explicitly seek out
relevant reviewers from outside organizational science (e.g., sociology, economics,
political science) that can better speak to the interdisciplinary aspects of relevant
papers. This would benefit both the authors and the journals as multidisciplinary
work tends to be more highly cited (Leahey et al., 2017).

Future Research Agenda

To aid in the execution of my two previous recommendations, I have generated spe-
cific research questions (Table 3) to begin the conversation, spark ideas, and address
the most pressing needs. I divide these research questions into three categories: gen-
eralization of traditional organizational research to child workers, unique exposures
of child workers and laborers, impacts of child work/labor on other stakeholders.
Below I highlight and expand on some to bring attention to particularly promising
and necessary areas of research.

Generalization of Findings

Because young workers have systematically been excluded from the bulk of the
research that creates the mainstream organizational scholarship, it is unclear the
degree to which our existing theories and findings generalize to this particularly vul-
nerable population. Some key theories and findings that must be explicitly explored
include the perception and impact of stressors. One particularly poignant pattern of
findings that we should explore is to what degree are child workers more sensitive
to adverse working conditions (e.g., long hours, shift work, overnight work, inter-
personal mistreatment) than adult workers regarding work (i.e., performance, job
attitudes) and wellbeing (i.e., distress, somatic symptoms) outcomes. Many of the
laws and guidelines that promote safe and healthy employment of minors focus on
exposure to specific stressors (e.g., long hours, overnight work) and the distinction
between child employment and child labor rests on the nature of the expected impact
of the employment conditions on workers. Without additional research into the gen-
eralizability of relevant theories (e.g., Job Characteristics Model’; Hackman & Old-
ham, 1976) and findings (e.g., the relationship between job satisfaction and health;
Faragher et al., 2005) it may be the case that critical work characteristics that impact
the health and wellbeing of employed minors (and therefore define the distinction
between child employment and child labor) are being ignored. To effectively test

7 Tt is worth highlighting that Barling et al. (1995) and, to a lesser extent, Loughlin and Barling (1998)
do draw upon the Job Characteristics Model laying the groundwork for future explorations.
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this, researchers must statistically compare model fit for employed children against
employed adults, something that (other than Senter and Martin’s (2007) test of ante-
cedents of turnover) was absent from my scoping review.

Another key domain of theory generalization to child workers that must be
explored is the impact of work experiences on the self. Much of mainstream organ-
izational research that explores the impact of work on self-concept (e.g., Fletcher
& French, 2021; Harris et al., 2009) is executed with adult samples. Research
(e.g., Sebastian et al., 2008) suggests that self-concept is particularly malleable
during adolescence, thus it stands to reason that exposure to aspects of work that
may impact one’s self-concept (e.g., taking on a leadership role, being harassed)
may have life-long impacts on adolescents that are not yet explored. For exam-
ple, although their work does not focus on employed children, French et al. (2022)
showed that exposure to psychological maltreatment during childhood impacted
self-concept and, ultimately, work-family conflict in adulthood. Results from our
scoping review highlight a few studies that explored identity navigation (Noonan
et al., 2007), self-exploration (Gamboa et al., 2013), and self-esteem (Barling et al.,
1995) as possible short-term self-concept outcomes of child employment. For exam-
ple, building from these studies, researchers may explore what qualities of employ-
ment (e.g., mentorship, productive conflict, social relationships, skills training) fos-
ter productive self-exploration, or increases in self-efficacy and esteem as well as the
relevant psychological mechanisms of action.

Unique Exposures

The defining feature of child employment is that children under the age of 18 are a
vulnerable population. Just as this group’s vulnerability alters the nature of engaging
in research with them, it may fundamentally alter their experience of work. This vul-
nerability is compounded by the additional vulnerabilities of being employed ille-
gally or being in a global majority country. A critical theoretical and practical ques-
tion that must be addressed is how do age differences and the legality or location
of employment alter power differentials between child workers and their employers/
supervisors. Further, how does this power differential alter the work environment as
well as the decision to join or leave that environment? For example, when workers
are compensated in tips (i.e., lower power position), they are more likely to be sexu-
ally harassed (e.g., Klein et al., 2021; Kundro et al., 2022). It might thus be the case
that because child workers (particularly those employed illegally or those in global
majority countries) have lower power, they are exposed to a greater variety and mag-
nitude of stressors and given fewer resources to address them.

A second unique exposure to stressors that should be better explored within
child workers is the conflict between work and developmental experiences such as
education, dating, and friendship development. Although work-school conflict has
received attention in our mainstream journals (e.g., Butler, 2007; McNall & Michel,
2011; Park & Sprung, 2013) it is largely (other than Barling et al., 1995; Markel &
Frone, 1998; Schill et al., 1985) examined with college student samples. There is
reason to believe that college students, with more flexible schedules and adult-level
rights and responsibilities, experience work-school conflict differently than children

@ Springer



Occupational Health Science (2025) 9:1-28 21

under the age of 18, particularly those engaged in child labor. Similarly, although
work-family and work-nonwork conflict have received significant attention from
the organizational sciences, little work exploring the impact of work-friendship or
work-dating conflict has been done. This is particularly important for adolescents for
whom romantic interest is emerging and being shaped (Bouchey & Furman, 2006)
and for whom friendship is becoming increasingly important for identity and norm
creation and social support (Brown & Klute, 2006).

Other Stakeholders

Child employment does not occur in a vacuum and its presence may impact (or be
impacted by) coworkers, customers, and family members. One stream of neces-
sary research is into attributes of the family that predispose children to working,
particularly working in hazardous conditions. Family-owned businesses, for exam-
ple, may be more likely to employ their own children, and some research suggests
that teens (within the United States) employed in family-owned businesses are more
likely to experience injury compared to those employed for others (Zierold et al.,
2012). On the other hand, for families that are experiencing poverty, children may be
more likely to work or engage in child labor (Amin et al., 2004; Brown et al., 2003).
Similarly, although the economic consequences for families with working children
have been explored, the psychological impact on children’s work on their parents
or their relationship with their parents and siblings is underexplored, particularly in
the organizational sciences. However, there is recognition that many families and
regions are dependent upon the income from children to survive and that without
major structural reforms (requiring collaboration with public policy experts, econo-
mists, sociologists) attempts to reduce child labor or employment may cause unin-
tended harm (e.g., Khan et al., 2007). Thus, research into these interventions, not
just from an economic or policy perspective, but from an individual-level, psycho-
logical perspective is necessary.

Looking beyond the family, the employment of children, particularly in hazard-
ous conditions (i.e., child labor) may have significant consequences for coworkers.
The employment of children may be seen as a signal (e.g., Connelly et al., 2011)
from the organization to employees that their labor and wellbeing are not valued.
For example, Distelhorst and McGahan (2022) found that manufacturing firms that
had child labor violations were also more likely to have other forms of labor viola-
tions and tended to have worse quality products. As my scoping review highlights,
child labor is, on its face, viewed as abhorrent and immoral, yet no research explores
how direct exposure to this moral hazard impacts workers. If not a moral issue, the
employment of children may be seen as a method to artificially keep adult worker
wages low or to address labor shortages without improving working conditions.
How might working alongside children impact workers’ satisfaction with their pay
or their organization?
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Implications and Conclusion

As my review of global trends and mainstream organizational literature suggests,
there is a timely practical need for an empirical understanding of the individual
experience of child employment and child labor. I argue that high-quality, inter-
disciplinary research that addresses this need will provide the groundwork for a
range of practical implications, a few of which I highlight here. First and fore-
most, national and local policies designed to curb child labor and provide for the
safe enactment of child employment broadly could benefit from a better under-
standing of the unique and varied hazards that employed children face. By bet-
ter identifying the workplace factors that harm development or threaten safety
and wellbeing for children, organizational scholars can outline necessary policies
that will help create a safer legal space for child employment. On the other hand,
by identifying the psychological outcomes associated with child labor, organiza-
tional scholars can help design and promote interventions to mitigate the harms
experienced by the millions of children globally experiencing child labor.

Beyond policy changes and post-hoc interventions to mitigate harm, by explic-
itly bringing child workers into the mainstream organizational research, we can
take the necessary steps to fully integrate child workers into discussions of safe
and healthy labor practices. By excluding children from our samples, we implic-
itly depower and devalue this portion of the workplace. By explicitly incorporat-
ing employed children in our research streams, we can better ensure our findings
apply to this vulnerable population, and that their voices are heard and inform our
findings. This can help better prepare managers to lead workforces comprised of
adults and minors, as well as corporate decisions regarding the employment of
minors and the benefits given to them.

With this paper, I sought to highlight the present need for mainstream organi-
zational research on the employment of children, particularly on child labor.
Despite legal and social movements to eliminate child labor specifically, we still
see high rates in various global regions and recent reversals of gains against child
labor. Moreover, as my scoping review highlights, mainstream organizational
research largely has ignored this phenomenon, thereby leaving many individual-
level experience associated with child employment and labor underexplored.
This results in uninformed policies, interventions, and theoretical understandings
of the nature of work as a human experience. As such, I call for organizational
scholars, particularly occupational health researchers, to direct their attention and
expertise towards this understudied and vulnerable population so we can provide
better recommendations to policy makers as well as families of employed chil-
dren and the children themselves.
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