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The Sense and Non-Sense of the ILO’s Global Estimates on Child Labour

Dr. Edward van Daalen

On the 10" of June 2021 the ILO released its latest Global Estimates on Child Labour for the
period 2016-2020. For the first time since 2002 — when the first set of global estimates as we
know them today were released — the numbers are higher than the previous estimates: 160
million children in child labour compared to 152 million for the 2012-2016 period. Despite
what is implicitly suggested in much of the popular media-coverage around the new estimates,
the rise in numbers is unrelated to the Covid-19 pandemic, as study does not actually include
data from 2020. As has been the case since 2002, the global estimates grab the headlines and
set the tone and scope of the discussion for the years to come; it is very hard to find a publication
(academic or popular) that does not mention the most recent numbers in its very first paragraph.
Besides serving advocacy purposes, the global estimates have become the statistical foundation
of the global child labour regime. Several global policy documents adopted in more recent years
directly link the global estimates to the objective to eradicate all forms of child labour as legally
defined in Convention 138 on the minimum age to employment and Convention 182 on the
worst forms of child labour. As the glue between the ILO’s legal commitment to the elimination
of child labour and the global policy agenda that is working towards this end, the global
estimates have been elevated to the principal indicator of progress/regress and are largely taken
for granted. In this session, we will question and problematise the global estimates on child
labour by engaging with their history, their impact on the discussion, the statistical structure
behind the numbers, and the problems of obtaining the data. What, for instance, would happen
if we asked working children about their work instead of their parents or relatives through
standardised household surveys?
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