
The Importance of Research on Child Labour and Child Rights 

 

 

IREWOC engages in research and in research training. It intends to be a 

bridge, a transmission belt between existing problems and best practices 

to resolve these problems. It is also important to just document what is 

happening. In history, poor people, and particularly women and children, 

have remained in the dark. We know much more for example about the 

life of the elites in 18th century France than about the life of children of 

the poor people in city and countryside.  

 

Documenting what is happening today therefore is an important responsibility. It is also 

considered important to know what the body of best practices involves. Since the 1990’s, huge 

resources have been spent on solving the child labour problem. Has it made a dent? It would be 

important to know. IREWOC would like to be engaged in impact studies but such impact 

studies, unfortunately, are hardly ever done. For this to be done, and in order to deliver the best 

guidelines for further action, a research institute should retain its independence.  

 

A basic tenet of research is that the researcher can look at things from the outside while having a 

deep knowledge of and a concern for the inside. In research on children and on development aid 

that means stepping outside the existing paradigms, outside the terms of reference, which 

consultants are usually working with. 

 

A basic principle is also that the researcher carefully listens to the child. That for IREWOC is the 

meaning of child participation in research. Children can be called upon by NGO’s to look around 

and become aware of the world around them, but this is not yet research. Research is the 

combination of the analytical faculties of the trained researcher with a sound and empathetic 

methodology: to carefully register what different categories of children have to tell and how they 

tell it in different circumstances and how what they tell is embedded in the cultural, social, 

political and economic environment.  

 



Methodologies are important: how, how many, the mode of selection, 

which questions, how questioned, how judging the reliability, how 

reported, etc. IREWOC has a carefully trained staff and great importance 

is paid to these issues. The reality may be different from what we think it 

is and on which we have based our project interventions. Best-practices in 

child-centred development depend on getting the empirical data in a 

comprehensive and unbiased way.  

 

Research on children is to find out where children stand. But the research agenda should be 

wider. Research on children should include the analysis of the institutions and the structures in 

which children grow up and which circumscribe their prospects. The child is not an undivided 

category. A rights’ based approach needs to take cognisance of the various types of conditions 

under which children live. Fine-tuned solutions will follow. Discussions on whether there should 

be a total and immediate ban on all forms of child labour, whether working conditions of 

children should be improved, whether there should be informal schooling or whether children 

should be socialised into working may get a more realistic dimension if the concrete conditions 

of the particular category of children is know. There are no one-size-fit-all solutions. 

 

Research on children also involves an understanding of cultural and pedagogical issues. It 

involves an analysis of concepts and discourses: child labour and child work, childhood and 

child rights, participation and development, education and schooling are some of the concepts on 

which different opinions exist. More clarity on meanings and choices are preconditions for a 

child-centred policy.  

 

IREWOC intends to contribute to such a research agenda. For some concrete ideas, read more in 

Child Labour: Burning Issues, the professorial lecture of Kristoffel Lieten. 

 


