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Egyptian labour law No. 137 prohibits chil-
dren 12 years old or younger from working 
under any condition. Egypt’s child law of 
1996 raised the minimum work age from 12 
years to 14 years but permitted provincial 
governors, with the consent of the Min-
ister of Education, to allow children aged 
12–14 years to be employed in seasonal 
agricultural work that is not hazardous and 
does not interfere with their education [1].
In April 2001, the Deputy Prime Minister 
and the Minister of Agriculture and Land 
Reclamation Affairs issued Ministerial De-
cree No. 1454 making it illegal to employ 
children below the age of 14 years in agri-
culture. Egypt’s constitution mandates that 
education should be free for all children. 
Education laws stipulate compulsory basic 
education through the 8th grade (9th since 
2004) and require children to attend school 
until they reach the age of 15 years [1].

The minimum working age is lower than 
the required age for compulsory education. 
In Egypt, more than half the children who 
work also attend school [2]. Many Egyptian 
government schools operate a schedule 
of up to 3 shifts (4 hours each approxi-
mately) a day—morning, afternoon and 
early evening—mainly due to constrained 
resources. Thus, in a way, the education 
system seems to accommodate dual activi-
ties of children. It seems appropriate, there-
fore, to examine the joint determinants of 
attending school and working. Employers 
may prefer students as employees because 
their age makes them cheaper, more obedi-
ent, easier to manage and less aware of their 
rights. They also escape from the require-
ment to pay employment insurance when 
they employ juveniles. 

Over the past 2–3 decades, an increas-
ing number of young people who combine 
study at school with employment outside 

school hours has been widely observed in 
many countries. While the trend has been 
well recognized, its implications have fre-
quently been overlooked [3]. Consideration 
of the phenomenon gives rise to a number 
of questions about the incidence, nature and 
potential effects of work among teenage 
school students. 

It is important to identify which students 
are most likely to have jobs and to assess the 
effects of employment. Personal character-
istics of the student as well as family and 
educational factors all have an influence 
on whether the student will work [3]. It 
also appears that the restructuring that has 
taken place in the Egyptian economy and 
increases in the cost of living over the past 
few years have affected employment op-
portunities and increased the phenomenon 
of student work.

In Egypt, there have been many studies 
on the phenomenon of child labour, but 
none of the studies concentrated on student 
labour as a separate phenomenon. This study 
aimed to estimate the prevalence of student 
labour in Mansoura (either year-round or 
summer work), its underlying causes and 
the health, educational and social impacts. 
Work hazards and conditions as well as 
students’ attitudes towards work were also 
highlighted.



This was a cross-sectional study carried out 
during the period November 2003–April 
2004 in Mansoura, the capital of Dakahlia 
governorate, Egypt, located on the river 
Nile in the northeast of the Delta. Approval 
of the local directorate of education and 
school administration was obtained. The 
survey was carried out among secondary 
school children enrolled in general and vo-
cational government schools. 
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Secondary schools in both education 
zones (eastern and western zones) in Man-
soura as well as the rural sector were in-
cluded. One general secondary school for 
girls and 1 for boys were randomly selected 
from each zone (i.e. 4 general schools in the 
urban sector) as well as 1 mixed school from 
the rural sector. Five vocational schools (1 
commerce school for boys and 1 for girls; 1 
industrial school for boys and 1 for girls and 
1 mixed agricultural school) and 1 nursing 
school were selected from Mansoura city. 
This distribution covered all social strata 
and both sexes, and included the urban and 
rural sectors of the community. 

From each selected school, 1 class (clus-
ter) from each grade was randomly selected, 
i.e. 33 classes in all, 11 from each grade in 
secondary school. A total of 1314 students 
were registered in these classes and 1293 
(98.4%) participated in the study. The oth-
ers were either absent (18, 1.4%) or refused 
to complete the questionnaire (8, 0.15%).

With the consent of the school authori-
ties, the investigators spent 45–60 minutes 
in each class. Students were briefed about 
the study, encouraged to participate and to 
express their experiences. It was empha-
sized that all data collected was strictly con-
fidential. The students gave fully informed 
verbal consent to participate. They were 
then asked to complete a self-administered 
questionnaire on personal and family back-
ground; self-reported work during the pre-
vious year; type of work; reasons; health, 
social and educational effects; and their 
opinions regarding student labour.

The social score was calculated accord-
ing to Fahmy and El-Sherbiny [4].

Weight and height were measured. 
Quetelet’s body mass index was used to 
measure the degree of obesity. Obesity was 
defined as BMI  30 kg/m2 [5].

The questionnaire was constructed with 
the aid of previous studies in child labour. 

It was pre-tested on 30 students of the same 
age from a school not included in the study. 
Some questions were changed or removed 
because they were not clear to students. 

Sample size was calculated using Epi-
Info, version 6.02. The total number of 
students registered in the secondary schools 
of Mansoura district was 600 000 (accord-
ing to the directorate of education). The 
pilot study indicated that about 40% of 
students were working either all the year or 
in summer work. With the worst acceptable 
level 30%, the sample needed for the study 
was estimated to be at least 1116 at 95% 
confidence level.

Data were analysed using SPSS, ver-
sion 10. For qualitative data, chi squared 
or Fisher’s exact test was used for com-
parison between groups, as appropriate. 
Odds ratio and 95% confidence interval 
were calculated. For quantitative data, the 
unpaired Student t-test was used for com-
parison between groups. Factors significant 
on univariate analysis were entered into 
multivariate logistic regression analysis. P
< 0.05 was considered significant.



Age range of the participants was 13–18 
years. The proportion of students who 
worked during the year prior to the study 
was 36.1%, 8.6% in year-round work and 
27.5% in summer work. Student labour was 
significantly higher among those enrolled in 
industrial or agricultural school, those older 
than 15 years, male students, students from 
rural areas, those whose parents were less 
educated or who had non-professional jobs, 
students belonging to families with low 
social status or low income, students from 
large families and those from single parent 
families (Table 1). 
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Logistic regression analysis indicated 
that type of school, sex, family size, resi-
dence and social status of the family were 
independent predictors of student labour 
(Table 2). 

Prevalence of health impacts, smoking 
and substance abuse were significantly 
higher among working students. On the 
other hand, there was no significant dif-
ference for weight, height and body mass 
index (Table 3).

We found that 21.6% of students work-
ing year-round and 33.1% of those working 
only in the summer reported no work haz-
ards (Table 4). The most frequently cited 
hazards were sharp instruments/machines, 
noise, smoke/vapour and high temperature. 
Among students who did year-round work, 
61.3% reported no work injuries or diseases 
during the year prior to the study; this figure 
was 82.9% for students who worked in 

the summer. The most frequently reported 
work injuries/diseases were skin diseases, 
falls, cuts and schistosomiasis. Corporal 
punishment by the employer was reported 
by 55.0% of students working all year round 
and 62.1% of summer workers.

Working students, doing year-round or 
summer work, reported that work adversely 
affected their education (frequent school 
absenteeism, grade repetition, lack of time 
for study) and social life (lack of oppor-
tunity for practising hobbies and sports, 
enjoying leisure time and participating in 
social and family events, inadequate sleep, 
inadequate rest time) (Table 5). Exposure to 
violence and sexual harassment were more 
frequently reported by working than non-
working students. 

The mean age for starting work was 
11.1 years for year-round workers and 11.9 
years for those working in the summer. 
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About 50% of working children worked for 
 6 hours per day. Contribution to family 

income was the leading grounds for student 
labour, and in the majority of cases parents 
chose the type of work; the main field of 
work was the industrial and building con-
struction sectors. Among the children in 
paid employment, 55.1% of those working 
all year round and 70.9% of those working 
in the summer reported that parents took 
their wages (Table 6.).

Working students reported being satis-
fied with their work in 51.4% of cases for 

year-round workers and 26.1% of cases 
for summer workers; 80.2% of year-round 
workers and 45.5% of summer workers said 
they would continue in the same type of 
work after leaving school (Table 7.) 

Very few working students had written 
contracts with employers, medical check-
ups or paid sick leave. Protective clothing 
was available at the workplace for 19.8% of 
students working all year round and 7.0% 
of those working in summer; the figures for 
availability of emergency kits at the work-
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place were 32.4% and 35.7% respectively 
(Table 8). 



The pattern of mixing education and work 
is widespread; in Australia for example, 
substantial numbers of secondary school 
students have a paid job [6]. The transition 
from school to work has become compli-
cated and protracted, and student employ-
ment now represents an important path in 
the transition process. The growth in flex-

ible employment has provided opportunities 
for students to combine work and study. 
Engagement in employment while still in 
education is an important experience among 
a substantial proportion of young people 
making the transition from school to work, 
and emphasizes the blurring of the bound-
ary between school and work [7,8].

In the year prior to our study, more than 
one-third of the secondary school students 
we studied were involved in a variety of 
jobs, paid or unpaid. More than one-quarter 
of them were summer workers and 8.6% 
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were year-round workers. In Egypt, to the 
authors’ knowledge, there have been no 
similar studies to compare with. However, 
other Egyptian studies have shown that sub-
stantial proportions (up to 57%) of working 
children were also attending school [2,9–
11]. In Australia, close to 15% of working 
university students combine work and study 
[6]; 78% of full-time students have some 
paid employment and 72.5% have paid 
employment during semester [12]. Another 
Australian study found that over 21% of 

14-year-old students were working part 
time. This rose to more than 35% of 17-
year-olds [3]. In a study in Norwich, UK, 
85% of students were in paid employment 
and many of those who were not working 
would like to have been [13]. In the UK, 
over 60% of students had been employed 
at some time during the academic year, and 
46% had worked during time-term [14]. It 
was estimated that in 1988 the labour force 
participation rates among school students 
in Australia, Canada, Denmark, the United 
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Kingdom (UK) and the United States of 
America ranged from 36.7% to 51.7%. 
The rate was around 5% in France and 
Germany [15]. In a Canadian study, student 
employment increased from 50% in the mid 
1980s to 60%–70% at the end of the decade 
[16]. In Ghana, 19% of the total number 
of children worked and studied; 66% of 
children who were working were also going 
to school [17].

In Egypt, nearly all young students 
live with their parents and are dependent 
on them. However, economic and social 
pressures have increasingly encouraged 
combining study and work. A combination 
of economic and social factors has been 
cited as being responsible for the increas-
ing prevalence of child labour [18]. Some 
theorists have claimed the existence of a 
so-called “culture of poverty”, which passes 
on through the generations, conditioning 

children so that they are unable to escape 
its influence [19]. The results of this study 
confirm this statement. The rate of stu-
dent labour, whether year-round or summer 
work was more frequent among students 
belonging to families of low socioeconomic 
standard and low income. Almost all child 
labour studies conducted in Egypt highlight 
family poverty as the main reason for school 
students entering the work force [2,9–11].
In contrast, in Australia, it has been reported 
that increasing family income and wealth 
was positively associated with a higher 
probability of student work [3,20,21]. In 
non-Arab societies, young people may be 
more independent and free thinking. As they 
go through high school, they learn to take on 
more responsibility, to take the initiative 
and independence [22]. Young people may 
choose to participate in both study and work 
to provide a source of personal (not family, 
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as is the situation in Egypt) income, and 
therefore a certain level of independence 
as well as work experience, which may 
enhance future employment prospects. 

The relationship between family back-
ground and child labour is fairly established 

in empirical literature [2]. In our study, low 
level of parents’ educational attainment 
was an important factor in increasing the 
likelihood of children working. This is in 
agreement with other studies [2,3,9–11].
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In agreement with our findings, almost 
all studies show that males and older chil-
dren are more likely to be economically 
active in the labour market. The effect of 
sex on schooling is, however, more country 
specific and culturally dependent. Girls in 
particular are likely to be called upon to 
help in domestic activities and to help with 
looking after younger siblings [2,3,9–11]. 
This study revealed that student labour, 
especially during summer vacation, was 
more frequent in rural than urban areas 
where children tend to work seasonally in 
agriculture with their families [2,3,9–11].

Students in vocational schools, most of 
whom belong to poor families, were more 
likely to be employed than those in general 
secondary schools [9]. In Egypt, vocational 
education is an end stage, so many students 
link education and working in related fields 
as a training and guarantee for future em-
ployment as completing education is no 
longer the ticket to a job [9]. It is likely 
that students in general secondary educa-
tion have little time for work, which may 
interfere with their educational perform-
ance. It has been argued that a student who 
has high educational aspirations might be 
more likely to shun a job, regarding it as an 
unwelcome diversion from study [3].

In the present study, the main causes of 
student labour were to contribute to fam-
ily income, to help father/mother and to 
learn a profession. Other studies on child 
labour reported the same factors as well as 
school failure [9–11,23–25]. The major-
ity of the students in our study worked in 
the industrial, building construction, sales 
and trades sectors. Others have reported 
similar findings in Egypt and other coun-
tries [6,9–11,13,25). Contrary to our find-
ings, Wahaba reported that three-quarters 
of working rural children were engaged 
in agriculture as unpaid family work [2]. 
Certain types of work are gender biased. 

Boys tend to work outdoors or in physical 
labour; girls, on the other hand, tend to 
work in the domestic sphere and what are 
perceived to be protected environments 
in or near the home, e.g. domestic service 
and family-based agriculture. They are also 
expected to care for younger siblings and 
sick family members. 

Egyptian child labour law bans the em-
ployment of children who are under 14 
years of age. It also prohibits children from 
working over 6 hours a day. Children are re-
quired to take one or more breaks totaling at 
least 1 hour during a work shift [1,11]. This 
legislation is difficult to enforce completely 
because nearly all students work in the 
informal sectors or in family enterprises [2].
Many Egyptian studies on child labour have 
reported similar findings to ours regarding 
proportion of those < 15 years working and 
age at starting work [9–11,25]. About half 
the working students worked for more than 
6 hours/day and only one third considered 
their working hours suitable. Several stud-
ies on child labour in Egypt have reported 
longer working hours [9–11,25,26].

In the majority of cases parents chose 
the type of work for their child. This is in 
agreement with other studies [9–11,25]. A 
household decides whether a child works 
and thereby improves its current income and 
whether he/she attends school and hence 
invests in human capital. It is assumed that 
the decision is based on a comparison of 
the discounted future stream of benefits 
and costs of education and work [2]. Many 
parents are generally in favour of adolescent 
work as they believe that it fosters develop-
ment of personal and social responsibility 
and eases the transition from adolescence to 
adulthood [27]. Furthermore, there is a link 
between student working and subsequent 
success in finding full-time work [28].

The majority of students were in paid 
work as they are working in non-family 
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settings. Among those with paid work, more 
than half retained the wages themselves but 
less than half saw their wage as suitable. 
Similar findings were previously reported in 
Egypt [9–11,25] and other countries [6,17].
Slightly more than one-third of working 
students did shift work, which may allow 
students to earn money without interfering 
with school time. 

In our study, only a few of the working 
students had written contracts, medical 
check-ups or paid sick leave. In a UK study, 
about half the working students did not 
have written contracts, leaving them open 
to abuse as well as being forced to work 
extra hours for no pay; many missed out on 
sick pay and holiday pay [29]. Only few of 
the students in our study received previous 
training before joining work, as reported by 
others [9–11,25].

Although the majority of working stu-
dents in our study had good relations with 
employers, considered their work suitable 
for students and would continue in the same 
job after graduation, job satisfaction was 
low. A substantial proportion had changed 
their work and saw child work as casual. 
This is in agreement with others [9–11,25].
It has been postulated that students fre-
quently change their job until they find a 
regime that suits their situation [22].

The majority of working students stated 
that work was hazardous to children and 
could affect students’ health: more than 
two-thirds reported  1 health hazard at 
work, most frequently sharp instruments/
machines, noise, high temperature and 
smoke/vapour. Similar hazards have been 
reported with varying frequency among 
working children in previous studies [9–
11,25]. In a study from England, more than 
a third of working students reported health 
and safety problems, ranging from unsafe 
working practices to actual injury [29]. 
Adolescent workers tend to be employed in 

the poor quality services sector, and this is 
considered to be insecure [30]. A Finnish 
study also indicated that adolescents tend 
to face adverse working conditions that 
involve stress and danger, resulting in a 
higher incidence of injury compared with 
adults [31]. In our study, despite the high 
prevalence of work hazards reported by the 
working students, only a small proportion 
reported work injuries or diseases during 
the previous year. This may be a result of 
underreporting: students may not be aware 
of the link between work and injury. Even 
those who suffer an accident at work may 
feel that this is their own fault for being 
clumsy or bad at their job. As in other stud-
ies, the most frequent work injuries/diseases 
reported were skin diseases, falls, foreign 
body in the eye and cuts [9–11,25,32,33]. In 
1991, a Greater Cairo study found that 43% 
of working children had sustained injuries 
more than once [34]. Adolescents are usu-
ally scheduled to work only during periods 
characterized by a heavy workload which 
is itself a major predictor of work injuries 
[35]. Furthermore, they rarely receive train-
ing, particularly ongoing training in health 
and safety [36].

In this study most of the working stu-
dents were exposed to corporal punish-
ment by employers. In addition, exposure to 
violence and verbal sexual harassment were 
significantly more reported by working 
than non-working students. Occupational 
violence is most commonly found in jobs 
where few employees are on site, they have 
face-to-face contact with customers and ex-
change money with them, and they trade at 
night [37]. A UK study reported that almost 
half the adolescent workers were exposed to 
occupational violence in the form of verbal 
abuse; a further 7.6% were threatened and 
1% were assaulted on the job [38].

We also found that acute and chronic 
complaints (other than work injuries and 
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diseases), smoking and substance abuse 
were reported significantly more by work-
ing than non-working students. This is in 
agreement with others [9–11,25]. However, 
as reported previously, there was no signifi-
cant difference regarding anthropometric 
measures [9]. This could be because some 
working students may have been able to 
buy food from their wages; moreover, a 
majority of the working children attended 
vocational schools, most of which provide 
a meal for the students. In contrast to our 
findings, some studies reported varying 
degrees of malnutrition among working 
children [11,25,39].

There were some limitations to this 
study. Some students were quite young 
and their perception of the work hazards 
may not have been accurate. The questions 
were, however, explained to students and 
they were encouraged to discuss unclear 
points with the researchers. In addition, 
the researchers did not visit the work sites 
to check for hazards. This was impossible 
due to the wide geographical spread of the 
sites and the fact that many students work at 
home or in family farms and enterprises. 

Our findings indicate that student labour 
has a profound effect on education and 
achievement: school absenteeism, grade 
repetition and not enough time for studying 
were more frequently reported by those 
doing year-round work than non-working 
students. Unpaid work sometimes had a 
greater impact than paid work on the time 
available for study. Inadequate income and 
work stress and injuries may affect student 
health; that in turn can affect academic 
performance [3,6]. British studies have 
suggested that students working long hours 
were likely to obtain lower grades and more 
likely not to complete their studies. Some 
students found it hard to balance employ-
ment and course work [29,39–42]. This was 
corroborated in research from Australia and 
the United States of America [43,44].

Many studies have shown that students’ 
jobs were not directly or even indirectly 
related to their course of study. Further-
more, the majority of students found little 
relation between their study and the type 
of job they had and their career aspirations 
[6,22,44,45].

In Mansoura, student labour appeared to 
have a negative impact on social activities. 
In contrast, a UK study found that many 
students commented on the beneficial ex-
perience that they had in the workplace, 
especially in expanding communication 
skills [22].

In conclusion, the phenomenon of student 
labour in not uncommon in our locality and 
it affects students physically, educationally 
and socially. There is a need for nationwide 
large-scale study of this phenomenon in 
collaboration with ministries of education, 
manpower and social affairs to collect basic 
data that would help in the formulation of a 
comprehensive strategy that would include 
both preventive and protective dimensions 
for dealing with student labour. 

The growth of student employment em-
phasizes the need to consider students as a 
significant segment of both the youth and 
general labour market. It is not suggested 
that students should not work at all; the 
issue is one of balance between work, edu-
cation and the physical and social wellbeing 
of students. It could be argued that while 
some hours spent in a job may be ben-
eficial to students, beyond a certain level 
that involvement may interfere with school 
performance. It is essential to emphasize 
the importance of schooling as a prepara-
tion for work; the school system should be 
linked more with the needs of the labour 
market to give students an opportunity to 
learn a skill and prepare them for work 
in skilled profession. School programmes 
should promote structured workplace learn-
ing and industry experience, especially in 
vocational schools.
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There are shortcomings with regard to 
the existing legal protection. The laws and 
legislation need to be effectively enforced. 
The law does not cover children working in 
domestic service and family undertakings, 
although they are considerable in number. 
Working students may need special legisla-
tion to protect their health, education and 
social lives.

Poor students and their families need 
to be supported through social assistance 
schemes as well as the offsetting of school 
fees and indirect costs of education. Protec-

tive measures can be provided at schools, 
e.g. nutritional meals and regular medical 
check-ups. Additional protective measures 
include training and raising awareness of 
employers and working students on accept-
able safety measures with regular monitor-
ing of the work environment. 

School health teams should consider 
potential occupational hazards when ex-
amining a sick working student. Through 
schools, a sizeable segment of working 
children and adolescents can be reached. 
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