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CHILDREN AS ECONOMIC AGENTS

Deborah Levison

ABSTRACT

A ma:aB:o:s_ vn.ﬂx.ﬂ:en recognizes that children have preferences which
may differ systematically from those .om adults, and, furthermore, that a chil-
dren’s standpoint should be recognized by scholars and activists and incor-
porated into policy targeted at children and their families. Economics has not
considered children as agents because of their lack of power relative 1o adults.
The implications of recognizing children's agency are explored for the case of
children’s paid and unpaid labor force and household work.

KEYWORDS
Child agency, child labor, unpaid work

INTRODUCTION

Economics does not treat children' as agents. Children are not considered
to have human “agency” in that they are not viewed as “contributing to the
accomplishment of a purpose or results” (Oxford English Dictionary 1971).
Economists generally ignore evidence that children can and do use what
power they have to try to affect outcomes about which they have prefer-
ences and stakes. As we study children and families, economists can benefit
from path-breaking work on childhood and children’s agency in sociology,
anthropology, and political science.* A range of approaches are used in this
work, yet they are distinguished by a focus on children as units of obser-
vation and by a willingness to recognize children as actors in their own
rights, constrained by societies’ constructions of appropriate spaces and
activities for childhood but mediating the impacts of social boundaries by
their choices and behavior.,

In this short essay I make three related points. First, I discuss why chil-
dren’s agency is overlooked in economics and why, for reasons of accuracy
and fairness, economists should treat children as agents. Second, I show
how considering children as agents can lead to different conclusions and
policy recommendations in one illustrative example: children’s partici-
pation in work activities, This example leads to the third point: I argue that
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EXPLORATION

the belief that it is acceptable 1o exclude childrep from
reasonable to require them to undertake unpaid work iy
dren’s relative lack of power rather than a reflection of §
about how best to promote children’s well-being,

Paid War)

Areflece by

CHILDREN AS AGENTS

There is a striking parallel between the evolution of feminig, res

“add women and stir” to gendered analysis and feminisg mnmsa?__ﬁ.r/?s
- and emerging directions for studies of children and ch; Poing thegy,
Alanen 1994). While feminist economists now attempt to eXplore (e
secting dimensions of gender, race, class, and culture, studies alyp,, -
exception are from the standpoints of adult women and men ?J Withgy,
dered perspectives have historically been ignored dye to s.o:.S:m” Han:_.
power relative to men, so .»,_:.E_.c:nn perspectives have beey, c,.c:oc.ra”r _.__
to their lack of power vis-a-vis adults. The role of power in defipjy, the -
scribed positions of children in society is recognized explicitly 1y ,nm__o_p 5
childhood, who point 10 power and interests as driving he ,:._Emos”a
between adults and children: “the adult world does not recognize h__m_hm 24
praxis, because competence is defined merely in relation to adulis’ Bs:
a suggestion which is all the more powerful since adulis are ina fm.ﬁ”_:-
position to define competence” (Jens Qvortrup 1994: 4). "
Economists of various traditions sustain the invisibility of children py
recognizing them only in their "appropriate” spheres, as recipients of care
or students, never as actors or as givers. Even in the re: i

s . s ac 4 : alm of neoclassicy
microcconomics, with its emphasis on individual utility, children are o

deemed worthy of study. Young and old adults alike are assumed to haye
preferences which direct their behavior, subject o constraints. Yet A._:th.__
are :.5&.?; s puppets, subject to family or parental wtility functions and
the ensuing “family” decisions, In essence, children are ._.._:.._2_ as power
_..,M. and certainly withour agency of their own.
Economists have misplaced confidence in “what ¢
children and what is best for th

veryone knows” abou
major tenet of contemporary ..;u__.._,:. _w:.z_c:_ ( :E:.” _m.S Strrlimayise B
of child it e m.?w 3 ) _”_r :,...:WA_ 5.:.::. thinking is that ..,NE__..:_.___
. prionty to making childhood a carelree, sale, secure
.:5___.”%_;. v_:..%. of human existence.” She goes on o argue that mel
”m”:n__w_”_ﬂ__“wﬂ__ﬁ_w”m q_“:; protection are :_:7..:::_:.._ by “theories of pok
realities of adul :?u.W»d. M_____;:,: are beuer off segregated from g___..._.w_:__
family wiility :.:Ec:a“a. _ :.. p . a_w.:x,.; :..:. GEmIGE (P ASh-0
ideal it is it ;.,“. :.:.:::w::::_ of this segregation. Yet even s
analyzes statements abo, _2”.: ?:.:__:.4:_. a child development special
underpinning, o e PIAEN'S psychological “nceds” and finds
children” ,E.: :_‘_.__.r...x oflatent assumptions and judgments about
: mvincing empirical evidence (1990).
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Fconomists need to consider n.::.:.n: as agents with preference
which they act to the nx.ﬁ_: c:..,w__v_o given the constraints of aclult restric-
tions. This is notonly fair to children, it is also appropuiate in the interests
of accuracy and an enhanced ::Qn«ﬁm:&:m of human behavior, Con-
sidering children’s actual (rather than assumed or idealized) activities siid
_u_.&....‘n:nnu and, insofar as possible, children's agency, is likely 1o h.ru:n:ne
conventional conclusions and, perhaps, policy recommendations in many
arenas.

» Upon

CHILDREN AS WORKERS

Work is a fundamental part of the domain of cconomics, whether we care
about meeting basic needs or maximizing productivity or GDP; vet most
work of children has been invisible to economists. I use the example of chil-
dren's work activities to demonstrate how a consideration of children's
agency can affect economic analyses. In particular, I argue that children's
lack of power has led economists to overlook the importance of their paid
and unpaid work and thus to support policies which not only undermine
children’s well-being within their work contexts but also threaten their
ability to be contributing and appreciated members of families, communi-
ties, and societics.

[tis no coincidence that under the great majority of nations’ domestic
laws and international conventions, the types of work that children most
want to do are forbidden them, while the types of work that they least want
to do are allowed and often expected of them. Rescarchers who sys-
tematically listen to and observe them find that children in diverse coun-
tries and sitations prefer paid work over unpaid work, work outside the
home over work inside the home, and work for nonfamily employers over
work for family employers. Like adults, children value work that results in
status - (including respect and appreciation), skills, responsibility and
money. " Most countries, however, follow the recommendations of the Inter-
national Labour Organization in allowing children to participate in unpaid
work in household chores, child care, or a family business, while banning
orseverely limiting child work in the paid labor force. The historical prece-
dents underlying this now-standard practice are described clsewhere;
notably, the familiar tale of the rescue of children from the horrors of :F,.
Industrial Revolution is revealed as an inaccurate portrayal of events.”
Another emerging theme is that privileged adults in various historical con-
texts have benefited from the exclusion of children and youth m.::: the
paid labor force and from their confinement in school, unpaid agricultural
labor, and household labor. Without a historical perspective, m.~ 1s all ~,c...
casy = as argued in the previous section - for _::._.._.: economists :.:._.?.
cally to accept the belief that existing laws and policies are based on a sys-
tematic promotion of children's best interests,
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EXPLORATIONS

It would be surprising. given the range of diversity
and boys, older and younger children, and childrey,

ass, ethnic, religious and culral backgroungds and _q o.~ diffe,

nts, if child labor laws which are very go: Varieq geo.

araj s 2 A : ¢ A acrgg
any of the world's counries could be in the best interegy okl 08§ ¢,
or 9.5

ajority of children they cover. mp.z_. among the world's chilg

adolescents, domestic labor and :.:_um:_ agricultural work are vwna: ang
ant experiences; in spite ,s_. considerable publicity, ?n.c..f..pén ﬁ:as.
nr?,:.e_:& by relatively ?..s.. .a..o:.:.__ Perhaps, one might p._:rr vork g
Lzations about children's activities are not unreasonable, Iczﬁ.nq, mﬂ:nn.ﬂ_.
in fact, very little systematic evidence about the impact of work — Cre
or agricultural, paid or unpaid, labor force or household — ot
almost all statements about positive or negative effects are based
assumpuons, vn.n,,.c:m_ observation, or interviews with relag

i expas
S _X:nsna
across girls

ent race, d
shic environme

the m

Qosﬁwmn
n—._m_n_wn.z.
on ady)y

EAREAR vely fe,
individuals. Y fey

Why is there such general acceptance (in the North) thar labor
work is harmful for children (in the South), while household work is cam
This belief is especially striking given the tolerance for youth paid yy, .M?
industrialized nations. Yes, some jobs are truly “intolerable” — fo; ma___E:_
would argue, as well as for children — but much of children’s paid work ¢ :
not belong unambiguously to that category. Jo Boyden, Birgitta I 4
William Myers (1998) suggest that the most common problem with prese
thinking about the effects of work on children is “a tendency in :.%E.”
and reports on children’s work o confuse hazards or risks with E:.a&
impacts” (p. 79). The presence of risks may or may not lead to damagin
consequences, as every automobile driver knows. The prioritizing of %m
& work without consideration of its potential benefits — including, in par-
:mc_h:.. a recognition of children as contributors to society - is a _.o.znamg
of the _vcs,c_..i Northern countries to impose a ?::n.ci.. vision of child-
hood as a universal norm.,

Among potential impacts, there is a conspicuous lack of systematic con-

,A:Ec: of the potential benefits of work for children. Boyden ¢ al
(1998) draw upon evidence from Psy

.ing anq

education (0 argue convinein o) \ﬁ__.._v_.._vwd‘_ Z.:.,_:_cnvs ::::c_E_c.E.. s:.g_
often beneficial to their ._S.n_w > _.;_ fm____ e R
scholars of child work. that m: I __...:w_. : ey document, as do many other
in addition 10 _,E::,.. ove ‘_:..::..n_:ma_.c: ,.,_c..r for reasons other than or
money; they enjoy the __.u:.ﬂwn:‘,.. Working children .:r.e carning their own
proud to he nc::\,:u::: r ﬂn_gr__:jn:nc .:._..: ,,..4:‘_» brings them; and they arc
by traditional :Ex::.:_,..J._cl_:__a__ﬂ__s_:___».z. Ve pointarei L. n.:_z...:.._
_.:,_:.: children against ._ﬂw_n._n-“.._@__.,..._.*.. .s.:.: ._v_n:».. ...E_:._.. thatsoc :..: .___E_
children and families would he ANRIEELS ol _.ﬁ:.r in general, evenf e
approach 1o children nf.w.. _.::._: ~:::.a_:_._ work. The human .:m__c
vention on the Righy » €] n:,_._.f.. as embodied in the United Z:::.;. Con:

Bhts of the Child, upholds this traditional perspective o1
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n's work. Olgal Vieuwenhuys (1998: 270) argues that the Convention

ildre ;
i Rights of the Child:

on the

_is not culturally neutral but is grounded in the assumption both

r.ﬁ the superiority of the 1 Vorth and of the need to impose this model

on a global scale. As this global project denies the possibility of diverse

childhoods, it not only underscores the superiority of the Northern

ideal but also condemns “other” styles of upbringing as a “lack,” or,
1o use the popular expression, of being “outside childhood.”

Itis in this sense that child workers in the Third World are frequently
described as “not having a childhood.” We have defined work as adult,
therefore it is not-child, therefore children who work are violating the
boundaries of clearly defined adult/child spheres. Such children must be
pitied — and sent back where they belong, regardless of the implications of
unemployment for that child’s well-being. Just as gendered assumptions
have hurt women, so generational assumptions render nonconforming
children vulnerable to damaging labels and treatment by adults and other
children and by powerful institutions.

“Protecting” children and youth from paid work has, in effect, moved
what work they do into the unprotected sectors of informal labor force and
household work — unrestricted by labor laws which, when enforced, limit
hours of work and control workplace hazards. Perhaps more seriously, it
has excluded children from valued social roles, leaving them defined as the
other, the “not-adults,” just as women have been constructed as apart from
“mankind.” The absence (in the North) or denigration (in the South) of
fulfilling roles for children has many potential implications, possibly even
including the upsurge in recent decades of depression and suicide among
Northern youth. Taking children’s preferences and experiences into
account would almost certainly lead us to recommend a substantial revision
of child labor policies.

CHILDREN AS UNPAID CAREGIVERS AND
HOUSEHOLD WORKERS

Adults have defined work in ways that exclude many of children's activities,
even those sharing many characteristics with “real work.” Most of children’s
tasks have been banished to the private (female) side of the *:__v:m\ private
dichotomy, Try as they might - and working childven have organized to this
end’ — children do not have the power to bring legitimacy to their work
preferences, 1 argue that the beliel that it is desirable to exclude children
from “real work” (which is paid) but reasonable to require them to under-
take unpaid work is a reflection of children’s relative lack of power ,:__:.,._.
than a reflection of systematic evidence about how best to promote chil-
dren’s well-being,
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EXPLORATIONS

Feminists have long rec ognized the social invisibility of unpaid work g,
by women. Similarly, unpaid work done by girls and boys Me

; 1S almogy
measured or reported in statistics and is seldom czc__n_:v. v

Ney,
alued | S

. R e OY aduly
Children's responsibility for providing care for other children, for j, n_._,_
abled, or alcohol /drug-abusing adults, and for p.._n_n_._u, adulis must he Moy,
the leastvisible of all work :E.;:_.E.* by ».nc:w::,,. ‘..72:..,. Folbre :w@mL FW
lates three possible motives for “canng _»vc.a w_:,:;:f _A:x-_.:: wos._:oni«
and fulfillment of obligation or :.vvc:“,_._:_:v... _..o_._:,». s analysig ?Qrﬂ.w.
however, on adults’ caring labor. An xa_n__:.c:‘.: mouve for childrey' .. "
giving (and houschold work) must sometimes be the Power of adyy o
dictate children’s behavior: coercion, in some sense. Which is noy 10 say thy
children do not resist being dictated to. Evidence from the United w::»..m. ok
example, shows that parents and their 16-18-vear-old children haye More
conflicts over helping around the house than over school, maoney, friends
dress, sex, smoking, family issues, or staving out (Wendy Z::E:n 1990), :

Few studies have attempted to understand the consequences of cf).
dren’s time spent babysitting other children and ::QQEE:N householg
tasks. My collaborators and I find indirect evidence that

girls in urban Bragi)
substitute for their mothers in child care and houschold work, and thy

these home responsibilities limit educational atainment more thap does
labor force work (Rachel Connelly, Deborah DeGraff and Deborah Leyisop
1996a, 1996h; Deborah Levison 1993). Yet this area remains almost unn.
ticed, even by staunch advocates of human capital investment. The diff-
culty in collecting data contributes to the relative neglect of children's
houschold work. Pamela Reynolds (1991) finds that rural children in Zim.
babwe shift between activities with such ease and rapidity
and measuring their work is extremely difficult, Inde
that young children “do not experience
while playing and play while workin

S Care.

that classifying
ed, others have noted
a work/play dichotomy; they work
g" (Thorne 1987: 100). Reynolds also
shows that adults do not necessarily know what children are doing, and that
definitions of what constitutes work are critical. For example, “No adul,
whether male or female, includes infant or child care in his or her defi-
nition of work. Children, however, do. . -« Infant and child care appeared
neither under [adults’] work nor leisure. It is invisible” (p. 66). Reynolds
estumates that in this community, girls under 10 spend 56 percent of their

tume taking care of infants and younger children.® Surely an effort of this
magnitude is valuable o z._:_ﬁ_

even if adults do not choose 1o recognize
1 whether or not it is “good”

for the children is not ¢lear.

IMPLICATIO

Conomists ma
of children, we nee
measure well-being in w;

S

While ..:._z,:_:u_ ¢ y well be motivated by a concern for the daily
well-being d 1o ranslate this concern into studies which

Ws thatare true to girls’ and boys' experiences. We
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.od to make the jump .:,o:_ an wa_:_,-n,cn:mc.n— ca:_.:.::.ﬂ..ﬁ 10 one 22.9
1: ifies the factors which truly increase children's utility by explicitly
i _.Mw:m children’s competencies and taking children's prefere
wiﬂcm___._.,. In particular, economists need to tread n.x?u?:v. regarding assump-
._.Qc,ﬂ about what is best for children. In the case of work, the recognition
__w:,,.m_:_m_,n: value and benefit from gaining skills and responsibility implies
i » cannot be banished wholesale from the realm of formal work
E_.: ;—G_:_..n..&n.:_i their well-being. Moreaver, the exclusion of children
i?c:n& but not from unpaid work is a direct result of their relative lack
.“hc muz_w.ﬁ As a discipline oriented to the utility of individuals, we need to
.8_152. more carefully the proposition ;:”: .,.E_A_.:.z :.?.n some um».:.@ and
analyze their work from this perspective, without ignoring the potential - as
we mm:oﬁ.? do for adults - for E_m:ﬁ::._nm: and w.g_,p.w. ?u.h.::& .%325.:
for research abound, although many will require _.:n_.;;n%.::a.e.. col-
Jaborative efforts and qualitative as well as quantitative data. As U::S. Strass-
mann has pointed out, by adhering to lmm.; m_mznmvﬂwzw_“.u< _5.::%:3 ..a:mw
limiting the entry of ideas, we (economists) limit our ability to improve disci-
plinary practices and knowledge (1994
other social scientists,

Children are embedded in families. Can we accurately consider chil-
dren’s standpoints and agency without placing them in the context of the
family? Perhaps not. Still, economists have not hesitated to consider women
and men as units of analysis even in the case of decisions which may s....:
be affected or constrained by the presence or behavior ﬁ.:, E:r..q.?q.z__«.
members. 1 suggest that we can begin to learn from partial Q_E__v:.:_:
studies of children. Studies with a systematic generational perspective,
however, will have 1o take power differentials and dynamics bewween ».._:_.
dren and adults seriously. ! Bargaining frameworks are :G,..n_ai to shed light
on child-parent bargaining,'” although unfortunately formally modeled
games with multiple players are extremely .::ES..—Z».” When we are able ~.c
take account of children's agency, 1 predict we will find that 1::.:.».: use
what power they have 1o affect outcomes that matter 1o .52:.. By :Wn_ﬁ,.;wc.
aling generational perspectives, economic J:ic_z will gain Jnm_n__.ﬁ:(.m
power and validity, and policies will be more likely to enhance children
well-being,

nees into

155). Let us learn from and with

ACKNOWLEDGMENT
This paper has benefited from discussions with Jo Boyden and comments

Irom Jody Andrade, Deb DeGraff, and Sue Himmelweit.

; i Affairs, Univ Minnesola,

Deborah Levison, Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs, Uni ...:.%xﬁw .“W m. e
301 — 19th Avenue South, Minneapolis, M. A ~

email: DLevison@hhh wmn.edu

131



"“w

-

EXPLORATIONS
NOTES

t is nOLNCCESSATY here to adhere to one strict definition of the grou

"~ A e H n o < 3 o
____:;. ~children.” While the __:::nv:o:.z Labour O..ra:_u...:o:_w%

s ersons under 15 years of age, or under 14 : has ep
:

p 105C Pe

-hildren to be tl 0 e 8

.__~::. and some other Third World nations, childhood hag bees. s
7 . contextually defined concept. Even within one ¢ Widely e,

nized 10 be acor ontext o %

r ) wl - o~ "X PR . T
definitions may differ by 2::.,7_ and mr nder. For ¢ 7.::1_9 in the Uniq 5:_::.
boys may be old enough to die for their country as soldiers 3¢ age 16 ed Stayes
enough o drink alcohol until age 21. Many status offenses are Ly olg

3 > n_,ws_c: s
only be committed by those who violate various le gally mandated ..am:..:n: an
i i
childhood. ong

In the past two decades, social scienusts .5._: nontaditional ideag regard

1o approach children n__z_.l:_,..___::; have begun making their Voices __E_asm hoy,
lishing individually and joming together o undertake collaboray . pub.
Examples of collaborative projects include the international 1285__:5?3,
“Childhood as a Social _.?.::::.._:.: — Implications for Futyre Social p, 4 e
described in Jens Qortrup, Z“EEE _r.::... Giovanni Sgritta ang :.2: o__n:,u..
tersherger (1994); a multdisciplinary project called “Californiy A.E_M: Wi
Institutions, Contexts, and Pathways of Development,” mvc.zcawi hoodg
MacArthur Foundation Research Network on Successful _.s::,ﬁ; d_..,. the
Middle Childhood and involving sociologist Barrie Thorne, ».ncnwoz_.;“qﬂ,__w__
.

Duncan, and other social scientists; and the International Working Grg Teg
Child Labour, established by Defense for Children International iy Ewm_, o_”
< and

since disbanded (Jim McKechnie and Sandy Hobbs 1998). Receng publicag
include Jo Bovden, Birgitta Ling and William Myers (1998), Robert Coles Aﬁ m%%_:
Allison James, Chris Jenks and Alan Prout (1998), Karl Eric Knutssoy ( _eww;.
Olga Nicuwenhuys (1994, 1996, 1998), Jens Qvoruup e al (1994), sh, )
Stephens (1995), Barrie Thorne (1987), and Benjamin White (1994, —w.._sms:
While parents are often assumed to gain utility from the existence of e_.:_._.ﬂ
this is never atributed 1o any active behavior or reciprocity on the part of _a_=.
children. 2
Evidence for this pointis scattered yet seems fairly consistent, See, for exampl
Boyden et al's (1998) excellent summary of many studics, g1
Sce, for example, Hugh Cunningham (1991), Clark Nardinelli (1990), a4
Myron Weiner (1991). .
This point is made by many scholars chi ork. See X .
B :waw“ Prive V' Inany lars of child work. See, for example, Boyden 4
Anthony Swift (1997) describes how “street children™ in Brazil organized at the
local and national levels. Organizations of working children exist in other coun
tries as well.
_: a &:Gvn_m:c:_nz_. David Oldman (1994: 52) argues that Northern children's
self-maintaining labor” - for example, the shopping and grooming that children
do 1o look after themselves - is the real contemporary value of children’s domes
tic labor for adults.
,./_"q.:_ﬁ_““u“—_.“_”*_v_ .__wh.:m# : _.nr:a_:.:..,. Vs, E_:__.m.: v::.;_.:.:: of modern sociology:
.,_x._._«,_ _::.::.“A. .mn:a...:c.:w_ system” terminology which I have adopted here
X g and Robert Pollak (1998) also make this point.
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