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About this white paper 

This white paper is a collaboration between the Geneva Center for Business 
and Human Rights and FarmStrong Foundation. FarmStrong Foundation 
commissioned this white paper with the motivation to develop strategies 
that effectively advance the goal of eliminating child labor. 

The Geneva Center for Business and Human Rights (GCBHR) at the University 
of Geneva’s Geneva School of Economics and Management conducts 
research on human rights challenges in business and supports companies 
in the development of business models that align profits and principles. 
Previous research projects of the GCBHR in the agriculture industry focused 
on vulnerable workers and due diligence implications for brands and global 
traders.1 The GCBHR also conducted research on the impact of business on 
children’s rights.2 Both projects showed that child labor remains a critical 
concern for companies, governments, and civil society organizations and 
more work is needed to understand and address its root causes effectively. 

FarmStrong Foundation promotes and implements resilient, structured, 
rural socio-economic development programs, through integrated agricultural 
production systems, while contributing to securing basic human needs, 
fundamental human rights and protecting the environment. As a result, 
the traditional components focusing on the improvement of agricultural 
production’s profitability (food and cash crops) are enhanced with systematic 
tailored social, gender, health, water and food security, nutrition, energy, and 
broader environmental management modules, including biodiversity and 
adequate interventions to mitigate climate change risk.



Context of this study 

Child labor is a key concern for companies with complex global supply 
chains. Particularly in the agriculture sector, child labor remains common.3 
Remedying child labor effectively requires understanding complex root 
causes, as well as economic, political and socio-cultural drivers. 

Root causes of child labor are context specific and require targeted 
interventions.4 In some geographies, expert organizations have collected 
detailed data and developed insights on the drivers of child labor. Meanwhile, 
the public and the private sector seem to be making ever greater efforts to 
address child labor.5 Nevertheless, in some contexts the estimated numbers 
of children in child labor are stagnating or even growing and companies are 
unable to show systematic improvement.6 

This white paper focuses on the emblematic case of child labor in the 
cocoa supply chain in Côte d’Ivoire. In 2001, cocoa and chocolate industry 
representatives signed the Harkin-Engel Protocol, an international 
agreement aiming at ending the worst forms of child labor and forced labor  
in the production of cocoa.7 The initial target dates of the protocol – albeit  
very ambitious from the start – were not met and in 2010, a framework of 
action to support the implementation of the protocol declared the goal to 
reduce child labor in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana by 70% by 2020. However,  
this target was also not achieved.8 

In this white paper, we identify challenges to addressing child labor in the 
cocoa sector that persist despite commitments and investments from public 
and private actors. We illustrate the shortcomings of current approaches to 
mitigate child labor risks and propose a way forward. 

We first map the root causes of child labor and the approaches that 
companies, civil society organizations and governments have engaged in  
to address these root causes. Based on expert interviews, we then analyze 
these approaches and lay out what experts consider critical to effectively 
make progress towards eliminating child labor. 

Within this white paper, we are unable to fully address the structural 
factors of the cocoa sector at large, including (1) the pricing mechanisms, 
(2) the purchasing practices of the private sector (for example, the terms of 
payment and contracts with producers), and (3) the value creation across the 
supply chain (for example, the margins for cocoa producers and chocolate 
manufacturers and the limited value creation within cocoa growing countries). 
These industry structures also affect mitigation strategies for child labor,  
but assessing their impacts comprehensively exceeds the scope of this study.
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I.

An emblematic case

– 

Child labor  

in the cocoa sector  

in Côte d’Ivoire



Child labor is a global phenomenon. The International Labour Organization 
(ILO) estimates that “168 million children are still in child labour and more than 
half of them, 85 million, are in hazardous work”.9 While work can be a formative 
and beneficial part of youth, there is global agreement to eliminate exploitative 
working conditions that harm children’s physical and mental well-being or 
interfere with their education.10 

Child labor is a complex social issue with implications for the affected children 
and for societies.11 An often-mentioned driver of child labor is poverty. Families 
depend on their children’s contribution to the household income to afford basic 
necessities and to provide for their children, including, for example, nutrition 
and schooling. Children who grow up in child labor face higher risks of health 
issues and of working in low-skilled, low-wage jobs in the future.12 The immediate 
and longer-term implications of child labor make child labor costly for societies. 
Evidence shows that poverty can also be a consequence of child labor and create 
a child labor trap that persists over generations.13 Nonetheless, according to the 
experts interviewed for this white paper, poverty alone does not fully explain why 
child labor remains common. 

The elimination of child labor in global supply chains has been high on the 
agenda of companies and policymakers for several decades. Despite significant 
investments and some progress, child labor estimates are stagnating, global 
target dates to eliminate child labor are unlikely to be met or have already been 
missed and the current estimated number of child labor cases show insufficient 
systematic improvement.14 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is the most widely ratified 
UN treaty and was also written into national law in both Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana 
only months after its adoption by the UN in 1989.15 The Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) adopted in 2015 set a target date for eliminating the worst forms of 
child labor by 2025 – five years ahead of the other SDG goals of the Agenda 2030.16 
This objective and timeline is re-iterated in national policies and reflected in 
company commitments to eliminate child labor from supply chains.17 Emerging 
mandatory human rights due diligence (mHRDD) legislation, primarily in Europe, 
also legally requires companies to assess working conditions in their supply 
chains, including at production sites of raw materials. These legal and non-legal 
commitments create a sense of urgency for companies and policymakers to 
demonstrate progress.

Child labor is a salient concern particularly in the agriculture industry, which 
accounts for 70% of child labor worldwide.18 The cocoa sector is known for high 
risks of child labor, including in Côte d’Ivoire where 40 to 45% of the world’s cocoa 
is grown.19 Nearly 70% of the population in the country work in agriculture20 and 
cocoa growing secures the livelihoods of approximately 6 million people (i.e., 20% 
of the population) who earn between 70 and 80% of their income through cocoa.21 
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The most reliable reports estimate that one in three children in cocoa growing 
areas of Côte d’Ivoire (around 800,000 children) work in child labor on family 
farms in the cocoa sector.22 This number has stabilized over the past decade, but 
it did not show a significant improvement. On the contrary, recent estimates 
even indicate that case numbers have been increasing again, in part attributed to 
the Covid-19 pandemic.23 Most children in child labor (recent estimates reach 95 
to 99%) work with their families on smallholder farms, and if children are in child 
labor, they are likely engaging in at least one hazardous activity, such as carrying 
heavy loads or using dangerous tools.24 

Remedying child labor effectively remains a human rights challenge that requires 
a more thorough investigation into the root causes, meaning the reasons that 
explain why child labor in the cocoa sector persists. Understanding the root 
causes helps to direct efforts to the source of the problem and to go beyond 
treating symptoms. The white paper also refers to specific drivers of child labor, 
in other words, the concrete factors triggering child labor risks. We refer to 
overarching themes as root causes (for example health) and to specific instances 
as drivers (for example malaria). 

The phenomenon of child labor has been studied intensively.25 Many of the root 
causes have been known for a long time, yet child labor prevails. This white paper 
focuses on the overlooked and underexplored root causes of child labor, including 
a discussion of the socio-cultural factors that affect child labor, the changing 
supply chain dynamics in the Ivorian cocoa production and the macroeconomic 
developments in the cocoa sector. 

In this white paper, we first map root causes and child labor intervention strategies 
at the community, country, and industry levels. Then, we consolidate expert 
insights on these approaches to outline a future research agenda and a way 
forward for effectively addressing child labor in the cocoa industry in Côte d’Ivoire.
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Facts about the cocoa sector in Côte d’Ivoire 

Côte d’Ivoire contributes about 40 to 45% to global cocoa production. 
Together with neighboring Ghana, their production accounts for 
approximately 60 to 70% of the world’s cocoa.26 Annual cocoa production 
in Côte d’Ivoire reached approximately 2.3 million tons of dried and 
fermented cocoa in recent years,27 representing 10% of the country’s GDP 
and 35 to 40% of its exports.28 About two thirds of the cocoa beans from 
Côte d’Ivoire are exported and processed abroad.29 

Cocoa sustains the lives of approximately one million cocoa farmers and 
their families in Côte d’Ivoire, even though experts suggest that the 
numbers could be twice as high.30 The majority of cocoa in Côte d’Ivoire 
is grown on smallholder farms that produce on average 1 ton of cocoa 
per year on 3 to 3.5 hectares of land.31 Cocoa is harvested twice a year, 
with approximately 75% of the annual yield coming from the main 
harvest between October and March and 25% from the mid-crop harvest 
between May and August.32 

Most of the cocoa production in Côte d’Ivoire now comes from growing 
regions in the center of the country, but production keeps moving 
further west, into regions with less accessibility and infrastructure.33 
Cocoa beans come together in the regional capitals, including Soubré, 
Daloa and Duekoué, and in the ports of Abidjan and San Pedro. 
Traceability beyond this point to the warehouses and farm level is 
estimated to be less than 50%, yet the proportion of directly sourced, 
traceable cocoa varies between buyers and can range between 25 and 
75%.34 Based on earth observation and trading volumes, studies estimate 
that between 17 and 25% of cocoa comes from farms in the so-called 
forêts classées, nationally protected forests where agriculture beyond 
subsistence farming is illegal.35 Cocoa production from these farms can 
neither be certified nor claimed as traceable.

Cocoa production in Côte d’Ivoire has often been correlated with 
deforestation. When looking for land, cocoa farmers move into areas such 
as forêts classées and national parks.36 While cocoa farmers do not usually 
cause the deforestation, they can benefit from (legal and illegal) logging 
and they can contribute to further degradation of the land through 
agriculture activities in these areas that impede natural regeneration.37
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II.

Our research approach

–  

Literature review 

and interviews



This white paper analyses different root causes of child labor in the cocoa sector 
with a specific country focus on Côte d’Ivoire. 

The data is based on a systematic literature review on the root causes of child 
labor, evidence from publicly available data on interventions and pilot projects, 
and insights from interviews with industry and topic experts representing 
different stakeholder groups. We conducted 22 interviews with 26 experts from 
the cocoa industry, from civil society, and from academia, including experts  
from Côte d’Ivoire and experts on the cocoa sector. 

The secondary data we report should be considered as an approximation for the 
scope of child labor. Child labor is a sensitive topic and obtaining accurate data 
is a challenge.38 Studies that collect household-level and farm-level data often 
focus on areas with better infrastructure that have some prior connection to 
support programs from the government, the private sector, or non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). Moreover, child labor often happens in the informal supply 
chain that is inaccessible to most industry-led studies, so that case numbers for 
Côte d’Ivoire are extrapolated. Finally, the data collection method (including the 
type of questions, interview settings, and applied definitions) may introduce 
potential biases.39 As a result, while known data on child labor is already a reason 
to act, the true numbers are likely higher. 

When summarizing the root causes and drivers of child labor in this white paper, 
for each root cause we provide examples of interventions that address the 
respective aspect of child labor, including private sector programs, government 
activities and initiatives from civil society and expert organizations. These 
interventions illustrate a variety of approaches aimed at eliminating child labor. 
We asked experts to assess these existing approaches to analyze what works and 
what requires improvement.
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Definition of child labor 

Child labor has significant consequences for children and their 
development. Efforts to eliminate child labor aim to protect children  
and their well-being in the present and future. This white paper follows  
the International Labour Organization’s (ILO) definition of child labor: 
 

“[…] work that deprives children of their childhood, their potential and 
their dignity, and that is harmful to physical and mental development.  
Child labor refers to work that: 
 
-  is mentally, physically, socially or morally dangerous and harmful to 

children; and/or 
 
-  interferes with their schooling by: depriving them of the opportunity 

to attend school; obliging them to leave school prematurely; or 
requiring them to attempt to combine school attendance with 
excessively long and heavy work.” 40 

Children are defined as persons under the age of 18. Regulations on child 
labor determine appropriate tasks and working hours for different age 
groups. The ILO Conventions No. 138 on Minimum Age and No. 182 on the  
Worst Forms of Child Labour set global guidelines that are further specified 
in national laws.41

 
Within child labor, reducing cases of hazardous work and other worst 
forms of child labor (WFCL) is a priority.42 In the cocoa sector, hazardous 
tasks include, for example, land clearing, the carrying of heavy loads, 
exposure to agrochemicals, the use of sharp tools, long working hours 
and night work.43 Studies suggest that children who are in child labor 
likely also engage in at least one task that is considered hazardous work.44

 
The definition of child labor is distinct from working children. According 
to the ILO, it is accepted for children to perform light work and tasks 
that support “the welfare of their families” and help children develop 
“skills and experience […] to prepare them to be productive members of 
society during their adult life”, for example as interns, apprentices, or in 
supporting their families.45 The ILO specifies further that whether such 
work is considered child labor depends on criteria such as “the child’s 
age, the type and hours of work performed, the conditions under which 
it is performed, and the objectives pursued by individual countries”. 
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III.

Mapping root causes

–  

Interventions  

to address child labor 



Mapping the cocoa supply chain and its stakeholders

The producer level of the cocoa supply chain in Côte d’Ivoire is mainly 
composed of smallholders. The people on the farm include farm owners, 
sharecroppers who work on land that they do not own and give a 
proportion of the yield to the farm owner in return, and hired workers. 

The farming areas are in close proximity to the communities where 
farmers and their families live. Typical farming villages have between 40 
and 60 members. Most cocoa farmers in Cote d’Ivoire are smallholders 
that work independently. In cocoa growing areas of Côte d’Ivoire, the 
Conseil Café Cacao, a government body that oversees the regulation and 
development of the country’s coffee and cocoa sectors, estimates that 
“30 to 40% of farmers are organized in 2,500-3,000 cooperatives”.46 

At the next tier of the supply chain, cocoa exporters and national exporters 
source from three different types of suppliers:47 

Smallholders 

Farmers who are not affiliated with any cooperative often rely on 
independent intermediaries, so-called pisteurs or trackers, who buy 
directly from farms and resell cocoa to exporters. 

Cooperatives 

These collective forms of organization include up to several hundred 
farmers from different farming communities. Buyers purchase  
cocoa from the cooperatives but have limited transparency to the  
farm level and little influence over how cooperatives distribute and 
invest payments. 

Purchase centers

There are certified and non-certified purchase centers. Although they 
have the same legal status as cooperatives, they are subject to less strict 
governance requirements and have fewer direct relations to farmers. 

This is a simplified overview of the main procurement channels. The flow 
of cocoa is more complex, for instance, if considering inter-category sales. 
Also, there is a high number of intermediaries in the cocoa supply chain 
in Côte d’Ivoire who resell cocoa to small buyers.

The first processing steps usually take place at the farm level, including 
extracting the beans from the cocoa pod, fermenting and drying the 
beans. The most part of the value creation (up to 70%) takes place in 
buying countries.48 It is only recently that individual entrepreneurs and 
the government have been introducing initiatives to encourage further 
processing and manufacturing steps in Côte d’Ivoire. The processing 
itself has limited potential to add jobs and monetary value – the greatest 
value addition lies in the final product and in chocolate production.49 
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The following sections organize the factors that drive child labor around the 
community level, the country level, and the industry level. With this structure, we 
emphasize that child labor cannot be resolved by siloed approaches that focus on 
one or two drivers of child labor only. Moreover, we highlight the connectedness 
of the micro-level needs on the community level and the macro-level dynamics 
at the country level or industry level.

Community level 
The community level addresses the living conditions and economic circumstances 
of farmers, focusing on activities at the farm level and on the people living in 
farming communities. Factors relating to social security systems are discussed in 
the country level section. 

Poverty of cocoa farming families. Inability to earn a living income drives child 
labor in several ways and is the most frequently mentioned pertinent root cause. 
For farmers it is often impossible to subsist on cocoa farming alone.50 Recent 
studies estimate that 55% of cocoa farmers in Côte d’Ivoire live below the poverty 
line and earn less than 2 USD per day.51 A low income is directly associated with 
more child labor. If farming families’ income is below a living income, children are 
more likely to work to increase the families' overall labor capacity and yields at no 
or limited additional cost (as children are often not paid or paid lower wages than 
hired adult workers).52 Moreover, farmers may be unable to afford the education-
related expenses, leading to children dropping out of school early or to only some 
of the children in a family receiving an education. 

Experts highlight the multi-dimensional nature of poverty that creates a vicious 
circle of child labor. Families are unable to access finance or acquire land, are 
less likely to afford good nutrition and healthcare, and are more dependent on 
selling the harvest immediately, often at unfavorable market conditions. These 
factors can indirectly drive child labor, if children compensate for their parents 
when they are sick, or if families cannot make necessary investments in the land 
which eventually reduces the quantity and/or quality of the cocoa they grow and 
consequently, their income. 
 
Examples of interventions – Existing initiatives often focus on specific expressions 
of poverty, for example enabling access to education or improving the sanitary 
and health situation for children in cocoa farming areas. Other approaches intend 
to address farmers’ financial situation more directly, including the government-
set Living Income Differential (LID),53 private-sector initiated agricultural training 
programs that emphasize productivity and yields, or community-managed 
models such as Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLA) that allow members 
to accumulate savings. Yet, there is little evidence on their effectiveness in 
reducing child labor.54 Other examples of interventions such as direct payments 
in the form of cash transfers to farmers are believed to hold greater potential for 
reducing child labor but still need to be tested systematically.55

For greater impact, structural approaches are needed, such as connecting VSLA 
to the formal banking system.56 Another promising avenue are the attempts 
of a small number of local entrepreneurs, together with the government, to 
increase the value of cocoa processing in Côte d’Ivoire by moving into chocolate 
production.57 The implementation faces challenges, for example because local 
manufacturing is dependent on stable electricity, and farmers' income remains 
subject to the developments in global markets.
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In recent years, the private sector launched new holistic programs, including 
supply-chain based and landscape-based models. Supply-chain based models 
work through the traceable procurement channels of a company while landscape 
approaches focus on one specific sourcing region at large to address the drivers 
of child labor. Both are designed to address structural issues in the cocoa sector.
 
Economic viability of cocoa cultivation. Cocoa has long been a cash crop that 
generates a regular income for farmers.58 However, when comparing the farm-
level expenses related to growing cocoa to the income from selling the harvest, 
cocoa farming is rarely financially sustainable.59 Expenses include labor costs and 
investment costs (such as for tools and equipment, fertilizers, and pesticides) and 
possibly the cost of loans. Evaluating economic viability also needs to factor in 
costs that occur on a medium-term time horizon, such as soil degradation over 
time or the years it takes for new cocoa plants to grow into cocoa pods that can 
be harvested. 

In sum, farmers face a disproportionately large part of the risks. The expenses 
for farmers are relatively fixed while their income depends on a number of 
variable factors, such as the market price, the quality of the harvest, and demand. 
Increases in the cost of living, for example, through inflation of food and energy 
prices as well as the impact of climate change, put further pressure on farming 
households.60 At the same time, farmers have limited influence on the factors 
that determine their income. 
 
Examples of interventions – Approaches that target the production cost and aim 
to establish more efficient agricultural practices, for example, through training 
offered by global buyers or civil society actors, alleviate some pressure, but are not 
enough to lift cocoa farmers out of poverty at scale.61 

Some initiatives aim to increase the farmgate price (i.e., the price paid directly 
to producers, but often through the structures of a cooperative), for example, by 
paying price premiums, and the Ivorian and Ghanaian governments introduced 
the Living Income Differential (LID) as a mandatory markup on the market 
price for cocoa. The effectiveness of these measures hinges on the amount that 
reaches farmers and on governance structures that act in the best interest of 
farmers, for instance, when price premiums are paid to cooperatives where the 
board controls the use of the money, or when such premiums are re-invested in 
cocoa growing areas by the state. 

Other measures encourage the cultivation of additional crops to diversify farmers’ 
income and increase economic resilience. However, engaging in additional 
income-generating activities (IGA) can also lead to a competition for labor 
resources within farming households and thus be associated with a higher 
probability of child labor.62 

Health challenges for cocoa farming households. Poor health is a driver of child 
labor that affects both the work component and the education component. 
If farmers are unable or less able to work due to illness, children step in and 
compensate for farmers’ work, often resulting in child labor. Health concerns of 
all household members have an impact on families’ budget, because of health 
expenses or lower income resulting from reduced productivity at work.63 
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In Côte d’Ivoire, malaria and a lack of access to clean drinking water are common 
causes of sickness for cocoa farming households. In addition, there are potential 
health risks related to the storage and use of chemicals and fertilizers for cocoa 
growing.64 Despite the national universal health coverage, recent studies estimate 
that less than 10% of the country’s population has health insurance and that 
access to healthcare remains challenging.65 If farmers get seriously ill, healthcare 
expenses are usually quite substantial and unexpected. Such income shocks can 
push farming families further into poverty and necessitate accumulating debt, 
which might lead to child labor as a coping strategy or also to children dropping 
out of school.66 
 
Examples of interventions – Concrete remediation strategies include, for example, 
preventive care or the provision of mosquito nets.67 Addressing health challenges 
is a question of healthcare accessibility followed by its affordability (and eligibility, 
considering farmers’ insurance status), and its quality (including personnel, 
medical devices, and medication).68 Support for accessing the national health 
insurance scheme or private complementary health insurance schemes are 
common interventions from the private sector. 
 
Awareness and behavioral aspects. The argument of cultural acceptance as 
a driver of child labor is contested among sector experts. Nonetheless, it is 
prevalent both in explaining child labor and in programs aiming to stop child 
labor.69 Experts confirm that farmers are intrinsically motivated to keep their 
children out of child labor, yet also observe a post-hoc justification of child labor 
among farmers who need to adjust to the circumstances. At the same time, 
experts observe that child labor is not always perceived as having a harmful 
impact on children and is, to some extent, culturally accepted. 

There are diverging views about which tasks are deemed acceptable work for 
children. According to local experts, there is a limited understanding of what kind 
of activities children may perform and that regular school attendance does not 
automatically exclude harmful child labor. 

Examples of interventions – Awareness raising campaigns are often an integral 
element of any community support program, although data indicates that these 
campaigns alone have a limited impact on child labor.70 Experts note that, to have 
a lasting impact on habits, behavioral components and peer involvement are 
necessary, yet they also caution that there is a fine line between awareness raising 
and patronizing.71 Sensitivity to context is crucial to have. For example, workshops 
on financial planning can be perceived as cynical if farmers lack the savings to 
invest in the first place. Also, experts state that awareness raising to eliminate child 
labor ought to be coupled with economic interventions that offer alternatives. 

Awareness raising involves diverse groups of actors, including child protection 
committees, school management committees, women's groups, supply chain 
agents and staff from cooperatives and from Child Labor Monitoring and 
Remediation Systems (CLMRS). Experts note that identifying the right persons 
that have the expertise and leverage to oversee these programs is key. Collective 
action that involves all stakeholders (such as communities, parents, caretakers 
and teachers) proves most successful.72 
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CLMRS support the identification, monitoring, and documentation of child labor 
and this creates the foundation for implementing prevention and remediation 
measures. Companies, governments, and civil society actors use CLMRS to 
raise awareness for the scope of child labor and they collaborate on addressing 
existing violations and prevent future ones. However, CLMRS are not designed 
to address the complex drivers of child labor and thus require complementary 
measures that, for example, deal with socio-economic root causes.73

Gender inequality. Lacking gender equality has indirect implications for child 
labor. Integrating women into sustainability programs and financial support 
programs can increase the available household budget. Training women in cocoa 
growing regions has proven to be efficient, for example, for better managing 
household finances and incentivizing the education of their children.74 Targeted 
programs that support women-led farms address livelihoods and the support 
generally extends to the children in the household. Experts confirm that equal 
opportunities for men and women matter from an intergenerational aspect too, 
as girls whose mothers have dropped out of school are also less likely to complete 
their education. 

A gender lens is also needed to fully assess the scope of child labor on cocoa 
farms. While girls are less likely than boys to support cocoa farming, according 
to experts, they are usually involved in household chores and sometimes fully in 
charge of large households. For example, the daily transport of drinking water is 
often a girl’s task. Carrying heavy loads (in this case, liters of water) is harmful and 
a violation of children’s rights.

Examples of interventions – According to experts, pilot projects indicate that 
targeting women in farmer support programs can increase their effectiveness.75 
For example, based on the findings from existing support programs targeting 
Ivorian cocoa farmers, higher levels of education among women, women's 
literacy, and the presence of women in leading positions are associated with 
lower levels of child labor.76 Some private sector initiatives integrate women 
empowerment as an explicit objective and for example, pay part of the premiums 
to female household leaders.77 Overall, there are positive developments 
regarding opportunities created for women in the cocoa sector in Côte d’Ivoire 
through such support programs, including with regard to literacy rates and land 
ownership.78 More data is needed to study their impact on child labor. 

Country level
Drivers of child labor on the country level include the geographic context of cocoa 
production within Côte d’Ivoire, regulations that concern cocoa farming and child 
labor, as well as contextual parameters such as social infrastructure, governance, 
and demographics. 

Shift in production areas and deforestation. Cocoa production in Côte d’Ivoire is 
shifting from the central and eastern regions towards regions west of the center 
where farmers find fertile land in deforested areas of protected forests (forêts 
classées).79 Cocoa farming in protected forests is illegal, yet through middlemen, 
cocoa from these areas ends up in global supply chains.80 It is estimated that 
today, 90% of Côte d’Ivoire is already deforested.81
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This production shift away from the center increases the risks of child labor 
because informal production is more likely to occur on illegally deforested land 
and is more prone to heightened human rights risks. The relative remoteness 
of these lands and the considerable distance to social infrastructure (including 
schools and healthcare) and social support programs constitute practical 
obstacles to preventing child labor.82

Examples of interventions – Initiatives to improve livelihoods in the cocoa sector 
focus on areas with better infrastructure and on the direct supply chain, and thus 
arguably do not reach the more vulnerable cocoa growing families. Regulations on 
deforestation-free supply chains further disincentivize private sector engagement 
in areas at risk of being associated with deforestation. 

Mapping cocoa growing activities is a first step to identify high-risk regions. 
Initiatives from the private sector, civil society organizations and certification 
bodies track the changes in plant coverage using earth observation 
technologies.83 Polygons that delineate the outlines of cocoa growing areas  
seek to verify traceability although there have been cases of fraud through 
double mapping. Despite commitments from the private sector to preserve 
forests, some in collaboration with the government,84 satellite data shows that 
deforestation continues.85 
 
Landscape approaches are another example of how multiple stakeholders try to 
collaboratively ensure greater coverage of interventions in an entire geographical 
area and beyond the direct supply chain of a single brand. These approaches 
focus on complex issues such as deforestation that cannot be addressed by one 
actor alone. While environmental issues are often at the center of landscape 
approaches, their objectives also explicitly include improving livelihoods and 
strengthening governance.86

Social infrastructure and infrastructure. The availability of social services, and 
most importantly schools, is critical for reducing the likelihood of child labor. 
In the rural communities in Côte d’Ivoire, access to education is more difficult 
compared to urban areas because schools are located at greater distances and 
accessible only via rough, unpaved roads. Similarly, the availability of teachers and 
good teaching materials is not always guaranteed.87 

Barriers to accessible administrative services can also prompt child labor. For 
instance, obtaining a birth certificate, which is necessary for children to attend 
school, is cumbersome, costly, and requires documentation that parents do not 
always possess.

Examples of interventions – Reaching rural communities is a major obstacle. 
Studies estimate that less than 50% of cocoa growing communities in Côte d’Ivoire 
are beneficiaries of dedicated support programs that address child labor.88

 
Private sector investment and the engagement of civil society organizations 
complement public infrastructure. However, building infrastructure and 
increasing accessibility only resolves part of the problem. For instance, schools 
only become an alternative to child labor, if they meet quality standards (i.e., teach 
children to read and write), and satisfy safety concerns (in particular for girls).89 
This requires funding a weather-appropriate building, furniture, and teaching 
material, finding and financing a qualified teacher (and possibly housing), and 

21

Are we making progress towards eliminating child labor? 

A root cause analysis in the cocoa sector in Côte d’Ivoire



arranging transportation from and to the school.90 The considerable scope of this 
task raises questions about balancing the relevant responsibilities between the 
private sector and the government. Also, non-public schools do not always follow 
the national curriculum, which complicates controlling the quality and content 
of education. Similar considerations apply to healthcare infrastructure and other 
social services too.

Public governance and regulations. Some regulations intended to prevent child 
labor can have the opposite effect unless they are accompanied by measures 
to offer alternatives for children. For instance, the regulatory framework in Côte 
d’Ivoire excludes very young workers from working in the formal cocoa sector, 
although teenagers may work if they do not perform hazardous tasks and work 
up to a certain number of hours stipulated under the law for their age group. 
According to the interviewed experts, in the absence of alternatives such as 
accessible schools or apprenticeships, some children end up in informal work 
that is unregulated and provides limited protection.

The centralized administrative system in Côte d’Ivoire makes scaling approaches 
to overcome child labor and effectively adapting them to the community context 
more complicated. For NGOs and private organizations who work with different 
stakeholders across communities, Côte d’Ivoire is a sensitive environment due to 
historical legacies and remaining cultural, ethnical, and religious tensions. Also, 
according to experts, weak governance remains a challenge.

Examples of interventions – Identifying a strong partner at the local governance 
level (for example, at the sous-préfecture level in Côte d’Ivoire) makes a difference 
for the success and long-term effectiveness of initiatives to address child labor.91 

The regulations in buying countries, for example, on deforestation-free and child 
labor free supply chains, influence purchasing practices and the allocation of 
resources in producing countries. According to industry experts, such regulations 
in buying countries are important but need to be part of a combination of 
interventions to address child labor.

Birth certificates and official ID. Having an official ID or a birth certificate is 
a requirement for accessing certain public services. In Côte d’Ivoire, children 
used to be able to attend primary school without a birth certificate yet could 
not graduate or pursue secondary education. As part of the digitalization 
of administrative processes, primary school attendance will require a birth 
certificate, leaving more children “invisible” and preventing their access to 
education.

Experienced field experts estimate that half of the children in cocoa regions 
do not have birth certificates, a rate that is higher than the national average 
for Côte d’Ivoire.92 Several reasons explain this low number: (1) the costs; (2) the 
administrative process which requires the involvement of three officials: a civil 
servant, a doctor, and a legal representative; (3) intergenerational challenges 
(i.e., parents that do not have an official ID themselves, as is often the case for 
second-generation migrants); and (4) regional circumstances such as families in 
remote farming communities not being able to provide a registered address and 
a surname for their registration. 
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Examples of interventions – The lack of official IDs among children in cocoa 
growing regions is being addressed, for example, through efforts such as 
identifying the children in question and providing logistical support, including 
by convening the necessary administrative representatives in communities to 
register children. More solutions are needed to facilitate the issuance of birth 
certificates in the future, including practical support such as technical hardware 
for schools to implement the state’s digital register and procedural solutions for 
families who lack required identification.

Land ownership and size. Land ownership and land quality affect poverty levels 
and child labor.93 Cocoa farmers who do not own the farmland invest less into 
the land, which results in lower productivity and ultimately a lower income. Soil 
depletion – resulting from over-exploitation of the land, climate change, and 
limited investment in the land – makes cocoa growing more input-dependent 
and costly while reducing the potential yield. Moreover, smallholder farms can 
be too small to reach the productivity levels needed to sustain the average 
household size.94 

In search of more land or more fertile land, farmers move to new areas, including 
deforested land in protected areas.95 The more remote the cocoa growing 
activities take place, the higher are the human rights and child labor risks. 

According to experts, cocoa farmers without an official ID or foreign nationals are 
at a disadvantage when it comes to accessing land tenure. Their children are thus 
more vulnerable too. 

Examples of interventions – Interventions to address this driver of child labor 
include training to promote good agricultural practices (GAP) that target farming 
methods, resource efficiency, and crop variety. However, these interventions do 
not address barriers to accessing land. Also, inheritance customs for dividing 
family-owned land among all children in a family can eventually lead to patches of 
land that are too small to be productive. Other countries established regulations 
that set a minimum size for inherited farming land, whereby, as of a certain size, 
the land cannot be further divided but siblings must be compensated for the 
value of their share. 

Demographics. Looking at the demographic profile of Côte d’Ivoire reveals 
additional explanations for the prevalence of child labor. Approximately 50% of 
the Ivorian population is younger than eighteen years old, whereas the average 
age of cocoa farmers is 47 years.96 Many young adults leave the agriculture sector 
in search of better work, giving rise to labor shortages on the farms that increase 
the likelihood of child labor.97 In some regions, early child marriage is a problem, 
however, there is no clear evidence whether this has an impact on child labor. The 
household size may also impact the prevalence of child labor. According to some 
experts, larger households are more likely to involve their children in child labor.

Examples of interventions – Some initiatives to make cocoa farming more 
sustainable and more attractive to youth focus on integrating women and young 
workers into the cocoa supply chain. Yet, demographic factors also set boundaries 
to what interventions can achieve. Even well-funded support programs aiming to 
increase production levels cannot meet the needs of large households, if the size 
of their land undercuts necessary productivity levels. 
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Law enforcement and cross-border traffic. Some cocoa workers migrate to Côte 
d’Ivoire from neighboring countries, such as Burkina Faso or Mali, to work during 
school holidays or during the harvest time. Trafficking cases which lead to forced 
child labor have been documented in Côte d’Ivoire.98 Trafficking is difficult to 
control due to the free movement policies between countries that are members 
of the West African Economic and Monetary Union (WAEMU).99 Experts indicate 
that while trafficking is a serious offense, forced labor takes place at a much 
smaller scale than child labor, and the major concern in relation to child labor 
remains for children within farming families in Côte d’Ivoire.100

 
Examples of interventions – The Ivorian government addresses child labor 
in laws that regulate, for instance, minimum working age, and via dedicated 
government agencies, such as the National Oversight Committee of Actions 
against Child Trafficking, Exploitation and Child Labor (CNS).101 Orchestrated 
police interventions had some success in detecting cases of child labor related 
to trafficking and holding the farm owners accountable yet do not amount to 
systematic enforcement efforts.102 Experts also note that police interventions can 
result in punitive approaches for families and undermine programs that take a 
supportive approach to identifying and remediating child labor. 

Other interventions focus on the role of buying countries in ending child labor in 
global supply chains, for example, by introducing actionable mandatory human 
rights due diligence (mHRDD) legislations or, in some cases, enforcing  regulations 
to ban the import of goods that have been produced with child labor.103
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Landscape approaches as a holistic way to address 
the root causes of child labor

Over the last years, landscape approaches have emerged as holistic 
approaches to develop resilient ecosystems in a specific geographical 
area.104 Such approaches cover all households in a region, whether they 
grow cocoa or not, without requiring a link to a particular supply chain. 
To date, these are mostly pilot projects that test the effectiveness of 
addressing a combination of root causes in a predefined area.105

As defined by the Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO), 
the goal of landscape approaches is to “[address] complex sustainability 
challenges, such as poverty or natural resource degradation […] focusing 
on issues like climate change, biodiversity or deforestation”.106 Landscape 
approaches integrate social, economic, and environmental objectives 
that can sustain food systems and livelihoods.

Complex challenges are often “influenced by distinct ecological, 
historical, political, economic and cultural processes and activities”.107 
In order to adapt activities to such specific contexts and leverage local 
knowledge, landscape approaches are community-centered. They 
involve coordination between all stakeholders in the region to maximize 
impact and rely on close collaboration with regional authorities to ensure 
institutionalization and continuity in the long-term.108 Unlike some supply 
chain approaches, landscape approaches target all households in one 
geographical area, independent of whether or not they are connected to 
a particular supply chain or sector. 

Several pilot landscape approaches are implemented in Côte d’Ivoire 
that aim to address child labor.109 To establish proof of concept, they 
focus on a combination of a selected group of root causes. These pilots 
monitor interaction effects and test if the landscape approach succeeds 
at eliminating child labor in the area over time. Their cross-sector focus 
seeks to prevent a mere shift in child labor from cocoa to a different 
industry. To date, there is no conclusive evidence about the effectiveness 
of the current version of landscape approaches. 
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Industry level 
This section analyzes the structure of the industry in Côte d’Ivoire, including the 
informal sector, the gap between living income and farmgate prices, as well as 
non-industry specific factors, such as labor market dynamics and the impact of 
climate change on farming. 

Informal sector for cocoa production. A significant proportion of cocoa from 
Côte d’Ivoire comes from the indirect supply chain. On average, studies estimate 
that over 55% of cocoa are not traceable to the farm or cooperative,110 although 
some companies report higher numbers and others do not publish traceability 
data. The informal sector is associated with greater risks for child labor, and cocoa 
farmers in the informal sector are generally more vulnerable economically. 

Company engagement often depends on supply chain traceability, which means 
that cocoa growing families in the indirect supply chains tend to be excluded 
from corporate Child Labor Monitoring and Remediation Systems (CLMRS) and 
traceability programs, even though the mixing points are at times known. Also, 
the quantities that companies purchase on the open market are more volatile 
as they depend on the demand. Cocoa from the indirect supply chain often 
comes from remote rural areas that are less well-integrated into the different 
community development programs and face structural challenges as discussed 
under the “country level”. 

Examples of interventions – The scope of support programs by the private sector 
is often limited to the direct supply chain, as this scope facilitates satisfying 
monitoring, remediation and reporting requirements. As a consequence, farmers 
in indirect supply chains that lack traceability are excluded from the support. 
The government of Côte d’Ivoire introduced a new traceability system that aims 
to reach full traceability within the next years.111 Members of the private sector 
confirm that traceability is becoming less of a challenge, although industry 
experts caution that achieving full traceability is not yet realistic either. 

Besides supply chain-based programs, landscape approaches emerged. If well 
designed, coordinated and monitored, they are most promising for addressing the 
root causes of child labor holistically, including in the informal sector.
 
Living income, farmgate prices and price premiums. Farmers can hardly subsist 
on growing cocoa alone. They are forced to cut costs, for example on investments 
in the land, labor expenses, health and well-being, or education. An inability to 
earn a living income pushes farmers into deforested areas or into informality. 
Eventually, such dynamics lead to a vicious circle where child labor becomes 
more likely. If farmers struggle to earn enough, children are vulnerable to the risk 
of exploitation as workers and to the risk of dropping out of school.

The farmgate price of cocoa is a key determinant of farmers’ livelihoods. Cocoa is 
seasonal and experts note that in many cases, farmers’ income from selling their 
harvest does not last until the next harvest, even when taking into account price 
premiums for sustainable cocoa.112 Considering that most farmers have little to no 
savings, farmers depend on selling their crop when the harvest comes to an end, 
independent of the market price. Unlike buyers, farmers cannot stockpile cocoa. 

Examples of interventions – Living income is a primary target of interventions 
that address the drivers of child labor, including in government initiatives to 
lift farmgate prices through the Living Income Differential (LID), private sector 
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incentive systems for farmers (including price premiums for sustainability 
programs and certifications), and civil society efforts to improve farming practices 
(to increase yield and reduce production costs) and farmer empowerment.113

A few programs stand out for allocating significant resources over a longer 
timeline to improve cocoa farmers’ living income, such as Nestlé’s Living Income 
Accelerator114, which includes conditional and unconditional cash transfers, 
Mondelez’ Cocoa Life Program115, and Tony Chocolonely’s Living Income Model116. 
Other industry actors are following suite.117 Digitalized, cashless payment  
solutions often facilitate access to finance.118 Initial evidence from third-party 
monitoring shows some progress but not yet a breakthrough increase in overall 
income levels.119 

Experts raise several aspects when reflecting on the longer-term impact of such 
living income programs. One concern over private or public sector interventions 
focusing primarily on yield is a potential oversupply of cocoa, which could 
lower the market price. To increase the resilience of the Ivorian cocoa sector, 
investments should strengthen local economic development, for example, by 
investing in the local processing of cocoa to create jobs and to capture a greater 
part of the value chain.120 Also, support programs should aim at empowering 
farming families, for example, by providing cash incentives without conditions or 
by focusing on access to finance.121 122 

Labor market. Another driver of child labor relates to the availability of workers. If 
farmers are unable to find – or to afford – hired labor, children are more likely to 
do the work instead. Finding hired labor for cocoa farms is challenging. Younger 
generations of workers tend to move away from farming communities. At the same 
time, farmers compete for workers with other industries such as mining. The relative 
wage levels that farmers can afford are often not competitive on the labor market.

Examples of interventions – Hired labor is a factor that is often overlooked in 
interventions that focus on productivity. Higher yields require more labor,  
yet productivity gains may not be enough to offset the additional expense of 
hiring labor.123 

Labor shortages are addressed by interventions to make work on cocoa farms 
more attractive and support farmers in affording adult workers, including 
through cash transfers and labor vouchers, community service groups, pruning 
gangs, and the formalization of labor contracts.124 

Climate change. Climate change affects the entire industry, yet farmers bear 
most of the burden. Less predictable weather conditions, excessive heat and 
rain (or the absence thereof), and a higher risk of pests and diseases influence 
the cocoa cultivation process.125 These factors can negatively affect the yield and 
the quality of cocoa beans, thereby reducing the income that a farmer receives 
from selling the season’s harvest. Climate change thus adds to the vulnerability 
of farmers and their families, in particular given the weak social security net they 
often already face. Poverty, again, is a marker for child labor. 

Examples of interventions – Interventions aim at increasing the resilience 
of cocoa farming by emphasizing agroforestry or introducing technological 
solutions to adapt cocoa farming to climate change.126 Such adaptations can 
range from establishing efficient irrigation systems to providing more robust 
cocoa varieties. Some initiatives explore the potential of innovative technological 
solutions to also improve human rights due diligence. 
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Pricing and value creation in the cocoa industry

Annual cocoa production volume reached approximately 5 million tons, 
and the global market for cocoa beans is valued at around 13 billion USD, 
although the market price at which cocoa is traded is volatile.127 

The market price is composed of several elements that reflect current 
supply and demand levels for cocoa, cost of transportation, quality of 
cocoa (through the origin differential), and subsidies or tariffs introduced 
by producing countries’ governments to stabilize prices for farmers (such 
as the Living Income Differential in Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana).128 

Cocoa that is certified under voluntary sustainability standards (VSS) is  
sold at a premium. In Côte d’Ivoire, the share of cocoa growing areas 
that are compliant with voluntary sustainability certification standards 
was estimated to be at 23 to 42% in 2019 whereas over 50% of cocoa are 
conventionally sourced.129 

The traceability requirements for cocoa that is compliant with sustainability 
standards differ. Whereas some sustainably produced cocoa is segregated 
from the production origin through transport and processing to the 
buyer, sourcing through mass balance is more common. This means that 
buyers document the amount of cocoa that complies with sustainability 
standards at the point of origin and can sell an equivalent amount of cocoa 
as compliant on the market, even though in the supply chain, conventional 
and compliant cocoa beans are mixed to facilitate transportation or 
processing.130 

Despite supplying 40% of global cocoa, Côte d’Ivoire effectively receives 5 
to 7% of its global market value.131 Farmers thus receive the smallest share 
of all stakeholders in the cocoa value chain, which includes exporters, 
traders, and processors, and farmers’ share has decreased over time. 

Even though cocoa serves as farmers’ main source of income, farmers’ 
income from the harvest is barely sufficient for a decent standard of 
living.132 Cocoa trees have on average exceeded the age of their highest 
productivity, and there are limited investments in improved agricultural 
practices.133 In some cases, a lack of ownership over the cocoa cultivation 
disincentives investments, in other cases, the farm size is too small to be 
profitable enough to sustain the number of people on the farm. 

Production costs in Côte d’Ivoire are high compared to other cocoa 
suppliers.134 Experts emphasize the need for investing in efficiency gains, 
including through technological solutions and infrastructure, to ensure 
that Côte d’Ivoire remains competitive whilst upholding human rights 
in the supply chain. At the same time, experts see the need to discuss 
the pricing mechanisms for the cocoa industry at large and the value 
distribution between different sections of the cocoa supply chain. 
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ROOT CAUSES OF CHILD LABOR DRIVERS OF THE ROOT CAUSES OF CHILD LABOR

COMMUNITY LEVEL

Poverty of cocoa farming families Increasing the number of workers, low labor expenses 

Economic viability  

of cocoa cultivation

High production costs, productivity degradation over time, 

farm size in relation to the number of people in farming 

households 

Health challenges  

for cocoa farming households

Parental health and absence from work (for example, 

because of malaria, or lack of access to clean drinking water), 

lack of health insurance and risk of debt 

Awareness and behavioral aspects
Limited awareness of the definitions of child labor and of 
acceptable tasks for children

Gender inequality
Levels of education replicated between generations, gender 

perspective affecting the efficiency of support programs 

COUNTRY LEVEL

Shift in production areas  

and deforestation

Cocoa farming in remote and rural areas, including in 

protected forests

Social infrastructure  

and infrastructure

Limited quality and availability of social services and social 

protection (for example schools, healthcare, and public 

services), long distance to social services

Public governance and regulations Absence of alternatives (for example, apprenticeships)

Birth certificates and official ID Requirement for registration for schooling, for graduation 

and further education

Land ownership and size

Lack of ownership disincentivizing investments in the land, 

increased household vulnerability due to reliance on cocoa 

farming as the only income source 

Demographics Young workers leaving the cocoa sector, large families that 

need to live off a farm

Law enforcement and  

cross-border traffic

Limited protection of temporary child workers from 

neighboring countries, insufficient capacity to detect and 
remedy child labor

INDUSTRY LEVEL

Informal sector  

for cocoa production

Less integrated in support programs, higher economic 

vulnerability 

Living income, farmgate prices,  

and price premiums

Income too low for subsistence levels, low margins, high 

volatility of cocoa prices, power imbalance in the supply chain

Labor market
Limited availability of adult workers, wage levels not 

competitive with other sectors

Climate change
Unpredictability of yield and quality of the harvest and thus 

of farmers’ income

Root causes of child labor explored to date
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IV.

Expert assessments

–  

Reasons  

for lacking progress  

on eliminating  

child labor 



Some projects report incremental progress but fail to get closer to the goal 
of eliminating the structural problem of child labor in the cocoa sector. In our 
research, we came across promising NGO-led and private sector pilot projects, yet 
many collect insufficient data on the impact and long-term effects on child labor 
and fail to reach scalability. 

The main challenge appears to be less about an understanding of the root causes 
but rather about the effectiveness of interventions to eliminate child labor at scale. 
All interventions are well-intentioned and focus on important aspects. However, 
they suffer from key reasons that hamper progress for eliminating child labor:135 

Data currently tends to measure “input” level activity and not impact. Ensuring 
the validity of data is crucial as it impacts efforts towards reducing child labor in 
several ways, including through decisions about resource allocation:

Activities need to be measured against the desired key performance indicators 
(KPIs) that monitor the input, output, and outcome for child labor. For instance, 
providing mosquito nets can be one response to improve farmers’ health. 
Assessing the effectiveness must be based on the reduction of lost working 
days (output) and a reduction in child labor (outcome), rather than the mere 
count of, for example mosquito nets (input). 

Relevant metrics for child labor need to be considered in combination. For 
instance, measuring school attendance rates does not provide insights into 
child labor unless considered in combination with data on children’s working 
hours in the field and, ideally, also qualitative metrics such as whether children 
pass their exams. 

Indicators must provide evidence on whether they reach the people with 
the greatest need. To date, data on interventions to address child labor rarely 
differentiates between groups of farm workers. For example, more detail is 
needed to assess the impact on farm owners, sharecroppers, hired workers or 
family workers. As one expert notes, the same is true for “women-led or single-
parent households, or migrant workers who are most vulnerable”. 

Data must allow attributing changes in child labor to specific interventions. 
Doing so requires collecting independent baseline data and measuring the 
impact of interventions over time. To date, some studies monitor child labor 
over time but do not differentiate between interventions. Other studies track 
the impact of specific interventions, yet typically in a regional controlled 
environment and not at scale. 

Research should ascertain that the reduction in child labor is real and lasting 
and not the result of shifting child labor to other areas. Some interventions that 
reduced child labor in agriculture were accompanied by an increase in child 
labor in artisanal gold mining.

Coordination between initiatives from private sector, civil society, and 

governments is insufficient. This slows down – and in some cases undermines – 
progress on eliminating child labor: 
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Competing initiatives can lead to inefficiencies and create redundancies, 
for example, in administrative efforts, sometimes to the disadvantage of the 
farming communities they seek to support. Initiatives tend to be designed, 
financed, and managed in isolation from one another, leading to an oversupply 
of support programs in some “popular” regions whereas other “unattractive” 
regions lack support.

The absence of alignment between actors creates gaps in support for 
communities, geographically and thematically. Each stakeholder typically 
provides unique expertise, a specific set of resources, and a particular mandate. 
Siloed approaches that promote individual interventions can lead to situations 
in which critical root causes remain unaddressed. To eliminate rather than 
partially alleviate the root causes of child labor, collaboration is key. 

Coordination is needed to raise the capacity of different stakeholders to 
act and prevent inertia. Unclear responsibilities between stakeholders (and 
between the public and the private sector in particular) can lead to partial 
solutions where each party expects more from the other. For instance, 
facilitating “access to education” includes a set of activities – it is not only 
an infrastructural problem but also linked to eligibility and administrative 
registration requirements. 

Scaling of pilot projects that address child labor is often inadequate. Over the 
last decades, interventions have improved the situation for many children and 
cocoa farming communities yet failed to achieve a breakthrough across the 
sector at large: 

Evaluating the impact of interventions requires a sufficiently long time horizon. 
When pilot projects are discontinued after their initial try-out, evidence about 
their impact remains premature. Experts comment that “one to three years are 
insufficient to assess impact, whether an intervention can reduce child labor 
in the long-term and whether positive results can be replicated in different 
contexts”. Moreover, experts suggest that the timeframe is often too short to 
establish the effective structures that are needed for an intervention to become 
independent from any one actor in the future. 

Scaling promising interventions should emphasize geographic reach and the 
number of farms that are covered. Interventions are typically limited to specific 
communities or cooperatives in the cocoa sector but are not expanded to cover 
the broader population.136 Such decisions are often taken based on practical 
considerations. Experts admit that this practice “excludes high-risk, remote, 
isolated, unconnected, and invisible communities”. 

Maintaining the integrity of a promising intervention when scaling it matters. 
Experts observed critically that companies, when internalizing best practices, 
tend to modify project parameters without a strong data basis. For instance, 
Child Labor Monitoring and Remediation Systems (CLMRS) are considered 
an effective way to identify, monitor, and ideally remediate known cases 
(even though not necessarily root causes) of child labor. Expert organizations 
developed minimal requirements and key performance indicators for effective 
CLMRS.137 However, experts also indicated that “the private sector does not 
always implement best practice CLMRS but makes modifications that weaken 
some of the aspects of CLMRS that are important for reducing child labor”.138 
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Initiatives to address child labor in cocoa supply chains lack traceability and 
reach. Current initiatives focus on companies’ traceable direct supply chain, yet 
an increasing volume is procured through the indirect supply chain with higher 
child labor risks: 

Geographical shifts in the cocoa growing regions require a dynamic 
reassessment of child labor risks and adjustment of support programs.  
For example, although cocoa production in Côte d’Ivoire has shifted from 
the central and eastern regions towards regions west of the center, foreign 
investment programs still focus largely on the former center of production. 
Experts explain that “the more remote the production, the tougher are the 
living conditions, and the higher the risks for child labor,” especially in protected 
areas where commercial agricultural activities are not allowed. In the absence 
of support programs, traders in the indirect supply chain do not have the 
resources, means or capabilities to address complex issues such as child labor. 

Effective interventions need to acknowledge that child labor is a systemic risk. 
Both the direct and the indirect supply chain must be addressed in order to 
reduce child labor sustainably. Improving traceability alone is therefore not 
the solution. To date, companies consider traceability as a condition for their 
investments in the supply chain. However, in the absence of better data, experts 
suggest that resources should be pooled around interventions in high-risk 
areas, irrespective of whether direct relationships with buyers exist or not. 

Interventions need to control for and manage unintended consequences. 
Addressing one driver of child labor can have unintended consequences for  
other drivers. Interventions need to be designed accordingly and stay aware  
of the context: 

On the community level, interventions need to take a comprehensive view on 
the realities on the farm to achieve the desired impact. Experts for example 
describe programs that focus exclusively on increasing yield yet fail to account 
for the resulting changes in labor costs, or training offers that do not reach  
the intended target group because farm workers cannot leave the farm for a 
full-day training so that the owner or manager will attend instead. 

On a country level, premium payments of certification schemes in 
combination with limited traceability can set incentives for fraud. Certifications 
are meant to allow farmers to sell their cocoa at a price premium if they adhere 
to certain sustainability standards, yet audits are not sufficiently reliable to 
detect violations of these standards, including child labor.139 

On an industry level, relying on supplier codes of conduct and zero tolerance 
policies risks pushing child labor into the deeper layers of the supply chain 
that are off-the radar for labor inspectors and company auditors. A possible 
consequence is that children engage in even more precarious activities. Also, 
some private sector or civil society initiatives create positive impact for farmers, 
but their set-up increases farmers’ dependency on the suppliers.
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V.

The way forward

–  

A research agenda  

for exploring  

effective child labor 

remediation 
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Based on the emblematic case of cocoa farming in Côte d’Ivoire, our research 
shows that child labor is a complex and systemic issue. Addressing child labor 
requires joint efforts. We suggest a strategy of shared responsibility, involving 
global cocoa buying brands and traders, the government at a national and a 
regional level in Côte d’Ivoire, as well as governments from buying countries, civil 
society and international organizations such as UNICEF, international financial 
institutions and private philanthropy, and cocoa growing communities. Shared 
responsibility implies that these stakeholders coordinate their actions to create 
leverage and pool resources to effectively address the underlying challenges of 
child labor in Côte d’Ivoire.140 

Experts note that at the community level, the investments in interventions 
to reduce child labor have shown some positive effects, however, they cannot 
eliminate child labor if the contextual parameters in Côte d’Ivoire and in the 
industry do not change. Experts emphasize the need for systemic change, 
and more concretely, they call on companies and policymakers for scaling 
interventions from regional projects to structural programs that reach all cocoa 
growing areas. They also emphasize strengthening the accountability of all 
stakeholders for delivering measurable impacts.

To end child labor, prevention and remediation equally matter. An enabling 
environment at the country level that is conducive to addressing the root causes 
of child labor requires overcoming weak governance structures. To address 
complex root causes that no actor alone can address, such as schooling, requires 
collaboration and close coordination among government institutions, companies, 
and civil society. Experts also suggest working with new partners that could 
create leverage and incentives for addressing child labor, such as institutional 
investors or youth mobilizers in communities.

Effective strategies to prevent child labor also need to address the 
macroeconomic drivers at the industry level. For example, poverty will not be 
mitigated if interventions to individual drivers (such as access to healthcare or 
education) are decoupled from macro-level drivers (such as incomes that are 
too low to cover health or education expenses). The private sector needs to also 
discuss how to stabilize household incomes and the local economy by increasing 
value-creating activities in-country. Instead of merely exporting cocoa beans, 
companies could support Côte d’Ivoire with investments to build processing 
capacities for cocoa to increase the value creation in-country.

Any direct financial intervention by public and private actors into the industry 
requires a more intricate understanding of the market mechanisms in the cocoa 
sector in Côte d’Ivoire. Over the last decades, most of the external funding, often 
from donors from the Global North, has been directed towards the supply side 
of the cocoa value chain. Some experts suggest that despite best intentions, the 
inflow of funding distorted the market to the disadvantage of producers, and 
the financial interventions alone have proven to be insufficient for addressing 
poverty. Similarly, higher cocoa prices (and higher yields) have not always led to a 
reduction in child labor, contrary to expectations.141
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Our analysis suggests that ending child labor in the cocoa sector requires a shift 
in perspective from individual root causes towards interconnected root causes.142 
Root causes need to be assessed in the specific context of a geographical area 
and community. Such “ecosystem” or landscape approaches consider the socio-
cultural characteristics of one geographical unit to align strategies which address 
the interconnection between root causes. These holistic strategies make sure 
that communities’ needs within a specific geographical unit are met, and child 
labor is addressed sustainably. 

By bringing together the competences of different stakeholders, landscape 
approaches ideally ensure that all measures that are needed to fully address a 
root cause are taken. For instance, guaranteeing access to education requires a 
set of complementary actions from companies, the government, and civil society, 
ranging from providing physical infrastructure of school buildings and teaching 
material, to training teachers and facilitating school registration, for example, by 
making it easier for parents to obtain a birth certificate and an official ID for their 
children. The landscape approaches that are implemented to date are pilots and 
do not yet meet the criteria of a truly holistic and integrative approach. 

This novel focus on assessing ecosystems should not rule out the fact that 
interventions that address individual root causes can also have incremental 
positive effects for children. For some root causes of child labor in a specific 
geographical area, there might be simple solutions that make a difference, 
such as providing mosquito nets to malaria-plagued farmers. Also, improving 
the socio-cultural and economic conditions within the geographical area – 
independent of the area’s relation to the cocoa sector – can eventually reduce 
child labor in this area. For example, prioritizing new infrastructure projects 
should be based on where they are needed most and not limited to traceable 
cocoa communities. 

From our analysis, it is clear that holistic approaches are needed to reinforce 
dynamics that keep children out of child labor sustainably. Landscape 
approaches promise to resolve complex issues such as child labor by fostering 
collaborations between private and public actors, by addressing interconnected 
root causes, and by using technology to assess high risk areas. However, 
landscape approaches are not easy to implement because they require multiple 
actors to agree on a holistic strategy and to work together over a longer period of 
time. The success of landscape approaches will hinge upon all actors' willingness 
to coordinate and contribute to a spirit of shared responsibility. 
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