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DATA AND PERSPECTIVES

Counting Child 
Domestic Servants  
in Latin America

DEBORAH LEVISON 
ANNA LANGER

COUNTING CHILD domestic servants seems a commonplace task. In fact, it is 
both difficult and important. Child domestic servants are among the most vul-
nerable of child workers and the most invisible. They may be treated well and 
allowed to attend school, or they may be secluded in their employers’ homes, 
ill-treated, overworked, and unable to leave or report their difficulties to kin. 
In this analysis we ask how many children in six Latin American countries 
are employed as domestics, how many live with their employers, whether 
domestics make up a high proportion of child workers, and whether they are 
disadvantaged in school attendance. Our hope is that this information will be 
useful to policymakers, nongovernmental organizations, and activists seeking 
to identify child domestic servants and improve their lives. 

We have been told that it is not possible to count child domestic ser-
vants.1 Too many of them are “invisible”: they are engaged in informal work, 
hidden away in residences, and sometimes identified to census and survey 
enumerators as relatives rather than servants. If they are in fact both relatives 
and servants—as in the Cinderella story, told worldwide in many versions, 
which recounts the tale of a step-daughter who served as a maid2—they 
themselves may prefer to be identified as family members. There are many 
reasons why counting and identifying trends in the use of child domestics 
may be difficult; we discuss these below. Still, under some conditions, we as-
sert that we can make reasonable estimates of child domestic servants. Using 
census data made available through the IPUMS-International project,3 we 
present estimates, time trends, and descriptive information about child do-
mestics for six Latin American countries: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, and Mexico.4 We know of no other large-scale attempt to count 
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child domestics. Our focus on Latin America is practical: when we began 
this project, the IPUMS-International census data collection did not include 
a critical mass of censuses from any other region that allowed us to identify 
domestic servants.5 

Our earliest data are from 1960, but the starting date varies by country; 
in some cases we can follow trends over four decades, in other cases only 
three. We expect to see changes over time for a variety of reasons, as Latin 
American countries have experienced large-scale social and economic changes 
over the relevant time period. Prominent among these changes are demo-
graphic transition; expanding access to education; increases in women’s labor 
force participation; economic fluctuations and trends, such as sectoral shifts 
in labor force opportunities; and effective human rights campaigns. Some of 
these changes imply decreases in child domestic service; other imply increases. 
Many of these social changes have happened (or are happening) more or less 
simultaneously; in this article we do not attempt to attribute particular causes 
to the observed patterns related to child domestics.6 

We use the term “child” as it is used in the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child: to indicate that a person is under 18 years of age. 
Although we recognize that many adolescents in poor countries are effec-
tively adults by their mid-teenage years, we use the term child to refer to both 
younger children and adolescents. Because very few children can provide 
useful labor before approximately the age of 5 years, we initially searched for 
domestic workers aged 5–17 years. Most of the child domestics we identify 
are between ages 10 and 17, so our analysis focuses on that age range.

Conceptual difficulties in defining  
domestic servants

Most authors writing about child domestic servants do not include a defini-
tion of what they mean by “domestic servant.” After all, it seems obvious: 
a domestic servant is someone who does domestic work in someone else’s 
home, for pay or in-kind remuneration. But what is domestic work, and how 
much of it does one need to do (for someone else) in order to be classified as a 
domestic servant? In some parts of Africa, for example, young girls may labor 
from morning to nightfall under the direction of their mothers and female kin, 
yet this work is not counted as domestic service (Reynolds 1991). Similarly, 
girls who are fostered into a family may spend their days in various types 
of domestic labor—are they servants? What about, in Brazil, when young 
country cousins want to escape the stagnation of their rural towns and move 
in with distant kin in the city, in exchange for domestic services—are they 
servants? What if they only do domestic work during part of each day and 
attend school for part of the day—do they count? In other situations, children 
who are not related to the family take care of their “patrons,” doing whatever 
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work needs to be done, including much domestic work. The rewards for doing 
this may be undefined and depend on the good will, resources, and networks 
of the patron. The point here is that some people are not called servants by 
the people for whom they perform services, yet they may perform the same 
tasks as others who are called servants. 

Another difficulty concerns the tasks performed. Typical tasks performed 
by domestic servants include cleaning the home; shopping for food; prepar-
ing food for cooking; cooking and serving meals; washing dishes; washing 
clothing and linens; drying and ironing laundry; child care, including dress-
ing, diapering, feeding, taking to and from school, and watching children; 
and care for the ill, disabled, or elderly, including the most intimate types 
of care. This is a long list, but it is by no means all-inclusive. Some domestic 
servants sweep the yard, water plants, care for kitchen gardens, or work in 
their employers’ fields. Others care for poultry, goats, pigs, or other farm 
animals. How can we tell whether someone is more of a domestic servant or 
more of a farm hand?

Clearly there is a continuum, with one end denoting people who are 
obviously domestic servants and the other end denoting people who obvi-
ously are not. In between, it gets fuzzier. Yet, we have to draw an arbitrary 
line if we are to count child domestic servants, since we have to define each 
child in our census samples as either a domestic servant or not. To a great 
extent, the location of this line is determined by the data that were collected 
in the censuses of the six countries in our study and, more importantly, by 
the people responding to census enumerators.

The IPUMS-International data 

The availability of integrated public use samples of census microdata allows 
us to investigate the presence of child domestic servants in a number of low-
and middle-income countries. We have chosen to investigate child domestics 
in countries for which samples are available through IPUMS-International 
and for which particular information was collected that helps us to identify 
domestic servants. Data from multiple censuses per country were used to 
examine trends in the use of child domestic servants over time. While the 
years available differed by country, all the censuses (and the one survey) in 
our sample were conducted between 1960 and 2002. Appendix Table A1 
gives the years in which these censuses were conducted and provides other 
characteristics of the samples. 

Samples

We initially included individuals between the ages of 5 and 17 years in our 
samples. We excluded individuals in group quarters who were not living with 
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relatives;7 these individuals are unlikely to be available for domestic service. 
In any case, they comprise a small portion of the population in our age range 
(in general, less than one percent). Because the numbers of 5–9-year-olds in 
our sample working in domestic service were so small as to make estimates 
problematic, our final sample focuses on 10–17-year-olds. 

Table A1 describes the samples used in the analysis. For each country 
and census year, we indicate the sample density, enumeration rule, and ages 
for which labor force information—for occupation and industry in particu-
lar—was collected. The earliest age at which labor force activity was recorded 
has important implications for our estimates. The table also indicates how 
many 10–17-year-olds were included in the sample and provides our con-
servative estimate of the total number of 10–17-year-old domestic servants 
in the sample, by sex, including only those employed in the reference period. 
These are sample sizes; they are not the estimated number of domestics in the 
population, which is shown in Table 1 and Table A3. The small number of 
male domestics in these samples is the main reason that much of the analysis 
focuses on female domestics.

Defining child domestics

The measures of child domestic service used here are based on information 
from two sources within Latin American census data: employment-related in-
formation, in particular the child’s occupation and industry, and relationship 
to head of household or family (that is, to the census reference person). In 
almost all cases the countries used in this analysis have both of these sources 
of information on domestic servants. 

Occupation and industry data are collected for individuals who are 
recognized as members of the labor force. (Definitions of the census uni-
verses for labor force questions are given in Table A2.) Most Latin American 
censuses have for some decades recognized domestic service as a distinct 
occupational category or set of categories. The second source of information 
comes from a description of how an individual is related to either the head 
of the household or the head of a subfamily. In Latin America, it is standard 
to include “domestic servant” as one possible relationship to the reference 
person. 

In some ways, both of these sources are inadequate, insofar as the re-
spondent may not be well informed about the activities of the child in ques-
tion or may wish to mislead the enumerator. While all the censuses in our 
study are based on questions posed to respondents by enumerators (rather 
than mail-in questionnaires), census procedures almost always rely upon a 
principal respondent for each household or family. Adults at home at the time 
of the enumerator’s visit typically respond on behalf of children, especially 
younger children. (Older adolescents, if present, may or may not be allowed 
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to self-report.) Responding adults may not be well informed about, for ex-
ample, the number of hours worked per week by a particular child. They may 
wish to stretch the truth: a distant relative living-in and doing the household’s 
domestic work may be described as a relative rather than a servant, for ex-
ample. This is especially likely for younger children. The stigma of domestic 
service contributes to the statistical invisibility of child domestics. Publicity 
campaigns opposing child labor increase misreporting, as respondents learn 
to be fearful of repercussions for the use of child servants.

Using the first source of information, labor force variables relating to 
industry and occupation of employment, we determined whether an indi-
vidual was reported as being included in domestic service industries and/or 
occupations. In some cases industry and occupation variables provided identi-
cal information. In other cases, both were needed. For example, in the 1991 
Argentina census, individuals were identified as domestic servants if they 
were labeled as being in an “other service activities” industry and a “workers 
in domestic services, non-specialized” occupation.8 

One issue that arose with the use of labor force data was whether to 
include domestic workers who were unemployed at the time of the census. 
Because children tend to move in and out of employment more frequently 
than adults, on any particular census day we would expect to find unem-
ployed child domestics who had been employed the previous month and who 
would be employed again shortly (Levison et al. 2007). We do not include 
unemployed domestics in our conservative estimates, shown in Table A3. 
However, because our goal is to count the numbers of children who usually 
work as domestics, we include the unemployed in our “best guess” counts 
of child domestics, shown in Table 1. In any case, they make up a very small 
fraction of all domestics.

Using the second source of information, on relationship to household 
head, we identified whether an individual was categorized as a domestic ser-
vant by his or her household relationship. In a substantial number of cases, 
individuals recognized as being servants of the household or family head 
were not reported to be members of the labor force.9 A sensitivity analysis, 
discussed below, includes estimates of the extent to which child domestics 
would be undercounted if we based our counts solely on labor force or house-
hold relationship information.

We are unable to distinguish between full-time and part-time work in 
this analysis; hours of work are not known for part of our sample. Given the 
irregular nature of domestic labor, estimated hours of work would, in any 
case, be especially likely to be mismeasured (by the child) or misreported (by 
employers or parents) because of ignorance, carelessness, or shame. If data 
were available, the distinction between full- and part-time work would be 
important to the extent that children working part-time, for instance, may be 
able to attend school more easily than those working full-time.
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Estimated levels and trends

Our goal is to provide estimates useful to researchers, policymakers, and 
activists. While one purpose might call for the most careful, conservative es-
timates, another might reasonably want to include invisible domestics, using 
an estimate designed to do this. We thus present several different estimates of 
the numbers of child domestics discernible using samples of census data. Some 
users will prefer our most conservative estimates of the numbers of child do-
mestics, presented in Table A3: the table excludes unemployed children and 
includes only ages for which we have labor force information. The estimates 
presented in Table 1, on the other hand, are our “best guess” estimates of the 
numbers of 10–17-year-old child domestic servants in these six countries. In 
Table 1 we have included all the bits of information we have. In Table A3, 
when we had labor force information starting at age 12 (as in Costa Rica), 
then the entire estimate was for ages 12–14, rather than 10–14. In Table 1, 
we added information for 10- and 11-year-olds, based on the relationship-
to-head question, to the more complete data for 12–14-year-olds. Because 
unemployed domestic servants are likely to resume work subsequently as 
domestics, they have also been included in these estimates. The estimates in 
Table 1 are not substantially larger than the conservative estimates, and most 
of the differences are for the younger age group. 

Table 1 is divided into two sets of columns, with columns (1) through (7) 
referring to ages 10–14, while columns (8) through (14) refer to ages 15–17. 
We include estimates of numbers for labor force employment and numbers of 
live-in and live-out domestics, also providing the total number of children in 
the age group so that readers may calculate any of a number of percentages.10 
Additional columns show the percentage female for each estimated number. 
It is important to keep demographic trends in mind when using Table 1. Col-
umn (8) most clearly reflects the increase in numbers of youth resulting from 
increasing numbers of women in childbearing ages, changing fertility rates, 
and mortality decline. Brazil, for example, had 3.7 million 15–17-year-olds in 
1960 and 10.7 million in 2000. It is noticeable that employment growth rates 
rarely keep pace with population growth rates for this age group, indicating 
declining labor force employment rates.

Overall child employment

In some countries, the percentages of girls and boys who work in the labor 
force have been declining since the 1960s (see Table A4).  In Argentina, de-
clines have been monotonic since the first available sample for 1970. In Bra-
zil, the same can be said for boys since 1960, but for girls declines have been 
steady only since 1980. In Chile and Costa Rica declines are monotonic on the 
whole, with minor exceptions. Colombia’s patterns are more complicated. The 
country’s employment percentages do not vary substantially between 1964 
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and 1993 for three of the four age-sex groups. For 15–17-year-old boys, how-
ever, employment declined from 57 percent in 1964 to about 36 percent in 
the 1980s and 1990s. Employment also fell for 15–17-year-old girls between 
1985 and 1993. Mexico’s employment rates fluctuate somewhat but do not 
show substantial declines over the four decades presented here.

A higher share of boys than girls is employed, in both age groups and in 
every country and sample. Generally, girls make up fewer than one-third of 
youth employed in the labor force (Table 1, columns 3 and 10). 

Employment as domestics

In every country, sample, and both age groups, boys who are in the labor 
force are substantially less likely than girls to be employed as domestic ser-
vants (Table 1, columns 5, 7, 12, and 14). In fact, fewer than 5 percent of em-
ployed boys are typically domestics. For this reason, most of our discussion 
focuses on girls. Table A4 shows, for six countries and two age groups, the 
percentages of girls who are employed, the percentages of employed girls who 
are domestic servants, and the percentages of all girls who are domestics. A 
key finding of this analysis is that domestic service accounts for a substantial 
fraction of girls’ labor force employment—a remarkably high fraction in some 
samples. Among employed girls, at least 20 percent are domestic servants in 
most samples. In the earlier census samples, sometimes 60 to 80 percent of 
employed girls were domestics. In more recent samples, 30 percent is more 
common. 

Argentina and Colombia display close-to-monotonic declines in the per-
centage of employed girls who are domestic servants between the mid-1960s 
and the end of the century. In Brazil, Costa Rica, and Mexico, the percentage 
of employed girls who are domestics first increases, then declines. A similar 
pattern can be seen when examining the estimated numbers of all girls who 
are employed as domestics—in this case, for all countries except Chile and 
Argentina. It should be noted that data for the 1960s are not available for 
Argentina; perhaps we would find a similar pattern if we had such data. 

It is likely that as social norms changed in Latin America, the demand 
for child domestics was less elastic than the demand for other kinds of child 
workers. That is, as more and more children began to spend greater amounts 
of time in school, the reduced availability of a family’s own children for 
domestic work, combined with the increase in women’s labor force partici-
pation, meant that many households must have felt an increased need for 
help in accomplishing household tasks and caregiving. Thus, even while the 
total rate of labor force employment was falling for children, the demand for 
child domestics was strong enough to increase employment in both absolute 
numbers and as a percentage of all employed children. Eventually, however, 
a combination of other social factors—including the normative realization 
that children should be in school and should not be full-time workers, smaller 
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numbers of available children owing to fertility decline, and increased use of 
labor-saving devices among the middle class—led to declines in both absolute 
numbers of children who are domestics and percentages of employed girls 
working as domestics.

While a relatively small proportion of girls was employed as domestics in 
the most recent census years—at or below 5 percent in most countries (with 
Brazil slightly higher)—Table 1 shows that the absolute numbers of child 
domestics were substantial in the larger countries: over 400,000 in Brazil, 
over 180,000 in Mexico, and over 90,000 in Colombia (summing cols. 4, 6, 
11, and 13). 

Comparing younger and older employed girls who are domestics, we 
find that in almost every case a higher percentage of the older girls are do-
mestics. This could, in part, be due to parents moving girls out from other 
forms of employment as they reach puberty. An illustrative example for 
such a tendency is given in Madsian (2004: 130), who writes about Brazilian 
children working as peanut vendors: “Parents, above all, are concerned that 
their daughters maintain their virginity and live up to the image of the ideal 
woman. The street is a constant source of danger, and may even lure girls to 
prostitution. Regularly the girls, and occasionally also the boys, are solicited 
for sexual services [as they sell peanuts]. Hence, around the age of 15, girls 
tend to stop working on the street.” Other girls may enter domestic service 
simply because it is an obvious means of first employment, given the training 
in domestic skills that most receive in their own homes. 

Living in versus living out

We are able to discern whether a domestic servant is “living in”—that is, 
residing with her employers—or “living out” by the way in which she was 
enumerated. Those children who were identified as domestic servants by the 
household relationship question must have been “living in” (if they were cor-
rectly enumerated). Children who were enumerated with their own families 
but were identified by their labor force information as domestic servants were 
assumed to be “living out.” We observe this distinction in status because of 
its implications for the relative agency and privileges of a domestic servant. 
Children who live with their own kin may report abuses by employers, while 
live-in domestics may have much more limited access to kin or others who 
could assist them. A child domestic’s place of residence may also have impli-
cations for his or her schooling. 

School enrollment

Based on the literature, we expected domestic workers to be disadvantaged 
in terms of education relative to other workers in their age groups and to 
non-workers, even if domestic service provided some children with educa-
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tional advantages. Oyaide (2000), for example, found that among 159 child 
domestics identified in various parts of Lusaka, Zambia, only one was attend-
ing school. We do not make a causal argument here, because any association 
between school enrollment and domestic service may be due to who becomes 
a servant (a selection issue). Ainsworth (1992) found that children in Ivory 
Coast who left rural areas to become domestics in urban areas were less likely 
to be in school than other children of the households in which they worked, 
but the child domestics were more likely to be in school than the siblings 
they left behind.

Most census questions on school enrollment translate to something like, 
“Is [this person] going to school?” (See Table A2.) Our analysis confirms that 
domestic workers11 are disadvantaged in enrollment in comparison to non-
working individuals in their age group. Our evidence shows, however, that 
domestic workers are not always disadvantaged in comparison to workers in 
other industries. The pattern for Brazil is typical of Latin America: Brazil’s 
school enrollment-by-age figures shift upward over the decades, with peak 
enrollment at about ages 10–11 (not shown).12 Enrollment typically declines 
with age throughout the teen years, as children enter more adult roles. 

In Brazil, live-out domestics had an advantage in education over live-
in domestics until the late teen years in decades prior to 2000. Moreover, in 
earlier decades, younger live-in domestics clearly had an advantage over other 
(non-domestic) workers. By 2000, however, older (age 13+) live-in domestics 
were substantially less likely to be enrolled in school than live-out domestics 
or other workers. Similarly, in Mexico, a clear live-in advantage in school 
enrollment in 1990 changed to a clear live-in disadvantage by 2000. 

In Colombia in 1973 and 1993, domestic workers who lived with their 
employers were more likely to be enrolled in school than live-out domestics 
or other workers. This advantage did not exist in 1985, a year in which enroll-
ment levels for all child workers were high relative to other years. 

Costa Rica shows the most decided advantage for younger live-in do-
mestics with respect to school attendance, with a slight advantage continuing 
at some older ages. Child domestics in Costa Rica are more likely to attend 
school than other child workers. 

We note that where a shift has occurred over time in the degree of edu-
cational advantage of live-in versus live-out domestics, it has become more 
of a disadvantage to live in. Overall, however, live-in child domestic servants 
were not necessarily disadvantaged in enrollment compared to live-out ser-
vants.

Without a better understanding of the direction of causality or potential 
selection issues, we cannot explain the reasons underlying these patterns. 
For example, it seems likely that as fewer families have felt the need to place 
children in live-in situations to ensure them regular meals, those who have 
remained in live-in service are from the most destitute families—that is, in-
creasingly selected—and are least able to leave employers who keep them 
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out of school. On the other hand, it could be that as school became acces-
sible to more children, only those children who did very poorly dropped out 
and became live-in domestics. In the latter scenario, children are selected 
according to lack of educational achievement rather than poverty (although 
the two are highly correlated), and causality runs from school to domestic 
service rather than vice versa. Both patterns may occur within one popula-
tion of child domestics.

Sensitivity analysis

We have already mentioned our first type of sensitivity analysis, in which 
we compared conservative estimates of child domestic servants (Table A3) 
with our “best guess” estimates (Table 1). The more conservative estimates 
were produced only for samples and/or age groups where both of our pri-
mary sources of information—labor force and household relationship—were 
available. The “best guess” estimates took into account all available data that 
might inform us about the children’s work.

Other studies of child domestic workers may have to rely only on house-
hold status information or only on labor force information. In either case, 
the result will be an undercount of child domestic workers. Table A5 reports 
the degree to which the number of child domestics estimated is sensitive to 
availability of labor force or household relationship information, focusing on 
recent samples for which labor force information is available for the entire age 
group in question. If we had only one source of information, to what extent 
would we underestimate the number of child domestic servants, compared to 
using both sources of information (conservative estimate, as in Table A3)?

Inadequate labor force measures

The labor force status of some child domestic servants is not acknowledged 
by the adults responding to census enumerators. According to Table A5, col-
umn (2), this is a relatively small problem in most of the countries included 
in this analysis. In Brazil and Chile, for example, 99 percent of domestics are 
identifiable using labor force information. The greatest degree of misreporting 
is found in Costa Rica: 7 percent of 15–17-year-old domestics were not iden-
tifiable using only labor force data. 

Inadequate household relationship measures

Household relationship measures also failed to identify some domestic ser-
vants identified by labor force measures. In many cases this is to be expected, 
because live-out domestic servants are not enumerated with the households 
of their employers. For example, if a live-out domestic servant lives with her 
parents, she should be enumerated as “child” according to the household 
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relationship information. Table A5 (column 3) shows the percentage of child 
domestics who were identified using only the household relationship infor-
mation. In Colombia 80 percent of domestics were identifiable through the 
relationship information only, but in the other five countries much smaller 
proportions were identifiable in this way. In Argentina and Brazil, over 85 
percent of domestics would be overlooked if one were using only household 
relationship information.

Imputed live-in domestic servant status

Given the high potential for non-reporting of the true work status of relatives 
acting as servants (“Cinderellas”)—especially in countries with highly visible 
anti-child-labor campaigns—we consider the extent to which we might have 
underestimated the number of live-in child domestics. We do this using the 
household and/or family relationship information. It is possible to detect 
people in the household who do not have a clearly identified relationship to 
the head. Thus, “other relatives,” “agregados” (in Brazil), and “non-relatives” 
are possible domestic servants, although clearly some of them are not. For 
example, an adolescent non-relative in a census enumeration may be the live-
in partner of a family member. A few censuses have a category for “child of a 
servant.” Because we suspect that older children of servants are treated more 
like servants than like the sons and daughters of the head of household, since 
their parent is a live-in domestic, we consider this small group to be possible 
domestic servants. Because most domestic servants are girls (see Table 1), we 
considered only females in arriving at an estimated number of unreported 
domestics. The total number of girls in this “Cinderella” group, which gives an 
upper bound for the number of hidden live-in female domestics, is reported 
in column (5) of Table A5.

The numbers of co-resident children and youth who may be domestic 
servants seem much too large—surely not all of them are domestic servants, 
even on a part-time basis. In column (6) of Table A5, we assume arbitrarily 
that 25 percent of them are in fact domestic servants. (We continue to search 
for qualitative evidence on which to base this percentage.) We expected 
these imputations to substantially increase our estimates of the numbers of 
child domestic servants. Oddly enough, they do in some countries but not in 
others. For Mexico, they increase the original estimate by only 3.5 percent. 
Advocacy organizations could play a role in identifying hidden child domestic 
servants. In terms of absolute numbers, this issue is most pressing in Brazil 
and Colombia.  

The welfare of child domestic servants 

While many differences exist in the conditions under which children perform 
domestic work, child domestic servants are exposed to several characteristic 



138  C O U N T I N G  C H I L D  D O M E S T I C  S E RVA N T S  I N  L AT I N  A M E R I C A

threats. For one, they may not be allowed to take breaks or may be required 
to work long hours. Child domestic workers may also suffer from a lack of 
access to education, which can contribute to social isolation and diminished 
future labor force opportunities (Oyaide 2000). UNICEF considers domestic 
work to be among the lowest-status, least-regulated, and most poorly remu-
nerated of all occupations, for both adults and children, and reports that most 
child domestics are live-in workers who are under round-the-clock control 
by their employers (UNICEF 1999). 

When exploitation of child workers is extreme or conditions are akin 
to slavery, the ILO considers domestic service to be a “worst form” of child 
labor (Black 2005). Accounts of beatings and sexual abuse are not uncom-
mon among qualitative studies of child domestic servants.13 Because they 
frequently live with their employers out of the view of others, child domestic 
workers may be particularly exposed to this type of exploitation. The fol-
lowing summary of findings from Haiti echoes features found in the limited 
number of other studies from around the world:

[Servant] children living outside the home tended to have a heightened risk 
of treatment as second class citizens and also a heightened risk of physical and 
sexual abuse—though neither is inevitable. According to field interviews, the 
living conditions of servant children tend to be distinctly different from other 
children in the same household. They sleep in the least desirable places, e.g., on 
a section of carpet in the outside kitchen or on the floor at the foot of a bed. They 
eat different food. They do significantly more work than other children in the 
household. They may well carry the workload of adult domestic servants and 
more. According to direct observation by informants, such children are subject 
to public humiliation and corporal punishment including beatings with cooking 
pots, shoes, whips, or fists. They may well not go to school, or if they do, it is an 
inferior school and in any case a different school from those attended by other 
children in the household. They are subject to sexual abuse by other children 
in the household and sometimes by adults, yet they would not be likely to be 
allowed to marry the sons or daughters of the household served. (Smucker and 
Murray 2004: 35–36)

In our analysis we differentiate between live-in and live-out domestic 
servants as a way of taking account of these heightened risks. We are unable, 
however, to compare actual conditions of employment, either within the 
domestic service occupation or in comparison to other sectors of employ-
ment. What evidence exists comes from small-scale studies and appears to 
be context-specific. Moreover, negative reports are likely to be highlighted in 
the reports of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)—often for fundraising 
purposes—while positive reports may be overlooked. It is not possible, on 
the basis of media or NGO reports, to estimate the proportion of live-in child 
domestics who are abused.
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Some observers are careful to note that one should not automatically 
assume that child domestic work is exploitative or worse than what a child 
would experience if he or she were not a domestic worker. For many fami-
lies, placing a child in a stable household that has a higher standard of living 
than the parents’ household is seen as beneficial (UNICEF 1999); for the 
most vulnerable families and for orphans, it may be a way to ensure that a 
child is fed, clothed, and sheltered. Some children are sent from rural homes 
to be domestics in urban areas, in an effort to allow them to further their 
education. 

Policy implications

Whether or not census data can be used to accurately identify child domes-
tic servants depends to a great extent on the census tradition in particular 
countries. We encourage statistical agencies to (1) include a servant category 
among the relationship-to-reference-person options; (2) specify domestic 
service as an occupation, unmixed with other occupations; and (3) collect 
labor force statistics starting no later than age 10. Higher age cut-offs may 
overlook many child workers.

A key finding of this analysis is that domestic service accounts for a 
substantial fraction of girls’ labor force activity. Combined with information 
from qualitative studies about the poor conditions under which many chil-
dren work as servants, this finding points to a need for a substantial emphasis 
on domestic service in programs aimed at reducing the deleterious effects of 
work on children.

Our results also indicate a need for additional research to determine 
what percentage of children are hidden domestic servants, or “Cinderellas.” 
For example, Smucker and Murray (2004) document a variety of arrange-
ments for children in Haiti who live or work away from their biological 
parents. A restavèk is “a person who lives with others and serves them, an 
unpaid domestic servant”; labeling someone a restavèk relegates him or her 
to “the lowest possible servile status” (p. 21). Other categories are identified 
by terms indicating adoptive kinship (pitit), living with an extended family 
(pitit kay), or less pejorative terms for unpaid servant children (timoun). In all 
of these cases, however, children living away from their parents are expected 
to perform certain domestic tasks, and unpaid servants are expected to work 
much harder than the children of the house. 

Similarly, Jacquemin (2004: 384–385) describes three types of child 
domestics in Abidjan, Ivory Coast: the little niece, who works for kin; the hired 
help, who works for strangers and whose payment goes directly to her guard-
ian; and the little paid maid, who also works for strangers but is paid directly in 
cash. The author notes that “some paid maids consider that they only started 
to ‘work’ when they had their first [employment] placement where they re-
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ceived a monthly salary, while during the months or even years before that, 
they had been carrying out exactly the same tasks,” but in the role of little 
niece or hired help (p. 392). These distinctions imply that standard labor force 
questions designed for adults may not identify all domestic servants, even if 
the individuals are allowed to speak on their own behalf. 

Maggie Black (1997) has written a handbook about how to identify and 
interview possible child domestic servants. She points out there is “pressure 
in numbers”: “without estimates of numbers, we cannot make the point that 
this is a large group of child workers and deserves serious attention” (p. 41). 
Michael Bourdillon (2009: 1) states that support for child domestic workers 
“should be a matter of urgency.” He writes that such support means show-
ing support for children who “have tried to overcome adversity by working 
for themselves and their families, often in painful situations” (p. 13) and 
argues convincingly that a ban on child domestic work will not accomplish 
this.14 Programs to improve the working conditions of child domestics will 
need funding based, to some extent, on the numbers of child domestics in 
the community. 

We have shown that in the six countries we examined the census data 
point to substantial numbers of child domestic servants, in addition to the more 
readily identifiable domestic servants at later labor force ages. The fact that the 
great majority of identifiable domestics are girls, and that they are engaged 
in something as seemingly mundane as housework, may render many or all 
of them invisible to policymakers. The status and well-being of all of these 
children, however, deserves further attention.
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TABLE A1   Characteristics of census samples included in the analysis of child 
domestic servants in six Latin American countries (unweighted sample sizes)

 Sample  Labor 10–17 years

 density Enumera- force data   Female Male 
Country/ (%) tion rulea collected Total Domestics domestics domestics 
year (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Argentina
1970 2.0 de facto age 10+ 68,169 2,584 2,430 154
1980 10.0 de facto age 14+ 405,850 9,046 8,805 241
1991 10.0 de facto age 14+ 678,252 7,789 7,175 614
2001 10.0 de facto age 14+ 532,968 2,132 1,718 414

Brazil
1960 5.0 de facto age 10+ 551,588 11,048 10,320 728
1970 5.0 de facto age 10+ 947,460 24,874 23,980 894
1980 5.0 de jure & age 10+ 1,075,606 34,145 32,691 1,454 
  de facto
1991 5.8 de jure age 10+ 1,551,439 39,840 37,997 1,843
2000 6.0 de jure age 10+ 1,713,976 28,010 26,510 1,500

Chile
1960 1.2 de facto age 12+ 14,922 452 408 44
1970 10.0 de facto age 12+ 168,929 2,641 2,420 221
1982 10.0 de facto age 15+ 198,837 1,988 1,865 123
1992 10.0 de facto age 14+ 189,836 1,524 1,358 166
2002 10.0 de facto age 15+ 215,419 196 179 17

Colombia
1964 2.0 de facto age 12+ 67,187 2,604 2,177 427
1973 10.0 de facto age 10+ 433,982 12,384 11,463 921
1985 10.0 de jure age 10+ 492,643 14,082 12,173 1,909
1993 10.0 de jure age 10+ 569,168 9,374 8,433 941

Costa Rica
1963 6.0 de jure age 12+ 15,049 381 357 24
1973 10.0 de jure age 12+ 41,011 962 936 26
1984 10.0 de jure age 12+ 43,760 641 630 11
2000 10.0 de jure age 12+ 67,093 415 374 41

Mexicob

1960 1.5 de jure all ages 96,499 1,250 1,128 122
1970 1.0 de jure age 12+ 112,870 1,091 1,037 54
1990 10.0 de jure age 12+ 1,629,126 18,410 16,871 1,539
1995  0.4 de jure age 12+ 83,790 885 834 51
2000 10.6 de jure age 12+ 1,829,769 21,271 19,991 1,280

a“De facto” censuses enumerate people where they actually are at the time of the enumeration, whereas “de jure” cen-
suses enumerate people with the households to which they belong in a legal sense.  For example, children boarding at 
school would be counted as residing in the school dormitory in a de facto census, whereas they would be listed with their 
parents in a de jure census. 
bMexico 1995 is not a census; it is a comparable household survey. We do not differentiate between this survey sample 
and samples derived from censuses. 
NOTES: Columns (5)– (7) use the same conservative definition of employment as used in Table A3. Counts of domestics 
for Mexico 1960 include unemployed workers.  
SOURCE: Authors’ calculations using IPUMS-International (Minnesota Population Center 2008).
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TABLE A4   Selected employment characteristics of samples by sex and age group 
(weighted) in six Latin American countries

     Percent of 
  Percent employed   employed Percent of all  
     girls who are girls who are  
 10–14  15–17 domestics domestics

 Female Male Female Male 10–14 15–17 10–14 15–17 
Country/year (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Argentina
1970 6.2 10.3 24.9 49.7 63.4 51.6 3.9 12.8
1980 1.8 3.6 21.0 43.7 60.2 46.7 1.1 9.8
1991 1.9 3.0 17.9 32.5 32.9 32.1 0.6 5.8
2001 0.4 0.8 4.3 9.5 32.5 37.1 0.1 1.6

Brazil
1960 7.5 23.5 23.3 66.9 25.7 29.9 1.9 7.0
1970 6.2 18.5 21.3 52.0 39.1 46.0 2.4 9.8
1980 7.7 18.1 26.4 54.4 44.2 38.5 3.4 10.2
1991 5.0 12.0 23.9 47.9 47.2 40.9 2.4 9.8
2000 4.3 8.7 18.7 33.3 25.7 32.2 1.1 6.0

Chile
1960 2.2 5.1 17.5 41.3 80.0 69.7 1.7 12.2
1970 1.2 2.8 11.4 28.2 54.9 61.8 0.7 7.0
1982 0.2 0.2 7.7 19.8 — 63.2 0.0 4.8
1992 0.3 1.0 6.3 14.6 63.2 57.1 0.2 3.6
2002 0.0 0.0 6.7 10.6 — 7.1 0.0 0.5

Colombia
1964 5.3 15.9 18.9 57.2 78.6 56.8 4.2 10.7
1973 4.3 11.8 16.1 41.3 66.3 59.9 2.9 9.7
1985 6.6 12.1 19.1 35.9 35.5 47.4 2.3 9.0
1993 4.0 11.3 13.5 35.9 31.7 45.4 1.3 6.1

Costa Rica
1963 2.8 13.0 17.2 60.3 70.1 62.1 2.0 10.7
1973 2.2 8.8 16.7 48.7 72.1 62.8 1.6 10.5
1984 1.7 9.9 11.3 44.9 63.2 52.3 1.1 6.1
2000 0.9 3.9 7.6 26.2 36.2 34.0 0.3 2.6

Mexico
1960 — — — — — — — —
1970 4.1 8.7 18.8 42.0 23.0 24.8 0.9 4.7
1990 2.1 6.2 13.8 35.3 41.9 29.5 0.9 4.1
1995 4.8 12.0 21.9 44.4 21.6 24.8 1.0 5.4
2000 3.2 7.2 20.1 38.8 23.2 21.6 0.7 4.3

NOTE: Dashes indicate categories for which data are not available. 
SOURCE: Authors’ calculations using IPUMS-International (Minnesota Population Center 2008).
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1 Oloko (1997: 5–6) indirectly estimates 
the number of young domestics in Nigeria 
using the number of women who were gov-
ernment employees; she assumes that every 
such woman employed one young domestic. 
She considers her estimate conservative, since 
some women working in the informal sector 
would also employ young domestics.

2 As the story goes: “Now began a bad 
time for the poor step-child….They took 
her pretty clothes away from her, put an old 
grey bedgown on her, and gave her wooden 
shoes….and led her into the kitchen. There 
she had to do hard work from morning till 
night, get up before daybreak, carry water, 
light fires, cook and wash. Besides this, the 
[step]sisters did her every imaginable in-
jury…”  (The Brothers Grimm, Cinderella). 

3 Minnesota Population Center (2008). 
The international samples of the Integrated 
Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS-Interna-
tional) are freely available to researchers at 
«www.ipums.org».

4 These countries represented approxi-
mately 56 percent of the estimated total popu-
lation of Latin America as of 2000 (United 
Nations Demographic Yearbook 2000).

5 Every year, more census samples are 
added to the IPUMS-International online data 
collection.

6 A more extended discussion of these 
large-scale changes and their potential effects 
on child domestic servants is found in Levison 
and Langer (2010).

7 In most cases, we exclude only those 
youth who are living in group quarters apart 
from family, such as those living in institu-
tions or at boarding schools. Some children 
and youth living in group quarters were living 
with their families. For example, an entire 
family might live in a military barracks. These 
children were included in our sample. In some 

cases we could not discern whether children 
in group quarters were living with their fami-
lies; in these cases we excluded all children in 
group quarters. 

8 Some individuals identified in Brazil as 
domestic workers according to the household 
relationship question are categorized as being 
employed in agricultural industries. In these 
cases, the individuals were counted as domes-
tic servants, but the rest of the individuals in 
that agricultural industry were not.

9 When we compute employment trends, 
we count such individuals as employed 
members of the labor force. That is, they are 
included in the denominator.

10 Excel spreadsheets of the tables in 
this article are available upon request from 
dlevison@umn.edu.

11 This analysis follows the conventions 
for Table 1 and our “best guess” estimates: un-
employed domestics are counted as domestic 
workers.

12 Figures showing the results of this 
analysis are found in Levison and Langer 
(2010).

13 For example, Bourdillon (2007: 60) 
interviewed child domestics in Zimbabwe, 
some of whom had been beaten. Oyaide 
(2000: 54) documents substantial verbal 
abuse and humiliation among child servants 
in Lusaka, Zambia. Kielland and Tovo (2006: 
98) cite Onyango (1991), who interviewed 
prostitutes in Nairobi and Cotonou and found 
that the majority had been sent into domestic 
service at an early age. Among these, most had 
been sexually abused, many by a member of 
the employer’s household. 

14 Bourdillon writes, “child protection 
is meaningless if removing children from a 
harmful situation results in driving them into 
something worse; and a ban on its own does 
not guarantee that the [former child domes-
tics] will be better placed. Besides, a ban will 
remove from many disadvantaged children 
opportunities to travel, learn, prepare for the 
future, and escape abuse, exploitation, and 
poverty at home” (p. 11).

Notes
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