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ABSTRACT 
 

 Using data from the 2001 Cambodia Child Labor Survey, this study considers the 

effects of household migration on the school attendance and child work outcomes of 

Cambodian children ages 6 to 17.  Previous studies of the impact of migration on 

education and child work participation in developing nations have produced mixed 

results and have not focused on the effects of the migration of entire households.  By 

conducting multivariate regression analysis using an instrumental variable defined as the 

distance between a rural district and the closest urban district, this paper shows that, when 

migration is instrumented for, it has a positive relationship with school attendance.  In 

addition, children who migrated with their household worked fewer hours than those who 

did not migrate.  At the same time, work status, defined as whether or not the child was 

involved in work-related activity was not significantly correlated with migration.  

Understanding the effects of migration on education and child work is especially 

important for Cambodia, a post-conflict nation with a weak education system and high 

levels of internal migration and child work that faces major economic development 

challenges.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

 
 There are more people migrating today than at any other point in history, making 

migration one of the defining global issues of the twenty-first century (International 

Organization for Migration, 2009a).  Economic globalization and international trade have 

created a crucial pull factor for labor migration in developing countries: a high demand 

for low-wage, low-skill labor, especially in urban areas.  In addition, poverty level 

incomes, low wages and a lack of economic opportunities in rural areas, have acted as 

push factors, driving rural residents toward urban job opportunities (Solidarity Center, 

2007).  Modern telecommunications have made individuals more aware of potential 

opportunities outside of their community and transportation improvements have made 

migration easier.   

 Existing studies of the effects of migration have focused primarily on the impact 

of remittances from migrant workers on outcomes such as school attendance and 

retention of household children who did not migrate (Yang, 2008; Cox Edwards & Ureta, 

2003).  Some of these studies have suggested that migration has a positive impact on the 

well-being of children from migrant homes.  However, other research exploring the 

impact of the absence of migrant parents on educational attainment of children who 

stayed behind has produced mixed results (Mansuri, 2006; Townsend et. al., 2002). 

 Researchers have also examined the linkages between early school dropout and 

child economic activity, especially in areas of the developing world where the value of 
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education is not recognized by families and communities, and the returns to education are 

low.  In such areas, there are economic pressures to acquire more income, the quality of 

education is low, and there is a lack of education enforcement.  In these settings, children 

often substitute work for school.  At the same time, child participation in labor can lead to 

reduced time in the classroom and lower levels of educational attainment (ILO, 2004).  

Some studies suggest that children from migrant households are less likely to be engaged 

in economic activity (Mansuri, 2006; Yang, 2008); but other reports have indicated that 

the increased ease of migration has led to earlier school dropout (Liang & Chen, 2005; de 

Brauw & Giles, 2005; McKenzie and Rapoport, 2006). 

 Although household migration from rural to urban areas is a common 

phenomenon, one area that has not been explored closely in the literature is whether 

children who migrate with their households from rural to urban areas are better off 

compared to children in non-migrant households.  There is some evidence that children 

who migrate with their families from rural to urban areas are less likely to be enrolled in 

school than those who remained in rural areas (Liang & Chen, 2005).  However, the 

evidence is not compelling.   

 The present study aims at removing some of the ambiguity surrounding the effects 

of migration on school attendance and child work outcomes of children in one country: 

Cambodia, a post-conflict nation that faces substantial internal migration from rural to 

urban areas, and high rates of school dropout and child work.  Using data from the 2001 

Cambodia Child Labor Survey from the International Labor Organization Statistical 
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Information and Monitoring Program on Child Labor (ILO-SIMPOC), this study 

compares the educational and child work outcomes, specifically school and training 

attendance in the last seven days; work status (whether or not the child was engaged in 

work-related activity in the past seven days); and hours worked in the past seven days for 

children aged 6 to 17 who have migrated with their households from rural to urban areas 

with the outcomes for those who remained in rural areas in Cambodia. 

 It is important to note that there are certain issues related to migration that must 

be accounted for in the statistical analysis of the data in this study.  Migration is not 

randomly assigned to households and is generally a self-selecting process.  In addition, 

compared with households that do not migrate, those that do may generally have different 

unobservable characteristics, such as motivation and skill set.  As a result, there are 

potential endogeneity issues related to the independent variable of interest: migration. 

Overall, these issues prohibit this study from drawing conclusions using a standard 

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression analysis. 

 In order to control for these data issues, this study develops an instrumental 

variable, which has a relationship with migration (the independent variable of interest), 

but not a direct effect on school attendance or child work outcomes.  The instrumental 

variable of choice in this study is the distance between a rural district and the closest 

urban district.  The usage and logic behind this instrumental variable choice will be 

further discussed in the Data and Analysis Plan sections. 
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II. BACKGROUND 
 

 

 Understanding the effects of migration on education and child work is especially 

important for a developing country like Cambodia.  Research shows that education is 

essential to the development of human capital and economic growth, and that an increase 

in a society’s educational attainment is required for a country to have the workforce 

needed for a modern economy (Townsend et. al., 2002).  In Cambodia, the education 

system is weak and enforcement of compulsory education is inconsistent.  This is coupled 

with an extraordinarily high rate of internal migration; in 2004, internal migrants 

represented 35 percent of the Cambodian population (Maltoni, 2007).  Previous studies 

have discussed both the possible negative and positive impact of migration on education 

and child work.  If migration has an effect on education and child work, there will be 

significant economic consequences for Cambodia.  The significance will be compounded 

by the fact that such a large percentage of Cambodia is young and school-aged (with 

nearly 40 percent of the population under age 15 (IOM, 2009b)), and by the fact that the 

economic benefits of staying in school are perceived to be limited because there is a lack 

of available high quality jobs.  The Cambodian government needs to understand these 

complex relationships and design its policies accordingly. 

 Until recently, Cambodia, a nation ravaged by nearly three decades of conflict, 

was isolated, state-controlled, and subsistence-oriented (United Nations Economic and 

Social Council, 2007).  Under the brutal Khmer Rouge regime from 1975 to 1979, many 
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Cambodians were forced to relocate from urban areas to work on rural communes.  Since 

the peace accords were signed in 1991, Cambodia has gradually achieved relative 

political and economic stability and has become an open, market-driven state (UN 

ECOSOC, 2007).  Economic and political transformation in Cambodia has been 

accompanied by migration across regions for reasons such as employment, marriage, 

repatriation, resettlement, and return after displacement. 

Migration Issues in Cambodia 

 In addition, as in the case of many other developing countries, several conditions 

in rural areas have driven migration to urban areas in Cambodia.  Rural Cambodians are 

often poor.  In 2004, approximately 91 percent of the country’s poor lived in rural areas, 

with the highest poverty rates in remote regions (World Bank, 2006).  Development has 

been focused in urban areas; and the lack of infrastructure in rural areas has hindered the 

progress of rural growth (Morris, 2007).   

 Adding to the issue of rural poverty and the resulting rural-urban migratory 

movement, there are large disparities between work opportunities and earnings in urban 

and rural areas.  Agricultural work yields low earnings and is seasonal.  Agricultural 

productivity in Cambodia is low compared to other countries in the region, in part 

because output is vulnerable to weather conditions and has been exacerbated by 

landlessness, or a lack of access to land for cultivation (World Bank, 2006).  In 

Cambodia, landlessness has continued to escalate with the wealthy holding an increasing 

share of land (Morris, 2007).   
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 While most Cambodians still work in agriculturally-based industries, such as rice 

production and fishing, in the past decade, there has also been diversification in the 

Cambodian production base as garment production has come to dominate industrial 

employment and export production (Morris, 2007).  In the last decade, the garment sector 

provided more than 250,000 jobs, mostly for young female workers from the provinces 

near Phnom Penh (Maltoni, 2007).  Other significant industries include construction and 

tourism.  Many of these employment opportunities are in urban areas. 

 Migratory patterns in Cambodia are also a result of the post-conflict population 

boom.  According to the ILO, half of Cambodia’s population is younger than 20 years 

old, providing the country with a very fast-growing labor force.  Approximately 150,000 

to 170,000 people join the labor force annually and this number will increase to 200,000 

by 2010 (ILO, 2005).  Many new rural entrants into the labor force will migrate to seek 

greater economic opportunities outside of their home province.   

 Overall, these conditions have led many rural residents to seek employment 

opportunities concentrated near the capital, Phnom Penh, and other urban destinations.  In 

2004, rural-to-urban migration represented 14 percent of internal migrants (Maltoni, 

2007).  This number is likely to increase as landlessness persists and Cambodia’s 

economy develops.   

 It should be noted that while economic growth has occurred in Cambodia, driven 

by the manufacturing, construction and tourism sectors, there are still an insufficient 

number of jobs with adequate compensation to help Cambodians elevate out of poverty 
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(Morris, 2007).  Cambodia faces challenges in developing its employment market 

because of low levels of human capital.  High levels of illiteracy and low levels of 

educational attainment are barriers to skills training.  Education, training and experience 

will be the key to developing a well-equipped workforce. 

Education Issues in Cambodia 

 However, despite recent improvements, Cambodia’s education system is weak.  

There are nine years of compulsory education, starting at age six.  Primary school 

typically runs from 6 to 11 years; and secondary school from 12 to 17 years, (UNESCO, 

2009).  However, compulsory education is not consistently enforced, and it is not 

accessible to all.  One of the greatest shortfalls has been in the net enrollment ratio in 

lower secondary school: 31.3 percent in 2006, compared to the Millennium Development 

Goal of 50 percent (Royal Government of Cambodia, 2007).   

 While enrollment fees have been abolished in recent years, schools in Cambodia 

demand financial contributions from each child for uniforms, supplies, books, and 

transportation, and costs increase as the child progresses in his or her education (World 

Bank, 2006).  In 2002, the Special Rapporteur on Cambodia found that families carried 

approximately two-thirds of the financial burden of their children’s education and that 

rural children were often withdrawn from school to work in subsistence farming (Right to 

Education, 2006).  There have been efforts made by the Cambodian government and 

donors to provide scholarships to the needy, but there are still high levels of late school 

entry, grade repetition and high dropout rates.   
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 There are gender disparities in education as Cambodian women generally have 

substantially fewer years of education and lower literacy rates than the men.  This gap has 

decreased in recent years, and primary school rates of education between male and 

females do not greatly differ, but they diverge in lower secondary school (World Bank, 

2006).  Geographical inequalities also exist as those who live in rural areas have only 

completed half of the years of schooling as those living in Phnom Penh on average 

(World Bank, 2006).    

 A Cambodian household’s decision to enroll a child in school is the product of a 

cost-benefit analysis of the related benefits of schooling (ILO, 2004).  In Cambodia, the 

returns to education are perceived to be low because many of the jobs that are available 

are low-skill, low-wage ones.  The long-term traditional benefits of schooling, such as 

higher future earnings are not realized by Cambodians because of the absence of high-

wage, high-skilled jobs.   The high cost, poor quality, and low returns of education, given 

the unskilled jobs available, have created a disincentive among parents to send their 

children to school.   

Child Work Issues in Cambodia 

 As a result, despite the fact that national employment laws state that children 

below the age of 16 “may not be employed as wage or salary earners, supervisors or 

apprentices in any enterprise” (Right to Education, 2006), many children work instead of 

attending school.  Using data from the 2001 Cambodia Child Labor Survey, the ILO has 

reported that in Cambodia, 45 percent of boys (0.78 million) and 44.6 percent of girls 
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(0.74 million) aged 5 to 14 work: 44.8 percent (1.52 million) of all children in this age 

group are economically active.  A substantial number of children work without attending 

school: approximately 8.6 percent or 0.29 million (ILO).  This percentage is higher for 

girls than it is for boys.  The forms of child work include income-earning and 

subsistence-oriented work, as well as household tasks (World Bank, 2006).   

 The ILO also reports that Cambodian children in rural areas are more likely to 

work than those in urban areas.  Interestingly, in the 5-14 age group, those who are 

economically active are more likely to attend school than those who are not (80.8 percent 

compared to 60.3 percent).  A possible explanation for this is that a child’s economic 

activity allows families to afford their school fees and for the child to attend school as 

long as there is enough time in the day to divide attention between attending school and 

doing work. 

 It should be noted that there are distinctions between the types of work a child 

engages in.  According to the ILO, “not all work done by children should be classified as 

child labor that is to be targeted for elimination” (ILO, 2004).  Positive forms of work are 

those that do not “affect their health and personal development or interfere with their 

schooling” (ILO, 2004).  It is argued that this type of work, which may include helping 

their relatives in a family-owned business, or doing chores, will contribute to a child’s 

development, benefit their families, and prepare them to be contributors to society (ILO, 

2004).   
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 However, there are types of labor that can deprive children of their childhood, 

dignity, potential, and may be harmful to their physical and mental development (ILO, 

2004).  This type of activity would interfere with their education, either depriving them of 

the opportunity, making them leave school prematurely, or combine school with 

excessive amounts of work (ILO, 2004).  The worst forms of child labor include: slavery, 

forced labor, sale and trafficking of children, forced recruitment of children for use in 

armed conflict, use of children in prostitution, pornography, illicit activities; and 

hazardous work (ILO, 2005).   

 Some of the worst forms of child labor that children in Cambodia are vulnerable 

to are in: child domestic labor, fishing, brick-making, salt production, rubber plantations, 

and work as porters (ILO, 2005).  Children are also vulnerable to trafficking and 

becoming involved in the sex trade.  In 1999, Cambodia ratified the ILO Minimum Age 

Convention (No. 138).  ILO Convention 182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labor was 

ratified in 2006 (ILO, 2006).  The Cambodian government and several organizations such 

as the ILO and local NGOs are aware and actively working on combating the worst forms 

of child labor, but there is still much progress to be made.   
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III.  LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

 Few studies address the effects of household migration on the school attendance 

of the children of migrants in Cambodia.  However, studies of the effects of migration on 

children’s educational outcomes in other developing nations have reached mixed 

conclusions.  These studies provide valuable methodological guidance for developing the 

framework of the current study.  In particular, since economic migration is generally a 

self-selecting process, which could lead to endogeneity issues in the econometric model 

of interest, some of these studies have developed instrumental variables to correct for this 

problem.  The current study will need to develop a similar instrument and the methods of 

instrument creation used by previous studies will be helpful background for this task.   

 Existing studies have mainly focused on the impact of remittances from migrant 

workers on family members who have not migrated.  Some of these studies have shown 

positive impacts of remittances on educational outcomes for the children of migrants.  

For example, Yang (2008) found that an increase in household remittances from overseas 

occurred when the currency of a migrant’s destination country appreciated against the 

Philippine peso (Yang, 2008).  This resulted in a higher likelihood of child school 

enrollment, an increase in household educational expenditures, and a decrease in child 

engagement in work.  

 Cox Edwards and Ureta (2003) reached similar conclusions using cross-sectional 

data to explore the effect of international remittances on household schooling decisions in 
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El Salvador, where remittances were a significant source of household income.  The 

authors used a Cox proportional hazard model to estimate the impact of characteristics of 

the individual and household on the hazard of dropping out of school.  Overall, the 

authors found that remittances had a large and significant effect on school retention and 

lowered the hazard of children leaving or never enrolling in school in both urban and 

rural areas.  The study also suggested that subsidizing school attendance, especially in 

poor areas, may have a large impact on school attendance and retention, regardless of 

levels of parental education (Cox Edwards & Ureta, 2003).   

 In contrast to these studies, research that explores the impact of the absence of 

migrant parents on the educational attainment of children who have stayed behind has 

produced mixed results.  Townsend et al. (2002) used data on rural South Africa to study 

the impact of children’s residential arrangements on their educational attainment.  Their 

ordinary least squares (OLS) and logit regression analysis looked at the effects on three 

measures of educational attainment: the number of years a child has attended school; the 

probability that a child has completed primary school; and the probability that a child has 

attended secondary school.   

 The study found that children who had two parents present in the home generally 

attained higher levels of schooling than those who had one or no parents present.  For 

girls aged 11 to 15, having a mother who was a migrant lowered educational attainment.  

Girls were more likely to have finished primary school if they were members of 

households that were women-headed, had a high proportion of young children, or had 



13 
 

family members from three generations.  This is because the younger children and older 

family members provided substitutes for the girls’ labor.  The authors also found that 

having a father who was away from home as a migrant appeared to benefit older children, 

likely in the form of financial support.  

 Mansuri (2006) found a positive relationship between temporary economic 

migration and investment in child schooling for migrants in rural Pakistan.  A substantial 

number of the migrants were male, allowing the author to examine the influence of 

household structure (female-headed households in this case) on schooling outcomes.   

 The econometric model used in Mansuri’s study included school enrollment as 

the dependent variable.  The author created an instrument correlated with the decision to 

migrate (the independent variable of interest), but uncorrelated with the dependent 

variable, school enrollment.  Mansuri assumed that the probability of migration is higher 

for households residing in communities with significant migration experience and those 

with more than one male present (since cultural norms require a presence of an adult 

male in the household).  She used the rates of migration at the village level as the 

instrument, specifically an interaction between the village migration network (which 

provides information about migration destinations) and the number of adult males in the 

household.  

  Overall, Mansuri found that children in migrant households were more likely to 

attend school, stay in school, have completed more grades, and progress through school 

at a better rate than their non-migrant household counterparts.  In addition, children from 
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migrant households were less likely to be involved in economic work and those that were 

worked fewer hours than children from non-migrant households, on average.  The study 

found that the effects of temporary economic migration benefitted girls more than boys 

due to the increased resource flow; and reduced gender disparities in accessing education.  

The author also explored whether there were protective effects of migration for female-

headed households.  Interestingly, in these households, she found that girls were more 

likely to drop out of school and the positive benefits of migration on schooling were lost. 

 De Brauw and Giles (2005) used a combination of survey, and panel household 

and village data to show a negative relationship between migrant opportunity and high 

school enrollment in rural areas in China where high school education is not heavily 

subsidized or enforced.  In China, rapid industrialization and growth have led to large-

scale, regulated, rural-urban migration.  Chinese citizens are assigned an urban or rural 

registration permit based on their birthplace through a government-sanctioned household 

registration system.  Based on the permit, migrant workers may establish temporary or 

permanent residence in their new locales.  However, migrants with temporary migrant 

status do not have equal access to public services such as free, local public education.   

 The authors used a reform in the residential registration system that made it easier 

for rural migrants with national identification cards (IDs) to live legally in cities to create 

an instrumental variable related to the size of the migrant network from a village (to 

identify the effect of the migrant network) and exogenous to the school enrollment 

decision.  Since national IDs had not been distributed to all rural counties as of 1988, the 
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study used differences in the timing of access to IDs to identify the cost of migrating to 

cities.  The authors assumed that the size of the village migrant network living in cities 

was related to the time elapsed since residents of a county received IDs.  The authors 

concluded that as the size of the migrant network increases, the probability that high 

school-aged children are employed locally or as a migrant increases. 

 Most similar to the comparison groups that are used in the current study, Liang 

and Chen (2005) compared the effects of parents’ internal migration in China on the 

educational outcomes of children who stayed in their place of origin, with the effects on 

those who migrated with their parents.  In addition, they compared the outcomes of 

migrant children with local children in the place of destination.  The dependent variable 

of interest was the probability of school enrollment.   

 The authors found that migrant children without official registration status 

(temporary migrants) were much less likely to be enrolled in school than local children 

and non-migrant children at the place of origin.  However, permanent migrant children 

were more likely to be enrolled in school than local children.  Liang and Chen concluded 

that as education becomes more important for socio-economic mobility in China, 

disadvantages faced by temporary migrant children are likely to have negative long-term 

consequences not only for the individuals, but for urban society as a whole. 

 McKenzie and Rapoport, of the Inter-American Development Bank explored the 

impact of migration on educational attainment and inequality in rural areas of Mexico.  

The dependent variable of interest was years of schooling completed by a child.  The 
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study used historic migration rates for Mexican states as an instrument for current 

migration shocks, with the theory that this measure is not directly related to education.  

The authors found no negative effect of migration on the educational attainment 12 to 15 

year-olds.  However, they estimated a significant negative effect on the schooling levels 

of older children (16 to 18 year olds), and a greater effect for males and for children with 

educated mothers.  They concluded that there may also be a substitution effect between 

housework and schooling for females. 

 The evidence on the effects of migration on education and child work in 

developing countries is ambiguous. Remittances have been reported as having a positive 

impact on the migrant’s family, but as demonstrated in certain studies, missing a parent 

can be detrimental to a child’s educational outcomes.  In addition, the ease of migration 

in the developing world may attract children into the workforce as a substitute for 

schooling in certain contexts.   

 As established in the above review, much of the existing literature to date focuses 

on the effects of the migration of an individual household member on the educational and 

work outcomes for children who remain in rural areas.  One area that has not been 

explored closely is the effect of the migration of entire households on the education and 

work of children who accompany their households; and whether children who migrate 

with their households from rural to urban areas are better off compared to children in 

non-migrant households.  There is some evidence that children who migrate with their 

families from rural to urban areas are less likely to be enrolled in school than those who 
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remained in rural areas (Liang & Chen, 2005).  However, the evidence is limited and has 

not been thoroughly explored in the Cambodian context. 

 This study will clarify the situation for the relationship between migration, 

education, and child work in Cambodia, a nation that faces substantial internal migration 

from rural to urban areas, and high rates of school dropout and child work, using data 

from the 2001 Cambodia Child Labor Survey. 
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IV.  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES 
 

 

 As discussed in previous sections, the effects of migration on education and 

related consequences on child work outcomes are complex.  There are many underlying 

reasons for migration in Cambodia, but much of the recent migratory movement has been 

driven by employment.  The conceptual framework below outlines the relationships 

between key concepts and the logic behind the various hypotheses about the causes and 

consequences of migration that will be used in this study. 

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

 

 The diagram above shows two different educational and child work outcomes that 

can occur as a result of migration.  For instance, a family is presented an opportunity to 

migrate.  In Cambodia, such opportunities are often employment-driven and may require 

a household to move from a rural to an urban area.  These opportunities are often 

accompanied by higher wages.  With the increase in income, parents can put more 
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resources towards the school costs of their child.  In order to do this, however, parents 

must either believe in the longer-term benefits of school, or compulsory education must 

be well-enforced.  As a result, school attendance would increase and the parents’ higher 

wages would put less pressure on the child to work. 

 Another possibility is that given a weak education system, lack of compulsory 

education enforcement, and low returns to education, parents may not see the benefits of 

sending their child to school.  In other words, parents may view the opportunity cost of 

sending a child to school to be too high compared to the extra income a child can earn.  In 

many cases, compared to a rural area, the opportunity cost of sending a child to school in 

an urban area is higher because there is a greater availability of employment options that 

can provide desired income.  If parents do not value education and compulsory education 

is not readily enforced, they may not send their children to school and may ask them to 

work instead.  As a result, two opposing hypotheses are possible for this study: (i) that the 

effects of rural-urban migration on education are negative; employment opportunities are 

a substitute for schooling and lead to lower school attendance and higher levels of child 

work; or (ii) that the effects of rural-urban migration on education are positive; migration 

provides resources that households use on children’s education, so that school attendance 

will increase, and lead to lower levels of child work. 
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V. DATA AND METHODS 
 

A. Data 
 
 The data for this project come from the Cambodia Child Labor Survey, 2001 

conducted by the International Labor Organization Statistical Information and 

Monitoring Program on Child Labor (ILO-SIMPOC).  The objectives of the survey were 

to: 

  Contribute to combating child labor in Cambodia by the collection of reliable 

 quantitative and qualitative data, in particular on the hazardous child labor for the 

 use of the Royal Government, international organizations, NGOs, researchers and 

 others, to enable them to effectively provide targeted interventions (Royal 

 Government of Cambodia, 2002).  

 The results of the General Population Census of Cambodia 1998 were the basis of 

the sampling design of the Cambodia Child Labor Survey (Royal Government of 

Cambodia, 2002).  The survey was targeted to children between the ages of 5 and 17; it 

was conducted on a nationwide representative sample of 12,000 households within 600 

villages (Royal Government of Cambodia, 2002).  The survey also included an individual 

family member component, which included 69,549 individual responses of household 

members to various questions about family migration, nature of child economic activities, 

and education issues that were collected through face-to-face interviews.  The purpose of 

the sample design was to provide information on child labor for research in various fields 
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of social and economic study.  As a result, more observations were selected in urban than 

rural areas (Royal Government of Cambodia, 2002).   

 Cambodia is divided into 24 provinces, which includes the municipality of Phnom 

Penh, and the krong (towns) of Preah Sihanouk, Kaeb, and Palin (Royal Government of 

Cambodia, 2002).  These provinces are further divided into 183 districts, and further 

subdivided into 1,609 communes containing 13,406 villages.  Areas are determined as 

urban or rural on the district level.   

B. Analysis Plan 
 
 The main population of interest in the present study is Cambodian households 

with children in the 6 to 17 year-old age group that have migrated from rural to urban 

districts within Cambodia in the five-year period prior to the Cambodia Child Labor 

Survey period of 2000 to 2001.  As mentioned earlier, there are nine years of compulsory 

education in Cambodia, starting at age 6.  However, late school entry is common in 

Cambodia, which has led to the inclusion of 6 to 17 year-olds in this study.   

 Rural-urban migrant households with children in the 6 to 17 year-old age group 

are the treatment group that will be compared to a control group defined as non-migrant 

households that still reside in rural areas and have children in the 6 to 17 year-old age 

group.  In order to make the comparison of interest, the following groups were eliminated 

from the full survey population: households that migrated from urban areas to other urban 

areas, those who moved from rural to other rural areas, those who moved from urban to 



22 
 

rural areas, and those who were outside of the 6 to 17 year-old population.  The dataset is 

left with non-migrant rural households and households that have migrated from rural to 

urban areas.  The analysis will be conducted on an individual level and includes three 

dependent variables: school and training attendance in the last seven days; work status 

(whether or not the child was engaged in work-related activity in the past seven days); 

and hours worked in the past seven days for children aged 6 to 17. 

 The basic models considered in this paper are:  
 
Model 1: 

AgesEducationFather

sEducationMotherMinorityMaleMigrationattendanceSchool
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43210

'

'_

ββ

βββββ

+

+++++=

 

Model 2: 
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'

'_
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+++++=  

Model 3: 

AgesEducationFather

sEducationMotherMinorityMaleMigrationWorkedHours

65

43210

'

'_

ββ

βββββ

+

+++++=

 

 Additional control variables, such as school attendance will be included in models 

2 and 3; age-squared is included in all the models as an added control.  The dependent 

variables are described in greater detail below: 

1. Dependent Variables: School Attendance, Work Status, and Hours Worked 
 

a. School Attendance 
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 The dependent variable in the first set of econometric model is school attendance, 

defined using the following question from the Cambodia Child Labor Survey: “During 

the past 7 days, were you attending school or training?”  It is a categorical variable with 

the following values: “1- yes, full-time,” “2- yes, part-time” and “3- no.”  83 persons 

were categorized as attending school or training part-time in the past seven days and were 

dropped given their small number and the main interest in capturing the effects of full-

time school or training.  In the present study, this variable has been re-coded as a binary 

variable with the following definitions: “0- did not attend school or training in the past 7 

days” and “1- attended school or training in the past 7 days.”   

b. Work Status 

 The second dependent variable of interest in this study is work status of the child.  

It is defined using the following question from the Cambodia Child Labor Survey: 

“During the past 7 days, were you engaged in any economic or non-economic activity?”  

The answers for the question were originally coded as “1- yes, in economic activity,” “2-

yes, in non-economic activity,” “3-yes, in both,” and “4- no”.  For the purposes of this 

study, work status was re-coded as: “0- no” and “1- engaged in non-economic, economic, 

or both non-economic and economic activity”. 

c. Hours of Work 

 Hours worked is a variable that comes from the survey questions: “How many 

hours did you actually work in the past 7 days (non-economic)?” and “How many days 

did you actually work in the past 7 days (economic)?”  The answers from these questions 
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were recombined to create a “total hours worked” variable that includes both economic 

and non-economic work-related activity in the past seven days. 

2. Treatment Variable: Migration 
 

 Migration is a binary variable that is equal to 0 if the family has not migrated in 

the previous five years and 1 if the family has migrated.  The main survey question that 

helped to drive this comparison between rural-urban migrants and non-migrants was: 

“Has the household ever changed the place of residence in the last five years?”  By using 

this question along with questions regarding the last province, district, and commune of 

residence, it was determined whether the household lived in a rural area at any time 

during the five years prior to the survey period, along with whether they migrated to an 

urban area.   

 There are concerns about endogeneity related to migration because it is not 

randomly assigned to households and is generally a self-selecting process.  The 

characteristics that influence the decision to migrate may also affect a household’s 

investment in schooling, the perceived returns from education, and the labor market 

activity of household children (Mansuri, 2006).  In addition, compared with households 

that do not migrate, those that do may generally have different unobservable 

characteristics, such as motivation and skill set.  As a result, there are potential 

endogeneity issues related to the independent variable of interest: migration.  An 

independent variable is endogenous when it is “correlated with the error term [in an 

equation] either because of an omitted variable, measurement error, or simultaneity.”  
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 The concern in this study is that omitted variables lead to biased coefficient 

estimates because there may be a correlation between migration and the error term in the 

equation.  Overall, these issues prohibit this study from drawing conclusions using a 

standard Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression analysis.  In order to control for these 

data issues, this study will develop an instrumental variable, which will be discussed in 

detail below. 

3. Control Variables: Gender, Minority Status, Parent’s Education, Age 
 

 Male indicates the gender of the individual (0 if female and 1 if male).  Minority 

status is equivalent to 0 if the individual is of Khmer background and 1 if the individual 

identified him/herself as a minority (Cham, Chinese, Vietnamese, Thai, Lao, other local 

ethnic group, or other).  Mother and father’s education are defined using the question 

“What was the highest grade/level successfully completed?”  This ranges from 0 (pre-

school/kindergarten) to 18 (post-graduate education).  In this survey, a response of 19 is 

defined as “other” and 99 is defined as “none”.  Age in completed years is a variable of 

interest along with age-squared. 

4. Instrumental Variable: Distance between a Rural District and the Closest Urban 
District 

 

 In order to correct for the endogeneity issues related to migration discussed 

earlier, it is essential to create an instrumental variable to avoid biased coefficient 

estimates.  An instrumental variable allows the estimation of causal relationships when 

controlled experiments are not possible.  It “does not appear in the equation, is 
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uncorrelated with the error in the equation, and is partially correlated with the 

endogenous explanatory [or independent] variable” (Wooldridge, 2006).  This study will 

require an instrumental variable that is correlated to the independent variable of interest, 

migration, but that does not have a direct effect on the various dependent variables of 

interest: school and training attendance in the past seven days, work status in the past 

seven days, and hours worked in the past seven days. 

 The instrumental variable that was developed for this study is the distance 

between a rural district and the closest urban district.  The logic behind the development 

of this instrumental variable is that it is correlated with migration: rural households that 

live closer to an urban area are more likely to migrate than those who live in more remote 

areas due to factors such as cost, accessibility, and perhaps knowledge of opportunities in 

nearby urban areas.  At the same time, the distance between a rural district and the closest 

urban district does not have a direct impact on education and child labor outcomes.   This 

variable was created by mapping the longitudinal and longitudinal coordinates of each 

rural and urban district in Cambodia; and calculating the distance between a rural district 

and the closest urban district in kilometers.  The outcomes from testing this instrument 

are discussed in the results section below. 
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VI. RESULTS 
 

A. Descriptive Results 
 

 This section discusses the main descriptive results of the variables of interest in 

this study.  Table 1 provides the descriptive statistics for the variables that are included in 

the various regression models.  Originally, there were 8,352 individuals in the sample 

population for study, but after instrumenting, 117 of the observations were dropped, 

leaving a final count of 8,235 individuals.  In order to provide consistency in the 

regressions output, the population was limited to 8,235 individuals. 

 There were 8,235 individuals in the sample population of study, which consisted 

of children aged 6 to 17 in households that either remained in rural areas or migrated 

from a rural to an urban area.  552 people, or 6.7 percent of the sample population 

migrated from a rural to an urban area, while 7,683 (93.3 percent) did not migrate and 

remained in a rural area.   
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 
 

Variable Description Frequency Mean Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum

Dependent Variables
School Attendance 8,235 0.53 0.50 0 1
Work Activity 8,235 0.82 0.38 0 1
Total Hours Worked 8,235 20.29 18.05 0 112

Independent Variables
Migration 8,235 0.07 0.25 0 1
Male (Gender) 8,235 0.51 0.50 0 1
Minority Status 8,235 0.03 0.18 0 1
Mother's Education 8,235 3.42 10.67 0 99*
Father's Education 8,235 4.18 8.53 0 99*
Age 8,235 11.49 3.36 6 17
Age-Squared 8,235 143.39 78.10 36 289

Instrumental Variable
Distance to Closest 
Urban District 8,235 35.55 26.65 0.03 143.96

*responded "none"  

1. Dependent Variables 
 

 The ages of the children in the population were evenly distributed among ages 6 

to 17, with a mean age of approximately 11.5.  4,385 children, or 53.3 percent attended 

school or training in the past 7 days, while 3,850 or 46.8 percent did not.  6,779, or 82.3 

percent were involved in work-related (economic or non-economic) activity in the past 7 

days, while 1,456 (17.7 percent) were not.  The number of hours children engaged in 

economic or non-economic work was dispersed greatly between 0 and 112 hours: 1,456 

children (17.7 percent) did not work at all, 5.2 percent worked 7 hours, 350 children, or 

4.3 percent worked 14 hours, 330 children, or 4 percent worked 28 hours.  Six children or 
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0.07 percent of the population worked 112 hours in the past seven days, which is the 

equivalent of 16 hours per day.  

2. Independent and Instrumental Variables 
 

  Five-hundred eighty-seven people (552), or 6.7 percent of the sample population 

migrated from a rural to an urban area, while 7,683 (93.3 percent) did not migrate and 

remained in a rural area.  51.5 percent of the sample population was male and 48.5 

percent was female.  3.2 percent of the population were ethnic minorities, while the 

majority was Khmer.  42 percent of mothers (3,461) only completed pre-school or 

kindergarten, and 13.7 percent completed 3 years.  1.2 percent of mothers (95 total) 

responded “none”.  29.4 percent of fathers (2,419 total) completed pre-school or 

kindergarten, 13.3 percent completed 3 years.  0.68 percent or 56 fathers reported “none”. 

In terms of the instrumental variable, the distance from a rural area to the closest urban 

area ranged from 0.03 kilometers to 143.96 kilometers. 

B. Regression Results 
 

1. Testing the Instrumental Variable 
 

 Prior to conducting the full regression analysis, it is important to determine whether the 

instrumental variable, distance from a rural district to the closest urban district is strong.  The 

first-stage regression of the instrument for migration yields a large F-test value of 92.9, 

much greater than the minimum F-test score of 10, meaning that the distance from a rural 

district to the closest urban district is a strong instrument for migration. 
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2. Dependent Variable: School Attendance 
 Table 2 shows the results of the first set of regressions on school attendance. 

Table 2. The Effect of Migration on School Attendance 
 

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4)
OLS OLS 2SLS 2SLS

Migration 0.0739*** 0.0878*** 0.825*** 0.594***
(0.0216) (0.0201) (0.216) (0.186)

Male      - 0.0527***      - 0.0554***
(0.0105) (0.0109)

Minority      - -0.0757**      - -0.101***
(0.0296) (0.0323)

Mother's Education      - 0.00224***      - 0.00236***
(0.000560) (0.000558)

Father's Education      - 0.00192***      - 0.00183**
(0.000738) (0.000724)

Age      - 0.303***      - 0.308***
(0.0113) (0.0119)

Age-Squared      - -0.0132***      - -0.0134***
(0.000486) (0.000513)

Constant 0.528*** -1.101*** 0.477*** -1.156***
(0.00570) (0.0616) (0.0154) (0.0670)

First-Stage: Distance from     -      - -0.0009913*** -0.0010919*** 
Rural to Urban District (0.0001029) (0.0001046) 

Observations 8235 8235 8235 8235
R-squared 0.001 0.085    - 0.021

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Robust standard errors in parentheses  

 Column 1 of Table 2 shows a basic OLS regression of migration on school and 

training attendance in the past seven days.  Migration, with a coefficient of 0.07 had 

positive and statistically significant relationship with school attendance.  Column 2 shows 
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the OLS regression results when control variables are included: migration still had a 

statistically significant and positive relationship school attendance.  Being male, mother’s 

education, father’s education, and age also had a strong and positive and statistically 

significant relationship with school attendance.  In contrast, age-squared and being a 

minority had a negative relationship with school attendance.  Columns 3 and 4 show the 

results of the regression of migration on school attendance that included the instrumental 

variable.  When migration is instrumented for, migration had a positive and highly 

statistically significant relationship with school attendance.  When control variables are 

added, being male, mother’s education, father’s education, and age all had a positive and 

statistically significant relationship with school attendance in this model. 
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3. Dependent Variable: Work Status  
 
Table 3. The Effect of Migration on Work Status 
 

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
OLS OLS OLS 2SLS 2SLS 2SLS

Migration -0.00467 -0.00788 -0.00979 0.0416 -0.0669 -0.0808
(0.0170) (0.0144) (0.0144) (0.154) (0.119) (0.120)

School Attendance      -      - 0.0217***      -      - 0.0234***
(0.00754) (0.00798)

Male      - -0.0219*** -0.0230***      - -0.0222*** -0.0235***
(0.00715) (0.00717) (0.00718) (0.00721)

Minority      - -0.0826*** -0.0809***      - -0.0797*** -0.0773***
(0.0210) (0.0210) (0.0215) (0.0215)

Mother's Education      - 0.000363 0.000314      - 0.000349 0.000294
(0.000382) (0.000380) (0.000384) (0.000382)

Father's Education      - 0.000328 0.000287      - 0.000339 0.000296
(0.000487) (0.000484) (0.000489) (0.000485)

Age      - 0.250*** 0.243***      - 0.249*** 0.242***
(0.00860) (0.00891) (0.00868) (0.00913)

Age-Squared      - -0.00853*** -0.00824***      - -0.00851*** -0.00819***
(0.000344) (0.000359) (0.000349) (0.000371)

Constant 0.824*** -0.810*** -0.786*** 0.820*** -0.803*** -0.776***
(0.00435) (0.0517) (0.0524) (0.0112) (0.0534) (0.0549)

First-Stage: Distance from     -      -      - -0.0009913*** -0.0010919*** -0.0010777***
Rural to Urban District (0.0001029) (0.0001046) (0.0001045)

Observations 8235 8235 8235 8235 8235 8235
R-squared 0.000 0.277 0.277    - 0.275 0.275

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Robust standard errors in parentheses  

  

 The results of the OLS regressions in Table 3 (columns 1, 2, and 3) demonstrate 

that migration did not have a statistically significant relationship with work status in the 

past seven days.  After instrumenting, this is still the case: columns 3 and 4 show that 

migration did not have a statistically significant relationship with work status, regardless 

of whether or not control variables were included.  
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 When school attendance is controlled for in column 3 and 6, it has a positive and 

highly statistically significant correlation with work status.  In all of the specifications, 

being male has a negative relationship with work status, meaning that female children are 

more like to work than their male counterparts.  Being a minority has a negative and 

statistically significant relationship with work status.  This may be because several ethnic 

minorities in Cambodia are wealthier in general than the Khmer population.  Age has a 

positive relationship with work status, meaning that as children grow older, they are more 

likely to engage in work activity.  
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4. Dependent Variable: Hours Worked 
 
Table 4. The Effect of Migration on Hours Worked 
 

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
OLS OLS OLS 2SLS 2SLS 2SLS

Migration 0.256 -0.429 -0.0788 -30.29*** -27.32*** -25.32***
(0.932) (0.757) (0.740) (8.641) (6.193) (6.166)

School Attendance      -      - -3.980***      -      - -3.374***
(0.351) (0.403)

Male      - -1.139*** -0.929***      - -1.283*** -1.096***
(0.326) (0.323) (0.361) (0.356)

Minority      - -1.177 -1.478      - 0.149 -0.191
(0.981) (0.960) (1.090) (1.067)

Mother's Education      - -0.0327** -0.0238      - -0.0389** -0.0310*
(0.0162) (0.0157) (0.0165) (0.0161)

Father's Education      - -0.0516*** -0.0439**      - -0.0467** -0.0406**
(0.0198) (0.0196) (0.0204) (0.0202)

Age      - 2.131*** 3.337***      - 1.889*** 2.927***
(0.348) (0.369) (0.388) (0.409)

Age-Squared      - 0.0405** -0.0122      - 0.0524*** 0.00701
(0.0158) (0.0165) (0.0175) (0.0183)

Constant 20.27*** -9.025*** -13.41*** 22.32*** -6.116*** -10.02***
(0.203) (1.788) (1.855) (0.618) (2.077) (2.155)

First-Stage: Distance from      -      -      - -0.0009913*** -0.0010919*** -0.0010777*** 
Rural to Urban District (0.0001029) (0.0001046) (0.0001045) 

Observations 8235 8235 8235 8235 8235 8235
R-squared 0.000 0.329 0.340    - 0.190 0.218

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Robust standard errors in parentheses  

 The OLS regression results in Table 4, (columns 1, 2, and 3) reveal that migration 

did not have a statistically significant relationship with hours worked in the last seven 

days.  However, when migration is instrumented for, it had a negative and highly 

statistically significant relationship with hours worked.  This means children from rural-

urban migrant homes worked less hours on average than non-migrant children.  School 

attendance was negatively and statistically significantly related to hours worked.  As the 
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number of hours that children worked increased, they were less likely to have attended 

school or training in the past seven days. 

 Being male had a negative relationship with hours worked, which means that 

females were more likely to work more hours than their male counterparts.  Mother’s and 

father’s education were negatively correlated to hours worked when migration was 

instrumented for.  Age had a positive correlation with hours worked, meaning that older 

children work more on average than their younger peers.  

Table 5. The Effect of Migration on Hours Worked for Working Children Only 
 

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
OLS OLS OLS 2SLS 2SLS 2SLS

Migration 0.453 -0.302 0.205 -39.28*** -32.89*** -30.89***
(1.012) (0.879) (0.849) (9.756) (7.619) (7.533)

School Attendance      -      - -5.130***      -      - -4.297***
(0.390) (0.476)

Male      - -0.824** -0.498      - -1.245*** -0.952**
(0.365) (0.360) (0.431) (0.425)

Minority      - 0.213 0.00923      - 1.647 1.407
(1.215) (1.168) (1.352) (1.304)

Mother's Education      - -0.0456** -0.0349*      - -0.0544*** -0.0449**
(0.0189) (0.0178) (0.0192) (0.0184)

Father's Education      - -0.0701*** -0.0589**      - -0.0578** -0.0490**
(0.0239) (0.0232) (0.0247) (0.0242)

Age      - -0.602 0.806*      - -0.976* 0.222
(0.441) (0.457) (0.508) (0.526)

Age-Squared      - 0.129*** 0.0668***      - 0.147*** 0.0939***
(0.0190) (0.0196) (0.0219) (0.0227)

Constant 24.61*** 12.33*** 7.607*** 27.26*** 16.39*** 12.24***
(0.209) (2.445) (2.486) (0.683) (2.925) (2.980)

First-Stage: Distance from      -      -      - -0.0009438*** -0.0010261***  -0.001014***
Rural to Urban District (0.0001122) (0.0001139) (0.0001138)

Observations 6779 6779 6779 6779 6779 6779
R-squared 0.000 0.217 0.238    -    - 0.030

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Robust standard errors in parentheses  
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 Table 5 shows the results from a regression of migration on hours worked, 

limiting the sample to children who have a work status of “1”, meaning those who 

worked in the past seven days.  Migration did not have any statistical significance when 

using OLS, but when it is instrumented for, it had a negative and statistically significant 

relationship with hours worked.  Similar to the results in Table 4, school attendance, 

being male, mother’s education, and father’s education were negatively correlated to 

hours worked, while age has a positive relationship with the dependent variable. 
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VII. DISCUSSION 
 

 In review, the hypotheses for this study on the effects of rural-urban migration on 

education and child work activity in Cambodia were: (i) that the effects of rural-urban 

migration on education are negative; employment opportunities are a substitute for 

schooling and lead to lower school attendance and higher levels of child work; or (ii) that 

the effects of rural-urban migration on education are positive; migration provides 

resources that households use on children’s education, so that school attendance will 

increase, and lead to lower levels of child work.  In order to explore these hypotheses and 

correct for endogeneity issues, the multivariate regression analysis in this study included 

an instrumental variable for migration: the distance from a rural district to the closest 

urban district. 

 The results show that migration had a positive effect on school and training 

attendance in the past seven days of children ages 6 to 17 in Cambodia.  Work status, 

defined as whether or not the child was engaged in work activity in the past seven days 

did not have a statistically significant relationship with migration.  After instrumenting, 

migration led to less hours worked.  Overall, the results imply that households that 

migrate from rural to urban areas used the new financial resources and opportunities to 

send their children to school and this dominated the effect of the potential income 

children could earn. 
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 The findings in this paper have important educational policy implications that 

should be explored.   It can be inferred from the results that children in rural areas may be 

at an educational disadvantage and attend school less than their rural-urban migrant 

counterparts.  While school attendance had a positive relationship with work status, 

suggesting that a child’s engagement in economic or non-economic work may not be the 

defining negative influence on school attendance; the results showed that number of 

hours worked impacted a child’s school attendance and that as a child grows older, they 

were more likely to be engaged in work and work more hours.  In addition, the results 

showed that girls attended school less than boys and girls were more likely to be engaged 

in work-related activities and work more hours than boys.  Minorities may have an 

advantage compared to their Khmer counterparts as they worked fewer hours, but this is 

not consistent with the finding that minorities attend school less than their Khmer 

counterparts.  The results show that the Cambodian government and relevant 

organizations should consider focusing its resources towards improving rural education, 

improving drop-out rates for older children, and reducing gender inequalities.   

 Outside of the scope of this study, but also a possible topic for future exploration 

include how rural-urban migrant children adjust to their new environment and whether 

their overall levels of educational attainment are higher than their non-migrant 

counterparts.  Another topic includes studying how the varying reasons for household 

migration (employment, repatriation, resettlement, etc.) affect educational outcomes for 

children; while rural-to-urban migration has been linked with higher school attendance 
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and fewer hours worked, there may be a distinction between the different reasons for 

migrating and it should be noted that not all types of migrants are the same. 

 In addition, certain minorities, such as the Chinese and Vietnamese populations 

are generally wealthier compared to the national average, while the “highland tribal 

groups” have been reported as the poorest (World Bank, 2006).  One study of interest is 

exploring the difference in educational attainment between minorities and the Khmer in 

Cambodia.   
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