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labor in Mashhad, focusing on both Iranian and Afghan children. Methods: Adopting a qualitative
approach and grounded theory method, the study examines the experiences and perspectives of 10
experts and social activists in the field of child labor and nine working children. The sampling was
conducted purposefully, and semi-structured interviews continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Data analysis was done using thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase
framework. Results: The results indicate that the formation of child labor is influenced by three main
categories of conditions: contextual conditions, including migration, marginalization, subcultures of
marginalized communities, cultural beliefs, peer influence, social encouragement, and family instability;
causal conditions, such as poverty, income generation through street work, the role of economic mafias,
the economic utility of child labor for families, and weak family support; and intervening conditions,
encompassing deficiencies in the support system, ineffective social policies, weak intervention
programs, and inadequate public awareness. Within this framework, children are driven into labor due
to family pressures and the allure of street life. The consequences of this phenomenon include school
dropout, physical and psychological harm, and, in some cases, child addiction. Conclusion: The core
category of the extracted paradigmatic model suggests that child labor can be explained within the
framework of "child exploitation in a dysfunctional economic structure." These findings highlight that
working children are not only victims of their families’ economic instability but also the product of
structural weaknesses in the support system and ineffective social interventions. While the streets serve
as a substitute for formal support, current policies have not only failed to curb this trend but, in some
cases, have exacerbated it through inadequate intervention.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The phenomenon of child labor, as one of
the major social challenges in developing
societies, has extensive consequences in
the physical, psychological, educational,
and social dimensions for children. In Iran,
especially in the large city of Mashhad,
which faces widespread migration,
marginalization, and ethnic and economic
diversity, this phenomenon is prominently
visible. This research aims to sociologically
analyze the underlying factors
contributing to the phenomenon of child
labor in Mashhad, focusing on Iranian and
Afghan children. This study seeks to
identify and analyze the roots, causes,
conditions, and consequences of this
phenomenon from the perspectives of the
children themselves and social activists,
relying on a qualitative approach and
bottom-up theorization. Examining such a
phenomenon requires a multidimensional
view of the economic, cultural, social, and
policy structures that impact children's
lives on both macro and micro levels.

2. Methods

This research was conducted using a
qualitative approach and grounded theory
methodology, suitable for  deeply
exploring the lived experiences of
participants. Data was collected through
19 semi-structured interviews with two
groups, including 10 experts and social
activists, and nine child laborers in
Mashhad. Sampling was purposeful and
based on criteria such as expertise, field
experience (for experts), and nationality
and gender (for children). The interviews
continued until theoretical saturation was
reached, and after each interview,
participant feedback was incorporated to
increase the validity of the data. Data
analysis was conducted using thematic

analysis based on the six-phase framework
of Braun and Clarke (2006), which includes
familiarization with the data, initial coding,
theme search, revision, naming, and final
analysis. Throughout the analysis process,
the researcher repeatedly returned to the
data and codes to gain a deeper
understanding of the relationships
between categories and to develop the
final paradigmatic model.

3. Results

The findings of the research revealed that,
according to the developed paradigmatic
model and analysis of interview data and
research records, the emergence and
persistence  of the child labor
phenomenon in Mashhad result from the
interaction of various conditions at causal,
contextual, and intervening levels.

Causal conditions include poverty,
family livelihood problems, the economic
benefits of child labor for families, the role
of street mafias, and weak family support.
According to this model, causal conditions
such as poverty, unemployment, higher
income from child labor compared to
parental work, lack of effective economic
support systems, family coercion, parental
illness, high living costs, the role of
economic mafias, and weak family support
are some of the most important factors
driving families toward the economic
exploitation of children. These conditions
show that child labor is not merely an
individual or cultural choice, but rather
the result of structural constraints in
which families are trapped.

In addition to causal conditions,
contextual conditions also play a
significant role in reinforcing and
perpetuating this phenomenon. Migration
and marginalization, the lack of social
support networks, the absence of effective
cultural education, positive family views
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on child Ilabor, dysfunctional family
cultures, and, in some cases, parental
addiction, create the conditions for child
labor. These factors lead some families to
view child labor not only as a harm but as
a means of survival or even as a natural
practice. In this environment, economic
pressures are intertwined with social and
cultural factors, perpetuating the cycle of
poverty and exploitation.

Intervening conditions refer to factors
that could control or reform the process of
child labor proliferation, but due to
inefficiency, have become part of the
problem. These include weak social
participation, the absence or weakness of
deterrent laws, ineffective
communication, the fragmentation and
inefficiency of support programs, and the
lack of a comprehensive management
model. These factors, rather than
alleviating harm, render support efforts
ineffective and exacerbate the crisis.

Under these conditions, strategies
adopted by families include “encouraging
child labor,” “forcing children to work,” or
“indifference to children's education and
well-being.” The consequences of this
situation include school dropout,
psychological and physical harm, and, in
some cases, involvement in delinquency
and addiction. The paradigmatic model
developed in this study analyzes the
phenomenon under the central category
of "exploitation of children in an inefficient
economic structure,” showing that the
street has effectively replaced formal
social support structures.

4. Conclusion

The analysis indicates that the
phenomenon of child labor results from a
complex interaction of various factors at

the individual, family, social, and policy
levels. Weak policymaking, lack of
institutional coordination, legitimizing
cultural structures, and inefficiencies in
support systems have led the street to
become a workplace for children, and
existing policies have been unable to
effectively halt this process. This study
emphasizes the need to reconsider
macro-level support policies and the
design of multi-level social interventions,
suggesting that social, governmental, and
non-governmental organizations redesign
and reimplement their interventions
based on an integrated and evidence-
based approach. Cultural, national, and
gender differences must also be
considered in designing these
interventions to ensure more realistic and
effective outcomes.
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Figure 1. Paradigmatic Model of Conditions Involved in the Formation of Child Labor
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