ISSN: 1676-4285

N
_'!‘J
Federal Fluminense University ﬁ
AURORA DE AFONSO COSTA

NURSING SCHOOL Original Articles

Perception and experiences of
children and adolescents submitted to
work: an exploratory study

Natdlia Miranda Monteiro', Gutembergue Santos de Sousa?,
Maria MOnica Machado de Aguiar®, Maria Goreth Silva Ferreira3

1 Federal University of Amazonas
2 Federal University of Mato Grosso
3 University of the State of Pard

ABSTRACT

Aim: to understand the experiences and feelings that the exploitation of child labor generates in children/
adolescents served by the Child Labor Eradication Program (PETI, acronym in Portuguese). Method: a
qualitative study of participatory exploratory character, based on the creative method, with 20 children and
adolescents aged from 7 to 16 years, through the technique of the discourse of the subject. Results: the
study identifies the following thematic categories: Structural and emotional need as an indispensable support
for its development; Family affectivity as a building element; The family structure of the child/adolescent
exploited by the work; The related life experiences of children/adolescents exploited by work; Education as
away to break the cycle of oppression. Discussion: evidence of depression tendencies and suicidal ideation
were found in the speeches. Conclusion: the experiences lived interfered in the physical and mental health
of the deponents, hampering their process of healthy growth and development.

Descriptors: Child Health; Adolescent Health; Nursing; Social Exploration; Child labor.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite the mobilization to eradicate
child labor in Brazil and in the world, it is still a
major challenge for government and society.
According to the United Nations Children’s
Fund, in 2011, approximately 150 million chil-
dren between the ages of 5 and 14 worked in
developing countries, corresponding to 16%
of the total population in this age group. The
demographic census of the Brazilian Institute of
Geography and Statistics (IBGE, acronym in Por-
tuguese) described a scenario that was at least
bleak in Brazil in 2010: there were 1,666,750
children between the ages of 5 and 15 working.
Ofthese, 160,100 (9.6%) were children between
the ages of 5 and 10, and 1,506,650 (90.4%)
were young people aged between 11 and 15@,

Childhood and adolescence are recogni-
zed as indispensable phases in the process of
growth and development in the life of every
human being, and in which character and
personality are constructed. They must, there-
fore, be respected, since the experiences that
the child/adolescent lives during this period
may interfere with their formation and affect
throughout their life®.

It is necessary to reflect on this problem
and consider that, when working, children/ado-
lescents assume responsibilities incompatible
with their physical and mental development,
preventing them from experiencing an impor-
tant phase in their lives: childhood. The exploi-
tation by work steals their freedom, violates
their rights and stains their innocence, impo-
sing on them duties and obligations contrary to
those guaranteed by the Federal Constitution,
and guaranteed by the Statute of the Child
and Adolescent (ECA, acronym in Portuguese),
such as: the right to health, education, leisure,
professionalization, culture, dignity, respect,
freedom, and family and community life®.

The exploitation by the work represents a
violence against the children/adolescents that
can be devastating for their health, causing
physical, psychological, cognitive and beha-
vioral damages and affecting the psychological
development and intellectual capacity. The
signs of this violence can easily be confused
with mental disorders, as in the case of beha-
vioral etiology, and with domestic accidents,
when it results in physical marks®.Thus, nursing
needs to be aware of this situation, knowing
and perceiving the signs indicative of such
violence, as it is necessary to identify risks and
the perception of vulnerability during the care
provided to children and adolescents in various
scenarios.

A very frequent signage in the child/
adolescent victimized by violence is low
self-esteem. Self-esteem, which begins to
develop in childhood, is a decisive factor in
the individual’s relationship with himself and
others. The acquisition of self-esteem by the
child is intrinsically related to self-concept,
defined as the self-evaluation of the self and
results in an attitude of approval or repulsion.
Itis through self-esteem that the person con-
siders himself capable, successful, meaningful
and valuable®.

In this sense, it is understood that the
children/adolescents who experienced the ex-
ploitation of child labor have their self-esteem
affected, and itis up to the health team to have
the sensitivity to recognize who these children/
adolescents are and to carry out interventions
with the family and the community in order to
avoid the emergence of emotional and psycho-
logical damages.

Childhood and adolescence deserve spe-
cial attention from social policies, as stages of
the life cycle that should be aimed primarily at
education and biopsychosocial training of indi-
viduals. In this sense, the objective of this study
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is to understand the experiences and feelings
that the exploitation of child labor generates in
children/adolescents served by the Program for
the Eradication of Child Labor (PETI, acronym
in Portuguese).

PETIl is a program of the Federal Govern-
ment that seeks to protect children and ado-
lescents under 16 years of age against all forms
of work, aiming at a redemption of citizenship
and social inclusion of its users, by means of
monthly financial assistance, ensuring that
such children and adolescents are attending
school and attending socio-educational acti-
vities?)

METHODOLOGY

This is a qualitative, exploratory participa-
tory research, based on the Creative Sensitive
Method (MCS, acronym in Portuguese), chosen
for using techniques consolidated in research
with this approach, agglutinating sensitivity
with theoretical discourse, through collective
ideas and artistic language®.

The dynamics of creativity and sensitivity
are the great stage of production of data for
analysis. The MSC facilitates the expression of
the study participant, providing an environ-
ment of listening and the possibility of expres-
sions of affection, solidarity and understanding,
avoiding the dichotomy between reason and
emotion, promoting awareness of the partici-
pants and, thus, revealing their subjectivity in
the group space®.

The use of this method has demonstra-
ted efficiency and good results in the appli-
cability of pedagogical strategies, favoring
the exchange of knowledge in a critical and
sensitive way, through forms of expression
and sharing of experiences, based on the
construction of a new look about reality and

about the interweaving of knowledge among
those involved®.

The participants of the study were a
group of 20 children and adolescents aged 7
and 16, assisted by PETI in the municipality of
Santarém, Par3, Brazil, during the data collec-
tion period, namely: June 2014. The meetings
occurred in a classroom of the University of the
State of Pard (UEPA), where the dynamics were
developed for a period of 40 minutes.

The dynamics of creativity and sensitivity
(DCS, acronym in Portuguese) developed in
this study was the tree of knowledge, aiming
to stimulate the participants in describing what
was needed to grow and develop in a healthy
way. Such dynamics is characterized by the
power of code transformation through the
sharing of experiences in the group’s space of
debate, allowing an active participation of the
subject in the search for knowledge, based on
the concrete reality of those who experience
the phenomenon®

As a starting point for the development of
dynamics, the following question was genera-
ted: “What does a child need in order to grow,
develop and be happy?”

The data were analyzed based on the re-
ference that deals with the discourse analysis
in the French current, created by the French
philosopher Michel Pécheux. This technique
of analysis aims to analyze the use of language
through the contextualization of the discourse
produced by the interaction between the sub-
jects through their social interactions and the
already established processes of structuralism
and linguistics®.

After the transcription of the speeches
produced during the DCS, the corpus of the
research and its necessary delineation were
constituted. In the first moment linguistic ma-
teriality was conferred to the text, by means of
symbols and orthographic resources, aiming
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atits understanding as close as possible to the
enunciation of the children and adolescents.
In the second moment the object of study
was explained after successive readings and
re-reading of the empirical material.

At this stage the language resources
adopted by its enunciators were identified to
give meaning to their speech and to reveal the
meanings of each discourse. This phase requi-
res the use of analytical tools from the field of
discourse analysis - the metaphor, periphrastic
processes and polysemy - essential to reveal the
effects of the said and unsaid sense of study
participants®

This study was submitted and evaluated by
UEPA's Research Ethics Committee and approved
on April 24, 2013 under Opinion 259.967, thus
respecting all the ethical principles required by
the National Health Council (CNS, acronym in
Portuguese).

RESULTS

The dynamics of the tree of knowledge
allowed us to unveil the concrete existential
situations experienced by children and adoles-
centsin the world of work as a vital phenomenon
that were enunciated in the dialogical dialectical
process, seeking to rescue in the discourses the
signs that indicate the effects of child labor on
their self-esteem.

During the application of the DCS, the
existential situations that emerged in the group
space comprised a set of themes generating
debates, bringing elements to be decoded by
the group.

At that time, the study participants des-
cribed what they considered important for
children/adolescents to grow and develop in a
healthy way, thus raising the first topic genera-
ting debate, as follows.

Structural and emotional need as an indispen-
sable support for development

o Cr3AcU:-Well, the child needs to have a home,
respect, affection and lots of love! He needs a
well-structured home and needs attention and
support. Because if he doesn’t have all these
things that | just mentioned, he will not be a
developed human being, a capable human
being[...]

o Cr2AcU:-Achild needs to feed properly, play with
other children, go out with his family and take
care of his personal hygiene, because a well-fed
child grows up in a healthy way. And through
the play with other children he learns to share
his feelings, such as friendship and respect [...]

Family affectivity as a building element

In the dialogical enunciations of children/
adolescents, other elements stand out, giving
to family affective relations demonstrations of
affection and the sense of happiness, a feeling
that certainly contributes to their emotional well-
-being, as observed in the following dialogical
fragments:

« Cr1AcNRM: to feel happy he needs to have the
affection of his father and mother.

« Cr3BbU:| am happy when my parents give me
affection and attention. | get very happy...

o Cr1AcNRT: because it is important to have the
love of the father, the mother and the family.

o Cr9JaU: My problem is that my parents don't
always give me attention and sometimes | miss
their affection... And this happens a lot in my
life. There are days | need to vent, talk my things
and they don't realize; they don't give me the
opening to talk!

» Cr5BBNRM: \When someone cares about me I'm
happy. Sometimes I think | don’t even miss me...

» Cr3BbU: When|do what my father and mother
taught me, | make them proud...
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The family structure of the child/adolescent
exploited by work

The dialogical fragments also reveal how
the relationships established in the children’s
family space affect their self-esteem.

» Cr1BBNRM: | get sad when Mom hits me.

o Cr4AcNRT: the usual problems, [...] fights at
home. | can never do anything | want. Someti-
mes | even think about committing suicide... My
life is very hard, only problems.

o Cr1AcNRM: there are children who even think
of committing suicide; there are some that only
do what is commanded; They don’t drink water,
don't eat, and stay on the street.

» Cr2BBNRM:| getsad when my parents tell me off.

« Cr4BbU: [...] | wanted my stepfather to be
someone else because he fights a lot with my
mother; sometimes he leaves home and doesn’t
eat lunch... (Crying)

The related life experiences of children and ado-
lescents exploited by work

All the emotional content present in
the discourses reveals the marks that imprint
themselves on their behavior after experiencing
exploitation by the work that are evident in the
following dialogical fragments:

» Cr3AcNRM: | think the work hurts because the
children get tired, sad, because they walk all day
up and down, and their legs get tired. Children
even cry because it is bad to be mistreated. They
feel isolated because they have no friends.

e Cr2JaU:|[..] my parents went out to work and |
stayed at home taking care of everything, clea-
ning, cooking, and washing the dirty clothes. [...]
and when | remember that, | get angry.

e Cr3AcNRM: | think that when children work,
they are even psychologically affected because
so much work and slavery can undermine their
future.

Education as a way to break the cycle of op-
pression

In the dialogical fragments that follow,
children/adolescents point to education as the
foundation of life.

o Cr4AcU:the child needs to studytolearntoread,
write and be someone, to have a good future. So
she will be happier!

o Cr6AcU:forachildto grow up, it must study and
be obedient, because if that child does not know
how to read, it will never make its dreams come
true; if it studies, it will have a decent profession
in life, and will know how to manage things. And
by obeying its parents it will live more on earth.

« Cr1AcU:ltis necessaryto study to be someonein
life so you don't get heavy work, don't feel worn
working under the sun as a machine operator
like my stepfather, which is a job where you work
hard and receive little. It must be a job that pays
well and allows you to live a decent life without
exploring you.

DISCUSSION

The child has a need to feel loved and va-
lued, and it is essential that the family environ-
ment guarantees security and understanding
regarding their attitudes and feelings. Support,
love and appreciation are central to the well-
-being of children and directly influence how
they will develop %, Nurses are responsible for
adequate growth and developmentin childhood
and adolescence, and they are aware of any
and all violations of rights that compromise the
physical, mental and social well-being of this
clientele.

The speeches revealed the need for a heal-
thy environment that has favorable conditions
and that allow the development of the full
potential of children and adolescents. The ma-
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terial and institutional resources that the child
can count on (food, housing, sanitation, health
services, kindergartens and pre-schools) are of
paramount importance in this process. The ge-
neral care and time devoted to children, such as
attention, and the affection that the mother, the
family and the society as a whole dedicate to it
are also decisive components for their emotional
strengthening®®

The linguistic polyphony of discourse,
expressed through the multiple voices in the
dialogue they hold in group space and the
exposition of their existential situation, makes
the phenomenon of child labor and its reper-
cussions on children’s/adolescents’ self-esteem
have a historical, cultural and social dimension,
in which the actors perceive their condition, but
are aware of the existence of a better world and
with other options that imply less suffering and
more guarantee of rights!'".

What happens within each human being
represents a complex and multifaceted universe;
itisa mosaic, made up of innumerable emotions,
thoughts, interpretations and values”” People’s
behavior reflects these subjective states fun-
damental to their differentiation from others
around them; they act according to what they
think and feel; therefore, it is possible to say that
people are their feelings and thoughts.

In their speeches, children and adoles-
cents unveil the emotional content of their life
experiences. In their conceptions, in order to
be happy it is necessary to feel the affection
within the family, to feel the care and attention
of the parents and to be with the family, since it
constitutes one of the main pillars of the psychic
life of people?.

It is through the family that the first inter-
personal relationships are established and that
the first representations about their abilities,
capacities and feelings are being constructed
in relation to themselves and, for that reason,

the exchange of affection is of fundamental
relevance at that moment. Regardless of their
multiple configurations, the most important
affective experiences in the subjects’lives occur
in the family. In this perspective, self-esteem is
considered as one of the most important affec-
tive states in the life of the subjects, because it
allows resources for this to act in their life; it is a
socially acquired attribute(?.

Affectivity is what results from the combi-
nation of feelings and emotions and reflects the
way people combine emotional experiences to
react to the world and other people; it is like a
characteristic trait of each individual. The level
of affectivity predisposes the person to react to
the experiences lived in one way or another, with
apathy or with effervescence, with enthusiasm
or reserve?

The children’s and adolescents’ speeches
in this study reveal that, in the family context,
their experiences are marked by many feelings,
including emotional insecurity, a feeling that is
evident when they evoke: “When someone cares
about melam happy, sometimes I think they don't
even miss me”. This affective deficiency mani-
fested in the discourse of children/adolescents
points to the need to feel that they are dear and
valuable, especially to their parents, signaling
the possibility of the development of aninsecure
personality.

The psychological factor formed by the
beliefs, conscious or unconscious, that people
developed in childhood and in other phases of
their life is preponderant in the formation of their
personality. At some point in their existence,
during their social relationships, they need to
learn thatitis acceptable or appropriate to relate
affectively to people. Otherwise, in adult life
these individuals can lead to social relationships
an exacerbated fear of rejection!?. If children as
children do not receive comfort, support, love,
and other abstract but necessary tools, they will
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end up learning contrary lessons about their
value, impacting their psychic formation. Thus
parents with their attitudes lead children to see
themselves as competent and incompetent™

The children/adolescents also stress the
need to have more space to talk about their
experiences. Note the concern of the research
participants in drawing attention and arousing
feelings such as the affection and pride of their
parents. Many children suffer when they realize
that their feelings are not being considered,
especially by their parents'"?

It is remarkable the need to have profes-
sionals qualified and potentially committed to
provide better care to children and adolescents,
especially those victims of violence““'”)' Thus,
nurses need to develop creative strategies that
allow them to identify not only the physical re-
percussions imprinted on the body of children/
adolescents, but also the psychic and emotional
marks arising from this social problem, broa-
dening their view of the family as an object of
attention and care.

Self-esteem is considered a very complex
phenomenon, which is part of the personality
constructs and implies in everyday life. For the
National Advisory Health Counsel, it is one of
the leading markers of mental health, as it may
be related to serious mental phenomena such
as depression and suicide®'® According to the
World Health Organization, suicide has become
a global public health problem because it is in
many countries among the top three causes of
death among individuals aged 15-44 and is the
second leading cause of death among indivi-
duals aged 10 to 24 years' Suicide in childhood
and adolescence is a dramatic and serious event
that deconstructs the family as a whole.

The family is the most important social
structure in the formation of the children/
adolescents. It exerts a great influence on the
formation of its members, which is reflected in

the construction of character, attitudes, forms
of relationships, and in the professional and
sentimental life of each member. The influen-
ce exerted in the construction of individuals
as biopsychosocial beings is potentiated in
adolescence, triggering behaviors, desires and
dialogical feelings necessary to the interactions
among adolescents, the period of adolescence
and all the social context that permeates them.
Dialogue is the basis of family support, because
where there is a space in which several people
live together, it is essential that there is good
communication between them®

It is clear that the exploitation of children/
adolescents by work is a practice that arises
from a family pattern that is unstructured and
which poses risks to the child’s health, having
the capacity to affect their physical, psychologi-
cal and social development, depriving them of
living fully and reducing their future prospects.
Childhood and adolescence are stages of life that
should be exclusively dedicated to education,
recreation and development. Itis not possible to
include the work and, mainly, the responsibility
for the sustenance of the family in this process, as
this fact can cause the development of abnormal
regulatory standards in front of the exposure to
which this public is submitted”.

Physical exhaustion manifests in their bo-
dies in the form of pains, especially in the legs,
because of the long paths they were forced
to make, pointing to a result of the fatiguing
routine of hard and heavy work experienced
by them. Work exploitation assumes a sense of
maltreatment in the discourse of children/ado-
lescents and, as such, comes accompanied by
crying, anger and sadness, revealing the marks
of the emotional fragility that the work imprints
on their lives.

The metaphorical effect used by children/
adolescents in comparing themselves with sla-
ves makes it possible to construct meanings of
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statements based on the relation of exploitation
by work/suffering, physical pain and emotional
pain. Through this metaphorical effect it is re-
vealed in the discourse of children/adolescents
the social dimension of the problematicin which
they are victims, in an attempt to define some-
thing that for them has no explanation, that is,
they are compared to someone who has lived
in the past the same situation they live today:
“the slave”; someone who worked tirelessly,
in unhealthy conditions until exhaustion. This
comparison reveals the existential meaning of
this vital phenomenon, which is the mark of the
oppressor as a host in the oppressed"®

By anchoring himself in the slave’s figure
to explain how he feels, the child/adolescent
reveals all the oppression that pervades his daily
life. The understanding of the phenomenon of
oppression leads to the idea that the exploitation
of children labor leaves children/adolescents in
the shadow of oppression. The phenomenon of
oppression installs on the oppressed the voca-
tion of being less and of being worthless, which
is based on a relation of exploitation in which
the oppressed hardly struggle and do not trust
in themselves, for having a magical belief in the
invulnerability of the oppressor and thus remain
accommodated and adapted, “immersed”in the
very machinery of the oppressive structure

In the oppressive web in which the chil-
dren/adolescents live, other feelings are mobi-
lized, and in their context of life they assume a
position of conformity to the hard routine they
live.Thus, as if they could do nothing against that
situation, they passively accept their condition
as workers, and with this, various feelings arise,
such as fear and sadness and they often cry and
feel lonely.

Oppression is a social problem, and in the
context of which the less favored are oppressed,
they are obliged to accept what is imposed
upon them. In this perspective, the oppressive

reality is almost like a mechanism of absorption
for those who are affected by it"” Only when
the oppressed become aware of the reasons
and their state of oppression and the need to
struggle for the conquest of their freedom do
they break with this inauthentic view of them-
selves and the world and cease to feel as if they
are almost a “thing.” Therefore, they break with
the chain of oppression, freeing themselves from
the oppressed condition and assuming the place
of liberation.

Education is presented as a mediating
instrument in this process. Through it, children/
adolescents envision the possibility of changing
their reality. In this context, education appears
in speeches as a necessary condition for people
to be someone, to have a profession and thus
to fulfill their dreams, acquiring the sense of
happiness with the ability to promote a safe way
to have a “good future” and have a “profession”,
a condition that guarantees them a“decent life".
Not having a profession for children/adolescents
assumes the sense of living exploited by heavy
work, physical exhaustion, suffering that has no
financial return. For them, only those who have
a degree can live far from the exploration. The
social practice coined of suffering highlights
in the children/adolescents the desire to live
positive things".

As seen in the discourses of children/ado-
lescents, there are those who desire change,
represented by the oppressed, and all those who
believe and perceive utopia not as something
impossible to realize, but as the “unpublished
viable""® By visualizing the unpublished viable
as a dream, the children/adolescents begin to
perceive their liberation as a possible reality to
be achieved. Thus, being in the world means
engaging in actions, reflections and struggles.

This study intends to contribute to a reflec-
tion on the health care policies of children and
adolescents that have not been sufficient to
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avoid violence and to remove them from work,
promoting new looks and tendencies to address
the issue of health promotion, in the context of
their daily lives, allowing a deepening of social,
cultural, economic and political issues that invol-
ve the whole problematic of the various facets
of violence and especially the exploitation of
child labor.

CONCLUSIONS

Exploitation through work must be unders-
tood as one of the worst forms of violence that
can be attributed to children and adolescents
and that can lead to disturbances and changes
in the perception that these young people have
of themselves and others. The children or ado-
lescents who have been exploited by the work
show change in the way they see themselves
before the world in which they are inserted.

The results suggest that concrete expe-
riences lived by these children/adolescents
interfered greatly in their physical and mental
health, hampering their process of growth and
development, since they influenced their self-
-concept. The children announced the feelings
and emotions that resulted from living in the
world of work and how these feelings negatively
affected their lives, strongly affecting their self-
-esteem. The life context of the children/adoles-
cents victims of the exploitation of child labor
showed a harsh reality, where the perceptions
of losses generated in this process are revealed.

This study presents as a limitation the fact
that we have worked only with the public served
by the PETI, not showing a picture of the percep-
tion of other children and adolescents, victims
of work, and who are not assisted by any social
program because it is difficult to access them
and, in most cases, work in hidden places that
are not perceivable to the population.

The study contributes to nursing with the
possibility of knowing the experiences of chil-
dren and adolescents exploited by the work,
allowing a better approximation for care and for
health promotion actions.
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