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Abstract 
 
This study was carried out with an aim to map the socio-economic realities of street 
children in Jaipur city, India. Over in-depth interviews held in a ‘casual-conversation’ 
manner with 200 street children, profiles of their background, incidence of migration, 
familial contacts, clothing and food, work experiences, play and entertainment, personal 
habits, peer interaction, attitudes toward self, family and society; and aspiration and 
expectations were studied. The field scenario indicated that larger majority of street 
children were boys (71 %); and in 8-12 years age group. Incidence of  migration was 
observed and 70.5% of these children lived with their families. Gambling, watching films 
and television; smoking and drinking and taking drugs were common modes of 
entertainment and relaxation for these children. The results throw light on significant 
developmental concerns which emerge from the socialization of street children in India, ; 
and draw a parallel with the findings of research studies carried out in different parts of 
the world to strike common grounds for theory building and practice.  
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Introduction 
 
Poor rural families, children and youth migrate to the more developed urban cities and 
towns in India, in the hope of better employment opportunities and living facilities. The 
pressures of urban life not only compel men and women to seek employment in 
industries; the private sector and households but also push young children and youth out 
of homes to earn money in order to contribute to family and individual survival ( Lemba, 
2002; D’Lima & Gosalia, 1992 ; Ghosh, 1992). The inevitable result is a street child, 
hanging around in the markets and commercial centres, often alone or in a group of two 
to three siblings or peers, picking rags, polishing shoes, selling flowers, news papers, 
lottery and cinema tickets; working as a mechanic at car garages or cleaning dishes at a 
road side restaurant (Mathur, 1997). India’s is the seventh largest country in the world 
with a wide religious, cultural, linguistic and geographical diversity. Nearly29% of the 
population lives in urban areas, nearly half of which are faced with a dramatic growth of 
slums and shanty towns. An average of 50% of the urban population live in the 
conditions of extreme deprivation- compounded by lack of access to basic services and 
proper legal housing and poor governance. (D’Souza, Castelina, Madangopal, 2002; 
Civil Society Forum for South-Asia on Promoting and Protecting the Rights of 
Street Children, 2001). The majority of the urban poor belong to the laboring classes, 
i.e., backward, prescribed castes and tribes and religious minorities. Being illiterate and 
unskilled, they are mostly engaged in unskilled jobs in the informal sector. They have 
low employment opportunities and are caught in a vicious cycle of low wages and low 
productivity. This results in, or rather forces as many members of the family to work 
(Panicker & Nangia, 1992). Pressures of rural poverty and lack of employment have 
contributed to increasing tide of rural to urban migration, sending millions of 
impoverished families to metropolis in search of new hope and a share in the cities 
prosperity (Pandey,1993, Tacon,1986). Some researchers have claimed that the rural- to- 
urban migration, which is another aspect of modernization, is sufficient to explain the 
origins of street children .Children of these families arrive on the streets in search of 
small odd jobs. (de Galan, 1981; Munoz &Pachon, 1980; Write et al., 1993). 
 
The phenomenon of street children is global, alarming and escalating. Street children are 
found both in developed and developing nations, but are present in much larger numbers 
in the poor nations of Latin America, Asia and Africa. An estimated 369 million poor 
children under the age of 15 live in the cities of the developing world (Boyden, 1991; 
Myers, 1989, 1991; Ennew, 1986) and 79 million children live in urban area in India, of 
which 18 million live in urban slums (Panicker & Nangia, 1992). However, different 
agencies provide wide discrepancies in the gross estimates of children on the streets 
world-wide and in the developing nation (New Internationalist,2005). Street children is 
a broad term which denotes millions of the disadvantaged urban children in the world 
who may belong to several categories, based on age, sex, work status, kind of 
employment and linkages with their families.. Researchers across the globe have 
attempted to define the phenomenon of street children by describing different types of 
experiences of the children, such as quality of their play and work and their relations with 
peers, adults and authority figure (Dorfman, 1994; Lusk, 1989; Shifter, 1985); and the 
time spent in the street and the absence of contact with responsible adults (Vanistendael, 



1987). To understand the nature of street child ‘phenomenon’, the child’s subjective 
experience is essential in understanding what it means to be a street child. (Lucchini, 
1993;Visano,1990). 
 
Lusk (1992) developed four categories of children found in the streets of Brazil. Each 
group has it’s own characteristics. First, there are poor working children returning to their 
families at night. They are likely to attend school and not be delinquent. In the second 
category, children are independent street workers. Their family ties are beginning to 
break down and their school attendance is decreasing and their delinquency is increasing. 
In the third category, these are children of street families who live and work with their 
families in the streets. Their conditions are related to poverty. In India, they are referred 
to as ‘pavement dwellers’ (Patel, 1990), whereas in the United States they are the 
children of ‘homeless’ families. The fourth category includes those children who have 
broken off contact with their families. They are ‘living’ in the streets full time and are the 
‘real’ street children. Cosgrove (1990) used two dimensions to define street children: the 
degree of family involvement and the intensity of deviant behaviour. According to 
Cosgrove, a street child is “any individual under the age of majority whose behaviour is 
predominantly at variance with community norms, and whose primary support for his/her 
developmental needs is not a family or family substitute. The United Nations define street 
children as, “any girl or boy…for whom the street in the widest sense of the word has 
become his or her habitual abode and / or a source of livelihood, and who is inadequately 
protected supervised or directed by responsible adults, is a street child” (International 
Catholic Children’s Bureau, 1985). A working definition used by UNICEF (1988) 
states that “street children are those for whom the street more than their family has 
become their real home; a situation in which there is no protection, supervision and 
direction from responsible adults”. This definition further classifies three broad 
categories among children. The first category is the largest and consists primarily of 
working children who live with their families. A very few attend school and return home 
at the end of each working day; and most will have a sense of belonging to a local 
community in which their home is situated The second group is smaller and more 
complex. Children in this group see the street as their home and it is there they seek 
shelter, food and a sense of belonging among companions. Family ties exist but are 
remote and their former home is visited infrequently The last category, also called the 
‘abandoned children’ comprises of children who may merge with the second category 
children, are entirely on their ‘own’ ,not just for material but also for psychological 
survival. ( Ali, Shahab, Ushijima & Muynck,2004) 
 
Some of the significant causes of working and street children in India have been 
summarized by Reddy (1992) which are: economic marginality created by historical 
conditions, societal attitudes and governmental policies; unequal wealth distribution and 
lopsided developmental policies; mass migration of rural families to cities for economic 
opportunities; and an inappropriate educational system. Other causes are chronic poverty, 
unemployment, over crowded homes, parental abuse, drug abuse, alcoholism, parents 
abandoning children because of economic pressures and children running away from 
stressful situations at home (Rao & Mallik, 1992; Verma & Dhingra, 1993). Last two 
decades have witnessed a growing interest in understanding the ecology of the street 



child in India (Pandey,1993; Arimpoor,1992; Reddy,1992; Ghosh,1992; Panicker & 
Nangia,1992; D’Lima & Gosalia,1992; Mathur,1997; Mohsin,1996; Pinto,1992; 
Bose, 1992)[references in ascending alphabetical order] both at research and welfare 
level. Research studies focus on living conditions ( Mathur & Agarwal,1996), 
nutritional status (Mathur, paul & Mathur 1998), temporal experiences on the streets 
(Verma, Puri & Kumar, 1995), familial status ( Mathur, Mehra, Vagrecha & Bhatia, 
1996) , intellectual performance ( Mathur & Samuel,1996), mathematical and 
computation skills ( Menon & Kaur, 1995), coping responses (Verma, Kainth & 
Vasudeva, 1995) and level of aspiration and achievement motivation in street children ( 
Mathur & Sabharwal, 1990). 
 
Getting reliable and accurate information from street children is difficult. They often 
develop an extraordinary capacity to tell lies .Lying about their ages (many of them may 
not know their age, (Lusk, 1992)), family backgrounds; the reasons for being on the 
streets; and their current circumstances is included in their well-rehearsed scripts 
(Felsman, 1989; Leite & Esteves, 1991). Presenting information about themselves is 
part of their survival skills which like those of other nomadic entertainers, rests on their 
ability to manipulate their audiences (Aptekar, 1994). Manipulating information has a 
psychological function that allows the children to get back at a society that devalues 
them. Falsified information also serves to keep society at bay about the details of their 
lives. In many cases, the children purposely create a secret code or a private language 
with the purpose of hiding the truth. The more the children are studied in their natural 
habitat, the more difficult it is to have the type of controls that empirical research implies. 
By combining several methods as psychological tests and other sources of psychological 
assessments, interviews and open-ended questionnaires, ethnographic observations in 
different situations, at different times, by more than one person; and the use of secondary 
information, it is possible to generate empirical information about the children with 
reasonable accuracy (Aptekar, 1994). 
 
 
 
Major Objectives 
 
 
Looking at the vast numbers of street children in India, research is scanty and often 
carried out on a small sample and suggests the need for a larger frame work of field 
analysis from which may evolve theoretical assumptions and considerations. The major 
objectives of this study were to develop an in-depth socio-economic field profile of the 
life of street children in Jaipur city, India. The socio-economic profile included child’s 
personal and familial status, food and clothing, educational status, work status and 
incomes earned, play and entertainment, attitudes toward self, family and society and 
aspirations and expectations. The study aimed at reaching the field realities and makes an 
attempt to understand the interrelated socio-economic conditions which play a significant 
role in the socialization process of street children in India. This study was largely planned 
as a field survey, where the children were asked to narrate their life ‘realities’. 
 



Method  
 
Mapping Street Children  
 
The first step to working with street children was to map them in the city for which an 
extensive survey was carried out. The geographical lay out of the city was carefully 
divided in six zones (A-F) covering approximately significant equal parts. Working street 
children were identified in almost all the six zones, concentrating more around the 
commercial areas, near railway station, bus terminus; near cinema theatres and hotels, 
around city parks and restaurants. Mapping them became a challenging task since many 
of the street children formed a ‘mobile’ group who were spotted one day here and the 
next day else where. Upon meeting the child, his name, sex, age, type of occupation, 
work area and residential area was recorded and he was informed regarding the nature of 
work. The child was included in the mapping list on his willingness to participate in the 
study. From every zone 70-80 children were identified to ensure the availability of 35 
children per zone for the main study. 
 
 
Participants 
 
 
All the participants were street children from Jaipur city. Due to the exploratory nature of 
the study, purposive sampling (through mapping and identification procedures) and the 
snowballing process (in which children identified other children and employer assisted in 
locating children at work site) sampling procedures were employed. 35 children from 
each zone were included for the present investigation .The total sample comprised of 200 
street children, inclusive of both boys and girls; in the age group of 5-16 years. Children 
with varying ages, religious /community backgrounds, occupations and residential status 
were included, with a special focus to include the ‘girl’ child. As compared to boys, much 
lesser numbers of girl street children were found on the streets. Almost all the children 
were working, with a few exceptions who were ‘begging’ in main commercial areas. 
 
 
Field Inquiry and Interview Schedule Measures 
 
 
Drawing upon the major concerns, an in-depth inventory /interview schedule was 
formulated covering (i) The child and the family (ii) Educational status (iii) Availability 
of food and clothing (iv) Work experience (v) Play and entertainment (vi) Attitudinal 
profile: personal habits, peer interaction, perception toward self, family and society and 
(vii) Aspirations and expectations of street children as seven sections. 
 
 In the first section, information on the child’s name, age, gender, religion /community/ 
castes were included. Detailed family profile; place of living in the city (family / streets / 
alone) and questions related to ‘migration’ formed the part of the first section. In the 
second section, questions were formulated to derive information on the status of the 



child’s education and reasons for not attending school were included. In the section on 
availability of food and clothing, queries related to number and timings of children’s 
meals; place of eating (home / work place/ markets); and provision of clothing were 
included. In the fourth section, profiles on work status of children, occupation, income, 
duration of work hours and age of initiation in work around the streets formed the 
significant areas of questioning. In the section on ‘play and entertainment’, aspects as 
street children’s own perception of availability of time for play; leisure time activities, 
common modes of entertainment; and reasons for watching the films were included. In 
the sixth section, attitudinal profile included queries on toilet and bathing facilities; 
incidence of card playing and gambling; addictive habits were included. This section also 
dealt with peer interaction and preference for peer vs. family vs. alone; and children’s 
perception toward self, family and society. In the last section , type of assistance provided 
by families, individuals or governmental /non-governmental agencies were inquired; 
children’s choices for education vs. vocational training were sought; and some of the 
inner feelings were touched, as, “what do you want the most in your life?”, “what do you 
miss the most in your life?”, “do you feel secure within your circumstances?” 
 
 The questions in the interview schedule were largely close- ended with multiple choices 
for the five sections. Last two sections were kept open –ended since a varied response 
was expected from the children. Where ever necessary, scope for adding new categories 
of responses of children on the first five sections was kept to capture unique experiences. 
The interview schedule was finalized after critical suggestions of twelve professionals in 
the field. 
 
 
Procedure 
 
 
Before embarking on the main study, a pilot study was carried out on 20 children drawn 
randomly from main city centre. The experiences drawn from the pilot study led to 
initiating the main study. Children were reached zone –wise, covering the six zone. 
Reaching different parts of the city made the data collection a tedious process. Rag 
pickers could only be found in the early or late hours in the day; children working at the 
railway station kept flexible timings of work as per the movements of the trains; trolley 
and ‘rickshaw’ pullers moved fast from one destination to the other. Children were met 
with a friendly approach and the process of interviews maintained a nurturing, open and a 
light mood. Casual conversations and informal discussions, supported by field 
observations and participation highlighted the method of data collection. 
 
The interviews were conducted on the street side, on the railway platform, in the car 
garages and where ever the child was seen. Employers were often found to be more 
cooperative than disturbing during interview sessions. Police and people around reacted 
with much curiosity and some interference. On some occasions reactions from employer 
and near-by people created unpleasant situations and the interview had to be stopped. 
Interviews with children lasted for 45 minutes to an hour per child. Children’s 
conversations were hand –recorded on the schedule and in case of ambiguity, the 



question was reframed differently to cross check the real response of the child. Since 
children were allowed the freedom to speak as they wished, and not guided in a rigid 
manner, the data resembled the qualitative style of ‘personal narratives’. Diversi (1995) 
suggested that in order to evolve a more sensitive approach of collecting information on 
the lives of street children, voices and narratives should be collected as ‘critical 
ethnography’ which is based on the ethnographic tradition of immersion in the (sub) 
culture being studied in order to observe and document its customs ,beliefs ,rituals and 
stories. It also entails involvement of the researcher in the subjective activities, a form of 
participant observation, so as to facilitate an interpretation from ‘within’. 
 
Case- Studies 
 
The study involved in-depth case profiles of 10 street children who were selected on the 
basis of belonging to ‘run-away’ category of children; involved in different types of work 
situations; and represented both the genders in the total sample. Each child in the study 
was met 6-7 times; observed and interviewed on salient aspects of inquiry. This provided 
rich insights in the specific life situations of street children in Jaipur city. The quantitative 
data in the section in results is supported by qualitative narratives of street children to 
highlight the existing psycho-social and economic realities faced by these children. 
 
 
Coding and Analysis 
 
 
As a larger part of the schedule comprised of multiple choice items, coding the response 
on each item was done, and where ever new responses were observed, new categories 
were added. In the last two sections which contained open-ended questions, responses of 
the children were classified and put in specific categories. Care was taken to include all 
the responses of children in order not to miss out on individual or unique responses. 
Children’s responses were converted into frequency scores and calculated into percentage 
profiles.  
 
Results 
 
 
The in-depth interview schedule had seven parts, namely, profile of the child and family; 
educational status; food and clothing; work-experience; play and entertainment; 
attitudinal profile and aspirations and expectations of street children.  
 
Profile of the child and Family 
 
Within the age categories, larger numbers of street children were found on the streets in 
the 8-12 years, representing ‘middle childhood’ years followed by children in 12-16 
years. 5-8 years category comprised of lesser number of children. From the total sample a 
large percentage of children were boys and comparatively girls were less in numbers. The 
religious backgrounds of the children indicated that majority of children were Hindus, 



and few children were Muslims and a very small percentage belonged to tribal 
communities in Rajasthan. There were no children in ‘Sikh’ and ‘Christian’ religious 
background (details of data on profiles of the child and family are given in table 1) 
 
Table 1 about here 
 
While larger number of children said that they belonged to the city as children felt that 
they grew up in the city and had no memory of moving from another city/town; a smaller 
percentage of street children reported to have migrated to Jaipur city from near by 
villages in Rajasthan .Few children had migrated from other states in India .The reasons 
for migration to the city were to (i) search for better employment opportunities; (ii) lure 
of city life; and (iii) family problems in the villages . In case of majority of children, their 
father and their mother were alive. The family size of the children ranged between 2 
members to 12 members for different children. In case of larger majority of children, the 
family size comprised of 6-8 members; and 4-8 siblings. Large family size included 
members of extended family, grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins etc. On the query on 
“with whom do you live”, a greater majority of children reported to be living with their 
families; and remaining lived near railway stations ; around bus stands ; on the streets ; 
and in the markets .(table 2). 
 
Table 2 about here 
 
Raj, a 14 year old street boy was found living on the streets of Jaipur city along with 
other ‘run-away’ group of children. According to him, “I get my support from my street 
friends. We do not mind living like this if few of us are together. But for some reason, if I 
am left alone on the streets to sleep through the night, I get very depressed and sad”. 
Other children sitting by him agreed silently. “summer months are still alright. We just 
stretch out and fall off to sleep on the concrete pavement, but rainy months and winter 
season get very difficult. During monsoon, we have to keep awake through the night, 
standing in a corner of a roof of one of these buildings. In winter, we have to light a fire 
to keep us warm through the night because we barely have any proper clothing”. 
 
 
Educational Status 
 
 
The second section dealt with inquiring regarding children’s educational status. Only 
20% of children were attending a community school in their slum and remaining 80% of 
the children were not studying but only working on the streets.31% children reported to 
have been enrolled in a school but had dropped out. To the question on “ what makes you 
work on the streets”; financial constraints was reported as a reason by 38% of the 
children; and for many a children ‘not interested in going to school’ (11%); ‘ work 
pressure (22%); parental discouragement (6%) and household responsibilities (3.5) were 
given as reasons for not attending school. Among those going to a school, 18% children 
reported to have gone to a nursery school; 24% children were attending primary school; 
9% were studying in middle school and ‘none’ was found in the category of high school. 



Remaining 49% of the children had never been to a school. Children perceived the 
advantages of education as a tool to obtain a good job (12.5 %); earn self respect 
(26.5%); gain knowledge (19.5 %) and ‘no advantage’ (41.5%). When asked, ‘ given a 
new chance, would you prefer to study or work on the streets’, children’s responses were 
almost equally divided as 41% children preferred to study and 56% children wanted to 
continue to work. Remaining children were unclear on the query. 
 
 Ameen, aged 14 and working on the streets as a lottery seller was clear that he did not 
want to go to a school to study. “I went to a school in my village and got very bored. The 
teacher would not teach anything and instead beat us for small things. I ran away from 
everything. I like the freedom of my life and manage my affairs well…I want to do what 
I am doing now. I will never go back to school. It has no meaning for me.”  
 
Food and clothing 
 
 
Food forms an important requirement and a basic need for children. ‘When,’ ‘where’ and 
‘how many times’ children get food constituted the inquiry on the third section on the 
interview schedule .A large number of children (86%) reported eating ‘two’ meals a day; 
followed by one meal a day (8.5%) and three meals a day in case of 5% of the children. 
No child reported eating ‘four’ meals in a day. The study did not focus on the type, 
quality and quantity of food children ate. Many of the children who were living with their 
families ate food at home (58%); and carried it to their work place (14.5%);7.5% children 
bought food from the market and ate; 10.5% children begged for food and 9.5% children 
received food provided by the employer. The average numbers of meals eaten by boys 
per day were significantly more than the girls. (boys: n=142, mean=2.350, s.d.=0.616, 
girls:, n=58, mean=2.070, s.d.=0.813, Z=1.72 p<0.05). Arranging for clothing was 
another area of query on this section. Children reported ‘buying’ their clothes (34%); 
buying and being provided by the employer (35.5%); receiving clothes through donations 
(25.5%); and few children (4.5%) did not specify sources of obtaining clothes. 
 Run away street children buy their food which comprises of dal, chapattis and onion-
green chilies. Sometimes they buy mutton dish. Occasionally they eat a vegetable and 
pickles. (as informed by Ameen in a case profile). 
 
 
Work-Life 
 
 
In the fourth section, work experiences of the children were observed and recorded. 
Children were interviewed regarding their occupation ; age of initiation in work-life; the 
money earned per day by children; the money spent by the children; number of hours of 
work per day ; and relationships among variables were studied. During the course of 
study, children were seen engaged in a variety of semi-skilled and daily wage manual 
jobs in the unorganized sector .Figure 1 presents the wide variety of occupations children 
were found working in to earn money for a day. 
 



 
Figure 1 
 
 
To the query on ‘when did you start working’, in order to capture the age of initiation into 
work-life, many of the children were more ambiguous and less clear regarding the exact 
time of starting work. On further probing, their responses were categorized as precisely 
as suggested by the children. As many as 43% of street children had begun working on 
the streets when they were as young as 6-8 year old; followed by 29 % children who 
started working when they were 8-10 year old; 21% children started working in the 10-12 
years age category and 7% children had started working when they were as old as 12-16 
years. The money earned by the children varied within a specified range. Children’s 
income fell in the range of Rs/- 10 to 60 and above (for a very few children) which 
approximates to $ .25to 1.50 per day. Children reported to have given the earned money 
to family (54.5%); spend on self and family (28.5%); and spend on oneself (17%). There 
were no children in the category on spending the money on ‘friends’. As children were 
seen to be engaged in different jobs in the informal sector for long hours at a stretch, the 
duration of the working hours of children was also studied. While 10% of the children 
reported to have been working for 2-5 hours per day, 30% of the children worked for 5-7 
hours daily; 45% children indicated working for 7-10 hours and 15% children worked for 
as long as 10-14 hours in a day.  
 
In a case profile of a boy named Bhopal who came from Bengal and was found working 
in a gem cutting and polishing factory in Jaipur, it came to the forefront that without his 
knowing, he was sold by his uncle to the employer of the factory, where other children 
and workers lived in a cramped up place and worked for 17 hours, sitting in the same 
position. They slept, ate and worked in the same room and were physically punished for 
making slight error in their work.  
 
 
 
Will education influence the earning capacity of street children? No significant  
relationship between educational level and incomes earned by the children were obtained 
(chi-square value = 24.40, degree of freedom=28, p>0.05). The average ‘income’ of boys 
was found to be significantly more than the girls (boys, n=142, mean value = 18.14, s.d. 
=11.40; girls, n =58, mean value =14.38, s.d. = 10.40; z = 1.75*, p<0.05). The average 
‘income’ of children living alone / on the streets /run-away’s was found to be 
significantly less than the average income of children living in families. (Children living 
alone on the streets, n =59, mean value = 15.05, s.d. = 10.25; children living in families, n 
=141, mean value = 18.47, s.d. =11.56; z = 1.97* p<0.05). Also the average numbers of 
working hours of boys were found to be significantly more than the average number of 
working hours of the girls. (Boys, n =142, mean value = 9.84, s.d. =2.59; girls, n =58, 
mean value =8.64, s.d. = 2.91; z = 2.04*, p<0.05. 
 
The average numbers of working hours per day of children living alone /run-away street 
children were compared with the average number of working hours of children living in 



families. The calculated value of z was found to be less than the tabulated value at 0.05 
level of significance ,there by suggesting no significant difference in the working hours 
of the two groups (children living in families, n=141, mean value =9.71, s.d. =2.63; 
children living alone /run-aways, n =59 ,mean = 9.55, s.d.2.82; z = 0.36, p>0.05). The 
correlation values between age and working hours of street children were found to be 
positive but very insignificant at 0.05 level of significance (total sample, n =200, r =0.07) 
and similar trends were observed in case of boys and girls separately. (Boys, n=142,r = 
0.03; girls, n =58, r = 0.05).  
 
Play and entertainment 
 
 
Despite work schedules on street jobs, children manage the time and small money to play 
and entertain themselves in various ways. 67% children perceived part of their time as 
‘play time’ while 32.5% children reported having ‘no time’ for play. Leisure time 
activities were described by children as: watch Hindi films (19.5%), outdoor play 
(16.5%), meet friends (12.5%), stay with family (5%), roam aimlessly (4%), and rest 
(12.5%), read books (1.5%), pursue hobbies (1.5%), and no time (27%). The most 
common modes of entertainment were reported to be the television (20.5%), radio 
(8.5%), films (36.5%), videos (25.5%) and no response (9%). Children reported to enjoy 
films that display fights, violence and sex (48%), mushy love stories ( 23%), family 
drama (10%),religious themes (4.5%) and patriotic films (1.5%).On an average ,many 
children watched 1-3 films per week(60%); and 3-6 films per week in case of 12% of the 
children. 9% children reported to watch 6-9 films in a week. In case of 5% of children the 
number of films increased to 9-12 films in a week.  
 
Om Prakash Sharma, a 15 year old street boy said, “every night I must see one film for 
sure. It is like an addiction for me. When I watch a film, I forget every thing about 
me…and all the problems which I have. Sometimes I go to a cinema hall and go off to 
sleep in the cool and dark hall. If I really like a film, I will watch it at least 7-8 times. I 
love films which have a lot of fighting and dances”.  
 
Mostly the films are watched on a rented video/cd player which the family along with the 
neighboring community bring and share the costs. Children work through the day and 
watch films through the nights and get random time to sleep and rest. The average 
number of films seen per week by boys was significantly less as compared to the average 
number of films seen by the girls. (Boys, n =142, mean value =2.77, s.d. = 2.51; girls, n 
=58, mean value = 4.29, s.d. = 3.45, z = -2.22* p> 0.05). The correlation between age and 
number of films seen per week for the total sample was found to be negative but very 
insignificant at 0.05 level of significance ( n =200, r = -0.13) and similarly for the group 
of boys ( n =142, r = -0.14). How ever, in the group of girls the correlation was found to 
be positive but very insignificant at 0.05 level of significance ( n =58, r = 0.10). The 
correlation between ‘income’ and number of films seen per week for the total sample was 
found to be positive but very insignificant at 0.05 level of significance (n = 200, r = 0.02) 
and also for the boys ( n =142, r = 0.06), however, in case of the girls, the correlation was 
negative but very insignificant ( n=58, r = -0.01). The number of films seen per week by 



children living in families and children living alone/ run-away street children were 
statistically analyzed and found to be not significantly different (children living in 
families, n =141, mean value = 3.05, S.D.= 2.61; children living alone/runaways , n =59, 
mean value = 2.80, s.d. = 2.99, z = 0.52, p> 0.05). 
 
 
Perceptions and Attitudinal Profile 
 
 
This section in the tool consisted of series of queries that concerned children’s 
perceptions toward self, family and society; personal habits, toilet and bathing facilities; 
and peer friendships. Many of the children felt that they had a marginal place for bathing 
and toilet facilities (60.5%); remaining children used these facilities at the closest water 
resource available in their communities or where they work. Some children working on 
or around the railway platform, managed to use these facilities.  
 
As Raj puts it, “ bathing is not a big problem. At least three to four times in a week we all 
get into the railway station and bathe at the tube pump. Once in a while we buy a cheap 
soap and oil for us.”  
 
On the aspects of gambling with money, drinking, smoking and use of ‘drugs’, direct 
questioning was not a successful technique as children were not willing to speak about 
their personal indulgences; however, on asking them directly for other children’s 
addictive habit s, it was possible to derive the information. The data presented here 
depicts the opinions of children on other children. 40% of the children reported that street 
children play cards and gamble with money; and 37% of the children agreed that other 
children indulge in addictions as chewing ‘paan’ (a green betel leaf rolled with spices, 
betel nuts and chewing tobacco); smoking locally made ‘bidies’( made of a leaf with 
tobacco) and regular cigarettes; drinking cheap liquor and alcohol and using locally 
available drugs as ‘bhang’, ‘ganja’, hashish / charas ( different forms of cannibis); smack 
and opium.  
 
Mushtaq Alam, aged 14 was found addicted to smoking bidies and chewing tobacco. He 
explained, “ Children may not admit, but each and every one is practically addicted to 
some substance or the other. Drinking and smoking are very common and children as 
young as 10 also indulge in these habits. Not many children take drugs but some children 
definitely do take hallucinatory substances. ”In another case profile of Tanu, a 13 year 
old run-away girl who lived at the rail-way station with other street boys said, “ I could 
sense that it is an unsafe world for a girl and I would fall prey to abuse of all kinds, I 
decided to role-play as a boy; dress, walk and talk like them. Slowly I picked up habits 
like using abusive language, eating tobacco and sometimes smoking and inhaling 
whitener”. 12 year old Kisna agreed that he had taken hallucinatory drugs, “ just for fun 
because other children were also smoking it and I did not want to be left behind in this 
experience”. 
 



Children’s friendships with their peer ranged from 1-5 close friends and for 13% of 
children there were ‘no’ friends. “Who do you like to spend your time with, family, 
friends or alone”, children preferred to spend their time with peers (60%), family (26%) 
and alone (14%).  
 
Amin , a 16 year old boy informs, “my street friends are important to me. Between us, we 
never keep an account of money. If today I have money in my pocket and Sarvare does 
not have it, I will spend my money and buy him food .If my pockets are empty tomorrow 
and Sarvare has a few rupees, he will spend it on me…we never keep an account like 
that. We all are friends and we will do anything to help our friends.” Pankaj, a street boy 
threw light on the closeness and the strong sense of comradeship which exist between 
street children. According to him, “ we all help each other, pay for each others meals and 
other requirements and stand by each other in the hours of crisis. Sarvare Alam explained 
that the money earned by him in a day , is either spent on his requirements or meeting the 
needs of other children in the group. He spoke eloquently regarding the ‘ friendship rules 
’with the group children who live and share their lives together on the pavements of the 
city. According to him, “if a younger child commits an offence, he will be pardoned by 
the remaining group but if an older child makes a mistake, he will be bashed up by every 
child in the group”.  
 
Majority of street children (39.5%) expressed their highest degree of affection for 
‘mother’, followed by brothers (19.5%), fathers (17.5%), sisters (9.5%), and the 
remaining children could not specify their emotions. On the query on “do your parents 
love you”, a large majority of children’s (76%) perception of their parental love was 
positive, at the same time, “can you live alone”, and 52% of the children felt that they can 
live alone without parental support. Children perceived family atmosphere as ‘stressful’ 
and the reasons explained for unhappy family situations were ‘financial stress’ (20%), 
use of alcohol/ other addictive substance by father/others (6.5%), beating, shouting, 
quarrelling and harassment (16%), and land- feuds (2%). An almost another half (55%) 
of the children did not respond on the subject of stress in the families. Despite difficult 
situations, 81% of the children’s perception of themselves was as ‘happy’ in their outlook 
to life. ‘Age’ did not show an impact on the perceptions of children (n =200, chi-square 
15.48 p>0.05). Also within the groups of children living in families and children living 
alone / runaways, the perceptions of self as happy or unhappy were not significantly 
different (chi-square = 0.10 p< 0.05). Attitudes of children toward ‘police’ were reported 
with both positive and negative reactions. While 49% of the children viewed police’s role 
to be ‘cruel’ toward them; 32% children considered them to be ‘helping’. A large group 
of children (27%) indicated ‘mixed reactions ’in describing the role of police in their life. 
Police would hares children and ask for bribe (22%);check licenses for work 
(7.5%);accuse them for theft(10%); beat them(21%) and help them in need (39.5%).  
 
Raj did not view police as being nasty to him and to other children in the group. “ Only 
once in a while they come and speak to us, otherwise they have not really bothered us. 
They have not snatched our belongings or taken away our money. I have nothing to 
complain against police.”  
 



Attitudes toward ‘employer’ were also found to be mixed as children perceived them as 
‘good’ (15%), ‘bad’ (24%); ‘indifferent’(12.5%) and ‘no employer’ (48.5%). “Who cares 
for you when you fall ill”, children reported to be cared by family (67%); peer (8%), 
employer (13%), neighbor (6%) and by self (6%).  
 
As one of the child from the ‘runaway’ group, Raja aged 12, explained, “ for a few days 
we observe a child who seems not so good health wise, hoping that he will pull out of the 
condition on his own strength. If he does not show any improvement, then two or three of 
us take him to a governmental hospital and pay for his treatment and look after him 
during illness .He will do the same for us, if any one of us fell ill”. 
 
 
Aspirations and Expectations 
 
Do street children receive assistance and help extended by members of the society? The 
responses of the children in this regard were varied and mixed.40% of the children 
reported being helped by individuals; 15% by non governmental organizations; 4% with 
governmental aids and to a large group of children i.e., 41% no assistance had reached.  
 
Pankaj, a 16 year street boy who shifts his work from a trolley puller to working for 
wedding processions says, “The street friendship network helps me in my hour of crisis. I 
do not want to depend on anyone else. I believe in being self-sufficient and self -
supportive in meeting my needs. I do not want any help from any one. God has given me 
hands and feet to work and look after myself”.  
 
To the query on, “ what type of assistance will you need”, 41% children wanted financial 
assistance by which they could re-organize their life;33% children expressed the need for 
‘vocational training’; 11% wanted educational facilities; while others priorities were a 
house (5%),food and clothing (5%) and ‘no help’ (5%). Material success is a common 
and a normal aspiration of street children. Running their own business, possessing 
material goods, dreams of marriage and home, and being adequately educated are 
expressed as the most observable physical and emotional aspirations and dreams of these 
children. 
 
 
Discussion 
 
 
Street children are seen in abundance in urban cities in India, largely working on and 
around the streets in the unorganized sector .These children account for nearly 90% of the 
child labour force in the country (Mohsin, 1996). On the streets children develop a 
working identity of a rag-picker; a shoe-shine boy; a lottery seller or a mechanic in a car 
garage. In India, street children are normally working children from poor families, who 
happen to find employment on the streets. The number of working children is large and in 
many ways they function within their ‘socio-economic’ culture. For this reason, to call 
them as ‘phenomenon children’ as is understood in many western cultures, may not be 



appropriate because they are an active member within their socio-cultural contexts and 
very much in their ‘main stream’ (Mathur, 1997). This study establishes the fact that 
majority of children live with their families and go back to their respective homes at the 
end of the day.Similar findings have been reported by a large number  Indian studies 
(D’Lima & Gosalia, 1992 ; Ghosh, 1992; Bose, 1992; Pandey,1993; Rao 
&Mallik,1992) Few of the children who ‘run away’ from homes and experience difficult 
circumstances of being alone on the streets can be understood as ‘phenomenon children’ 
as they are exposed to all types of risks and dangers. Whether children live in the families 
or on the streets, one factor which is common to both the groups is that they are poor and 
they must work to sustain their survival. Runaway street children find refuge in or near 
railway platforms, bus terminus; in the markets or on the streets as is clearly seen in the 
present study. Studies in Columbia (Aptekar, 1994; Aptekar,1988, 1993; de Pineda,et 
al.,1978; Felsman,1981), Costa Rica (Valverde & Lusk,1989), Mexico (Lusk 
etal.,1989); and Brazil (Judge,1987; Sanders, 1987) have shown that 90% or more of 
street children maintain contact with their families.  
 
The field data from the present study suggests that majority of street children are boys but 
a good percentage of ‘girl’ street children (29%) is also visible on the streets. A study 
conducted in Bangalore reported 31.3% girls in their sample (Reddy, 1992). In Sudan, 
86% of street children were boys (New Internationalist, 2005) Girls are at a greater risk 
for exploitation, especially ‘sexual abuse’ as they come on the streets young and 
vulnerable (Rathore & Mathur, 2008). The most common claim for finding fewer girls 
in the streets have been that they are taken off the streets to become prostitutes (Agnelli, 
1986; Tacon, 1981a; Nixon, 1991; Unicef, 1985, 1986, 1990). Also, majority of children 
are found from ‘middle childhood’ until end of adolescence both in this study and in 
other parts of the world. 
 
Children in the present study reported to start working on the streets as young as 6-9 
years. Initiation into active street life begins early. Younger children are likely to be in 
the company of an older sibling (CWC, 1989; Phillips, 1989). Most of these children 
were Hindus and one quarter of the population being Muslims in the present study. As 
pointed out earlier, for three quarters of the child population family ties exist and their 
parents were alive. The family size was large comprising of parents, siblings, uncles, 
aunts, and grand parents’ .The educational status of children was found to be poor where 
either a child had never been to a school or was a prompt drop-out. Similar familial and 
educational status has been cited in other studies conducted in India. (Mohsin, 1996; 
ILO, 1995) and in Africa (Olley, 2006). Almost all the children in the present study were 
working in small odd jobs in the unorganized sector. Children work in jobs which do not 
require special skills, training or a sizable capital investment. Occasionally, a smaller 
percentage of younger children engage in begging (Reddy, 1992; Verma & Dhingra, 
1993). Children worked for long hours which could run into as many as 7-10 hours or 
more, earning small money. Arim Poor, 1992; Pandey, 1993 found that street children 
worked for long hours in their studies. In the present study, among the ones who attended 
school, educational level did not show an impact to enhance their earning capacity. ‘Age’ 
of the child did show a positive correlation with the earning capacity of children, but was 
not found to be significant. Boys worked longer hours and earned significantly more than 



the girls. ‘Run-away’ children showed significantly less earned incomes when compared 
to children living in the families.  
 
Examining the play and leisure time activities of children in this study, the concept of 
play and leisure time activities meant out door play, spending time with peers, roaming 
aimlessly in the city and watching commercial films as a major source of entertainment. 
Films which show fights, sex and violence are most enjoyed by these children. As 
explained by children, families of children rent a cd player and watch 2-3 films through 
the night, where children do not get enough time to sleep and rest, and are back on the job 
in the morning .Bathing and toilet facilities were not available for most of the children, 
out of which many of them used these facilities at the employers work place or at railway 
platform where some of them work. Among peer, they also picked up the addictions of 
smoking, drinking, drugs, and gambling as seen in the present study. Series of studies 
conducted in different parts of the world show the use of alcohol and drugs. In a study 
conducted by Pagare, Meena, Singh & Saha (2004) on street children of New Delhi, 
more than half (57.4%) of the children had indulged in substance use, like nicotin 
(44.5%); inhalants (24.3%); alcohol (21.8%) and cannabis (26.4%) before coming to an 
observation home. High incidences of substance use have been reported by Benegal, 
Bhushan, Sheshadri & Karott (1998) among the street children of Bangalore, India. In 
Randall’s(1988) study of London’s street children, less than 5% needed care for alcohol 
and drug abuse .Many studies, on the other hand, point toward the incidence of drug use 
in street children (Kuntay,1993). Jansen ,Ritcher and Griesel (1992) found about a 
quarter of the street children in Johannesburg were chronic glue sniffers. Jansen et al. 
(1992) also found half of 44 South African street children using inhalants. In a study of 
street children and youth in Ibadan, Nigeria,69% youth had a history of alcohol abuse, 
14% of drug abuse and 24% youth operated as drug couriers ( Olley, 2006). 
 
Peer relationships form an important area in the life of street children as majority of 
children in the present study preferred to spend their time with friends than family 
.Children’s life worlds are to a great extent collective and dependent on peer relations 
(Qvarsell, 1996).Research on street children suggests that even though street children 
find support within their peer group, they feel lonely and are insecure about how to deal 
with their lives .It also suggests that children use primitive defenses to cope with their 
situations. ( Bandeira, Panzini & Koller, 1996).There is documented evidence that the 
larger boys take advantage of the younger ones in India ( Subramanyam & Sondhi, 
1990); in South Africa ( Hickson & Gaydon,1989); and in Latin America ( Munoz & 
Palacios,1980: tellez, 1976). Corsaro and Rizzo (1990) discuss the process of 
socialization during childhood and stress the importance of peer culture initiating a social 
and collective process. 
 
A greater percentage of children (49%) viewed the role of police as ‘cruel’ than ‘helping’ 
(32%) in this study; and many (27%) indicated ‘mixed reactions’ in describing the role of 
police. Studies on Indian street children, in relation to their experiences with the police 
and Municipal Corporation, often present a mixed picture. While many studies point 
more favorably toward the role of police in the lives of street children (Reddy, 1992; 
Pandey, 1993) than is presumed; other studies present the intervention of police in more 



negative terms. The most common complaint of street children who live on their ‘own’ is 
that they are rounded up and locked up by the police for two to three days merely on 
suspicion. This is done to fill the ‘quota ’which the police are expected to show. Any 
money in the child’s pocket is taken by the police. Children are also expected to run 
errands or get water, tea etc for the police. Either the child bribes the police or he gets 
locked up or beaten (D’Lima & Gosalia, 1992). Virtually every study of street children 
in Latin American countries report that the children’s greatest fear is not of going hungry, 
or of missing the security of their family; it is of police brutality ( World Report,2000; 
de Pineda et al.,1978; Fall, 1986; Felsman, 1981; lusk1989; Pereira,1985).The 
massacre that took place in Rio de Janeiro in July of 1993, in which eight street children 
sleeping outside of a church were shot by a death squad, epitomizes the cultural attitudes, 
indifference and violence toward street children ( Diversi,1995).  
 
The research carried out in different parts of the ‘developing worlds’ suggest more 
commonalities in the ‘socio-economic’ and ‘cultural’ contexts of street children than 
differences. The essential themes of poverty, stressful family situations, linkages to the 
biological families, working on the streets to earn money for survival, close bonding with 
peers, forming addictive habits early in life, becoming vulnerable to employer’s demands 
and being subjected to police brutality run parallel in the lives of almost all the street 
children anywhere in the world with varying degrees. Findings from studies conducted in 
different parts of the world share similar socio-economic conditions and risk factors ( Ali, 
Shahab, Ushijima & Muynck, 2004) Raj, one of the street boy from the present study 
summarized his life of being, working and living on the streets, “I have no fear of 
hanging around, living and sleeping on the streets, as there are other children with me. 
Street is everything to me… my mother, father, brother, sister…., a friend to me”. As 
Diversi (1995) concludes, “the dehumanization suffered by the street children might be 
explained only by prejudice based on acceptance of the ideology of domination, for their 
desires and dreams are not too different from those of the well to-do citizens. In their 
desperate pursuit for humanization, the children observe ,learn and master the web of 
symbols that seem to make one more ‘human ’before society’s eyes. Unlike what is 
commonly believed, understanding these symbols, the symbols of the oppressor, may be 
an unconscious way of searching for appraisal, recognition, and acknowledgement so 
scarce in their daily lives on the streets. Perhaps, underneath the desire for material 
symbols, there lies a most human desire for life with dignity and integrity. 
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Table 1 Percentage Profile of the Child and Family Background I 
 
Age Percentages Religion Percentages 
5-8 yrs 16% Hindu 73% 
8-12 years 44% Muslim 22.5% 
12-16 years 40% Sikh - 
Gender Percentages Christian - 
Boys 71% Tribal 4.5% 
Girls 29%   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2 Percentage Profile of the Child and Family Background II 
 
Migration Percentages Reasons for Migration Percentages 

Belong to Jaipur City 68.5% Better employment 
opportunities 68% 

Belong to near by 
villages in Rajasthan 22% Greater facilities in Urban 

cities 21% 

Belong to other states 
in India 9.5% Family Problems in villages 11% 

Place of Living Percentages Family size extended type Percentages 
At Home 70.5% Family members 0-5 17% 
Railway and Bus 
station 18.5% Family members 6-8 46.5% 

In the markets 3.5% Family members 8-12 22% 
On the streets 7.5% Ambiguous Responses 14.5% 
Parental status Percentages Siblings Percentages 
Father alive 76% 1-3 27% 
Mother alive 88% 4-8 64% 
  9-11 9% 

 


