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Abstract

Street children in India represent one of the most vulnerable and marginalized groups in society.
They face numerous socio-economic challenges, including poverty, lack of education, child labor,
exploitation, and health risks. This research article explores the sociological aspects of street
children in India, analysing the root causes of their situation and the various challenges they
encounter daily. The study also examines government policies, NGO interventions, and community-
based support strategies aimed at rehabilitating and reintegrating street children into mainstream
society. Using a combination of structural-functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic
interactionism, the research highlights the systemic issues that contribute to the growing number of
street children in India. Additionally, this study presents statistical data, case studies, and tabulated
information to provide a comprehensive understanding of the issue. Finally, recommendations are
proposed to enhance the effectiveness of existing support mechanisms and ensure sustainable
solutions for the upliftment of street children in India.

1. Introduction

Street children are one of the most marginalized groups in India, often deprived of basic necessities
such as food, shelter, education, and healthcare. The phenomenon of street children is a result of
multiple socio-economic factors, including poverty, family breakdown, abuse, and rapid
urbanization. According to estimates by NGOs and government agencies, India has millions of
street children, particularly in metropolitan cities like Delhi, Mumbai, Kolkata, and Chennai. These
children are forced to survive in extremely harsh conditions, engaging in begging, rag-picking, and
other informal labor to sustain themselves.

The presence of street children in India highlights significant structural inequalities within society.
While economic growth has improved living standards for some, marginalized communities
continue to suffer due to unemployment, lack of education, and weak social support systems. Street
children are often victims of exploitation, including child labor, trafficking, and abuse, making their
rehabilitation a major challenge for policymakers.

This research aims to provide a sociological understanding of street children in India by examining
their challenges and the support systems available to them. Using a combination of theoretical
frameworks—including structural-functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism—this
study seeks to explore the systemic issues that contribute to the growing number of street children.
Additionally, the research will assess the effectiveness of various governmental and non-
governmental interventions, highlighting best practices and gaps in existing policies.

By understanding the socio-economic realities of street children and analyzing support strategies,
this study contributes to the broader discourse on child welfare and human rights in India.
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Objectives of the Study

1. To examine the major socio-economic challenges faced by street children.
2. To evaluate government and non-governmental support strategies.

3. To explore the role of social institutions in addressing the issue.

2. Theoretical Framework
The issue of street children in India can be analyzed using three major sociological theories:

structural-functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism.

1. Structural-Functionalism: This theory suggests that every part of society functions to maintain
stability. However, when key institutions such as family, education, and welfare fail, vulnerable
children are pushed onto the streets. The breakdown of family structures due to poverty, migration,
or domestic violence disrupts the social order, leaving children without protection or support.

2. Conflict Theory: Rooted in Karl Marx’s ideas, this theory emphasizes economic disparities and
social inequality as primary reasons for the existence of street children. The wealth gap in India
forces children from poor backgrounds into street life, where they struggle for survival while the
privileged classes continue to accumulate resources. This theory highlights how capitalism and
social exclusion perpetuate child labour, homelessness, and exploitation.

3. Symbolic Interactionism: This perspective focuses on how street children develop self-identity
through social interactions. Due to societal stigma, they are often labeled as criminals or outcasts,
which affects their self-perception and limits their opportunities for rehabilitation.

3. Challenges Faced by Street Children

The challenges faced by street children in India are multidimensional, affecting their physical,
emotional, and social well-being. Various studies highlight the factors contributing to their
vulnerability and the long-term consequences of life on the streets. Below is an in-depth analysis of
these challenges, supported by literature.

1. Economic Challenges

According to studies by UNICEF (2021) and Volpi (2002), extreme poverty is the leading cause of
street life among children. Families struggling with financial instability often push their children
into child labor, begging, or informal work such as rag-picking and street vending. This lack of
financial support leads to persistent poverty and makes reintegration into mainstream society
difficult.

2. Social Challenges:

Research by Aptekar (1994) and Patel (1990) emphasizes that street children face discrimination
and social exclusion. They are often perceived as criminals or troublemakers, leading to limited
access to public spaces, employment, and healthcare. This stigmatization further isolates them from
mainstream society, increasing their dependency on street-based survival mechanisms.

3. Health Challenges

The World Health Organization (2020) states that street children suffer from malnutrition,
respiratory diseases, and substance abuse due to unhygienic living conditions and lack of medical
access. A study by Connolly (1990) highlights that psychological trauma caused by violence and
abuse on the streets results in long-term emotional distress.

4. Safety Issues
Child rights organizations such as Save the Children (2019) and Human Rights Watch (2022) report
frequent instances of police brutality, sexual exploitation, and human trafficking among street

603



Street Children: Challenges and Support Strategies — A Sociological Study

children. Without legal protection, these children are at high risk of exploitation by criminal
networks and traffickers.

5. Educational Barriers

Studies by UNICEF and India’s Ministry of Education indicate that street children face severe
obstacles in accessing education. High dropout rates, lack of identification documents, and the
necessity to earn a livelihood prevent them from enrolling in schools, trapping them in a cycle of
poverty.

Table 1 : Major Challenges of Street Children

Literature
Category Challenges Consequences Support
Economic Child labor, lack of | Persistent poverty, | UNICEF (2021),
Challenges financial support exploitation Volpi (2002)
Stigma,
Social Challenges | discrimination, lack LOV.V _seIf-_esteem, Aptekar  (1994),
. social isolation Patel (1990)
of belonging
Health Malnutrition, - lack | ion ortality [WHO  (2020),
of medical care, .
Challenges rates, mental illness | Connolly (1990)
substance abuse
Exposure to abuse, Phvsical  trauma Save the Children
Safety Issues police brutality, le >;I troubles "1 (2019), HRW
trafficking g (2022)

4. Support Strategies for Street Children

Dressing the challenges faced by street children requires a multi-dimensional approach, involving
government policies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and community-based interventions.
Various studies highlight the effectiveness of these strategies in rehabilitating and reintegrating
street children into mainstream society.

1. Government Interventions:

Governments play a crucial role in child welfare by implementing policies such as the Integrated
Child Protection Scheme (ICPS) and the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children)
Act, 2015. According to India’s Ministry of Women and Child Development (2021), these
policies aim to protect vulnerable children through shelter homes, child helplines, and education
initiatives. UNICEF (2020) supports such measures, emphasizing that free education and mid-day
meal programs help prevent children from returning to street life. However, implementation gaps
remain a challenge.

2. NGO and Community-Based Interventions:

Several NGOs, such as Save the Children India, Prayas, and Salaam Baalak Trust, have been
instrumental in rehabilitating street children. Patel (2019) highlights that these organizations
provide shelter, education, healthcare, and vocational training. A study by Volpi (2002) suggests
that community-based approaches, such as mentorship programs and peer support groups, enhance
the social reintegration of street children.

3. Family Reintegration Efforts:

A key aspect of long-term rehabilitation is reconnecting street children with their families. Connolly
(1990) argues that family-based interventions, such as counseling and financial support for poor
households, reduce the likelihood of children returning to the streets. Human Rights Watch (2022)
also recommends strengthening family support programs to prevent child abandonment and neglect.
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4. International Efforts:

International organizations, such as UNICEF, Save the Children, and Human Rights Watch,
advocate for street children's rights by pressuring governments to enforce protective laws. Studies
by Aptekar (1994) and Volpi (2002) indicate that global efforts, including funding for education
and healthcare, have significantly improved the living conditions of street children in developing
countries.

Table 2 : Key Support Strategies and Their Impact

Support Strategy | Description Effectiveness Literature Support
Government Free education, shelter | Effective but faces | Ministry of Women
Policies homes, child protection | implementation and Child
laws challenges Development (2021),
UNICEF (2020)
NGO and | Rehabilitation centers, | High  impact  but | Patel (2019), Volpi
Community- vocational training, | limited by funding | (2002)
Based healthcare and scale
Family Counseling,  financial | Reduces chances of | Connolly (1990),
Reintegration aid to families children returning to | Human Rights Watch
streets (2022)
International Advocacy, funding for | Improves legal | Aptekar (1994), Volpi
Efforts rehabilitation programs | protection and living | (2002)
conditions

5. Case Studies

Case studies provide an in-depth understanding of how different interventions have impacted the
lives of street children in India. Various studies highlight the effectiveness of government programs,
NGO initiatives, and community-based rehabilitation efforts. By analyzing real-life examples, this
section explores successful intervention models and areas needing improvement.

1. Case Study: Salaam Baalak Trust, Delhi:

Salaam Baalak Trust (SBT) is one of the most successful NGOs working with street children in
India. Established in 1988, SBT provides shelter homes, education, healthcare, and vocational
training to thousands of children every year. Patel (2019) found that SBT’s programs significantly
improve literacy rates and employment opportunities for rehabilitated children. However, Human
Rights Watch (2022) reports that funding shortages sometimes limit the outreach of such
initiatives.

2. Case Study: Childline India Foundation:

Childline India Foundation, a government-supported initiative, runs a 24-hour helpline (1098) for
street children in distress. According to UNICEF (2020), the helpline has rescued and rehabilitated
over 3 million children since its inception. Connolly (1990) highlights that immediate rescue and
rehabilitation reduce the risk of children falling victim to trafficking or violence. Despite its success,
challenges such as underreporting and lack of awareness about the helpline remain.

3. Case Study: Railway Children India:

A study by Volpi (2002) highlights that many children in India end up living at railway stations due
to migration and family separation. Railway Children India, an NGO, works at major railway
stations to identify, rescue, and rehabilitate such children. Aptekar (1994) found that outreach
workers play a crucial role in gaining the trust of children, offering them shelter and education.
However, reintegration into families remains a challenge due to socio-economic factors.
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4. Case Study: Government's Integrated Child Protection Scheme (ICPS):
The Ministry of Women and Child Development (2021) reports that the Integrated Child
Protection Scheme (ICPS) provides financial support to state governments for child welfare
services, including shelters and rehabilitation programs. While the scheme has improved the
institutional care of street children, Save the Children (2019) states that bureaucratic delays and
lack of coordination between state and central agencies hinder its full potential.

Table 3 : Case Studies of Interventions for Street Children in India

Case Study Intervention Key Challenges Literature
Type Achievements Support

Salaam NGO-run Improved Limited Patel (2019),
Baalak Trust | shelter  homes | literacy, job | funding, high | HRW (2022)
(SBT) and education placements for | demand for

youth services
Childline Government- Rescued over 3 | Lack of | UNICEF (2020),
India supported  24- | million awareness, Connolly (1990)
Foundation | hour helpline children underreporting

cases

Railway Outreach  and | Immediate Family Volpi (2002),
Children rehabilitation at | rescue and | reintegration Aptekar (1994)
India stations educational remains

support difficult
Integrated Government Institutional Bureaucratic Ministry of
Child welfare scheme | care and | delays, Women and Child
Protection shelter support | coordination Development
Scheme issues (2021), Save the
(ICPS) Children (2019)

6. Recommendations

Addressing the issue of street children in India requires a multi-pronged approach involving
government policies, community participation, and long-term rehabilitation strategies. Based on
existing literature and case studies, the following recommendations are proposed to enhance the
effectiveness of intervention programs and ensure the sustainable development of street children.

1. Strengthening Government Policies and Implementation:

Despite existing policies such as the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act,
2015 and Integrated Child Protection Scheme (ICPS), implementation gaps remain. Save the
Children (2019) suggests that increased funding, better coordination between state and central
agencies, and stricter enforcement of child protection laws can improve their impact.

2. Expanding Educational and Vocational Training Programs:
Education remains the key to breaking the cycle of poverty. UNICEF (2020) highlights that flexible
learning models, such as bridge schools and night schools, should be introduced for street children.
Additionally, Patel (2019) suggests that vocational training programs in areas like carpentry,
tailoring, and technology can provide long-term economic stability.

3. Enhancing Family Reintegration Programs:

Family-based rehabilitation is crucial in preventing children from returning to the streets. Connolly
(1990) and Human Rights Watch (2022) emphasize the need for stronger social support systems,
including financial aid and counseling for families, to reduce child abandonment.
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4. Strengthening NGO and Community Participation:

NGOs play a vital role in street child rehabilitation. Volpi (2002) recommends that government
agencies should collaborate more with NGOs to enhance outreach and intervention programs.
Community-based awareness campaigns can also reduce stigma and increase social acceptance of
rehabilitated children.

5. Improving Healthcare and Psychological Support:

Street children suffer from malnutrition, substance abuse, and mental health issues. World Health
Organization (2020) recommends mobile healthcare units and mental health counselling services
tailored specifically for street children to improve their well-being.

Table 4 : Key Recommendations for Addressing the Issue of Street Children

Recommendation Proposed Action Expected Impact Literature Support
Strengthening Better enforcement | More effective legal | Save the Children
Government Policies | of child protection | protection and | (2019), ICPS

laws, increased | rehabilitation Reports

funding
Expanding Education | Flexible schooling, | Economic self- | UNICEF (2020),
& Vocational | skill development | sufficiency, reduced | Patel (2019)
Training programs child labor
Enhancing Family | Financial aid, | Reduced child | Connolly  (1990),
Reintegration counseling support | abandonment, HRW (2022)

for families improved family

stability

Strengthening NGO | Government-NGO | Greater outreach and | Volpi (2002),
& Community Efforts | collaboration, social acceptance Aptekar (1994)

awareness

campaigns
Improving Mobile health | Better physical and | WHO (2020),
Healthcare & Mental | units, addiction and | mental well-being UNICEF Reports
Support trauma counseling

7. Conclusion

The issue of street children in India remains a pressing socio-economic challenge, reflecting deeper
structural inequalities within society. This study has examined the various factors contributing to the
existence of street children, including poverty, domestic violence, migration, and inadequate social
welfare systems. It has also explored the challenges they face, such as child labor, lack of education,
health risks, and vulnerability to exploitation. Despite governmental policies and non-governmental
interventions, street children continue to struggle for survival due to implementation gaps and
systemic inefficiencies.

A sociological analysis using structural-functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic
interactionism has provided insight into the root causes and social perceptions of street children.
While structural-functionalism highlights the breakdown of key institutions like family and
education, conflict theory points to economic disparities as a primary cause of marginalization.
Additionally, symbolic interactionism explains how societal labels and stigmatization impact the
self-identity and future opportunities of street children.

Efforts to rehabilitate and reintegrate street children require a multi-pronged approach involving
stronger legal frameworks, improved social services, and active community participation.
Government schemes such as the Integrated Child Protection Scheme (ICPS) and NGO-driven
rehabilitation programs have shown positive outcomes, but a lack of coordination, financial
constraints, and bureaucratic inefficiencies limit their overall effectiveness.
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To achieve long-term solutions, a collaborative effort between the government, NGOs, and
communities is essential. Expanding access to education, strengthening healthcare services,
promoting vocational training, and enhancing family reintegration programs can ensure a safer and
more promising future for street children. By addressing both the immediate needs and the systemic
causes, India can work towards eliminating street child vulnerability and providing every child with
the opportunity to lead a dignified life.
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