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Abstract 

In this paper, we conduct a comprehensive analysis of the street children problem in 

India. We first divided the topic into five parts: security and production, psychological effects, 

health and nutrition, education, and community attitude and stigma. For each topic, we analyzed 

relevant literature about the current status of street children in India. Next, we articulated our 

findings and reflections regarding the street children issue. Finally, we analyzed the strengths 

and weaknesses of two non governmental organizations (NGOs) currently working to address 

this issue (Wishing Well and Bal Jeevan), and provided specific recommendations to direct the 

future development of NGOs. 
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Introduction 

Street children in India face an extremely low standard of living. Landers describes their 

way of life as one of severe “deprivation,” with the constant presence of violence, abuse and the 

overall lack of protection and governmental welfare (Landers, 1988). This further depresses their 

existing poor standard of living due to their own personal economic constraints, cornering them 

into a more desperate situation.  

 Through our research to find possible solutions for the development of street children, 

we have found that non-profit organizations such as Bal Jeevan provide an effective means of 

helping children overcome the obstacles they face in their circumstanes. In this paper, we argue 

that in order to encourage the proper psychological, physical and socioeconomic development of 

street children in India, other organizations like Bal Jeevan should be founded in order to 

overcome barriers such as security, community stigmas, education, and physical and mental 

health. We examine the challenges faced by the growing number of street children in India. 

Specifically, we present an analysis and discussion of findings about five issues that affect the 

lives of street children: education, stigmatization or community attitudes, malnutrition in both 

physical and mental health, psychological effects, and the lack of protection. We state a number 

of implications and suggestions for further research. Having learnt that a large percentage of 

children in India are forced to live in harsh conditions, impacting both their health and wellbeing, 

and thus depriving them of basic human rights, our social media, web design and fundraising 

team continued our work to actively engage with Bal Jeevan and Wishing Well in working 

towards increasing awareness of their work and more importantly the ongoing problems faced by 

children in India today.   
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Literature Review 

A plethora of research has been conducted on the phenomena of street children, one of 

the many marginalized groups in the world. The numbers of children who engage in “rag-

picking” in urbanized settings is starting to increase in India, where resources are scarce and the 

street children are left alone to fight for these necessities. This review contextualizes four main 

issues that street children in India encounter in their lives, which include the following: (1) 

education, (2) stigmatization, (3) the lack of protection, and (4) the role of malnutrition in 

physical and mental health. For each obstacle, we also examine how organizations such as Bal 

Jeevan Trust provide effective solutions for overcoming these barriers to development. The 

growing number of street children is one of the most complex and serious global challenges in 

urban environments. In these environments, street children are more easily taken advantage of in 

many ways. Specifically, with respect to education, street children are unable to attend schools 

because of the structures of their families. Most of the children grow up in poor families and 

must work to make ends meet. Therefore, they drop out or never attend school. However, as 

argued by Le Roux and Smith, these “rag-picker” children are not really dropouts, rather, they 

are victims of their circumstances (Le Roux & Smith 684). Obtaining education is extremely 

important in India.Poverty in urban areas is extremely high, street children are exploited by their 

parents or employers (Le Roux & Smith 687). Education allows individuals from impoverished 

areas to access jobs they could not before and providing access to education is needed to allow 

children to grow beyond their financial and social status in India.  

Bal Jeevan works to help alleviate some of the stresses faced by “rag-picker” children in 

Mumbai. This effort of direct help stands in contrast to what most foundations provide. Most 

outsider foundations solely analyze the characteristics of street children all over the world and 
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examine the factors that lead to their situation (Le Roux & Smith). Bal Jeevan Trust instead 

works on combatting this feeling of helplessness, by providing extra support and guidance in 

helping “rag-pickers” make it through school. Bal Jeevan’s success as an organization is 

measured by their ability to help children succeed. Their motto is “I know I can.” This type of 

bottom-up help structure utilized by Bal Jeevan is vital for motivating children to complete their 

education. 

Both government programs and local teaching initiatives attempt to rectify the lack of 

access to education, yet they fail to meet the specific needs of children. The schools that are 

present, and accessible to children, do not function effectively. The teachers are often not 

interested in teaching. They typically come from middle-class backgrounds while the students 

come from extremely poor families. As a result, the teachers sometimes behave in an abusive 

manner, use derogatory language, and give punishments that impact the self-esteem and 

confidence of the children. Also, they consider the children to be bad students (Ramachandran 

383). According to counselors working with the urban poor, and the few teachers who genuinely 

want to teach these children, the children remain very motivated, and want to learn because they 

view education as their way out of the cycle of poverty. There are other issues that affect the 

children. Many of them come from immigrant families and do not have any official documents. 

This proves to be very difficult as many schools demand documents indicating proof of identity, 

birth certificates, and transfer certificates. Furthermore, the quality of education is extremely 

poor and leaves much to be desired.  

Hence, there is a great need to create a system to track progress and implement effective 

change. Consequently, organizations such as Bal Jeevan, which help the children get the required 
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attention and learn in a safe environment are much needed to overcome the barriers that street 

children face.  

Secondly, street children in India face the problem of stigmatization in society. These 

children are also sometimes referred to as invisible children or children swallowed by the night 

(Saxena 357). The negative social stigma attached to street children is more pronounced when 

we examine a specific social group—street girls. According to Sanderson, the low social status 

of women in India and the commonly held belief that a woman does not have the right to be free 

to use her body, as well as the beief that it is her duty to entertain men, makes the situation of 

street girls very difficult. They are commonly sold to human traffickers with a false promise of a 

better future or marriage. Ultimately, these street girls end up being impoverished social outcasts. 

Specifically, because these street girls typically get married at a very young age, they are no 

longer perceived as virgins. Thus women who become widowed, divorced or are forced to leave 

their family are seen as spoilt and impure women.  Also, the fact that violence against women is 

commonplace in India hinders the street girls from getting out of these nightmarish situations 

(Sanderson 258). The stigma and the unequal treatment of girls  is a rampant problem. The low 

social status of women in the society and the community attitude towards women makes them 

lose their confidence. Their loss of confidence will also influence their next generation, which 

will in turn contribute to a cycle of poverty. 

Bal Jeevan’s work is deeply effective in ameliorating this cycle, as it acts as a shelter for 

street children and protects them from any harm that they might encounter on the streets. Most 

importantly, these children are not only shielded from psychological problems incurred while 

they were on the streets in the long term, but are able to obtain quality education. As increasingly 
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more street children are educated, the negative social stigma attached to them can be eliminated 

gradually. 

The negative community attitude towards street children is also exacerbated as it relates 

to the local religion. Specifically, in the book Servants of the Goddess, Kermorgant discusses the 

Devadasi system in India. In India, poor girls as well as street children answer the call of the 

deities and dedicate their lives in serving the deities. Furthermore, these religious beliefs 

encourage the idea that street children are born to provide sex service in these temples as a way 

of showing their loyalty and serve as devadasi. This religion-based social stigma is rooted in 

society, making it difficult to address. In India, organizations that dedicate themselves to 

providing medical help to these devadasis as well as educating people about the misconducts 

inside Devadasi system are critical. Also, organizations such as Bal Jeevan which dedicate 

themselves to providing education to street children also play an essential role in the process. Bal 

Jeevan helps these children recognize the potential problems of serving as a devadasi. These 

organizations should work together to fight against the social stigma attached to these children 

due to these religious beliefs. 

Additionally, malnutrition and the lack of health care often serve as detrimental to the 

development of street children. Notably, nutritional deficiencies are widespread throughout the 

population of street children in India. Berad et al. (2015) demonstrate how health and nutrition 

are severe barriers to the development of street children from India. The results show that 162 

(68.4%) children were undernourished; 157 (62.7%) showed nutritional anemia; 38 (15.2%) 

demonstrated symptoms of vitamin A deficiency; and 62 (24.7%) showed symptoms of vitamin 

B deficiency. These health and nutritional deficiencies result in a high mortality rate for these 
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children. The street children are deprived of basic human needs, such as survival, protection, 

development and participation, and live an inhumane life. 

While there are national nutritional programs currently in place, health and nutrition is 

evidently still a huge concern for street children. Thus, it is essential to implement strategies in 

order to improve the living conditions for street children and meet the basic human need and 

rights which these children. These vulnerable children are often deprived of their basic rights, 

and thisis damaging the development of these children throughout India. Bal Jeevan aims to 

improve the health and educational opportunities available to these children and serve to fulfill 

the nutritional needs of these street children.  

Moreover, many street children in India also face psychological trauma that results from 

the abuses and harsh conditions of their community and home life as well as from various 

barriers they face on a daily basis. In terms of street children who are child laborers, Dalal, 

Rahman and Janssen identify many child laborers including rag picking street children to exhibit 

aggressive and antisocial behavior.  In their study, they specifically address rag pickers defining 

them as, “...children who pick and collect papers, plastic materials, and other waste, and sell the 

garbage/rags to specific shops” (81). Their results displayed similar psychological responses 

among a wide range of these street children who share barriers limiting their education, 

opportunities, and social development. These children of West Bengal, Orissa, Andhra Pradesh, 

Madhya Pradesh, and Maharastra were also identified as sharing similar backgrounds that help to 

explain their antisocial and aggressive behavior. These background factors include parental 

upbringing, socio-economic status, stress due to such heavy responsibilities and pressure to 

provide at such young ages, as well as psychological issues that had developed due to these 
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conditions. This study shows us that is clear that the combination of these factors may play a 

large role in their ability to cope and process psychologically. 

These effects are not only limited to child laborers of India; many schoolchildren are 

exposed to similar conditions that are related to deeply rooted psychological issues. Physical, 

psychological and sexual violence are forms of abuse, which are detrimental to the social 

adjustment of school children in India. Deb and Walsh identify the short and long-term impacts 

of such abuse on children’s health, development, and learning. They unveil the severe 

consequences for the well-being of families, communities, and nations. Effects of physical, 

psychological and sexual violence were measured within Agartala, the capital of Tripura, India, 

through a study consisting of 14 to 19-year-olds from eight different schools within the area. A 

questionnaire and social adjustment inventory was administered to each randomly selected 

student, and results revealed that approximately one-fifth of the students sampled had 

experienced some form of abuse. Regardless of its type, those affected by abuse displayed a 

decrease in both social abilities and academic success. These results highlight the importance of 

detection and more importantly prevention of maltreatment of children in India., The results 

bring to light to the effects of victimization, the rates and types of victimization which vary 

according to country and depend on multiple factors. In order to prevent these forms of abuse 

from significantly affecting the social adjustment of school children, and thus preventing the 

development of street children in India, Deb and Walsh suggest appointing at least one trained 

psychologist in each school in order to provide support services for all students. As Bal Jeevan 

states, their aim is to better the lives of these rag picking children. Bal Jeevan meets this 

requirement by specifically addressing these issues and providing counseling to the children 

twice a week and in the comfort of their own home if necessary.  
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Lastly, an obstacle that we have identified is the lack of security or protection. 

Specifically, three forms of institutions do not provide street children adequate protection: 

family, legal institutions and police force. When examining the family as an institution, we used 

Pareek’s research to gain an in depth perspective on the social issues for human trafficking, child 

labor and street children. Specifically, her research makes implications that the lack of parental 

supervision corresponding with street children correlates to the amount of street children, who 

are sexually harassed, exploited,illegally employed, and are encountering emotional and physical 

abuse. Beata conceptualizes street children as children that are completely removed from their 

family as a source of income. Thus, street children are left to cope without adult supervision and 

emotional support.  

While there is a lack of protection and security due to a prevalence of negative adult 

influence, street children do not receive sympathy from government officials either. In Gupta’s 

qualitative study based in New Delhi, she states that the children are often perceived as 

delinquents, deviants and future criminals. Bal Jeevan is an organization that aims to shield 

children away from any abuse and serves as a guardian for these street children, therefore 

alleviating the problem of a lack of protection from the family or in legal and governmental 

institutions. At the same time, Bal Jeevan also serves to educate these children, possibly 

increasing their social status and changing the stereotype of them as criminals and deviants.  

Additionally, the lack of security and protection in formal institutions like the courts and 

the police force is one of the main problems that street children face. The relationship between 

the lack of protection in the legal institution and the police force and its effects on street children 

is evident in Ganesan’s analysis. Herein, he argues that although street children are frequently 

and unfairly, detained, beaten, and sometimes killed by police. Legal institutions are unable to 
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provide protection for these children against these police attacks. The reason for this is 

twofold.First, due to the social stigma surrounding street children, which has resulted in the lack 

of legal rights provided to them, the law is unable to utilize its power to protect these street 

children. Thus, since street children are often surrounded by crime, whether or not they are 

actually personally involved in the crime, they are detained without question. Second, Indian law 

also allows children as young as seven to be tried as adults under the law, which only 

exacerbates the problem. Moreover, the level of immunity held by police has also impeded 

efforts to protect these street children against attacks. Specifically, according to Ganesan, Indian 

police are almost never prosecuted. Reports of abuse of street children by the police will thus not 

hold any concrete consequences.  

The lack of protection for these street children is severe. Ganesan calls the maltreatment 

of street children by law enforcement officials an “epidemic” (94). More legal protection is 

definitely needed and a lobbying for a change in Indian laws regarding child labor as well as the 

Juvenile Justice Act is needed in order to address the issue. Although Bal Jeevan does not offer a 

legal solution to street children, the organization provides an effective stop-gap solution to the 

lack of protection for street children. Specifically, as the organization is a shelter for these 

children, it is able to provide protection for these children against police attacks and is able to 

legally protect them from abuses in the formal institutions.  

The emergence of street children in urban cities is a global issue that significantly 

encourages and incites much dialogue about the absentee and maltreatment of minors and 

members belonging to a low-socioeconomic class amongst law enforcement and public officials 

in India. The children are not only exploited due to lack of adult supervision, but are not able to 

receive the proper healthcare and are deprived of basic human needs. Bal Jeevan Trust aims to 
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provide a safe-haven for children in Mumbai, India. However, while much of the scholarly 

research is centered in the country of India, there is a lack of representative samples taking place 

in Mumbai. The collection and analysis of representative samples is essential to effectively 

developing vital solutions for providing the resources that street children in Mumbai need in 

order to succeed in their environment. 

Analyses and Discussion of Findings 

Through an analysis of the existing literature, we can see that the factors that contribute 

to that status of the street children of India can be thought of in three distinct dimensions: where 

these children come from, what they do to survive, and the role that government has in their care 

and survival. Through that lens, the street children of India mainly fall into three categories: 

children who live on the street with their families, children who live on the streets by themselves 

or with other children, and children who have no ties to their families (such as orphans or 

runaways).  This first category of children are in a better position in society because they have 

both an emotional and psychological support network that their families provide, which makes it 

easier to survive. They work on the streets, but their condition is often temporary, as their family 

may gain enough capital to obtain housing. The other two categories of children are much more 

susceptible to inhumane treatment, as they do not have these support systems in place and have 

no resources at their disposal when they are mistreated, underpaid or overworked. There are 

many causes of this epidemic such as poverty, overpopulation, expansion and growth of cities, 

and inadequacies with formal school institutions. 

 Additionally, the government fails to provide the necessary resources to help these 

children. Often they are harassed and abused by police as well as municipal authorities. The 

quality of public education is not conducive to their success, or incentivized for them to finish. 
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Their health needs are not wholly addressed, and thus they are more susceptible to physical and 

mental illnesses as well as participation in activities such as drug use, rag picking, prostitution 

and criminality in order to support their lives. Thus, it is evident that there are disparities in India 

that put these children at a disadvantage and further bar them from the country’s general 

standards of education, health and other services that they desperately need. 

Therefore, it is important to note just how interrelated these factors are to each other. 

Again, as argued by Le Roux and Smith, these children are victims of circumstance (Le Roux & 

Smith 684). Their socioeconomic status already puts them in a position where resources such as 

quality education, proper nutrition, and efficient health services are unavailable or extremely 

difficult to obtain. This dynamic can be observed in terms of health. Berad et al. noted that a 

large majority of the children were shown to suffer from malnutrition and deficiencies. When it 

comes to education, even if the children can attend school they are still often subjected to abuse, 

which may impede their academic success and social abilities (Deb & Walsh). These children 

may also not be receiving the quality of education required for them to escape labor such as rag-

pickers.  

What is needed is quality education that also instills confidence and motivation into the 

children, so that they may have the skills and conviction necessary to proceed into higher 

positions in the workplace or in education. Those who cannot attend school are even worse off. 

They must take even more responsibility in their family and work to provide anything they can to 

get by. In addition, the children must face the antagonistic society that surrounds them, which 

only worsens their potential due to the stigmatization and abuse it enforces as well the lack of 

protection and support. All of these factors combine to put these children in a seemingly hopeless 

state that begins to affect thempsychologically. As Dalal et al. explain, the antisocial and 
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aggressive behavior often acted out by these children stems from factors including the heavy 

independence and responsibilities that are placed on them at such young ages as well as the 

stigmatization and treatment in their homes and from society. The means to overcome these 

barriers are nearly impossible in this endless cycle without intervention.  

As it can clearly be seen from our literature review, the street children population of India 

is at risk. Thus, more programs like Bal Jeevan are necessary to help remove these children from 

these circumstances. These programs also need more ways to actually reach out to these children. 

These children’s stories need to be shared out with the rest of the world so that a change can 

actually occur. At the end of the day there are very many programs, but the root of the problem is 

inherent in the fact that these children are under-represented. Different foundations like Bal 

Jeevan and Wishing Well can spread the stories of the childrens’ lives that they touch to gain 

more funding to help other children. In this cyclical process, there has to be tremendous effort to 

demonstrate what these children have to deal with. Such measures may provide more street 

children with the opportunity to access education and can help prevent their return to the cycle of 

street life. It is necessary to offer these people a means to social mobility and that is what Bal 

Jeevan is trying to do. With greater social mobility these children can go on to make more 

changes and help other children later on. With the ever growing population of India, it is critical 

that we take these steps early on, because the sooner we act, the sooner we can change the 

system that steadily condemns more children to being stuck in a social class gridlock.  

Implications and Suggestions for Further Research 

A major limitation of our analysis and research is the fact that secondary research was the 

only method of retrieving data used. The systematic review of literature we conducted was 

valuable for understanding the various dimensions of disenfranchisement rag picking children 
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face. However, conducting primary research that entails interacting with the street children could 

be very beneficial to deepening our knowledge as it will not only help us better appreciate the 

hardships they face but also validate the research we have. Some of the issues that affect these 

children are not very objective; they lie in the grey realm of subjectivity. Thus, it is important to 

interact with people directly affected by those issues  in order to learn, question and think 

critically about the root of the problem, and what could be done to improve the situation. Primary 

research will also help ensure that the research we have conducted is not biased, outdated, or 

otherwise flawed.  

The research explores various hurdles and problems faced by street children from lack of 

access to education to getting adequate nutrition. Furthermore, the analysis considers and collates 

information from numerous studies and articles to come up with a consolidated research paper 

that takes into account different forms of marginalization faced by street children. This research 

could be used to further understand how these issues are interrelated and hence could possibly be 

used to design solutions or steps to remedy the situation or at the very least improve it in some 

manner. For instance, it could provide smaller NGOs with information they need to be efficient 

and target issues that are the most pressing. 

Conclusion 

The rise in the number of street children in developing countries’ cities has incited much 

discussion amongst political leaders, aid organizations, and concerned citizens around the globe. 

However, in order for initiatives to take place in aiding the children, citizens must be 

strategically proactive. The lack of responsible adult provision correlates with the amount of 

child exploitation and sexual harassment. Simultaneously, while the children are viewed as 

menaces to society by government officials, they are often more susceptible to diseases due to 
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having a dangerously low immune system – this problem can only be addressed through the 

government’s initiatives for their health care system. Non-profit organizations like Bal Jeevan 

Trust and Wishing Well, make great efforts to implement the necessary changes for street 

children and provide a safe haven for children in Mumbai, India. Bal Jeevan Trust not only aims 

to provide emotional support for the children, but also provide the skills and resources needed to 

encourage academic achievement.  
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