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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: This study aimed to phenomenologically explore the lifeworld of street-
working children and understand how they perceive, interpret, and assign meaning to the
experience of living and working on the street.

Methodology: This qualitative study was conducted using an interpretative phenomenological
approach. The participants were eight street-working children, including five boys and three girls
aged 10 to 15 years, who were working in central and southern districts of Tehran. Participants
were selected through purposive and homogeneous sampling, and interpretative saturation was
considered the criterion for sample adequacy. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-
structured, child-centered interviews. Open-ended questions and simple projective techniques, such
as drawing and metaphor-based prompts, were used to facilitate children’s expression of their
experiences. Data were analyzed according to the six-step model proposed by Smith, Flowers, and
Larkin. Trustworthiness criteria for qualitative research were observed throughout data collection,
interpretation, and theme development.

Findings: The interpretative analysis led to the emergence of four main themes: “the street as a
How to Cite: Jamshidi Lamjiri, N., field of survival: the game of life and death,” “stolen childhood: premature adulthood and loss of
Askari, Z., Salmani, M., Pirzadeh, F., innocence,” “the invisible self: stigma, exclusion, and identity crisis,” and “wounded dreams:
& Ziaaddini, Z. (2024). Interpretative  resistance, hope, and reconstruction of meaning.” These themes indicated that, for street-working
Phenomenology of the Lived children, the street is not merely a physical workplace but a complex, risky, and meaning-laden

Experience  of  Street-Working lifeworld in which concepts such as safety, family, body, childhood, identity, and future are
Children: A Study in the Lifeworld of fundamentally redefined.

the Street. Psychology of Motivation, . o . . . . .

Behavior, and Health, 2(2), 1-16. Conclusion: The findings suggest that the lived experience of street-working children is shaped by

survival, deprivation, social exclusion, and, simultaneously, resistance and hope. Therefore,
supportive interventions should move beyond material assistance and focus on identity
reconstruction, strengthening agency, reducing social stigma, and developing educational and
psychosocial pathways compatible with the actual living conditions of these children.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Street-working children represent one of the most
vulnerable social groups whose lives are shaped by
the intersection of poverty, social exclusion, family
instability, educational deprivation, urban insecurity,
and insufficient welfare protection. Although child
labor is often approached as an economic or social
problem, the experience of children who work in
public urban spaces exceeds material hardship alone;
it involves a deep transformation in the meaning of
childhood, identity, body, safety, belonging, and
future. In Iran, official reports and multicenter studies
indicate that the situation of working and street
children has become a serious social concern,
particularly in large cities where economic inequality,
migration, family disruption, addiction,
unemployment, and weak support networks place
children at heightened risk of entering street-based
work (Najafi & Ahmadi, 2024; Statistical Center of Iran,
2023). International evidence also shows that poverty,
unequal access to education, household vulnerability,
and structural deprivation are among the strongest
determinants of child labor, yet these determinants do
not fully explain how children themselves perceive
and interpret their daily lives in the context of work
and survival (Das, 2022). In the Iranian context,
previous studies have documented the wide-ranging
harms of child labor, including physical exhaustion,
exposure to violence, psychological distress,
educational exclusion, social stigma, and weakening
of family and developmental support systems (Hatami,
2021; Shafiabadi et al., 2023). More recent qualitative
studies have shifted attention from external
explanations of child labor toward children’s own
narratives, showing that the street is experienced not
merely as a workplace but as a space of survival,
suffering, emotion, exclusion, and fragile hope
(Ghorbanali & Pourseyedaghaei, 2024; Hakim Shoushtari
et al., 2024). The pandemic period further revealed the
fragility of these children’s lives, as street-working
children were exposed to intensified economic
insecurity, disrupted routines, health risks, and
compounded forms of violence and deprivation
(Asadpour et al., 2024). Phenomenological research on
child laborers has similarly emphasized that children’s
lived experiences are marked by responsibility,
fatigue, deprivation, fear, hope, and efforts to preserve
dignity under difficult conditions (Rialp & Victoria,
2024). From a developmental perspective, the
situation of street-working children can also be
understood through the concept of parentification, in

which children are forced to assume adult-like
economic and emotional responsibilities before they
are developmentally prepared for them (Jurkovic,
1997). At the same time, their narratives may contain
signs of resistance, meaning reconstruction, and hope,
which resonate with theoretical discussions on
posttraumatic growth and the human capacity to
rebuild meaning after adversity (Tedeschi & Calhoun,
2004). Methodologically, interpretative
phenomenological analysis is especially appropriate
for studying such complex and sensitive experiences
because it allows researchers to explore how
individuals make sense of personal and socially
embedded experiences, particularly in child protection
and vulnerability-related contexts (Morgan, 2020).
Accordingly, this study aimed to explore the lived
experience of street-working children in Tehran and
to understand how they make meaning of the street as
a lifeworld shaped by survival, suffering, exclusion,
resistance, and hope.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative design using
interpretative phenomenological analysis. The target
population consisted of street-working children aged
10 to 15 years who were engaged in street-based work
in central and southern districts of Tehran, including
areas such as Rahahan Square, Shoush, Molavi,
Valiasr Crossroad, and Enghelab Square. Participants
were selected through purposive and homogeneous
sampling because the aim was not statistical
representativeness but in-depth exploration of shared
lived experience among children with comparable
exposure to street work. The inclusion criteria were
being between 10 and 15 years of age, having street
work as a major source of income for oneself or one’s
family, having at least one year of continuous street-
work experience, being willing and able to participate
in reflective conversation, and obtaining informed
consent from the child and the legal guardian. Eight
children participated in the study, including five boys
and three girls. Their ages ranged from 10 to 15 years,
and their forms of work included waste picking, street
vending, flower selling, carrying goods in the market,
begging alongside a parent, working as a mechanic
apprentice, selling tissues, and shoe polishing. Data
were collected through in-depth, semi-structured,
child-centered interviews. The interviews were
conducted in a safe and familiar environment, such as
a support center or special school for working
children. A flexible interview guide was developed
using open-ended questions appropriate to the
children’s developmental level. To facilitate




communication and reduce emotional pressure, simple
projective techniques such as drawing and metaphor-
based prompts were also used. Interviews lasted
between 30 and 60 minutes, were audio-recorded with
permission, and were transcribed verbatim. Data
analysis followed the six-step process of interpretative
phenomenological analysis: repeated reading and
immersion in the transcripts, exploratory noting at
descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual levels,
development of emergent themes for each case,
identification of connections among themes,
independent analysis of each participant’s account,
and cross-case analysis to identify shared patterns.
Ethical considerations were carefully observed,
including obtaining guardian consent and child assent,
ensuring  confidentiality  through  pseudonyms,
creating a safe interview setting, monitoring signs of
distress, allowing withdrawal at any stage, and
providing access to counseling support when
necessary.

Findings

The interpretative analysis of the interviews led to the
emergence of four main themes that together
represented the complex lifeworld of street-working
children. The first theme was “the street as a field of
survival: the game of life and death.” This theme
showed that children experienced the street as a
dangerous and competitive environment in which they
had to struggle daily to protect their work territory,
secure income, avoid harm, and remain physically and
psychologically intact. The subthemes included
struggle for territory, temporality of survival, and
survival economy. Children described specific spaces
on the street as their symbolic territories, not merely
as work locations but as the only spaces in which they
could maintain continuity, recognition, and income.
Their experience of time was also shaped by survival,
days were not experienced through ordinary routines
of school, play, and rest, but through events such as
selling, being chased away, facing cold weather, or
failing to earn enough money. Money was described
not as a means of consumption but as a condition for
breathing, eating, helping family members, and
staying alive. The second theme was “stolen
childhood: premature adulthood and loss of
innocence.” This theme reflected the children’s forced
transition into adult responsibilities. The subthemes
included the wounded body, imposed maturity, and
lost play. Children described bodily pain, exhaustion,
calloused hands, back pain, and the sense that their
bodies had aged before their time. They also
described being treated as “grown up” despite still
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feeling like children. Crying, playing, depending on
others, and expressing fear had become difficult or
forbidden because they had to help their families and
tolerate hardship. Some children reported that they
had forgotten how to play or felt alienated from other
children who attended school or played in parks. The
third theme was “the invisible self: stigma, exclusion,
and identity crisis.” This theme revealed the painful
paradox of being both hyper-visible and invisible in
public spaces. Children were visible through
stigmatizing, pitying, suspicious, or humiliating looks,
but invisible as rights-bearing children with emotions,
dignity, and dreams. The subthemes included the
piercing gaze, humiliated identity, and hidden self.
Children described public looks as more painful than
hunger, because such looks communicated inferiority,
contamination, or social distance. They also expressed
confusion about who they were: children, workers,
beggars, adults, or something in between. However,
within these narratives, some children also maintained
a hidden self, a private identity connected to dreams,
talents, ambitions, and moral worth. The fourth theme
was “wounded dreams: resistance, hope, and
reconstruction of meaning.” Despite repeated
experiences of hardship, children retained small but
powerful dreams. The subthemes included small
dreams, a community of fellow sufferers, and belief in
another tomorrow. Their dreams were often concrete
and modest, such as having new shoes, going to
school, becoming skilled, helping the family, or
leaving the street. Relationships with other working
children also functioned as an informal source of
solidarity, emotional support, and survival. The
findings showed that street-working children are not
passive victims; rather, even within severely
constrained conditions, they try to preserve hope,
meaning, dignity, and a sense of future.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that the street is not merely a
physical workplace for children but a complete
existential and social lifeworld with its own rules,
hierarchies, risks, emotional meanings, and survival
strategies. The first theme showed that the children’s
daily life is organized around survival. This suggests
that interventions limited to temporary financial
assistance cannot address the deeper structure of street
life, because children’s relationship with the street
involves territory, income, safety, recognition, and
family responsibility. The second theme demonstrated
that street work produces premature adulthood and
deprives children of essential developmental
experiences such as play, education, emotional
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expression, and care. This finding highlights the need
to understand child labor not only as economic
exploitation but also as developmental displacement.
The third theme showed that stigma and social
exclusion are central to the psychological suffering of
these children. Public reactions, humiliation, pity, and
suspicion are internalized and may contribute to
identity confusion and reduced self-worth. Therefore,
any effective response must address not only poverty
but also social attitudes and symbolic violence
directed at working children. The fourth theme
revealed that children continue to construct meaning
and hope despite adversity. Their dreams may be
small and wounded, but they remain significant
indicators of agency and resilience. This finding is
important because it prevents a one-dimensional

portrayal of street-working children as helpless
victims and instead emphasizes their capacity for
meaning-making, solidarity, and future orientation.
Overall, the study concludes that street-working
children in Tehran experience the street as a
paradoxical lifeworld: a field of survival and danger, a
site of stolen childhood, an arena of stigma and
invisibility, and simultaneously a space where hope,
resistance, and meaning  persist.  Practical
interventions should therefore move beyond material
support and include identity reconstruction,
psychosocial care, flexible educational pathways,
family-based assistance, public stigma reduction, and
policies that recognize these children first and
foremost as children with rights, dignity, emotional
needs, and possible futures.
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