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Abstract 
The life worlds, views, opinions and lived experiences of children with street 

life experiences are not sufficiently explored since these children are muted 

and relegated to the periphery of society. Researchers do not believe that these 

children can contribute suitable data and they are thus studied indirectly 

through adultist approaches in which adults serve as proxies. Researchers who 

adopt adultist approaches rely on adults’ observations and views about the 

needs and lived experiences of at-risk youth. Therefore, the commonly held 

views on how streetism could be lessened are those of adults who have 

proximal interactions with children with street life experiences and not of 

street-involved children and youth themselves. In this paper, we report the 

findings of a qualitative study in which we explored how child migrations to 

the streets in a rural town in the Free State Province of South Africa could be 

prevented. We studied the children directly. The study involved 17 school-

going children who fell into the category of children-on-the-street since they 

kept ties with their families of origin. The participants were aged from 10 to 

16 years and in grades ranging from four to 10. The participants visited a drop-

in centre run by a non-governmental organisation after school where they 

received meals before heading home. This qualitative study involved three 

focus group interviews with the participants sampled conveniently and 

purposively. Two focus groups consisted of six participants and one consisted 
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of five participants. The data were subjected to inductive content analysis and 

the following broad themes emerged: stabilising family systems, providing 

opportunities for gainful employment, eliminating social exclusion and 

discrimination within families, and strengthening peer support. The findings 

were derived from the views of children-on-the-street themselves. The findings 

have implications for research and practice within the fields of social work, 

education and psychology. 

 

Keywords: Children on the streets; resilience risks; resilience; street life; 

streetism; vulnerable; 

 

 
 

Introduction 
The phenomenon of streetism is prevalent in South Africa, a country that is 

wrestling poverty and underdevelopment in urban and rural contexts. 

According to the Nelson Mandela Foundation (2005), rurality is understood 

differently. Notwithstanding this conceptual uncertainty, in South Africa, the 

term rurality refers to former homelands that were designated for Africans in 

line with the policies of the apartheid political system, and includes remote, 

intensive farming communities where amenities lack for most people (Surty 

2011:8). Many poverty-stricken families subsist within rural communities 

beset with risk and adversity in South Africa. This threatens the resilience of 

children and renders them vulnerable to streetism and poor developmental 

outcomes (Malindi 2014). The streetism phenomenon is by no means new and 

unique to South Africa. For example, the earliest reference to the phenomenon 

of street life was made by Barrette (1995:1) who had traced it back to the 

Middle Ages and the Industrial Revolution. To this day, many at-risk children 

continue to drop out of school and migrate to the streets.  

Children who adopt street life cite a number of reasons for migrating 

to the streets. For example, these children point out that they leave their 

parental homes because of the harsh treatment that they receive from their 

parents and caregivers (Brolles, Derivois, Joseph, Karray, Pasut, Cénat, 

Pamphile, Lafontant, Alexandre, Felix & Chouvier 2017; Kiros 2016). 

Research shows that street-involved children and youth are often victims of 

physical, psychological and sexual abuse, poverty, child desertion, and 

traumatic experiences such as neglect and maltreatment (Cénat, Derivois, 
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Hébert, Amédée & Karray 2018; Dutta 2018; Zarezadeh 2013). In general, the 

causal factors of streetism are an intricate assortment of personal and socio-

ecological factors (Donald, Lazarus & Molla 2014; Zarezadeh 2013). 

However, these personal and socioecological factors combine in complex ways 

and kick-start and sustain the deluge of streetism. 

Street life itself is characterised by a myriad of risks that undermine 

normative development. For instance, children who live and work in street 

contexts are vulnerable to societal abuse and HIV infection, and they have 

limited or no access to safe family environments, health care and education 

(Braitstein, Ayuku, Delong, Makori, Sang, Tarus, Kamanda, Shah, Apondi & 

Wachira 2018; Dutta 2018). Furthermore, there is evidence that societies hold 

negative sentiments about children who adopt street life since societies see 

street-involved children and youth as criminals, rapists and a poor reflection 

on society (Rurevo & Bourdillon 2003; Victor 2015). Street-involved children 

and youth are stigmatised, repressed and marginalised by societies and 

authorities (Dladla & Ogina 2018; Göthe 2016). 

There are four categories of street-involved children and youth, 

namely, children-of-the-street who sever ties with their families of origin 

(Mitchell et al. 2007; West 2003; Zarezadeh 2013), children-on-the-street who 

work on the streets and in shopping malls to supplement family income and 

irregularly attend school (Ayuku, Kaplan, Baars & Devries 2004; Malindi 

2014; Pare 2004; Sauvé 2003), erstwhile street-involved children and youth 

who reside in sheltered accommodation (Mathiti 2006; Ayuku et al. 2004; 

Panter-Brick 2002) and children who live and work at waste disposal sites, 

where they search for food and sellable items in order to earn an income (Terrio 

2004; West 2003). It is important to note that the term, street, includes spaces 

such as rubbish dumps and that erstwhile street-involved youth who reside in 

care institutions do not shed the street child label in the eyes of the community 

(Panter-Brick 2002).  

There seems to be no sign that street-bound migrations by at-risk youth 

will abate or cease in South Africa. Interventions aimed at intercepting this 

deluge of street-bound migrations reflect the charity and deficit-focused 

approaches (Nath, Shannon, Georgiades, Sword & Raina 2016) and sadly 

exclude the views of children who have adopted street life. We argue that 

research is needed in order to explore ways in which streetism could be 

lessened, based on the views of children in street contexts.  

Admittedly, studies involving children involved in street life are not  
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easy since these children move frequently in search of food and safe spaces 

(Theron & Malindi 2010:728). As a result of this movement, researchers and 

social services professionals have not succeeded in determining the exact 

numbers of children living and working on the streets. Street-involved children 

and youth have low literacy levels because of school disengagement (Malindi 

& Machenjedze 2012:73). Therefore, it could be less prudent for researchers 

to use pen-and-paper measuring instruments as data collection methods. 

Interviews have their own drawbacks too since children involved in streetism 

may be guarded and less willing to engage in conversations that seek to explore 

their lives. Due to their negative experiences, street-involved children and 

youth are often unwilling to engage in research. Researchers are then forced to 

study them indirectly through adult proxies who have proximal interactions 

with them (Ennew 2003).  

The call for researchers to study vulnerable children directly rather 

than indirectly has become louder in recent times (Driessnack 2006). In line 

with this call, researchers are encouraged not to use adults as representatives 

of the children they wish to study but rather to study them directly (Ennew 

2003). Consistent with this call, in this study, we sought to explore the views 

of children-on-the-street on how the deluge of streetism could be intercepted. 

We chose to work directly with them. We conveniently and purposively 

sampled children-on-the-street, who kept ties with their families and attended 

school, albeit irregularly.  

 
 

Rurality, Risk and Resilience 
The South African education system still bears the hallmarks of the structural 

inequalities that pervaded all aspects of life before the advent of democracy in 

1994. These structural inequalities are more pronounced in immiserated rural 

areas beset with constellations of risks that not only serve as barriers to learning 

and development but also render children psychosocially vulnerable. 

Vulnerability is a context-specific term that is hard to define however; Eloff, 

Ebersohn and Viljoen (2007) cite Kelly (2001) who broadly defined vulnerable 

children as:  

 

… children who have been exposed to trauma (such as violence, abuse, 

death), children living in compromising and adverse socioeconomic 

circumstances, girls, children from rural areas, street children, 
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children with disabilities, children from urban slums or high-density 

areas, abandoned children, children in high-risk homes (especially 

those run by single parents), and social offenders (p. 79). 

 

Children who grow up and attend school in rural areas and street-

involved children and youth are included in the definition of vulnerable 

children as the excerpt shows. Children in rural contexts subsist in contexts 

characterised by risks such as poverty, parental unemployment, poorly 

resourced schools, lack of parental involvement in education, low literacy 

levels among parents, shortages of schools, HIV/AIDS, violence within 

schools, lack of water, electricity, road infrastructure, poor sanitation, the 

phenomenon of child-headed households, lack of health-care and social 

services that could asphyxiate their development and resilience (Nelson 

Mandela Foundation 2005). These risks have the potential to limit resilient 

functioning among at-risk children in rural contexts and cause complete school 

disengagement or learner dropout and streetism (Donald, Lazarus & Moolla 

2014:208; Lippman & Rivers 2008).  

Schools that have resources and regular access to resources within the 

wider community remain the last hope for at-risk learners since they can con-

nect them to services that can support their resilience. However, rural schools 

are not well resourced and they are limited as nodes of care and resilience for 

psychosocially vulnerable children. Several studies (Stewart et al. 2004; Hall 

& Theron 2016; Kasehagen, Omland, Bailey, Biss, Holmes & Kelso 2017; 

Malindi & Machenjedze 2012; Robelo & Pérez 2017; Mampane & Huddle 

2017) show that a school that adopts a health-promoting strategy could help 

learners develop resilience. Research shows that health-promoting schools can 

enhance the resilience of learners through a myriad of protective factors. For 

example, personal learner resources such as locus of control and self-efficacy 

beliefs and family resources such as parental school involvement, family 

support, and father and mother education enhance academic resilience among 

learners (Anagnostaki, Pavlopoulos, Obradović, Masten & Motti-Stefanidi 

2016). There is evidence that learners become resilient and ready for school if 

they come from supportive families where there is less conflict between pa-

rents and children (Anderson 2017). Perceived social support and life satisfac-

tion significantly predict resilience among young people (Baltaci & Karatas 

2015).  

Schools that have access to school psychologists directly and indi- 
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rectly support teacher resilience (Beltman, Mansfield & Harris 2016). Resilient 

teachers serve as an active support system for learners whose resilience 

requires strengthening. Theron (2016) discovered that schools have a 

responsibility towards supporting children’s resilience since teachers can 

champion resilience, and foster every day whole school support of resilience. 

Malindi and Machenjedze (2012) reported that school engagement and 

teachers who deliberately support street-involved youth enhanced their 

resilience. This occurs in schools that have meaningful connections with the 

immediate macro environment. 

In addition to schools, communities should provide resilience 

resources in ways that are culturally meaningful (Ungar 2011). However, 

schools that are located within economically disadvantaged rural communities 

frequently lack the socioemotional, cognitive and behavioural skills needed for 

successful early school adjustment (Tatlow-Golden et al. 2016). Children who 

subsist in poor socioeconomic communities where health-promoting resources 

are scarce, experience poorer health and sometimes drop out of school 

(Sznitman, Reisel & Khurana 2017). Conversely, caring teachers as 

community members who are skilled and experienced are in a better position 

to promote resilience among vulnerable learners and prevent school dropout 

(Malindi & Machenjedze 2012; Silyvier & Nyandusi 2015).  

Rural communities are well known for the outward movement of 

people towards the more industrialised towns and cities in search of job and 

other opportunities. Behind, they often leave their children in the care of 

spouses or extended families who are sometimes unemployed (Malindi 2009). 

In rural communities, as in other parts of South Africa, there are children who 

grow up in child headed households and a significant number of orphans. 

Without adequate care and support, some children drop out of school and adopt 

street life in which they fend for themselves.  

The risks that cause learners to drop out of school and adopt streetism 

threaten their resilience too. Resilience is the outcome of the navigation and 

negotiation process that includes the capacity of individuals to traverse their 

pathways towards resources that sustain well-being, the capacity of the 

individual’s physical and social ecologies to provide resilience resources and 

the capacity of individuals, families and communities to negotiate culturally 

meaningful ways to share resilience resources (Ungar 2006; Ungar 2007). This 

suggests that an individual must be able to confidently exercise agency in 

navigating his/her pathways towards resilience resources and that communities 
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must be able to make these resources available in culturally meaningful ways 

(Ungar 2008). The navigation and negotiation process enables coping ability 

in the context of risk and adversity. In poor rural contexts, it is difficult for at-

risk children to navigate their pathways towards resilience resources since 

these communities have limited access to resources. This fuels the deluge of 

street-bound migrations. The focus of this study was on documenting ways in 

which streetism could be lessened, based on the views of children-on-the-

street. 

 
 

Methodology 
We conducted a qualitative study in order to elicit the views of children-on-

the-street on how the deluge of streetism could be intercepted in a small rural 

town in the North Eastern part of the Free State Province of South Africa. The 

town was engulfed in poverty, therefore; most of the adult population routinely 

migrated to larger towns and cities in search of better employment opportu-

nities. Often, they left children in the care of their mothers, grandparents and 

aunts. There was a growing number of child-headed households in this rural 

town as a result of migrant labour and parental mortality.  

Welfare organisations were actively involved in efforts aimed at 

rescuing children from the streets. Likewise, the children who participated in 

our study were beneficiaries of the services rendered by a welfare organisation 

that ran a drop-in centre where the participants had meals after school. The 

non-governmental organisation relied on funding from the Department of 

Social Development and kind donations from individuals and organisations. 

The participants fell into the category of children-on-the-street as pointed out 

earlier. Children-on-the-street go to the streets in order to beg for money and 

food from shoppers and return home where they spend the night (Grundling et 

al. 2004:29; Raffaelli & Koller 2005:251; Montane 2006:8; West 2008:10; 

Kaime-Atterhog & Ahlberg 2008:1325). The organisation did not have an 

overnight shelter designated for the participants. Neither did the participants 

receive breakfast and dinner at the drop-in centre. On weekends, the partici-

pants did not receive any meals from the drop-in centre and this encouraged 

them to beg.  

The participants were boys and girls aged from 10 to 16 sampled 

conveniently and purposively. There were 10 boys and 7 girls in the sample 

and therefore, the total number of the participants was 17. The participants 
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were in grades ranging from four to 10. The participants spoke IsiZulu, Sesotho 

and English as an additional language. The participants had opportunities to 

use any language during the interviews since the first author speaks Sesotho 

and the second author speaks both Sesotho and IsiZulu, however; they chose 

to speak to us in English.  

The data were collected through focus group interviews. Two focus 

groups consisted of six participants each and one consisted of five participants. 

We transcribed the interview data verbatim and the transcript was not 

language-edited to keep it original. The participants volunteered participation 

in the study after they had received a letter providing full details of the study 

and data collection strategies. The letter was accompanied by consent forms 

that parents and caregivers at the centre had to co-sign. We were allowed to 

use the venue used for meals to conduct the interviews. We sat in a circle for 

facial contact to be achieved. There were more boys in the sample. Le Roux 

(2001) observed that children with street life experiences are typically male in 

South Africa. The participants also gave us permission to use excerpts from 

the interviews in writing the findings up. We assured them that their privacy 

would be protected. 

The data were subjected to inductive content analysis. As individuals, 

we coded the data and sat together to compare our codes. We refined the codes 

and developed themes through consensus discussions. We asked the caregivers 

to examine our codes and themes in order to further enhance our understanding 

of the life worlds of the participants. The study had been ethically cleared by 

the Ethics Committee of the North-West University (FH-SB-2012-0018). 

 
 

Metatheory  
This study was premised against the Social Ecology of Resilience Theory 

(SERT) (Ungar 2011; Ungar 2012; Ungar 2013). The SERT highlights the 

importance of the social and physical environments in facilitating adaptive 

coping in youth despite the existence of risk and adversity. The SERT is based 

on principles such as decentrality, complexity, atypicality and cultural 

relativity. As regards decentrality, Ungar (2011; Ungar 2013) argues for the 

child at-risk to be decentred, implying that we must not focus solely on the 

individual child’s strengths for evidence of resilience. Instead, the role of a 

child’s social and physical ecology in enhancing adaptive coping should be 

acknowledged and not be discounted or relegated to the periphery. Theron and 
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Engelbrecht (2012) add that adults (teachers and parents) as part of a child’s 

social ecology may serve as microsystemic strongholds for psychosocially 

vulnerable children and provide the social capital needed to enable their 

resilience. There are other studies that confirm the protective roles of parents 

and caregivers (Malindi 2018; Machenjedze, Malindi & Mbengo 2019), school 

teachers (Malindi 2018; Malindi & Machenjedze 2012; Sharma & Sen 2012; 

Theron 2016; Theron, Liebenberg & Malindi 2013) and community resources 

and services (DuMont, Ehrhard-Dietzel & Kirkland 2012; Ebersöhn & Eloff 

2004, Masten 2001).  

Regarding the complexity principle, Ungar (2011; Ungar 2013) argues 

that positive growth in the midst of adversity as well as the protective processes 

that contribute to it are too complex to predict singular developmental 

trajectories in all contexts. Furthermore, for a child to resile, he or she must 

take advantage of the resources the environment provides and there are 

constant changes across contexts and time in children’s social and physical 

worlds. Therefore, a child, however supported, may not necessarily perform 

better in all contexts. For example, when vulnerable children and youth leave 

their homes and adopt streetism they could be thought to be less resilient 

however; in the context of streetism, they have consistently demonstrated 

buoyancy (Malindi 2014; Malindi & Theron 2010; Kombarakaran 2004; 

Theron & Malindi 2010). This proves that resilience is a slippery concept that 

is context-specific (Dass-Brailsford 2005).  

 The principle of atypicality refers to instances in which children cope 

with risk in ways that are not normal if judged by conventional societal stand-

ards. Such atypical coping behaviours demonstrate hidden resilience (Malindi 

& Theron 2010; Ungar 2004; Ungar 2007; Ungar 2011). Streetism is an exam-

ple of an atypical way of coping with adversity. Although it is regarded as an 

unconventional way of coping, it serves as an adaptive coping mechanism.  

The principle of cultural relativity presupposes that processes that 

enable resilient coping are both culturally and temporally (and therefore, 

historically) rooted (Ungar 2011; Ungar, 2013). This means that one’s culture 

is significant in promoting mental or psychosocial health. Culture 

predetermines what is universally accepted as normal or typical behaviour. It 

encompasses, shared beliefs, values and norms. Resilience mirrors the 

influence of culture and coping ability is therefore, rooted in culture (Malindi 

& Theron 2010; Ungar 2011). Researchers who explore the resilience of street 

involved children and youth should therefore, not discount cultural influences 
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in promoting adaptive coping in these children. Children are naturally 

socialised based on the tenets of a particular culture. 

 
 

Findings 
We read the transcripts severally as a way of immersing ourselves in the data. 

The process of open and axial coding that followed led to the development of 

four major themes. These themes are stabilising family systems, providing 

opportunities for gainful employment, eliminating social exclusion and 

discrimination within families, and strengthening peer support. It is important 

to note that the themes relate to social and physical ecological resilience 

resources. We discuss the themes below and present unedited excerpts from 

the raw data. 

 
 

Stabilising Family Systems 
Unstable family systems as part of a child’s social ecology, where parents and 

caregivers did not let children say how they felt, were implicated in initiating 

and sustaining the deluge of streetism. In order to intercept the deluge of 

streetism, the participants believed that parents and caregivers had to be 

advised not to be oblivious to the views and needs of their children. The 

participants emphasised the important role of healthy communication between 

children and parents or caregivers in families. They felt that such 

communication could be mediated by other competent adults too. The 

following excerpts bear evidence of the above assertions: 

 

I think someone should speak to our parents … sit down with them and 

talk about what we like and we don’t like. So I think is the thing that 

can make things change (Serame, a 14-year-old grade eight 

participant). 

 

I think if the father can get a person from his family and the mother 

also get a person from the family and sit down to talk so that things 

are well (Leruo, a 10-year-old grade five girl).  

 

Another participant added that they as children had to learn to be assertive 

when they communicated with their parents and caregivers and let them know 
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what they were unhappy about. This would alert their parents to the shabby 

treatment that was inadvertently meted out to children and the effects thereof. 

This would lessen street-bound migrations as the following excerpts show. 

 

I agree with you. According to me, family can help prevent streetism, 

but it cannot do so without you, so you have to include yourself 

amongst them, because there are things you are unhappy about that 

you must tell. Let’s say they are not treating you sharp [well], but you 

are still not saying anything. They will only think that whatever they 

are doing is fine, but there will be someone from the family who will 

understand you better than anyone (Sello, a 15-year-old grade ten 

participant). 

 

The participants suggested that other competent adults had to be asked to 

facilitate mutual understanding between them and their parents or caregivers 

since they as children felt less empowered to do so. This suggests that the 

participants felt helpless and powerless, and these feelings had to be eliminated 

for streetism to abate. For example, Lebo, a 14-year-old girl in grade nine said: 

 

True …. You will then speak among them that this and that I do not 

like, which means if they do not understand you but then there will be 

someone who will understand you. This person will be able to tell them 

that what you were saying he/she understands it, but then he/she will 

do this and that so as to help you. But she/he needs you to adapt with 

him/her so as to avoid such situation.  

 

The participants decried the prevalent family disunity that initiated streetism. 

The need for family unity was mentioned as a way that could bring family 

problems that fed streetism to an end. For example, Omphile, a 15-year-old 

boy in grade ten said: 

 

This thing [streetism] can help [end], permanently; it means that we 

must combine ourselves as a family, and trust God with prayers. So all 

the problems [antecedents of streetism] will end. 

 

Alcohol abuse and domestic violence were severally cited as antecedents of 

streetism. The participants blamed themselves for the conflicts that ensued in 
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their families as the following excerpt shows:  

 

When you arrive at home at night trying to sleep, a drunk adult will 

get home making noise, trying to beat a person we are living with. 

Those are the things that cause many problems like this one [street life] 

and must be stopped. You feel like you are one causing problems in the 

house … you end up feeling like leaving and live on the streets 

(Ntebaleng, a 16-year-old grade ten girl). 

 

Lefa, a 16-year-old grade nine boy cited self-blame and added that family feuds 

caused children to develop anxiety. He suggested that migration to the streets 

was a way of avoiding family conflicts. Lefa said: 

 

A father, when he gets home, he beats a female who is staying with two 

children. It is where the problems originate because you see as if you 

are the one causing problems where people are staying. So you leave 

so that there will be peace. If they are fighting, we shall not be scared 

and go away. 

 

The participants unanimously agreed that disputes at home caused street-bound 

migrations. An end to family inharmoniousness could lessen streetism. 

Migration to the streets was an attempt to avoid not only fighting but also 

swearing as the following excerpt shows: 

 

Parents who are always fighting and children who are answering 

[backchat] big people like my sister. Having no understanding in the 

house makes children go to the streets … [hesitates] … if fighting and 

swearing can stop, this [streetism] will stop (Metsi, a 12-year-old grade 

six boy). 

 

The family is listed among socialising agents that ideally promote resilience 

among vulnerable children. The participants agreed that families could do 

much to enable their resilience and thus eliminate the need to migrate to the 

streets. Thabiso, an 11-year-old grade six boy felt that families had to guide 

and equip young people with coping skills. Families could further promote 

social competence among young people so that they could avoid street life. He 

said the following: 



M.J. Malindi & L.A. Molahlehi  
 

 

 

292 

Guidance should be given to children when they are still young … so 

that a child should be able to deal with problems and not leave home. 

In this way, they can help the children to get out of bad things and to 

avoid this [street] life.  

 

Family is the source of the much needed social support that enables resilience 

among children. However, the participants bemoaned vulnerable children’s 

lack of access to family support. Parents and caregivers had to be available and 

show interest when young people had problems. This would stop children from 

soliciting support and advice from their peers. The following excerpt bears 

evidence of these assertions: 

 

At home, we do not have support when we have problems. We must … if 

we have problems, we must [be able to] tell our parents … or the persons 

we are living with. You must [be able to] tell him that you have certain 

problems or go to another person who can be able to help you if they 

are not interested. If you are a human being and have problems, you 

must not just keep quiet, you must go to a person who can help and get 

what you want. This life [street life] cannot help you; these people 

[fellow street-involved children and youth] are children too (Thabang, 

a 13-year-old boy in grade eight). 

 

It is clear that the participants emphasised the importance of stable, peaceable 

and functional families in preventing streetism. Functional families support 

normative development and resilience among children through providing so-

cial support and opening healthy channels of communication among members. 

 
 

Providing Opportunities for Gainful Employment  
Parental unemployment led to children adopting life on the streets due to the 

strain it puts on family systems as part of their social ecologies. Unemployment 

limits the ability of parents and caregivers to provide food for their families. 

Lack of food in turn caused children to adopt streetism. In this regard, Morena, 

an 11-year-old boy in grade five said: 

 

I think this will change if people in our family can find work, our 

brothers, our mothers get better work so that there is food and never 
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short in the house. Yes, I think that is what can make things change 

and stop them going to streets.  

 

Urbanisation and migrations from rural areas towards towns and cities in 

search of employment had negative consequences for those who have low aca-

demic qualifications. Unemployment is rife among less qualified citizens and 

they are less able to provide for their families as the following excerpt shows: 

 

I …, think we should not move to towns … when we were still living at 

home on farm, we were … my mother was able to do everything for us. 

Our parents were able to do everything we were asking even though 

they were not working (Tumo, a boy aged 16 and in grade ten).  

 

The parents’ inability to provide for their children causes them to adopt street 

life in order to supplement family income. The social grants that indigent 

citizens receive from the state proved to be less than helpful in lessening the 

impact of unemployment on families. Some caregivers used social grants for 

purposes they were not meant for as the following excerpt shows: 

 

When we got here in the township, I met problems and asked myself that 

but I am getting social grant but why are these people not able to satisfy 

myself the way I want, but my parents were deceased, and they were not 

working, but they were able to do things that I wanted. If they did, I 

would not be here and living this way (Keke, a 10-year-old grade five 

participant). 

 

The participants were unanimous in saying their caregivers used the grant for 

alcohol. Others said that they did not know what the money was spent on. 

There were orphaned participants who reported that grants meant for them 

were used to meet the needs of the children of their aunts and they were forced 

by these circumstances to adopt street life. One of them pointed out that 

unemployment was the reason why the parents and caregivers used the grants 

for other purposes, neglecting the needs of the participants. Morena, an 11-

year-old boy in grade five added and said: 

 

I agree with this person when saying it is having no job [being 

unemployed] which puts us at risk. If there were jobs, people would 
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not be taking our grants and fighting in the house because sometimes 

you find that they fight because of having no money. The grant is used 

somewhere else and so you go away because you are hungry  

 

Kananelo, a 13-year-old boy in grade eight then added and said the following: 

 

For example, I am staying with my two uncles, a mother and a father, 

so the mother it seems as if she gets her wage after a father has got it. 

Now the mother is acting as if she is the boss, she controls even the 

grant she gets on my behalf. So I think is the lack of work which causes 

things like this [misuse of the grant], so that has to change or else it 

[streetism] will continue.  

 

It is evident that parental unemployment, lack of food, the misuse of social 

grants, and competition among working members of the family rendered life 

difficult in families. This fuelled streetism. 

 

 

Eliminating Social Exclusion and Discrimination within 

Families  

Perceived social exclusion and the resultant discrimination fuelled children’s 

migration to the streets. It is important to note that social exclusion and 

discrimination emanated from the children’s social ecologies. Unanimously, 

the participants said social exclusion and discrimination at home had to end in 

order for steetism to lessen, as the following excerpt shows: 

 

It [street life] can stop. The big people [adults] must stop 

discriminating against some children, like if they are having many 

children, they must treat them equally (Tiisetso, a 16-year-old orphan 

girl in grade nine).  

 

The participants referred to incidents that smacked of blatant exclusion and 

discrimination. For example, they said caregivers cared for their biological 

children and excluded, neglected and discriminated against the participants 

who were orphans. Therefore, social exclusion and discrimination had to cease 

for streetims to be reduced as the excerpt below shows: 
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If you are children, the three of you, she will favour her child; these 

other two, she will not favour them because they have no parents. What 

makes us find ourselves here is because parents favour others more 

than others. They must stop it (Lefa, a 10-year-old boy in grade five). 

 

The participants felt that favouritism at home had to end since it encouraged 

them to migrate to the streets. Evidence of this is contained in the excerpt 

below: 

 

Now, I asked myself that what causes the problem [street life] is that a 

parent, meaning our guardians, they have … they favour (Sifo, a 13-

year-old orphaned boy in grade eight). 
 

They must stop having favourites, like if there are three children, the 

other one is hers and the other two are orphans, should stop favouring 

her child. Because you can find that sometimes you ask her to buy you 

something, knowing that you need that, she will buy it for her child 

who is already having what you are asking for. Parents must stop 

having favourites; they must love children equally so that this 

[streetism] could go away … (Thabang, a 14-year-old boy in grade 

nine). 

 

From the above discussion it is evident that according to the participants, 

streetism would stop if children were not socially excluded, discriminated 

against and treated unequally at home. 

 
 

Strengthening Peer Support  
The participants reported that migrations towards the streets could be curtailed 

if children had people they could confide in, in their social ecologies. In the 

excerpt below, Phuthi refers to the importance of confiding in caring peers and 

teachers about their travails. Peers and teachers are part of a child’s social 

system and an active support system is crucial in enabling youth resilience. The 

participants were aware of the importance of social support in preventing 

streetism. In this regard, example, Phuthi, a 13-year-old girl in grade eight said: 
 

Another school kid can be able to help. She will be able to tell your 

class teacher your problems and the class teacher will be able to sit 
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down with you so as to help. Or else you go to the street when you feel 

alone. 

 

The participants believed that streetism could be curtailed through access to 

organised peer support structures as the following words by Nthuse, a 15-year-

old boy in grade nine show: 

 

At school, they must form support groups like Soul Buddyz. There must 

be a place where … where … after school Soul Buddyz … can come 

together and talk about their common problems. We will be able to say 

how we feel so that we can find help and not leave school. At school, 

they can … we have Soul Buddyz …. 

 

The participants unequivocally suggested that organised leadership structures 

at school level could break the cycle of school disengagement and the 

concomitant migrations to the streets. Mamosweu, a 13-year-old girl in grade 

seven suggested the Representative Council of Learners (RCL) as another 

structure that could assist at-risk learners at school level: 

 

Ah, I was adding up where she was saying we should have Soul 

Buddyz. I was also saying the RCL (Representative Council for 

Learners). It means that the bodies representing learners in schools 

can provide support to other children to stop their problems and 

dropping out of school.  

 

The participant believed the RCL could provide support to at-risk learners and 

thus prevent leaner dropout. Other participants argued that organised peer 

support could benefit those who were experiencing peer pressure and bullying. 

Others emphasised the importance of church-based peer support structures in 

mitigating  streetism.  In  this  regard,  Tshepo,  a  15-year-old  boy  in  grade  

ten  said: 

 

Yes, they should stay away from the wrong friends. They must always 

be close to their mothers and attend church and schools very well. 

 

It is apparent that the role of school-based and church-based peer support in 

preventing streetism was emphasised. 
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Discussion 
The aim of this qualitative study was to explore the views of street-involved 

children and youth, who are classified as children-on-the-street in a small rural 

town in the Free State, on how the deluge of streetism could be intercepted. 

The children-on-the-street isolated broad areas within their social and physical 

ecologies that required attention in order to reduce street-bound migrations, 

namely: stabilising family systems, providing opportunities for gainful 

employment, eliminating social exclusion and discrimination within families, 

and strengthening peer support.  

Earlier research shows that stable families facilitate resilience among 

children due to the social support they offer vulnerable children (Anderson 

2017). However, in this study, the findings show that the participants felt that 

their dysfunctional families failed to serve as microsystemic strongholds for 

them (Theron & Engelbrecht 2012). Instead, their families rendered them 

psychosocially vulnerable since they were characterised by parental inattention 

to children’s needs, poor communication, alcoholism, domestic violence, lack 

of support, swearing and parent-child misunderstanding. Intercepting the 

deluge of streetism thus required families to be stabilised as social ecologies 

on a micro level (Donald et al. 2014). 

In the small rural town in the Free State Province of South Africa 

where the study occurred, employment, and access to resources and the 

amenities that sustain health and well-being were severely limited as in other 

rural contexts (Nelson Mandela Foundation 2005). For example, the 

participants agreed that parental unemployment, lack of food, urbanisation, 

parental inability to meet their needs, and the misspending of the social grants 

are reasons why they had been forced to adopted street life in order to meet 

their basic needs for food. Socioeconomic problems, which kick-started street-

bound migrations, had to be dealt with since they influenced the nature and 

quality of care within families.  

The prevalent, social exclusion and discrimination within families 

destroyed a sense of belonging and feelings of being loved within the 

participants and thus initiated the deluge of streetism. A sense of belonging has 

been found to be a basic need and an important resilience enabler among at-

risk youth (Malindi & Theron 2010). Since the feeling of alienation led to 

migrations to the streets, it is important to note that the participants felt that 

social exclusion and related discrimination had to be eliminated within their  
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families in order to lessen streetism.  

The findings highlight the need for the promotion of school-based and 

church-based peer support systems in interrupting street bound migrations. 

Peer support systems enhance a sense of belonging that in turn enables 

resilience (Theron & Malindi 2010). The participants attended school albeit 

irregularly, since they also had to fend for themselves on the streets in order to 

supplement family income. It is important to note that schools in South Africa 

do not have easy access to psychosocial services because there is a shortage of 

mental health-care professionals within the education system. Research shows 

that access to psychosocial services enables the resilience of vulnerable 

learners (Beltman et al. 2016). Other studies show that schools manned by 

caring teachers encourage adaptive coping in at-risk learners (Malindi & 

Machenjedze 2012; Theron et al. 2013) 

The above findings are significant considering that earlier research 

produced similar findings in contexts where street-involved children and youth 

had not been involved as participants. These studies showed that ecological 

protective resources such as stable and supportive families, meaningful social 

relationships, access to community resources, having a sense of belonging, 

having mentors and being part of a culture that supports normative 

development in children enabled resilience among at-risk young people (Dass-

Brailsford 2005; Ebersohn & Elloff 2004; Killian 2004; Schoon 2006; Theron 

2007; Ungar 2008). In other words, these social and physical support systems 

need to function adequately in order to enable resilience among at-risk children 

and youth (Masten 2001).  

The Social Ecology of Resilience Theory (SERT) illuminates our 

findings more brightly. For example, according to the decentrality principle of 

the SERT, children should be decentred since research has shown that they 

depend not only on their personal strengths to cope adaptively but also on the 

resources that their social and physical ecologies should provide in culturally 

meaningful ways (Ungar 2011; Ungar 2013). Decentering the child implies 

that the potential of the child’s social ecology in enabling resilience should be 

considered since they do not rely solely on their personal strengths to resile as 

earlier research seemed to suggest (Ungar 2011). Instead, they rely on what is 

built around them too, namely their social ecologies (families, schools, peers), 

and physical ecologies (services) (Ungar 2005). The findings of our study show 

that the social and physical ecologies of our participants were riddled and 

weakened by constellations of risk and adversity. This initiated streetism. 
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According to the atypicality principle of the SERT, resorting to  

streetism is an atypical way of coping adaptively, however, it seems to have 

been the only alternative the children had in situations devoid of the social 

capital that active micro and macro support systems could and should ideally 

provide (Donald et al. 2014; Ungar 2011; Ungar 2013). The findings further 

highlight the complexity of the phenomenon of resilience and related processes 

such as risk and protective resources (Ungar 2011; Ungar 2013). In other 

words, streetism is generally negatively perceived to be an unconventional way 

of coping with adversity (Dladla & Ogina 2018; Göthe 2016; Rurevo & 

Bourdillon 2003; Victor 2015) however, it served an adaptive function to the 

participants. As regards the cultural relativity principle of the SERT, resilience 

is nuanced by cultures which should ideally provide resilience resources in 

culturally meaningful ways (Ungar 2011). Cultures determine what is 

acceptable or not and in this regard, the dominant cultures of the participants 

viewed streetism as an atypical way of coping adaptively. This concealed the 

resilience of the participants who had adopted life on the street (Ungar 2004; 

Malindi & Theron 2010). Societies therefore stigmatise streetism (Dladla & 

Ogina 2018; Göthe 2016). What is considered as a risk, namely streetism, 

served an adaptive purpose to the participants. 

In general, the participants were critical of their social and physical 

ecologies and saw the weaknesses as reasons that initiated and sustained street-

bound migrations. Strengthening these social and physical ecologies could 

lessen the deluge of streetism.  

 
 

Conclusion 
This study amplified the voices of street-involved children and youth in a small 

rural town in the Free State Province of South Arica. The findings alerted the 

researchers to the risks that fuelled streetism among the participants. It further 

provides a constellation of solutions that may lessen the incidence of streetism. 

The context in which the study was conducted still bears the hallmarks of the 

political system that disadvantaged Africans and kept them in the periphery of 

the dominant socio-political system. While the causes of streetism were 

outlined by the participants, an important caveat is that these causes occur as 

complex combinations of personal and socioecological factors. The solutions 

proposed by the participants are wholly socioecological in nature.  

The major achievement of this study is that it reflects the views of  
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children-on-the-street unlike preceding studies that reflected more the views of 

adults as proxies (Dladla & Ogina 2018). The study was qualitative and 

phenomenological in design. Generalisation was not intended but it would be 

interesting to replicate this study in a city with other categories of street-

involved children and youth. Replicating the study in a city would allow for 

the comparison of the factors that fuel streetism and the solutions suggested by 

street-involved children and youth in various contexts. The sample consisted 

of street-involved children and youth classified as children-on-the-street who 

had access to home, school, church and a non-governmental organisation. It 

would be interesting to know the views of those children, namely children-of-

the-street who have severed ties with their families, and live permanently on 

the streets with no access to these resources. 

Secondary interventions are aimed at rescuing these children from the 

streets and placing them in care institutions. The findings of our study suggest 

that primary prevention interventions should be crafted. These primary 

prevention intervention programs should focus on strengthening families, 

empowering communities and making services and resources equitably 

accessible to all at-risk children. This would require schools to be made nodes 

of care for vulnerable children. The findings further advocate for mental 

health-care providers to craft interventions based on the views of the street-

involved children and youth themselves and not on the views of adult proxies.  

Collaboration among sectors of the society is needed. This would 

create opportunities for family and community resilience to be enhanced by 

creating job opportunities, strengthening families and making access to 

resources such as health-care, social services and education in rural 

communities possible. Schools in rural contexts should be resourced with 

adequate human and capital resources so that they can serve as nodes of care 

for at-risk learners. Resilience-promoting schools are in a better position to 

enable the resilience of vulnerable learners. These schools are manned by 

caring and resilient teachers and they have supportive networks with non-

governmental organisations as well as other government departments. 

Our research approach represented a move away from the 

commonplace adultist approaches that regard young people as participants who 

cannot contribute usable research data (Ennew 2003; Driessnack 2006). 

Through this study the voices of the children-on-the-street were acknowledged 

and amplified. These solutions will be helpful in crafting interventions. 
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