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Abstract

Millions of children worldwide engage in street labor instead of attending school,
with a significant number involved in hazardous occupations. This complexity
highlights the importance of understanding children’s lived experiences within
specific social contexts. This study aims to explore the lived experiences of work-
ing children in the socio-cultural setting of Yasouj, to gain insight into their inner
worlds and challenges. The study utilized a qualitative approach with a phenom-
enological method. Ten working children were selected as participants through
purposive sampling. Data were collected through via in-depth semi-structured
interviews and analyzed using Colaizzi’s technique. Analysis revealed five core
themes: 1) Autonomy and competence: the struggle to achieve independence and
protect oneself from humiliation. 2) Occupational vulnerability and hardship:
enduring physical risks, traffic accidents, and street violence. 3) Social stigma
and public hostility: facing cultural exclusion, labeling, and dehumanizing per-
ceptions. 4) Dialectic of work and family: taking on breadwinner or caregiver
responsibilities due to poverty, illness, or unstable parental structures. 5) Aspira-
tions and hope for advancement: using material and educational dreams as coping
mechanisms for resilience and finding meaning in everyday struggles. The funda-
mental structure of these children’s lived experiences reflects a state of marginal
suspension, where they are caught between family obligations and the desire for
autonomy. These children simultaneously are both victims and agents; as struc-
tural constraints push them into street while they actively strive to maintain their
dignity through street smartness and hope for a better future.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Child labor is a multifaceted social problem with profound global, regional, and local implica-
tions, representing a critical challenge to human dignity and child welfare in developing societ-
ies. According to UNICEF (2025), approximately 138 million children worldwide are engaged
instreet labor instead of receiving formal education, and more than halfare involved in hazardous
occupations that severely jeopardize their physical, cognitive, and moral development. In Iran,
while official statistics remain elusive due to the informal nature of child labor, estimates sug-
gest that nearly two million children are engaged in labor, ranging from waste picking to street
vending in urban centers. Sociologically, these children are divided into two primary categories:
children on the street—who maintain family ties and work to support household income—and
children of the street—for whom the street has become a primary home following the severving
of family ties. Yasouj, the capital of Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-Ahmad Province, has witnessed a
rise in child labor driven by rapid intra-provincial rural migration, unbalanced urban develop-
ment, and shifting socioeconomic structures. Despite this, most Iranian studies have focused on
major metropolises such as Tehran or Mashhad, leaving a knowledge gap regarding working
children in culturally distinct, smaller provincial capitals like Yasouj, where traditional tribal
networks intersect with modern urban expansion. This study explores the lived experiences of
these children using a descriptive phenomenological approach to uncover their inner worlds,
daily struggles, and agency. The conceptual framework integrates key theories: Oscar Lew-
is’s (1966) Culture of Poverty for understanding adaptive survival behaviors; Travis Hirschi’s
(1969) Social Bond Theory for analyzing the erosion of family and school ties; Albert Bandura’s
(1977) Social Learning Theory for conceptualizing the street as an informal shadow classroom;
and Social Exclusion Theory (Walker, 1997) for highlighting the multidimensional deprivation
that traps these children on society’s margins. By synthesizing these perspectives, the study seeks
to answer how working children in Yasouj perceive their daily realities and what strategies they
employ to maintain their human dignity in a state of social suspension.

2. Methodology

Using a qualitative phenomenological design, this study seeks to uncover the essential struc-
ture of the participants’ lived experiences and subjective perceptions. The participants were ten
working children (aged 9 to 15) in Yasouyj, specifically those working at intersections, gas sta—
tions, and public squares, who were selected through purposive sampling. Data were collect-
ed through in-depth, semi-structured interviews lasting 45 to 80 minutes each and conducted
between October and December 2025. Interviews were held in locations chosen by the partici-
pants, such as public parks, quiet work sites, or cafes, to promote trust, safety, and comfort. The
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collected data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s (1978) seven—step method: (1) transcribing audio
records; (2) extracting significant statements; (3) formulating meanings; (4) categorizing them
into thematic clusters; (5) developing a comprehensive description; (6) analyzing representative
symbols and metaphors; and (7) identifying the fundamental structure through final validation.
To ensure trustworthiness, several criteria were applied, including prolonged field engagement,
maximum variation sampling across ages and work locations, and participant validation through
member checking. Ethical considerations—including participant anonymity, informed assent
from children, parental consent where feasible, and the right to withdraw—were strictly priori-
tized throughout the research process.

3.Findings

The qualitative analysis of the lived experiences of working children in Yasouj revealed a com-
plex, interconnected structure of core themes that defined their daily reality. Central to their ex-
perience is a profound struggle for autonomy and competence, in which children perceive street
labor not merely as a symbol of victimhood, but as a strategic pathway toward economic inde-
pendence and self-worth. Participants such as Sohrab and Matin described having money in
their own pocket as a symbolic shield against social humiliation and a means of gaining immunity
from adults’ forced orders of adults, reflecting high agency under structural constraints. Through
street smartness, labor is transformed into active agency rather than passive begging. Howev-
er, this pursuit of autonomy is constantly threatened by occupational vulnerability and hardship,
characterized by acute physical, environmental, and security risks. Children endure extreme
seasonal weather conditions—cracked hands during freezing Yasouj winters and exhaustion
during scorching summers—while facing constant dangers from heavy traffic, vehicular acci-
dents, and street violence. A chilling concern expressed by younger participants such as Ayyan
was the fear of kidnapping or organ trafficking by strangers in suspicious vehicles, emphasizing
a total absence of basic physical security. Sasan highlighted the physical strain of reaching high
SUV windows to clean glass, serving as a constant reminder of the limitations imposed by age
within an adult-dominated labor space. Beyond physical pain, social stigma and public hostil-
ity emerged as a pervasive psychological burden. Children reported being routinely labeled by
passersby as beggars, thieves, or jinns, while also experiencing dehumanizing behavior such as
having dirty water splashed on them or having their hands intentionally trapped in car windows.
The persistent anxiety of being recognized by schoolteachers or classmates—and the associated
fear of losing face—further deepens their socio—cultural exclusion. Matin’s explicit refusal to
be photographed out of fear that schoolmates might identify him illustrates the intense emotional
tension existing between formal schooling, social identity, and street labor. This dynamic is in-
extricably bound to the dialectic of work and family, wherein the family functions simultaneously
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as aprimary push factor and a locus of dependency. Many children prematurely assumed the role
of household breadwinner due to a father’s illness, addiction, imprisonment, or death. Paradox-
ically, for some participants, the street served as an emotional refuge from conflict-ridden home
environments; Ayyan noted that his mother’s explosive anger drove him to the street, where he
felt safer and more relaxed. Yet, their economic independence remains fragile, as severe illness
or injury forces them back into complete parental dependence, illustrating an autonomy born
of structural necessity. Despite these overwhelming adversity structures, aspirations and hope
function as indispensable psychological survival mechanisms and sources of resilience. Their
future dreams—ranging from material goals like owning a motorcycle to ambitious professional
aims like becoming doctors or engineers—are deeply altruistic. For example, Iman expressed a
desire to achieve economic success specifically so he could establish support networks for other
street children, marking a transformational shift from being a passive victim of circumstances to
becoming an active protector and advocate for his peers.

4. Conclusion

The fundamental structure characterizing the lived experience of working children in Yasouj
is conceptualized as living on the edge of suspension. This essence captures an existential state
of being permanently suspended between childhood and adulthood, between family obligation
and personal independence, and between social invisibility and public stigma. In the specific
socio—cultural landscape of Yasouj —where traditional tribal ties intersect with rapid mod-
ernization and visible class disparities—street labor constitutes a deeply emotional experience
marked by shame, forced psychological maturation, and remarkable personal resilience. The
study concludes that these working children are not merely passive victims of socio—econom-
ic breakdown, but active social agents who use street smartness to protect their human dignity.
While structural poverty pushes them onto the streets, they actively resist the internalizing effects
of the culture of poverty through forward-looking aspirations and self-definition as competent
workers. The policy recommendations call for multi-systemic interventions: first, strengthening
macro-level social security safety nets (for example, targeted poverty alleviation and parental
healthcare) to prevent children from becoming premature breadwinners; second, establishing
trauma-informed, resilience-based psychological counseling within local community cen-
ters; and third, expanding flexible digital education access and alternative learning programs for
working children to maintain their educational ties and prevent them from being permanently
absorbed into the high-risk informal underground economy.

Keywords: Working children; Lived experience; Autonomy; Resilience; Social exclusion;

Suspension.
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