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Abstract The aim is to explore how young people, after hav-
ing lived on the streets, experience the reintegration process of
returning to their local community. Individual interviews were
conducted with young males having experience of reintegra-
tion after having lived on the streets. The results show a step-
wise process initially signified by ambivalence, moving back
and forth and encountering setbacks. The process shows how
self-reliance is developed and how agency, resilience, individ-
ual and collective capital are part of this. Young people who
have lived on the street can successfully reintegrate into their
local community when given adequate support.
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Introduction

Children living and working on the street are found in both
developing and developed countries (Aptekar and Stoecklin
2013), and are known to face vulnerable and difficult situa-
tions (Benitez 2011). Organisations in the past usually focused
on assisting the children while on the street or by offering
them institutional care. Research has also, to a large extent,
concentrated on the situation that these children face while on
the street, showing not only that they often lack access to basic

needs such as food, shelter, education and health care and
experience health problems, violence, exploitation and dis-
crimination, but also that they have agency and are able to
form social networks with other children on the street (Ray
et al. 2011; Evans 2006; Benitez 2007; Kaime-Atterhög 2012;
Walakira et al. 2014). During the past decade, policies have
however shifted towards assisting them to reintegrate into a
community setting (Corcoran and Wakia 2016; James-Wilson
2007; Feeny 2005).

Reviews to assess the effectiveness of interventions for
children living on the street all point out a need for further
research on interventions and reintegration outcomes (Hossain
and Coren 2015; Coren et al. 2013; Wedge 2013; Ager et al.
2012; Berckmans et al. (2012). The sparse research available
has mostly focused on the short-term outcomes of reintegra-
tion. The results indicate that children can be successfully
reintegrated to the educational system (Salokangas 2010), that
there is a need to carefully prepare the children and families
before reunification, that underlying problems need to be re-
solved and that individualised solutions and follow-up work
are required (Schrader-McMillan and Herrera 2016; Ferguson
et al. 2008). Based on these experiences, guidelines for how
such community-based reintegration best can be achieved
have been developed (Inter-agency working group on chil-
dren’s reintegration 2016). However, to better understand the
effects of community-based reintegration efforts, there is a
need to focus on the more long-term outcomes and to explore
young people’s narratives of their experiences of being
reintegrated into the community.

Kagera was one of the first AIDS-affected regions in
Tanzania that faced a sizeable impact of the epidemic. Many
people in productive age became sick or died, leaving children
orphaned, often cared for by old people, who themselves
needed care (Ksoll 2007). It is estimated that in 2010, one in
eight children in the region was an orphan (National Bureau of
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Statistics 2013). Orphan child-headed families also became
common in several locations and villages (Evans 2012;
Grant and Yeatman 2012). Similar to other countries in
Africa, orphans were to a large extent being cared for by
members of their extended families (National Bureau of
Statistics 2011). However, these traditional safety nets were
not able to cater for all the orphaned children. Thus, some left
home to live on the streets (Foster 2000). Other major reasons
for children to migrate to the streets were poverty, abuse and
maltreatment (Embleton et al. 2016; Olsson 2016; Benitez
2011). Bukoba, the regional capital of the Kagera region, ex-
perienced an increase of children joining the street a decade
ago (Olsson 2004). To improve the situation, a local organi-
sation started a project to assist children and young people
working and living on the street. This offered a natural setting
for studying the reintegration process from the children’s
perspective.

The aim of this paper is to explore how young people in
Kagera, after having lived on the streets, experienced the re-
integration process of returning to their local community.

The term ‘street children’ usually covers many different
groups of children, and can include children more or less
connected to the street. The term has been criticised for defin-
ing children by their lives on the street and not capturing their
agency (Benitez 2007). In this paper, the term ‘children living
on the street’ is used and defined as children that are sleeping
outside or in abandoned buildings in the nights. Reintegration
is defined as children leaving their life on the street to return to
their local community. This can mean moving to family, rela-
tives, a house of their own, boarding school and even foster
care.

Theoretical Framework

Earlier research on children living on street has identified three
theoretical perspectives helpful for understanding their expe-
riences: resilience, agency and social capital (Amoah and
Edusei 2014; Davies 2008; Nicholas 2011; Mizen and
Ofosu-Kusi 2010). These perspectives have also been used
to understand other groups of children in adverse situations
(Evans 2012; Leff 2008).

Resilience

Resilience refers to a situation where individuals have rela-
tively good outcome despite adverse life events and implies
relative resistance to overcoming stress and adversity (Rutter
2007). Similarly, children may be doing better than expected,
given their history of adverse experiences. Some might be
resilient to negative events, but not all. Rutter (2007) argues
that there are three considerations to be made; firstly, over-
coming adversity depends on the experiences that they have

after the adverse event, secondly, resilience cannot be reduced
to individual psychological traits, and thirdly, the mediating
mechanisms giving rise to resiliencemight be personal agency
or coping strategies, i.e. what individuals do to deal with chal-
lenges that they face. Factors promoting resilience can be
grouped into assets and resources. Assets refer to individual
internal psychological and biological factors, competencies,
coping skills and self-efficacy. Resources are factors that are
external to individuals and reflected in the nature and quality
of relationships, including parental and family support and
community organisations (Fergus and Zimmerman 2005).

Studies have shown that children and young people living
on the street show considerable resilience in terms of meeting
their survival needs, developing social networks and living
independently with their peers on the street (Amoah and
Edusei (2014). This has led to a shift in thinking about child-
hood from emphasising their vulnerability to stressing their
strengths and considering the connections between risk and
resilience factors associated with street life (McAdam-Crisp
et al. 2005).

Agency

Over three decades ago, James and Prout (1997) introduced
the concept of children having their own agency, showing that
their competencies can influence their social world and that
they can take active part in it. This brought about a major shift
in childhood research moving away from considering children
as passive subjects. The term agency refers to the ability of
individuals to act independently and to make their own deci-
sions and choices. Several studies on orphans and vulnerable
children and those living on the street have shown that they
have a high degree of agency, often linked to resilience
(Amoah and Edusei 2014).

A conceptual shift towards realising that children and
young people are subjects who speak in their own right and
have their own agency to form and influence their life course
has also been reflected on in one of United Nations reports,
concluding that ‘children living and/or working in the streets
cannot be considered as a social problem but, instead, as hu-
man beings with full potential to contribute to society and as
positive agents for change’ (United Nations, 2011).

To recognise children’s agency does not mean that adults
close to the child and society can abdicate from their respon-
sibility to provide the support needed. Children are still less
capable of taking care of all aspects of their lives compared to
adults. Instead, it means that children should be participating
in the decision-making process regarding their lives (Sanders
and Mace 2006). Among children living on the street, some
will be weaker than others and therefore in need of additional
care and support. A critique against the agency concept is also
that it has not transformed into real political change for chil-
dren on the street. Children are to a large degree still denied
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political influence, and their decision-making power is low
(Bordonaro 2012).

Social Capital

Social capital can be seen both as a collective feature that
characterises communities with regard to high or low levels
of social participation, trust and reciprocity norms (Putnam
2000) and as a resource available to individuals through their
involvement in different social networks (Portes 1998). While
Putnam focuses largely on the beneficial effects of social cap-
ital, other researchers recognise the potential negative aspects;
Eriksson (2010) and Portes (2014) observed communities with
high social capital risk excluding members that do not fit the
norms. Social capital can be divided into structural social cap-
ital, which focuses on what people ‘do’, and cognitive social
capital, which focuses on what people ‘feel’. Structural social
capital refers to participation in networks and can be further
divided into bonding (networking within social groups with
people similar to one-self, e.g. family and friends), bridging
(networking with people that are not alike in terms of social
identity) and linking (networking with people with different
power and authority) (Szreter and Woolcock 2004).

The concept of social capital has been used in various re-
search areas, e.g. health promotion, public health and HIV
prevention, and a link between social capital and self-rated
health has been established (Story 2013; Eriksson 2010).
Research has shown that there are stronger associations be-
tween individual social capital than with collective social cap-
ital and positive health outcomes. Regarding individual social
capital, the cognitive component has been found to be more
important than the structural one (Story 2013). In Tanzania,
studies have shown that individual social capital is important
for orphans’ and vulnerable children’s ability to claim their
land, resilience and empowerment (Evans 2011, 2012). In
studies from Kagera region, the positive role of collective
social capital for HIV prevention has also been established,
especially through the social groups that were formed facili-
tating transfer of norms and knowledge important for HIV
prevention (Frumence et al. 2014; Frumence 2011).

Having access to social capital has been shown to be im-
portant for having a more favourable situation on the street
(Amoah and Jørgensen 2014; Nicholas 2011; Stephenson
2001; Ferguson 2004), and weakened social capital has been
one reason for children to migrate to the streets (Volpi 2003).
Even if there is limited research on the role of social capital in
the reintegration of children previously living on street, there
are studies indicating that access to social capital facilitates a
positive outcome of the reintegration process for former child
soldiers (Leff 2008).

In this paper, we used these theoretical perspectives of re-
silience, agency and social capital as sensitising concepts.
This implies that they were used to guide both data collection

and the analysis, not steering us in what to see but suggest
directions to look (Blumer 1954).

Methods

Study Setting

Kagera region is situated in northwestern Tanzania, with a
population of 2.5 million. The region consists of eight districts
(National Bureau of Statistics 2013). In 2003, a project, re-
ferred to as Tumaini, started with an aim to assist the increas-
ing number of children living in the streets and working as
domestic workers in Bukoba town. The project was imple-
mented by the Evangelical-Lutheran Church of Tanzania,
North-Western Diocese (ELCT NWD) and has, since the be-
ginning, assisted over 750 children. The majority of these
children were boys, which is similar to the pattern found in
most parts of the world (Aptekar and Stoecklin 2013). The
project framework is similar to the recommended pillars of
reintegration work set forward in published guidelines by
the Inter-agency working group on children’s reintegration
(2016). The project has records of basic information about
individuals who have received support from the project and
provided the sampling frame for this study.

Overall Research Design

This study is part of a larger research project aiming to under-
stand what facilitates young people that have previously lived
on street to reintegrate to their local community. The project
made use of a mixed-method approach using both qualitative
and quantitative methodology with focus group discussions,
in-depth interviews and a cross-sectional survey as the main
data collection methods. Data from focus group discussions
(FGDs) and a cross-sectional survey have been analysed and
reported elsewhere (Olsson et al. 2016; Olsson 2016; Olsson
et al., forthcoming). These studies focused on reasons to leave
home, the children’s and young people’s situation on the street
and as domestic workers as well as their situation after reinte-
gration with regard to sociodemographic factors, occurrence
of violence, quality of life and self-rated health. In the current
study, we used a qualitative approach to capture the young
people’s experiences of reintegrating to the community after
having lived on the street. Since we wanted to stay close to the
informants’ lived experiences, individual in-depth interviews
were chosen for data collection (Dahlgren et al. 2007;
Graneheim and Lundman 2004).

Sampling of Informants

The informants were sampled among the participants from the
cross-sectional survey described earlier (Olsson et al. 2016)
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that had indicated willingness to participate in an individual
interview to tell more about their experiences. We aimed at
reaching males and females who were between 18 and
24 years that had earlier lived on the streets. According to
our judgement, they would be better capable of reflecting back
on their previous experiences and able to relate to their current
situation than their younger peers. The list of participants in
the survey was revisited, and among those that had
volunteered for an interview, efforts were made to select in-
formants who came from different districts: urban, semi-urban
and rural. We also aimed at interviewing young people that
had been reintegrated during varying lengths of time (mini-
mum one year) and had indicated both low and high qualities
of life after reintegration. The field coordinator of the survey
contacted potential informants, informed them about the aim
of the study and asked about their willingness to take part. In
the cross-sectional survey, only 6 % of those having lived on
the street were girls, but when approached, they did not fit the
selection criteria or were not available for an interview. Thus,
our study is limited to the experiences of young males.

Data Collection

The interviews were performed during spring 2015 by the
main author (JO) together with the Kiswahili speaking field
coordinator who also acted as an interpreter. The interviewer
(JO) was not from the region, and did not speak the local
language, but had been involved in social work related to
young people living on the streets in Bukoba for a period of
more than two decades. For the informants to feel confident
during the interviews, it was important that the interpreter was
from the region, spoke both the local language Kihaya and
Kiswahili and had a long experience in interviewing individ-
uals regarding sensitive issues for research purposes. The in-
formants came from three districts: Bukoba municipal,
Muleba and Missenye. Rooms were rented in each one of
these localities where the informants could be interviewed in
a place where privacy could be warranted. The interviews
were conducted in Kiswahili/Kihaya since it was important
for the informants to feel that they could express themselves
freely and use their own words in doing so. Prior to the inter-
views, the informants were reminded of the purpose and vol-
untary nature of the study, that confidentiality would be en-
sured and that they could at any point quit the interview with-
out any impact for them. The interviews were digitally record-
ed, and lasted between 40 and 120min, with an average of 1 h.

An interview guide was constructed, based on experiences
from the FGDs and the cross-sectional survey described above
(Olsson et al. 2016). To develop a rich understanding of the
reintegration process, the interview guide covered various
themes: the process of leaving the street and starting to rein-
tegrate, current situation with regard to housing and work,
social interaction, available network and future plans. The

interview guide only served as a guide, and probing questions
were used to explore the informants’ own views and experi-
ences. After having interviewed 11 young males, a wide range
and variation in experience had been captured and no new
aspects came up.

Analysis

To prepare for analysis, the recorded interviews were tran-
scribed verbatim. All that was said either in English,
Kiswahili or Kihaya was transcribed. Later the Kiswahili
and Kihaya transcripts were translated to English by local
interpreters, making it possible for the authors to check that
meaning was not lost in translation.

The analysis process followed qualitative content analysis
as described by Graneheim and Lundman (2004). This im-
plied that the analysis started with reading each interview in
detail followed by identifying and coding meaning unit. The
meaning units were not condensed since the interviews were
fairly short and concise. The second step included clustering
and abstracting codes to categories and sub-categories on a
manifest level, still keeping close to what the informants
expressed. Later an overall theme was constructed to illustrate
the more latent meaning of the text. Using the Excel program
facilitated the sorting and clustering of codes.

All three authors coded independently the sections in each
interview that was related to leaving the street and the early
reintegration process. The coding was afterwards compared
and discussed to get a common view of the text. The coding
was then completed by the main author and discussed with the
co-authors. The theme, categories and sub-categories were
developed jointly. After the analytical structure was devel-
oped, it was discussed with the interpreter. In a last step,
quotes could be identified to illustrate how the interpretations
were justified in the data. The analytical process moving from
meaning unit to sub-category is illustrated in Fig. 1.

Ethical Approval and Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the Muhimbili University
of Health and Allied Sciences (MUHAS) in Dar es Salaam,
and appropriate approval from the local authorities was ob-
tained prior to the start of the study. Written consent from the
participants was obtained, after they had received information
about the study. The research team was aware of the sensitive
nature of the topics brought up in the interviews, which could
potentially increase stress among the informants. A referral
system was therefore set up, and all informants were informed
that they could receive support if needed. During the course
of the study, two of the informants expressed a need for
counselling and the team helped to reestablish contact
with the organisation.
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Results

The analysis was based on interviews with 11 young men,
between 19 and 24 years. They all worked, in various sectors.
Some stayed alone and others with relatives, friends or wives
(see Table 1).

Our analysis resulted in one overall theme, supported by
three main categories with sub-categories describing the infor-
mants’ experiences of their reintegration process (see Fig. 2).
The first two categories show a process over time, whereas the
third category is ongoing throughout the reintegration process.

The overall theme from social exclusion to inclusion—a
stepwise process indicates an overall movement from being
identified by others as street children, being looked down
upon and discriminated against to being seen mainly as ‘nor-
mal persons’. However even if they successively felt included
and accepted in the community, they constantly struggled to
become independent, trying to make sure not to have to face
social exclusion again. The first category moving back and
forth relates to exit processes that were filled with ambiva-
lence. The exit processes often lasted over a period of time,
and included several movements between the street and the
organisation before starting a stepwise journey towards a
reintegrated life in the community. The next category encoun-
tering setbacks captures the new set of challenging problems
that the former street children met when starting to reintegrate.

If faced with unrealistic demands, this could mean that they
hid problems in fear of being seen to fail and again face ex-
clusion. The last category building self-reliance illustrates a
process within them, slowly changing their self-perception
and identity, from a ‘street child’ to feeling being a member
in society and living an independent life.

The following section gives a detailed account of the re-
sults. It is presented under the headings of the categories and
sub-categories and with quotes to illustrate how the interpre-
tation is justified in the data.

Moving Back and Forth

The main trajectory for the informants can be described as a
long process of going back and forth between street and other
places such as the organisation, home and boarding school,
before settling in the local community. However what actually
happened was to a large extent dependent on meeting grown-
ups that had their best interest at heart.

Being Lost But Waiting to be Found

When the informants talked about what made them leave, the
difficult situation on the street they often described that it was
not their own initiative; instead, they met some adult who

Fig. 1 The coding process,
moving from a meaning unit to
sub-category

Table 1 Sociodemographic
characteristics of the informants No. Age District Housing Occupation

1 24 Muleba Alone in rented room Bicycle taxi driver

2 24 Bukoba rural Alone in small house he borrows
from a woman

Trainee to be motor bike mechanic

3 24 Bukoba urban Sharing room with a friend Casual labour, day labourer

4 24 Missenye With wife in house he built Has his own carpenter workshop

5 19 Muleba Live with brother in a house Fisherman

6 23 Muleba With wife in a house Farmer

7 20 Missenye Alone in rented room Factory worker, sugar industry

8 23 Bukoba urban Alone in rented room Factory worker, fish industry

9 22 Bukoba urban Living in house with younger siblings Motorbike taxi driver

10 22 Bukoba urban Alone in rented room Motorbike taxi driver

11 19 Bukoba rural Alone in a house Farmer and builder
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offered them assistance. That could be staff from the local
organisations or other adults in the city.

I was…about nine years,…there was one gentleman
who was passing by the streets, he took me, we went
there at Tumaini. (Int. 5)

Other children described how they met staff from the orga-
nisation that they felt that they could trust and therefore dared to
go with them to see what they could offer. Often, it started with
sitting in a coffee shop in the city to discuss, and after having
met a couple of times, they trusted them enough to go with
them to the organisation to see what they could offer. Being
able to trust the adults that they met was important for them.

Taking Own Decisions

Those who did take a decision on their own described that they
had heard of the organisation and went there to ask for assis-
tance. The tendency was to go there in a small group of two or
three boys, which was probably a way to feel safe. It was
common for them to gradually shift from the street to the orga-
nisation, by continuing to sleep on the street in the beginning
and be at the organisation during daytime. But there were also
those that moved directly to the organisation’s transition home.

Even though they often sought assistance jointly, the rein-
tegration was later individual, with each child taking its own
path. Since the children were used to live independently, they
often had clear opinions of whom they wanted to move to and
what type of education they wanted to have. When the first
plan did not work out, they could return to the street for a
while before finding something better as indicated by the fol-
lowing quote.

I began looking for a job, fortunately I happened to get a
job at Triple BH^ restaurant. I stayed there working for
a period of three months but the work was tiresome and

its payment was 15,000 only. So I decided to leave that
job, I later met a man who was building a house and I
joined him as a porter. (Int. 10)

Depending on Goodwill of Trusted Grown-Ups

The narratives illustrated how the informants also after having
left the street often had to depend on the good will of trusted
grown-ups. Even though they had lived independently for a
long time, they were again in a child’s position and had to rely
on grown-ups. When this worked well, they were listened to
and taken seriously as indicated in the quote below:

After we got used to (the center), after two weeks, they
asked us ‘do you like school’, we said yes…so we went
there, they took good care of us, and every day after
school they checked on our exercise books. (Int. 7)

They also described instances when grown-ups decided on
their behalf, without considering their situation in full or put-
ting other’s interest first. The quote below relates to an infor-
mant that had been placed in foster care in his friend’s family,
but when the foster father could not afford school fees, he had
to return to the centre, to find an alternative plan.

My friend’s father failed to support me since he had two
children joining secondary school and I was the third
one, so he said that I should be shifted to the centre, and
after sometime my transfer forms were processed and I
was taken to join Secondary School. (Int. 10)

Being Given Second Chances

Since the informants were used to leave non-conducive envi-
ronments, they continued to use that strategy and were prone

Fig. 2 A summary of the results
with theme, categories and sub-
categories
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to change what they wanted to do and where they wanted to
stay. Sometimes going back home did not work out, and then,
they either went back to the street or the organisation to ask for
assistance. Then a new plan would be developed, which
could, for example, be vocational school. That might also
not work out because they realised that they did not like the
subject so they changed the course. The quote below illus-
trates how one of the informants was given several chances
to finally be able to start reestablish himself in the community.

I came back to the street, but she (a staff at the center)
found me and asked me why I have come back to street. I
told her, she understood me and said she will arrange
for me to get a school here… From MEMKWA I was
taken to Kashasha Vocational Training centre where I
took carpentry studies. But because I did not like car-
pentry but rather mechanics, I stopped studies after one
year and four months. I came back and told her, she
agreed and promised to help me. (Int. 2)

Encountering Setbacks

The reintegration process did not seem to follow a straight
line. The interviews included not only several stories about
setbacks when starting the reintegration process in, for exam-
ple, entering the school system or making ends meet but also
attempts to find new solutions to overcome them.

Reentering the School System

The importance of going to school was evident in the inter-
views. Many of the informants had not been to school for
several years, and some had never gone to school at all. Not
being given the possibility to attend school had also been one
of the important reasons to leave home. In addition, the orga-
nisation saw school as a vehicle for change, and assisted them
in starting either primary school or MEMKWA.1 At the time
for reintegration, a school transfer was initiated, so the child
could start in a local school, at a level appropriate for their
knowledge. Sometimes this worked well; others encountered
setbacks. Some parents thought that they were too old to go to
school and demanded them to start working. There were also
schools that were reluctant to take in someone that was many
years older than the classmates. Boarding schools, both voca-
tional and secondary schools, became a solution. Other prob-
lems are related to poverty where the parents or caretakers that
they were staying with could not afford the required materials

needed for attending school, e.g. shoes and exercise books.
The quote gives an illustration of how the transfer back home
resulted in being forced to quit school and start to work.

So I joined primary school standard five, in standard six
they told me that ‘you will be transferred back home’.
Therefore, they processed my transfer. Upon reaching
there my father refused, saying ‘no…go to your place,
build a house and start your own life, for all that period
what were you studying, you should have been done by
now’. (Int. 11)

Facing Difficulties to Make Ends Meet

The main difficulties for the informants, when starting to re-
integrate, had been to find a job after finishing school, espe-
cially one where they could earn enough to support them-
selves. They had various kinds of works and earnings. In the
villages, they usually farmed or were fisherman. In the cities,
they were factory workers and motorbike taxi drivers; others
ran small business or were day labourer. All these different
jobs had their own set of challenges. The motorbike taxi
drivers usually worked 7 days a week, had to earn enough to
first pay the owner of the bikes and the fuel. In addition, they
were often stopped by the police and had to pay fines, and
feared accidents. The quote below illustrates the risk that they
faced of actually having nothing left at all.

The biggest problem is…you might find yourself only
making 10000 shilling and if you deduct the boss’
7000 shilling and deduct 3000 for fuel you remain with
nothing and so you are forced to sleep hungry. (Int. 10)

The factory workers often had hard work and low pay. The
fisherman had a seasonal job where in periods, they did not
catch any fish to eat and sell. The day labourer had been
rounded up with police and taken to court because it was not
legal to be loitering. He was later freed, but this illustrates how
vulnerable young people without formal employment are.

Meeting Unrealistic Demands

When the children left home, it impacted the whole family,
and moving back to the family could also mean facing diffi-
culties and unrealistic demands. The parents could have dif-
ferent views of what was important, the same problem that
made them leave home the first time might still persist, etc.
The young people might be aided in form of school fees and
equipment; the siblings might not receive the same support
something that could lead to envy. The family members and
the young people could also have differing view of what was
the best way forward for them. One of the informants

1 MEMKWA is a special education program to provide education opportuni-
ties for those who could not be mainstreamed to formal schools. Children aged
10 and above that have missed big portion of school should join MEMKWA
for 1–2 years, and after passing the exam for standard four, they can start
standard five in ordinary primary school.
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described how his aunt wanted him to marry before she died.
The aunt sold a piece of land to pay the bride price. The boy
would have preferred to use money to start a business, but
when discussing with the chairperson in the village, the boy
agreed with the aunt and complied.

So the chairperson and my aunt looked for a girl and
married her for me. (Int. 6)

This 17-year-old informant got married to a 16-year-old
girl. He described that they liked each other, but that they were
struggling to make ends meet, and some days, they did not
have anything to eat. On the other hand, he now had in-laws
and was part of a family, instead of being totally alone after the
death of the aunt.

For the informants that had been separated from their
homes and families for a very long time, it was hard to even
remember where they used to live, and the relationships with
family members could be very strained. One boy described
how the organisation suggested that he should move back to
his father, but when he reached, he concluded that the same
problems that he earlier had with his father persisted.

I did not spend even a day. We reached there at around
eleven am; at twelve I started coming back to town on
foot. I reached Bukoba town at two am in the night (Int.
2)

Hiding Up-Coming Problems

The informants gave several examples of how they were hid-
ing their problems to others.When they did not have any food,
they were reluctant to tell anybody, and rather than asking for
it from family members, they went to sleep starving.

I really find it hard to go and tell my brother that I am
starving… of course he will give me but personally I
don’t find it easy to tell him. …Personally, I feel it’s not
good to get used to asking for everything from my broth-
er. So I want to avoid such things and also learning to
get my own things just the (way) he got his. (Int. 10)

One of the informants recounted a situation when his broth-
er in law, whom he lived with, got very upset because he dared
to reveal his difficult situation. The informant had grown out
of his shoes, and the family could not afford new ones, and
therefore, he had been given a pair of shoes by the school’s
head master, so he could continue school.

My brother in law said about those shoes… ‘who is he to
buy you shoes, so he thinks that we cannot afford to take
care of you, if so then go and stay at his place’. (Int. 7)

Living in Fear of Failure and Exclusion

All our informants had a very tough background. They had
left home, often at a young age, due to their situation being so
difficult that they thought that going to the city on their own
might improve their situation. When they ended up on the
streets, they faced violence, worse poverty and severe stigma
and discrimination. One of the informants described the tran-
sition from being seen as an outcast to being treated normally.
He, like others, contributed this mainly to appearance, which
indicates that this might be a temporary situation that easily
could change.

Right now, they take me as a normal person because
right now I look like someone who comes from a
recognised family. Right now, I am clean, but during
that time I was looking dirty and lousy. So, during that
time they see us like dirty children. Right now, you can-
not tell that I used to live on streets, and that is because
right now I have a place of residence, but those days I
used to sleep on verandas. I am treated like a person
from a different society and not like one from the streets.
(Int. 8)

Feelings of happiness and sadness, shame and pride were
often related to poverty—if they could get money to buy food
and other essential, they felt good; if they had to go to bed
hungry, they felt bad. In their vulnerable situation, where job
and housing were not always very stable, at least not in the
beginning of the reintegration, the risk of failing could mean a
dramatic change of situation. The constant worry about the
future seemed always present.

What will happen when I reach form four, and you may
never know, I might even fail in form four, who will I
belong to then? To whomwill I go? Howwill I live? (Int.
7)

Building Self-Reliance

The informants’ stories indicated several ways that their self-
reliance was built during the reintegration process. They had
varied views about how their lives compared to their peers;
one view was that the quality of their lives was equal to others
and another view that they had more difficulties compared to
their peers. They described that they were poorer and had less
support from their families compared to others. At the same
time, they described themselves as hard working not giving up
their strive for an independent life. I want to live my own life, I
don’t want to depend on a person. (Int. 5). When asked about
dreams for the future, the informants talked about indepen-
dence and with one of them revealing a strong wish to become
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an equal member of society. I want to be equal like other
people. (Int. 11). After having spent years sleeping on the
pavement, the dream of a home or their own was also appar-
ent. For me to have my own place, if my guest is looking for
me, he finds me at my place. (Int. 3).

Keeping Contact with Family

An important way of building self-reliance was to keep con-
tact with family members to the extent that it was possible.
Often it depended on if they had money for ‘airtime’ so they
could call. It was less often that they could visit the family
members. However, the quote below indicates a stronger
sense of responsibility for their family members than vice
versa.

My dream is to acquire capital and run small entrepre-
neurship, for me to move on and have my own place,
and make life better for my mom in the village; because
she lives like an animal. I can say though she is at her
place but still she leads unhappy life, I want both of us to
be happy. (Int. 3)

Even though there were some examples of how they turned
to their family members when they faced problems, it seemed
that this was not the most common way, but having contact
with family was still important.

When I have some money I do go to the village to visit
them, sometimes my mother comes to visit me. (Int. 1)

Since many of the informants were orphans, there was
much sadness for what they missed, both in closeness and
support.

My sadness is when I sit down and wish like if I also had
a mother to comfort me. I used to have a father but he
also died. (Int. 10)

Relying on New and Old Networks

The informants described how they, after reintegration, were
mainly treated well by community members, and they again
attributed this to now looking like other young people. They
were no longer dirty, and did not look like they were living on
street. The community played an important role for the infor-
mants’ ability to reintegrate, mentioning significant others
such as village leaders, teachers and neighbours that were
stepping in and providing assistance.

When I went to the village I was received like their own
child. (Int. 10)

They were also invited as members of social groups2 in the
community. All had friends that were important for them and
to a large extent made through work. Having friends allowed
them to relax and forget about their problems. Some of the
friends and others even took on a parental role. These were
people that were closer to them than their biological family,
and that supported them emotionally and practically in their
daily lives.

He is older than me, he is like my brother but the way he
cares me he treats me like my father. (Int. 2)

There were informants who had married and had children
while others had a girlfriend. All went to church or mosque
either weekly or from time to time. For those that lacked
friends and people to turn to, the project played an important
role, even after they have turned 18 and finished school. It
could be with a request for tools so they could start working
as a carpenter or to get help with medical treatment.

Taking Pride in Step-Wise Successes

The informants talked about being proud when they had
succeeded to get a job and managed to support themselves.

I constructed my own house, and he gave me a piece of
land. I started to be self-dependent, up to now I depend
on myself… I grow tomatoes and sell them to weekly
market (Int. 11)

They were also proud over their new role in the society,
being seen as community members and feeling that they
belonged there.

Right now I can stand before the society and speak
something that can easily be understood. The other
thing that I am proud of is that right now my life is not
bad. It’s also not easy to recognize that I have ever lived
on streets. Someone might think that I was brought up
from a very good family which had no problems. (Int. 8)

Being Determined Not to Give Up

Even though the informants described how they faced new
challenges, they seemed determined not to give up. They re-
ally wanted to finish education and those who had started
working, worked hard, often 7 days a week. The quote

2 Mainly groups where the members contribute money and can get financial
help when they need, for funerals, etc. Only those that have a regular
income can participate in those groups, since the contributions have
to be made regularly.
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illustrates the struggle that one informant faced to be able to
finalise his studies.

When exercises books finish, my uncle replenishes.
Unfortunately, my uncle was poor, he had a family, so
I began going to school and selling sugarcanes. I took
them to the gulio (special market day), if I got some
money I bought exercise books and continued with stud-
ies. (6)

Despite living in an unstable situation, the informants de-
scribed plans to improve their lives in the future. Their dreams
included taking steps to improve their lives and the lives of
other family members.

I would want to be a head of the family and have some
things to generate income. First and foremost, I show
love to my children. (Int. 10)

Giving Back

It was clear from the informants’ stories that they still felt
connected to other children living on the street. They remem-
bered how it was to live on the street and felt a great respon-
sibility to help them in one way or another.

I sometimes meet street children sleeping on verandas
saying that they have nothing to eat. I cannot just leave
because I passed that kind of life, I have tested a street
life so I can’t just ignore street child. (Int. 1)

One informant compared his current situation with the sit-
uation of the children still living on the street. His wish was to
share his experiences of leaving the street and thereby encour-
age them to find a way to improve their situation.

You can’t compare children with homes with street chil-
dren who are homeless. There is a big difference. You
see that boy, we have been together since we were very
young, but he is different from me, he does not fight to
improve his life, he does not ask himself: Today I am this
way, How will I be tomorrow? I am trying my best to
bring him here so I can teach him what I already know,
for sure I consider street boys my family. (Int. 2)

Another informant illustrated the urge to give back when
describing how he allowed children that lived on the street to
come to his carpenter shop and work. He found joy in being
able to help them become carpenters themselves.

I decided to stay with them because I remember the
extent I was supported so I decided to help them as they

came… I feel happy when I get money, help the children
as much as I can in the small expenditures that they
require, that is when I feel happy. (Int. 4)

Discussion

This study aimed to explore how young people, after having
lived on the streets, experienced the reintegration process of
returning to their local community. The main finding was that
the young people moved from a position of social exclusion to
inclusion in this process. However, the process was ambiva-
lent, took time and was marked with setbacks. When they
lived on the street, they were severely discriminated and
ostracised, but reintegration increased their possibility to feel
like members in the community. However during the whole
process, they were dependent both on their own agency and
others’ willingness to support them.

Agency—When Leaving Street

Leaving the street was an ambivalent process where the young
people moved back and forth between the street, the
supporting social work organisation and the local community
settings. A similar situation has been described in a study of
street children in Canada and Guatemala illustrating various
dimensions of the process, moving from contemplating leav-
ing the street to redefining one’s sense of self (Karabanow
2008). In our study, the success of the reintegration process
was related to how the young people were respected and lis-
tened to and how their own agency and independence were
maintained. But it was also clear that they had to have grown-
ups with capacity and willingness to support them in this
transition. Since they were used to leave unfavourable
situations, they often continued to leave places for a while or
for good. This meant that it was important for them to have
people that they could rely on to assist them to come up with
alternative plans and solutions if the first one failed. The
importance of getting the possibility to build such trustful
adult relationships for successful interventions has been
pointed out both in a systematic review by Berckmans et al.
(2012) and Kaime-Atterhög’s thesis (2012) on interventions
among street children in Kenya.

The result showed that the path to reintegration was very
individual, each one had their own way, and no single model
seemed to fit all. The importance of individual tailored
solutions for children having lived on the street is something
that is also pointed out by Plummer et al. (2007) in their study
of children on the street in Khartoum, Sudan. In our study, the
grown-ups around the young people sometimes decided on
behalf of them, which usually did not work out well. This
emphasises the need to respect the young people and their
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abilities, to recognise that many of them had lived indepen-
dently for a long time, and therefore might be more capable
than other young people in the same age to plan for their
future. Earlier research from an urban setting in Ghana has
also shown that children living on the street have a high degree
of agency and resilience that needs to be taken into account
when designing programs for them (Amoah and Edusei
2014). In our study, the role of the social support organisation
connecting the young people and the community, giving them
space and flexibility for transition, respecting their decision
and providing assistance for them during the reintegration
process was crucial. As discussed by Sanders and Mace
(2006), respecting the agency of the children did not mean
that the adults abdicated from their responsibility; instead,
they continued to provide care and support in various areas
of the children’s lives: emotionally, practically and financially.

Resilient—But Still VulnerableWhenTackling Challenges

During the reintegration process, the young people in our
study often faced a new set of challenges, not only in terms
of reentering the school system and making ends meet, but
also in having to deal with strained family relations and con-
flicts. They started to build up their self-reliance and at the
same time changed their view of themselves from ‘unclean
street children’ to an identity more and more as a community
member with equal status with others. But they also faced
similar problems as other young people in the community
since Kagera region is one of the poorest regions in
Tanzania, and making ends meet is a challenge for most peo-
ple (De Weerdt 2010). The disadvantage for the young people
in our study was, however, that they lacked care and support
from their own families, which others naturally have. This put
them in a more vulnerable and exposed situation compared to
their peers. This led to an increased need of external support
until they had reached a point where they and their families
had enough means to sustain their livelihood. Their wish to be
independent and showing others that they could handle the
societal requirements at times even made them hide their
own problems from others and thereby risked not getting basic
assistance.

But our results also clearly indicate that the young people
in our study had resilience, in terms of individual assets and
external resources that helped them cope with the challenges
that they faced, without giving up. They worked hard to be
self-reliant, to live an independent life with enough earning
and to build their own homes. Their capacity of finding friends
and other people that they could turn to was also crucial for
their ability to reintegrate. Earlier research (Amoah and
Edusei 2014; McAdam-Crisp et al. 2005) has also shown that
children living on the street resilience and our results suggest
that they maintain their resilience also after reintegration.

Our informants’ strong urge to give back and help others
show how their resilience has made it possible to change their
position making it possible to move from being only on the
receiving end of support towards being capable of offering
help to others. We thus agree with Fergus and Zimmerman
(2005) on the importance of focusing interventions for ado-
lescents exposed to risk by assisting them in developing both
individual assets and external resources.

Social Capital—for Better and Worse

The shift from social exclusion to inclusion was possible
through the collective social capital in the communities and
the young people having developed individual social capital
themselves. The young people explained how they found peo-
ple that took on a parental role for them, how they had friends
and sometimes their own family and how they participated in
social groups and faith-based activities. This helped them to
feel part of the community and no longer seen as a street child.
Social capital has also earlier been shown to play a positive
role for reintegration outcome, e.g. for sustainable reintegra-
tion of former child soldiers in Sierra Leone (Leff 2008).
Ferguson (2006) showed in a systematic review that social
capital next after poverty is the best predictor of children’s
well-being. It was also evident in our study how poverty re-
duced the informants’ chances of being able to fulfil their
education and decreased their well-being by creating shame.
Building social capital is obviously not enough, but should be
complemented with efforts to reduce poverty.

Collective social capital mainly seemed to work in favour of
the informants. However, it was also clear that the risk of being
excluded if not being able to comply with community expec-
tations put stress on the individuals, potentially hampering
their development. This dual role of social capital has been
pointed out by Portes (2014) and also discussed in previous
research on social capital at community level in Sweden and
Tanzania. In these case studies, very cohesive communities
were shown to be inclusive mainly of those following the
norms, but tended to exclude others not behaving in the ex-
pected way (Eriksson 2010; Frumence 2011). Thus it would be
important to approach the communities to increase their under-
standing of their important role in the reintegration process.

Methodological Considerations

The strengths of the study include a prolonged engagement of
the first author (JO) in the study setting and the research field
as well as a close collaboration with local research assistants
and field workers. Still the challenges of working through an
interpreter were noted, since the flow of the interviews was
hampered by interpretations. To minimise the risk that infor-
mation was lost, everything said both in English and in local
languages was transcribed, and the text in local languages was
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translated into English. The fact that all three authors coded,
compared and discussed the sections in each interview that
was related to leaving the street and the early reintegration
process (peer debriefing) increased the credibility of the inter-
pretations. Discussing the results with a research assistant,
well grounded in the study setting, was another way to vali-
date the interpretation of the findings. The results of the rein-
tegration process are limited to young boys, and the
transferability of the results to other settings depends on as-
sessment of similarities and the provision of thick descriptions
of the research context and procedures (Dahlgren et al. 2004).

Conclusions

The study reveals that young people who lived on the street
can successfully reintegrate in their local community if given
support characterised by flexibility and respect. It also dem-
onstrates how discrimination faced while living on the street
can decrease. Even when faced with challenges such as pov-
erty, reintegrated children seem capable of becoming equal
members of the community.

The results also indicate the important role of organisations
and community members in assisting young people during the
transition from living on the street to reintegration in the com-
munity. As these young people often have weak or no support
from their biological families, others need to step in. Our
results illustrate not only how the young people find individ-
uals to take on a parental role, but also how dependant they are
on contact with a social support organisation. However, the
solutions must be individualised and flexible. For successful
and sustainable outcomes, it is important to take young peo-
ple’s own agency and resilience into account, while at the
same time encouraging the local community to provide the
necessary support so that assistance is readily available.

Recommendations for Policy and Practice

The findings from this study strongly support existing policy
recommendations that emphasise the need for the reintegration
of children who are or have been living on the street. Social
welfare organisations have an important role in this process.

Several policy and practice recommendations emerge from
the present study. The first is the importance of building trust
as these young people have often been ill-treated by adults.
This also means that the support provided should be flexible
and built on respect for their own ideas and wishes.

The second recommendation relates to the patience needed to
face the setbacks that these young people may meet during the
reintegration process. Both social welfare organisations and oth-
er adults should be prepared to give second and third chances, be
willing to try new solutions and accept that change takes time.

The third recommendation concerns the difficulties that
these young people may face making ends meet once they
are reintegrated. Provision of temporary social and economic
support to them as well as their families from community or
social welfare organisations may therefore be crucial.

The fourth recommendation highlights the role of social
welfare organisations in providing linkages to key stakeholders,
community members and organisations. This can facilitate the
young people to build new networks, thereby increasing the
social capital needed for their future development.

Finally, being able to give back to others and be a useful
member of the community were important for these young
people. Both social welfare organisations and the local com-
munity should therefore be encouraged to see young people
with experience of street life as important resources. Actively
involving them as peer educators would be one way of
utilising their acquired knowledge and capabilities.
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