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Do I count If 
you count me?



This paper is for practitioners, donors and 
policy-makers who want information on 
different counting methodologies and to better 
understand the challenges of counting street-
connected children. This paper describes 
the main four current methodologies to 
counting children in street situations, with the 
strengths and limitations of each. One method, 
observational headcounts, is highlighted as 
the most favoured by CSC’s members to inform 
their programme design, national advocacy 
and reports to donors.

Author: Natalie Turgut, Advocacy and Research Officer, CSC, 
with Briefing Paper sub-group of CSC’s Research Expert Forum
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    In November 2014 CSC held its Research 
Conference on counting street-connected children. 
The Conference brought together practitioners 
and researchers to address the evidence for 
and challenges faced when counting street-
connected children through a combination of key-
note speeches, a panel session, presentations, 
workshops and written papers addressing 
challenges and developments in the sector.1

In 1989, UNICEF estimated there were 100 million 
street children in the world.2 This figure was 
repeated in 2002, ‘the latest estimates put the 
numbers of these children as high as 100 million’3 
and again in 2005, ‘the exact number of street 
children is impossible to quantify, but the figure 
almost certainly runs into tens of millions across 
the world’.4 The 100 million figure has been widely 
criticised, and as early as 1994 Judith Ennew argued 
that numbers of street children are rarely referenced 
to counting methods and usually had ‘no validity 
or basis in fact’.5 She further argued that numbers 
of street children were often manipulated, inflated 
and even fabricated by NGOs and donors to attract 
funding. 100 million is such a huge number that it 
creates a sense of inability to effectively address the 
needs of street children at policy-making levels.6  

Despite this, a strong desire to determine numbers of 
street children remains within the sector: practitioners 
want numbers of street children to better design their 
programmes; donors want numbers so they can target 
and evaluate their funding streams; and governments 
want numbers to collect data on street children and 
target both their programmes and policies. 

In 2014, CSC’s Research Conference analysed different 
methodologies of counting. Professor Lewis Aptekar and 
Professor Irene Rizzini delivered key-note speeches and 
set out the main academic critiques of counting street-
connected children, in particular:

• Definitional inconsistences of street children create 
problems of who to include when counting 
 » In the 1970s UNICEF described street children 
as ‘on’ or ‘of’ the street. Children on the street are 
considered those who work on the street and return 
home at night, children of the street are considered 
homeless and both live and work on the street. This 
definition has since evolved into ‘street-involved 

children’, ‘children working and/or living on the street’, 
‘children in street situations’7 and ‘street-connected 
children’8 at international policy levels to capture the 
multiple ways that children connect with the street 
and the transient nature of these connections. The 
street connections definition includes children who 
would not be included in the other definitions. The 
‘on/of’ categories, however, remain prevalent within 
the international non-governmental community.

 » Such definitional differences are significant when 
counting street-connected children as the definition 
used determines the criteria for the count itself. 
Researchers can show that they are aware of these 
definitional inconsistencies and indicate what criteria 
they use and why in their reports. 

• The street children sector needs to use a uniform 
methodology for consistency to obtain accurate 
numbers of street children 
 » Given the evolving nature of research methods and 
tools, and that street children are not a homogenous 
group, researchers should use culturally appropriate 
methods. These should be defined locally and 
researchers should detail their use to ensure that 
further knowledge generated is contextually relevant. 

• Counting studies referenced in academic work are 
often out of date 

• Researchers need to be mindful of how their work 
influences the public’s and policy-makers’ opinions of 
street children 

• There is a need to combine qualitative and quantitative 
data on street children to gain a realistic representation 
of their numbers

1 A full list of presentations and posters displayed at the Conference appears at the end of this paper 
2 R. Campos et al., (1994), ‘Social networks and daily activities of street youth in Belo Horizonte, Brazil’, in Child 
Development, 65, pp.319-330 
3 UNICEF, (2002), State of the World’s Children 2003: Child Participation, New York: UNICEF, p.37 
4 UNICEF, (2005), State of the World’s Children 2006: Excluded and Invisible, New York: UNICEF, pp.40-41 
5 J. Ennew, (1994), Street and working children – A guide to planning, London: Save the Children, p.32  
6 S. Thomas de Benitez, (2011), State of the World’s Street Children: Research, London: CSC, p.5 
7 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2000s 
8 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Protection and Promotion of the rights of children 
working and or living on the street, 2012 (A/HRC/19/35)

1. Why dO We COuNT STReeT-CONNeCTed ChIldReN?
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MeThOdOlOgy STReNgThS WeakNeSSeS

1. Capture-recapture

Involves headcount and 
creating a list

• Can estimate numbers in 
an elusive population

• Generates some qualitative 
data

• Results alter with change

• Morally problematic to use 
a wildlife method to count 
street children

2. Respondent-driving sampling

Peer recruitment to a study

• Useful way to recruit 
participants from an elusive 
population

• Does not generate 
accurate numbers of street 
children

3. Census

Involves interviewing children

• Generates qualitative and 
quantitative data

• Only includes street children 
already known to an NGO

• Problematic for outsiders to 
formulate the questions

4. Observational 
Headcounts – most favoured 
by CSC members

A headcount

• Accounts for the mobility of 
street-connected children’s 
lives

• Provides actual figures, not 
estimates

• Need to be repeated 
periodically

• No qualitative data gathered

2. OveRvIeW Of COuNTINg 
MeThOdOlOgIeS

The fundamental challenge when counting street-
connected children is that the count provides a 
figure of children in street situations, i.e., of children 
present in the street at the time of the count. This 
snapshot does not capture those children who are 
perhaps at home or at work, but who still connect 
with the street. Street-connected children are a 
difficult population to count since they live mobile 
and transient lives. Numbers of children counted in 
the street can fluctuate either with seasonal change 
or during big events such as the FIFA World Cup. 
Some groups of children can be less visible on the 
streets, for example street girls.

Furthermore, street-connected children often wish to 
remain below the radar; they experience high levels of 
stigma from the communities in which they live and are 
often subjected to harassment and threats by the State, 
or State bodies such as the police, including ‘street 
clearing’ operations. Often street-connected children fear 
negative consequences as a result of being counted.  

As such there is no systematic or consistent way 
of counting street-connected children. Below are 
descriptions of four of the methodologies that are used 
to count children in street situations. It is imperative that 
each methodology contains clear criteria for identifying 
the children, in line with the difficulties expressed 
above in relation to definitions of street children. In 
some situations children may look like street-connected 
children on account of their dress or location, but not 
actually have street connections.

SuMMaRy Of MeThOdOlOgIeS
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MeThOd 2: ReSPONdeNT-dRIveN SaMPlINg11 

Respondent-driven sampling is not a counting method, 
but a form of sampling, i.e., a way in which to determine 
the population that will be counted. It is popular in the 
street children sector.

Respondent-driven sampling is a form of sampling where the 
initial participants recruit their peers or friends to take part 
in the study and thus make up the population for the study. 
This is a useful recruitment technique for mobile populations 
like street-connected children. For researchers, it avoids 
difficulties of finding members of the population as the 
participants have better access to other members through 
their social networks. Respondent-driven sampling is based 
on a dual incentive structure where participants are rewarded 
for being interviewed and for recruiting new participants. 

Respondent-driven sampling identifies characteristics and 
behaviours of the group, and although numbers of street-
connected children have been estimated from respondent-
driven sampling, it is generally acknowledged that this is 
not an accurate way to count street-connected children.12 
Respondent-driven sampling is therefore often used in 
conjunction with other counting methodologies.

STReNgThS Of ThIS MeThOd
• It is specifically designed for hard to count, elusive 

populations
• It generates some qualitative data about the 

children counted

lIMITaTIONS TO ThIS MeThOd
• Street-connected children live mobile and transient 

lives; it is therefore not accurate to assume that 
the population size remains the same over time. 
Over a short time period, mobility would not alter 
capture-recapture results. Over a longer time 
period, however, this could significantly affect the 
results. For instance, numbers of children in street 
situations can vary with seasonal change and if 
counting during the rainy season, figures could vary 
dramatically in the dry season

• It is morally problematic to transfer biological 
techniques for wildlife populations to street-connected 
children and conceptualise them in this way

STReNgThS Of ThIS SaMPlINg TeChNIQue
• A useful method to recruit street-connected children 

as participants to a study

lIMITaTIONS TO ThIS SaMPlINg TeChNIQue
• Respondent-driven sampling does not provide 

numbers of street-connected children
• The technique does not provide a true reflection of 

the entire street-connected children population but 
rather of those who have been recruited to the study

• Those recruited to the study are usually those 
with connections to an NGO and therefore not 
necessarily the most vulnerable children

• The dual incentive structure can be problematic 
because of the implied value it places on children’s 
involvement in the study. Payment could also distort 
results as it influences who responds and how

MeThOd 1: CaPTuRe-ReCaPTuRe9

The capture-recapture method was designed to count 
elusive wildlife populations and has been applied to 
homeless populations since the 1990s.10 When used 
for children in street situations, the basic method is 
to count how many street children are in a particular 
location and then repeat this, taking note of who has 
been counted. Hence a list is created of each child that 
has been counted at the same time as the actual count 
is conducted. The entire population size, beyond the 
particular location(s), is estimated from comparing the 
count figures and the list. Sometimes this method is 
used with respondent-driven sampling to determine the 
characteristics of street-connected children as well. 

9 This section is based on Anne Hatloy and Anne Huser, (2005) Identification of street children: Characteristics of 
street children in Bamako and Accra, (Fafo) 
10 Fisher et al., (1994) ‘Estimated number of homeless and homeless mentally ill people in north east Westminster 
by using capture-recapture analysis’ in British Medical Journal 308 pp.27-30 
11 This section is based on Anne Hatloy and Anne Huser, (2005) Identification of street children: Characteristics of 
street children in Bamako and Accra, (Fafo) 
12 ibid p.31

3. MeThOdS Of COuNTINg STReeT-CONNeCTed ChIldReN

Capture-recapture has been used to count children in 
street situations in the following instances:

ReSeaRCheRS
• Gurgel et al in Brazil (2004)
• Hatloy and Huser in Ghana (2005)
• Southon et al in Nepal (2005)
• Guarcello and Koseleci in Egypt (2009)
• Odell in El Salvador and Guatemala (2011)

NgOS aNd dONORS
• Retrak in Kenya, Uganda and Ethiopia (2012)
• UNICEF in multiple countries
• Child Welfare Scheme and SathSath in Nepal (2005)
• ILO and World Bank in Egypt (2009)

Respondent-driven sampling has been used to complement 
counting studies of children in street situations in the 
following instances:

ReSeaRCheRS
• Bond in Vietnam (2004)
• Hatloy and Huser in Ghana (2005)
• Johnston et al in Albania (2010)
• Koseleci et al. in Senegal (2007)

NgOS aNd dONORS
• Terre des Hommes Foundation in Vietnam (2004)
• Project Concern International in Zambia and UNICEF 

Zambia (2002)
• Retrak in Uganda and Ethiopia (2012)
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STReNgThS Of ThIS MeThOd
• Headcounts account for the mobility of street-

connected children’s lives as they are repeated 

• A purely observational method with fewer biases 
associated with it

• Offers a truer reflection of numbers of street-
connected children; accounting for other categories 
of children that street children also fall into, for 
instance, working children, street girls etc.

• Provides accurate figures rather than estimates

MeThOd 3: CeNSuS 

Censuses combine a count with interviews and/
or surveys to determine the situation of street-
connected children in a given geographical area. 
Often a census is used to create baseline data of 
street-connected children so that NGO or other 
services can be better allocated. Censuses are 
sometimes based on pre-existing information about 
street-connected children, for instance, a local NGO 
can produce a census based on the information it 
holds on the children who access its services. 

For the census, researchers conduct interviews or 
focus group sessions with the children. During these 
discussions researchers ask questions such as 
where the children live, where they find food, if they 
have a family etc. Their answers are used to collect 
demographic and socio-economic information about the 
street-connected children population in that geographical 
area. A census gathers quantitative and qualitative data. 

Censuses have been used to gather data on street-
connected children in the following instances: 

ReSeaRCheRS 
• Aptekar et al. in Kenya (1999)
• Veale and Dona in Rwanda (2003)  
• Javangwe and Chitsiku in Zimbabwe (2009)

NgOS
• GOAL Ireland in Sierra Leone
• Street Kids Direct in Guatemala
• Streets Ahead Zimbabwe (2009)
• Save the Children in India (2011)
• Action for Children in Conflict in Kenya (2011)
• Street Action in South Africa (2011)

MeThOd 4: OBSeRvaTIONal headCOuNTS  

In recent years, the most frequently used 
methodology to gain as accurate a figure as 
possible of children in street situations has been 
observational headcounts. A headcount is a method 
of counting children in street situations where the 
counters visit a pre-determined location and count 
the number of children in street situations they see. 
A headcount is different to capture-recapture – it is 
purely observational and no additional information 
on the children is gathered during the headcount. 
Headcount data can be used with census-style 
research to determine the characteristics of a 
particular group of street-connected children. 

CSC member StreetInvest has developed an 
observational headcount methodology, based on 
techniques developed by Catholic Action for Street 
Children in the 1990s. This methodology has been 
used in 5 countries. For the StreetInvest Headcount, 
street workers conduct the count. Street workers are 
social workers of an NGO, extremely familiar with 
the streets and know the places where children in 
street situations are at the time of the count. Their 
participation in the headcount enables the results to 
reveal a clearer identification of the number of children 
in the given location. 

Before the count the street workers determine the criteria 
that they will use to identify who is a street child and 
hence who will be counted. The city/country is divided 
up into sections and a team of counters goes round 
each section to conduct the count. The teams then 
swap sections. The entire group then comes together 
and compares results, rigorously debating numbers. 
A third and final count is then conducted and that figure 
is the final number. The time that it takes to conduct the 
headcount varies depending on the size of the location. 
StreetInvest’s headcount in Kumasi, Ghana took nine 
days and the national headcount in Sierra Leone took 
approximately two months.

This methodology requires in-depth knowledge of the 
streets and areas where children in street situations 
are. As such, it could be a method that enables street-
connected children to participate and conduct the 
headcount themselves.

13 Young and Barrett (2001), Issues of Access and Identity: Adapting Research Methods with Kampala Street 
Children in Childhood 8, pp.383-395 
14 This section is taken from StreetInvest, So what do we mean by ‘Head counting’?

STReNgThS Of ThIS MeThOd
• Gain both qualitative and quantitative data on 

street-connected children

lIMITaTIONS TO ThIS MeThOd
• Children selected for the study are already known 

to those conducting the study and hence it is 
already a biased sample of street-connected 
children and potentially misses others not currently 
engaged with an NGO

• Interviews and questionnaires are not necessarily 
reliable tools for research with street-connected 
children as the researchers, external to the 
children’s lives, set the questions13
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fOR MORe INfORMaTION ON COuNTS ThaT have 
TakeN PlaCe:
CSC’s Global Resource Centre

www.streetchildrenresources.org

fOR MORe INfORMaTION ON TRaININg OR 
SuPPORT WITh OBSeRvaTIONal headCOuNTS: 
StreetInvest:

www.streetinvest.org 

TO PROvIde feedBaCk ON The uSe Of a 
COuNTINg MeThOd – ITS PROS, CONS aNd 
SuggeSTed IMPROveMeNTS:
Shared Learning Hub of CSC’s Global Resource Centre 
accessed via:

www.streetchildrenresources.org

Natalie Turgut, Advocacy and Research Officer at CSC, 
Natalie@streetchildren.org

4. WheRe TO gO fOR MORe 
INfORMaTION

Headcounts have been used to count children in street 
situations in the following instances:

ReSeaRCheRS
• Rosemberg in Brazil (2000)

NgOS aNd dONORS 
• StreetInvest in multiple countries
• UNICEF and Save the Children Albania (2014)
• Railway Children in Tanzania (2012)
• Retrak in Ethiopia
• Street Child in Sierra Leone (2011)
• Catholic Action for Street Children in Ghana (1990s)

lIMITaTIONS TO ThIS MeThOd
• It is based on observation and hence provides a 

snapshot of children in street situations. Figures 
may fluctuate with change

• Headcounts need to be repeated at regular periods 
to remain accurate and up-to-date

• No qualitative data is gathered
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WheRe: BRazIl
WhO: ROSeMBeRg
WheN: 2000

WheRe: ghaNa
WhO: CaThOlIC aCTION 
fOR STReeT ChIldReN 
aNd STReeTINveST
WheN: 1990S; 2013

WheRe: SIeRRa leONe
WhO: STReeTINveST 
aNd STReeT ChIld
WheN: 2012

WORld MaP Of OBSeRvaTIONal 
headCOuNTS
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WheRe: The 
deMOCRaTIC RePuBlIC 
Of CONgO
WhO: PedeR
WheN: 2009

WheRe: TaNzaNIa
WhO: RaIlWay ChIldReN 
aNd STReeTINveST
WheN: 2012

WheRe: eThIOPIa
WhO: STReeTINveST
WheN: 2010-2011

WheRe: alBaNIa
WhO: uNICef aNd 
Save The ChIldReN
WheN: 2013-2014
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CSC, development house, 56-64 leonard Street, london, eC2a 4lT
+44 (0)207 549 0218         info@streetchildren.org
@streetchildren         /consortiumforstreetchildren

streetchildren.org   streetchildrenday.org   streetchildrenresources.org

the consortium for 
Street Children (CSC) 
is a global network that 
raises street children’s 
voices, promotes their 
rights and improves their 
lives. We do this through 
our focus on advocacy, 
research and network 
development

Registered Charity 1046579
Company Reg. No 03040697
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