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Abstract: The spirit of India resides in the countryside areas; the north-eastern expanse constitutes clusters of rural and suburban areas. The informal 
employment has a distinctive role in this region for generating employment, reducing poverty, achieving higher rate of growth and development of rural 
areas. A considerable population in the recent times find their way of earning their livelihood through informal trade apart from agricultural cultivation and 
farming, which is a major sector considering the Indian context. The current study makes an attempt to understand the demographic composition of the 
railway hawkers examines the product portfolio of the railway hawkers and indicates the determinants of choosing railway hawking as a principal trade. 
The study is based on primary data collected through field survey over major rail routes across five divisions of Northeast Frontier Railway namely 
Katihar, Alipurduar, Lumding, Rangiya and Tinsukia division. In order to identify the determinants of choosing railway hawking as a principal occupation, 
a non-parametric test, for this study a Chi-Square test was conducted to determine the association amongst various nominal variables under the study 
and the determinants identified are namely age, education level, and mobility of the trade, accessibility and proximity to work station. 
 
Index Terms: informal sector, marginalized, natural market, northeast India, railway hawkers 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Rural development as outlined by Mahatma Gandhi is 
characterized by self-sufficiency, inter-dependence for 
development of the villages. Economy of rural regions in India 
is principally based on cultivation and similar activities. Some 
non-agricultural activities flow parallel to mainstream 
agricultural activities in the form of supporting activity. Some of 
the activities range from full-time with temporal wage 
employment to regular but part-time self-employment in home-
based handicrafts and trading, vending or other services (ILO, 
1983). The economic landscape of India has changed after 
liberalization, which has led to a considerable rate of migration 
from rural to urban and semi-urban areas in search for gainful 
employment. If examined empirically any reader can observe 
the mixed composition of the rural labour force in terms of 
several modes of employment some emergent, some 
declining, and some continuing in a stable manner with 
constant adjustment.  
The interpretation of the term ‗informal sector‘ has remained 
somewhat ambiguous, although there had been considerable 
number of studies in the recent decades (Armstrong and 
McGee, 1987; Bivens and Sarah, 2004; Perera, 1994; 
Quijano-Obregon, 1974; Mathew, 1989; Mazumdar, 1976; 
Mitullah and Wachira, 1997; Nelson, 1988; Nwaka, 2005; 
Sethuraman, 1981; Todaro, 1969; Young, 1981). The concept 
of the ‗informal sector‘, was introduced into international usage 
in 1972 by the International Labor Organization (ILO) in its 
classic Kenya Mission Report that defined ‗informal‘ as a 
―…way of doing things characterized by - ease of entry and 
exit; reliance on indigenous resources; family ownership; small 
scale operations; labour intensive and adaptive technology; 

skills acquired outside of the formal sector; and unregulated 
and competitive markets‖ (ILO, 1972). Since that time, 
different authors (and the ILO itself) have introduced many 
different definitions. A modern ILO report uses the term 
"informal sector" to portray a "range of economic units in urban 
areas that are largely owned and managed by those with little 
capital and labour plus who create and hand out goods and 
services to breed income and employment for the people 
concerned (ILO 1997: World Employment Report, Geneva). 

 
2. Need of the study: 
A unit level survey by National Statistical Survey Organization 
(NSSO) showing the decadal growth from census 2001 to 
2011 suggests that under the unorganized sector informally 
employed increased from 426.20 million to 435.66 million 
during that period and as per the trend suggests it is yet 
growing (Srija & Shirke, 2014). Railway hawkers, one of the 
vulnerable classes of informal traders bearing almost no social 
security and identity till now has been under the shadows of 
the allied informal trades. In any discussion on unorganized 
sector in India is embedded mostly with literature regarding 
street vendors and daily wage laborers or piece meal workers. 
However, there exists a work force engaged in daily economic 
activity on running trains while earning their livelihood. For 
railway hawkers the trade railway hawking is considered to be 
high yielding and income generating trade for earning hard 
cash on daily basis. This study makes an attempt to throw light 
on this emerging trade of railway hawking in the Northeast 
India rail routes. 

3. Literature Review 

The National Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganized 
Sector (NCEUS) has defined informal sector as ―all 
unincorporated private enterprises owned by individuals or 
households engaged in sale and production of goods and 
services operated on a proprietary or partnership basis and 
with less than ten workers‖.  NCEUS also states that ―informal 
workers consists of those  working in the informal sector or 
households, excluding regular workers in the formal sector 
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without any employment and social security benefits provided 
by the employers‖ In the current decade significant numbers of 
studies were conducted to draw attention to the marginalized 
sector of India. Gurtoo, A., & Williams, C. C. (2009) in their 
study identifies three contrasting definitions regarding informal 
sector based on enterprise, job and activity. Eminent scholars 
like Bhowmik, S. K. (2003) in an article conducted stated the 
need of policy guidelines for the unorganized traders engaged 
in street hawking. Then some studies have took a step forward 
to understand the interactions between the public spaces and 
the street hawkers, while understanding the laws related to 
street hawking and the manner in which the city deals with 
them (Anjaria, J. S, 2006). Again, Saha(2011) discussed about 
the street vendors and their working life in the streets of 
Mumbai as a city.  Meanwhile, Bhowmik(2012) in his book 
Street vendors in the global urban economy elaborated the 
phenomenon of street vending in a global context by stating 
on how it is an indispensible part of the mainstream economy. 
It is basically a compilation of his prominent studies which 
constitute this great book. In a study informal vendors were 
broadly defined as a person who offers goods for sale to the 
public at large without having a permanent built-up structure 
from which to sell and may adapt to be mobile or stationary in 
nature (Bhowmik & Saha, 2012). They further emphasized on 
the concept of natural markets, after investigation it was 
revealed that the hawkers were there because they were 
needed at those places, which provided grounds to conclude 
on why hawkers position themselves at places which are 
natural market to them (Bhowmik & Saha, 2012). In the 
context of implications both on polity and on market of the 
north-eastern states in broad and Assam in particular, 
(Bhuyan, 2013) conducted a study to understand how the 
women in informal-sector use urban spaces in Extended 
Guwahati city of Assam. Although, there have been few 
notable works on rural employment besides agriculture in 
Assam, particularly by Chakravorty (2006), Roy and Dey 
(2010), Saikia and Goswami (2013), and Goswami et.al. 
(2014). 

4. Objectives of the study 

 To understand the demographic composition of the 
railway hawkers 

 To examine the product portfolio of the railway 
hawkers 

 To indicate the determinants of choosing railway 
hawking as a source of income 

5. Scope of the study 
The study makes an earnest attempt to take an insight into the 
informal trade of railway hawking which prevails in the 
northeast region of Indian railway route. Hence, we position 
this study to understand the demographic, socio-economic 
and business operation aspects of the railway hawkers in 
anticipation to learn how this resilient informal work force 
manage to function amidst a vulnerable environment for 
earning a decent livelihood. 

 
6. Limitations Of The Study  

 The study would consider a limited geographical area. 

 The subject matter has very little secondary resource 

 The study considers relatively small sample size. 
Although the study is indicative but non-exhaustive in 
nature. 

7. Research Methodology 

The current study is of the nature of exploratory.The study 
population consisted of unregistered rail hawkers on the major 
rail routes of Northeast Frontier Railway who occupy public 
spaces in stations and running trains. The study population 
consists of 192(approx.) unregistered hawkers who are 
engaged in rail hawking. A survey was conducted on the route 
of Guwahati to Dibrugarh , Guwahati to New Jalpaiguri and 
Badarpur to Lumding (see table) for the purpose of this study . 
The study population consisted of unregistered rail hawkers on 
the major rail routes of Northeast Frontier Railway who occupy 
public spaces in stations and running trains. The study 
population consists of 192(approx.) unregistered hawkers who 
are engaged in rail hawking. A survey was conducted on the 
route of Guwahati to Dibrugarh , Guwahati to New Jalpaiguri 
and Badarpur to Lumding (see table 1) for the purpose of this 
study . The route for study were considered based on the level 
of density of the railway hawkers, however it is to be noted 
that the routes under consideration are the major railway 
routes of the Northeast Frontier railways under respective 
divisions. 

7.1 Sampling method for quantitative survey 

A multi-stage sampling method was adapted to: (1) Choose 
the route of study, (2) Identify the groups willing to respond to 
the survey, (3) Get equity members from each group who were 
to participate in the survey and choosing of a route was easier 
as there are few major routes in the Northeast Frontier 
railways. However, Guwahati to Dibrugarh recorded 
significantly less number of hawkers compared to the 
Guwahati to New Jalpaiguri route (See table 4). Secondly, 
identifying groups of hawkers who board the train in different 
locations was to be identified and this was the most 
challenging task. Thirdly, to include members for the survey, 
keeping in mind that all respondents may not provide authentic 
information so multiple members of the same group were 
chosen. The initial sample size was 206 railway hawkers and 
as the survey preceded the sample size differed eventually. 
There were 7% non response rate and incompletely answered 
queries approximately 14 in numbers. Sample size 
determination was adapted from Israel‘s (1992) published 
statistical table. And the utilization of published tables is 
recommended for determining the size from a given 
approximate population (Ivankova et al. 2006). 

7.2 Sampling method for qualitative survey 

The respondents involved in qualitative inquiry were selected 
purposively based on grounded theoretical sampling and 
availability (Bowen,2005; Charmaz, 2006). The basic purpose 
of using a grounded theory arises when we wish to understand 
some process. The respondents involved in qualitative inquiry 
were selected purposively based on grounded theoretical 
sampling and availability (Bowen,2005; Charmaz, 2006). The 
basic purpose of using a grounded theory arises when we 
wish to understand some process.   the reason behind 
choosing a theoretical sampling is that it allows the researcher 
to identify the people who can help answer the research 
questions and hence creating the best opportunity of 
developing a solid theory (Strauss,1990).  Hence, from 
existing groups a subject was selected for an array of 
unstructured interviews for answering the intricate questions 
for understanding the daily chores of the hawkers and to draw 
up patterns of the trade. In the process of the investigation, the 
railway hawkers also indicated their regular customers, who 
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travel on daily basis and few basic questions on expectations 
from the hawkers and their perception were asked about the 
hawking trade. In the process of the investigation, the railway 
hawkers also indicated their regular customers, who travel on 
daily basis and few basic questions on expectations from the 
hawkers and their perception were asked about the hawking 
trade. The process was stopped when the interviews started to 
be redundant and no further detail could be extracted. In the 
process of the investigation, the railway hawkers also 
indicated their regular customers, who travel on daily basis 
and few basic questions on expectations from the hawkers 
and their perception were asked about the hawking trade. The 
process was stopped when the interviews started to be 
redundant and no further detail could be extracted.  Glaser & 
Strauss (1967) suggests that in a study where we are dealing 
with qualitative records collection, it is recommended that 
when the new collection of data does not shed any further light 
on the subject matter under examination the data is supposed 
to have attained its absorption. Officials from the railway out 
posts of corresponding railway stations were also intervened 
to shed light on the hawkers at large who operate of the routes 
under consideration of the study. 

7.3 Data collection methods 

Data gathering for the study was administered via designing 
structured questionnaire. Targeted group discussions were 
initiated and subsequently, interviews with few key informants 
were held to acquire a distinct picture regarding the inquiries 
of the study under consideration. 

7.3.1 Structured questionnaire 

A structured questionnaire for investigation the most part is 
considered to be a reliable tool for gathering first hand data. 
For the purpose of the study it was employed to get the key 
indicator data from the rail hawkers engaged in the trade. 

7.3.2 Targeted group discussion 

Focus group discussions on the major junctions where the 

hawkers usually assemble were administered to get a view on 
the daily chores of the trade. Each time when the survey was 
made FGD was conducted depending on the convenience and 
availability of the hawkers under consideration of the study. 
The proceedings of the discussions were recorded in notes 
and few digitally recorded as sound on a cell phone to listen to 
later. 

7.3.3 Key informant interview 

The key informant interview sessions were conducted to 
congregate information from officials of the local authorities 
and also few selected hawkers to get distinctive information 
regarding the trade. 

7.4 Data analysis methods 

The study engaged IBM SPSS 23(Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences) for analyzing the collected data. The study 
used data triangulation, which involve different method of data 
collection as well as data analysis (Cresswell,2007). The 
qualitative information gathered from FGDs and Interviews 
were transcribed into a sheet.  Further, quantitative data 
collected from questionnaire were mostly categorical and 
nominal in nature that describes the various variables tested in 
the field. Descriptive analysis such as frequency percentages 
and a non- parametric chi square test was carried out 
considering the data set. 
   

8. Findings And Discussion  

8.1 Demographic composition of railway hawkers 

The sample populations of 192 railway hawkers were 
investigated representing different routes namely R1, R2 and 
R3. After the survey it was found that responses were 
principally on the route R2 with 62 per cent with the 
representative population of 119 railway hawkers. 
The demographic composition of the railway hawkers in these 
routes were found to be as follows, 88 per cent were male with 
a representative population of 169, out of which 24.4 per cent 
were below the age of 25, 38.5 per cent were within the age of 
25-50 and 15.1 per cent of the individuals were above the age 
of 50.  Whereas, the female hawkers engaged in railway 
hawking were found to be significantly less as 12 per cent with 
representative population of 23 out of which it was found that 
2.6 per cent were below the age of 25, 5.2 per cent were 
within the age of 25-50 and 4.2 per cent were above the age 
of 50 (see table 2).  This implies, a considerable number of 
informal work force 43.8 per cent who are able and fall within 
the  age of 25 -50 are engaged in this form of informal trade as 
a result of disguised unemployment. 
The railway hawkers constitute largely of those individuals 

who were deprived of formal education and up to primary level 

education of 32.3 per cent and 41.1 per cent respectively. So, 

it can be deduced that more of the railway hawkers were 

engaged in the informal trade due to lack of formal education. 

During the investigation it was observed that a large share of 

hawkers (77.6 per cent) was from the local areas nearby the 

 
Table 1: Route and railway hawkers 

No Route Frequency 
Valid 

Percent 

R1 
Dibrugargh To 

Guwahati 
32 16.7 

R2 
Guwahati To New 

Jalpaiguri 
119 62.0 

R3 
Badarpur To 

Lumding 
41 21.4 

 Total 192 100.0 

Source: Survey, June 2019 

 

Table 2: Age and Gender Composition 

 

Gender 
Total 

Male Female 

Age 

Below 25 
66 5 71 

34.4% 2.6% 37.0% 

25-50 
74 10 84 

38.5% 5.2% 43.8% 

Above 50 
29 8 37 

15.1% 4.2% 19.3% 

Total 
169 23 192 

88.0% 12.0% 100.0% 

Source: Survey, June 2019 
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major railway junctions and routes with self owned household 

condition 76 per cent. Most of the railway hawkers preferred 

short distance travel and switching between trains to get back 

to their base of origin. Many of the migrated railway hawkers 

12.5 per cent accommodated themselves in these years along 

roadside shelters and slums which indicate vulnerable living 

conditions of a section of the railway hawkers involved in the 

trade. Amongst the respondents few (9.9 per cent) did not 

reveal their place of origin.  

 

8.2 Product portfolio of the railway hawkers 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 5: Category of items and average monthly income 

Category Of 

Items  

Average Monthly Income  
 

> 4000  
4000-

8000  
< 8000  Total  

Packed edibles  
30  19  8  57  

15.6%  9.9%  4.2%  29.7%  

Unpacked edibles  
53  15  

-  
68  

27.6%  7.8%  35.4%  

Crafts  
5  11  4  20  

2.6%  5.7%  2.1%  10.4%  

Utility Items  
5  2  14  21  

2.6%  1.0%  7.3%  10.9%  

Books/  

Magazines  

10  6  7  23  

5.2%  3.1%  3.6%  12.0%  

Illegitimate Items  2  1  -  3  

1.0%  .5%  1.6%  

Total  
105  54  33  192  

54.7%  28.1%  17.2%  100.0%  

Source: Survey, June 2019 

 
The items sold by the railway hawkers were categorized under 
the packed edibles, unpacked edibles, Crafts, Utility items, 
Books/Magazines and illegitimate items.  After a close 
examination of the share of sales from the items a product 
portfolio matrix plotting was done with their response to the 
quadrants showing high growth and low growth along with 
high benefits and low benefit. 

                       Table 6 : Product Portfolio   

High growth   Unpacked edibles  Utility items  

Low growth  
Crafts,  

Illegitimate items  

Packed edibles,  

Books &Magazine  

 
Low benefits  High benefits  

 
Source: Adapted from Roman Pichler  

 
As per the product portfolio matrix (adapted from Roman 
Pichler)  Table 6, Railway hawkers with unpacked edibles have 
35.4 per cent market share but earnings range from less than 
rupees 4000 and rupees 4000 to 8000 which shows that their 
earnings compared to the volume of sales are lower hence 
experience lower benefits. The unpacked edibles mostly 
constitute fried chickpeas, boiled eggs, fruits, vegetables and 
cooked food served unsealed. The packed edibles and books 
& magazine sellers, who are 29.7 per cent and 12 per cent of 
the sample population respectively, experience high benefits 
as the prices of both packed edibles and books are fixed. 
Packed edibles constitute items such as biscuits, wafers, soft 
drinks, sweets, confectionaries. Utility items which have a 
market share of 10.9 per cent experience highest benefits as 
their yields from the sale of such items are more and 7.3 per 
cent of the hawkers earn above rupees 8000. Crafts sellers, 
who are 10.4 per cent of the sample population has lower 
yields as because the craft items mostly include indigenously 
produced things like wooden pen stand, cloth, wall hangings 
etc; So, they have been identified as low growth and low 
benefits experiencing category. Finally, illegitimate items 
distinctively show that they fall under the lower growth and low 
benefit category as there are legal obligations on selling items 
like chewable tobacco, pan masala, cigarette, etc. The crux of 
the analysis is that, individuals looking for better yielding and 
gainful opportunities compared to other allied wage 
employment activities gets engaged in this informal business 
of railway hawking. Efforts should be put on promoting the 
category of items which are indigenously prepared for 
encouraging rural livelihood. As craft industries which are 
mostly indigenously based and are micro entrepreneurial unit 
in nature providing employment in varied manner; so, it needs 
a thrust to move itself to the high growth and high benefit 
quadrant for ensuring rural industry upliftment and 
development.    
 

Table 3: Education level and population 

Education level Frequency 
Valid 

Percent 

No Formal Education 62 32.3 

Up To Primary 79 41.1 

Primary To HS 48 25.0 

HS To Graduate 3 1.6 

Total 192 100.0 

Source: Survey, June 2019 
Table 4: Household and Place of origin composition 

Place of origin 

Household 

Total Self 

owned 

Rente

d 

Roadside 

Shelter/ 

Slum 

Local 
146 1 2 149 

76.0% .5% 1.0% 77.6% 

Migrated - 
7 17 24 

3.6% 8.9% 12.5% 

Would Not 

Reveal 

7 6 6 19 

3.6% 3.1% 3.1% 9.9% 

Total 
153 14 25 192 

79.7% 7.3% 13.0% 100.0% 

Source: Survey, June 2019 
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8.3 Determinants of choosing railway hawking as a 
principal occupation 

In order to indentify the determinants of choosing railway 
hawking as principal by the respondents, Chi-Square test was 
conducted by cross tabulating dichotomous responses of 
question on principal occupation with nominal variables under 
the study. 

 

Table 7: Chi –Square test results 

Variables Significance Cramer’s V 

Age 0.005 0.234 

Education 0.002 0.275 

Mobility of the 
trade 

0.000 0.806 

Accessibility to 
trains 

0.005 0.235 

Proximity to work 
station 

0.000 0.904 

N=192 

Following a Chi-square, the variables under the study throwing 
more light were drawn. Out of which, variables that contain 
higher level of statistical significance and Cramer‘s Value were 
considered depicting higher level of association with the 
dependent variable of principal occupation (refer table 7). The 
X

2
 test results gives us an evidence that for choosing railway 

hawking as the principal occupation Age of the respondent, 
Education level of the respondent, Mobility of the trade, 
Accessibility to the trains, Proximity to work station by the 
respondents are not independent of each other having very 
higher level of statistical significance. Again, Cramer‘s Value 
which tells us to what extent a dependent and an independent 
variable is associated with a value above 0.223 suggesting 
moderate to strong association in this analysis gives us an 
indication that mobility of the trade, accessibility to the trains 
and proximity to work station has the maximum level of 
association near to 1. To summarize the analysis we can 
declare that, respondents who were occupied in railway 
hawking agree to the statement that mobility to do business, 
accessibility to trains and proximity to work station plays a 
major role in considering it to be their principal occupation. 
Whereas nominal data of age and education, despite of being 
moderately associated to the dependent variable are 
statistically significant to draw a conclusion. 
 

9. CONCLUSION  
In an attempt to incarcerate the employment situation of the 
rural areas lying along the major routes of Northeast Frontier 
railway, a micro level study was conceded in three major 
railway routes of North East India namely Guwahati to 
Dibrugargh, Guwahati to New Jalpaiguri and Badarpur to 
Lumding. Respondents were the railway hawkers who find 
their way of earnings by means of selling items onboard a 
running train to passengers. The age and gender composition 
of the analysis suggest that a capable work force between the 
age of 25-50 years are making a livelihood out of this informal 
trade with a significant number of individuals having up to 
primary level education only. Despite of their daily struggles, 
there are considerable numbers of hawkers (13 per cent, Table 
4), who are still living in undesirable conditions such as road 
side shelters, slums. The product portfolio of the railway 
hawkers suggest that, the members occupied in  hawking are 

acting like an intermediary connecting the customers and the 
indigenous, small scale producing units who are engaged in 
manufacturing local crafts and handlooms. The policy makers 
should make efforts giving thrust to these micro level units and 
their capacity building rather than responding unfavorably to 
the freedom of trade of the railway hawkers. The product 
portfolio matrix gives us an idea that, to ensure hawking as a 
gainful means of self employment efforts should be put on to 
push crafts to the high growth and high benefit quadrant (Table 
6). More of the rural unemployed youths have been observed 
to join this trade of railway hawking to seek a decent source of 
income rather than other allied daily wage occupation. The 
determinants furnish us an idea on why do they choose the 
trade, It is now on the part of the policy makers and the 
authorities to outline a framework for these marginalized class 
of workforce. With proper training and development programs, 
awareness programs on micro financing sources of the 
government and by channelizing proper resource utilization 
training, favorable results can be achieved for capability 
building of these marginalized classes of people.  
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