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Abstract 

 

En El Camino:  Central American Women’s Migration Experiences 

 

Hannah Wood McDermott, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisor:  Ricardo Ainslie 

 
 Over the past fifteen years, tens of thousands of women from the Northern Triangle 

region of Central America have migrated to the U.S. to flee gang violence, poverty, 

corruption, and domestic violence. The limited evidence available suggests that Central 

American women have a distinct migration experience due to the dangers they face traveling 

clandestinely through Mexico, and due to gender-specific choices, barriers and 

opportunities. Using semi-structured interviews, this pilot study examines the decision to 

leave the country of origin, the experience of the over-land journey to the United States, and 

participants’ understanding of the impact of their migration. Interviews will be interpreted 

and coded using an Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis methodology. Preliminary 

themes from the analysis of one interview are presented.   
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Introduction 

no one leaves home unless 
home is the mouth of a shark 

– Warsan Shire, “Home”, 2015 

Each year, tens of thousands of women migrate north to the United States from 

the countries of the Northern Triangle region of Central America, made up of Guatemala, 

Honduras, and El Salvador 1 (United States Department of Homeland Security (USDHS), 

2016).  They flee gang violence, poverty, corruption and inefficiency in judiciary and 

police systems as well as domestic violence.  However, the experiences of the women 

making this journey are insufficiently examined in the psychological literature. Migration 

research has focused predominately on the reasons individuals flee their countries of 

origin, the border as a location for state control and on migrant’s experiences after 

arriving in the United States, considering the migration journey itself as peripheral to 

these other states-of-being (Mainwaring & Brigden, 2016; Torres & Wallace, 2012).  Yet 

the migration journey can be a transformative experience, with the latent potential to be 

empowering, traumatizing or both.  It can have far-reaching consequences long after 

indivudals have “arrived” at their destination (Mainwaring & Brigden, 2016).  

Migrants2 from the Northern Triangle make up seven percent of immigrants in the 

United States (Zhong & Batalova, 2015).  The region also represents three of the top five 

countries of origin of undocumented immigrants living in the United States after Mexico 

                                                
1 Migrants1 from the countries of the Northern Triangle are considered together, in this project and in the 
literature more broadly, because of the countries’ shared history and similar sociopolitical climates, which 
distinguish them from other countries in Central or South America, and which are evident in current 
migration trends. 
2 This study will use the term “migrant,” rather than the terms immigrant or refugee, which have specific 
linguistic and legal connotations of economic migration or recognized political asylum seeker, respectively, 
in order to capture the wide and complicated range of reasons that Central Americans migrate to the United 
States, which often fall neatly into neither category. 
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(56 percent): Guatemala (6 percent), El Salvador (4 percent) and Honduras (3 percent) 

(Zong & Batalova, 2016). The exact number of people undertaking this journey is 

extremely difficult to determine. However, the number of apprehensions by the U.S. 

Border Patrol each year, shown in Table 1, reveals the scale of this migration.   
 
Table 1. Migrants apprehended by Border Patrol, 2013-2015, by country of origin 
(USDHS, 2016) 

Country of Origin 2013 2014 2015 

El Salvador 51,226 79,321 51,200 

Guatemala 73,208 97,151 66,982 

Honduras 64,157 106,928 42,433 

Totals 188,591 204,079 160,615 

These figures represent the number of migrants from the countries of the Northern 

Triangle apprehended after crossing the U.S.-Mexico border and do not reflect the 

number of individuals apprehended by immigration in Mexico, an estimated 173,000 in 

2015 alone, those who disappear or are killed during their migration, or those who 

successfully make it across the border into the United States undetected (Dominguez 

Villegas & Rietig, 2015; Amnesty International, 2010). The Department of Homeland 

security does not release the gender of individuals apprehended, instead specifying only 

the numbers of minors, individuals and family units apprehended (USDHS, 2016).  As 

such, determining even broad estimates of the number of women migrating is extremely 

difficult, despite widespread anecdotal reports that women make up a significant 

proportion of migrants from the Northern Triangle (Zhong & Batalova, 2015).  

Although limited, the available evidence suggests that Central American migrants 

have a distinct migration journey due to the context of their emigration, the dangers they 

face traveling clandestinely through Mexico and extended contact with coyotes, or human 
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smugglers, before they even reach the U.S.-Mexico border. Female migrants face gender-

specific choices, dangers, barriers and opportunities over the course of their migration. 

Despite evidence suggesting the distinct and impactful nature of this experience, both the 

journey itself and its psychological impact remain unaddressed in the psychological 

literature.   

The present study is a pilot study aimed at assessing the practicalities and 

importance of further examining the migration journeys of women who have migrated to 

the United States from the countries of the Northern Triangle. This study aims to explore 

the migration experience from a psychological perspective, utilizing lenses of trauma and 

resiliency. These experiences will be examined in a highly contextualized way, as 

suggested by the literature (Valdez, Valdez & Sabo, 2015; Kaltman, Hurtado de 

Mendoza, Gonzalez, Serrano & Guarnaccia, 2011). This study’s findings will be utilized 

in the development of a larger-scale study of the migration journey experience focusing 

on the implications for mental health treatment for this population.   
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Literature Review 

This report will begin by reviewing the literature on migration and mental health.  

Then, it will explore, albeit briefly, the modern history of Central America, focusing 

specifically on the long-standing relationship between the United States and the countries 

of the Northern Triangle and the events that produced the current political and economic 

instability in the region.  The history between the United States and the Northern Triangle 

region provides context for the current large-scale migration and provides an opportunity 

to examine the context of emigration. This report will then discuss the information 

available about the migration journey through Mexico, followed by an examination of the 

available research about Central American women migrants, specifically focusing on 

implications for mental health.  

MIGRATION AND MENTAL HEALTH 

Both voluntary immigration and forced displacement have been recognized as 

having significant psychological impact on the individuals who undertake emigration 

from their countries of origin to a country of resettlement (Espín, 1992).  As mentioned 

previously, migrants from Central America fall neatly into neither category of immigrant 

or refugee. Nor are the two experiences as mutually exclusive as the distinction between 

the lines of research might suggest. In the U.S. context, in particular, the research often 

fails to capture the experiences of individuals who experienced political violence in their 

countries of origin but may not have the legal protections and support afforded by refugee 

or asylee designations (Chu, Keller & Rasmussen, 2013).  The research is even less 

attuned to the experience of the migration journey itself (Mainwaring & Brigden, 2016). 

As such, research on both the immigrant and refugee experiences is reviewed here.  
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Research and mental health communities both recognize immigration as a 

stressful process that can have negative effects on the wellbeing of immigrants and their 

families (Hipolito-Delgado & Mann, 2012). Even the most comfortable immigration is a 

complex process, imbued with grief at the loss of family, friends, food, culture and “the 

average expectable environment” of the country of origin (Espin, 1992, p. 15).  This 

dislocation from the previously known world can create psychological disturbance, as 

well as motivate resources of resiliency and produce joy and hope (Espin, 1992; 

Yakushko & Chronister, 2005; Espin, 1987). Immigration disrupts individual, family, 

social, and community structures even as it creates opportunity (Yakushko & Chronister, 

2005). 

Research on the psychology of immigration has focused primarily on two 

concepts: intergroup relations, or the ways in which two culturally distinct groups 

encounter and develop attitudes, prejudices and stereotypes about one another, and 

acculturation, or the process of intercultural contact, exchange and the resulting impact 

on values, behaviors and practices, usually focusing on the non-dominant group’s 

acquisition of dominant cultural values (Berry, 2001).  Both these constructs can have 

significant impact on an individual’s psychology, including the intergroup processes’ 

effect on mental and physical health due to experiences of racism and discrimination 

(Viruell-Fuentes, Miranda & Abdulrahim, 2012).  However, acculturation and 

acculturative stress, the demands of the acculturative experience on the individual, 

specifically, have been extensively researched and linked to patterns in immigrant health, 

including birth outcomes, health care utilization, chronic disease and mental health 

(Smart & Smart, 1995; Lara, Gamboa, Kahramanian, Morales & Hayes Bautista, 2005).   

Yet the evidence about the impact of acculturation on the lives of immigrants is 

mixed and the measures used to capture this construct do not directly measure 
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acculturation itself.  Proxy measures for acculturation include generational status, 

nativity, language, citizenship, length of residence and age at arrival in the US (Viruell-

Fuentes et al., 2012).  Due to the difficulty capturing acculturation as a construct and its 

inconsistent relationship to health outcomes, scholars have called for a broader 

examination of the factors influencing emotional distress and psychosocial adjustment 

following immigration (Viruell-Fuentes et al., 2012; Dovidio & Esses, 2001; Upegui-

Hernandez, 2011; Mahalingam, Balan & Haritatos, 2008; Torres & Wallace, 2013).   

Specifically, scholars have identified approaches that examine the transnational, 

intersectional and structural nature of immigration experience, pointing to racialization 

processes that occur once immigrants have arrived in the United States, context-rich 

examinations of waves of immigration and gender-specific immigration experiences as 

gaps in the literature unaddressed by current research trends (Viruell-Fuentes et al., 2012; 

Dovidio & Esses, 2001; Upegui-Hernandez, 2011; Mahalingam et al., 2008).  Further, 

acculturation and other research on immigration psychology focus almost exclusively on 

the immigrant in the context of the U.S. or other receiving country to the exclusion of the 

context of the sending country and the context of the migration journey itself (Torres & 

Wallace, 2012).  

Yet a growing body of research suggests that both individual factors and 

experiences pre- and during migration play an important role in immigrant mental health 

and impact the acculturation process (Fortuna, Porche & Alegria, 2008; Eisenman, 

Gelberg, Liu & Shapiro, 2003; Cuevas, Sabina & Bell, 2012).  In particular, experiences 

of trauma have been shown to impact acculturative stress, mental health and physical 

health (Li, 2016; Perreira & Ornelas, 2013).   
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TRAUMA 

Trauma is the result of experiences that overwhelm an individual’s established 

systems of coping. There are three distinct conceptualizations of trauma, each rooted in 

distinct theoretical framework: those that rely predominately on biological and survival 

mechanisms; those rooted in developmental and psychoanalytic theories that understand 

trauma to be the result of betrayal by attachment figures; and those that conceptualize 

trauma as a systemic and intergroup process, focusing on events like genocide and 

processes like discrimination.  Each of these types of trauma has been extensively 

researched and been found to represent distinct types of trauma, producing distinct 

patterns of trauma-related symptoms (Kira et al., 2012). 

To conceptualize this wide range of potential trauma exposures faced by female 

migrants from the Northern Triangle, I will utilize two broad definitions, one 

corresponding to individual trauma and another corresponding to systemic trauma. Judith 

Herman defines individual trauma as the result of experiences that overwhelm an 

individual’s established systems of coping. Traumatic events often “involve threats to life 

or bodily integrity, or a close personal encounter with violence and death.  They confront 

human beings with the extremities of helplessness and terror and evoke the responses of 

catastrophe” (Herman, 1997, p. 33). Trauma also functions at a systemic level, enacted 

socially and socio-politically as much as inter- and intrapersonally (Goodman et al.,, 

2017; Blanco et al., 2006; Kira et al., 2012; Herman, 1997). An ecosystemic 

understanding of trauma recognizes the presence of ongoing, systemic traumas that 

marginalized peoples are exposed to, and accounts for the harm that has been found to be 

associated with oppression-related traumas (Kira, 2010).   

Although often described as extraordinary or unique, the range of traumatic 

events is extremely wide, and encounters with traumatic events are quite common.  Not 
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all people who are exposed to traumatic events suffer severe psychological consequences, 

like diagnoses of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder or Acute Stress Disorder, but many 

experience some psychological reaction to the events they have witnessed or experienced 

(Straussner & Calnan, 2014; Levers, 2012).  Individuals who have been subjected to 

interpersonal violence, rather than natural disasters, are more likely to experience 

persistent and more severe reactions to traumas, and certain experiences are more closely 

associated with long-lasting harm, including “being taken by surprise, trapped, or 

exposed to the point of exhaustion…physical violation or injury, exposure to extreme 

violence or witnessing grotesque death” (Straussner & Calnan, 2014; Herman, 1997, p. 

34). 

TRAUMA AND MIGRATION 
The context of emigration and trauma’s impact on migrants have received 

significantly more attention in the refugee literature than in the immigrant literature, and 

is widely recognized as impacting refugee mental health and psychosocial adjustment 

after arrival in the country of destination (Espin, 1987; George, 2012; Torres & Wallace, 

2012).  Indeed, just as experiencing violence and fleeing home without notice, the 

anticipation of violence and planning for migration are chronic stressors, sometimes long 

predating migration (Saldaña, 1992). In addition to the loss of home and family and the 

trauma associated with the conditions under which an individual flees, female refugees 

face significant danger of sexual harassment, domestic violence and assault throughout 

both the emigration and migration processes, which can have devastating psychological 

effects (George, 2012; Chote, 2014).  

Yet the refugee literature has been criticized for over-relying on the medical 

model associated with a diagnosis of PTSD.  This focus on traumatic events using a 

medical and diagnostic lens has underestimated the cultural aspects of the issues that 
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refugees and other migrants face or the context-of-reception in the country of 

resettlement (Ingleby, 2005).  In particular, investigators working with individuals and 

communities that have experienced political violence have called for the broadening of 

the biomedical model of trauma, which results “in the divorce of the mind from the body, 

individual from the community and the community from the war-torn environment” 

(Pells & Treisman, 2012, p. 392).  

Instead, critics argue that refugee mental health “would be better served by more 

respect for the precise nature of [individuals’] problems” (Ingleby, 2005, p. 9). Reactions 

to traumatic events can range from brief to long lasting to permanent and identity shifting 

(Herman, 1997).  The answer to how trauma will impact someone and what treatment 

should be is often “it depends.”  Trauma’s impact and successful treatment depend on 

age, gender, race, environment and many other factors, but in particular culture, which 

“profoundly shapes people’s experiences of trauma, along with molding the rites and 

rituals of grief and suffering that enable the expression of trauma” (Straussner & Calnan, 

2014; Levers, 2012, p. 12).  

It may seem obvious that immigrants’ experiences and context in their country of 

origin are related to their health in their countries of destination, however the processes of 

stress proliferation, or the development of an initial stressor into additional, new 

stressors, in a transnational context is poorly understood (Li, 2016).  Transnational 

perspectives emphasize the ways in which migrants do not sever their connection to their 

country of origin upon emigration but rather construct a “multiplicity of …involvements 

in both the home and host societies” (Schiller, Basch & Blanc-Szanton, 1992, p. ix). Yet 

the psychological implication of the transnational nature of migration has remained 

underdeveloped (Upegui-Hernandez, 2011). 
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The available evidence suggests that both cultural and pre-migration factors are 

integral to understanding migrant mental health. Latino immigrants’ exposure to political 

violence, one example of the blurred line between categories of immigrant and refugee, 

has been found to be related to later experiences of personal assault, experiences of 

discrimination, multiple traumatic experiences and diagnoses of anxiety, PTSD, 

depression and substance abuse disorders (Fortuna et al., 2008; Eisenman et al., 2003).  

As such “it would be erroneous to attribute health effects only to the post-migration 

acculturative stresses apart from the pre-migration exposures” (Li, 2016, p. 56).  Scholars 

have called for further research aimed at understanding the relationship between culture, 

pre-migration stressors, including victimization, and psychological distress (Cuevas et al., 

2012). Although the research examining pre-migration stressors’ relationships to post-

migration health is growing, the impact of the migration process itself, the events during 

migration, remain under examined (Perreira & Ornelas, 2013). 

RESILIENCE 

Just as traumatic experiences shape the migration process and mental health, 

individuals who have faced traumatic events are remarkably resilient in the face of 

trauma.  Resilience “reflects the individual’s ability to effectively use resources in the 

environment” (Straussner & Calnan, 2014, p. 328).  Best understood as a process, rather 

than a state, resilience theorized to be made up of three components: self-efficacy, or 

one’s sense of being able to succeed or accomplish a task, cognitive-behavioral skills, 

skills used to modulate emotions and cognitions, and the capacity to form caring 

relationships (Straussner & Calnan, 2014).  “Resilience does not lie in either the 

competence or relationship; it lies in the development of competence or relationship 

where they did not exist before” (Hauser et al, 2006 as cited in Straussner & Calnan, 
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2014, p. 329). Just as trauma is context-bound and culture dependent, resilience is also 

developed and made meaningful within its social context; the ways in which culture 

shapes the resources of resiliency motivated by encounters with traumatic experience 

deserves further attention (Pells & Treisman, 2012).  

SYNTHESIS 

The preceding sections reviewed the ways in which the immigrant and refugee 

literature have approached the relationship between migration and mental health.  This 

scholarship explores the tension between cultural and context oriented explanations for 

mental health outcomes and the relative weighting of the importance pre-, post- and 

during migration contexts.  Reviewing this research, both culture and context seem 

critical to better understanding migrant mental health. Yet the research has not yet fully 

integrated these lenses, nor has it heeded its own call for research examining the 

migration process itself.  

It seems that we do not understand the migration experience and we must both 

document the nature of this experience and reflect upon it through the lenses of trauma 

and resiliency. Heeding Dovidio & Esses’ (2001) assertion that “the study of 

immigration…requires psychologists to consider the complexities of a diversity of real 

groups, involving meaningful cultures, histories and contemporary political, social and 

economic relations” (p. 377), the following sections will take a transnational perspective 

to examine, briefly, the historical relationship between the countries of the Northern 

Triangle and the United States, followed by the contemporary social and political climate 

of the region and of the nature of the journey through Mexico.  

A Brief History of Central America and the United States 
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Migration of large numbers of men, women and children from the Northern 

Triangle region of Central America, made up of Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala, 

garnered U.S. media attention in 2014 when massive numbers of unaccompanied minor 

migrants were apprehended crossing the U.S.-Mexico border. Although it was news to 

most Americans, the 2014 migration crisis was actually part of a larger pattern of 

migration from Central America with roots in the region’s history and American foreign 

policy (Zong & Batalova, 2015).  Each of these three countries has a complex history and 

distinct set of influences, yet they share similar economic histories, regional conflicts, 

and similar geographical positioning along drug trafficking routes (Foster, 2007; 

Menjivar, 2006; Dudley, 2012).  Comprehensive treatment of these factors is outside the 

scope of this study, the historical context of the region deserves brief consideration to 

provide context for the long-standing relationship between the United States and the 

countries of the Northern Triangle and how this relationship has formed the context for 

the current mass migration of Central Americans to the United States.  

U.S. PURSUIT OF ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL INTERESTS 

In the years following World War I, economies in Central America became 

increasingly dominated by the economic interests of U.S. based companies and the 

political interests of the U.S. government, which intensified political instability and 

centralized power in the hands of repressive regimes  (Foster, 2007).  As a result, Central 

American economies took until the 1950s to emerge from the impact of the Great 

Depression, resulting in extremely low wages, high unemployment and populations 

increasingly frustrated by the authoritarian regimes under which they lived.  These 

frustrations produced leftist political movements as activists advocated for better quality 

of life and more just economic policies.  The U.S., threatened by the prospect of the rise 
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of communism in Central America and still heavily financially invested in the region, 

intervened using both espionage and diplomatic tactics, which delayed the rise of leftism 

in the region but neither warmed the public towards the U.S. nor prevented the rise of 

communism (Foster, 2007). 

Tension between repressive regimes, politically and economically invested in 

maintaining their positions of power and backed by the United States government, and 

opposition groups produced decades of terrorism and civil war in the region.  In 

Guatemala, the 36-year conflict, beginning in 1960 and ending with a cease-fire in 1996, 

between government forces and guerillas killed at least 150,000, left 50,000 people 

“disappeared” and targeted with special ferocity members of the Mayan community.  In 

El Salvador, a 12-year civil conflict began with the rise of right-wing death squads in 

1980.  The conflict, sustained by U.S. military aid to the government, cost 80,000 people 

their lives and 500,000 their homes as they fled the country.  Honduras, in contrast, 

became the regional seat of U.S. interventionist power, supporting Contra forces in 

Nicaragua and hosting a significant U.S. military force.  U.S. interventionism weakened 

the political infrastructure in Honduras and the country’s support for the Contras 

produced tensions, unrest, violence and death-squad activity by the Honduran army 

(Foster, 2007). 

Despite the growth of democratic institutions and significant decreases in state-

sponsored violence in the countries of the Northern Triangle, the region remained scarred 

by the years of armed conflict and political instability it endured.  In the 1980s, the civil 

wars gave birth to small criminal organizations, mostly families and friendship networks, 

which established clandestine routes to traffic goods and contraband.  In the post-war 

years, the dissolution of guerilla groups and demilitarization of the state alike produced a 

large number of individuals with wartime experience newly out of work and on the labor 
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market.  They, including former guerillas familiar with the goods-trafficking routes 

developed during the civil wars, began to professionalize and use the routes they had 

developed during the war to traffic drugs and goods (Dudley, 2012).   

CENTRAL AMERICANS FLEE TO THE UNITED STATES 

The violence and instability of the civil wars in Central America produced 

enormous numbers of individuals fleeing their countries of origin, many of whom 

relocated to the United States. Unable to recognize as refugees those fleeing state-

sponsored violence that the U.S. was funding and supporting with weapons, the United 

States treated asylum seekers with ambivalence.  The U.S. government created a liminal 

legal space for these displaced communities; they were provided with temporary 

immigration relief yet limited possibilities for permanent residency or official recognition 

(Menjivar, 2006; Coutin, 2003). Central Americans living in the United States found 

themselves stuck between a turbulent economic and political situation in their countries 

of origin and an “exceptionally inhospitable context of reception” produced by U.S. Cold 

War and interventionist policies (Menjivar, 2006).   

THE RISE OF GANG INFLUENCE 

Central American communities in the United States, with their precarious legal 

status, began to grow in size.  The development of these communities in the United 

States, and their social and economic marginalization, has been linked to the development 

of gang violence in Central America. Gangs are the result of “multiple marginality” 

which produces limited social and economic opportunities, forcing youth to look 

elsewhere for social identity and belonging (Vigil, 2002 as cited in Wolf, 2012; Wolf, 

2012).  Some youth from Central America, particularly El Salvador, responded to their 

marginalization, the difficult conditions of their lives and their legal liminality in the 
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United States by joining street gangs already established in American cities and by 

forming their own gangs (Wolf, 2012).   

In the mid-1990s, the U.S. began to pursue a more aggressive immigration policy, 

expanding the list of criminal offenses for which an individual could be deported, 

limiting the number of cases that received judicial review and expediting deportations 

(Pérez, 2013).  While the vast majority of deportees were not affiliated with gangs, it is 

estimated that at least a few thousand of the youth deported to Central America as the 

result of these policies had been affiliated with established street gangs in the United 

States, specifically Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13), a gang formed by Salvadorian youth, and 

the 18th Street Gang, also known as the Dieciocho, originally composed mainly of 

Mexican-American youth (Pérez, 2013).   

The deportation of gang members from the streets of DC, New York and LA to 

Central American countries cannot, in isolation, wholly account for the reconstitution of 

the gangs of the same names and the subsequent proliferation of these groups. Indeed, it 

was the social conditions into which these gang members were transplanted that can be 

credited with their success.  Deportees had uneven family, community or even linguistic 

ties to the “home” countries to which they were deported (Pérez, 2013).  Gang 

connections and identification developed in Central America as the result of social 

exclusion, as it had in the United States (Wolf, 2012). Governments, weakened by years 

of civil war and armed conflict, cut back on social services and failed to strengthen 

criminal justice institutions, producing conditions ripe for gang development (Pérez, 

2013; Wolf, 2012).  

Indeed, government attempts to combat gang violence only made the situation 

worse.  So-called mano dura, or tough-on-crime, policies implemented in Central 

America in the early 2000s, resulted in arrests but rarely convictions due to insufficient 
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evidence and broken judicial systems, and failed to halt the soaring crime rates (Wolf, 

2012).  Further, these policies transformed gangs like MS-13 and Dieciocho; they became 

more organized and ruthless, implementing tougher initiation rights, using firearms over 

less deadly weapons, and headquartering gang activity within prisons, where gang 

members have significant control and autonomy (Wolf, 2012).    

THE MOUTH OF THE SHARK: THE NORTHERN TRIANGLE TODAY 

As a result of the culmination of decades of armed violence, often spurred by U.S. 

interventionism, weakened social systems, limited economic opportunities and the 

introduction of gangs into this social milieu, the Northern Triangle region continues to 

experience a pattern of economic instability and regional violence that includes some of 

the highest rates of armed violence, homicide and femicide in the world (Hiskey, 

Córdoba, Orcés, & Malone, 2016; Geneva Declaration, 2015). Enmeshment between the 

police and criminal actors produce fear that reporting crimes will increase the likelihood 

of further victimization.  Crime victims have little hope for justice following their 

victimization and citizens receive little protection from social or justice systems, 

producing demoralization and widespread loss of faith in the systems intended to protect 

them  (Eguizábal, Ingram, Curtis, Korthuis, Olson, & Phillips, 2015).  The breakdown of 

social structures and the pervasiveness of violence found in regions experiencing armed 

conflict have been found to be related to increases in other types of interpersonal 

violence, particularly domestic violence (Usta, Farver & Zien, 2008).  The relationship 

between armed conflict and domestic violence suggests that women may be at 

particularly high risk for physical and emotional violence and distress.   
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NORTHWARD MIGRATION FROM THE NORTHERN TRIANGLE 

The pervasive violence and breakdown of social structures occurring in the 

Northern Triangle region has produced enormous waves of people fleeing their countries 

of origin to the United States (Valdez et al., 2015).  Unlike Mexican migrants coming to 

the U.S., migrants from the countries of the Northern Triangle must make extended 

clandestine journeys through Mexico, and for individuals from Honduras and El 

Salvador, through Guatemala.   

Mexico as a country of transit   

Mexico has long been a country of both transit and destination for Central 

American migrants (Carte, 2014).  Until the 1990s, Mexico maintained relatively open 

southern borders in order to facilitate transnational commercial and family interactions.  

However, in the 1990s Mexico came under increasing pressure from the United States to 

enforce its southern border in order to prevent migrants from reaching the United States 

(Castillo, 2006).  Restrictive U.S. immigration policies contributed to the militarization of 

the U.S.-Mexico border, the most militarized border in the world between two peaceful 

countries.  Yet even as U.S. immigration policies produced a more restrictive 

immigration environment in the U.S. and Mexico, individuals from Latin America 

continued to migrate at high rates (Massey & Riosmena, 2010).  

Mexico’s status as a country of origin and as a country of transit for migrants to 

the United States has created a unique double bind for the country.  On the one hand, 

Mexico has been an advocate for migrant rights, stemming from the experiences of 

undocumented Mexican migrants living and working in the United States and calling for 

reforms to prevent abuses (Amnesty International, 2010).  Indeed, Mexico has passed 

laws granting some rights to Central American migrants living in the communities on the 
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Mexico-side of the Mexico-Guatemala border, including access to schooling, temporary 

work permits and programs facilitating access to health care (Carte, 2014).  Further, 

Mexico has decriminalized providing assistance to migrants, which previously was 

considered abetting human smuggling, in order to improve the conditions of migration 

for those traveling clandestinely (Amnesty International, 2010).   

On the other hand, Mexico is under increasing pressure to apprehend, detain and 

deport migrants attempting to cross through Mexico on their way to the United States, 

evidenced by rapidly increasing rates of detention and deportation (Castillo, 2006). This 

pressure has only increased in recent years. In 2014, 47,017 unaccompanied minors from 

Central America U.S.-Mexico border over an eight-month period, nearly twice as many 

as had been apprehended in the entire prior 12-month period (Krogstad & Gonzalez-

Barrera, 2014). The US government responded to the migration crisis with a multi-

faceted approach to dissuade and prohibit further migration.  Despite the efficacy of the 

tactics employed, including increasing detention of migrants at Mexico’s southern border, 

increased deportations of asylum seekers, and public education campaigns about the 

dangers of the journey, migrants continue to flee to the United States  (Hiskey, et al., 

2016; Customs and Border Patrol, 2016).  

The journey through Mexico 

The geopolitical pressure to limit migration, combined with the success of 

criminal organizations in Mexico, has created a complex and hostile environment through 

which migrants must travel northward.  The journey itself is arduous, typically taken over 

land by bus, foot, and train, and can last weeks or even months (Kaltman et al., 2011). 

Despite laws that attempt to improve the conditions of crossing for migrants, their 

undocumented status crossing through Mexico creates a position of immense 
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vulnerability in which they are at high risk for victimization by other migrants, local 

officials and gangs alike (Amnesty International, 2010).  

Increasing border security measures along the U.S.-Mexico border have required 

the use of more and more sophisticated techniques in order to cross undetected, which 

has meant that increasingly border-crossing has been controlled by cartel and cartel-like 

criminal organizations.  The proliferation of large-scale criminal organizations in Mexico 

has its roots in the 1980s as cocaine moved through Mexico from the Andes to the United 

States.  With time, these groups have grown from small-scale, family-based 

organizations, to complex, professionalized criminal structures, which have diversified to 

include drug smuggling, armed security provision, human smuggling, small-business 

extortion and kidnapping (Dudley, 2012).  Migrants rely on these criminal organizations 

to facilitate their passage through Mexico and across the U.S.-Mexico border and pay 

increasingly high prices for this service, while at the same time often experiencing abuse 

at the hands of their coyotes (Massey & Riosmena, 2010; Amnesty International, 2010).   

Cartels have also permitted the development of smaller, associated criminal 

groups that control small pieces of territory and may pay a fee to the larger criminal 

group.  This structure means that migrants can and frequently do experience victimization 

by multiple criminal enterprises and criminal enterprises at different levels (e.g. by the 

cartel organization facilitating their passage and by the local-level organization which 

may rob, terrorize or kidnap them away from the group under whose control they were 

previously) (Dudley, 2012; Simmons, Menjivar & Tellez, 2015).  Not only are migrants 

at risk of victimization including robbery, assault, kidnapping and extortion, but estimates 

of the numbers of migrants killed or who go “missing” during their journey are annually 

in the “hundreds” (Amnesty International, 2010).  For example, in 2010 a mass grave was 

found in San Fernando, Tamaulipas, Mexico in which the bodies of 72 migrants were 
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found, reportedly murdered by members of the Zeta cartel because the migrants resisted 

an extortion attempt (Archibold, 2010). The next year, in 2011, the bodies of 193 

migrants were found in the same area, an abduction and murder reportedly committed by 

the Zetas and facilitated by local police (Evans, 2014).  

The abuse of migrants at the hands of criminal organizations and even at the 

hands of other, opportunistic migrants is facilitated by the lack of official recognition of 

migrants.  They have no recourse to report their victimization, as doing so would reveal 

them to be undocumented and likely subject them to detention and deportation (Amnesty 

International, 2010).  Due to widespread corruption, migrants have even more to fear 

from Mexican officials than detention and deportation.  One report interviewed 238 

victims and witnesses of kidnappings and found that 91% of kidnapped migrants reported 

that a local official was complicit in their kidnapping and 99 of those interviewed 

reported collusion between police and kidnappers (Amnesty International, 2010).  

Markers of difference and risk of deportation 

Part of the danger in traveling through Mexico for Central Americans, which 

differentiates their experiences from that of Mexican citizens traveling to the U.S. border, 

is their “visibility” as migrants in both visual and linguistic terms.  Central American 

migrants may face racism and xenophobia associated with having an appearance that is 

more indigenous than mestizo or by having linguistic differences (e.g. accents or word 

choice) that mark them as not being from Mexico (Amnesty International, 2010). Central 

American migrants may feel that the success of their migration may depend on their 

ability to “pass” as Mexican on the journey and thereby evade detection by immigration, 

police and others who may take advantage of migrants (Valdez et al., 2015).   
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Indeed, in response to the massive numbers of immigrants moving northwards 

there are reports, including reports confirmed by Mexico’s National Commission for 

Human Rights, of Mexican nationals of indigenous descent being profiled as migrants, 

detained and pressured to sign confessions permitting their detention and deportation 

(Comisión Nacional de los Derechos Humanos, 2015; Lakhani, 2016). The detention of 

Mexican nationals speak to the aggressive atmosphere of immigration enforcement and 

the widespread use of forceful, inappropriate and even abusive tactics by immigration 

officials (Amnesty International, 2010; Lakhani, 2016).   Migrants’ visibility in this 

environment increases their fear of attracting the attention of immigration officials and 

increases their reliance on criminal organizations and vulnerability to victimization.   

Migrants find themselves stuck between cartels rife with violence and abusive 

behavior and government agencies, including immigration officials.  These conditions 

convert migration into a state of “constant vulnerability,” exacting an enormous 

psychological toll on migrants who find themselves terrified, “disoriented,” and traveling 

through “a series of states of exception, where they are subject to lawless conditions” 

(Simmons et al., 2015, p. 553). Evidence suggests that, despite knowing migration was 

dangerous and that chances of being granted asylum in the United States were low, 

individuals and families continue to make the journey.  Hiskey et al. interpret this 

evidence to suggest that the situation is perceived to be so bad in migrants’ country of 

origin that “no amount of danger or chance of deportation [is] sufficient to dissuade” 

them from leaving (2016).   

Female migrants 

In addition to the hardships inherent in the journey through Mexico and into the 

United States, female migrants are at particularly high risk for victimization.  Estimates 
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suggest that six in ten female migrants experience sexual violence over the course of their 

migration and that criminal organizations consider sexual violence as a part of the “price” 

of making the journey (Amnesty International, 2010).  The high rate of sexual violence 

means that these risks define, in many ways, the journey for female migrants.  

Throughout the journey, women face gender-specific choices, barriers, dangers and 

opportunities over the course of their migration. Migrant women are at high risk for 

victimization, including robbery, kidnapping, and sexual assault (Valdez et al., 2015; 

Kaltman et al., 2011).  Simmons, Menjivar and Tellez (2015) write that, considering the 

power dynamics at the U.S.- Mexico border, “female bodies from Mexico and Central 

America become the most vulnerable to violence across multiple scales via human 

smugglers, via the state…and via a culture of patriarchy and misogyny that allows 

violence against women to continue with impunity” (p. 554).  

Indeed, many of the women fleeing the countries of the Northern Triangle region 

have experienced gender-based and sexual violence.  Kaltman et al. described the women 

in her sample as having experiences of sexual abuse in childhood, domestic abuse in their 

adult partnerships, and experiencing other types of sexual violence in addition to 

experiencing loss and witnessing other types of violence and instability in their countries 

of origin (2011).  The histories that migrant women may have with abuse and sexual 

violence may make the threat of sexual violence during the migration journey even more 

terrifying and traumatizing.  Indeed, sexual violence or the threat thereof is considered a 

useful tool for gang and cartel members to terrorize women and their family members 

into compliance (Amnesty International, 2010).   
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MULTIPLE TRAUMAS, MARGINAL STATUS AND MIGRANT MENTAL HEALTH 

Both the research and mental health communities’ understanding of the violence 

that migrating women experience remains relatively limited, and the relationship between 

migration and domestic and sexual violence is particularly under-examined (Cook 

Heffron, 2015).  Yet, exposure to multiple traumatic events and multiple victimizations 

are key risk factors for negative mental health outcomes, including PTSD, and PTSD 

with comorbid depression, anxiety, depression and substance abuse (Kaltman et al., 2010; 

Fortuna et al., 2008; Eisenman et al., 2003; Torres & Wallace, 2013).   

Migrants from Central America have been found to experience high rates of 

mental health issues related to trauma (Kaltman et al., 2011).  Yet limited research has 

examined the particular migration experiences of migrants like those from the Northern 

Triangle despite evidence that suggests migration stories may be important information 

for mental health providers to have and may be important rapport building experiences 

between client and counselor (Yakushko & Chronister, 2005). 

Cook Heffron (2015) describes Central American women migrants as seeming “to 

experience migration through the ever present haze of both experienced and anticipated 

violence” (p. 3).  Both despite the omnipresence of violence and because of it, female 

migrants from the Northern triangle are unlikely to report their experiences of trauma.  In 

their countries of origin they are unlikely to have had access to avenues to report 

victimization or pursue justice and may have limited expectations for these systems to 

serve them (Cook-Heffron, 2015).  During the migration journey itself, Central American 

migrant women are unlikely to report their victimization due to lack of access to avenues 

to pursue justice and the pressure to continue their journeys, in which, far from home and 

isolated from their communities, they are doubly vulnerable (Amnesty International, 

2010; Simmons et al., 2015).    
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After they have arrived in the United States, migrant women are inhibited from 

accessing mental health and legal services by low-income, undocumented status, 

language barriers, the complexity of the systems they must navigate, and lack of 

familiarity with the frameworks that would facilitate their use of these systems (Hipolito-

Delgado, 2012).  Further, evidence suggests that Latina migrants are unlikely to disclose 

the experiences of sexual trauma, interpersonal or domestic violence and other traumatic 

experiences they have faced (Simmons et al., 2015; Kaltman et al., 2010; Kaltman et al., 

2011; Espin, 1987). This reluctance is likely due to a combination of the difficulty 

discussing traumatic events, cultural values that may associate victimization with shame 

and structural barriers like language, distrust of providers, and fear of deportation  

(Simmons et al., 2015; Hipolito-Delgado, 2012).  Standard assessments often fail to fully 

capture the range of traumatic experiences that migrants experience; one study found that 

Latina migrants endorsed having experienced “extremely frightening” and “dangerous” 

situations not included on most trauma questionnaires (Kaltman et al., 2010).   

Yet access to supportive services and appropriate mental health treatment may 

make a significant difference for mental health outcomes, making it urgent that providers 

understand and directly inquire about some of the issues faced by migrants before and 

during their journey (Kaltman et al., 2010; Simmons et al., 2015).  Without understanding 

the trauma histories of Latina migrant women, mental health clinicians may not be able to 

assess and provide care appropriately. 

RATIONALE FOR THE CURRENT STUDY 

Despite the dramatic accounts of violence in the countries of the Northern 

Triangle region, of the dangers encountered by migrants traveling clandestinely through 

Mexico and of difficulty crossing the U.S.-Mexico border from international relations 
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perspectives and a call for broader perspectives on the psychology of immigration, only 

limited research has focused on the migration experiences of women undertaking this 

journey and the psychological dynamics and implications of this experience.   The current 

study aims to examine the lived experience of migration by women from the Northern 

Triangle.  Data collection and analysis are currently ongoing.  Preliminary data are 

presented here.   
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Methodology 

This study will use phenomenological methods in order to explore the lived-

experiences of women who have undertaken the over-land migration from the countries 

of the Northern Triangle to the United States.  Although mass migration is often 

discussed in terms of the large numbers of individuals undertaking the journey, the 

decision to leave home and the experiences of the migration journey are intimately 

personal even as they occur in the context of a larger community migration.  The liminal 

space between country of origin and the intended destination is both rich for potential 

meaning making about migration and filled with experiences that are likely to shape the 

course of that meaning making (Mainwaring & Brigden, 2016). Further, the experience 

of migration is likely to shape other psychological processes long after an individual has 

arrived in the United States, impacting mental health outcomes in addition to processes 

associated with the psychology of immigration. In the following sections, I will describe 

briefly the rationale for the selection of the method utilized for this study, the 

implementation of criteria to assure rigor in the study, the research questions and 

hypothesis, the sampling procedures, and the procedures for data analysis.   

METHODOLOGICAL RATIONALE 

Qualitative methods in psychological research were developed due to a critique 

that positivist research methods, although useful, failed to fully capture the nature and 

complexity of human experience.  They were developed with the intention to produce 

research that would resist reductionist tendencies in research, remaining  “faithful to 

human reality and all its complexity” (Giorgi, 2014, p. 235).   Indeed, qualitative methods 

“are particularly suited to examining individuals within their cultural frameworks” 

(Morrow, 2005, p. 253).  As such, they are designed to describe and interpret 
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participants’ experiences in a highly contextualized way and are useful for addressing 

questions aimed at understanding how individuals make meaning of certain experiences, 

actions or situations in their lives (Ponterotto, 2005; Maxwell, 2013).   

In a constructivist paradigm, qualitative research holds that there is no singular 

reality, but rather “all human behavior is time-and context-bound; this boundedness 

suggests that inquiry is incapable of producing nomotheic knowledge, but instead only 

idiographic “working hypotheses” that relate to a given and specific context” (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1986, p. 17).  That is, rather than seeking to produce findings that can be 

generalized to large groups of people, as in nomotheic research, qualitative methods are 

idiographic in that they privilege in-depth, particular understanding over universality and 

generalizability (Ponterotto, 2005).  This focus means that qualitative research does not 

claim to provide explanations or uncover causes; instead it aims to provide clarification 

of a phenomenon (Giorgi, 2005).  

Yet assuming the mantle of qualitative, idiographic research does not suggest that 

findings must exclusively speak to the experience of the unique participant. Rather, these 

methods permit that unique, individual cases are brought into “conversation” with each 

other, permitting “shared realities to be constructed out of individuals’ perspectival 

images” (Rosenwald, 1988, p. 239). Indeed, not only can the study of individual cases be 

brought into conversation with each other but also brought into conversation with the 

social forces that are inextricable in the shaping of lives.  “The study of cases – of lives – 

is an approach to the better understanding of social life, and not a retreat from it.  At the 

same time, we can enhance our appreciation of individual lives by regarding them as 

socially formed – or deformed – rather than autonomous” (Rosenwald, 1988, p. 244).  

This constructivist approach sees a complex, unceasing dialectic between the 

individual and the social. The argument for reuniting the study of the unique individual 
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with the reality they share with other unique individuals and situating this shared reality 

within larger social structures seems particularly relevant and necessary for those topics 

in which the personal is deeply enmeshed with larger social structures, like the migration 

of women from the Northern Triangle to the United States.  Indeed, as this paradigm 

argues that “inquiry is contextually and sociotemporally bound,” it holds that there is no 

other way to attempt to understand these human experiences (Schwandt, 1990, p. 273).  

Philosophical origins of phenomenology 

The phenomenological tradition has its roots in the writings of Edmund Husserl 

(1859-1938), a German philosopher interested in better understanding human 

consciousness and experience, which he saw as unsatisfactorily measurable by positivist 

and post-positivist methods of the day (Dowling, 2007).  Husserl’s phenomenology 

centered on the concept of phenomenological reduction, the idea that experience is the 

fundamental source of knowledge and that phenomenology’s goal was to unearth the 

essence of an experience in order to understand it (Wertz, 2005). To access the essence of 

an experience, the researcher must access the lebenswelt, or life-world, of the participant, 

a pre-reflective understanding of experience as it is lived in every day life.  The 

researcher must then “bracket” his or her own experiences, understandings and beliefs 

about the world, permitting the researcher to empathically join with the participant 

(Wertz, 2005). Husserl’s phenomenology focused on immediate consciousness, as devoid 

of culture and of context as possible, in order to get at the “purest” understanding of the 

phenomenon (Dowling, 2007).   

Husserl’s phenomenology was built upon by fellow German philosopher, Martin 

Heidegger (1889-1976), who developed what is called hermeneutic phenomenology.  

Whereas Husserl’s phenomenology focused on description and the “essence” of a 
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phenomena, Heidegger proposed that lived experience is an interpretative process and 

that consciousness is not separate from the world in which it exists or that it is even 

possible to separate them (Dowling, 2007).  Heidegger described this nature of 

experience as “being-in-the-world,” reflecting what he theorized as a reciprocal 

relationship between consciousness, the world, and understanding (Dowling, 2007).   

To describe this relationship, Heidegger developed the concept of the hermeneutic 

circle, which is a theory of interpretation postulating that deeper insight can be reached 

through an iterative consideration, and re-consideration, of the interactions between the 

part and the whole (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009). Hermeneutics holds that meaning is 

hidden and therefore “understanding” is inherently interpretative; meaning can be 

brought to light through both the prolonged engagement between participant and 

investigator and intensive reflection on and interpretation of the material produced by this 

engagement (Ponterotto, 2005).   

The work of Husserl and Heidegger was more philosophical than methodological 

in nature and both writers have inspired schools of thought that have developed their 

ideas into distinct schools (descriptive and hermeneutic phenomenology, respectively) 

and associated methodologies. For the present study, my methodology will be drawn 

from the hermeneutic tradition.   

Hermeneutic phenomenology 

Two key aspects of hermeneutic phenomenology distinguish it from other schools 

of thought and are essential to the current project.  The first is an understanding of a 

historically, culturally and contextually bound lebenswelt.  This understanding of the life-

world conceptualizes our sense of self as “embodied…. always in relation to others, 

given through shared language, discourse, culture and history” (Finlay, 2012, p. 180).  
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This understanding of the life-world, and therefore consciousness, as being contextually 

bound, reflects a reciprocal, hermeneutic relationship between the individual and the 

social. The individual life and understanding of it is engaged in a constant dialectic with 

its larger social context (Smith et al., 2009).   

The second key idea that distinguishes hermeneutic phenomenology is the idea 

that meaning is interpretative. Indeed, hermeneutic phenomenology argues that 

experience itself is an interpretative process and, thus, attempts at understanding, e.g. 

inquiry, are also interpretive and hermeneutic (Dowling, 2007).  The researcher’s 

interaction with the participant yields an interpretation of the experience represented in 

the interview; each part of the interview, reflecting an aspect or part of an experience, 

viewed in the context of the whole interview yields further meaning about both the part 

and the whole (Smith, 2009).   

Because of the interpretive nature of reality postulated by hermeneutic 

phenomenology, the researcher is understood as engaged in a reciprocal process of 

understanding and interpretation with the participant (Dowling, 2007). Hermeneutic 

researchers must, then, explicitly engage in a reflexive, reflective process of examining 

their own historical and cultural background and how these factors influence their own 

understandings (Finlay, 2012).   In this way, inquiry is considered to be a dialogue, with 

the researcher continually engaged in considering social, cultural and gendered 

implications of the research process itself (Dowling, 2007).   

The researcher’s positionality in hermeneutic phenomenology requires “a 

commitment to nonduality,” holding space for the world and individual to remain 

intertwined and requiring the researcher to withhold from foreclosing too quickly on a 

single understanding (Finlay, 2012, p. 182). The researcher must suspend their initial pre-

judgments and preconceptions so as to enter the life-world of the participant, which 
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requires an empathic, “attentive being-with” (Finlay, 2012, p. 183).  This stance evokes 

the intersubjectivity of the research process itself, as well as the intersubjective nature of 

consciousness and understanding.  It is, then, in the intersubjective encounter between 

context-laden researcher and context-laden participant that understanding is generated, 

though always dynamically (Murray & Holmes, 2014).  This stance, Bradfield suggests, 

creates both ethical issues and opportunities for psychologist-researchers, who must be 

researchers, centrally, yet also psychologists, peripherally (2012, p. 275).    

The reflexive stance taken in hermeneutic phenomenology further troubles the 

traditional husserlian practice of “bracketing” the researcher’s own context, values and 

beliefs.  Indeed, as the researcher’s own self is central to the process, hermeneutic 

psychology suggests that efforts at bracketing must be understood as incomplete at best 

(Bradfield, 2012).  Indeed, some groups within hermeneutic phenomenology question 

whether such bracketing was entirely possible, proposing that the researcher-participant 

relationship must be “of mutual and simultaneous influence,” defined by respectful 

negotiation and reciprocal learning (Lincoln & Guba, 1986, p. 17). In this way, 

hermeneutic phenomenology “embraces a human science perspective of intersubjectivity 

methodologically as well as philosophically” (Dowling, 2007, p. 137).  Although this 

stance is in some ways at odds with valued trends in psychological research, MD and 

trauma researcher, Judith Herman argues that without an attitude of “closeness and 

mutuality” towards research participants who have experienced trauma “the ability of 

authentic understanding is inevitably lost” (1997, p. 240).  

My approach will embrace the tension between bracketing and valuing the 

importance of the intersubjective space between researcher and participant in which 

meaning is made. Critically, this means acknowledging and examining my own value-

systems, privileges, and prior experiences, while understanding that bracketing these 
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concepts is an imperfect practice. Indeed, in addition to remaining conscious of the 

different racial, socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds my participants and I are likely 

to have, for me this will mean bracketing my prior clinical experience working with this 

population even as I acknowledge the influence of that experience on the current 

undertaking.   

RIGOR AND AUTHENTICITY 

One of the challenges posed by alternative paradigms and non-traditional 

methodologies is the evaluation of studies’ rigor. Rigor in research is “the means by 

which we show integrity and competence: it is about ethics and politics, regardless of the 

paradigm” (Tobin & Begley, 2004, p. 390).  Positivist and post-positivist criteria were 

difficult to fit to the new methods and findings being explored by qualitative researchers 

(Seale, 1999). Yet quantitative scientists and a scientific community accustomed to the 

language and norms of positivist and post-positivist epistemologies (and methodologies) 

have expressed concern about a perceived lack of established criteria on which to judge 

qualitative work.   

Positivist and post-positivist criteria were difficult to fit to the new methods and 

findings being explored by qualitative researchers. Lincoln & Guba originally proposed 

what they called “trustworthiness criteria” to help establish standards for qualitative 

research.  The trustworthiness criteria corresponded to similar standards within a post-

positivist paradigm, eg. credibility for internal validity, transferability for external 

validity, dependability for reliability and confirmability for objectivity (Lincoln & Guba, 

1986).  Since, however, they have come to reject those standards as they ignore the 

influence of context and attempt to reproduce a post-positivist evaluation of research that 

falls outside a post-positivist paradigm (Lincoln & Guba, 1986, p. 19).   
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Instead, they conceptualized authenticity as the paradigm-congruent criteria for 

rigor in naturalistic research (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). Rather than rejecting the 

trustworthiness criteria outright as Lincoln & Guba suggest, the two can be integrated as 

suggested by Morrow (2005) to include paradigm-specific criteria and “paradigm-

transcendent” criteria. The criteria Morrow proposes for rigor in qualitative research will 

be utilized here to capture both the paradigm-congruent standards of authenticity and the 

“transcendent criteria” necessary for all quality research (Morrow, 2005, p. 251).  

The alternative criteria are imperfect in their ability to create and assess research 

as rigorous, yet so too are the “holy trinity” of social science research validity, 

generalizability and reliability (Tobin & Begley, 2004; Seale, 1999).  These values, 

driving traditional research methodologies, are just that – values, laden with the bias of 

the researcher and the cultural baggage of the supporting institutions (Schwandt, 2007; 

Seale, 1999).  Rather than rules, then, the alternative paradigm criteria I have chosen to 

adopt are guidelines to encourage the “dynamic and interactive” pursuit of quality in 

qualitative research (Tobin & Begley, 2004, p. 391).   

Authenticity criteria 

The first of the authenticity criteria is fairness, which is the commitment to 

honoring the different constructions that emerge from the different value-systems of the 

individuals participating in the project.  Because research is a politically and socially 

laden act, some constructions of a phenomenon may be marginalized in favor of others.  

In order to implement the fairness criteria, Lincoln & Guba propose two steps.  First, the 

value structures underlying each construction of a phenomenon must be made explicit 

and conflicts must be explored.  Second, during interpretation and recommendations for 

action based on the research, the researcher must engage in a fair negotiation with 
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participants, providing them equal power, appellate mechanisms and engaging in a 

member-check process (Lincoln & Guba, 1986).  I will engage in a member check 

process both through a collaborative stance during the interview, providing opportunities 

for clarification of meaning and participant-added topics, and employ a member-check 

after the development of my findings. 

The second authenticity criterion is that of ontological authenticity, that is, that 

the research produces “improvement in the individual’s (and group’s) conscious 

experiencing of the world” (Lincoln & Guba, 1986, p. 22).  Throughout the research 

process and in the research product, participants, stakeholders (and the researcher’s) 

constructions of the phenomena should be expanded and deepened (Morrow, 2005).  

Similarly, the criteria of educative authenticity requires that the product of research 

permits individuals to appreciate or understand, “not necessarily like or agree with—the 

constructions that are made by others and to understand how those constructions are 

rooted in the different value systems of those others” (Lincoln & Guba, 1986, p. 23).  

Catalytic authenticity refers to the requirement that “rigorous” research must facilitate 

action.  Tactical authenticity refers to the efficacy of whether the research produces 

action, specifically whether the products are “empowering or impoverishing, and to 

whom” (Lincoln & Guba, 1986, p. 23).  

The four authenticity criteria refer, in many ways, to the product of the research 

endeavor and how it produces improved consciousness, understanding and action.  Yet it 

is critical to be mindful of these criteria throughout the research endeavor, attempting to 

include “all stakeholders from the start…honor their inputs…provide them with decision-

making power…[which] results in a collaborative effort” to achieve these criteria 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1986, p. 24).  In addition to engaging in a member check process, as 

stated above, this research will be developed with the aim of being accessible to members 
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of the population under study, including producing Spanish-language research products, 

and to other stakeholders, such as community mental health workers.   

Morrow suggests one further constructivist-specific criteria, based on Lincoln and 

Guba’s work, which she calls meaning and is broken into two parts, verstehen and co-

construction. Verstehen is the concept developed by Heidegger for “felt subjective 

engagement with the lived experience of another, in which one subjectivity witnesses the 

depth of experience of another” (Bradfield, 2012, p. 264).  As a criterion for rigor, 

Morrow summarizes verstehen as “the extent to which participant meanings are 

understood deeply” and as reliant on an understanding of the participant’s context, 

including cultural context, as well as building rapport. Morrow recommends being wary 

of the tendency in psychological research to focusing on intrapsychic and interpersonal 

issues and to re-contextualize data through examining contextual issues and the use of 

triangulation to gain multiple perspectives on a phenomenon (Morrow, 2005).   

The second part of the meaning criteria is co-construction, the idea that the 

encounter between participant and researcher is held as collaborative and that there is a 

mutual construction of meaning and explication of meaning.  Co-construction goes hand 

in hand with the requirements of verstehen but requires further use of rapport building, 

particularly in cases of cross-cultural research (Morrow, 2005).  In many ways, the 

interview transcripts themselves will help to provide evidence of whether the research has 

accessed maxims of verstehen and whether sufficient rapport has been built to consider 

the endeavor co-constructive.  However, in addition, issues of culture and context will be 

held as primary lenses through which this research project will be conducted.   
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Transcendental criteria 

Morrow provides four further criteria, which although related to the constructivist 

criteria stand as critical criteria for evaluating all research endeavors.  The first is social 

validity, or the extent to which the research and participant community finds the research 

useful, important and acceptable.  The second is subjectivity and reflexivity, or making 

implicit assumptions, values and biases overt.  Researchers can then either bracket these 

previously held beliefs or use them as further data for the research.  One way to meet the 

criteria of reflexivity is to keep a journal or write field notes.  These self-reflective 

writings can be reconsidered, evaluated for emergence of bias and sometimes 

incorporated into research.  Further, Morrow suggests that researchers engage in peer 

debriefing to help “mirror” the research process (Morrow, 2005, p. 254).   

The third transcendental criterion Morrow proposes is that of adequacy of data.  

She contends that in qualitative research, unlike in quantitative data, adequacy is centered 

on depth of the data rather than the number of data points (or participants).  Morrow 

recommends that adequacy of data be driven by the research question and met by 

purposeful sampling, a flexible interview strategy to achieve richness in data and 

triangulation using multiple types of evidence sources (2005, p. 255).  For this 

investigation, although an interview structure is proposed, interviews will be open ended 

and may change if it is revealed that they fail to capture an important aspect of the 

phenomena.  Sampling, described in more depth below, will be purposeful and additional 

sources of data will be solicited and incorporated if available.  

The fourth criterion for rigor that Morrow suggests is adequacy of interpretation.  

Adequacy of interpretation in constructivist research is a maxim that must be upheld 

throughout the data collection process because of the dialogic nature of conversation and 

interpretation. To meet the criteria of adequacy of interpretation, Morrow suggests 
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choosing a systematic analytic framework, in this case IPA, sustained immersion in the 

data, use of memos or journals, and the utilization of a balance of interpretation and 

interview based evidence in presenting the research (Morrow, 2005).  All of these 

techniques will be used throughout the research process.   

THE CURRENT STUDY 

Reflecting these principles of hermeneutic phenomenology, the goals of the 

research project and the methodologies available that draw from the philosophical 

background described above, I have selected Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

(IPA) as methodological approach for data analysis.  IPA is specifically focused on 

understanding the lived experience of participants on their own terms, understanding 

humans to be “sense making creatures” whose accounts of their experiences reflect their 

“attempts to make sense of their experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 3). IPA provides 

guidelines for a six-step process for data analysis that permits close, reflexive 

consideration of each interview and each interview in the context of the other interviews.  

Despite these steps, conducting an IPA study is an inherently hermeneutic endeavor and 

thus each step may be revisited in light of new parts or new understandings of the whole 

(Smith et al., 2009).  These steps will be reviewed in the procedures section, below.  

Approval by the Institutional Review Board  

A pilot version of this study, aiming to recruit five participants,  received approval 

from the Institutional Review Board of the University of Texas at Austin. All study 

procedures will follow the guidelines set forth and approved by the IRB.   
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Research Questions  

In the tradition of hermeneutic phenomenology, this study aims to understand 

participants’ experiences of migration on their own terms and, as such, does not have a 

falsifiable hypothesis.  Instead, the inquiry aims to examine the following open-ended 

research questions:  1) What was your experience of leaving your country of origin, 

including the decision-making process? 2) What was your experience of the migration 

journey?  3) What impact has the migration experience had on you?  

Rationale  

These research questions are informed by a hermeneutic understanding of 

experience, aimed at understanding both the experience and the meaning-making process 

associated with the experience.  Further, these questions conceptualize migration broadly, 

understanding that the pre-migration experiences and post-migration processing of these 

experiences may inform participant meaning making.  These broad research questions 

will be addressed using a semi-structured interview protocol, discussed in-depth below.   

Participants 

Participants will be recruited using a snowball sampling method via outreach to 

community agencies, including mental health, legal and human service agencies, in the 

Central Texas area likely to serve Central American women from the Northern Triangle 

region who have migrated over land to the United States.  Participants will also be asked 

if they know of other individuals fitting the inclusion criteria who might be interested in 

participating.  Snowball sampling has been found to be effective in facilitating access to 

marginalized and isolated communities like undocumented immigrants or individuals 

currently seeking asylum in the United States (Atkinson & Flint, 2003).  The primary 

anticipated locales for interviews will be Austin, Texas and Houston, Texas.  
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To be eligible, participants must be women from Honduras, El Salvador or 

Guatemala between the ages of 15 and 65, and have been within this age range during 

their migration. The definition of this age range was dictated by the study’s intent to 

capture the experiences of women during migration.  Due to cultural and situational 

factors associated with migrating, young women between the ages of 15 and 18 may have 

experiences more similar to those of adults than to those of children.  Individuals older 

than 65 may face challenges distinct from those of younger women due to physical 

limitation or other difficulties associated with their age.  The age range included in this 

study was kept as wide as possible due to anticipated difficulty recruiting from a 

marginalized population, which may have limited willingness to participate in research 

due to their marginalized status or may be difficult to identify within a broader 

population.   

 Further, participants must have undertaken an over-land migration journey from 

their country of origin to the United States in the last 15 years preceding the beginning of 

the study (eg. migration since the beginning of 2001). This time period was set because 

the central interest of this study is on the experiences of migrant women from the 

Northern Triangle who migrated in the socio-political context that followed the end of the 

civil conflicts in the region, which ended in the early to mid-1990s, and in the socio-

political context of increasingly stringent US immigration policy, commonly noted as 

beginning in the mid-1990s. Individuals who migrated during the wars or in their 

immediate aftermath likely had a distinct experience of migration due to the climate of 

their countries of origin, Mexico as a country of transit, and of the United States as a 

country of destination.   

The inclusion criteria for timeframe of migration has been defined as broadly as 

possible, again, due to anticipated difficulty with recruitment due to undocumented 
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status.  Further some individuals who migrated more recently may have difficulty 

speaking with a researcher about their experiences due to the recent nature of potentially 

traumatic experiences.  Considering practical constraints of recruitment and transcription, 

as well as guidelines for best practices in qualitative interviews and in IPA studies, this 

study will aim to recruit 12-15 participants (Forsey, 2012; Smith et al., 2009). 

Procedures  

As the consent form will be the only record linking the subject to the research and 

the primary risk to participants in this study is breach of confidentiality, this study will be 

conducted with a waiver of written consent.  Participants will be provided with a written 

statement summarizing the research and the research will be reviewed verbally with 

participants.   

Interviews are estimated to last between 60-90 minutes in length and will be audio 

recorded. The principal investigator (PI) and participant will agree on a location for 

interviews that will maximize convenience for the participant while ensuring privacy and 

feasibility for an interview.  Possible interview locations include agency offices where 

the PI has contacts or participants are already receiving services, private research rooms 

at the University of Texas at Austin, or participants’ homes.   

Interviews will follow a semi-structured format, with overarching questions and 

prompts aimed at understanding the central questions of the study: 1) Tell me about 

deciding to leave your country; 2) Tell me about the beginning of your migration journey; 

3) Take me through the different parts or “chapters” of your journey; 4) Are there one or 

two stories that really stand out for you as especially important or telling about what this 

was like for you? 5) Tell me about how your journey ended; 6) Do you have any final 

thoughts you would like to share to help me understand your journey? The principal 
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investigator will ask clarifying and follow-up questions to ensure that the full intended 

meaning of respondents’ answers are captured.  The interview, however, will allow space 

for participants to respond freely and to elaborate as they see fit on salient aspects of the 

experience for them. The interview is intentionally loosely structured to permit the 

maxim that participants’ experiences be understood on their own terms in accordance 

with the theoretical stance of hermeneutic phenomenology and IPA guidelines (Smith et 

al., 2009).   

Transcription and Data Analysis 

 In accordance with IPA protocol, interviews will be transcribed verbatim, 

producing a semantic record, in order to capture the content of the participant’s account, 

however, significant non-verbal content from the interview will be noted as well (Smith 

et al., 2009). As interviews will be conducted in Spanish, transcripts will also be in 

Spanish and will be interpreted in the original Spanish.  Translation of selected excerpts 

will occur for the write-up of results.   

 Data analysis in IPA occurs in six steps:  1) Reading and re-reading; 2) 

Initial noting, including descriptive, linguistic and conceptual comments; 3) Developing 

emergent themes, interpreting notes into themes in a dialectic process between note and 

interview content; 4) Searching for connections across emergent themes, including 

abstracting and subsuming themes, polarized themes, contextualizing themes, and theme 

function; 5) Moving to the next case and repeating steps 1-5; 6) Looking for patterns 

across cases.  Although analysis is laid out in six steps, it is an iterative process and each 

of the steps may be repeated in any order.  Indeed, part of this analysis is the bracketing 

of each case and attempting to conduct steps 1-4 for each case on its own terms before 

drawing connections between cases (Smith et al., 2009). 
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Steps two, three and four require further explanation.  In step two, initial noting 

refers to the investigators impressions at the word, sentence and passage levels.  The 

investigator reviews the transcript word by word, paying attention to participant’s word 

choice and phrasing and making notes in the margins to record these impressions.  The 

investigator will return for a second pass, noting, for example, interesting sentence 

constructions, changes in tone, and/or changes interpretation from the word to sentence 

level analysis.  In these early stages of analysis, no conclusions are drawn and coherence 

is not yet sought in the data interpretation.  The same process may occur at the passage 

level, noting shifts in topic, tone, attitude, or language (Smith et al., 2009).   

Step three involves reviewing these initial notations and developing emergent 

themes. Identified themes are checked against both the PI’s notes and the original 

transcription text to ensure that the theme has not strayed too far from the meaning found 

in the text and to ensure that the language used for the theme appropriately conveys that 

meaning.  During this process, some themes may seem emergent and easily identifiable 

throughout the transcript, however the focus is not necessarily on producing a small or 

coherent set of themes, rather that the themes correspond as closely as possible to the 

meaning in the transcript (Smith et al., 2009).   

In the fourth step, themes are compared against each other, ideally to produce a 

coherent but not rigid set of themes.  Where indicated, themes are combined, subsumed 

or abstracted to distill the most important elements of the meaning being conveyed.  This 

may occur in a process of grouping like themes, questioning whether some represent the 

same meaning or whether some are better understood as sub-themes of a larger theme.  

Another tool that can be helpful during this stage is comparing themes based on their 

difference rather than their similarity, which may yield a higher-level thematic construct.  

Emergent themes are also analyzed for the role they play in the text, whether they 
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contribute to an unidentified narrative, or multiple narratives, about the experience under 

study.  Themes may also be analyzed for how frequently they recur in the transcript.  

While in some cases, the number of times a theme appears may reflect importance; in 

others, patterns in numeration may reflect that a theme is poorly developed or, 

alternatively, infrequent but powerful.  This analysis should always be tentative and refer 

back to the original text (Smith et al., 2009). 

Step six, in many ways, reproduces step four at the case level, bringing into 

conversation the themes developed in each case with the themes developed in others. 

Although analysis is laid out in six steps, it is an iterative process and each of the steps 

may be repeated in any order.  Indeed, part of this analysis is the bracketing of each case 

and attempting to conduct steps 1-4 for each case on its own terms before drawing 

connections between cases (Smith et al., 2009). 

As such, analysis in IPA can be understood as a “multi-directional,” constantly 

shifting between analytical steps, and “open to change” until it is “fixed” through the act 

of writing up and publishing results (Smith et al., 2009, p. 81). As suggested by Smith et 

al., productive data analysis almost always occurs through in-depth analysis of each 

single case before moving on to devote equally singular attention to the next case.  They 

suggest analyzing first the interview that was most informative, detailed, complex and 

engaging before moving to the next case.  Further, they recommend analyzing each case 

before completing step six, at which time the investigator might revisit steps 1-5 for each 

and any of the previously analyzed cases (Smith et al., 2009). 

In keeping with this data analysis strategy, steps one through four have been 

completed for one case, which represented the most engaging, detailed and complex 

interview yet conducted from the perspective of the primary investigator.  The results of 

this analysis will be presented here.  These results, as in all hermeneutic phenomenology 
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and IPA studies, are understood to be both interpretive and tentative (Smith et al., 2009).  

The results are the product of an interaction between investigator and participant, and the 

product of the investigator’s interpretation of that interaction. 
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Results 

According to hermeneutic tradition, the themes presented here are inextricably 

interconnected and best understood in conversation with each other (Smith et al., 2009). 

These results are very preliminary but suggest the profound nature of the migration 

experience, and include each of the phases addressed by the research questions: the 

decision to migrate, the events of migration, and the enduring impact of migration.  In 

this account, some themes transcend these three identified phases and some are defined 

by the phase itself.    

Due to the preliminary nature of these findings, the lengthy nature of qualitative 

results, and in the interest of the space limitations of this document, I will not present the 

full analysis, results and illustrative material from the texts for all of the emergent 

themes.  Instead, I will descriptively list the majority of the themes found and present in 

more detail two emergent themes with supporting transcript material.  The selection of 

these two themes was difficult and is, in some ways, arbitrary, as each of the emergent 

themes from this interview seemed worthy of more in-depth treatment.  However, I have 

chosen these two because I believe that they speak, in particular, to the need to take a 

closer look at the experience of the migration journey in an engendered, context-rich, and 

trauma-informed way.  

MARIA 

I have chosen to analyze and present the results from my interview with a 503-year 

old woman, who chose the name Maria for the purposes of our interview.  Maria is 

originally from Guatemala, which she fled in 2005.  Maria’s interview was extremely 

                                                
3 Due to the events of her migration, Maria was exceptionally concerned about being identifiable through 
our interview.  As such, she chose an age relatively close to but not exactly her own age.  Further, she 
provided no information about her community of origin other than the country, Guatemala.  
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eloquent and as such, I have chosen to include longer excerpts from the interview than 

might be customary to illustrate the emergent themes in Maria’s own words.  Her 

experience of migration was moving, yet, although she had experiences dramatic to the 

sensibilities of those of us who have never had to undertake such a journey, I suspect that 

her journey was more typical than exceptional.  

Emergent Themes 

The two themes I will present in detail are the theme of migration in 

sociopolitical context and the theme of the enduring impact of migration.  These themes 

bookend Maria’s migration narrative and show how profound an experience her 

migration was.  The other themes are described briefly in the chronological order of their 

appearance, although the majority of them recur throughout the three phases of migration.   

Migration in sociopolitical context 

Maria explicitly described her decision to leave Guatemala as being the result of 

the nexus of global, social and interpersonal forces.  Principally, she identifies her 

situation as being the result of the influences of mass migration, deportation and the 

Guatemalan economy, domestic violence and, as a consequence, gang violence.  She 

describes her problems with gangs (referred to here as the Maras, short for Mara 

Salvatrucha) began as a result of a downturn in the economy:    
 
Everything was going well for a while… in about 2000 the problems started 
because of the downturn in the economy…. So then there was no longer any 
money to pay the war tax that the maras were imposing at that time…at the 
…when I had the business everything went well because the whole tax was paid. 

Maria ascribes her problem with the maras not to their behavior, but to her inability to 

meet their demands. Indeed, her use of the word “impuesto,” or tax suggests a certain 

established nature to the bribes demanded by the maras.  
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Indeed, her financial situation was tied in to the larger global pattern of mass 

migration and deportation between the Northern Triangle region and the United States. 

Maria reported that her ex-husband had migrated to the U.S. where he was caught by 

immigration and imprisoned on suspicion of being a coyote.   

 
He came here to the United States before the threats about the “taxes” began and 
so, they caught him during his migration… He was here like eight months or a 
year in prison…So then when he came back, there wasn’t any [money] during the 
time that he was here …because he brought a lot of money on his journey and I 
had sent him money, too, when he was here to see if he could come back. 

 

Maria reported that her husband was a changed man after the year he spent in prison in 

the United States and that his deportation to Guatemala brought further problems for the 

family.    

 
Then when he came back, he came like a crazy person. He was no longer the 
person he was before.  He was a good father before but since then, he changed.  
He came with aggression and I’d say with violence.  He arrived crazy… there 
weren’t any cars any more, I had sold them because I didn’t have enough to pay 
for [my children’s] studies, to eat… he was mad, because I sold the cars, he was 
mad because the business wasn’t doing well. So many things.  So then I made the 
decision to separate from him, and yeah, we separated.  Because there was a lot 
of violence.  We lived three years with that violence.  I tried to take him to a 
specialist, with a psychologist, he went some two, three days and returned to the 
same… he was a child who didn’t understand.  So then I decided to separate from 
him and yeah, we separated.  Everyone for themselves, but he didn’t help [with 
money] for food, nothing.  

Maria describes how, in her own life, the sociopolitical context of migration and global 

economics created a crisis of domestic violence in her own home.  While she had 

supported his migration to the U.S. to help their family economically, his return provided 

neither the family nor financial support that she had hoped.  Instead, his migration 

produced financial strain and a change in him that produced domestic violence.   
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Into the nexus of these global social forces, Maria’s failure to pay the “impuestos” 

levied by the maras produced the crisis that drove her to flee.   
 

At the beginning they said that ‘we’re going to do this… that we’re going to do 
that if you don’t pay…’ I don’t know what, I don’t know when…. At the beginning 
there were threats, light, I didn’t pay them any attention because I didn’t expect… 
I would tell them, “wait, I know there will be more [money], I will pay.”  But as 
there was never more money to pay what they wanted, that’s how it began…. 
Something else.  When it began… the kidnapping attempt, that hey had the names 
of my two children, that was difficult.  So then it was… to take action.  To search 
for another way of being.   

Being threatened by the maras was not something that worried Maria.  Her economic 

difficulties were such that the threats she received did not seem urgent to her.  However, 

when the threats became “something else” when five members of the mara gang arrived 

at her home, calling the names of two of her children, and shooting out the glass of one of 

the windows of their home, the threats became immediate and real for Maria.  She 

describes this crisis, which ultimately prompted her to flee Guatemala in fear of her 

safety, as the result of the downward pressure of structural violence. Global forces, 

moving economies, producing immigrants and deportations, trickled down into Maria’s 

very home.  

Motherhood 

The theme of motherhood is developed throughout Maria’s migration narrative as 

both a source of immense pain and strength.  Maria describes her flight as a decision in 

defense of her children’s safety, even as this decision meant leaving her children in 

Guatemala.  She describes how this decision both met and betrayed the role requirements 

of motherhood.  This theme is further developed through Maria’s assumption of a 

mother-role for other migrants throughout her journey and through her efforts to bring 

her children to the U.S. after she arrived here.  
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Agency and helplessness 

Maria continually describes her journey as a highly agentic experience and as one 

that is overwhelmingly imbued with helplessness.  This theme recurs throughout her 

decision to leave Guatemala, her contracting of a coyote at the Guatemala-Mexico border, 

the “changing of hands” she experiences throughout the journey, including during an 

abduction by the police in Mexico, and even in her experience in an immigration 

detention center after her arrival in the U.S.  The tension between Maria’s agency, 

essential to undertake migration, and the helplessness that the logistics of migration 

create reflects, echoing the first emergent theme, larger patterns of the impact of 

sociopolitical conditions on immigrant lives and the role of the individual within these 

larger structures. 

Ethnic differences and migrant solidarity 

Throughout Maria’s migration narrative both ethnicity and migrant status act as 

unifying and dividing characteristics in the face of the challenges of the journey.  

Solidarity and close relationships with other Guatemalans help provide safety and 

companionship, yet also make them targets of victimization by other migrants and by the 

Mexican police.  Maria also reported feeling and receiving significant solidarity for and 

from other migrants and outrage when other migrants violated this fellowship. 

Relationships as key to migration 

The theme of interpersonal relationships as key to migration emerged several 

times throughout the narrative.  She described her relationships with other migrants as a 

source of emotional and sometimes physical strength.  Indeed, Maria attributed her 

relationships with other migrants as saving her life and as facilitating her saving the life 
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of another migrant.  Further, she describes relationships as critical to her healing process 

after her arrival in the U.S.   

Gender risks and roles 

Gender recurs as a defining part of Maria’s migration experience.  She describes 

facing unique challenges associated with her gender, including facing multiple instances 

of sexual assault and experiencing her menses while migrating.  Yet, as mentioned in the 

motherhood theme, Maria’s gender also placed her in the role of caregiver to other 

migrants, helping her to form close relationships that facilitated her migration. 

Failure of justice 

Throughout Maria’s migration journey, she identifies a failure of justice in the 

circumstances that brought her to migrate, the circumstances she encounters throughout 

her migration, in particular the kidnapping and extortion she faced, and the consequences 

of her migration, particular her detention after crossing the U.S.-Mexico border.  This 

failure of justice reflects both a failure of specific systems intended to provide protection 

and a violation of her larger sense of justice in the world.  

Secrecy and the infrastructure of clandestine migration 

The theme of secrecy is developed throughout Maria’s migration narrative in both 

the attitudes of Maria and other migrants and in the extensive infrastructure utilized to 

facilitate, and for some profit from, clandestine migration.  From telling no one of her 

impending migration, hiding in the monte to avoid the army after crossing into Mexico, 

hiding in plain sight among bus passengers, lying in the ceiling of a FedEx truck, and 

stacking people underneath vans, the logistics of clandestine migration and the 

psychological toll this secrecy take are a central characteristic of Maria’s experience.  
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Physicality of migration 

Much of the migration experience for Maria was described in terms of the toll it 

took on her body and on the bodies of other migrants.  Maria describes states of hunger, 

dehydration, gastrointestinal distress and starvation punctuated by descriptions of 

periodic meals and what they meant to her.  The physical toll of migration, as Maria 

describes it, is enormous and enduring.  

Enduring impact of migration 

Maria describes migration as an embodied, enduring trauma that fundamentally 

changes those who experience it.  She variously describes migration as an experience 

lived “in one’s own flesh”, as a scar, as a stain, as a “mark” on her and as a cancer eating 

her alive.   
 
Migration is something that stayed …like a cancer that goes eating you, eating 
little by little.  You can’t erase it.  Even if you go to a therapist, even if you go to a 
psychologist… it doesn’t matter where you go.  It is something that is stained 
there.  I don’t believe that you can erase it.  You can erase it, but it reactivates 
with any little problem, with any situation in which you see it, you hear it, you 
listen to it.  

Both the enduring and the embodied nature of the experience stand out here.  Migration 

continues to live in Maria’s body even as it “eats” her.  Although it can be treated, like a 

cancer it cannot be cured and anything in the world around her can bring it rushing back.   

Even talking about her migration is stressful for Maria, reactivating things she 

would rather not remember.   She described recounting the experience as  
 
Like your mind… like you stretched it or they stretched it for you or it got 
stretched too much that it costs you to reactivate it to your way of being… for 
example this that I have been thinking about, this will take me some two, three 
days to return to reactivate my mind again to its normal state, yeah… it effects 
you. 

Describing her mind as a rubber band that has been over-stretched, Maria recounts how 

difficult it is for her to recover from the thoughts about her migration.  Yet she recognizes 
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that she has coped better than most, reporting that migrants she knows have struggled 

even more,  
it is something that you can overcome.  Maybe I am…there will be people who 
overcome it but I, talking with various people who have been through worse, and 
they are the same or worse… it’s very difficult 

Indeed, migration, as Maria describes it, is enduring, shaping the lives of those who have 

been through the experience long after they have arrived and begun their “new” lives in 

the United States.   
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Discussion 

SUMMARY 

This study proposes a qualitative, in-depth examination of the migration 

experiences of women from the Northern Triangle region of Central America and the 

psychological impact of such an experience using a phenomenological approach.  The 

preliminary results from one interview suggest the complex and traumatic nature of the 

migration journey and the importance of coping strategies, including the protective roles 

played by gender roles and building interpersonal relationships, in order to manage such 

an experience.  Further, the results suggest the enduring impact of the migration on 

migrants like Maria who live with the migration experience long after they have arrived 

at their destination.  Indeed, these results suggest that the migration journey itself is a 

complex and psychologically charged process, deserving of greater attention in both the 

immigration and mental health research.   

LIMITATIONS 

As the current study is proposed as a qualitative project, conceptualized within a 

constructivist paradigm, it does not and cannot claim to speak to the experiences of all 

migrants, all migrant journeys, or even those of all migrant women from the Northern 

Triangle region. This study will privilege the richness of the data to attempt to better 

capture the lived experiences described. These descriptions seem critical as the literature 

reveals that we know very little about the nature of this migration experience and have 

not examined it from a psychological perspective. Rather than generalization, utilizing a 

constructivist, hermeneutic approach will provide clarification of this phenomena, which 

plays a critical role in constructive change, yielding deeper insight into the lived world 

(Giorgi, 2005). Likewise, the nature of qualitative work involves subjective 
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interpretations. These subjective interpretations correspond to the hermeneutic idea that 

all experience is interpretative, and, as such, so are all research endeavors.  This approach 

permits research that describes experience in a highly contextualized way, aimed at 

understanding individuals’ meaning-making of their own experiences and lives 

(Ponterotto, 2005; Maxwell, 2013).  

Further, this study may be limited by the characteristics of the sample likely to be 

recruited to participate. Due to sampling procedures involving outreach via service 

providers, individuals who chose to participate are likely to have received services and, 

potentially, mental health services which may impact the ways in which they recall their 

migration experiences.  As this study’s recruitment will take place exclusively in Central 

Texas, the sample will represent the experiences of these women.  Thus, the women 

interviewed will either be living without documentation in the United States or will have 

received some sort of legal permission for residence, either through asylum or other 

immigration avenues. Women who were detained and deported to their countries of 

origin will not be able to be included and may have had distinct migration experiences 

from those included in the study.  Further, the perspectives of women who never made it 

across the U.S.-Mexico border, due to kidnapping, deportation in Mexico or other 

reasons, will likewise not be represented.   
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 

 
1) Demographics: Age, country of origin, length of migration journey 

2) Tell me about deciding to leave your country 

3) Tell me about the beginning of your migration journey  

a. Follow up questions (eg. How did you make your decision? How did you 

travel? With whom did you travel? What obstacle did you encounter? 

What helped you along the way?)  

4) Take me through the different parts or “chapters” of your journey 

a. Follow up questions (eg. Describe these chapters for me; what was each 

part of the journey like?  Tell me what happened)  

5) Are there one or two stories that really stand out for you as especially important, 

or telling about what this was like for you? 

a. Follow up and clarifying questions (e.g. Can you tell me more about that?  

Clarifying questions) 

6) Tell me about how your journey ended 

a. Follow up and clarifying questions (eg. Can you tell me more about that?  

How did your journey end?  Where did it end?) 

7) Do you have any final thoughts you would like to share to help me understand 

your journey? 
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