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In social work practice, understanding the agency of a migrant child (or their 

capacity to form and act on their own decisions) is essential to understanding his/her 

situation, motivations, and options. This, in turn, is essential to assessing whether the child 

has been victimized in any way that requires redress or further protection; identifying risk 

behaviors that require intervention; and/or identifying the supports and resources the child 

needs to move forward. This dissertation leverages a grounded theory mixed-method 

approach to further understanding of migrant children’s agency in action and explore 

related themes of vulnerability. 

The cultures and state systems that migrant children move through, may determine 

their capacity for agency as surely as any internal processes. In order for a social work 

practitioner to assess a migrant child client’s situation and collaborate with that client on 

solutions, the practitioner must have an understanding of the client’s capacity to effect 

these changes. That is, the practitioner must understand both the complex context of the 

environments that the migrant child lives between, as well as the child’s agency within that 

context. To date, however, the discipline lacks a contextualized operational definition of 

agency in application to migrant child populations.  
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This study’s conceptual framework is based on a definition of agency in migrant 

youth proposed by the author and based on Social Work’s Person-in-Environment 

perspective. The sample population is drawn from the Children's Rights, Immigration 

Policy & National Security: Mexican & Central American Unaccompanied Migrant 

Children project’s research on recently repatriated Mexican migrant youth residing in 

detention facilities in three Northern Mexico border towns. Data collected include 

quantitative surveys (N = 204) of recently repatriated Mexican migrant youth and 

qualitative interviews with a subset of the surveyed population (n = 32). Descriptive 

statistics of survey data reveal the obscured vulnerability of Mexican migrant children 

(MMC). The author draws on grounded theory analysis techniques to construct a theory of 

MMC’s exaggerated agency, how it emerges and the mechanisms by which it obscures the 

population’s vulnerability. Implications for social work practice and policy are identified 

and discussed. 
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Chapter One:  Introduction 

NIÑOS DEL CIRCUITO, A PRELUDE 

Having studied and worked with migrant child populations over the past 20 years, 

I have become acutely aware of the relative invisibility of Mexican child migrants in 

academic literature, policy debates, and public discourse. In particular, I have become 

increasingly concerned with how the vulnerability of this population is obscured and 

dismissed in discussion of unaccompanied child migration. One thing I have noticed in the 

last decade, observing both the migrant children from Mexico and how people perceive 

them, is that a shift seems to have occurred in how migrant childhood is viewed and 

experienced along the U.S./ Mexico border.  

In 2007, as a public policy analyst, I spent several months visiting shelters all along 

Mexico’s Northern border, interviewing children recently deported to Mexico by the 

United States. At the time, shelter workers and immigration staff employed the term niños 

del circuito (NDC), or children of the circuit, to describe a subset of the population that 

raised particular concern among service providers. The term described unaccompanied 

migrant children who they encountered repeatedly (i.e. those repeatedly apprehended and 

returned to Mexican social service shelters by U.S. immigration authorities). The ‘circuit’ 

referred to the revolving door pattern of migration along the border. The term NDC served 

as a catch all. Referring to the population in general it included children with various 

motivations for repeatedly trying to enter the United States. To be sure, though not the 

majority of returned children, some children lived along the border and traveled to the 

United States to visit family or friends within the extended border community. The NDC 

of concern to staff, however, were those at risk and in need of attention. These included 

potential trafficking victims (those being repeatedly crossed by a non-family member), 
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potential victims of abuse or persecution (those refusing to return home and intent on 

fleeing Mexico), and potential gang recruits (those coerced into assisting organized 

criminals with transporting goods or migrants across the border).  

During the course of this earlier field research, I occasionally met the same children 

in different shelters along the Mexican side of the border (Thompson, 2008). These NDC 

were some of the potential trafficking victims that staff worried about. Some were very 

young, early childhood, and clearly traumatized by their experience of repeated crossings. 

Yet, they received no intervention or protection from authorities on either side of the border 

as their guides attempted again and again, up and down the length of the Texas/Mexico 

border, to deliver them to the United States.  

Shelter staff used the term niños del circuito in explaining how urgently authorities 

on both sides of the border needed to cooperate in identifying children with a history of 

multiple deportations in order to attend to their needs and avoid their possible (further) 

victimization. The term itself connoted a form of innocence entrapped and endangered - 

children caught in a cycle, one created by the adult world, by larger systems, by states. 

In 2015, I returned to the border - and many of the same shelters – as an academic 

researcher to revisit the situation facing children deported by the United States. What I 

found was a hardening of views, with adults on both sides of the border casting Mexican 

migrant children as criminalized and dangerous actors. Shelter staff, immigration officers, 

and local researchers now used the term menores del circuito, or minors of the circuit, 

almost exclusively in reference to adolescents involved in some form of smuggling. The 

term had become synonymous with coyotitos1, or little coyotes – underaged guides for 

migrants crossing the border.  

                                                 
1 In her study of child guides living along the Mexico border, Sanchez (2018) argues that the use of terms 

such as coyotitos and menores del circuito constitute a form of violence against these children. 
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Circuito now appears to connote organized crime rings rather than cycles of 

migration, and the switch to menores from niños, whether intentional or not, serves to 

distance the population from the concept of childhood. In English, at least, the term minors 

is a term that evokes statutory age limits – not necessarily young children. This subtle 

linguistic shift is reminiscent of the dehumanizing convention of referring to incarcerated 

populations as males or females rather than men and women. 

The evolution of the term niños del circuito into menores del cirtcuito reflects 

society’s vacillation from an Apollonian to Dionysian perspective (James, Jenks, & Prout, 

1998) on Mexican migrant children, their vulnerability and their agency. If we approach 

social work practice or public policy from the perspective that children are inherently 

innocent with no agency of their own, the Apollonian perspective, we run the risk of 

infantilizing the child or adolescent to the point of disempowering them completely. On 

the other hand, if we assume children have agency and with it mal intent, the Dionysian 

view, we run the risk of holding them accountable for actions the responsibility of which 

they are not developmentally capable of accepting. Across history, these two approaches 

have led to significant advances in child welfare and human rights as well as significant 

miscarriages of justice and human rights violations. Neither perspective is a constructive 

paradigm for apprehending, let alone addressing, the current state of child migration along 

Mexico’s Northern border. How discourse on the vulnerability and agency of niños del 

circuito has evolved reflects the specific dangers that this dynamic leads to along the border 

– the privileging of socially constructed Dionysian views of the child’s agency to the point 

of obscuring the vulnerabilities of a class of children in need of attention. In other words, 

as Mexican migrant children are increasingly viewed and treated as criminals, they are 

denied the rights and entitlements due to them as children.  



 4 

Through this dissertation, I propose an alternative Person-in-Environment 

(Germain & Gitterman, 1995) based approach to viewing children’s agency with the aim 

of side stepping the dangers inherent to the Apollonian/ Dionysian binary. I then investigate 

the scope and nature of migrant children’s vulnerability along the U.S./ Mexico border, 

and the process by which current societal perspectives on their agency obscure their 

vulnerability and with it their right to services and protections. The result of this 

investigation is a grounded theory of the expression of agency in Mexican migrant children. 

This theory underscores the pervasiveness and the danger of societal perspectives that hold 

vulnerability and agency as mutually exclusive, and illustrates the need for an alternative 

approach to viewing and fostering agency in Mexican migrant youth. 

In the following sections of this chapter, I will layout the relevance of this work to 

social work practice and further introduce both this study’s population of interest as well 

as the definition of agency to be used in this investigation. In Chapter Two, I present a 

review of theories and definitions of agency employed in current academic investigations 

of migrant youth, identifying several population specific vulnerabilities related to agency 

expression. I then illustrate the relevance of this study’s proposed definition of agency to 

the existing literature and population of interest. In Chapter Three, I present my research 

objectives, data set, and mixed methods grounded theory approach to data analysis. In 

Chapter Four, I present and discuss my findings as they regard the nature and scope of the 

population’s vulnerability, including factors that may contribute to the relative invisibility 

of this vulnerability. In Chapter Five, I present an emerging theory of agency expression 

in migrant youth and discuss the relevance of this theory to the population’s obscured 

vulnerability. In Chapter Six, I conclude by considering the relevance of this research to 

social work practice and policy, its limitations, and the potential for continued research. 
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RELEVANCE OF UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN’S AGENCY TO SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE  

In the past decade, unaccompanied child migration – the movement of children 

across borders without guardian companionship – has become an increasingly observable 

phenomenon in the minority world. Across the globe, there are myriad examples of the 

movement of children from majority world environs to minority world destinations. 

Academics and advocates have studied the varied contexts of contemporary 

unaccompanied child migration from children navigating transnational labor markets in 

Southeast Asia (Huijsmans, 2014), or migrating parallel to changing agricultural and 

urbanization trends in Africa (Katz, 2004), to children fleeing wars in the Middle East 

(UNICEF 2017), and areas of regional violence in Central America (Schmidt & Somers 

2014). Investigations into the migration of children without adult guardianship inevitably 

evoke and often take up a consideration of the migrant child’s agency. The theme of agency 

emerges organically from the observation of a child exhibiting motivations and actions 

more typically associated with adult behavior. Yet, the concept of agency is a sticky one, 

enmeshed in centuries of academic discourse on the relationship between and individual’s 

agency and the structures that surround them. The multitude of parallel and contrasting 

theories and definitions of agency confound its observation and related academic inquiry.  

With this dissertation I intend to contribute to the growing body of research on the 

agency of marginalized youth from developing countries and regions of conflict (Azaola, 

2012; Hutchins, 2011; Lee, 2016), by proposing a definition of agency synthesized from a 

multidisciplinary review of the term and applying this definition to an investigation of an 

unaccompanied migrant child population of particular relevance to Social Work practice 

in the United States (i.e., unaccompanied migrant children from Mexico).  

Except in instances where a specific alternative definition is cited, this paper defines 

agency as: the individual’s intrinsic capacity for intentional behavior developed within the 
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individual’s environment(s), throughout the individual’s life course, and subject to 

environmental influence. This definition is based on my review of a multitude of 

definitions across the behavioral and social sciences, explored further in Chapter 2. 

Understanding the agency of a migrant child (or their capacity to form and act on 

their own decisions) is essential to understanding their situation, their motivations, and 

their options. This, in turn, is essential to assessing whether they have been victimized in 

any way that requires redress or further protection; identifying risk behaviors that require 

intervention; and/or identifying the supports and resources they need to move forward with 

their lives. The cultures and state systems that children move through may determine their 

capacity for agency as surely as any internal processes. 

It is essential for social workers to understand the inherent systemic limitations and 

opportunities to fostering their client’s agency, the gateway to self-determination, in order 

to serve and empower migrant child clients as they move through developmental stages, 

social systems and structures. There is a clear and present need for empirical research to 

support this understanding and develop evidence-based practices. However, as explored 

further in the next chapter’s literature review, variations across academia in the definition 

and conceptualization of migrant children’s agency challenge its study and subject children 

to a harmful, victim/perpetrator, binary.  

KEY CONCEPTS AND CHALLENGES TO RESEARCHING CHILD MIGRATION 

Child migration is a phenomenon that predates recorded history and it has many 

forms and causes (Bhabha, 2014). Children migrate alone, with family members or 

guardians, and with other youth; they migrate, among other reasons, to seek resources, 

reunite with family, as part of a rite of passage or adventure, and/or to avoid harm or 

persecution (Bhabha, 2014; Orellana, Thorne, Chee, & Lam, 2001). In 2013, there were 
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34.8 million migrant youth under the age of twenty, accounting for 11 percent of migration 

between developing and developed countries (Bhabha, 2014).  

While lack of reliable historical data preclude empirical verification, there is a 

common belief shared by state agencies and nonprofits that children from Latin America 

are increasingly migrating to the United States, both with families and alone (Heidbrink, 

2014). Empirical studies of child migration to the United States are rare and burdened by 

assumptions and limitations. One clear limitation is the lack of robust data sources, which 

is reflected in the state of related government data (Heidbrink, 2014). U.S. government 

data sources on child migration include Homeland Security data on documented child 

migration (e.g., refugee children, and documented residents and visitors) and immigration 

enforcement apprehension rates. These data include a minimum of variables such as date 

of birth, country of origin, and immigration status (Haddal, 2007). As reported publicly in 

the annual Department of Homeland Security’s Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, federal 

data on child migrants do not include socio-economic or environmental variables. 

Homeland Security does not produce comprehensive analysis of the child migration data it 

collects nor does it produce an estimate of the number of undocumented children that 

migrate to the United States without apprehension by federal authorities. Children 

apprehended by immigration enforcement agencies represent a subset of the 200,000 to 

over half a million undocumented children estimated to arrive in the United States, 

annually; the majority of these children come from Latin America (Heidbrink, 2014).  

To date, child advocacy and academic approaches to collecting empirical data on 

child migration have been limited by small sample sizes and narrow theoretical approaches. 

The challenges to collecting empirical data in the field are various. Not the least of which 

is the fact that migrant children are by definition “on the move.”  In terms of theory 

development regarding why children migrate, research focuses on so called ‘push and pull’ 
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factors. Push factors include negative incentives, such as regional violence or poverty, that 

motivate an individual to migrate away from their home. Pull factors, such as safety and 

resources, entice migration. 

 In 2014, the United Nation’s High Commission on Refugees, UNHCR, issued the 

first report on predictors of unaccompanied child migration from Latin America with 

statistically significant findings (Schmidt & Somers 2014). The findings of 404 

unaccompanied children from three Central American countries and Mexico in U.S. 

immigration detention suggest both demographic and socioeconomic indicators of child 

migration. The results of the study present country-specific variations in the child’s 

expressed motivation to migrate. Of the 102 Mexican children included in the survey, 80 

percent indicated that they were motivated to migrate, at least in part, to reunite with or 

support family. These results suggest a history of migration within the family and a 

family’s financial status as indicators of child migration from Mexico. 

Zenteno, Giorguli, and Gutierrez (2013) and Donato and Sisk (2015) have used data 

from the Mexican Migration Project (MMP) to assess the applicability of known predictors 

of adult migration to the occurrence of child migration. The MMP is a survey of Mexican 

household heads that includes a robust collection of household member migration histories 

and socio-economic variables (MMP, 2012). The data set is the product of a bi-national 

investigation led by Jorge Durand, professor of Social Anthropology at the University of 

Guadalajara (Mexico), and Douglas S. Massey, professor of Sociology and Public Affairs 

at Princeton University (USA). MMP data include many thousands of cases collected 

across Mexico over the course of three decades. Though analyzing child migration is not 

the original intent of MMP data collection, the data set does contain variables that allow 

for the identification of adolescent or child migration events. Studies by Zenteno, Giorguli, 

and Gutierrez (2013) and Donato and Sisk (2015) both found a history of parental 
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migration to be a significant indicator of child migration. Having a parent with migration 

experience is an acknowledged predictor of adult labor migration that supports economic 

migration theory (Fussell, 2010; Kandel & Massey, 2002). Researchers’ investigation of 

this variable as a factor in youth migration represents an extension of economic based 

theory to explain youth migration, yet does not consider micro-level factors such as the 

child’s internal motivation. 

Limiting analysis of child migration to the identification of push and pull factors, 

obscures the child’s role in determining their migration experience. Simply identifying 

meso or macro level social and economic realities that correlate with child migration does 

not identify the agent(s) responding to the factors. Knowing that a child comes from a 

region of deprivation or violence does not inform whether the child was motivated to 

migrate because of these conditions, whether an adult decided that they would migrate, or 

whether the decision to act was made interdependently between child and guardian. Simple 

identification of push and pull factors ignores the micro-level environmental factors. This 

gap in research is particularly relevant given current rates of child migration. Without 

attention to and understanding of the child’s ability to affect their own agency – or the 

child’s command of his or her own thoughts and actions - in the migration process, attempts 

to identify interventions and supports for vulnerable migrant child populations, such as 

unaccompanied migrant children, will be limited. Social workers in all sectors of practice 

serve child migrant clients on a routine basis (Phillips, Cervantes, Lincroft, Dettlaff, & 

Bruce, 2013; Torrico, 2010). With over 800,000 Mexican child migrants living in the 

United States (Gonzalez-Barrera & Lopez, 2013) information on the context of child 

migration from Mexico is clearly relevant to social work practice.  
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PARTICULAR RELEVANCE OF UNACCOMPANIED MIGRANT CHILDREN’S AGENCY 

In contrast to their peers from Central America, unaccompanied Mexican migrant 

children are functionally barred from seeking immigration relief at the U.S./Mexico border 

(Appleseed, 2011; Thompson, 2008). The vast majority of unaccompanied Mexican child 

migrants are compelled by U.S. immigration authorities to accept ‘voluntary return’ to 

Mexico upon apprehension. This bifurcated system for the reception of unaccompanied 

children parallels assumptions in U.S. public discourse distinguishing Mexican migrants, 

perceived as either ‘economic migrants’ or criminals, versus refugees fleeing violence and 

organized crime in Central America. However, in the face of clear evidence of legitimate 

safety concerns in Mexico, advocates of children’s and immigrant rights have challenged 

the exclusion of unaccompanied migrant Mexican youth from access to protections and 

entitlements afforded under both U.S. and international law. 

In the Summer of 2014, I joined a bi-national, multi-disciplinary research team in 

Mexico to observe the consequences of U.S. deportation of unaccompanied children. While 

in the field we interviewed stakeholders on both sides of the border, and discovered that 

popular narratives in Mexico mirrored those in the United States. Shelter directors, 

embassy personnel, and nonprofit service providers assured us that unaccompanied 

children from Mexico were by and large criminalized and that Central American children 

were comparative angels. One shelter coordinator claimed that staff naturally came to care 

for the Central Americans more than the Mexican children for their gentleness and 

helpfulness. He described the staff’s related efforts to separate the population. 

 

The (kids) arrive (at the shelter) very vulnerable, sometimes, very diluted; they 

don't want to answer any questions, they are scared. Sometimes. Or sometimes they 

arrive combative because lots of times kids show up who have worked with the 
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gangs....It is very common for local kids to show up… kids from the circuit is how 

they are referred to and these (kids) we prefer to keep separate - apart within the 

same room, in the same area really but keep them busy, apart so they don't have 

contact with the others, with the foreigners [Central American kids]...because in 

many cases as I was saying .... they are the guides, the kids from here... 

(Javier, DIF Shelter Staff) 

 

At another shelter, a care giver contrasted the sexual vulnerability of the Central American 

girls by suggesting that the Mexican girls in the shelter were all prostitutes for the gangs. 

 

The Central Americans know it is bad (here), but when it happens to them here... 

there are girls who get raped along the way, maybe they are traveling with a 

partner, a spouse, and someone asks them for money, but they don't have any. Even 

though they've paid the guide, they rape the girl.... but they all come with the 

injection so they don't get pregnant... those are the Central American girls... The 

Mexicans, well, there are some that, that work for the bosses, with the gangs, most 

of them work for the gangs....it's almost always the same story, the same. 

(Marta, DIF Shelter Staff) 

 

This dominant perception of unaccompanied Mexican children as youth tainted by 

criminality and unworthy of protection and Central American children as innocent and 

entitled, is an example of the inherent dangers of the persistence of the victim/perpetrator 

binary. Despite ample evidence that many of the returned Mexican youth expressed 

legitimate fears, any open expression of their agency reinforced the perception that they 

were not innocent. 
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PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The unequal treatment of unaccompanied Mexican migrants under U.S. policy is 

justified, in part, by a consideration of this population as criminalized and exempt from the 

protections due to children and refugees. This reflects a dangerous all or nothing 

understanding of agency in children: innocent children are vulnerable and do not exhibit 

agency, therefore youth who clearly express agency must not be vulnerable and do not 

require protection. Here I borrow Bordonaro’s (2012) framework of a false syllogism as a 

tool to deconstruct and illustrate the root of the larger agency/vulnerability conundrum at 

play in policy discourse. In this syllogism, minority world ideals are pitted against each 

other to the child’s detriment: 

 

• Vulnerability implies a lack of power or capability and a need for (state) 

protection. 

• Agency is observed in acts of power or capability. 

• An agentic child is not vulnerable and does not need (state) protection. 

 

The purpose of this study is to challenge these assumptions by exploring the realties 

that bely them. To do this, I will conduct a systematic review of the literature that 

investigates migrant and Latin American children’s agency to identify population specific 

contexts and themes. Using this study’s proposed definition of agency, I will then pursue 

a mixed methods investigation of both the agency and vulnerability exhibited by 

unaccompanied Mexican migrant children and youth removed from the United States. By 

exploring and investigating both the agency and the vulnerability of unaccompanied 

Mexican migrant youth, it is my intention to supplant the dominant narratives surrounding 

this population with an understanding of how the unaccompanied child’s agency and 
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vulnerability coexist and interact. This study focuses on the experience of Mexican migrant 

children and youth due to relevance of this population to practice in the United States. A 

nuanced and grounded understanding of how this population experiences vulnerability and 

exercises agency will assist social work in meeting the population’s needs and in 

challenging unfounded and counterproductive policies and procedures.               
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Chapter Two:  Literature Review and Theoretical Frame 

Throughout the ongoing academic discourse on the agency versus structure debate, 

there is a divide in approach to the basic conceptualization of agency between theories that 

center on agency’s function in human development (at the individual level) and those that 

focus on its role in the interaction between the individual and the state (at the societal level). 

This division is relevant in that it appears to correspond to the contradictions within cultural 

norms and laws related to the status and treatment of migrant children (Collins, 1992; 

Gerstein, 1987). While academics attempt to bridge this conceptual divide through theory 

construction and empirical research, the agency of migrant youth remains subject to the 

differential perspectives that the division reflects. 

METHOD OF EMPIRICAL REVIEW 

To identify how contemporary researchers across academic disciplines theorize, 

define and observe agency in children, I used the search terms ‘agency’ AND ‘child*’ OR 

‘adolesc*’ or ‘student’. To capture behavioral science perspectives, I applied my terms to 

the EBSCO platform for simultaneous searches in Academic Search Complete; ERIC; 

Medline; PsychArticles; PsycCritiques,Psychology and Behavioral Science Collection; 

and Psych Info. To identify how social scientists define and observe agency in children, I 

applied my terms to the Web of Science search engine, and selected multiple social science 

research areas relevant to the investigated topic, including: anthropology, geography, 

sociology, demography, and ethnic studies. To identify how political science and policy 

scholars define and recognize agency in children, I applied my terms to the ProQuest PAIS 

Index. To curb the extreme noise created by use of the term ‘agency’ among journals that 

focus on the actions of government agencies, I included the exclusionary criteria NOT 

‘agencies’ NOT ‘inter-agency’. As initial searches generated too many non-empirical 
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pieces to review, I included the further criteria of ‘quantitative’ OR qualitative’ OR 

‘empirical’. I selected to search only peer reviewed publications and to include only studies 

published on or after January 1, 2005, with participants younger than 18 years of age. 

The primary challenge is reviewing literature relevant to individual agency is the 

inherent ‘noisiness’ of the term. A search including the term agency, with its more common 

meaning in reference to state institutions, inevitably results in an unmanageable number of 

hits. To counter this effect, I used a command function to specify ‘agency NOT agencies 

NOT agency cooperation’ in all of my searches. This considerably reduced the ‘noise’ in 

search results. I further limited results include participant age groups below 18 years, 

human subjects, and peer reviewed publications from 2005 -2015. 

This combination and sequencing of terms and platforms gave me a total of 1141 

citations. I then reviewed the abstracts for relevance to children's agency. I eliminated false 

hits (e.g. articles referencing a government agency or a parent’s agency) and reviewed all 

remaining articles applying a final set of selection criterium (i.e. eliminating those that 

mention agency in the introduction or conclusion but that do not examine the concept 

directly as a unit of analysis). I then expanded my search by identifying titles within the 

bibliographies of articles that had met my initial criteria. In total, I identified 158 empirical 

studies that examine agency in sample populations under the age of 18 years of age, 44 of 

which are specific to agency in Latin American and/ or migrant child populations.  

The chapter that follows presents key findings of this review. In the section titled 

‘Conceptualizing Agency’, I include dominant theoretical frames in contemporary studies, 

as well as population specific themes identified through these studies that challenge the 

applicability of these frames to Mexican and/or migrant children. In the following section, 

‘General Barriers to the Concept of Migrant Children’s Agency’, I identify tensions within 

research that indicate resistance or barriers to the conceptualization and recognition of 
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agency in migrant children. In the final section, I take up ‘Emerging Theories on the 

Agency. Structure Dialectic’, identifying trends and conversations in current theory 

development. Throughout the chapter, I relate back to the relevance of these findings to 

this study’s population of interest, Mexican migrant children. I conclude by expanding on 

this study’s proposed definition of agency, introduced in Chapter One, which was 

developed and informed through this literature review. The model of agency presented here 

serves as the theoretical orientation of this dissertation and establishes a point of contrast 

for the perceptions and forms of agency later identified and discussed in Chapters Five and 

Six. 

CONCEPTUALIZING AGENCY: INTERACTION BETWEEN THE INDIVIDUAL AND EXTERNAL 

STRUCTURES AND CONSTRUCTS 

In this section, I will review dominant theories of children’s agency that present in 

the literature on migrant and/or Latino children. Studies with these populations draw 

primarily on behavioral and social science theories. Predominate theories from these fields 

are discussed in turn. To highlight the limitations of current theoretical frames and lenses 

in application to migrant and/or Latino children, I then identify key themes identified 

through the literature review that underscore the need for a broader theoretical perspective 

on the agency of these children. These themes include the child’s experience of regionally 

specific cultural contexts, family structures and related gender roles, sexuality, and 

violence. The information in this section leads to a review of barriers to conceptualizing 

agency in migrant child populations, in the following section. 

Dominate Theories in Current Research  

Theorists and researchers across disciplines have come to understand individual 

agency and external structures as interactional as opposed to mutually exclusive concepts. 
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Bandura’s (2006) social cognitive theory is the most frequently sited behavioral science 

theory applied to empirical studies of agency in migrant youth. Social cognitive theory 

holds the individual as an agentic actor and considers thought as more than the sum of its 

physical processes. The theory explains human function as a three-way process of 

reciprocal causation: with cognitive/biological events, behavior, and environment 

influencing each other bi-directionally. Thus, the theory is consistent with fundamental 

principles of social work’s Person-in-Environment (PIE) approach - a detailed discussion 

of PIE appears below in section the section on Emerging Theories on the Agency/ Structure 

Dialectic. 

A key concept in social cognitive theory’s perspective on (personal) agency is that 

it operates inter-dependently with social structure (Bandura, 2006). It identifies three types 

of social structures, or environments, that correlate to the degrees of personal agency 

allowed within: imposed, selected, and constructed environments. In addition, it identifies 

three ‘modes of agency’, the expressions of which may vary in degree and nature 

depending on the type of environment. This first is personal agency, which is exercised at 

the individual level. The second is proxy agency, an individual’s permitting of another to 

act on their behalf (e.g. lawyers or accountants). It is practiced in structures and 

environments where individuals do not have (e.g. prison) or want (e.g., tax law) control 

over their own interests. A child migrant engaging a guide to cross a border, or consulting 

with an attorney in an immigration case might be considered to exercise proxy agency, by 

this definition. As Bandura (2006) stresses, the price of exercising agency through a proxy 

is ‘vulnerable security’ (p.13), a term that resonates in consideration of the situation of 

migrant children in the ‘care’ of smugglers. The third mode of agency is collective agency, 

or the pursuit of goals by a group, based on shared motivations, knowledge, and beliefs. 

This type of agency might be used to characterize the shared decision making of children 
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who migrate in groups. As Bandura (2006) observes, some goals are only achievable 

through ‘socially interdependent’ effort.  

While Bandura’s theory dominates behavioral science investigations of agency in 

migrant youth, the theory is not uncontested. Ryan, Deci, & Grolnick (1995) are referenced 

in this research field, as well, and write on agency in tension with Bandura. In contrast to 

Bandura’s approach that acknowledges an interdependence between the individual and the 

environment with regards to both the development and execution of agency, Ryan et al. 

base their definition of agency on the concept of purely intrinsic motivation and hold that 

‘true agency’ requires intrinsic motivation (p. 624). Intrinsic motivation in this sense must 

not conflict with the individual’s identity. Any external influence in the development or 

suppression of a motivation denies the individual agency. This conceptualization of agency 

is a clear refutation of Bandura’s position that agentic choices and acts may include those 

enabled or confined by external influence.  

Ryan (1993) recognizes that there is a dialectic between the individual and the 

environment in terms of individual development, yet maintains that the healthy individual’s 

motivation is purely intrinsic. Autonomous behavior is a core concept of Self 

Determination Theory and practice. Autonomous, or self-regulated behavior, is behavior 

that stems from and reflects an individual’s core organization, or sense of self (Ryan, 1993, 

p5). Clinicians who ascribe to Self Determination Theory describe behavior that does not 

relate to an individual’s core identity as pathological. SDT based therapy thus strives to 

build or recover the individual’s capacity for autonomous behavior, to bring the 

individual’s behavior into compatibility with their sense of self. 

Under Self Determination Theory, it is not sufficient for a behavior to be 

intentional. In order to be considered autonomous, the intention of the individual must 

derive from intrinsic motivation. Ryan adopts De Charms’ (1968) concept of the 
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individual’s Perceived Locus of Causality (PLOC) in identifying the individual’s 

motivation as intrinsic or external. De Charms types individuals as ‘pawns’, who react to 

their environment/ external forces, versus ‘origins’, who determine their own course of 

action based on intrinsic motivation. Ryan (1993) illustrates this distinction with the 

example of an individual who goes to work because she owes rent, a ‘pawn’, versus an 

individual who goes to work because she gets satisfaction from doing a good job, an 

‘origin’ (p. 13). What is salient to the self-determination theorist is that it is the individual’s 

perspective of the behavior that determines whether it is intrinsically versus externally 

motivated. Thus, to transition from being a ‘pawn’ to an ‘origin’, an individual may work 

to change their perspective if changing their behavior is not a practical option in order to 

bring motivation and behavior into alignment with the individual’s core organization, or 

identity.  

The role of perceived locus of control in the assessment of an individual’s agency 

is challenging in its application to marginalized groups’ such as migrants and/or children. 

While the individual’s conceptual control over the locus of causality provides a theoretical 

pathway to empowerment and resiliency, it also presents a slippery slope in the potential 

assignment of responsibility and blame to individuals who may erroneously perceive 

themselves to be in control. The application of binaries such as pawn/ origin is challenged 

by the realities of migrant children who may perceive themselves as fully in control of their 

own motivation and actions, despite manifest limitations due to their developmental status 

(e.g. developing judgement skills) and/or socially constructed environmental barriers (e.g. 

legal and physical power differentials between the child and other individuals or 

institutions). 

The current dominant social science theoretical perspective on the agency of 

children echoes Bandura’s opposition to psychological theories that privilege excessive 
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positivism and empiricism. This perspective comes from the field of childhood studies. 

Childhood studies has developed into a transdisciplinary approach that has influenced and 

incorporates contributions from behavioral and social science, as well as the humanities. 

The childhood studies’ perspective on children’s agency is widely acknowledged to have 

initiated with James, Jenks and Prout’s (1998) approach to theorizing childhood as a 

rejection of the pre-sociological child (i.e., all historic views of childhood that predate a 

recognition that childhood itself is a social construct and not biologically determined). 

They specify a rejection of, among others, Piaget’s developmental theories - that would 

hold children to ‘universal’ stages (James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998, p. 17-18); and Freud’s 

development theory - that reduces the child’s motivations to physical urges (p. 20-21).  

Of particular relevance to the current situation of migrant youth from the minority 

world, James, Jenks and Prout (1998) describe the pre-sociological child as denied agency 

and lacking the competencies of adults unless the child is perceived as inherently evil. They 

advocate a social constructionist approach to the study of childhood that, according to 

Allison James (2007, p263; as quoted in Leiffsen, 2013) ‘‘involves the twin research foci 

of childhood as a sociocultural space and children’s own perspectives as social actors’’. 

The significance of this shift is the call for theory that accounts for what researchers 

routinely observe in the field: the reality of children’s agency and the effects of the 

interaction of that agency with the child’s environment on both the child and society. 

Expanding on this trajectory, Punch (2002) advocates for a more ‘holistic’ approach to the 

study of children’s behavior, one that focuses on how children function within and across 

the various social spheres that they occupy and navigate (e.g., school, work, family). She 

is particularly interested in points where these structures overlap and how children may 

combine activities across spheres, such as combining work or school with play, to their 

own benefit and that of their social contacts.  
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Children’s geography, a branch of childhood studies, contributes the position that 

children and youth shape their own environments through their actions and creativity 

(Jefferey & Dyson, 2008; Katz, 2004). This assumption conveys the potential of children’s 

agency as a mechanism for either the reproduction or transformation of structures within 

the child’s environment. Jennings et al. (2006) provide a framework for examining the 

weight and importance of familial, social, cultural, and environmental structures that 

surround the migrant child, and through which the child navigates. They recommend that 

researchers structure their approach to the study of migrant children’s agency along the 

differential yet interrelated geographical scales relevant to the child’s situation (Jennings 

et al., 2006). That is, children’s agency should be assessed within local, regional, national, 

and global spheres – both social and economic (Jennings et al., 2006, p. 192) - in order to 

identify and contextualize how the child’s agency and these structures interrelate. The 

following five subsections explore themes drawn from the literature that relate to migrant 

and Latin American children’s interactions with their environment and the relevance of 

these experiences to a fuller understanding of the child’s agency.  

Cultural Context: Latin America 

The attempt to understand an individual’s agency developed within Latin America 

cannot be undertaken without regard for the region’s colonial history, steeped in classism, 

racial oppression, and ethnic cleansing. While this context is important to understanding 

how individuals may respond to power imbalances, it should not establish an expectation 

that Latino youth are passive subjects; nor should researchers ignore the continued 

influence of indigenous cultures. Through a discourse analysis between an English as 

Second Language Student and his middle aged Anglo female teacher, Pinnow (2011) 

observed that passive communication tactics may represent agentic action in adolescent 
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Mexican migrant youth. Pinnow maintains that the finding challenges a definitional bias 

that agency must be action oriented, as well as cultural expectations that immigrant/ Latino 

children will not assert themselves in communications that involve a power imbalance. 

Similarly, debunking expectation of passivity in the language use and communications of 

Latino youth, Corella, Morales, and Lee (2015) observed that Latino elementary students 

with limited English skills exercise agency by actively creating space for their perspectives 

in social interactions. Furthermore, in a study that included participants from pre-school to 

late adolescence, Azaola (2012) observed Mexican children and youth as able to articulate 

personal motivations for their migration aspirations and decisions. 

Researchers have observed internal displacement to be a common experience for 

children and youth in Latin America due to oppressive social hierarchies, shifts in 

economies, and regional violence (Gervais, 2011; Jennings, Aitkens, Estrada, & 

Fernandez, 2006; Leinaweaver, 2007; Radcliffe & Webb, 2016). Yet, researchers have also 

observed internal migration that is not forced. Anthropologists (Crivello, 2015; Leifsen, 

2013; Leinaweaver, 2007) have observed child circulation, or the movement of a child 

between households within the same extended family, as an endemic practice in South 

America. Crivello (2015) observed child circulation to be a tradition with roots in 

indigenous culture, most commonly involving movement between rural and urban homes, 

and that the movement of the child may precipitate for a variety of reasons. According to 

Liefsen’s (2013) observations, these include reasons specific to the child’s own 

motivations, including ‘chosen circulation’ to escape or avoid negative household 

environments, involving various forms of abuse (p. 310). Leinawever (2007) observed this 

practice within the context of indigenous cultures and their fluid and communal family 

structures. She contrasted a culturally grounded view of child circulation that might be 
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described as in the child’s interest, with minority world legal concepts of abandonment and 

neglect which have historically positioned the child as passive and vulnerable to harm.  

While many of the above observations are specific to South America, the 

circumstances described are analogous to the life experiences of migrant children who I 

have interviewed from indigenous and rural communities in Central America and Mexico. 

Despite centuries of oppression, indigenous cultures persist and influence familial and 

social structures in Latin America. If a child in Mexico has an early culturally embedded 

experience of migration within the extended family, migration outside of the nuclear family 

may present as a culturally normative choice and potentially even a normative solution for 

the child throughout the lifespan. 

Cultural Context: Migration 

The term ‘culture of migration’ (Cohen, 2004) has come to evoke various 

associations within a Latin American context, including patterns of work based migration, 

indigenous customs, and displacement from endemic violence. Still, a unifying experience 

of most migration trajectories is the confrontation of new languages. Given the prominence 

of language within the power dynamics of migration experiences, it is perhaps not 

surprising that researchers have observed children to use language as means of exercising 

agency. These observations include children withholding information or feigning 

compliance through language as forms of resistance (Chase, 2009; Dotson, 2015), as well 

as the assertive use of language, such as the embrace of an indigenous language to represent 

identify (Radcliffe & Webb, 2016) or the use of authoritative phrases to establish moral 

authority (Relano Pastor, 2010). It is worth noting that the samples for two of these studies 

(Radcliffe and Webb, 2016; Relano Pastor, 2010) included Spanish speakers and the third 

(Dotson, 2015) included children of Latin American extraction. Outside of the context of 
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Latin America, Sime and Fox (2015) found migrant youth in Scotland capable of 

leveraging their social skills and connection to identify resources, negotiate opportunities, 

and to serve as a cultural mediator for linguistically and/or culturally isolated adults. 

Another theme that researchers have observed in Latin America, but that applies 

globally, is that of examining migrant children’s agency within the context of cross or 

intergenerational relations. In areas of Latin America with multigenerational traditions of 

migration the nature and structure of relations between generation takes on special 

significance. As Crivello (2015) notes based on observations in Peru: 

Families are constituted across space and time through a series of shifting absences 

and presences, departures and returns, displacements and emplacements – and 

children are actors within these complex power geometries, sometimes staying, 

sometimes going, but always relating. Cross-generational linkages bind young and 

old across space and time, and locate single migration decisions and events within 

deeper histories of family mobility ... Strict adherence to separate migration 

categories and typologies is limiting and attention needs to be paid to the shared 

experiential threads that tie different scales and histories of migration together (p. 

45). 

Family Structures and Related Gender Roles 

Globally, researchers find that the nature and relative level of dependence or 

interdependence between generations in a household bear directly on the migrant child’s 

agency. Punch (2001) has observed the child’s position within majority world families to 

be one of interdependence. Within this position of interdependence, the child is subject to 

the authority and constraints of familial hierarchies, yet is also an important contributing 

member of the family structure (e.g. through farm work, house work, or work outside the 
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home). It is from this position of interdependence, she argues, that children negotiate 

autonomy. Though this perspective recognizes the agency of the child, that agency is 

defined and determined by, or subject to, the (external) family structure. Bushin (2009) 

advocates a 'children-in-families' approach to explore intergenerational decision making in 

regard to migration and other household matters, noting that “the potential agency of 

children in making family migration decisions has largely been overlooked” (p. 430). 

Relatedly, Huijsman (2014) recommends the study of child and youth migration through 

the lens of ‘householding’, Douglass’s concept of the maintaining of a household as a 

process of sustaining social reproduction.  

Huijsman and Baker (2012) find that intergenerational relations take on particular 

significance for the migrant child when it comes to the reproduction of gendered roles. The 

Thai and Lao girls from their studies, for example, may have experienced a greater sense 

of obligation or duty to migrate in order to earn money to fulfill their obligations as ‘dutiful 

daughter(s)’ (i.e., to migrate for work in order to return home and support their elders), 

whereas local traditions encourage boys to wander for the benefit of spiritual growth or to 

seek their own fortune. Beazley (2015) echoes similar observations concerning gender 

differences in the meaning that Indonesian culture assigns to child migration. The 

differential experiences found by Huijsman and Baker (2012) reveal that as social and 

familial structures encourage girls to migrate for employment within a context where job 

opportunities increasingly take them from rural to urban settings at a young age, girl 

migrants have become increasingly at risk of sexual exploitation.  

Sexual Experience 

The observation of a child having had some form of sexual experience confounds 

Apollonian notions of childhood innocence and can trigger Dionysian perceptions of the 
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child. Among other risks, these triggered perceptions limit an understanding of the child’s 

agency. While there is increasing discourse and study of the sexual agency of youth (Lence, 

2008; Mai, 2011; Oduro, 2012), the treatment of sexual experience in studies of migrant 

children tends to focus on the common experiences of sexual exploitation and/or violence. 

The literature reveals both the risks that Dionysian perceptions of adolescent sexual activity 

pose to children and Social Work practice (as discussed more specifically in the following 

section on mechanisms that foster and challenge agency), as well as the danger posed by 

conflation of sexual agency and sexual victimization.  Studies have documented 

unaccompanied migrant children and youth as especially vulnerable to sexual predation 

both en route and within hosts countries (Bhabha, 2015; Somers & Schmidt, 2014). Sexual 

violence presents as at least as common an experience among some migrant child 

populations as sexual experimentation does among minority world adolescents. 

Nonetheless, the sexual experiences of migrant children, whether forced or consensual, 

affect how their agency is understood and how they are treated by host communities to the 

children’s detriment. Crawley (2011) documented how narratives of rape and forced 

prostitution among child asylum seekers in the United Kingdom presented as obstacles to 

minors receiving the protections and services to which vulnerable children are entitled. 

With Ladvie’s story, Crawley (2011) shares the perspective of a 15-year-old girl who had 

a history of both consensual and forced sexual relations before receiving social assistance. 

Ladvie arrived in the United Kingdom after having escaped from being sold into slavery. 

Despite her own admission that her life experiences had forced her to grow up quickly, 

Ladvie clearly expresses a desire to be placed with a foster home and to resume her 

childhood. But, Crawley (2011) notes, “it appears that her agency and capacity for survival 

further undermined, in the eyes of her social workers, her credibility as a child” (p. 1179). 

Crawley finds, paradoxically, that there are contexts in which the recognition or perception 
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of agency in migrant children can undermine their status as children and/or victims and 

their related claims for protection, even as statutorily they are denied the rights of an adult. 

These findings draw into focus perceptions of sexual experience in MMC. The quote from 

the DIF shelter worker Marta, presented in Chapter One, reflects the risk to Mexican 

migrant girls of having evidence of either their voluntary sexual activity or even sexual 

victimization being perceived as evidence of their own criminal responsibility.  

Violence 

Research participants experience and exhibit a normalization of the experiences of 

disempowerment, oppression, and/or violence. Radcliffe and Webb (2016) have described 

incidents of indigenous youth rebuking local media’s normalization of prejudice against 

indigenous (Mapuche) communities and youth. Whereas Leinaweaver (2007) has observed 

the normalization of vulnerability and disempowerment through a young girl’s 

characterization of her father’s race and class-based murder as an “accident” (p.380). 

Leinaweaver’s description of how a girl can find the experience of discrimination and 

violence so normal that she can speak of an extreme situation without affect recalls my 

own experience with migrant youth in Mexico. I have interviewed dozens of children and 

youth who described their childhoods and communities as safe, only to casually mention 

in passing the experience of extreme violence (e.g., witnessing the brutal murder of family). 

As an advocate, I have watched in frustration as children for whom violence is normal 

explain to authorities that their desire to migrate is based on economic incentives and not 

on a credible fear of harm or persecution. Thus, the internalized normalization of violence 

and discrimination in migrant children may obscure their vulnerabilities and manifest in 

structural barriers to their agency. 
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GENERAL BARRIERS TO THE CONCEPT OF MIGRANT CHILDREN’S AGENCY 

Here, I take up general barriers to conceptualizing the agency of migrant children’s 

agency. These barriers include the persistent application of binary, Apollonian/ Dionysian,  

concepts of childhood onto the population, resistance on the part researchers to adopt a 

child centered approach, and limitations within current research. Chief among the 

limitations identified through this review are limitations related to a minority world bias, 

and the lack of a standard operational definition of agency in research. The barriers and 

limitations discussed in this section, support the development of a more holistic and 

practical definition of agency to guide further research. 

Apollonian/ Dionysian Constructs Manifest as Victim/ Perpetrator Identities in 

Migrant Youth 

Contemporary academicians have begun to challenge the common trend of 

minority world structures and actors assuming that children who have agency are not 

vulnerable. Kovats-Bernat examines how the minority world views children outside of the 

norm, “the danger in emphasizing the agency of … children lies in the erroneous 

assumption that they are not simultaneously victims of larger political and economic 

machinations that severely impact their lives” (Kovats-Bernat 2006, p. 7, cited in 

Bordonaro, 2013, p. 423). In other words, if children are demonstrably capable of agentive 

action then there is a societal tendency to hold them solely responsible for their situation. 

In the case of children who are situated outside of normative ideal of childhood, such as 

migrants, this can lead to their being held accountable for their status and viewed as 

deviants or even perpetrators.  

Durham (2008) critiques quantitative ideas of agency as naïve and obscuring the 

context. She is critical of studies that do not go beyond claims of observing agency, at a 

specific point in time. Durham points to what she refers to as the ambiguity of agency at 
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the point of observation. Drawing from her work in Africa, she uses the rather extreme 

example of child soldiers to illustrate this ambiguity, yet it may be applied to observations 

of agency in any child or individual in a position of subjectivity. Point in time observations 

of a child soldier’s actions do not readily inform an understanding of their agency. This 

would require a nuanced and holistic understanding of the child’s situation (in time and 

space) and internal processes to assess whether an act is primarily based on their own 

beliefs, or is rooted in external coercion.  

Durham’s example of ambiguity presents as an illustration of what Bluebond and 

Korbin (2007) describe as the challenge of weighing and measuring the effect of structure 

versus weighing agency. As Durham describes the challenge, she reveals how point in time 

observations contribute to the disempowering binary of viewing children who have non-

normative lived experiences (e.g., migrant, sexual, or employed children) as either victims 

or perpetrators. As a step towards addressing this challenge, Durham has joined Cole 

(2008) in recommending that continued research focus on the temporality of childhood. 

While scholars attempt to construct a framework for observation and analysis that 

does not pit children’s agency and their vulnerability in a zero-sum game, there has been 

sharp debate in the advancement of theory. Bordonaro has railed against Punch’s (2007) 

suggestion that scholars should adopt a limited view of agency in their observations of non-

normative children, such as street children and migrants. “I contest that this use of the 

notion of children’s limited agency paradoxically reconfirms normative ideas about 

childhood and child protection that the social sciences have struggled to deconstruct since 

the 1990s” (Bordano, 2012, p. 423).  

For Bordonaro, the problem here is that the measuring stick for a child’s agency is 

still whether or not it conforms to normative ideals about childhood. He argues that scholars 

should not assume the agency of youth living outside of normative ideals to be coerced or 
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constrained, and that a contextualized sociological analysis of the individual child’s 

circumstance is required to understand an individual child’s agency. He underscores the 

need for greater attention to context in understanding the agency of marginalized children 

by way of contrast. Bordonaro (2012) notes a lack of scholarship on children’s compliance 

with socially normative prescribed roles, and observes that the, “… absence of literature 

on these issues raises ‘the spectre that perhaps there is tacit support for or ambivalence 

about some of the ways in which adult institutions constrain children’s agency 

(Vanderbeck 2008, p. 398)’” (p. 423). This last point is salient, given academic critiques 

of state responses to the migrant child’s ‘otherness’.  

Given the predominance of minority world views of childhood and the protectionist 

sentiments and ideals that they embody and trigger, current research collectively suggests 

a second false syllogism that may also be contributing to the tendency to deny agentic 

unaccompanied migrant children their vulnerability. This extends beyond the syllogism 

introduced in Chapter 1, namely: 

• Children with families are innocent and are in need of and deserve 

protection. 

• Children living outside of families and engaged in ‘adult’ behaviors are not 

innocent. 

• Children on their own and engaged in adult behavior are not in need of and 

do not deserve protection. 

The prevalence and risk that this syllogism poses are manifest in one of Crawley’s 

(2011) case studies of unaccompanied migrant children in the United Kingdom asylum 

system. Angelina, a 16-year-old girl from Uganda, was pregnant (from rape experienced 

in a refugee camp) when she presented to UK asylum officers. Based on her appearance, 

the male officer denied her status as a minor. According to Crawley (2011), “A young 
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migrant being pregnant or having children of his or her own is viewed by decision-takers 

as the ultimate ‘proof’ that a child is not a child … evidence of contact with, or corruption 

by, adult sexuality is viewed as effectively disqualifying a child from childhood. No further 

investigations of a child’s age and needs are considered necessary” (p. 1180). This 

conflation of the child’s lived experience with assumptions regarding her intentions and 

the resulting confusion over the relevance of either to her claims for human rights 

entitlements is a dangerous dynamic. In essence, migrant children perceived as agentic are 

held responsible for their circumstances without having the power to protect or care for 

their own interests. Bordonaro and Payne (2012) have asserted that, “The way children and 

youth are made agents – but not fully so – makes it possible to ‘save the children’ but 

sidesteps important practical issues such as, for example, what is the relationship between 

agency, legal responsibility and the limits of individual freedom in society, and crucial 

questions associated with the legitimacy of social interventions” (p. 369). 

Resistance to a Child Centered Approach 

Beazley (2015) maintains there is a “significant gap” (p. 297) between how migrant 

children perceive their own experience and how those experiences are perceived by the 

international aid and research communities. Beazley identifies migrant children’s 

employment as an example of this disconnect that rests upon two primary misconceptions: 

1) that children who migrate for work are passive objects, forced into their position by an 

adult (parent or criminal), and 2) that the primary incentive for the child’s migration is 

economic gain. Likewise, Huijsmans and Baker (2012) draw a wide distinction between 

child trafficking, which they contend is a relatively rare event despite minority world 

preoccupation with the threat, and child labor which they find culturally normative, often 

of benefit to the child, and pervasive throughout the majority world. Huijsmans and Baker 
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(2012) warn that conflating trafficking with volitional child migration risks denying a 

child’s agency in his or her pursuit to comply with a culturally normative sense of 

obligation and to provide for themselves and their families. Based on their observations, 

the researchers maintain that child laborers, just like adult laborers, may willingly enter 

into exploitative working environments in order to improve their circumstances. While the 

exploitation of a child’s (or anyone’s) labor may be reprehensible, Huijsman and Baker 

(2012) reason that the individual’s roll and willingness to enter into such commitments 

cannot be overlooked as a significant distinction from instances involving extreme 

coercion.  

The work of Beazley, Huijsman and Baker (2012) identifies how failure to consider 

the child’s perspective and positionality creates blind spots in analysis by denying the 

child’s agency. Punch (2012) directly advocates that childhood scholars employ 

methodologies that include the child’s perspective and explore children’s decision making 

through her research specific to migrant children and youth.  

Limitations to Contemporary Studies of Agency in Migrant Child Populations 

Minority World Bias 

In reviewing current empirical research on the agency of migrant and/or Latin 

American youth, I was struck by the deficit of majority world perspectives represented. 

Most behavioral science research has been based in the minority world and the social 

science investigations that have taken place in the majority world appear to have been led 

by minority world researchers. Despite the historic and current relevance of child migration 

from Mexico, and the dominance of U.S. based researchers in my English language based 

search, only eight of the 181 empirical studies that I identified included participants from 

Mexico or from a Mexican heritage.  
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Boyden has criticized the ‘globalization’ of Eurocentric normative views of 

childhood that fail to take local culture into consideration when applied to the majority 

world child (1990; Boyden & Ennew, 1997). Jennings, Aitkens, Estrada, and Fernandez 

(2006) take their challenge of minority world views of child labor even further and suggest 

that child work is only an issue when approached from the values of the United States. 

They draw a distinction between exploitive and dangerous work conditions in an industrial 

context and majority world traditions of children working, and observe child work as 

imbedded within Mexican culture, tradition, and law. In their study of child supermarket 

workers in Tijuana, Jennings et al. (2006) argue that child work should be studied in the 

context of geographic scales (environments surrounding the child), culture, and economics. 

At the scale of the individual, they observe child work in Mexico as an opportunity for 

children to learn important lessons and contribute to their own and their family's survival. 

With respect to the situation of participants from migrant families, the authors further argue 

that children's engagement in the free market economic system that led to the family's 

displacement and poverty indicates resiliency. These researchers’ findings and arguments 

build on those of Katz (2004), described above, and further inform attempts to distinguish 

between children’s exploitation and empowerment within environments and structures in 

which their agency may be difficult for etic minority world researchers to observe. 

Lack of Operational Definitions of Agency 

In her expansive review of theories of individual agency, Ahearn (2001) explored 

a long list of factors and concepts that are commonly conflated or confused with a 

definition of agency, including among others, free will, resistance, rebellion, power, and 

action. She presented literature grounded explanations of the merits and limitations of each, 

but she was unable to identify a standard operational definition of the concept of agency. 
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Behavioral science theorists and researchers have observed that “basic assumptions 

about agency underlie most studies in psychology” (Wertsch, Tulviste, & Hagstrom, 1993, 

p. 336) and underpin core social work objectives regarding individual empowerment 

(Parsell, Eggins, & Marston, 2016). Autonomy, judgement and decision making, self-

regulation, self-efficacy, and self-determination are among the many areas of 

contemporary behavioral science research that may present as readily analogous to the 

study of agency. 

In preparation for this study, I reviewed the state of empirical research on the 

agency migrant and/or Latin American youth and identified a range of operational 

definitions of agency currently employed by behavioral science researchers, including 

tools and scales to quantitatively measure Adolescent Agency (Williams & Merten, 2014); 

Agency Experiences (Cristoph, Gniewosz, & Reinders, 2014); Personal Agency (Wu & 

Palinkas, 2012); Competence in Regulating Personal Behavior (Contento et al., 2007); and 

Agency Intention, Agency-I (Sime, 2015). Yet, the link between these operational 

definitions and their theoretical definition of agency, among the minority of cases that 

provided one, was unclear. Moreover, though it is difficult to ascertain from the 

information provided in the texts, Agency-I may be the only validated psychometric 

employed within the collection. The variety of operational definitions used among the 

minority of studies that clearly defined agency indicates continued ambiguity in use of the 

term and the need for a more practical definition of the concept to serve as a foundation for 

measurements and methods of observation. This situation indicates that research of agency 

in migrant youth is still in an exploratory phase. 
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EMERGING THEORIES ON THE AGENCY/ STRUCTURE DIALECTIC 

In this section, I review trends in emerging theories of agency and relate these 

trends back to the current study as I conclude by expanding on this study’s proposed 

definition of agency. Current literature on agency in children and youth demonstrates a 

theoretical reorientation to the old structure versus agency debate, with a focus on the 

interaction between an individual’s agency and his or her environment. In scholars’ 

examinations of and reflections on this interaction, subthemes emerge that support the 

relevance of a Person-in-Environment informed social work approach to further theory 

development. These themes include: how to conceptualize the mediation of agency; 

whether the dialectic contributes to social reproduction versus social transformation; and 

how societal structures and actors may foster or constrain the agency of migrant youth. 

Each of these themes, represent an expansion beyond a limited binary view of agency 

through an investigation of the relationship between the ‘agent’ and their environment. I 

will describe each theme in turn, leading ultimately to a fuller account of this dissertation’s 

definition of agency, first presented in Chapter One, as this study’s theoretical point of 

departure. 

Dialectical Approaches  

Theorists and researchers offer a host of terms to categorize and define the effect 

of structural/external interaction upon agency itself: thin agency (Klocker, 2007), proxy 

agency (Bandura, 1990), mediated agency (Wertsch et al., 1993), and tactical agency 

(Howana, 2005). The various approaches raise questions about the nature of interaction 

with the environment and its impact on the individual’s agency. How are we to understand 

and theorize mediation? Does interaction affect the expression of agency or the very nature 

of agency, or both? Is agency, by nature, something that can be weighed and measured? 



 36 

Something you can have more or less of? Or should scholars measure environmental 

constraints and supports, focusing on power differentials?  

One area of observation that illustrates this quandary is what to make of an 

individual’s silence or in-action in response to environmental constraints. In her study of 

the impact of an empowerment program among a cohort of marginalized Bolivian girls, 

Gervais (2011) employs ambiguous terminology in her observations of girls who appear to 

remain disempowered after participation. On the one hand, she recognizes that due to 

socio-cultural environmental (e.g., a culture of machismo, and the prevalence of violence 

against women) some graduates are not “…fully prepared to assert their agency…” 

(Gervais, 2011, p. 210). Here, her terminology implies a preexisting and continued agency, 

that is merely constrained by external factors. Yet, she also states that the empowerment 

program sows the “seeds of… agency” (Gervais, 2011, p. 211). This language implies that 

agency is a capacity that must be imparted and cultivated (i.e., a property that can be 

weighed and measured). This single study projects both sides of a debate. Is in-action 

complacency (a lack of agency), or savviness (simply another form the expression of 

agency can take)? Is having agency an inalienable property or a learned behavior? 

Empirical research offers no consensus, yet researchers from different disciplines 

argue that external constraint may affect how children exercise agency without negating it. 

Like Kallio (a children’s geographer), Chase (a social worker) maintains that migrant 

children’s silences, or their choice to withhold information, may be understood as an 

expression of agency in the face of surveillance and control (Chase, 2009, pp. 2064-65). 

It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to establish whether agency is an 

inalienable capability. Still, to argue that it might not be would contradict central maxims 

of social work regarding individual empowerment. In consideration of the nature of the 

effect of mediation on the individual’s agency within a Person-in-Environment 
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perspective, a practitioner must assume that the individual’s agency remains intact if the 

goal of empowerment is to remain a viable option. Particularly helpful here may be Mizen 

and Ofosu-Kusi’s (2013) suggestion of a focus on how the child (client/ research 

participant) may perceive their vulnerability as it relates to environmental constraints. 

Reproduction and Transformation 

Both theorists and researchers have identified the interaction of an individual’s 

agency with his/her environment as the potential site for either reproduction or 

transformation of societal structures. Specific to the situation of children living along 

borders, Spyrou and Christou (2015) cite multiple studies that illustrate the capacity of 

children and youth to reproduce/ and or transform the conception and construction of the 

borders that they cross or live along. Tensions emerge within the literature, however, as 

regards scholars’ conceptualization of the effects of interaction as confined to the 

reproduction of societal structures or evidence of children’s active role in transforming 

these structures. Discourses over the nature and perception of child work versus child labor 

(Azaola, 2012; Jennings et. al., 2006; Katz, 2004) and child migration versus child 

trafficking evidence this tension (Beazley, 2015; Goździak, 2012; Huijsmans & Baker, 

2012).  

While various international and national legal structures focus on the vulnerability 

of children in positions of employment and employment-based migration, scholars debate 

whether observations of children’s active engagement and participation within these 

structures represent children’s contribution to the reproduction of the systems that oppress 

them or whether children influence the transformation of those systems. This discussion 

parallels De Charms (1968) distinction between pawns and origins. As scholars consider 

whether and how children’s participation contributes to the mechanics of social 
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reproduction or transformation, the locus of causality may be a helpful construct in 

understanding the nature of the child’s role. Indeed, scholars like Beazley, Goździak, 

Huijsmans, Mizen and Ofusu-Kusi argue the relevance of the child’s perspective to 

understanding the nature of their position within structures of employment and processes 

of migration. 

For social work, a discipline that is ethically compelled to support the self-

determination of the individual within the context of the individual’s environment, a 

material point embedded within this discussion is that the interaction between the 

individual’s agency and structures within the environment represents a point of 

intervention and empowerment. Whether an MMC’s participation in (employment-based) 

migration and related structures represents compliance with an oppressive structure or the 

transformation of that structure towards the child’s advantage, strengthening or engaging 

with the child’s agency presents as a means of diminishing the weight of oppression. This 

suggests a line of further inquiry, specifically: how can practitioners engage and support 

children’s agency, what are the mechanics of reproduction versus empowerment, and what 

triggers transformation? 

Mechanizations of Fostering and Restraint of Agency 

The studies included in this review provide multiple observations related to the 

mechanics of fostering and restraining agency in children and youth. Building on a tradition 

of literature that observes the role of pre-school children’s agency in the (re)construction 

of culture, Dotson (2015) investigates negotiations between children and their teachers as 

a site of interaction and potential intervention, and finds teachers’ appeals to the child’s 

self-interest to be a stronger motivator than compliance with social norms or fear 

mongering among younger preschoolers. Radcliffe and Webb (2016) observe how 
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indigenous girls from an impoverished area learn to assert themselves and question the 

structures around them through targeted human rights training. Lazar (2010) observes how 

physical pedagogy may teach critical citizenry through modeling the methods of civic 

action, and Relaño Pastor’s (2010) findings may evidence that the process of adaptation to 

a new culture and/or experience of discrimination may foster or encourage the exercise of 

moral agency in migrant youth. 

Unfortunately, the literature offers multiple critiques of social work’s role in 

restraining, as opposed to fostering, migrant children’s agency at the point of interaction 

with societal and state structures (Bordonaro, 2012; Chase, 2009; Crawley, 2011; Mai, 201; 

Terrio, 2008). Painfully, Terrio observes that it is often the actors (i.e., social workers and 

judges) who would otherwise defend the universal rights of the child that allow their own 

treatment of individual migrant children to be guided by prejudice and normative ideals of 

childhood. This sentiment is echoed in the observations of Bordonaro, Crawley, and Mai 

who describe the effect of this type of interaction on migrant children’s agency in terms 

that evoke themes of demoralization and exclusion. Mai (2011), for example, describes 

how migrant youth engaged in the sex industry feel so judged by the views and rules of the 

public and private organizations that seek to help them that children reject even basic needs 

assistance from these programs.  

Beyond concerns for the failure of some practitioners and organizations to avoid 

judgement of migrant youth through an Apollonian versus Dionysian lens, Chase (2009) 

finds that social work’s increasing involvement in the structured surveillance of migrant 

youth contributes to the restraint of agency in the population. She observes that as, 

“…social workers assume the functions of corporate parent for unaccompanied young 

people—assuming the role of befriender, guide and mentor—they are simultaneously 

expected to fulfil responsibilities more akin to those of policing entitlements and 
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privileges” (p. 2062). Chase (2009) explores children’s choices to withhold information 

within this context, information that might facilitate their claims for immigration relief, 

and argues that children’s silence in this context exemplifies the effect of surveillance and 

control (or restraint) on the manner in which children express their agency. To Chase, 

migrant children’s concerns with being controlled, surveilled, evaluated and judged by 

their social workers: 

…resonate strongly with aspects of Foucault’s panoptic mechanism and its 

elements of hierarchical surveillance, normalising judgement and examination as 

instruments of exercising power and control. Young people variably described 

feeling under scrutiny, were mistrustful of social workers’ attempts to get to know 

them better, resentful of professionals’ frequent allusions to their past and 

frequently experienced the wider effects of the panoptic mechanism in terms of 

how they were evaluated and judged by society in general and their peers. 

Collectively, young people portrayed a dual relationship with the various 

social care, immigration, education and other systems with which they interacted. 

On the one hand, these systems afforded them safety and security (albeit temporary) 

as well as opportunities and life chances that they were unlikely to have had in their 

countries of origin. On the other, however, the same systems controlled and limited 

them, determined the degree of support they were eligible for and curtailed or 

extended their opportunities in apparently whimsical fashion. These processes of 

control were maintained through constant surveillance and monitoring by social 

care and other professionals as well as by those concerned with immigration. (Case, 

2009, pp. 2064-2065). 

The literature evinces two challenges to social works’ ability to effectively engage 

the agency of migrant youth towards encouraging transformation through interaction: 1) 
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the  observed proclivity of social workers to succumb to judgment based on white, middle 

class values, in turn resulting in a negative impact on migrant children’s expression of 

agency and trust of social work; and 2) the inherent challenges of working within a societal 

structure that is designed to restrain the migrant child’s agency through surveillance. These 

findings are not inconsistent with historic critiques of social work in general, such as those 

that inspired Parsell, Eddins, and Marstons’s (2016) systematic review of social work 

research related to agency in non-social work professionals. Parsell et al. (2016) have found 

research and practice based in the person-in-environment framework to counter these 

critiques. They conclude that “it is the socially mediated expressions of human agency 

where solutions to social injustice and social problems can be sustainably developed” 

(Parrsell et al., 2016, p. 252). 

Expansion on Proposed Definition in Application to the Situation of Migrant 

Children in Mexico 

The definition of agency proposed in this study is based on my review of literature 

and reflects a child-centered approach to theory and research. The reference to environment 

here incorporates three levels of environment that social workers identify when making a 

person-in-environment assessment: micro, meso, and macro (Hutchison, 2010). The micro-

level environment may be defined – socially and geographically - as family, friends, and 

the individual’s home. Meso-environments refer to immediate communities, such as 

neighborhoods and schools, while macro-environments refer to more distal structures or 

constructs such as economic and political systems. Aspects of the natural and built 

environments may factor into either the meso or macro levels of analysis, based on the 

individual’s level of interaction with these environs (Germain and Gitterman, 1996).  

My intent in proposing this definition is to clearly define agency within the context 

of social work’s Person-in-Environment (PIE) perspective, the dominate framework for 
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social work practice. The PIE approach to client assessment, based on Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1989) ecosystem’s theory, attempts to situate and serve the client within the context of 

individual’s multidimensional environment (Hutchison, 2010). In pursuit of the 

professional goals of promoting clients’ self-determination and of empowering clients to 

address their own needs (NASW, 2008), social workers are challenged by both the internal 

and external limitations on their clients’ individual agency. These challenges are multiplied 

in the service of child clients, and perhaps doubly so for migrant child clients, given the 

variations across systems and cultures in the understanding and recognition of the agency 

of the child. By proposing a definition of agency based within the PIE framework, it is my 

intention to facilitate social work practice with this population. 

The situation of migrant children and youth challenges the social worker’s ability 

to rigorously and holistically apply the PIE system for client assessment. Childhoods 

located in the process or culture of migration exist in and across environments that are not 

bound by a single geography or hegemonic culture. In terms of the external environmental 

factors to consider in the application of PIE, practitioners with migrant clients must be able 

to perceive and assess challenges through a kaleidoscope of resources, threats, structural 

meaning, and power dynamics. The constant change of physical resources and challenges 

that the client transitions through via the migration process present myriad resources and 

threats. The migrant client’s transition between cultures has dynamic implications for how 

the individual understands and constructs meaning. Transnational migrants also move 

through the jurisdiction of various state institutions. Migrant clients subject to or in the 

custody or care of multiple state structures are subject to a range of power dynamics that 

may ignore, suppress, or foster the individual’s own agency. These external environmental 

factors are what Coe et al. (2009) refer to as ‘everyday ruptures’. Everyday ruptures may 

present point-in-time or chronic problems for the client. In terms of internal factors to 
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consider, the lack of consistency in micro-level environments may affect an individual’s 

development of trust, whereas the lack of child scaled environments within meso or macro 

level institutions may affect a client’s sense of competency or efficacy. The interaction of 

internal processes and environmental factors related to migration directly implicate the 

client’s capacity for agency.  

The situation of migrant children from Mexico embodies all of these factors and 

challenges. Long denied viable procedural access to U.S. immigration, unaccompanied 

migrant Mexican children and youth predominately enter the United States through 

clandestine methods (Thompson, 2008). If apprehended by U.S. authorities, such as 

immigration enforcement, unaccompanied Mexican migrant children (MMC) are typically 

returned to the nearest port of entry (i.e., transferred between U.S. and Mexican state 

institutional environments). MMC are subject to multiple and in many instances rapid 

transitions in micro, meso and macro environments through the experiences of migration 

and repatriation. These transitions, or ruptures, are compounded by the fact that repeated 

migration attempts, and multiple repatriation experiences, are common among Mexican 

child migrants (Thompson, 2008). Thus, repeat migration may compound the 

environmental factors and effects that a PIE assessment must identify. Furthermore, in 

order for a practitioner to assess a client’s situation and collaborate with the client on 

solutions, the practitioner must have an understanding of the client’s capacity to effect 

these changes. That is, the practitioner must have an understanding of both the complex 

context of the environments that the migrant child lives between, and must also understand 

the child’s agency within that context. 

In her 2012 trans-disciplinary (across behavioral, social, and political sciences) 

review of academic studies on the situation of unaccompanied children, Ulrika Wernesjö 

builds on a system by Ketil Eide for categorizing the literature. Wernesjö proposes four 
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headings under which international literature on unaccompanied children up to that time 

can be classified (2012, p. 497), including:  

1) organization studies that focus on the receipt of unaccompanied children by host       

countries; 

2) children’s rights studies; 

3) psychosocial studies that focus on the emotional problems and wellbeing of 

unaccompanied children; and 

4) studies that map children’s backgrounds and potential claims for asylum. 

In concluding her review, Wernesjö identifies a focus within the literature on 

children’s vulnerability, specifically in the context of trauma and situations experienced 

during migration. She argues that research with strong foci on child migration as a problem 

and/or the vulnerability of child migrants runs the risk of stigmatizing the population. She 

advocates for a paradigm shift in the study of unaccompanied children going forward, with 

a stronger focus on structural factors that surround the child (both within the home and host 

countries), and greater attention to both the unaccompanied child’s perspective and 

resiliency. 

As set out in the introduction, this paper proposes to define agency as: the 

individual’s intrinsic capacity for intentional behavior developed within the individual’s 

environment(s) and subject to environmental influence. Here, I will defend this definition, 

by way of deconstruction. In the process, I will revisit proposed definitions and 

observational themes from the literature, and reference person-in-environment concepts to 

illustrate the relevance of the definition’s various components. 
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Individual’s Intrinsic Capacity 

Specifying that an individual’s agency is intrinsic locates the capacity as rooted 

within the individual, consistent with the theories and observations presented in this exam 

(e.g., Ryan and Deci’s (2000) concept of intrinsic motivation, and Wu’s (2012) observation 

of individual initiative). It is a capacity that may be innate or developed through reflexive 

internal thought processes. The exercise of this capacity may be influenced by external 

actors, but the individual must identify with and ‘own’ the intent behind the resulting 

behavior for the act to be considered agentic. This approach is consistent with social work’s 

assumptions regarding the primacy of human agency, in that to be able to empower rather 

than manipulate an individual their agency must come from within. 

Intentional Behavior   

Intentional behavior refers to any act, thought, or position that an individual 

commits to of their own volition. This definition stands between the more extreme 

definitions of agency as free will or power, and is consistent with Bandura’s concept of 

intentionality as a pillar of agency. It would be an extreme challenge to identify any 

expression of will that was not influenced by external forces nor any situation in which one 

actor held all the power. Situating agency at either end of these poles renders it an 

unattainable unobservable concept. The concept of intentional behavior strikes a 

compromise, and reflects an understanding that agency requires both intent and the 

enactment of this intent through some behavior. The potential to practically operationalize 

this definition is reflected in Blanchet-Coehn’s (2008) use of ‘conscious choice.’ 

Developed within the Individual’s Environment(s) 

The inclusion of the phrase developed within the environment(s) reflects three 

important concepts, that reflect and reinforce a person-in-environment multidimensional 
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approach to assessment. First, it recognizes agency as a capacity that is developed. As a 

capacity that is tied to internal cognitive processes, such as motivations, reflexivity and 

critical thought, it is subject to the development of these cognitive abilities. Second, it 

specifies where, or rather how, this development takes place (i.e., through the individual’s 

dynamic interaction with the environment). Thus, an individual’s experience and 

expression of agency may change in relation to the individual’s environment throughout 

the individual’s life course.  

Lastly, it recognizes that individuals exist in and transition through multiple 

environments. Most individuals, even in rural settings, move in and out of different 

physical and social environments, if not cultural. As individuals become increasingly 

mobile, within their own societies and globally, they are increasingly exposed to diverse 

environments. The experience of moving within and between different environments and 

experiencing relative shifts in personal social position and cultural values in and of itself 

may effect an individual’s development and expression of agency. 

Throughout the Individual’s Life Course 

Several scholars in this literature, including Huijsmans and Baker (2012), suggest 

the importance of considering time and continuity as factors in understanding the agency 

of migrant youth. Clearly, migration and the circumstances precipitating migration are not 

necessarily point in time experiences but proceed and evolve over the course of time as 

does the agency of the migrant child in relation to these experiences. Social work’s life 

course frame for considering time is helpful here, to PIE assessments in general (Germain 

& Gitterman, 1995, p. 22) – but also specifically to the situation of migrant children and 

youth. Application of the three dimensions of time from the life course framework - 

historical, individual, and social time (Germain & Gitterman, 1995, p. 22-24) - will 
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facilitate social work’s exploration and understanding of the agency in migrant youth. A 

consideration of historical time (or the influence of historic social change on different 

generations) prompts, for example, consideration of the differential experiences of MMC 

who received by shelter staff who used NDC terminology versus the MMC of today, some 

of whom are referred to with the arguably more Dionysian term of MDC. Whereas 

consideration of individual time involves reflection upon the individual’s life story, or the 

meaning attributed to an individual child’s story of migration within the context of their 

culture and its history. While the concept of social time demands consideration of 

significant events and transformations – at the family or community level – which may 

have affected the child’s individual trajectory, such as the pervious migration of a parent 

or a localized environmental disaster. Analysis of how the child’s immediate reality relates 

back to the arch of their life course in historical, cultural and social contexts challenges the 

application of binary standards through of fuller understanding of the effects of interaction 

between the child and their environment. 

Subject to Environmental Influence 

Most contemporary theorists from this literature review overtly recognize that one’s 

agency, or at least the expression of one’s agency, can be shaped or effected by external 

influences, or subject to environmental influence. For some, the primary determining factor 

is societal structure, for others it is culture, or capital. Social work’s concept of environment 

incorporates an holistic view of an individual’s surroundings and relationships (family and 

social structure and culture, as well as physical setting, resources, customs, etc.). Any of 

these external factors may influence an individual’s development and expression of agency 

just as they may influence the development of any other capability. This proposed 

characteristic is consistent with developing theory, empirical research, and the PIE 
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assumption of dynamic interaction between the individual and environment (Hutchison, 

2008, pp. 7-9)  

I will leverage this definition of agency, grounded in the person-in-environment 

framework and informed by emerging theory on the agency structure dialectic, as a tool to 

guide my investigation of agency and vulnerability in unaccompanied Mexican migrant 

youth. The following study is designed to unpack the over simplified binaries (i.e. 

perceptions of vulnerability and criminality) surrounding the agency of child migrants, to 

further understanding of the phenomenon in application to my population of interest, 

unaccompanied Mexican migrant children. The study is based on secondary data analysis, 

and draws both its quantitative and qualitative data samples from the project “Children’s 

Rights, Immigration Policy & National Security:  Repatriation of Mexican & Central 

American Unaccompanied Migrant Children”, or CRIPNS. The CRIPNS project is run by 

a trans-disciplinary, bi-national team of which I am a member. The CRIPNS’s mixed 

methods approach supports exploration of this study’s parallel research questions. 

CRIPSNS quantitative data supports analysis of the contexts that define the experience of 

child migration in Mexico and affect the migrant child’s expression of agency. The 

project’s qualitative data inform an understanding of how children express their agency, 

and how they perceive and respond to the constraint of that agency, throughout the 

immigration process. These areas of exploration extend from the emerging theoretical 

frame of a dialectic between the individual’s agency and their environment as described in 

this study’s literature review. Based on the proposed study’s theoretical perspective, I 

expect to find evidence in both samples of ‘victims’ expressing agency, as well as 

‘perpetrators’ with ‘victimhood’ experiences that entitle them to protections and assistance. 
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Chapter Three: Methods 

In order to build on an understanding of agency in Mexican migrant youth that is 

contextualized through a recognition of their vulnerability and supports theory 

development, I pursued a mixed methods grounded theory (MM-GT) approach to my 

secondary data analysis plan (Gutterman et al., 2017). Grounded theory is known to 

facilitate inductive theory development for social-psychological processes (Babchuk, 

2010), such as the expression of MMC agency within the contexts of vulnerability and 

detention.  I employed a convergent mixed methods orientation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011), drawing on both quantitative and qualitative data from the “Children’s Rights, 

Immigration Policy & National Security:  Repatriation of Mexican & Central American 

Unaccompanied Migrant Children” project, hereafter CRIPNS. Analysis of CRIPNS 

quantitative survey data supports inquiry into the nature and scope of vulnerabilities 

experienced by MMC. The project’s qualitative interview data from the same pool of 

participants provides further context to the vulnerabilities documented, while facilitating 

an exploration of the connection between these experiences and MMC expressions of 

agency. This work builds on my previous efforts to leverage CRIPNS data in the 

exploration of agency in migrant children and youth.  

In a previous publication (Thompson et. al, 2017), I did not use CRIPNS 

quantitative data and relied entirely on qualitative data to identify forms of agency 

expression in migrant children from Central America and Mexico, as well as a relationship 

between the suppression of that agency and the migrant child’s increased vulnerability to 

risk. The study’s sample size did not support comparative analysis of agency expression 

based on the child’s country of origin. Thus, my findings did not directly challenge 
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negative assumptions specific to the vulnerability and/or agency of Mexican migrant 

children, as described in Chapter One.  

With this current study, I seek to further an understanding of the relationship 

between MMC’s vulnerabilities and agency by integrating quantitative and qualitative data 

and methods in my analysis. In analyzing CRIPNS’s quantitative data with respect to the 

Mexican child migrant’s experience of vulnerability, this study has two specific aims. First, 

I seek to contextualize CRIPNS participants’ experience of vulnerability within their 

environment by exploring demographic or environmental variables suggested in Chapter 

Two’s literature review. To the extent that these characteristics are generalizable, they may 

inform an understanding of vulnerability in MMC in general. Secondly, I seek to establish 

the frequency and types of vulnerabilities expressed by survey participants in contrast to 

societal perceptions of MMC. In taking up CRIPNS’s qualitative data, I expand my 

analysis of agency expression in Mexican child migrant participants in order to establish 

and expand on an understanding of agency expression that is specific to this population 

and informed by the preceding assessment of vulnerability. 

THE CRIPNS DATA SET 

The primary objectives of the ongoing CRIPNS project include an exploration of 

the impacts of U.S. immigration enforcement on unaccompanied migrant children’s rights, 

entitlements and lives in general; as well as an examination of related implications for U.S. 

and Mexican national security interests. Specific objectives include to: 1) understand the 

migration patterns, processes and experiences of unaccompanied migrant children along 

the U.S./Mexico border; and to 2) explore the impacts of deportation and repatriation on 

unaccompanied migrant children along the U.S./Mexico border, as well as the implications 

of deportation/repatriation for U.S. and Mexican national security interests. The study 
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employs a mixed methods grounded theory approach that includes 1) in-depth interviews 

with key informants, stakeholders and experts involved with the issue of unaccompanied 

child migration; 2) participatory appraisal and mapping workshops with unaccompanied 

children in Mexican shelters; 3) a survey of unaccompanied Mexican migrant children 

deported by the United States; 4) and semi-structured interviews with both Central 

American and Mexican migrant children in Mexican shelters. In reviewing the survey data 

and interview transcripts, CRIPNS researchers realized that much of the data offered by 

participants reflected the child’s expression of agency, or control over their own thoughts 

and actions (e.g., whether the child claimed the decision to migrate was their own, their 

parents’, or collectively reached).  

For the current study, I apply a child-centered approach to an examination of survey 

and interview data collected by CRIPNS researchers between the Spring and Fall of 2015. 

The CRIPNS project collected this data in shelters for repatriated Mexican youth that are 

run by Desarollo Integral de Familia (DIF), Whole Family Development, a government 

organization akin to child and family protective services in the United States. At ports of 

entry, repatriated unaccompanied Mexican minors who are not from the immediate 

community may be transferred to the local DIF shelter from the Mexican border security 

or port authority offices. These DIF facilities are typically temporary shelter arrangements 

while the children are assessed, and their families are contacted by DIF staff. Depending 

on local, state, and federal DIF funding levels, children may be repatriated by bus or placed 

to their community of origin or they may eventually be released to a guardian. The time 

that children spend in these shelters can range from minutes to months. 

The CRIPNS study utilized a site-based sampling approach (Arcury & Quandt, 

1999). Due to site access restrictions, the gatekeeper, in this instance the staff of the secured 

shelters housing the participants, determined which residents might participate. When 
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granted access by the gatekeeper, researchers interviewed any and all children who gave 

their consent. Whenever possible, researchers recorded surveys and interviews with the 

child’s assent. In instances when recording was not an option, researchers drafted narrative 

summaries of the interviews based on their notes. The majority of study fieldwork to date 

has been conducted along the Rio Grande Valley border in both Mexico (Matamoros, 

Reynosa, and Nuevo Laredo) and Texas (Brownsville and McAllen), and California (San 

Diego and Los Angeles). Methods employed in the data collected by the original study 

were approved by The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board (IRB). 

The CRIPNS study employs a feminist geopolitical frame of analysis and is rooted 

in children’s geographies, a sub-field of childhood studies within human geography, which 

privileges the voices of children (Torres, 2018). While the current study does not rely on 

the CRIPNS theoretical frame and does not include systematic analysis of data from the 

key informant interviews nor the participatory action workshop, my approach and my 

understanding are informed by my involvement in CRIPNS.  

QUANTITATIVE DESIGN AND ANALYSIS 

Overview of CRSIPNS Quantitative Sample and Data 

CRIPNS research staff completed surveys (N = 204) of unaccompanied Mexican 

children (43 girls) deported by the United States over a four-month period in 2015. 

Participants ranged in age between seven and 17 years (x = 15.6), 2.9% of the sample (n = 

14) were twelve years or younger. 

The CRIPNS survey (N = 204) includes 256 variables derived from 66 direct 

responses and 3 open-ended lines of inquiry. In that the survey content solicits the child’s 

perspective on motivation and decision making, and also provides for open ended 

responses, the structure of these questions is consistent with Punch’s (2012) call for 
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increased attention to the child’s perspective and inclusion of the child’s voice. The 

survey’s areas of inquiry are organized into five sections that relate to the stages of 

participants’ migration journeys, including a section on demographics, the child’s situation 

prior to migration, the journey to the U.S./Mexico border, the experiences of crossing the 

border/apprehension and detention by U.S. authorities, and return to Mexico. Each section 

includes variables that may inform an understanding of the participant’s agency and 

vulnerability across the time and space of the migration experience. For example, the 

section on the child’s situation prior to migration asks for the child’s perspective as regards 

to who made the determination that they should migrate and the rational for the decisions. 

Of particular note, is the final set (15 questions) that the CRIPNS study adapted from 

screening tools used by U.S. based attorneys to assess migrant children for immigration 

relief opportunities. In total, this section includes 26 indicators of specific forms of 

vulnerability that United States immigration law recognizes as potential criteria for 

protection. These vulnerabilities include the child’s witnessing or experience of threats, 

physical violence, sexual violence, forced labor, drug/person trafficking, and kidnapping.  

Sampling of Quantitative Cases for Proposed Study  

This study examines both the total CRIPNS survey population and a subset thereof. 

In examining population characteristics and common experiences I look at the total 

population of CRIPNS participants. Likewise, I examine at the total population in 

establishing the total number of legally recognized vulnerabilities expressed by 

participants. However, in examining the expression of vulnerability relative to independent 

variables I limit analysis to cases of CRIPNS participants between the ages of 13 and 17 

years. I propose this age range for a number of reasons. First, there is the likelihood that 

participants 12 years of age and younger are underrepresented due to the fact that 
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researchers did not have access to shelters for these age groups at every site. Secondly, the 

distribution of the sample is dramatically skewed, 97.1% (190 participants) were 13 years 

or older. Finally, pre-adolescents migrating without a guardian may be viewed as 

inherently vulnerable, thus an exploration of vulnerability among teenagers may be more 

useful in challenging perceptions of a lack of vulnerability within the cohort. 

Measurement of Variables  

In order to analyze vulnerability using CRIPNS data, I constructed a measurable 

variable. As I seek to examine the refusal of external parties and structures (e.g., states) to 

recognize the vulnerability of Mexican migrant children through this study, I focused on 

the identification and measurement of vulnerabilities that the state (i.e., United States 

immigration system) specifically recognizes. In consultation with two legal experts who 

specialize in representing children before United States Immigration Courts, I reviewed the 

CRIPNS original survey for variables that United States officials would recognize as 

indicators of the child’s potential eligibility for state protection (i.e., a vulnerability), under 

either U.S. or international law. Our initial assessment identified 35 such variables. I then 

reviewed these variables and selected only those with less than 15% missing cases for 

inclusion in my composite variable (see Table 1). Potential indicators of vulnerability not 

included in the composite variable due to missing data are reflected in Table 2. By selecting 

less cases with less than 15%, I was able to maintain key indicators that were prioritized 

by my legal advisers (e.g. the wounding or murder of a family member, 11.8% missing) 

that a lower limit such as 5% or 10% would have precluded. From this selection of CRIPNS 

variables in Table 1, I constructed a composite indicator of vulnerability, State Recognized 

Vulnerability (categorical, a sum of all the state recognized vulnerabilities that the 

participant claimed to experience).  
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Table 1. State Recognized Vulnerability Measure, 22 Subvariates 

 

 

 

Table 1 State Recognized Vulnerability Measure by CRIPNS survey question number 

CRIPNS 

Survey # 

Description Yes 

Code 

Total 

Positive (%) 

% 

Missing 

18 Expressed personal motivation to migrate 

to the U.S. 

0 6 (2.9) 4.9 

20Seg Expressed motivation to migrate for 

security concerns 

1 4 (2) 3.9 

20Ab Expressed motivation to migrate because 

abandoned 

1 2 (1) 3.9 

52a Witnessed someone threatened 1 17 (8.3) 4.9 

52b Witnessed someone attacked 1 11(5.4) 5.4 

52c Witnessed someone kidnapped 1 4 (2) 5.4 

52d Witnessed someone wounded 1 7 (3.4) 4.9 

53a Witnessed drug trafficking 1 16 (7.8) 7.4 

53b Witnessed forced labor 1 6 (2.9) 6.4 

53c Witnessed extortion 1 14 (6.9) 7.4 

54a Wounded during the journey 1 11 (5.4) 5.4 

54c Kidnapped 1 2 (1) 5.9 

54d Forced into labor 1 5 (2.5) 6.4 

54f Forced to consume drugs 1 1 (.5) 5.9 

54g Forced to into dangerous and/or illegal 

activities 

1 4 (2) 5.4 

54h Forced to act against will 1 2 (2.5) 5.4 

54i Touched inappropriately 1 2 (2.9) 6.4 

54j Abandoned by companions during 

journey 

1 19 (9.3) 5.4 

56 Family threatened 1 7 (3.4) 7.4 

57 Fear of return to Mexico (home) 1 12 (5.9) 7.8 

58 Family member hurt or killed 1 20 (9.8) 11.8 

59 Discriminated against based on 

appearance or speech 

1 29 (14.2) 8.8 
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Table 2 Pulled Potential Vulnerability Measures, 13 Subvariates 

CRIPNS also includes several demographic variables that relate MMC 

vulnerability in accordance with the themes and literature reviewed above. These include 

variables on gender, community of origin, and indigenous identity (see Table 3). CRIPNS 

collects gender as a dichotomous variable, male = 0, female = 1. CRIPNS collects state of 

origin data as a categorical variable with Mexican states assigned an identifying number, 

1 through 31. In order to explore the relationship between expression of vulnerability and 

the life of children living in the U.S./Mexico border region versus the interior and southern 

Mexican states, I constructed a Region of Origin variable with the following categories: 

Interior and Southern Border States = 0; Northern Border States (Tamaulipas, Coahuila, 

Table 2 Pulled Potential Vulnerability Measures by CRIPNS survey question number 

CRIPNS 

Survey # 

Description  (%) Positive % Missing 

[%Not Sure] 

20 Expressed personal motivation to 

migrate to the U.S. 

0 3.9 

22 Expressed motivation for migrating was 

abuse suffered 

3.9 16.2 

27 Planned to present self to immigration 

officers 

25 39.2 

31 History of previous deportations 6.9 22.1 [25] 

31 Owes money to coyote 0 23 [6.4] 

33a Threatened by coyote for debt owed 22 21.6 [2.5] 

34 Lived in vulnerable situation (e.g. safe 

house, homeless) in US 

16.7 23.5 [1.5] 

52e Lived in confinement in US 9.3 15.2 

53d Witnessed harm, other 3.4 17.2 

54k Witness to a crime 2.5 27.5 [2.5] 

55 Harmed during the journey, other 5.4 16.7 

62 Possible eligibility for the U-Visa 

immigration relief program 

9.8 16.7 

64 Responsible a debt 28.5 16.7 
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Chihuahua, Sonora, and Baja Sur) = 1. To create a variable indicating Indigenous Heritage, 

I combined two CRIPNS variables, whether the child speaks an indigenous language and 

whether the child’s family speaks an indigenous language to create a dichotomous variable, 

No Indigenous Heritage = 0, Indigenous Heritage = 1). 

In order to ground exploration of participants expressed vulnerabilities in the 

child’s perspective, I included the categorical variable of decision to migrate (which 

registers the child’s perspective as to whether the decision to migrate was their own = 1, 

was made interdependently between the child and a family member = 2, or whether they 

were compelled to migrate against their own wishes = 3). 

Finally, in order to compare the child’s perception of their own vulnerability with 

external indicators, I looked at the CRIPNS variable indicating whether the child expressed 

a fear of return to Mexico, no fear = 0 and expressed fear = 1, together with external data 

from the Mexican federal government (INEGI, 2015) on the state level rates at which 

adolescents are murdered, per 100,000 residents.  
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Table 3. Key Variables: Dependent and Independent  

 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

To establish a baseline assessment of the frequency and nature of the vulnerabilities 

that Mexican migrant children are subject to I used IBM SPSS Version 22 to run descriptive 

statistics on related demographic data, and the variables specific to expressed vulnerability. 

Together these variables indicate the extent to which the sample population exhibits 

vulnerabilities that ought to have triggered protection or services under international and 

or United States law. Then to explore the relationship between variables suggested as 

indicators of vulnerability and measurements of expressed vulnerability, I utilized non-

Table 3: Key variables by dependency category 

Category Variable Measurement 

Dependent  State-Recognized Vulnerability, 

Total 22 

(Continuous) total 

instances of vulnerability 

claimed by participant 

Dependent Fear of Return to Mexico (Dichotomous) None = 0, 

Yes = 1 

Independent Gender  (Dichotomous) Male = 0, 

Female = 1 

Independent Region of Origin (Dichotomous) Non-border 

state = 0, Border State = 1 

Independent Indigenous Heritage (Dichotomous) None = 0,  

Indigenous Heritage = 1 

Independent Decision to Migrate (Categorical) Independent 

= 1, Interdependent = 2, 

Dependent = 3 

Independent Adolescent Homicide Rate (Continuous) rate of 

adolescent homicides per 

100,000 residents of the 

child’s state of origin 
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parametric tests to examine the differences between dependent and independent variables. 

I relied on non-parametric tests of distribution, including the Mannheim Whitney U and 

the Kolmogorov-Smirnov Z, as the selected variables did not meet the assumption of 

normal distribution that parametric comparisons of means require. 

QUALITATIVE DESIGN AND ANALYSIS 

Overview of CRIPNS Qualitative Sample  

Of the Mexican children surveyed (N = 204), the team selected 64 participants for 

concurrent qualitative interviews based on triggers within the survey. Following the 

CRIPNS project’s objectives, these triggers related to the child’s potential eligibility for 

protective services and/or a potential due process failure in the state’s receipt and treatment 

of the child.  

Sampling of Qualitative Cases for Proposed Study  

For this study I drew a theoretical sample (Glaser & Holton, 2004) of 23 interviews 

from the pool of available CRIPNS transcripts to explore the theme of agency and its 

relationship to expressed vulnerability within the CRIPNS interview data. Theoretical 

sampling supported my grounded th8eory approach, described below, by allowing data 

collection and concurrent analysis to be driven by an emerging theory of agency expression 

in the population. Following the emergence of the theory presented in Chapter Five, I 

pulled increasingly from interviews with strong narratives of MMC and CBP interaction. 

In doing so, I none the less amassed a diverse sampling pool with regards to participant 

demographics (see Table 4). The diverse characteristics of the participants in the theoretical 

sample indicate that the resulting theory is generalizable across the spectrum of MMC 

demographics.  
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Table 4. Qualitative Sample Participants By Key Characteristics 

 

Table 4 Participants by self-selected pseudonym, state of birth, gender, age, social 

group and cumulative vulnerability measure 

 

Participant 

Name 

State of 

Origin 

Gender Age Social Group Cumulative 

Vulnerability 

Measure 

Alicia Tlaxcala F 14 Non-Border Resident 0 

Birdy Guerrero F 17 Adolescent Parent N/A 

Carlos Tamualipas M 17 Border Resident/ Guide 1 

Chila Morelos F 13 Indigenous 4 

Dominique Tamaulipas M 17 Pregnant/ Border 

Resident 

N/A 

Edgar Hidalgo M 14 Non-Border Resident 1 

El Lobo Colima M 17 Raised in US 15 

Jhoana Distrito 

Federal 

F 15 Regional Violence 4 

Julian Oaxaca M 17 Guide 1 
La Cebolla Tamualipas M 17 Guide 1 
La Charra Colima F 15 Non-Border Resident 0 
Luci Guerrero F 16 Disabled 1 
Maria Puebla F 16 Non-Border Resident N/A 
Miquellonel Guanajuato M 17 Non-Border Resident 3 
Miriam Rio Bravo F 17 Abandoned/Addict/ORR  3 
Nallely Zacatecas F 15 Pregnant/ Married 3 
Omar Hidalgo M 16 Non-Border Resident 2 
Pablo Guerrero M 15 Non-Border Resident 2 
Raul Hidalgo M 16 Non-Border Resident 2 
Roes Oaxaca M 17 Indigenous/ Ex-gang 

member/ Regional 

Violence 

4 

Rueben 2 Chihuahua M 17 Adolescent Parent/ 

Married/Guide/ Border 

Resident 

4 

Ulises Tamaulipas M 17 Border Resident 6 
Wilber Veracruz M 16 Gang Persecution N/A 
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Qualitative Data Analysis 

For the current study, I used dedoose web-based analytic software to identify and 

explore agency related themes and processes. Given the study’s theoretical lens of viewing 

agency as the product of an ongoing process, I adopted grounded theory methodologies for 

this exploration, as grounded theory techniques are ideal for discovering the latent 

mechanizations of processes (Glaser, 2004).  

In approaching the data set, I adopted the codebook of seven agency related themes 

developed for a previous CRIPNS publication (see Thompson et. al., 2017) as a point of 

departure. While the previous study drew on qualitative data from interviews of both 

Central American and Mexican unaccompanied child migrants and relied on iterative 

thematic analysis of the data (Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012), the current study 

represents a conscious transition to a grounded theory approach and an exclusive focus on 

the Mexican study participants. I amended the established code book as I transitioned from  

substantive to theoretical coding in my review of the data. To the extent that codes 

developed under the previous study proved relevant to the current, their use is cited in 

Chapter Five’s discussion of qualitative findings. Eight of the cases included in this study 

were included in the previous (Thompson et. al., 2017) publication. I reviewed these cases 

after developing theoretical codes specific to this inquiry.  

Once I established process category codes, I constructed a theory diagram to 

illustrate the expression of MMC agency in interaction with the immigration complex. 

Member checking is not a component of orthodox grounded theory methodology, nor was 

it feasible for this study based on secondary data analysis. None the less, as an outsider to 

the culture of the study’s subject, I believed it was important to seek feedback on my initial 

framework and codes from someone with personal experience of the phenomena under 

investigation. I therefore solicited feedback from an academician with personal experience 
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in migrating from Mexico to the United States as an adolescent child. My consultation with 

her served to confirm my initial framework and pointed me in the direction of identifying 

a core category. From this point, I relied on abstraction to identify the core category beneath 

the process (Glaser, 2002b). Glaser maintains that conceptualizing the latent mechanics of 

a process abstracted from time, place, and people of specific data enables the researcher to 

construct a, “multivariate, integrated theory based on conceptual, hypothetical 

relationships” (2002a, p.25). In practical terms, for researchers such as myself, this 

involves considering how a process functions under circumstances outside the field or 

population of study in order to identify the essential mechanics of a process. A hallmark of 

a successfully developed grounded theory is that the mechanics of the identified process 

are generalizable to multiple populations and circumstances (Babchuck, 2010; Glaser, 

2002b). 

Given my level of involvement with the CRIPNS project and data, I interrogated 

my own assumptions by reviewing audio recordings of interviews and researcher field 

notes to interpret ambiguous statements, and coded my own memos and journal entries 

throughout the analysis process to identify and balance personal biases (Glaser, 2004, 

p.18). 

 

Limitations and Anticipated Challenges 

Limitations inherent to the CRIPNS data set include the potential for gatekeeper 

bias introduced through the site-based sampling technique. Investigators experienced 

inconsistency in access to the data collection sites and sample population (i.e., 

unaccompanied migrant children in the custody of Mexican government shelters). 

Ultimately, sampling limitations and variations to facility access between cites likely 
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resulted in an under sampling of children under the age of 14 years, as well as a potential 

under sampling of children suspected of criminal activity and of girls, especially those 

traveling with children of their own. Given the limitations and potential for bias associated 

with site-based sampling and having a gatekeeper that determined which children 

participated in the study, in Chapter Four, I explore the relative ‘representativeness’ of the 

CRIPNIS sample by comparing descriptive statistics of participant demographic data (age, 

gender, state of origin) to the composite demographics of all unaccompanied Mexican 

nationals returned by the United States to Mexican Authorities in 2015. For data on the 

composite population demographics, I draw in publicly available data from the Mexican 

Secretariat of the Interior, or SEGOB - Secretaría de Gobernación. SEGOB reports 

unaccompanied migrant child demographic data based on two age brackets all ages below 

12 years and 12 through 17 years old.  

The CRIPNS survey’s basis on state screening tools presents challenges in that 

advocates have long observed and cautioned that these screening tools are not conducive 

to effective assessment of the child’s situation as surveys are not developmentally 

appropriate and are conducted within the context of law enforcement/detention (i.e., within 

an adversarial environment). Adding to these known disincentives for children to fully 

disclose information, the study population may have also experienced survey fatigue as the 

CRIPNS survey was administered to participants after they had presumably answered 

many of these questions repeatedly to U.S. and Mexican authorities alike.  

Based on the challenges inherent to use of the survey tool and the literature 

regarding the normalization of violence among migrant and Latin American youth, I 

anticipated a disconnect between variables indicating the participant’s expressed 

perception of their own vulnerability and their lived experience. Based on literature 

regarding migrant children’s withholding of information from authorities, and given that 
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the CRIPNS survey was administered within the context of detention, I anticipated an 

underreporting of vulnerabilities within the CRIPNS data. To identify the potential effect 

of these challenges to my baseline assessment of vulnerability, in Chapter Four I explore 

comparative statistics of the child’s fear of return to their home community (0 = no 

expressed fear or ambivalence, 67% of participants; 1= expressed fear, 13% of participants) 

compared to the level of endemic violence in the child’s state of origin. As the measure for 

state level endemic violence, I draw on publicly available data from the Mexican federal 

National Institute of Statistics and Geography, or INEGI – Instituto Nacional de Estadística 

y Geografía. INEGI report annual state level data on the rate of homicides of persons 

between the ages of 15 and 17 per 100,000. I draw on INEGI’s adolescent homicide rate 

data from 2014 as an indicator of violence in the child’s environment leading up to the 

child’s migration in 2015. 
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Chapter Four: Detecting Vulnerability 

As established in the preceding chapters, one of the primary objectives of this 

dissertation is to identify and better understand the vulnerability of Mexican migrant 

children (MMC). In this chapter, I will explore the possible indicators of MMC 

vulnerability in the CRIPNS data set. I will start by providing a sketch of the population’s 

demographics and common experiences, with an emphasis on variables linked to themes 

identified through Chapter Two’s literature review. I will then explore the results of the 

composite measurement of vulnerability in deported MMC as proposed in Chapter Three. 

Finally, I will reflect on the relevance of missing information. With a population as 

inaccessible and mercurial as migrant children, missing data and low response rates can be 

as informative as the data captured. 

POPULATION PROFILE 

CRIPNS Demographics  

From a Person-in-Environment perspective, in order to assess the vulnerabilities of 

deported MMC it is necessary to understand who they are and the circumstances they come 

from. The majority of the total population of CRIPNS study participants are male (78.9%), 

older than 11 years (93.1 %), and come from the interior of Mexico (i.e., states that do not 

border the U.S., 72.9%). These dominate characteristics reflect demographic trends in the 

total population of repatriated MMC as received by DIF in 2015 (see Table 5). 
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Table 5: MMC Population Comparative Demographics: DIF (SEGOB, 2015) and 

CRIPNS data.  

CRIPNS’s relative oversampling of children younger than thirteen (6.9%) and 

female participants (21.1%) compared to DIF totals may reflect the study’s prioritization 

of child and female narratives. It may also reflect the effects of gatekeeping at the research 

sites where investigators were denied access to older Mexican male youth who were under 

suspicion of criminal involvement. 

Family Structure and Home 

Twenty participants, or 9.8%, had lost one or possibly both parents. Two 

participants indicated that their mother had died, while seventeen had survived their father. 

One participant indicated that he did not know whether either parent lived or not. One of 

the participants who lost their father claimed that he had been murdered.  

Sixteen CRIPNS participants (8 girls), or 7.8% of the study population, lived 

outside of their family’s home prior to migrating. Of these, eight claimed to be emancipated 

(3 girls), five lived with a spouse or in-laws (4 girls), two lived with friends (both 15 year 

old boys), and one lived with god-parents (13 year old girl). None of the participants 

indicated that they were homeless prior to migrating. 

Table 5:  MMC Population Comparative Demographics: DIF (SEGOB, 2015) and 

CRIPNS data. 

 DIF MMC Totals, 2015 

N= 9,869 (%) 

CRIPNS 

n= 204 (%) 

Male  8,693 (88.0) 161 (78.9) 

0-11 years old 261 (2.6) 14 (6.9) 

12-17 years old 9,608 (97.3) 190 (93.1) 

Border State Residents 3,035 (30.8) 52 (27.1) 
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School and Work 

Only 48% (n = 98) CRIPNS participants indicated that they were attending school 

prior to their migration. The low rate of attendance may be explained, in part, by the fact 

that Mexican students complete secondary education earlier than in the United States. 

According to REDIM (2014), 90.2% of 16 year olds in Mexico had completed their 

secondary education. However, the low rate of school attendance may also be attributed to 

financial pressures, as 30.4% of CRIPNS study participants (n = 62) indicated that they 

were working prior to migration. The most commonly indicated fields of work included 

agriculture and construction. 

Indigenous 

The literature review presented in Chapter Two established the relevance of an 

indigenous heritage to understanding both the child’s and society’s perception of 

indigenous MMC’s vulnerability. While DIF does not publish records on the ethnicity of 

MMC under its care, there are national level data that serve as an indicator of indigenous 

heritage within the general population. According to Mexico’s 2015 Interim Census, 6.6% 

of Mexican nationals 5 years of age or older speak an indigenous language (INEGI, 2015). 

The CRIPNS survey includes two indicators of indigenous heritage: whether the child 

speaks an indigenous language and whether the child has a parent or grandparent that 

speaks an indigenous language. Between the two variables, 13.7% of CRIPNS participants 

(n = 28) identified as having an indigenous cultural heritage.  

Child Marriage 

Fifteen CRIPNS participants (7 girls), or 7.4%, indicated that they were either 

married (n = 3, 1.5%) or in a civil union (n = 12, 5.9%). Two participants (1 girl) indicated 

they were divorced or separated from a partner. REDIM’s (2018) analysis of Mexican 
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federal data, indicates that 5% of girls between the ages of 12 and 17 years of age in 2015 

were married. The REDIM (2018) report also indicates that the rate of child marriage is 

higher among girls than boys, with 89.4% of child marriages involving an adult husband. 

Given that girls are underrepresented among MMC relative to the general population, the 

rate of partnership among MMC relative to the general population of Mexican adolescents 

may be even higher than it appears.  

The relatively high rate of child marriage among CRIPNS participants informs an 

understanding of MMC vulnerability on multiple levels. In terms of understanding 

society’s perception of the child, married status is generally associated with adult behavior 

and may well pre-dispose any adults interviewing the child to treat them as an adult (e.g. 

potentially denying them protections they may require). In terms of the child’s vulnerability 

prior to migration, according to a report by the Mexican government, marriage to an adult 

significantly increases an adolescent girl’s chances of experience physical and sexual abuse 

as well as unwanted pregnancies (Gob.mx, 2017). The CRIPNS study did not collect data 

on the age of the participant’s spouse or partner. However, according to national statistics 

cited above, the vast majority of married adolescents are joined to adult men.  

Adolescent Parenthood 

Based on INEGI data, REDIM (2018) found that 7.3% of Mexican births were to 

mothers between the ages of 12 and 17, in 2016. The national level birth rate within the 

cohort, of girls ages 12 to 17, was .85% (REDIM, 2016). 

Looking at the CRIPNS sample as a whole, 12 participants, or 5.9%, indicated that 

they had a child of their own, or a dependent (e.g., younger sibling). Another 12, or 5.9%, 

indicated that they or their partner were currently pregnant. Of these, only one participant 

indicated that they had a dependent and were currently expecting. If we look at parenthood 



 69 

by gender groups, however, female participants had higher maternity rates (11.6% 

expecting, 9.3% mothers) than both the national averages and the sample’s paternity rates 

(4.3% expecting, 5% fathers). 

The rate of parenthood among MMC in the CRISPN data set is higher than the 

national averages. REDIM (2018) argues that child pregnancy is due in part to the 

normalization of child marriage within some Mexican cultures, despite laws prohibiting 

marriage under the age of 18, and a general lack of access to family planning information 

and resources. None of the CRIPNS participants who identified as indigenous indicated 

that they had or expected a child. REDIM (2018) further claims the prevalence and 

normalization of sexual violence against boys and girls in Mexico and the lack of 

preventative services by authorities as contributing factors. 

JOURNEY BY THE NUMBERS 

The considerable majority, 72.1% (n = 147), of CRIPNS participants indicated that 

they made the decision to migrate on their own themselves, with another 8.4 % (n = 15) 

making the decision together with a family member; and 9.5% (n = 17) indicating that they 

were not included in the decision making and therefore possibly compelled against their 

will to make the journey. Yet, even for those traveling of their own volition, the journey to 

Mexico’s border with the United States poses a variety of challenges and risks, including 

the need to navigate inhospitable ecosystems and areas of intense regional violence. MMC 

experience and witness various forms of corruption, violence, and deprivation on their 

journeys. Thirteen (6.4%) of CRIPNS participants indicated that they had been robbed 

during their journey to the U.S.  

MMC’s exposure to dangerous environments does not diminish once they enter the 

United States. The vast majority, 80.4%, of participants who spent time in the United States 
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prior to apprehension reported living in unsafe conditions: 69.6%, were held in safe houses 

and the rest were homeless. Safe houses are spaces in which MMC are particularly 

vulnerable to predatory acts as they are not permitted to leave and may be held in tight 

accommodations with unknown adults. These facilities may be run by organizations with 

diverse criminal enterprises such as human, sex, and drug trafficking (Hernández-

Hernández, 2016). MMC who reported being homeless in the border region described 

living in the dessert, exposed to various environmental risks. In terms of generalizability 

when considering the experience and potential vulnerability of all MMC, the subgroup of 

CRIPNS participants reported living in unsafe conditions in the United States represents 

22%, more than 1 in 5, of the total population of CRIPNS participants.  

Intuitively, the children’s vulnerability to migration related risks would increase 

with their exposure to these circumstances. Thus, the manner that children travel to the 

border (e.g., with or without adult guardianship), the amount of time they spend migrating, 

the number of times they attempt the journey, and any obligations they incur along the way 

(e.g., debt to guides) could influence the MMC’s vulnerability. Arguably, the adult 

accompaniment could buffer the risks and challenges that MMC face along the journey. 

Most CRIPSN MMC, 67.6% (n = 138), had to find their way to the border. Fewer than 

one-third, 30.4%, (n = 62), of the CRIPSN participants affirmed that they traveled to the 

border in the company of a responsible adult. Over one-third, 37.3% (n = 76), of the 

participants indicated that they traveled to the border without a parent or legal guardian. 

More specifically, 15.2% traveled alone, 10.8% traveled with other children, and 11.3% 

traveled with a coyote, or paid guide. Of the total CRIPNS population, 36.3% (n = 74) 

reported that they were separated from their travel companions. 67.6% (n = 50) of the 

children separated from their travel companion indicated that they were separated by U.S. 

officials after apprehension. Two participants were separated from a parent by CBP, 
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meaning that United States officials effectively changed the migrant child’s status to that 

of an ‘unaccompanied’ or ‘separated’ child, placing them in a more vulnerable condition 

than the one in which they arrived. 

The time it takes to get to the border from their home communities varies widely, 

with CRIPNS participants reporting commute times ranging from a couple of hours to 6 

months, with a median of 3 days. Roughly 85% of the population made it to the border 

within two weeks. Less than one-fourth, 22.5% (n = 46), of the participants reported living 

near the border prior to crossing.2 While the participants with longer commute times may 

have endured relatively increased exposure of journey related dangers, MMC living along 

the border faced separate risks. The 22 participants who lived near the border lived in urban 

areas marked by significant cartel violence in 2015 as rival crime syndicates, Cartel del 

Golfo (Gulf Cartel) and Los Zetas, competed for territory in the border towns of 

Tamaulipas and Nuevo Laredo. Narratives from this cohort include stories of pressure to 

join or serve local criminal enterprises with limited alternatives and protections due to 

related societal disruption.  

Repeated migration attempts, or multiple journeys to the United States, necessarily 

increase MMCs exposure to the risks of the journey. Over one-third of CRPINS MMC, 

37.3% (n = 68), had traveled to the US more than once. Previous travel experience ranged 

widely within this cohort from 1 to 100 previous trips. Over three-quarters (77.1%, n = 54) 

of MMC who had traveled to the United States more than once, reported three or fewer 

previous trips. The risk of exposure to or involvement in dangerous situations and criminal 

activities among the 10% of participants reporting dozens or more trips to the United States 

is likely higher. 

                                                 
2 Indications that a majority of MMC are not from border communities challenge Dionysian 

characterization of the population as consisting mostly of so-called menores del circuito. 
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The removal, or deportation, process for MMC is itself a source of vulnerability. 

Assessments of U.S. policy implementation indicate deportation exposes MMC to various 

risks, including abusive treatment by U.S. immigration officers, the denial of basic rights 

and protective services, and relocation to unsecure ports of entry, or border towns where 

they may face targeting or conscription by organized crime (Appleseed, 2011; Thompson, 

2008; Torres, 2018). Beyond representing repeated exposure to deportation specific risks, 

multiple deportations may indicate a number of underlying risks. While repeated removals 

may indicate that a child lives along the border with familial or social ties on either side, 

this explanation becomes less and less likely with the increased militarization of the U.S./ 

Mexico border. Repeated attempts to cross the border despite previous deportations may 

indicate that the child is migrating out of desperation or against their will and may therefore 

have grounds to seek humanitarian immigration relief in the United States. It may also 

indicate that they are taking advantage of the ‘3 attempts’ guarantee offered by coyotes that 

CRIPNS participants frequently acknowledged. Under this arrangement, migrants are 

guaranteed three attempts to cross the border with a guide in exchange for the substantial 

fee that guides charge. To the adult CRIPNS participants, Mexican immigration and 

diplomacy professionals, multiple deportations signify likely involvement in organized 

criminal activity as a guide or smuggler. This involvement may be voluntary or coerced, 

yet either scenario could indicate further risks that the deported child faces. Over one in 

five CRIPNS MMC participants, 45 individuals (22.1%) claimed to have experienced 

deportation previously. Thirty-four (79%) of those indicating previous deportation 

experience claimed 1-3 previous deportations, three (6.7%) claimed eight or more 

deportations. Children with three or more deportations, indicating habitual crossing beyond 

a single coyote agreement, are likely to be more at risk of involvement with smuggling 

either by force or conscription. 
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Journey related debt is another potential indicator of vulnerability for repatriated 

MMC. Given that many coyotes, or guides, operate in coordination with if not directly for 

cartels, owing money to your guide and not being in a position to repay them is a dangerous 

situation. Coyote debt leaves children vulnerable to kidnapping, extortion, or forced 

conscription by the claimant. Fourteen CRIPNS participants (6.9%) reported owing money 

to their coyote at the time of repatriation. However, 51 (25%) said they did not know 

whether they or their parents owed anything to their guide, and another 22.1% did not 

respond to the question. As discussed further in the following sections, such a high rate of 

missing data may represent an underreporting of vulnerability related information in the 

data. 

MMC arrive at the U.S. border coming from and having traversed various 

challenging situations and environments. Removal from the United States as it is currently 

implemented, without close and adequate coordination with protective services, subjects 

MMC to further risks and potentially leaves them more vulnerable than when their journey 

began. The risks that MMC face, like the children themselves, are not always easily 

observed or understood at the societal level. In the following section, I explore the results 

of a composite measure of MMC’s vulnerability, as proposed in Chapter Three.  

ESTABLISHING VULNERABILITY 

As detailed in the Chapter Three, under the guidance of legal experts, I identified 

CRIPNS data set variables that directly relate to legally recognized vulnerabilities. Had 

these vulnerabilities been identified by United States immigration agents it should have 

required intervention, if not protection, under United States or international law. In the 

following sections, I draw on these variables to construct a composite measure of 

vulnerability. First, I establish a Total Vulnerability measure, a continuous variable 
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indicating all instances of legal vulnerability expression across 35 sub-variables and all 204 

CRIPNS cases. Then, I apply an abridged version of this measure, 22 sub-variables, to a 

subset of the CRIPNS population (n = 171) to explore relationships between a composite 

measure of legal vulnerability and characteristics suggested by the literature. 

   

Identifying Vulnerability at Large 

Of the total population of CRIPNS participants (N = 204), 84.8% indicated one or 

more vulnerabilities in their survey responses. Among the 204 cases, 32.4% indicated one 

vulnerability, 15.7% indicated two, 14.7 % indicated three, and 22.1% indicated four or 

more. Notably, 42.5% of the participants in this sample indicated multiple vulnerabilities. 

It is worth noting here, that the indicators included in this measure were drawn from 

assessment tools used by social workers and legal counselors to assess migrant children in 

the care of the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR). Customs and Border Protection has 

not released the screening protocol that it uses to assess MMC; however, the agency should, 

in theory, be screening for the same indicators. Therefore, the finding that more than two 

out of every five CRIPNS participants reported multiple indicators of vulnerability is an 

indictment of CBP’s current screening practices.  

 

Contextualizing Vulnerability 

As described in Chapter Three, I constructed a more conservative composite 

variable of Expressed Vulnerability, using 22 CRIPNS survey items, to support 

comparative analysis between sub-populations of MMC. As the individual components of 

the composite variable are not weighted, this measure is not intended as a psychometric 

scale. Rather, by indicating characteristics of the individual that may reflect a legally 
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recognized vulnerability under United States or international law, this measure identifies 

which CRIPNS participants may have been entitled to protections or services that society 

accepts responsibility for providing to vulnerable individuals. That is, under US legal 

standards and society’s own standards, these are vulnerabilities that ought to be recognized 

and addressed prior to an individual’s removal from the United States. 

As established above, for this level of analysis, I have elected to sample only cases 

from CRIPNS survey involving MMC 13 years old or older at the time of the survey. From 

this sampling of 190 individuals, 26.3 % were 15 years of age or younger, 81.1% were 

boys, 26.8% lived in border states prior to migrating, and 13.7% reported an indigenous 

heritage. The gender distribution of this sampling more closely resembles that of the entire 

population of MMC removed from the United States in 2015, as presented in Table 5. 

To mitigate the effects of missing data in comparing Expressed Vulnerability 

among group characteristics, I further selected cases in which the participants responded 

to at least 20 of the 22, 90.9%, of the CRIPNS survey questions included in the composite 

variable. This further limited the sample for comparative analysis to 171 cases (32 girls). 

A slight majority of the participants in this sample (87, or 50.9%) expressed at least 

one indicator of a state recognized vulnerability. Among the 171 cases, 29.2% indicated 

one vulnerability, 8.2% indicated two, 6.4 % indicated three, and 7.1 % indicated four or 

more. Nearly 1 in 5 (19.9%) of the participants in this sample indicated multiple 

vulnerabilities. Interestingly, the highest composite vulnerability measure (14) belonged to 

a 17 year old boy from Jalisco (a non-border state), with no discernable indigenous 

heritage. The profile of this outlying case challenged societal assumptions regarding 

relationships between vulnerability and the independent variables I had selected for 

analysis. 
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Based on the literature and my personal experience, I had selected the 

characteristics of gender, border state residency, and indigenous heritage to explore in 

relation to the composite measure of state recognized vulnerability. If societal assumptions 

regarding the relative vulnerability of girls were well founded, in comparing the means 

between the sample population grouped by gender, I would expect to see a significant 

difference between the two groups with the girls scoring higher on average. On the other 

hand, my expectations in comparing the average vulnerability scores of border and non-

border residents was at odds with societal assumptions. Given my understanding of the 

heightened violence along the U.S./Mexico border at the time of the CRIPNS study, I 

would expect border residents to present as particularly vulnerable in contrast, perhaps, to 

Dionysian societal views of this demographic as itself being criminalized and therefore less 

vulnerable. Likewise, my expectations regarding a comparison of means between non-

indigenous and indigenous groups was mixed based on the literature. While indigenous 

groups in Latin America, perhaps particularly those in Mexico, might be expected to face 

greater persecution and deprivation of basic needs and services from their own 

governments, they may also be less likely to confide in or complain to outsiders. Thus, 

while it stands to reason that their true average vulnerability score should be higher than 

that of non-indigenous peers, it could also be argued that it should present as lower due to 

their guarding of sensitive information.    

As presaged, by the profile of the outlier case, above, the results of my non-

parametric tests did not entirely conform to expectations. None of the groups presented 

statistically significant differences in the distributions of vulnerability scores. The Mann-

Whitney tests indicate no significant difference in the distribution of vulnerability scores 

across gender (U=2140.000, p=0.719), Northern border versus interior residency 
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(U=2.449.00, p=0.646), or indigenous versus non-indigenous heritage (U=1567.500, 

p=0.354).  

While the results of these non-parametric tests do not support rejection of the null 

hypotheses, it is interesting that based purely on group mean vulnerability scores, the 

characteristics associated with higher vulnerability scores within the CRIPNS population 

are boys from the interior of Mexico with an indigenous heritage. Of further anecdotal 

interest, the participant with the highest score, the boy from Jalisco, claimed to be a coyote, 

or guide. The remarkably high vulnerability score of an admitted delinquent challenges 

Dionysian conceptions of vulnerability as predicated on innocence. This case would 

indicate that agency and even culpability can co-occur with vulnerability.  

Finally, in order to test the relationship between vulnerability and a potential 

indicator of agency, I compared the distribution of vulnerability scores among groups based 

on the participant’s inclusion in the migration decision making process. The distribution of 

vulnerability scores of participants who had the decision to migrate made for them, 

‘dependent’ did not vary significantly from those who made the decision to migrate on 

their own, ‘independent’, nor those who made the decision together with family members, 

‘interdependent’, (Z=0.496, p=0.967). 

The lack of significant results in these non-parametric tests may be attributed to a 

number of factors including the lack of weighting in the construction of the composite 

variable for vulnerability, and the unequal size of the comparison groups, which can work 

against power (Cohen, 2013). While the non-parametric tests did not present conclusive 

results, the simple detection of indicators of state recognized forms of vulnerability 

challenges Dionysian concepts of vulnerability when compared to the characteristics and 

experiences of the CRIPNS participants. Furthermore, it indicates the United States failure 

to recognize vulnerability in the population and to act accordingly. Had CRIPNS MMC 
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participants been adequately screened by U.S. immigration officials, these are 

vulnerabilities that ought to have been recognized and addressed prior to an individual’s 

removal from the United States. The fact that all of the CRIPNS participants who 

demonstrated legally defined vulnerabilities were removed from the United States without 

attention indicates that current U.S. policies and procedures do not recognize and 

acknowledge the vulnerability of Mexican migrant youth in their implementation. This 

begs the question of why MMC vulnerability is not recognized or recognizable by U.S. 

systems. In the following sections and chapters, I will return to this question. 

Invisible Results 

As suggested in the previous sections of this chapter, in some instances, missing 

information may inform an understanding of the vulnerability of MMC as well as the extent 

to which it is or is not reflected in the CRIPNS data. Two examples of the relevance of 

information gaps include an analysis of missing data and reflections on data obscured by 

differential cultural perspectives. 

Big Missing Data 

In the preceding chapter, I identify 13 variables that legal experts recommended as 

indicators of MMC vulnerability (see Table 1, Chapter 3), but that I was unable to include 

in the more conservative measure Expressed Vulnerability. The reason for 12 of these 

exclusions was due to high rates of missing data. These variables related to MMC’s intent 

to seek protection through migration as well as experiences that may have made them 

eligible for either protection or immigration relief. A review of these pulled variables 

informs an understanding both of intervention opportunities that may have been missed as 

well as an appreciation for the potential undervaluation of MMC vulnerability that is 

reflected and reinforced through screening tools.  
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Over a quarter of CRIPNS participants (28.5%) responded that they did not intend 

to return to the home that they left behind, a potential indicator of adverse circumstances 

at home as well as the possible intent to migrate again. While well over one-fourth of the 

population reporting that they did not intend to return home raises concerns, it is also 

noteworthy that this particular outcome may underrepresented. Survey participants were 

being held in detention and were therefore less likely to share intentions that may not 

conform with societal expectations; 16.7% of participants did not provide any response. A 

reluctance to challenge social norms and/or mistrust of the survey process may have also 

led to some participants providing more socially normative responses. 

Although 2.5% indicated that they had been harmed during their journey in a 

manner other than the harms specified in the survey, 27.5% of participants did not respond 

to this question (and 2.5 ‘didn’t know’). An additional 16.7% did not respond to the 

question. In response to whether they had witnessed someone else harmed in an unspecified 

manner along the journey, 19 (9.3%) responded yes, but 31 (15.2%) did not respond at all. 

Similarly, participants (9.8%) indicated that they or their family had outstanding debts for 

which they personally were responsible, but additional 34 (16.7%) participants did not 

provide a response to the question. 

While lower response rates, evidenced through missing data, could indicate survey 

fatigue, these lower rates do not perfectly correlate to the order in which the question was 

asked. For example, in reference to Table 3, Question #27 regarding a history of previous 

deportations, asked fairly early on in the survey, has a missing data rate of 39.2%, yet 

Question 54j regarding the experience of being abandoned by companions along the 

journey, has a relatively low missing data rate of 5.4%. Moreover, there is evidence that 

the higher rates of missing data may relate to uncomfortable or sensitive subject matter. To 

a certain degree any question related to the assessment of a vulnerability may be perceived 
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as sensitive, yet it is noteworthy that higher rates of missing data tend to correspond with 

questions regarding treatment by coyotes or U.S. officials. In other words, CRIPNS 

participants responded less to questions relating to an authority that the child may have 

some reason to fear or mistrust or may have been involved in a situation that traumatized 

the child. Moreover, CRIPNS investigators indicated in their field notes and feedback that 

certain questions seemed to cause participants to ‘shut down’. In particular, investigators 

identified questions about violence, coyotes, criminal activity, and officials as the type that 

might elicit a blank stare and no audible response. 

Other potentially sensitive questions with high rates of missing data include: seven 

participants ( 3.4 %) witnessed a crime, yet 35 (17.2%) cases lack a response to this prompt;  

16.7% said they were held in confined living conditions in the United States, with a 23.5% 

missing data rate; and 6.9% of participants responded that they owed money to their coyote, 

but 25 % said they weren’t sure and 22.1% did not provide a response.  

Perhaps the most precarious survey item, is the one related to the participant’s 

cooperation with police in instances of witnessing or involvement with criminal activity. 

CRIPNS data indicate that at least eleven participants (5.4%) may have been in a position 

to assist authorities in a criminal investigation, yet that figure may be suppressed. The 

wording of the question may trigger fears in the participant of self-incrimination. At the 

least, it evokes the memory of contact with law enforcement, which may be traumatic in 

and of itself. The relevance of this question relates not only to the child’s vulnerability as 

a witness or participant in criminal activity, but also to their need for protection. Under 

U.S. immigration law, witnesses who cooperate with criminal investigations may be 

entitled to immigration relief as a means of witness protection. Over eighty percent of 

participants (83.3%, n = 159) responded that they had not witnessed or participated in any 
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criminal activities during their journey to the United States. Thirty-four cases (16.7%) have 

no recorded response to this question. 

Of the eleven participants who actively claimed to have knowledge of a criminal 

act beyond immigration infractions, two indicated that they had cooperated with police. 

Another two said they were never given the opportunity. Three claimed to have refused the 

opportunity to cooperate – though not necessarily having understood that they might 

receive protection in exchange for cooperation – and four indicated that they were uncertain 

as to whether they had or had not assisted with police investigations. These eleven 

responses may represent cases in which the individual child had a vulnerability that may 

have entitled them to protection under the law, yet they were deported anyway. Still, I 

chose to exclude this variable from this study’s composite measurement of vulnerability 

based on the ambiguity of responses combined with the percentage (16.7) of missing cases. 

The potential for MMC’s to fear or mistrust the interview process means that 

CRIPNS vulnerability totals likely lower than they should be. As described in Chapter 3, 

due to low response rates and missing information, I cut measures that ought to have been 

included in the composite variable. The potential for fear and mistrust also means that the 

variables that I did end up using may include false negatives. 

Differential Cultural Norms 

Differential cultural norms may also obscure the vulnerability of MMC through 

their influence on survey responses. In Chapter Two’s literature review, the concept of 

normalization of violence presented in studies of migrant children and youth in Latin 

America. Several variables in the CRIPNS data set reflect the potential for this effect, 

including a lack of data regarding experiences of abuse within the home, as well as low 

rates of fear of return to states with endemic violence.  
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Question 20 of the survey asks participants to indicate which factors motivated 

them to migrate. Included in the list of potential motivations is ‘abuse by partner or family’. 

In practice most surveys were completed by a CRIPNS study interviewer in conversation 

with the participant. It is possible that not every factor was individually discussed in every 

interview. Regardless, it is noteworthy that out of 204 interviews not one participant 

indicated that abuse at home was part of their decision to leave. There is no indication that 

child abuse in Mexico is more rare than in other countries, though data on the subject is 

hard to come by. Information is often slow in its release. In 2006, the Sistema Nacional 

para el Desarrollo Integral de la Familia (DIF), Mexico’s federal level department for the 

protection of children and families, reported that of the child abuse cases that it handled in 

2002, 32% were cases of physical violence and 13% were cases of sexual abuse. These 

were the most recent statistics that I could find readily available on the Secretary of 

Health’s website. The apparent lack of prioritization of attention to this data may relate to 

a certain level of normalization of violence against children in Mexican culture, a claim 

made by national level children’s advocacy organizations such as REDIM (2014). It is 

extremely likely that some percentage of CRIPNS participants experienced abuse in their 

homes of origin. Feelings of shame and fears of stigma associated with child abuse may 

play a role in participants decision not to disclose related information to surveyors. 

Nonetheless, their choosing not to associate these experiences with their decision to 

migrate, or perhaps even to conceptualize the experiences as abuse, would support the 

notion that violence against children is, to a degree, normalized in Mexico. 

The normalization of violence may also be at play in the apparent disconnect 

between MMC’s own perception of their vulnerability and the realities of their immediate 

surroundings. Perhaps the most direct indications of the MMC’s own perception of their 

vulnerability within the survey are Questions 20 and 57. These indicate whether or not the 
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participant migrated, at least in part, for security reasons and whether the participant is 

afraid to return to Mexico. As reported in Table 1, 2.9% indicate that they were migrating 

for security reasons and 5.9 % indicate they were afraid to return home. These relatively 

low levels of concern for physical safety are incongruous with an understanding that over 

one-third of CRIPNS participants come from Mexican states with extremely high rates of 

violence against adolescents. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 

maintains comparative annual international rates of individual homicide for most countries 

in the world. The individual homicide rate indicates the number of homicides per 100,000 

persons in a given population that are neither accidental nor casualties of general armed 

conflict. According to UNODC’s database (2019), Mexico’s national rate for individual 

homicides in 2015, the year of the CRIPNS study was more than three times that of the 

United States or 16.5:100,000 (MX) to 5:100,000 (US). Homicide rates specific to 

adolescents draw a starker contrast. According to Mexican data compiled by INEGI (2019), 

in both years 2014 and 2015 - the years leading up to and during CRIPNS participant’s 

decision to migrate - more than one-third of Mexico’s states had homicide rates specific to 

homicides of adolescents at or above 10:100,000. Over one-third of CRIPNS participants, 

73 or 35.8%, migrated from these 11 states. By means of further perspective, six of these 

states – home to 67 participants, had adolescent homicide rates at or above the general 

UNODC individual homicide rate for the Democratic Republic of Congo (13.5), ranging 

from 13.6 to 42.8:100,000. Not only do CRIPNS participant’s responses indicating 

recognition of personal vulnerability seem low in light of these circumstances, but analyses 

indicate no significant correlation between these responses and measures of endemic 

violence against adolescents (as measured through adolescent homicide rates). 

CRIPNS survey data provides evidence that MMC are presenting at the United 

States border with vulnerabilities that ought to entitle them to services or protection. Their 
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summary repatriation reflects a lack of recognition or acknowledgment of these 

vulnerabilities. In the follow chapter, I will look to CRIPNS’s qualitative data in part to 

better understand the disconnect between MMC’s vulnerability and society’s response to 

the population. 
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Chapter 5 Qualitative Analysis:  

The Emergence of Exaggerated Agency 

This chapter presents and explains an emerging theory of agency expression that is 

specific to the population of Unaccompanied Mexican Migrant Children (MMC). As 

explored in Chapter 2, this study’s Person-in-Environment (PIE) based definition of agency 

assumes a dynamic, interactive relationship between the individual and their environment. 

I therefore approached analysis of the qualitative data with an understanding that the 

individual’s experience and expression of agency occur through an interactive process, in 

conversation with the individual’s environment. Through this lens a key concept, or core 

category, of ‘exaggerated agency’ emerges that is specific to the expression of agency by 

unaccompanied Mexican children in interaction with immigration related environmental 

structures.  

DEFINING EXAGGERATED AGENCY (EA) 

Exaggerated agency is an amplified perception of the migrant child’s capacities. 

This perception may be held and projected by societal institutions and actors, in this 

instance the Customs and Border Protection (CBP) agency and its officers, or by the child 

themselves, as illustrated through the stories of CRIPNS MMC participants. CBP 

exaggerates the agency of MMC by perceiving the individual child as a competent and 

even culpable actor. The institution, through its policies and personnel, treats the migrant 

child as more capable than can be reasonably assumed given their developmental status 

and/or positionality within the environment/ social structure. In more extreme expressions 

of EA, CBP treats the migrant child as a criminal actor. In response to CBP’s treatment 

and/or their experiences leading up to apprehension, the migrant child may perceive and/or 
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represent their capabilities as amplified, or greater than can be actualized given their 

positionality as a non-citizen unaccompanied minor in law enforcement custody.  

EA originates through a recursive process in which social structures and children’s 

defense mechanisms interact in a manner that validates and reproduces preexisting societal 

perspectives of Mexican children and youth. In the data from the CRIPNS study 

exaggerated agency presents through the study participants’ narratives of their interactions 

with US immigration enforcement complex. There are two ways in which exaggerated 

agency manifests in the narratives of MMC: 1) through environmental manifestations (i.e. 

the immigration enforcement processes and structures that the children encounter), and 2) 

through behavioral manifestations (i.e. the children’s reactions to immigration 

enforcement).  

Environmental Manifestations of Exaggerated Agency  

The U.S. immigration enforcement complex is a vast network of federal agencies, 

immigration courts, and private and non-profit detention facilities. However, the 

experience of most of the study’s participants with this complex is limited to interactions 

with the United States Customs and Border Patrol (CBP) agency. I therefore focus here on 

interactions between MMC and CBP. Common points of interaction with CBP include the 

point of apprehension (when the child is detected by the authorities and taken into custody), 

detention (during which the child may be transferred to one or more holding facilities), 

interrogation (of the child, by authorities), and removal (the child’s return to Mexico). 

Across these points of interaction, immigration enforcement practices consistently 

disregard MMC’s potential vulnerability and deny their status as children in ways that 

exaggerate MMC’s agency. 



 87 

Unaccompanied Mexican Migrant Children do not typically present themselves to 

immigration officials upon entry into the United States. This does not necessarily mean 

that the child enters the country with criminal intent. What it does reflect is the child’s or 

their guide’s understanding that MMC have no reason to expect service or protection from 

US immigration agencies. Unlike unaccompanied children from other countries, US 

immigration enforcement does not routinely consider MMC as potential refugees and 

therefor does not automatically remand MMC to the custody of federal health and human 

services. Rather, immigration enforcement agencies receive and process MMC as they 

would an undocumented adult. The origins and varied justifications for the differential 

treatment of MMC are beyond the scope of this dissertation. What is important to an 

understanding of MMCs experience of the US immigration enforcement complex is that 

they are held in the custody of law enforcement agencies that, unlike civil or state police, 

hold no duty to serve the populations that they pursue.  

In practice, this translates to Mexican children and youth being apprehended and 

held by authorities who have no special regard for MMC as a vulnerable class (i.e. as 

children in state custody to whom basic child welfare norms should apply). Like their adult 

counterparts, MMC in CBP custody have no right to representation and no right to habeas 

corpus. The U.S. immigration enforcement system treats MMC as guilty upon 

apprehension while extending no viable means of establishing innocence, such as access 

to a hearing with an immigration judge. Basic concerns for detainees’ human rights 

notwithstanding, the salient point here, with respect to the current study, is that the 

structures and processes in place treat Unaccompanied Mexican Migrant Children as adult 

detainees. This treatment belies a view of the child as a competent and culpable actor.  

The societal perception of MMC as criminal actors is manifest in points of 

children’s interaction with immigration enforcement as described by CRIPNS study 
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participants. Participants who experienced apprehension at or near the U.S./Mexico Border 

tell stories of being chased – sometimes by dogs, mounted officers, or helicopters. Both 

children and adolescents report adversarial treatment, including being handcuffed, 

fingerprinted, and verbally abused. Alicia (14, Tlaxcala), for example, described how an 

officer screamed at her, threw her to the ground and stood over her, even though she had 

already been detained and was not trying to escape. After apprehension, border patrol 

detains children in bare cells. CRIPNS participant descriptions of these cells correspond to 

the conditions documented through other studies and reports: large over airconditioned 

cinder block rooms with no beds or blankets, a plastic water dispenser filled with stale 

water, and a toilet with no privacy (Appleseed, 2011; Schmidt & Somers 2014). Previous 

studies substantiate Custom and Border Patrol’s practice of cooling the cells and not 

providing beds or blankets as an intentional strategy to keep the often soaking wet 

population subdued (Thompson, 2008). The apparent assumption behind CBP’s manner of 

receiving MMC is that the population is in need of subjugation and not services. 

Consistent with reports of CBP’s failure to implement federally mandated 

screening protocols to detect MMC with vulnerabilities (GAO, 2016), as discussed in 

Chapter 4, CRIPNS participants report a range of interview experiences. Some participants 

claimed to have had little to no verbal exchanges with CBP prior to their removal from the 

United States, others reported having been interviewed multiple times. While some 

participants say CBP did ask whether they were afraid to return to Mexico, the child’s 

response had no bearing on the agency’s insistence that they sign a voluntary departure 

form. Indeed, being coerced or pressured into signing a voluntary departure form was a 

common theme among MMC across demographics, as in La Charra’s (15, Colima) case.  
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Interviewer: “…did they (CBP agents) ask you if there were any reason you would 

not want to return to Mexico?” 

 

La Charra: “Why I didn’t want to go back?- No, they didn’t ask….I tried to tell 

them something, but they gave me something to sign if I didn’t want to stay in the 

country (U.S.). I asked them, ‘what if I want to stay in this country’, but they said, 

‘sign it because if you don’t you’ll have to go before a judge, and (then) another 

judge, and another judge, and another judge… and it is better that you sign’ and so, 

yeah, I finally signed.”   

 

For CBP to be able to legally remove an undocumented individual from the United 

States without giving them a chance to speak to an immigration judge, the individual must 

sign a form indicating that they are ‘departing’ the country ‘voluntarily’ – essentially, 

consenting to deportation. CBP presents MMC of all ages with the same legal forms, in 

English, that it presents to adult detainees. This practice constitutes an institutionalized 

environmental manifestation of EA. Like their adult counterparts, MMC must respond to 

CBP’s request without legal counsel or information in their native language. The clear 

implication of being placed before a judge from the child’s point of view is that they would 

have to defend themselves in front of the judge for having committed an infraction. No one 

explains to the child that going before an immigration judge means that they would have a 

chance to ask for permission to stay in the country. They are treated as fully capable, savvy, 

and culpable adults. 

In terms of removal experiences, many CRIPNS participants reported being left at 

a port of entry bridge with little to no apparent coordination with Mexican officials, 

including protective agencies such as the Mexican consulate or DIF (Mexican child and 

family protective services). Several participants with a history of multiple removals 

indicated that they were returned to a different part of the border from where they had 

crossed and were apprehended. These reports are consistent with previous research 

substantiating CBP’s practice of returning of children with histories of multiple crossings 



 90 

to distant ports of entry as a form of punishment (Thompson, 2008). This strategy ignores 

the possibility that a history of multiple entries may indicate that the child is at heightened 

risk of being smuggled or may be a refugee. The manner in which the immigration 

enforcement complex screens and removes MMC are further examples of how it views and 

treats the Mexican migrant child as more capable than can be reasonably assumed. In other 

words, the immigration enforcement complex exaggerates children’s agency through its 

policies and practices. In turn, these policies and practices emerge as dimensions of 

exaggerated agency institutionalized within the environment. 

Behavioral Manifestations of Exaggerated Agency 

Dimensions of exaggerated agency that manifest behaviorally in MMC include 

instances of intentional actions and inaction that are linked to defensive behavior. As 

described by CRISPNS participants, interactions between the Immigration Enforcement 

Complex and MMC are inherently adversarial. To the extent that individual child perceives 

themselves to be in an adversarial situation, the experience may trigger a variety of 

defensive behaviors. This range of behaviors in response to perceived aggression includes 

both actions such as defensive posturing and direct challenges, as well as apparent 

inactions, such as guarding information (Thompson et al., 2017) and compliance.  

Defensive posturing involves affecting a cavalier or combative attitude in response 

to perceived CBP aggression. In response to structural power imbalances, children and 

adolescents, like members of any marginalized or oppressed demographic, may assume 

postures of greater strength and capability than their circumstances would allow for or their 

adversaries may assume. Among MMC, it is the adolescent boys who seem to draw on this 

defense strategy most readily. MMC in the CRISPNS cohort described employing forms 

of defensive posturing throughout their interactions with CBP. Individuals, like Rueben 
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(17, Chihuahua), who felt physically threatened during apprehension openly mocked 

border patrol agents. Others downplayed their fears of returning to Mexico to avoid 

prolonged detention, and boys who couldn’t read English claimed that they fully 

understood the papers they were being asked to sign. 

Defensive posturing serves as a basic aposematic defensive strategy similar to that 

observed in many life forms (Poulton, 1890; Ruxton, et al., 2018; Wallace, 1867). Just as 

a puffer fish may display his spines or a cat may arch its back, a child detained outside of 

their own culture might brag about their understanding and control of their current situation 

– or the world in general - to make themselves appear less vulnerable to the strangers 

around them. From the child’s perspective, this strategy seems to work on multiple levels 

as it not only diminishes the adversary’s (CBP’s) perception of their vulnerability but also 

enhances their own sense of self confidence.  

 Individual MMC who directly challenge the immigration complex’s social 

constructs actively reject being treated like criminalized youth. Maria (16, Puebla) 

protested being handcuffed upon apprehension, proclaiming that she knew her rights as a 

child (Thompson et al., 2017). During her CBP interview, Jhoana (15, Distrito Federal) 

expressed a fear of returning home because of localized violence and threats made against 

her family and refused to sign a voluntary release form. While La Charra (15, Colima) 

directly questioned CBP agents if they would really leave her at a port of entry where she 

had no connections or resources, and El Lobo (17, Colima – but raised in the U.S.) asked 

to speak to his family’s attorney prior to removal.  

Some behavioral manifestations of exaggerated agency present as inaction through 

defensive compliance and the guarding of information. These manifestations are similar to 

crypsis in animal behavior, or passive defensive behaviors to avoid observation or detection 

(Ruxton, 2018). Cryptic behavior can involve being still and quiet or mimicking behaviors 



 92 

that won’t provoke or attract predators (Gabrielson & Smith, 1995). The most iconic of 

these defenses, perhaps, is that of the possum who pretends to be dead in order to avoid 

predators (Gabrielsen, & Smith, 1985). As it relates to EA, defensive compliance involves 

MMC playing along with CBP practices to avoid a perceived risk, such as the threat of 

prolonged detention or incarceration. La Cebolla, “the onion”, (17, Tamaulipas) explained 

his reasoning for ultimately complying with CBP practices and expectations in a manner 

that evokes comparisons to playing possum. 

 

Interviewer: “Ok, when they detained you, were the authorities at any point 

aggressive with you?”  

 

La Cebolla: “… it is like you can’t say anything, because immediately they will 

respond with this and that. You have to remain calm, and not say anything, because 

there is always a …bitter sheriff type, it never fails…Sometimes they (cops) are ok 

and sometimes no. One or another cop will speak nicely to you. But the others… 

the immigration cops right after you arrive, they yell at you and everyone there… 

They are the law and they don’t want you to speak strongly with them. They’ll 

speak strongly to you, they’ll speak to you in a bad way… and you have to answer 

very softly. And not do anything (don’t talk back) and… (you have to) kowtow 

(laughs).” 

 

Beyond responding to CBP by complying with expectations, participants also 

sought to protect themselves by keeping quiet. They did this by guarding personal 

information that they felt they could not entrust to or that might not be well received by 

law enforcement. Alicia (14, Colima) for example, told immigration that she did not have 

family in the United States despite her mother being a legal U.S. resident. While Raul (16, 

Hidalgo) and Ruben (17, Chihuahua) withheld knowledge of crimes that they had 

witnessed, not realizing or not trusting that sharing this information with law enforcement 

might provide a pathway to legal entry. 
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Scott (1985) observed that among subjugated populations inaction may present as 

an effective form of passive resistance, and expression of agency. While, I argue here that 

defensive compliance and the guarding of information are two such forms of agency, I also 

maintain that the children’s perception of these inactions as expressions of agency are 

exaggerated. In that the MMC in this study are not able to leverage these strategies to their 

long-term best interest, and that – as we shall see – their compliance and silence only 

reinforces the prejudices against them. In the end, the resolution of all of these cases in 

deportation indicates that behavioral manifestations of exaggerated agency are not 

necessarily effective defensive strategies. In interaction with the immigration complex, 

they appear only to reinforce assumptions of criminality and a lack of vulnerability. 

 

THE EMERGENCE OF EXAGGERATED AGENCY AS RECURSIVE PROCESS 

Figure 1 represents the process of interaction between Immigration Enforcement 

(CBP) and MMC through which exaggerated agency emerges and is reproduced. I will first 

explain the flow of process categories, or axial codes, between the key components before 

identifying the origin and mechanics of agency exaggeration. The key components of this 

MMC specific agency/environment circuit are the individual – the child, and their 

environment – the immigration enforcement complex. The state immigration enforcement 

complex includes various law enforcement agencies, immigration courts, and detention 

facilities on both sides of the border). This study, however, focuses on the actions of one 

agency, CBP, as the primary point of interaction between the individual Unaccompanied 

Mexican Migrant Child and the Immigration Enforcement Complex in the United States. 
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Figure 1: Bi-Directional Exaggeration of Agency between U.S. Immigration 

Enforcement and MMC.3 

 

At the simplest level of extraction, the immigration complex seeks to impose a set 

of prescribed social constructs (i.e. environmental manifestations of exaggerated agency, 

institutionalized through CBP processes and procedures) during points of interaction with 

MMC. The individual child responds to contact with the immigration complex by 

considering these social constructs (reflexive thought) and choosing to act or not (agentic 

(in)action, including behavioral manifestations of exaggerated agency) in response. The 

child’s agentic (in)action either confirms or challenges the social constructs presented. In 

theory, either reinforcing or altering these constructs (social construction), in turn.  

Origins 

While there are there are separate points of origin for the emergence of 

environmental versus behavioral manifestations of exaggerated agency, I argue for the 

primacy of the Immigration Complex’s role in exaggerating the agency of MMC based on 

                                                 
3 Initial attempts at visually representing the EA process were influenced by the author’s familiarity with 

Cote & Levine’s (2002) diagrams of the interaction of agency and culture in the process of identity 

formation. 
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to observations. Most obviously, CBP’s social constructs that embody and project 

exaggerated agency predate the arrival of the CRIPNS participants to the United States. As 

discussed above, the Immigration Complex’s policies and procedures do not perceive 

unaccompanied Mexican children any differently than undocumented Mexican adults. 

Thus, representatives of the Immigration Complex perceive and treat MMC as adult 

criminals. This leads to inherently adversarial exchanges between the complex (CBP) and 

the individual (MMC), yet individual children’s perceptions of and responses to these 

adversarial roles vary. Secondly, however, while CBP social structures always project 

exaggerated agency onto the individual child, the child does not always respond by 

demonstrating behavioral manifestations of exaggerated agency. 

 

Projection of the Social Construct and the Child’s Interpretative Response  

As discussed above, the immigration enforcement complex meets MMC with 

environmental manifestations of exaggerated agency at each point of interaction from 

apprehension, to detention, screening, and removal. Yet, when the child is confronted with 

the immigration complex’s social constructs at the point of intersection, how they consider 

and respond to the situation depends on whether the child perceives the complex primarily 

as a threat or as a source of legitimate authority. 

If the individual child apprehends the adversarial nature of their intersection with 

the immigration complex, regardless of their understanding any of the assumptions behind 

the social constructs (that they are held as adults and/or criminals), it may trigger the child’s 

defense instincts. Once in defense mode, the child selects between survival strategies which 

may include behavioral manifestations of exaggerated agency such as engaging in 
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defensive posturing, or actively challenging or defensively complying with the 

immigration complex’s social constructs.  

However, MMC are not a homogenous population. As observed in Chapter 4, they 

differ in developmental stage and socio-cultural experience. Some come from indigenous 

cultures that may be more prone to respect or defer to authority, others from regions of 

endemic violence where aggressive behavior may seem normal. A number of factors may 

encourage responses to interactions with CBP other than behavioral manifestations of 

exaggerated agency.   

Caveats – Trauma, Fear, and Childlike Appeasement  

In defining behavioral manifestations of exaggerated agency above, both the active 

(e.g. challenging) and the inactive (e.g. guarding information) forms required the child to 

elect the behavior as a defensive strategy and to perceive an inflated sense of their own 

capabilities through their actions. Under these criteria, if a child acts defensively without 

reflexive thought and in shear panic, or rather in pure fight or flight mode, they do not 

exhibit exaggerated agency. Still, the actual behaviors may be indistinguishable, without 

the opportunity to understand the child’s perspective.  

For instance, in response to being shown to a prison like over airconditioned cell 

filled with crying women and children, Chila (13, Tlaxcala) completely panicked. She 

began to scream and cry and carried on until the CBP officers found her to be such a 

nuisance that they expedited her removal. Chila had not wanted to cross the border to the 

United States in the first place. Crossing the river and having to hide in thorn bushes had 

terrified her, but her mother lived in the U.S. and had sent a guide for her. Despite being 

concerned that her mother would try to make her cross again, Chila was so horrified by the 

experience of being treated like a prisoner that she was inconsolable until she was removed. 
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On the surface her actions might be perceived as challenging the social construct being cast 

upon her. And, in effect she certainly was – but out of terror, not out of a sense of 

empowerment. Arguably, she acted age appropriately, as a frightened child out of her 

depth. Had CBP perceived her as such, they might have responded to her claims that she 

was crossed against her will by further investigating her situation, rather than treating her 

as a capable nuisance. 

Whether a child is silenced by fear versus intentionally engages in the guarding of 

information is perhaps harder to detect. The CRIPNS investigator who took Edgar’s (14, 

Hidalgo) interview initially suspected that he was guarding his information or possibly 

even posturing as macho as he responded to her questions only with head shakes and did 

not elaborate on his answers when given the chance. However, when she later interviewed 

Edgar’s brother, Omar (16, Hidalgo), he explained that Edgar had seen something ‘very 

ugly’ happen during the journey and that since then he had been traumatized and silent. 

Edgar’s silence had masked his vulnerability to the CRIPNS interviewer and presumably 

the CBP. 

When MMC respond with compliance, it is not necessarily out of defense. Some 

MMC may experience the immigration complex primarily as a source of legitimate 

authority, and their compliant behaviors (such as signing departure forms without question 

or protest, or respond to leading questions without protest) may reflect a motivation to 

appease authority and meet socio-cultural expectations. It is important to note that these 

forms of agentic (in)action do not represent behavioral manifestations of exaggerated 

agency, yet they may also present as indistinguishable. MMC who comply with the 

immigration complex out of respect for its authorities are responding in a manner that 

aligns with an Apollonian constructs of childhood, their behavior is indistinguishable from 

that of children who comply as a strategy of self-defense. Whether a child answers yes to 
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leading questions and signs forms without resistance does so out of fear or respect may not 

be recognizable. More importantly, however, regardless of their internal motivations, the 

child’s behavior of compliance legitimizes the immigration complex’s biased social 

constructs through acceptance. These social constructs assume and project exaggerated 

agency, so the child’s acceptance this role is taken at face value. The Immigration Complex 

does not question whether the child’s acceptance of adult responsibilities might actually 

represent the ‘childlike’ behavior of appeasement. In the end, the relative invisibility of the 

MMC’s perspective and experience bends any response the child may have towards 

reproducing the social constructs that deny their vulnerability and protection. 

 

Social Construction 

In a truly interactive process between agents and environmental factors, social 

construction should, in theory, allow for the agents to either contribute to the reproduction 

of environmental factors (such as CBP’s social constructs) or alter the structures. 

Ostensibly, MMC who challenge CBP’s perception of them as criminalized and 

invulnerable should be able to effect change in immigration law enforcement’s practices 

and procedures that treat them as such. However, CBP ultimately removed both MMC who 

actively challenged the imposed social constructs as well as MMC who implicitly 

challenged the constructs by exhibiting Apollonian child-like behavior and/ or 

vulnerabilities. There is something uniquely resilient about the societal perception of 

MMC’s criminality and invulnerability that traps the emergence of exaggerated agency in 

a recursive as opposed to an interactive process. MMC’s behavior, regardless of nature, 

consistently serves to validate CBP’s social constructs that project exaggerated agency onto 
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this population. Luci’s case exemplifies the static nature of EA’s social construction within 

the context of current CBP practices and culture. 

In the recording of her CRIPNS interview, Luci presents as a confident, vibrant 16 

year old girl. She traveled to the U.S. with her cousin who was also underaged. Her story 

of migration shares many commonly observed characteristics. In her second year of high 

school she decided she wanted to travel to the U.S. to live with her older brother in Atlanta. 

She was convinced that life in the U.S. was better and she wanted to study there to become 

a doctor. According to Luci, her father, a farmer and a widower, supported her decision to 

migrate with her cousin, and her brother in the U.S. made the agreement with a coyote who 

would guide them across the river. 

So, she and her cousin struck off on the journey, traveling by bus for over 24 hours 

from their rural home in Guerrero to the Northern border. There they met their coyote and 

stayed in a safe house until their crossing. Luci was animated about having to leave all of 

their possessions behind, even their documentation, when they set out to cross the border 

in an inflatable raft. 

Luci’s emotions and temperament throughout the recording do not present as 

remarkable. If anything she seems a bit calmer and more measured in her responses than 

some of the other girls her age interviewed for the CRIPNS project. Throughout the 

interview, she is alternately playful, bashful, and firm in response to questions about 

whether she is married, pregnant, or afraid to go home. She speaks casually of crossing the 

Rio Grande, which was flooding at the time, and of being apprehended by border patrol 

immediately afterwards. Her tone switches to indignant when describing how border patrol 

agents questioned her separately from her cousin and pressured her to tell the truth. The 

agents claimed that her cousin was lying and that if she didn’t tell the truth then they’d 

know they were both guilty and they would detain him, give him a record, and return her 
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to Mexico by herself. Luci claims that, in fact, her cousin mostly told the truth – except for 

his family names – out of fear. She gives border patrol her information, and they tell her 

cousin to sign the request for voluntary departure without explaining to either of them what 

it means. 

When the CRIPNS interviewer asks, Luci responds that ‘no’ CBP did not ask her 

if she had any special needs, including medical needs. They did not offer her assistance 

and she did not ask for any. Her voice waivers a bit and the pitch raises on a few questions 

that might have raised some suspicion depending on the interviewer. For example, this 

happens in response to whether she has ever experienced discrimination based on her 

appearance or speech back home in Guerrero. Her response is ‘no’. Her voice raises again 

a few minutes later when asked whether her step mother takes good care of her. This time, 

she responds ‘yes’. 

When asked what she will do next, she responds she is not certain, but that - all 

things being equal - she would prefer to be with her brother in Atlanta. It seems clear that 

she is considering a second attempt at crossing. 

Listening to her story, a few details pop out for those familiar with CBP practices. 

It is somewhat noteworthy that the agents restrained her cousin, but not her, and that – 

unlike most cases involving girls detained by CBP– she was interviewed in detention by a 

female agent. These appear to be the only potential concessions that border patrol made in 

response to the fact that Luci, the girl they plucked from a raft in a flooded river - had no 

arms or legs.  

How it is that CBP agents could fail to acknowledge and respond to the clear 

vulnerability of a limbless child, unaccompanied, in their custody. One factor hides in plain 

sight in the transcript of Luci’s interview. If you did not know of Luci’s condition, you 

would be hard pressed to apprehend it on an initial review. She and the interviewer discuss 
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her journey, her apprehension, and her future plans for nearly an hour with almost no clues 

in the recording to her physical condition. She remains poised and gives measured 

responses to standard survey questions that approach the topics of vulnerability and 

discrimination. She does not allude to disadvantage or hard ship in her daily life, and 

discusses her aspirations and capabilities with such confidence that the handful of veiled 

references to her condition present as points of confusion for the uninitiated listener. For 

example, when she casually mentions how her bedroom in her father’s house is on the 

second floor following a discussion of why she sometimes stays at her sister’s house, or 

how the interviewer confirms incredulously that she washes her own clothes. Any 

suspicions raised, would be confirmed by the last five minutes of the conversation. Once 

the survey is completed, the interviewer can not resist, and pointedly asks: 

 

Interviewer: What’s your problem? 

Luci: I don’t have any problem? 

Interviewer: No, your medical condition? 

Luci: I don’t have one. 

Interviewer: But…your mother died of diabetes, and.. 

Luci: I was born without arms and legs, I am not sick.  

 

For Luci her condition is natural and therefore not a ‘problem’ – but by her 

response, it is clear that this is not the first time that someone else has found her difference 

to be a problem or vulnerability. She is skilled at laying this to rest. Within a few minutes 

of chatting, she has the CRIPNS interviewer not seeing her condition as a vulnerability. So 

much so that when Luci expresses interest in crossing again the sentiment is not met with 

any concern or caution and she herself does not exhibit any anxiety– yet the situation could 
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easily become life threatening. When asked by the project’s PI to identify cases of 

particular interest, the interviewer did not Luci’s case for review. No mention is made of 

her eventual admission to chronic headaches and gastro-intestinal issues in the 

interviewer’s field notes, nor of her desire to return to the US, an endeavor that would 

necessarily be life threatening were she to cross again at the river. That is to say that despite 

her self-evident limitations, by exaggerating her agency, Luci succeeded in making herself 

nearly invisible to detection by those seeking out her vulnerability. 

I realize that in characterizing Luci’s poise and self-confidence as EA, that I am 

walking a very tight rope in the midst of an argument that claims to assume a perspective 

based on social work values and the child’s perspective. Clearly, no individual with 

physical disabilities should be made to feel limited by those disabilities or perceived as 

inherently vulnerable. At the same time, I must also see and understand Luci in the context 

of the world that she comes from and is moving through. The notion that her physical 

situation does not leave her vulnerable in this context is simply implausible. Her home 

town in Guerrero would offer little to no accommodations for an individual with her 

condition. It is likely that she would have had to endure public ridicule and/or relative 

social isolation based on deep ceded cultural prejudice against disabilities. On her journey, 

there would have been no special accommodations for her. In the instances where she 

would have been unable to navigate the terrain with her crutches and prosthetics, she would 

have been utterly dependent on her cousin to carry her. Her lack of commentary about 

conditions in CBP custody is further indication that she is exaggerating her capabilities and 

guarding information. CBP would not have any special accommodations for her in their 

cars or cells, as is perhaps reflected in her just-the-facts account of delays and vehicle 

changes between apprehension and arrival at the detention facility. The question of how 
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they would have physically handled her upon apprehension without her crutches, which 

she could not bring on the raft, looms large.  

The idea that a child with such an obvious physical limitation could grow up in 

rural Mexico without confronting substantial limitations and discrimination is surprising. 

The idea that she could navigate the perils of crossing the border without being perceived 

as especially vulnerable to the environmental if not social risks is unreal. Yet, with her 

confidence and affect – Luci manages to convince CRIPNS staff and apparently CBP of 

just that. 

I do not seek to disempower the subject, but I do maintain that – in this context – 

her projection of her own empowerment was likely based on learned defense strategies. 

The level of skill required to prevent potential aggressors from recognizing the 

vulnerability of a limbless girl crossing a flooded river would indicate that she has honed 

her defenses out of necessity and experience. In another context, her skills at projecting 

confidence and what – I hope – is her genuine and legitimate belief in herself, would be 

components of resiliency. However, within her environment, the circuit of EA turns these 

potential strengths into a liability. By convincing the actors and systems with the power to 

provide her with what she wants (i.e. to enter the United States) that she is fully capable 

and in no way vulnerable, she has insured that the only pathway to pursue her goal is to 

subject herself to further dangers. 

What Luci’s case unambiguously demonstrates, is that even when there is a clear 

and present vulnerability that directly challenges any preconceptions of Mexican youth as 

culpable and capable, CBP does not view MMC as vulnerable and persists in promoting 

environmental manifestations of exaggerated agency. What this case also demonstrates, 

however, is the subtler way in which children’s behavioral manifestations of EA serve to 

justify and perpetuate the environmental manifestations that surround them. In effect this 
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dynamic cements society’s categorical dismissal of MMC vulnerability and any related 

entitlements to state protection or service. 
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Chapter Six: Relevance of Exaggerated Agency to Social Work Practice 

Social work practice relies, in part, on the principle an individual can change their 

environment, as necessary, to accommodate their needs. One of the ultimate goals of social 

work practice is to facilitate the empowerment of marginalized individuals and groups to 

effect the changes they need in order to function in their environment. The closed circuit 

of exaggerated agency is a call to service for the social work profession. In Chapter Four, 

we saw evidence of how MMC’s vulnerability is obscured. In Chapter Five, we identified 

how exaggerated agency (as an environmental construct that disadvantages MMC) 

emerges and is sustained through a circuit that resists correction by the population that it 

impacts. In this chapter, I reflect on the relationship between obscured vulnerability and 

exaggerated agency and how these concepts may contribute to the increased 

criminalization and vulnerability of MMC. I conclude the study by identifying specific 

interventions for the social work profession and arguing for an expanded holistic definition 

of agency. 

 

APPLICABILITY TO SERVING STUDY POPULATION (MMC IN CBP) 

By understanding the EA circuit’s mechanizations through which social structures 

strip Mexican migrant children of their vulnerability and in turn their protective status, 

social work can identify areas for intervention to engage both the child, through practice, 

and the system, through policy. These points demand social work’s attention, industry, and 

advocacy pursuant to the discipline’s values. Moreover, they relate directly several of the 

Grand Challenges that the profession has adopted as priorities for the coming decade. 
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Areas of Risks and Point of Interventions  

Julian, a 17-year-old boy from Oaxaca, had been working as a guide for nearly a 

year when he was interviewed by CRIPNS, though much of that time, had been spent in a 

U.S. adult detention facility. His mother had left him in the care of his grandparents from 

the time he was five month old. His grandfather is a farmer of coco palms, and Julian grew 

up helping him. As he got older, be became a fisherman, but the pay was not great and the 

work was dangerous. Julian has scars from accidents at sea. When an uncle in Reynosa 

offered him work as a guide, he accepted. The dangers of navigating the Rio Grande could 

not have compared to the ones he knew in the open water and the pay was much better. 

Julian’s vulnerability score on the CRIPNS survey was ‘1’ yet he did not respond 

to 20 of the indicators, so his case would not have been included in any of the non- 

parametric tests. As discussed in Chapters Four and Five, this low response rate may 

indicate the guarding of information and the masking of vulnerabilities. Julian’s single 

expressed vulnerability relates to his multiple (2) deportations, a natural consequence of 

his profession. While it is not clear from the interview that CBP suspected or knew that 

Julian was a guide, the facts of his indicate as much. Both times that Julian was 

apprehended, he was detained as an adult.  

The first time, he claims he was held for 2 months until his family in rural Oaxaca 

could find and provide documentation of his age. Julian refers to this time as having been 

imprisoned. It is not clear from the interview whether he was held in a federal criminal 

facility or in an immigration detention facility, but the effect of being detained with adults 

clearly appeared the same to him. The second time he was detained he was pinned down 

by a border patrol dog immediately after crossing the river. When CBP detained him with 

other adults, he affirmed that he was a minor, but was sent before an immigration judge 
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regardless. Again, Julian affirmed that he was a minor, but the judge was not convinced 

and he was held in detention with adults for 4 months.  

Despite the fact that he lived in Reynosa, CBP released him in Matamoros. Though 

Julian did not share any suspicions on this point, other area youth interviewed by CRIPNS 

indicated that it was a punishment strategy for youth suspected of guide work or gang 

involvement. Given the ongoing turf wars between rival gangs at the time, deporting 

suspected coyotes outside of their territory placed them in danger of being picked up by a 

rival of the criminal organization overseeing their work. Essentially, if intentional, through 

this practice CBP was knowingly placing MMC in harm’s way. For MMC trying to escape 

these actors, the practice constitutes refoulement. 

Julian expressed a desire to return to Oaxaca. He spoke of missing his 

grandmother’s tortillas and eating fish every day, and stressed his desire to avoid further 

incarceration. What is unclear from the interview is the extent to which that would have 

truly been an option for him. Depending on his level of involvement with organized crime, 

it may not have been that easy for him to walk away without repercussions. 

This case highlights three key areas of needed reform: improved screening and 

intervention practices, and preventing refoulment. In the follow sections, I discuss how 

social work may contribute to needed reforms through practice and policy work. 

Implications for the Field of Social Work 

Practice: Changing How we View and Engage MMC 

Through this study’s literature review (Chapter Two) and data analysis (Chapters 

Four and Five), we have observed numerous examples of the ways in which Dionysian 

societal perceptions mask the vulnerability of migrant youth, and in the case of MMC how 

this gives rise to the EA process. Social work must ensure that these perceptions have no 
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place in therapeutic spaces. Social work training and education of providers serving this 

population should guard against the implicit biases of perceiving Mexican children, 

especially older youth, as criminalized. Practitioners in the field should be mindful of the 

behavioral manifestations of exaggerated agency and the role of these behaviors in 

perpetuating the societal biases that obscure the individual MMC’s vulnerabilities and 

confound constructive interventions. Advances in this line of work correspond to social 

work’s Grand Challenge to Ensure Healthy Development for All Youth (Speaks, 2015). 

This Grand Challenge demands advances in services and service accessibility for 

marginalized children and youth, such as MMC. Research is needed to provide 

practitioners with evidence-based tools for recognizing and responding to agentic 

(in)action in a way that fosters constructive survival skills and expressions of agency while 

disarming counterproductive defense mechanisms. Practitioners need interview tools and 

models of intervention that do not trigger exaggerated agency in Mexican migrant youth.  

Adoption of a child centered PIE based perspective of agency, such as the one 

proposed here, would support these efforts. As evidenced in this study, the EA circuit 

represents a toxic manifestation of binary views of MMC agency, linked to risky behaviors. 

A broadened contextualized perspective on the agency of MMC would facilitate the 

recognition of behavioral manifestations of EA as defensive expressions of survival extinct 

and not as defining characteristics of the individual. This approach better positions 

practitioners to meet and serve their MMC clients with respect to the client’s life course; 

supporting the client’s development with an understanding of their positionality with 

regards to the context of historic, individual, and social time (Germain & Gitterman, 1996, 

p. 22). 

Still, social work’s access to this population remains limited. While ORR contracts 

with non-profit organizations that employ social workers in their shelters, as this study 



 109 

indicates, too few MMC are transferred to these facilities. The inadequate screening and 

intervention efforts implemented within a law enforcement custody must be replaced. It 

will require advocacy and policy work to open up the doors to expanded practice with 

MMC. 

Policy: Ending the Criminalization of MMC 

To the extent that the CRIPNS survey content and methods emulate CBP screening 

processes, the data set’s limitations reflect the limitations of CBP practices. The CRIPNS 

study relies on brief, point-in-time interviews, with children detained in secured facilities 

and conducted by non-child welfare specialists. Under these circumstances, the challenges 

reported by CRIPNS surveyors, in gaining the child’s trust and understanding the child’s 

situation, are the same challenges faced by CBP officers. Survey style screenings within a 

law enforcement paradigm, and specifically within CBP culture, are guaranteed to trigger 

exaggerated agency within the MMC population, preventing an accurate assessment of 

their needs and entitlements.  

If one, or all, of the national level social work professional organizations (e.g. 

National Association of Social Workers, NASW) were to issue a position on best practices 

applicable to the screening of Mexican migrant children it would facilitate assertion of the 

discipline’s natural domain over the assessment of MMC. At a minimum the discipline 

should strive to insert itself into the process and lobby for a paradigm shift for the process 

from law enforcement paradigm to one based on nationally recognized child welfare 

standards. MMC should be screened in the least restrictive setting possible, by trained child 

welfare professionals rather than law enforcement officers. Increased access to this 

population by the social work community is consistent with the Grand Challenge to end 

social isolation. Current systems for the screening and detention of MMC ensure the 



 110 

population’s temporary isolation from primary and secondary social groups (Lubben et al., 

2015, p. 6), barring from access to entitlements and needed services. These systems also 

ensure the invisibility of MMC to the general population putting them at sustained risk of 

social isolation.  

The treatment of MMC by the United States immigration system also begs Social 

Works intervention in accordance with the Grand Challenge of Achieving Equal 

Opportunity and Justice (Calvo et al., 2018). They should not be coerced into signing legal 

documents that they are linguistically, if not developmentally, incapable of fully 

understanding. The repatriation of MMC should not subject them to refoulement. MMC 

should be afforded the same level of attention and resources as migrant children from other 

countries. Beyond issuing statements and sharing best practices, national professional 

organizations could lobby for the implementation of the 2008 Trafficking Victim 

Protections Reauthorization Act provisions that required proper screening and safe 

repatriation of MMC. These objectives are consistent with the Grand Challenge goal of 

“addressing racial and social injustices, deconstructing stereotypes, dismantling inequality, 

and exposing unfair practices,” (Calvo et al., 2018, p. 1) in order to integrate marginalized 

populations. In adherence to its own code of ethics and the challenges that the profession 

has set for itself, social work must take a leading role in the pursuit of reforms to integrate 

and better serve MMC.  

FUTURE RESEARCH 

Applicability to MMC outside of CBP Custody 

While this study identified the emergence of exaggerated agency specific within 

the context of MMC detention by CBP, evidence from within the CRIPNS data set indicate 

that the exaggeration of agency may present in other spaces where MMC are detained, both 
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in the United States and in Mexico. Moreover, the concept may apply to other populations 

of marginalized youth, such as Central American migrants, and US based populations of 

girls and ethnic minorities. 

In some instances, CBP agents do transfer MMC into the custody of the Office of 

Refugee Resettlement (ORR) under U.S. Health and Human Services to have their 

eligibility for protective services assessed. Though MMC who make it into ORR care may 

be better positioned to disclose their vulnerabilities outside of a law enforcement paradigm, 

data from the CRIPNS study population indicate that environmental manifestations of 

exaggerated agency may present within the Health and Human Services agency culture. 

The case of Miriam (17, Tamaulipas) exemplifies this potential. Miriam’s mother 

abandoned her when she was still an infant. Miriam grew up with her father in a Mexican 

border town near McAllen, Texas. Growing up in a border down, she had frequent 

experience visiting the United States, starting at the age of 11 years. When she was 13, her 

father was murdered in relation to some sketchy business dealings. She was placed in the 

care of her paternal uncle in Rio Bravo, but within a year of her father’s death a U.S. 

immigration agent at the international bridge referred Miriam to ORR during one of her 

attempted visits. As an abandoned and orphaned child, Miriam was eligible for a special 

form of immigration relief, special immigrant juvenile status. During her assessment, 

Miriam was transferred to various ORR facilities across the United States. After many 

months, with the help of a pro-bono attorney, she had navigated the visa application process 

and was in the final stages of receiving protected status. CRIPNS researchers were able to 

identify and contact Miriam’s attorney in the United States to triangulate her story and 

verify what happened next. Shortly before Miriam’s visa was to be issued, her attorney 

received information that he mother had been located in southern Mexico, far from 

Miriam’s home in the Tamualipas. The attorney informed Miriam that her mother had been 
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located, but also that she had misgivings about the situation. No home study was available 

and Miriam’s mother had a history of heavy drug use. The attorney counseled Miriam to 

stay in the United States until her visa came through, so that she would have options if it 

turned out her mother was not a reliable caregiver. Miriam, however, was determined to 

meet her mother and gave up the visa to reunite with her mother. In the end, her mother 

was still an addict and not available to care for her. Miriam bounced around in the homes 

of her mother’s extended family and eventually returned to her paternal relatives in 

Tamaulipas. Her mother’s influence and rejection weighed heavily on Miriam, she returned 

to Tamaulipas as a drug addict herself. When interviewed by the CRIPNS study, she 

expressed remorse for lying to her guardians in Rio Bravo and a desire to become sober 

and return to school. Still, she saw her best chances for reinventing herself as being in the 

United States, perhaps due to her involvement with local organized crime that developed 

alongside her addiction. Miriam’s case indicates an exaggeration of her agency by the 

institutions and actors seeking to protect her in the United States. Though she had been 

declared abandoned by a judge and thus in need of state protection, the system deferred to 

Miriam’s decision to renounce that protection. There were no checks to guard against the 

possibility of her inability to assess her own best interest that would be required in a 

standard child welfare paradigm, no guardian ad litem was appointed to advise on the case, 

no home study required. Instead, Miriam was positioned to determine her own fate at the 

age of fourteen while concerned adults, like her attorney, were left to stand by and watch 

the tragedy unfold. At age 14 the United States Department of Health and Human Services 

held her as capable of determining her own fate, and at the age of 17 CBP held her as 

culpable for the consequences of those decisions. Miriam’s story indicates that the circuit 

of Exaggerated Agency plays out in MMC’s interactions with other actors and structures 

within the United States immigration complex. 
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CRIPNS data also points to the potential applicability of at least environmental 

manifestation of EA on the Mexican side of the border, as well.  Based on CRIPNS 

interviews with Mexican shelter (DIF) staff, consulate (SRE) representatives, and 

immigration enforcement (INM) agents the concept of exaggerated agency may well be 

applicable to the dynamics between MMC and social services and law enforcement 

agencies within Mexico. Data from CRIPNS interviews and researcher observations of DIF 

and INM interactions with MMC indicate perspectives consistent with the projection of 

exaggerated agency onto Mexican youth, especially in comparison to their Central 

American peers. The case of Wilber, a 16-year-old boy from Veracruz with a history of 

parental abandonment, indicates institutional behavior consistent with exaggerated 

perceptions of MMC agency. Wilber was one of the CRIPNS participants who attempted 

multiple crossings with his guide. As his failed crossings were not due to CBP 

apprehension, he did not meet the criteria to complete a CRIPNS survey. Project staff, 

however, proceeded to interview Wilber due to his experience of violence in connection 

with his attempts to cross. After his second attempted crossing, gang members kidnapped 

the group of migrants with which Wilber was traveling, including Wilber. The captives 

were compelled to contact relatives in the United States to pay a ransom to the cartel with 

which the gang members were affiliated. When several impoverished Central American 

migrants were unable to secure a ransom, the gang members made Wilber witness their 

execution before threatening him with the same fate. Mexican police intervened and 

rescued the captives before Wilber was harmed, but they assumed Wilber to be a gang 

member based on his age and nationality. Rather than assisting him as a victim of violence, 

police threatened and beat Wilber to illicit a confession. DIF staff verified Wilber’s version 

of events and surmised that he never would have made it into their care had the Central 

American migrants he was traveling with not testified on his behalf. 
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While it would be interesting to test the applicability of exaggerated agency to the 

interactions between youth and structures within their home country, there is a more urgent 

need to address the way in which this population is attended. The CRIPNS project’s 

observed deficit of Social Work and behavioral health professionals imbedded within the 

Mexican agencies that serve MMC parallels deficits within the U.S. system. By way of 

example, only one of the DIF facilities included in the investigation provided the children 

with any access to psychological support, and none of the facilities included management 

level staff an appropriate discipline. Credentials for shelter directors and program 

coordinators included individuals with backgrounds in journalism, robotics, political 

science, and – most commonly – law. As on the U.S. side of the border where MMC are 

detained within a law enforcement paradigm, the structures receiving children on the 

Mexican side are not designed or well equipped to recognize or respond to the children’s 

welfare or rights. As regards future Social Work research and intervention with this 

population, social work professionals and organizations on both sides of the border should 

prioritize claiming the service of unaccompanied Mexican children and youth as the 

discipline’s domain. To the extent that detention facilities are a political necessity they 

should at least be administrated within a child welfare paradigm and by professionals who 

are trained in an appropriate discipline to ensure the children’s needs and rights are 

observed. Neither the U.S. nor the Mexican system will initiate this change without a ready 

alternative. Social Work, as a discipline, must provide this alternative, by insisting on the 

inclusion of Social Work professionals in determining and administering the processes and 

spaces that are used to receive migrant children and youth. 
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Applicability to Other Marginalized and Criminalized Youth Populations 

During the process of abstraction, in which I searched for the mechanizations 

surrounding EA, I found myself drawing on personal experiences of feeling disempowered 

or threatened as a marginalized youth demographic. My experience was specific to that of 

an adolescent girl who experienced sexualization by adult men. I recalled how my fear and 

discomfort at receiving this attention that I was not prepared for triggered a defensiveness 

in me. This defensiveness resulted in me owning the adult capacities and motivations that 

were being projected on me in order to assume the capacity to reject the unwanted advances 

that came with them. In other words, I felt it necessary to not show any weakness by acting 

more sexually mature and savvy than I was. This allowed me to reject more powerful 

adversaries. I should note that this strategy did not always work and in some instances 

increased my vulnerability. Regardless, in hindsight, I could see how my behavior just 

confirmed and reinforced the false perceptions that these men projected on to me, and girls 

like me, regarding the level of sexual development and experience of adolescent girls. They 

had exaggerated my sexual agency, and in defense I played up to it, in effect perpetuating 

a cycle of power imbalance and exploitation. 

I began to ‘recognize’ what seemed to be familiar patterns in reviewing the CRIPNS 

data relating to girls’ experiences of uncomfortable situations with older men, stories of 

being touched and taken advantage of in situations where they could not raise their voices, 

either because of their surrounding or because the older man in question was in a position 

of authority, a guide or a law enforcement officer. It occurred to me that the familiar 

language that sexual perpetrators and pedophiles use to groom and silence their victims 

(e.g., “You’re a big girl, aren’t you?”) might be similar in construct to that used by gangs 

to recruit or law enforcement to antagonize boys that they suspect (e.g., “You’re a tough 

guy, aren’t you?”). Through this abstraction, I recognized the similarities between my 
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defensive actions and those exhibited by MMC and eventually stumbled upon the process 

of EA. 

Given this origin story of the core category, I believe that the process of 

exaggerating agency may be applicable to tensions between other marginalized youth 

populations and the bias of societal structures or agencies. It certainly seems applicable to 

the situation of young girls in the United States, where 25 states still prosecuted underaged 

girls for prostitution, a situation that leads to the prosecution of trafficking victims 

(Countryman-Roswurm & Smith, 2019). Social workers researching or serving at risk or 

trafficked girls may find the emerging theory useful and exploring their client’s 

positionality and identifying points for intervention and assistance. 

Based on projections of exaggerated agency by CBP and other law enforcement 

agencies, several CRIPNS interview subjects were mistaken for adult criminals and treated 

accordingly. These scenarios call to mind similarities with other criminalized youth 

demographics such as African American youth in the United States. The mechanisms of 

exaggerated agency may be applicable to dynamics between other law enforcement 

agencies and criminalized youth populations. Here again the Grand Challenges to Ensure 

Healthy Development for all youth and to Achieve Equal Opportunity and Justice are 

relevant (Calvo et al., 2018). EA’s applicability to youth populations at risk of 

criminalization mean that any benefits the benefits that an understanding of the EA circuit 

or the adoption of a PIE based definition of agency may afford social work practitioners 

and policy makers  who serve MMC, may benefit work with these broader populations, as 

well. 
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Limitations and Contributions of Current Study 

An additional data source limitation, not taken up in Chapter Three, is the CIS 

gender bias of the CRIPNS survey. Like the government and non-profit screening tools on 

which it was based, the CRIPNS survey defines gender as binary (as most screening forms 

do) yet non-binary kids may be especially susceptible to EA. An investigation into the 

relevance of EA to the LGBTQI MMC population would be informative. 

Beyond the data limitations identified here and in Chapter Three, the limitations of 

this study with regards to my use of the data are many. In conducting secondary data 

analysis with the CRIPNS data, I attempted to explore measure a theme (vulnerability) that 

the study was not designed to quantify. Furthermore, I explored a theme (agency) that, 

while implicit in the data, was not a primary focus of the study’s data collection tools. My 

lack of native proficiency in the language presented as an obstacle to interpretation of the 

data, as well as my etic perspective. 

Additionally, I chose to focus on the interactions between MMC and CBP, with no 

available interviews from CBP to balance my perspective. Despite official requests for 

interviews and FOIA requests for statistics, I was unable to secure agency data on CBP’s 

interactions with MMC. Future studies would benefit from access to CBP personnel and 

data in order to test and expand on the theory of exaggerated agency as it applies to 

Mexican migrant children before the United States immigration complex. Of particular 

interest, would be information related to the circumstances under which agents do refer 

MMC, i.e. situations in which CBP officers do look past EA to recognize the vulnerability 

of Mexican migrant children and youth. 

These limitations notwithstanding the current study contributes to the literature on 

both MMC and societal perceptions of agency in children and youth, through the 

development of a theoretical model with implications for the study of both. This 
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accomplishment is noteworthy as a majority of mixed method grounded theory (MM-GT) 

studies do not succeed in the development of a theoretical framework or typology 

(Guetterman et al., 2017). The emergent theory of exaggerated agency has potential 

applications for the enhanced service of Mexican migrant children as well as other 

populations of marginalized children youth – particularly those at risk of criminalization 

by law enforcement. This achievement both positions EA to be of service to the profession 

of social work and indicates that is a well-founded theory by GT standards of 

generalizability. Beyond the study’s academic contributions and potential contributions to 

social work practice, this study provides documentation that may be leveraged by the 

broader immigration advocacy community. Chapter Four’s detection and analysis of 

legally recognized vulnerabilities within a sample of deported MMC, further supports the 

GAO (2015) assessment that Customs and Border Protection has failed to implement the 

2008 TVPRA screening requirements. Moreover, the study’s documentation of the CBP’s 

practice of coercing MMC to assent to removal substantiates a due process violation that 

legal organizations have held the agency accountable for in application to adult populations 

through civil suits. Thus, the findings of this study may support further policy analysis and 

legal action in defense of MMC rights. 
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Appendices 

ENCUESTA DE NIÑOS NO ACOMPAÑADOS (NNA) RETORNADOS DE LOS ESTADOS 

UNIDOS 

 

 

Hola, mi nombre es _________________________. Estoy aquí para platicar con niños 

como tú, pero no soy del gobierno. Estoy aquí para aprender de tus experiencias en los 

Estados Unidos para ver si hay algún modo en el que los Estados Unidos pueda 

mejorar la forma en la que niños como tú son tratados. Mis colegas de la Universidad y 

yo revisaremos entrevistas como la tuya para hacer recomendaciones a los líderes en 

los Estados Unidos y educar al público.  

 
 

El DIF me ha dado permiso para hablar contigo, pero necesito tu permiso para hacerte 

preguntas sobre tus experiencias.  No tienes que participar en esta entrevista y puedes 

detener la entrevista en el momento en el que quieras. 

 

Lo que aprenda me ayudará a explicar a la gente de los Estados Unidos el tipo de 

experiencias que has tenido. Cuando comparta lo que me has dicho con otros, no usaré 

tu nombre real, puedes elegir un apodo o sobrenombre, para que nadie sepa quién eres  

(anote el seudónimo aquí: _______________________). 

 

¿Quisiera continuar? 

 

Gracias. Tu experiencia realmente nos ayudará a entender lo que le está pasando a 

niños/gente joven como tú. Para no cometer errores en mis notas, ¿me permitirías 

grabar la conversación? No usaremos ningún nombre, por lo que tu información 

será anónima. Esto asegurará que no haya errores en la comprensión/ dispersión de 

tu perspectiva y opiniones.  

 

{Antes de encender la grabadora, confirmar el apodo/ pseudónimo que el 

participante quisiera usar y avísale que no se usarán los nombres reales una vez que 

empiece la grabación}. 

 

 
 

¿(Inserte el pseudónimo) le 
gustaría participar en la 

encuesta? 

  Sí   (Pase a la pregunta  2) 

  No (Gracias por su tiempo y concluye la encuesta) 

  No sé   (Repite la pregunta o permíteles reconsiderar la oferta mientras continuas con otra 

encuesta)   

  No hay respuesta (Gracias por su tiempo y concluye la encuesta) 

Fecha:         -         -   Encuestador:  Ciudad/ubicación 

      

 ID#  
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Demografía 

1. (observe) Género      Hombre   Mujer  

2. ¿Cuántos años tienes?  _______________________________(en años) 

3.  ¿En qué país y estado naciste?   

a   México   Guatemala   Honduras   El Salvador   Otro 

__________________________ 

 

b 

 

Estado/Departamento: _______________________________________  

4. ¿Dónde viviste antes de salir para los Estados Unidos?  

ab Pueblo_____________________________________________________; 

Municipio:_____________________________________________________________ 

5. Hablas una lengua 

indígena? 
 

  Sí,  ¿cuál? ___________________________   no 

 no pero mi familia sí 

6. Antes de salir para 

los Estados 

Unidos, ¿estabas 
estudiando? 

  sí 

  no; sino, por qué? (Marque todas las que apliquen):  

  estaba trabajando (en que _________________________)   no tenía acceso a la escuela   violencia o 

pandillas en la escuela    no tenía dinero para los uniformes y útiles      otra ____________________                                                                                

7. ¿Cuántos años has 

estudiado?  

/ o ido a la escuela?  

 

8. ¿Cuál es tu 

estado civil? 
  soltero    casado   unión libre    separado/divorciado 

9. ¿Tienes hijos o algún 

dependiente? 
  sí        no 

10. 

 

Estas/tu pareja 
está 

embarazada? 

  sí (¿cuándo? __________)   no 

Las siguientes preguntas son sobre tus padres o tutores: 

11. Cuando vivías en tu país de origen, ¿quién te cuidaba? (Marque todas las que apliquen) 

 Madre   Padre  Abuela  Abuelo  
Tía
  

 Tío  Hermano/a  Primo/a  N/A; emancipado   otro 

_________________ 

12.  ¿Con quien ibas a vivir en los Estados Unidos? 

 Madre   Padre  Abuela  Abuelo  
Tía
  

 Tío  Hermano/a  Primo/a  N/A; emancipado  otro 

_________________ 

13. ¿Están vivos tus papas? Dónde viven ________  ?  ¿En qué trabajan? 

Relación ¿Vi

vo? 

Ciudad, Estado, País Ocupación    

Madre  sí  

 
no 

                                        

Padre  sí  

 
no 

  

Pareja  sí  

 
no 

  

14. Si el familiar está muerto       n/a 

 
Madre 

Causa:       Edad del niño al momento de la muerte: 
 

 
Padre 

Causa:       Edad del niño al momento de la muerte: 
 

15. Si el familiar está en los Estados Unidos   n/a 

 
Madre 

Edad del niño cuando se fue: Estatus legal:    
sí      

  no   en 

proce

so 

  no 

sé 
  
n/a 
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¿Tiene otros niños que nacieron en los Estados Unidos?   sí        no   n/a 
 
Padre 

Edad del niño cuando se fue: Estatus legal:    sí        no   en 
proceso 

  no 
sé 

  
n

/

a 
¿Tiene otros niños que nacieron en los Estados Unidos?   sí        no   n/a 

 
 
16. 

¿Tiene otros miembros de su familia viviendo en los Estados Unidos?  ¿Quién(es)? 
______________________________________ 

 ¿Alguien/algunos de ellos tiene estatus legal?    sí     no 

 
Las siguientes preguntas son en relación a tu decisión de dejar tu país de origen: dime las razones por las que dejaste tu país 

para ir a los Estados Unidos.  

17. ¿Tus padres sabían de tu viaje a los Estados Unidos, y si sí, te apoyaron? 

 

  Los padres estaban enterados y 

apoyaron 

 Los padres estaban enterados, pero 

no apoyaron 

 Los padres estaban enterados, pero 

tenían diferentes opiniones  

 

 Solo un padre informado – apoyó 

 Solo un padre informado – no apoyó 

 

 Padres no informados 

 n/a ambos padres están muertos o 

desconocidos 

 

18. ¿Tu quisiste viajar a los Estados Unidos?         sí          no         no está seguro 
 

19. ¿Quién tomó la decisión de que deberías ir a los Estados Unidos (Marque todas las que apliquen)?  

  niño    padre, familiar o tutor que lo cuidaba en el país de origen  padre, familiar o tutor que lo cuida en el Estados 

Unidos    Pareja / esposo del niño 

  
otro:________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______  

 

20. ¿Cuáles fueron tus/sus razones para dejar el país? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______  

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______ 

 

(marque todas las que apliquen) 

 seguridad (por ejemplo: violencia en tu comunidad que amenaza a tu hijo)  

 reunificación familiar 
 abuso por la pareja o familia 

 abandonado por sus padres  

 oportunidades escolares 

 económicas (por ejemplo: oportunidades laborales /escapar de la pobreza) 

 aventura 

 no sé                                                 otra: ________________ 

 

21. 

a. 
¿Cuándo te fuiste a los Estados Unidos, ya tenías un trabajo esperando para ti?   sí  no     

(Si es sí) ¿Esperabas ganar dinero por ese trabajo? 

 sí           no – era una forma de pago de deuda           no – me darían hospedaje en lugar del pago             no sé             

 n/a 

22. ¿Planeaste entregarte a las autoridades americanas cuándo llegaste a la frontera o cruzar sin ser atrapado? 

  entregarse 

  cruzar sin inspección 

  no sabe cuál era el plan/  no tenía uno 
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Dime sobre tu viaje a los Estados Unidos 
23 ¿Cuánto tiempo te tomó ir de tu casa a los Estados Unidos?  

24. ¿Dónde cruzaste la frontera? (De qué cuidad de México) ____________________________ 

25. ¿Cómo llegaste ahí? (Marca todas las que apliquen) 
  autobús  avión  carro  camioneta  

tren

  

 ya vivía en una ciudad 

fronteriza 

 otra _________________ 

26. ¿Éste fue tu primer viaje a los Estados Unidos?   sí     no 
     a  ¿Cuántas veces has cruzado la frontera? ____________________________________   no sé                                                 n/a  

27. Antes de este incidente, te 

habían  

deportado alguna vez? 

  sí   (Si es sí) ¿cuántas veces?______ 

¿Que sucedió? 

 Familia recogió al niño en el 
DIF 

 El DIF envió al niño solo 

 DIF mandó al niño a casa 
con staff 

 DIF liberó al niño sin 

supervisión 

 DIF liberó al niño con un 

traficante 

 El niño no fue entregado al 
DIF 

 Otra _____________       

n/a 

  no 

 

 

  no está seguro 

 

 

28. ¿Con quién viajaste a la frontera? (si el niño vivía en la frontera, replantear a con quién cruzaste la frontera?) 

  padre(s)   tutor / adulto  

miembro de la familia  

 otros menores  

(miembros de la 

familia) 

 otros menores  

(amigos) 

 coyote/guía  viajó solo  otra _________________ 

29. 

 

Si viajaste con tu familia o con un familiar, en que punto te separaste de tu familia? 

 antes de cruzar la 
frontera

  

 mientras cruzaba la 
frontera 

 

 después de ser aprendido por la CBP (policía fronteriza)
  

 no estaban separados 
(juntos en 

CAMEF)

  

 n/a 

30. Cuándo estabas en México - después de salir tu casa, antes de cruzar la frontera  los EU, tuviste algún contacto con autoridades 

Mexicanos (INM, Federales,  

policía estatal, etc.)?   

 no  si    Explique (quien, donde, que paso): 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Ahora quisiera aprender lo que sucedió cuándo cruzaste la frontera y cuándo fuiste 

detenido 
31. ¿Utilizaste a un coyote o guía para llevarte a la frontera o para cruzar?  sí  no (sigue a 

32) 

 no sé  

    a ¿El guía era un adulto o un 

menor?
  

 
adult
o 

 menor de 18  no sé  n/a 

    b (si es sí) ¿Cuánto pagaste?   $____________   MX   USD   no sé  n/a 

    c (si es sí) ¿Todavía le debes dinero al coyote o alguien más por tu viaje?  sí  no (sigue a 

32) 

 no sé  n/a 

    d (si es sí) ¿Cuánto debes?      $____________   MX   USD    no sé  n/a 

    e (si es sí) ¿Planeas pagar la deuda?  sí  no  no sé  n/a 

    f (si es sí) ¿Recibiste o alguno de tus familiares recibió amenazas por la deuda?  sí  no  no sé  n/a 

32. ¿Estuviste capturado inmediatamente? ¿Cómo fuiste detenido por los oficiales de los Estados Unidos? 

 me entregué a los oficiales en la frontera inmediatamente o poco después de cruzar la frontera  

 detenido por inmigración inmediatamente o poco después (<1 día) de cruzar la frontera  

 detenido por inmigración fuera de la zona frontera después de vivir en los Estados por un rato/ tiempo 

 detenido por inmigración dentro de la zona fronteriza (dentro de  una distancia de 100 millas) después de vivir en los 
Estados por un tiempo 

 detenido por la policía juvenil por un crimen o conducta delictiva y entregado a inmigración 

 detenido por la policía dentro EEUU sin crimen y entregado a inmigración 
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 regresado a México vía agencia para la protección de la infancia 

 otra________________ 
 

Anote aquí si inicialmente fue aprendido / detenido por otra agencia antes de ser entregado a la CBP: 
_________________ (Si el niño fue aprendido y retornado a una agencia de justicia penal de los Estados Unidos, u otra, 

sin que la CBP se involucrara, termina la encuesta – agradece al niño por su tiempo e intenta tener una entrevista para 

determinar el proceso de retorno de dicha agencia).   

33. Cuántos días estuviste en los Estados Unidos antes de que fueras detenido por las autoridades? (días) _________________ (nota: 12 
horas = .5, 6 horas = 2.5) 

 a       Si no fue detenido inmediatamente, ¿con quién viviste?  (marca todos los que apliquen) 

 

b 
 casa segura (i. con 

coyote) 

 

 con familia en la región 

fronteriza 

 con familia fuera de  

la región fronteriza 

 sin hogar   en el lugar 

de trabajo 

 n/a  otra _______________ 

 no sé 

34. ¿Tenías libertad de ir y venir en donde estabas en los Estados Unidos (antes de ser detenido?)      sí                no              

 no sé                N/A 

 

Ahora, me gustaría que me hablaras sobre la detención por los oficiales en los Estados 

Unidos 
35. (si es niña) ¿Te dieron la opción de hablar con una 

agente mujer? 
  sí    no 

 

  no sé   
n/a 

36. ¿La Patrulla Fronteriza te pidió que firmaras algo?  sí   no   no sé 

   a (si es sí) ¿lo firmaste?  sí   no  no sé   
n/a 

   b  (si es sí) ¿entendiste lo que querían que firmaras?  sí   no  no sé   
n/a 

37. ¿Cuánto tiempo estuviste detenido por la Patrulla Fronteriza o ICE? (días) _________________ (nota: 12 horas = .5, 6 
horas = 2.5) 

 

 

38. Alguien de la Patrulla Fronteriza/ ICE te 
preguntó si había alguna razón para tener 

miedo de regresar a México? 

 

 sí   
no

  

 no sé  

   a (si es sí) ¿cuál fue tu respuesta?  sí***   no  no sé   n/a 

39. ¿Alguien de la Patrulla Fronteriza/ ICE te 

preguntó si era de México? 
 sí   no  no sé  

   a (si es sí) ¿cuál fue tu respuesta?  sí   no  no sé   n/a 

40. ¿Alguien de la Patrulla Fronteriza/ ICE te 
preguntó si tus padres vivían en los Estados 

Unidos? 

 sí   no  no sé  

    a (si es sí) ¿cuál fue tu respuesta?  sí*** 
 

  no  no sé   n/a 

41. ¿Alguien de la Patrulla Fronteriza/ ICE te 

preguntó si querías hablar con el Consulado 

Mexicano? 

 sí   no  no sé  

    a (si es sí) ¿cuál fue tu respuesta?  sí*** 

 

  no  no sé   n/a 

42. ¿Alguien de la Patrulla Fronteriza/ ICE te 

preguntó si habías presenciado o participado 
en un crimen desde el momento en el que 

dejaste tu casa y hasta el momento en que 
fuiste detenido? 

 

 sí   no  no sé 

   a (si es sí) ¿cuál fue tu respuesta?  sí*** 

 

  no  no sé   n/a 

43. ¿Solicitaste a la Patrulla Fronteriza o a las 

autoridades por algún tipo de protección o 

apoyo? 

 sí*** 

 

  no  no sé 

44. Alguien de la Patrulla Fronteriza te amenazó 
con una detención prolongada o te dijo que 

estarías detenido por un mayor tiempo o que 

serías trasladado como castigo (ejemplo: por 

 sí***   no  no sé 
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cruzar la frontera o por presenciar o 
participar en un crimen)? 

45. 

 

 

 

Mientras estabas en custodia en los Estados 
Unidos, pudiste tener contacto con: 

Padres/ familia en los EUA 

 sí     no     n/a 

Padres/ familia en México 

 sí     no     n/a 

Consulado 

  sí 

  no 

Un abogado 
o 

representant

e legal 

  sí        no 

46 

 

 a 

 

    

b 

 

 

    

c 

¿Fuiste transferido de la Patrulla Fronteriza a 

otras instalaciones (ejemplo: ORR) antes de tu 
regreso? 

  sí         Explica dónde 

_______________________ 
¿Cuánto tiempo estuviste en 

el otro lugar (otros lugares)? 

_______ (días)      

 n/a 

¿Hablaste con un abogado 

ahí? 

 sí     no     n/a 

¿Fuiste frente a un juez para 

discutir tu regreso a México? 

 sí      no     n/a 

  no 

 
 

 

 

 no sé 

47. ¿Cuándo te regresaron a México que información te dieron las autoridades de los Estados Unidos?  

a. ¿Quién te recibiría en México?     sí   no      no sé 

b. ¿Albergues para quedarte / recursos para migrantes?   sí   no      no sé 

c. ¿A qué ciudad te regresarían?  sí   no      no sé 

d. ¿Si podrías y cómo regresarías a los Estados Unidos?   sí   no      no sé 

e. ¿Si tenías prohibido regresar a los Estados Unidos?  sí   no      no sé 

f. Peligros a evitar a tu regreso (maras)?  sí   no      no sé 

g. Otra (especifica) 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________ 

¿Alguien de la patrulla 

fronteriza te preguntó si 

tienes alguna necesidad 
médica especial en la que 

necesites ayuda / 

asistencia? 

  sí 

 

  no 

 

 no está seguro 

 

(si es sí) ¿cuál fue tu 

respuesta? 
 sí*** 

¿Te ofrecieron ayuda? 

  sí         no          no está seguro 

  no  no sé 

49. Cuándo te regresaron a México, ¿Cómo era/que paso? A quien te entrego la patrulla cuando estabas retornado a México? 
(marque todos que aplican) 
 Consulado (SRE) 

 INM 

 CAMEF/DIF 

 no sé quién era 

 policía federal 

 no me entrego a nadie ( el niño cruzo el puente solo)  

 otra (especifica) ____________________________ 

50. Estabas entrevistado por el consulado en el puente antes de estar repatriado? 
 sí – en la oficina al otro lado (EU) 

 sí – en el medio del puente 

 no – joven no tenía ningún contacto con el consulado 

 no – pues estaba entrevistado por el SRE antes de llegar al puente (en detención o en una oficina en la ciudad) 

 no – pues estaba entrevistado por el SRE después de cruzar (aquí en México) 

 no sé 

 

51. 

     

Como llegaste a este albergue? 

 INM me llevó  CAMEF me recogió 
del puente/ INM 

 otro, explique  no sé 

Quien: 

1- Familia 

2- Conocidos 
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3- Coyote o guía 

4- Autoridad de Estados Unidos 

5- Autoridad Mexicana 

6- Pandilla 

7- el niño/a mismo/a 

8- Otra (especifique) 

9- N/A 

Del momento en el que dejaste tu hogar hasta 
ahora, presenciaste a alguien ser (marque todos 

los que apliquen): 

 
no 

 
sí 

 
¿dónde? 

 
¿quién? 

 amenazado       

 atacado     

 secuestrado     

 herido        

 Herido de cualquier otra forma , 

especifique 
_______________________________

___________________________ 

    

Del momento en el que dejaste tu hogar hasta el 
momento en el que fuiste detenido en los Estados 

Unidos, presenciaste a alguien (marque todos los 

que apliquen):  
 

 
no 

 
sí 

 
¿dónde?? 

 
¿quién? 

¿Vendiendo/ traficando algo ilegal 

(drogas/niñas)? 
    

¿Forzando a otros a trabajar?       

¿ en una posición de autoridad extorsionando a 
los migrantes? 

    

¿Hiriendo a alguien en otra forma o haciendo otro 

delito?  
Especifique______________________________

___ 

    

Del momento que dejaste tu hogar hasta ahora: 
(marque todas las que apliquen)  

no sí ¿dónde?? ¿quién? 

 Te pegó o te hirió     

 Te robó     

 Te secuestró        

 Obligó a trabajar     

 Abusó verbalmente     

 Obligó a consumir drogas     

 Obligó a hacer algo peligroso o ilegal     

 Obligó a hacer algo en contra de tu 

voluntad 
    

 Te tocó de alguna manera que te hizo 

sentir incómodo 
    

 Te abandonó     

 Otro daño, ___________________      

Si tu presenciaste o participaste en un 

crimen, ayudaste o cooperaste con la 

policía en su investigación? 
 

  sí*** 

 

  no, se negó a cooperar  

  no, le dieron la opción de cooperar 

(ya sea en una investigación o no 
invitación a investigar) 

  no sé  N/A  - 

ninguna 

experien
cia 

criminal 

¿Alguien te ha amenazado con hacerle algo a tu 

familia? 
 

  sí*** –en mi país de origen 

  sí*** – en un tercer país 

  sí*** – en los EU   no  

 

  no 

s
é 

 

¿Tienes miedo de regresar a tu país de origen? 
 

  sí *** 
 

 no   no sé 

¿Te dañaron o dañaron / mataron a alguien de tu 

familia? 
  sí*** –en mi país de origen 

  sí*** – en un tercer país 

  sí*** – en los EU  no   no sé 



 126 

¿Donde vives, en tu país de origen, 
sientes que la gente te trata diferente por 

como luces o hablas? 

 sí***  no   no sé 

 
Riesgo – Ahora me gustaría saber sobre tu situación de vida en casa y tus planes para el futuro 

60. Has estado en contacto con tus padres o tutores 
desde 

que llegaste a México? 

  sí – padres en los Estados Unidos 

  sí – padres en el país de origen 

  no   no sé 

61. ¿Tus padres o tutores saben dónde estás ahora? 
 

  sí    no  no sé 

62. ¿Tu o alguien de tu familia tiene deudas de los 

cuales  
 tú eres responsable? 

  sí***   no  no sé 

63. ¿Cómo planeas salir del albergue? 

 
  el padre lo recogerá en el DIF 

  DIF arreglará el viaje 

  Padres/ Tutores van a mandar permiso para salir con guía 

  Padres/ Tutores van a mandar permiso para salir con familia 

 no sé / no hay plan hasta ahora 

  otro:_________________________________ 
 

64. ¿Planeas regresar a la casa que dejaste (país de 

origen)? 
 

  sí  

 

  no – no regresará a 

la comunidad de origen 

  no –regresará a la 

comunidad de origen 

pero no a la misma casa 

 no sé / 

no hay 
plan hasta 

ahora 

 
 

65. Piensas en cruzar de nuevo?   sí cruzar nuevamente por tu cuenta 

  sí cruzar nuevamente con un coyote  

 
¿Cuándo piensas intentar cruzar de nuevo?  

 

________________________________ 

  no  no sé 

66. ¿Tienes algún miedo en particular en relación con lo harás 

después? 
  sí***   no  no sé 

¿Cuáles son tus esperanzas o sueños para el futuro? 
  

¿Tienes algo más que añadir? 
  

¿Hay algo en particular te gustaría compartir con los EEUU sobre porque viajaste, 

que paso durante tu viaje o como fuiste tratado cuando llegaste a la frontera? 
 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Párrafo de sumario: genero, edad, lugar de origen, veces de haber cruzado, incidentes 

notable, información extra 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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SURVEY OF UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN RETURNED BY THE UNITED STATES 

 

Hi, my name’s _____________________ . I am here to talk to kids like you, but I am 

not from the government. I am here to learn about your experiences in the US, to see 

if there is anyway the US can improve how kids, like yourself, are treated. My 

colleagues at the university and I will study interviews like yours to make 

recommendations to the leaders in the US and to educate the public. 

 
DIF has given me permission to speak with you, but I need your permission to ask you 

questions about your experiences. You do not have to participate in this interview and 

you can stop the interview whenever you’d like. 

 

What I learn here will help me to explain the types of experiences you’ve had to people 

back in the US. When I share what you tell me with others, I won’t use your real name 

You may pick whatever name you would like to go by, so that no one will know who 

you are (Note pseudonym here:______________________________) 

 

Would you like to proceed? 

 

Thank you, your experience will really help us understand what is happening to kids/ 

young people, like you. 

In order to make sure I don’t make a mistake in my notes, will you allow me to record 

the conversation. We won’t use any names, so your information will remain 

anonymous. This will just make sure I don’t make any mistakes in understanding/ 

sharing your perspective and opinions. 

{Before turning on the recorder, confirm what pseudonym the participant would 

like to use, and let them know not to use real names once the recording begins.} 

 

 
 

¿(Insert Pseudonym), 

would you like to 

participate in the survey? 

  Yes  (Continue to question 2) 

  No          (Thank them for their time and conclude the survey) 

  Don’t know   (Repeat the question or allow them to consider the offer while you continue with 

another survey) 

  No response (Thank them for their time and conclude the survey) 
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Date:         -         -   Surveyor:  City/location 

      

 ID#  

Demographics 

1. (observe) Gender      Male   Female  

2. How old are you? _______________________________(in years) 

3. 

\] 

 In what country and state were you born?   

 

a   Mexico   Guatemala   Honduras   El Salvador   other __________________________ 

 

b 

 

State: _______________________________________  

 

4. Where did you live before you left for the United States?  

abc Town_____________________; Municipality:_____________________;  

5. Do you speak an 

indigenous language? 
  yes,  which language ___________________________   no 

 no but my family does 

6. Prior to leaving for the US, 

were you studying? 
  yes 

 

  no; if not, why? (check all that apply):  

  had to work   no access to school   violence/ gangs in the school   no money for uniform/ supplies    

other____________________ 

7. How many years have you studied or attended school?  

8. What is your civil 
status? 

  single    married   common law union    separated/ divorced 

9. 

a.b 

Do you have any 

children or 
dependents?  

  yes        no 

10. 

a.b. 

Are you expecting 

any children? 
  yes (when? __________)   no 

The next questions are about your parents and/or guardians: 

11. When you were living in your home country who took care of you (check all that apply)? 

 Mother   Father  Grandmother  Grandfather  
Aunt

  

 Uncle  older sibling  N/A; emancipated 

 other _________________ 

12. Who were you going to live with in the United States? 

 Mother   Father  Grandmother  Grandfather  
Aunt
  

 Uncle  older sibling  N/A; emancipated 

 other _________________ 

13. Are your parents alive? Where does your ______ live ?  How does your _______ earn money? 

Relations

hip 

Alive? City, State, Country Occupation    

Mother  yes   no                                         

Father  yes   no   

Partner  yes   no 

NA 

  

14. If parent is dead      n/a 

 
Mothe

r   

Cause:        Child’s age at time of death: 
 

 
Father 

Cause:       Child’s age at time of death: 
 

15. If parent is in US 

 
Mothe
r   

Age of child when left:     Legal Status: 
Does she have other children in the US? (ages)     

 
Father 

Age of child when left:     Legal Status:     
Does she have other children in the US? (ages)     
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16. 

Do you have any (other) family members living in the US?  Who? 
________________________________________________________ 

Do any of these have legal status?   no  yes 

 

The following questions are about your decision to leave your home country: Tell me about the reasons why you left your home 

for the US. 

17. Did your parents know about your trip to the US and if so were they supportive 

 

  Parent(s) informed and supportive 

 Parent(s) informed and not 

supportive 

 Parent(s) informed but mixed 
positions 

 

 Only one parent informed – 
supportive 

 Only on parent informed – not 

supportive 
 

 Parent(s) not informed 

 N/A both parents dead or unknown 

 

18. Did you want to travel to the US ?   yes    no     not sure 

 

19. Who made the decision that you should go to the US (check all that apply)?  

  child    parent, relative or guardian in home country    parent, relative or guardian in the US    child’s partner/ spouse 

  
other:_______________________________________________________________________________________________
____________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______  
 

20. What were your/ their reasons for your leaving the country? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______ 

 

(check all that apply) 

 safety concerns (e.g. violence in your community/ threats to the child/family)  

 reunify with family 
 abused by partner or family 

 abandoned by parents or  

 education opportunities 

 economic (e.g. work opportunities/escape poverty) 

 adventure 

 don’t know    other: ________________ 

 

21. 

a. 

 

When you left for the US, did you have a job waiting for you there?  yes  no     
(if yes) Were you expecting to be paid for the job? 

yes   no – it was a form of debt repayment    no – I’d be housed in exchange    don’t know 

22. Did you plan on turning yourself in to US authorities when you got to the border, or to cross without getting caught? 

  turn self in 

  cross without inspection 

  doesn’t know what the plan was/ didn’t have one 

 

Tell me about your journey to the US? 
23. How long did it take to get from your home to the United States?  

24. Where did you cross the border? (from what Mexican town) ____________________________ 

25. How did you get there? (check all that apply) 
  bus  plane  car  minivan  

train

  

 already lived in border city  other _________________ 

26. Was this your first trip to the United States?  yes     no 
     a  If no, how many times have you crossed the border?___________________________________  

27. Prior to this incident, have 

you ever been deported by 
before? 

  yes  (if yes) how many times?____ 

What happened: 

 Family picked child up at DIF 

 DIF sent child home alone 

 DIF sent child home with staff 

 DIF released child without supervision  

  no 

 
 

  not sure 
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 DIF release child to trafficker 

 Child not deported to DIF 

 Other _____________        n/a  

28. With whom did you travel to the border? (If child lived on the border, rephrase as with whom did you cross the border?) 

  parent(s)  guardian/adult  

family member 

 other minors  

(family member) 

 other minors  

(friends) 

 coyote/guide  traveled alone  other _________________ 

29. If traveling with family or guardians at what point were you separated from your family? 

 before crossing the border  while crossing the border  after apprehended by 

CBP (border police) 

 not separated 

(together in the CAMEF 

shelter)
  

 n/a 

30. When you were in Mexico – after leaving your home, before crossing the US border, did you have contact with the Mexican 

authorities (INM, Federal Police, State Police, etc.)? ,  

 no  si    explain (who, what, what happened?): 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

  

Now I’d like to learn about when you crossed the border and when you were apprehended  
31.  Did you use a coyote or guide to get to the border or cross?     yes  no (skip to 

32) 

 don’t know 

    a Was the guide an adult or a 
minor?

  

 adult  younger than 
18 

 don’t know  n/a 

    b (if yes) How much did you pay?   $____________   MX   USD   don’t know  n/a 

    c  (if yes) do you still owe the coyote, or anyone else, money for your trip?  yes  no (skip to 

32) 

 don’t know 

    d (if yes) How much do you owe?      $____________   MX   USD    don’t 
know 

 n/a 

    e  Do you plan on repaying the debt?    yes  no  don’t know  n/a 

    f Have you or any of your family members received threats re: the debt?  yes  no  don’t know  n/a 

3

2 

Were you captured immediately? How were you detained by the US officials? 

 I turned myself in to border officials immediately or soon after crossing the border 

 apprehended by immigration immediately or a little later (<1 day) after crossing the border  

 apprehended by immigration outside of the border area after living in the states for a while  

 apprehended by immigration inside of the border area (within 100 miles) after living in the states for a while 

 apprehended by police/ juvenile justice for a crime or delinquent behavior and turned over to immigration 

 apprehended by police inside the US without committing a crime and turned into immigration 

 returned to Mexico via child welfare agency 

 other________________ 
 Note here if initially apprehended/ detained by other agency before being turned over to CBP:________________ (If child 

was apprehended and returned by US criminal justice agency. or other, without CBP involvement, terminate survey – thank 
child for time and attempt a qualitative interview to determine said agency’s process of return.) 

33. How long were you in the United States before you were detained by the authorities?  (in days) ______________ (note: 12 

hours = .5, 6 hours = 2.5) 

          If not apprehended immediately, whom did you live with (check all that apply)? 
_______________________________________________________________  

 

b 
 “safe 

house” (i. 

with coyote) 

 with family in  

border region 

 with family outside  

of border region 

 homeless   work site  n/a  other 

_________________ 

 don’t know 

3

4. 
Were you free to come and go where you were staying in the US (before being apprehended)?       yes         no          

don’t know      n/a 
 

Now I’d like for you to tell me about when you were picked up by officials in the US 

35. (if a girl) Were you given the option to speak to a 

woman agent? 
  yes   no 

 

  don’t know   n/a 

36. Did Border Patrol ask you to sign anything?   yes   no   don’t know  

   a (if yes) did you sign it   yes   no   don’t 
know

  

  n/a 

   b (if yes) did you understand what they wanted you 

to sign? 
  yes   no   don’t know   n/a 

37. How long were you detained by Border Patrol/ or ICE?  (in days) ______________ (note: 12 hours = .5, 6 hours = 2.5) 
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38. Did anyone from Border Patrol/ ICE ask you if you had 
any reason to be scared to go back to Mexico? 

  yes   no   don’t know 

  a (if yes) how did you answer?   yes*** 

 

  no   don’t know   n/a 

39. Did anyone from Border Patrol/ ICE ask you if you were 
from Mexico? 

  yes 
 

 

  no   don’t know 

  a (if yes) how did you answer?   yes 

 

  no   don’t know   n/a 

40. Did anyone from Border Patrol/ ICE ask you if your 

parents lived in the US? 
  yes   no   don’t know 

    a (if yes) how did you answer?   yes***   no 

 

  don’t know   n/a 

41. Did anyone from Border Patrol/ ICE ask you if wanted to 

speak with the Mexican consulate? 
  yes   no   don’t know 

    a (if yes) how did you answer?   yes***   no   don’t 

know

  

  n/a 

42. Did anyone from Border Patrol/ ICE ask you if had 

witnessed or participated in any crime from the time you 
left your home until you were detained? 

  yes   no   don’t know 

a (if yes) how did you answer?   yes***   no   don’t know   n/a 

43. Did you ask BP or any US authorities for a specific type 

of protection or assistance? 
  yes***   no   don’t know 

44. Did anyone from border patrol threaten you with 
prolonged detention or tell you that you would be held 

for longer or transferred as a punishment (e.g. for either 

crossing the border or for witnessing/ participating in a 
crime)? 

  yes***   no   don’t know 

45. While in US custody, were you able to contact your: Parent(s)/ family in the US 

 yes     no     n/a 
Parent(s)/ family in Mexico 

 yes     no     n/a 

Consulate 

  yes 

  no 

An Attorney or Legal 

Representative 

  yes 

  no 

46 

 

 a 

    

b 

 

c 

Were you transferred from Border Patrol to another 

facility (e.g.. ORR -) before your return? 
  yes     Explain where – 

_______________________ 

how long were you 

there?____________ (days) 

Did you talk to an attorney there? 

 yes     no     

Go before a judge to discuss your 

return to MX? 

 yes     no     

  no   don’t 

know 

47. When they returned to Mexico, what information were you given from the US authorities? 

a.  Who would receive you in MX?    yes   no   don’t know 

b  Shelters to stay in/ resources for migrants?    yes   no   don’t know 

c.  What town you would be returned to?    yes   no   don’t know 

d  Whether and how you could return to the US?    yes   no   don’t know 

e.  Whether you were prohibited from returning to the US?  

 

  yes   no   don’t know 

f.  Any dangers to avoid (maras) upon return?   yes   no   don’t know 

g.  Other (specify) 

_________________________________________ 

  yes   no   don’t know 

4

8

. 

Did anyone from the border patrol ask if you had a 

any special medical need that you needed help or 
assistance with? 

  yes   no   don’t know 

   

a 

(if yes) what was your response?  yes*** 

Did they offer you help? 

  yes       no          not sure 

  no  don’t know 

49. When you were returned to Mexico, how was it/what happened? who accompanied you to the border?  (mark all that apply) 
 Consulate (SRE)  Mexican 

immigration (INM) 
 
CAMEF/DI

F 

 I don’t 

know who it 

was 

 
Federa

 no one accompanied 

me (the minor crossed 

the bridge alone) 

 other (specify) 

______________________

____ 
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l 
Police  

50. Were you interviewed by the consulate at the bridge before being repatriated? 
  yes, in the 

office on the 
US side 

 yes, in 

the middle 
of the 

bridge 

 no, the minor 

didn’t havae any 
contact with the 

consulate 

 no, was interviewed by the 

Consulate (SRE) before 
arriving at the bridge (in 

detention or in an office in the 

city)
  

 no, was 

interviewed by the 
Consulate (SRE) 

after crossing (here in 

Mexico) 

 don’t know 

 

 

51. 

     

How did you arrive at this shelter? 

 INM brought me  CAMEF picked me up at the 

bridge/ INM 

 other, explain  don’t know 

 

For the following Questions 
Eligibility for relief … “Now we’re going to ask you more questions about your experiences before and after you arrived in the 

US. I am going to ask some questions, and if you answer yes to any, I’ll ask you tell me where the experience occurred – e.g. in 

your home country, while you were traveling, or in the US - and who was involved. ) 
Where: 

1- Between my house and the border 

2- While crossing 

3- When caught in US 

4- When detained in US 

5- During repatriation 

6- At the Shelter (MX) 

7- Other (specify) 

8- N/A 

 

Who: 

10- Family 

11- Acquaintance  

12- Coyote or guide 

13- US authority 

14- Mexican authority 

15- Gang 

16- The minor him/herself 

17- Other (specify) 

18- N/A 
5

2. 
From the time you left home, until now,  did you 
witness anyone being: (Check all that apply)                                   

 
no 

 
yes 

 
where? 

 
who? 

 threatened       

 attacked     

 kidnapped     

 injured        

 Harmed in some other way, specify 

_______________________________

____________ 

    

5

3. 
From the time you left home, until you were 

apprehended in the US, did you witness any 

one……(Check all that apply)  
 

 

no 

 

yes 

 

where? 

 

who? 

selling/ trafficking something illegally (drugs/ 

girls)? 
    

forcing others to work?       

in a position of authority extorting money from 

migrants? 
    

Harm someone in another way, specify 

_________________________________ 
    

5

4

. 

From the time you left home, until now, did 

anyone: (Check all that apply) 

 

no 

 

yes 

 

where? 

 

who? 

 hit you or hurt you               

 rob you              

 kidnap you        

 force you to work         

 abuse you verbally            

 force you to use drugs     

 force you to do something dangerous 

or illegal 
    

 force you to do something against your 

will 
    

 touch you in a way that made you 

uncomfortable 
    

 abandon you     
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 Other harm, ___________________      

55. If you did witness or participate in a crime, did you 
help or cooperate with the police in their 

investigations? 

  yes***   no, refused to cooperate 

  no, not given option to 

cooperate (either no investigation 

or no invitation to investigate) 

  don’t know 

 N/A  - no crime 

experience 

56

. 

Has anyone ever threatened to do anything to you or your family?   yes*** – in home country 

  yes***  – in third county 

  yes 
– in 

US 

  no     

  don’t 

know 

57

. 

Are you afraid to return to your country of origin?   yes ***   no   don’t 
know 

58

. 

Were you or was anyone in your family ever hurt or killed?   yes *** – in home country 

  yes***  – in third county 

  yes 

– in 
US 

  no  

  don’t 

know 

59

. 

Where you live, in (country of origin), do you feel people treat you differently because of how you 

look or speak? 
  yes ***    no   don’t 

know 

 
Risk - Now I’d like to learn about your living situation at home, and your plans for the future. 

60. Have you been in touch with your 

parents, or guardians, since arriving in Mexico? 
  yes – parent(s) in US 

  yes – parent(s) in home country 

  no   don’t know 

61. Do your parents/guardians know where you are 
now? 

  yes    no   don’t know 

62. Do you or does anyone in your family  

have debts that you are responsible for? 
  yes*** 

 

  no   not sure 

63. How do you plan on leaving the shelter?   parent will pick up from DIF 

  DIF will arrange travel 

 parents/guardians will give me permission to leave with a coyote/guide  

 parents/guardians will give me permission to leave with a family member 

  don’t know / no plan at the moment 

  other _________________________________________________ 

64. Do you plan on returning to the home 
you left (your country of origin) from? 

  yes    no,  won’t return to the community of origin 

  no, return to the community of origin but not to 

the same house 

 

  don’t know/ no plan yet 

6

5. 

Are you planning on crossing again?   yes, I’ll cross again on my own 

  yes, I’ll cross again with a guide 

 

When are you planning on crossing again?  
 

________________________________ 

  no  don’t know 

66. Do you have any particular fears regarding what you’ll do 

next? 
  yes***   no   not sure 

 

What are your hopes or dreams for the future? 

 

Do you have anything else to add? 

 

Is there anything else in particular you’d like to share with the people in the United 

States, what happened during your journey or how you were treated when you arrived 

at the border? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

Summary paragraph: gender, age, place of origin, how many times crossed the border, 

notable incidents, extra information 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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