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Abstract

Mexico is a country of origin, transit and destination for migrants attempting to reach the US. In
the last decade, there has been an increase in underage migrants travelling without parents from
Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador, due to an increase in violence and natural disasters. They
are often victims of violence, including sexual and gender-based violence, as well as being more
exposed to migration risks such as trafficking and exploitation compared to adults. Their migration
process involves multiple deportations and long waiting times without appropriate access to
education or health services. These conditions can lead to adverse health effects such as
substance abuse, depression and anxiety. In June and July 2021, | visited two migrant shelters
in Mexico City and Guadalajara. Using ethnographic and visual qualitative methods to conduct
interviews with unaccompanied migrant youth and with workers in services for these youth, |
explored the psychosocial mental health constructs of identity and resilience. | found that in this
context of extremely restricted freedom, possibilities for identity building are restricted. Resilience
overlaps with resistance but is generally maintained with cultural narratives of goal achievement,
faith and hope. Crucial formative years are lost, pushing many to aspire only to work — regardless
of the type of work. Strong responsibility towards sending remittances to family contribute to this,
making family one of the main sources of resilience as it represents a goal of the migration
journey. The prevailing regional migration management, underlined by discriminatory policies
which place profit and national security ideology before a recognition of common humanity, is a
considerable barrier to advancing access to rights for these youth. However, professionals —
including healthcare professionals — have a leading role in advocating against this. Specific skills
were identified for professionals who work with this population, such as empathy, adaptation and
recognition of children as rights-holders.

México es un pais de origen, transito y destino para migrantes que viajan a Estados Unidos. En
la altima década, ha habido un aumento de migrantes menores de edad viajando sin sus padres;
originarios sobretodo de Guatemala, Honduras y El Salvador. En México, esta poblacion esta
mas expuesta a riesgos de la migracién como la trata en comparacién con adultos. Ademas, son
frecuentemente victimas de violencia, incluyendo sexual. Su proceso migratorio implica multiples
deportaciones y largos tiempos de espera sin debido acceso a servicios de educacion o salud.
Estas condiciones conllevan efectos adversos a la salud como el abuso de sustancias, depresion
y ansiedad. En junio y julio 2021, visité dos albergues para migrantes en Ciudad de México y
Guadalajara. Utilicé métodos etnogréficos y cualitativos-visuales para realizar entrevistas con
juventud migrante no acompafiada y con trabajadores en servicios para esta poblacion. Exploré
aspectos psicosociales de la salud mental: identidad y resiliencia. Encontré que, en este contexto
de libertad extremadamente restringida, las posibilidades para construirse una identidad son
también restringidas. La resiliencia se vuelve muchas veces resistencia, pero es generalmente
mantenida a través de narrativas culturales de cumplir metas, fe y esperanza. Se pierden afios
formativos cruciales, empujando a muchos a aspirar solo al trabajo — independientemente del
tipo de trabajo. Contribuye a esto una fuerte responsabilidad a mandar remesas a la familia, por
lo que la familia se vuelve una meta y una forma de resiliencia. EI manejo migratorio regional
responde a una vision discriminatoria que, negando una humanidad comun, es la principal
barrera hacia la restitucibn de derechos para esta juventud. Sin embargo, diferentes
profesionales — incluyendo en servicios de salud — tienen la capacidad de defender estos
derechos. Habilidades identificadas como cruciales en estos profesionales incluyen la empatia,
adaptacion y reconocimiento de menores de edad como sujetos de derecho.



Impact statement

With a focus on the specific context and the effect of sociocultural factors on psychosocial aspects
of mental health, this research investigated the impact that forced migration transit had on identity
and resilience among 18 unaccompanied migrant youth in Mexico. These aspects of mental
health are important for personal development, especially in an age of transition to adulthood.
The research documented the limitations encountered by these youth regarding their personal
freedom - including factors such as violence, discrimination and lack of institutional resources
available to address this migration. Through its findings, this research contributes to: 1) building
‘present memory’ (borrowing a term from anthropologist Valentina Glockner) through
ethnographic accounts; 2) identifying specific skills and knowledge necessary for the
management of unaccompanied migrant youth in Mexico; and 3) advancing representations of
migrant adolescents with agency, though made vulnerable by the social and cultural context
where they live in. These representations contribute to building the baseline for the appropriate
management of these youth, in accordance with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UNCRC). Benefits of this research can be derived from dissemination of these findings,
depending on the dissemination strategy and target audience. In the academic field of global
health, this research adds to the field of migration and health, and makes a methodological
contribution in confirming that the use of visual methods with youth in migration contexts is
generally appropriate. Other modalities of dissemination, such as a podcast and image
exhibitions, will be directed at a lay audience and impact will be oriented to shifting simplistic
migrant representations to more nuanced and realistic stories. | will aim in a first instance for
dissemination in the local context where research was produced, and will disseminate
internationally through conferences and the publication of articles in English. In collaboration with
prior and future research on this topic, the impact of this work will translate into expanding
knowledge on the situations faced by migrant youth in transit; and what can be done collectively
to address both the consequences and the root causes of massive displacement of migrant youth.
This impact is a collaborative effort in alliance with other researchers, advocates, activists,
healthcare workers and migrants: a long-term process of culture change that | believe holds long
term gain.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE PROJECT

Project aims and objectives

The project’s title is ‘Shaping Transit: perceptions of migration transit, identity
(trans)formation and the impact on mental health of unaccompanied migrant youth in
Mexico’. Migration is a complex experience and does not have straightforward mental
health outcomes. As much as forced migration can expose to dangerous and potentially
traumatic experiences, mental health consequences depend on the social and personal
context (1). Unaccompanied youth face this migration travel without parents or legal
guardians and, thus, do not have a direct or physically present parental reference or
guide. As such, this project’s aims are twofold:

1) To holistically explore the mental health needs of a young population facing
migration transit without parental guidance
2) To explore how these needs are met by Mexican authorities

In order to explore mental health needs holistically, this research will shift the traditional
focus of exploring mental health in migration contexts from a trauma perspective. Instead,
the focus will be on two psychosocial mental health processes — identity and resilience —
which are deeply affected by drastic changes and adverse experiences, as well as being
two pillars of mental wellbeing. The research had three objectives:

1) To develop a participatory visual method that can be implemented with migrant
youth in contexts of mobility and transit

2) To explore the perspectives of workers in services for or with migrant youth on
the contexts migrant youth face in Mexico

3) To utilise images and stories derived from the participatory methods to engage
the general public and policymakers in awareness about the mental health needs
of migrant youth

Positionality: Why this project and what is my background?

| am a doctor by training, now PhD candidate in the UCL Institute for Global Health.
Beyond a professional realm, | am many different things, but perhaps the only definition
of myself that will hold true throughout my life is that of being a migrant. As for most,
migration is in my genes. My Mexican grandfather migrated to the United States during
the years of the Programa Bracero! and moved his whole family from Michoacan to
Mexico City in search of better opportunities. Years later, my father migrated to Milan,
Italy, where he met my mother who was from a small town called Gavardo close to lake
Garda. Later, my mother migrated to Mexico and ever since | was born, I've been back
and forth. | was on a plane before my first birthday and moving has become part of who
| am.

1 The Programa Bracero (1942-1964) was an important bilateral agreement between the US and Mexico, which
warranted recruitment of Mexican workforce due to scarcity post Second World War. Work was legal but temporal,
thus without many basic rights; such as the right to organise or to move from job to job
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| internalise and embrace the hardship of moving; the loss, uncertainty, misunderstanding
and adaptation required. | also acknowledge my privileged experience of moving, one
that was not forced by traumatic events. | am nonetheless a firm believer that any
movement can lead to personal growth; by shifting our perspectives, challenging what
we take for granted and empowering symbolic more than material belongings. | am also
a firm believer that if our world holds a chance at becoming a place where we can all
flourish sustainably, it will be thanks to its new generations; including those that are
unfairly jailed, tortured, held back and kept in a limbo. Thus, this project seeks to
contribute to research defending safe transit of those new generations, to a future where
their thriving is basis for a culture of care we would all benefit from.

A note on terminology

This thesis focuses on unaccompanied migrant youth, aged 14 to 24. This age bracket
was voluntarily chosen to conceptualise transition to adulthood (legally defined as age of
majority, or 18 years in most contexts) as a process rather than a birthday. However,
legally, a person under the age of majority is usually entitled to higher protection
standards compared to an adult and has specific rights; for example those outlined in the
1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child — explored in detail in section
2.1.2. For this reason, this thesis will refer to ‘minors’ when referring to children and
adolescents under the age of majority, and ‘youth’ when referring to children, adolescents
and young adults up to the age of 24. | acknowledge and problematise both the terms
‘unaccompanied’ and ‘minor’ as stigmatising. The former may mislead into thinking these
youth travel completely alone, or that they do not have a family, while the reality is more
complex. The latter may inferiorise and infantilise children and adolescents compared to
adults (2, 3). Thus, | use both terms only when strictly necessary: as legal terminology,
in disaggregation of migration data or when referring to the particular management of the
population under majority age without parents or legal tutors present. At the same time,
a distinction must be made when writing with scientific accuracy and when colloquially
speaking or disseminating for a lay public. An effort to represent children and adolescents
begins with how we talk with and about them, including avoiding stigmatising terms.

A note on chapters’ initial quotes

Each chapter starts with a literary or musical quote from a relevant author who has
accompanied me throughout this work. | opted to leave the English translation in the
Footnote, to preserve the flow of the narrative. | also feel the untranslated mixing of
languages represents the mixing of identities that | carry. Similar to chicana (Mexican
American) writer Gloria Anzaldua's writing which purposefully mixes untranslated
Spanish and English as a way to show that that is a way to exist for people with multiple
languages?. Footnotes also serve to explain the origin of the quotes.

2 Anzaldda, Gloria. How to tame a wild tongue. na, 1987
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INTRODUCTION TO THE CENTRAL AMERICA-MEXICO-UNITED STATES
MIGRATION CONTEXT

Buscando América3

‘Cuénteme otra historia, Vviejo hstwriaguandd ...) Nece
estoy del an@uesedla histoneamas.hermosa y menos verdadera posible, y
gue me haga olvidar las mentiras patridticas y contradictorias de algunos periddicos
gue acabo de comprar en el muelle. Los italianos insultan a los eslavos, los eslavos a
los griegos, los alemanes a los rusos, los francesesa Alemani a .. Todos tienen r
supohgo’
-Rubén Blades; Marguerite Yourcenar

1.1 Beginning. Structural causes

When telling a story about migration, there is a complex, intertwining set of causes that
directly or indirectly determine a person’s departure. In this section of the thesis, | will
outline some of the structural and historical causes that have led to the current Central
American humanitarian crisis.

First, it is worth introducing the broader historical context of migration to the United States,
which is not a recent phenomenon. Initial European settlements in the early 1600s were
both Spanish and English, although the Spanish historical legacy was largely neglected
two centuries later during waves of anti-immigration movements that strengthened the
Anglo-Saxon heritage (4, 5). During the colonial period, a large number of people from
West Africa were brought to be sold as slaves (6), later emancipated during the US Civil
War (1861-1865). Another major wave of immigration came in the mid 19th century,
mostly from Ireland and Germany, as well as around 25,000 Chinese immigrants
attracted by the Gold rush, or newly discovered goldfield® (6). After the concession of
55% of Mexican territory to the US Southwest in 1848, following the Mexican-American
war (7), Mexican migrants started being attracted by industries in the US; with numbers
rising sharply by 1920 (8). With the 1929 Depression, many Mexicans previously
welcomed as temporary rural workers were deported (8). Beginning the 20th century,
migrants from Central, Eastern and Southern Europe entered through Ellis Island; the
first federal immigration station. Their arrival was paralleled by anti-immigrant sentiments,
reinforced by the surge of the new eugenic ‘science’ (5). Books, articles, lectures and
conferences legitimised the topic of ‘race suicide’; arguing that heredity was the only

3 Translation: ‘Looking for America’. Reference to the name of an album by Panamanian musician Rubén Blades,
distributed in 1984 and singing songs related to the political and social context of Latin America at the time

4 Translation: ‘Tell me another story, old friend (...) | need some whisky and a story when | am in front of the sea...
The most beautiful and less truthful story possible, that will make me forget the patriotic and contradictory lies of some
newspapers | have just bought in the harbor. The Italians insult the Slav, the Slav insult the Geek, the German insult
the Russian, the French insult Germany... They are all right, | guess’. Quote from Yourcenar, Marguerite. Cuentos
orientales. Instituto Nacional para Ciegos-INCI, 2021.

5 The first federal legislation restricting migration was targeted against the Chinese: the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act
was a ten-year bill extended twice, made permanent in 1902 and further extended in 1903 to contain in the exclusion
list “idiots, insane persons, epileptics or anarchists”
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determinant of intelligence and moral values. ldentifying the ‘Anglo-Saxon race as
superior’ implied that mixing with ‘inferior races’ would lead to ‘inferior’ offspring.
Hundreds of colleges, including UCL®, Harvard, Columbia, Brown and Cornell, offered
courses on eugenics. However, European refugees continued to enter the United States
after the Second World War, as well as Cuban refugees following the communist
revolution in 1959 (6).

Regarding Mexican migration, an important bilateral agreement called Programa Bracero
(1942-1964) warranted the renewed recruitment of Mexican workforce due to scarcity
post Second World War. Work was legal but temporal, thus without many basic rights;
such as the right to organise or to move from job to job (9, 10). The migrant profile during
this period was that of a rural, male Mexican in reproductive age, who underwent a mostly
circular migration by returning to Mexico. However, since demand outstripped the spaces
provided by the programme, around 5 million Mexicans entered undocumented anyway.
This led to the formation of a hostile environment against Mexican immigrants and the
programme, resulting in its end in 1964, but not the end of Mexican migration to the US
(9). In the period 1965-1986, an increasing network of Mexican undocumented workers
in the US continued to grow and mix with workers of other nationalities (mostly Central
American and Caribbean) from the beginning of the 1980’s. This increase reinforced the
feeling that the US had ‘lost control’ of its borders (9). In 1986, the Immigration Reform
and Control Act (IRCA) was passed by US Congress: heightening border security,
illegalising hiring of undocumented immigrants and legalising the status for immigrants
who had arrived prior to January 1982. Despite legalisation of the status of almost 2.7
million workers already present in the US, this legislation set the stage for border
militarisation and increased discriminatory practices (11).

Border patrol enforcement began then a major buildup since the mid-1990’s, culminating
in the creation of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) after the 9/11 attacks in
2001 (9). Since 2005, the Border Patrol has implemented more severe measures such
as criminal prosecution for illegal entry and rapid deportation without appeal (12).
Apprehensions then decreased substantially (13), although the main reasons why people
were migrating were not addressed: fast forward to 2022 and we find a new record peak
of 2.3 million apprehensions (14). Migration dynamics and causes have changed in the
last decade (15); reduced fertility rates in Mexico and the Great Recession in 2008
contributed to decrease the typical economic migration of Mexicans (12). Beginning in
2012, there was a parallel increase in families from the Northern Triangle of Central
America (NTCA; Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador) fleeing violence (16). By 2014,
apprehensions of non-Mexican migrants outnumbered Mexicans for the first time (Figure
1).

6 UCL issued a public apology for its historical relation to eugenics, since the very first Department of Eugenics in the
world was established at UCL thanks to a financial endowment left by Francis Galton:
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2021/jan/ucl-makes-formal-public-apology-its-history-and-legacy-eugenics.
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Shifts in apprehensions at the U.S.-Mexico border

The number of Mexicans apprehended at the Southwest Border fell by more
than two thirds over the last decade. The numbers from the countries of the
Northern Triangle - El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras - more than

quadrupled.
® Mexico Northern Triangle
495,582
400,000
223,604
0
200,000 . = — \/O
38,650 152,257
0 =
2009 2018
Source: U.S. Customs and Border Protection THE WASHINGTON POST

Figure 1. Shifts in apprehensions at the US-Mexico border
Source: https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the americas/why-is-mexican-migration-slowing-while-guatemalan-
and-honduran-migration-is-surging/2019/04/28/fad52432-6493-11e9-a698-2a8f808c9cfb_story.html

Since 2019, apprehensions have steadily increased. From 977 thousand apprehensions
in Fiscal Year (FY) 2019 (1%t October 2018-30" September 2019), to 1.7 million in
FY20217 and the aforementioned 2.3 million peak in FY2022. In FY2022, 6.3% (152,057)
were unaccompanied minor apprehensions, down from 8.4% (146,925) in FY2021 but up
in absolute numbers (Figure 2). The Trump administration introduced drastic policies in
2019 (Table 1), but migration flows increased nonetheless. Partly due to the Trump
administration halt to foreign aid to the NTCA, cancelling any form of cooperation for
addressing structural causes of migration; partly due to the Covid-19 pandemic; and
partly because drastic policies paradoxically create a ‘signal’ that the time to migrate is
due, before conditions become even more difficult (12).

7 FY 2020 is excluded on purpose as an exceptional fiscal year due to the pandemic, during which apprehensions
inevitably lowered to 458 thousand
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Figure 2. Customs and Border Patrol Single Minor apprehensions for Fiscal Years 2021 and 2022
Source: https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters
Accessed 20/03/2023

Table 1. Summary of policies implemented in 2019 by the Trump administration

These policies are:

1 anarrowing of eligibility criteria for asylum claims, largely disqualifying typical circumstances
of NTCA migrants;

1 a limiting of daily access to the asylum process for individuals at specific ports of entry - a
process called ‘metering’ which effectively pushes migrants back to manage their own
queues in Mexico;

91 the program Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP), which requires asylum seekers to wait for
their claim resolution in Mexico under risky circumstances for a period of 6 months to 2 years;

1 an agreement reached on 7th June 2019 with the Mexican government regarding the
militarisation of the Mexican southern border, threatening the imposition of 5-25% tariffs on
all Mexican imports if Mexico did not comply
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Different factors are pushing migrants to leave Central America: demographic, economic,
climate, security and political (17). Demographic factors are the higher fertility rates and
increased population growth, mainly in Guatemala and Honduras (12). Economic factors
mean poverty: Honduras has a per-capita income of $5,000, while Guatemala and El
Salvador of around $8,000. To give a reference, Mexico has a per-capita income of
$18,000 and the United States of $66,000 (18). One of the reasons for the poverty present
in the NTCA is the widespread shift to employment in foreign-owned factories, without
appropriate wages or social security, coupled with the gradual impossibility to maintain a
job in agriculture as a small producer (19, 20).

Climate factors include a years-long drought in the so-called “Dry Corridor” which involves
sections of all NTCA countries (Figure 3). This drought has contributed to reduced
agricultural production and food insecurity (21). Strong hurricanes that have historically
damaged the region include hurricane Mitch in 1998, devastating for Honduras and
Nicaragua (22). More recent hurricanes lota and Eta impacted the region in November
2020 and left four million people affected by loss of housing in Honduras (Figure 4) (23).

2 . Dry Corridor
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Figure 3. Dry corridor in Central America
Source: Capps, R et al (2019), Migration Policy Institute
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Figure 4. After the passage of the lota hurricane in Honduras
Source: https://elpais.com/elpais/2020/11/27/album/1606442195 808110.html#foto_gal 3

Security factors are among the most dramatic reasons pushing people out of the region.
All three NTCA countries have one of the highest murder rates in the world. In 2018,
murder rates were - per 100,000 - 51 in El Salvador, 41 in Honduras and 22 in Guatemala
(12). In a Médecins sans frontieres (MSF) survey conducted in shelters in Mexico and El
Salvador in 2018 and 2019 (24), out of 480 survey participants (79.6 % Hondurans, 12 %
Guatemalans, 6.2 % Salvadorans), 45.8% referred violence as the key reason for leaving.
Frequently reported reasons were assaults, extortion, threats and attempted forced
recruitment by gangs. MSF concluded that the violence suffered by people in the NTCA
is comparable to that of war zones. Many try relocating in their same country at first but
are followed and persecuted by gangs (24).

Gangs or maras are one of the most common agents of violence in Central America,
commonly the Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) and Barrio 18 (B18) (25). MS-13 is a
Salvadoran gang born in the streets and prisons of Los Angeles, most likely in response
to the exclusion and criminalisation that their members experienced in the US. As stated
by José Miguel Cruz, “living in a cultural and economic disadvantage and often neglected
by their parents in a particularly hostile environment, many young migrants found identity
and peer support in the gangs” (26). Although immigration rates have proven to be
unassociated with crime rates (27-30), Latinos were defined by the government, police
and media in the US as “youth gangs” (5): a stigmatising term which may have turned
some of them into what they were criminalised for. The US conducted mass deportations
of Salvadorans in the mid 1990’s; around half a million were returned in total, including
gang members, which historically led to exporting the MS-13 gang identity.
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In Central America, maras were already present, so the deportation of MS-13 members
compacted multiple local maras into a single, stronger one (26). B18 was the other
identity that gained influence, in opposition to MS-13 (26). Maras expanded through a
social imitation process; specific tattoos or violent rituals to join (26). Gangs recruit
children from a young age, offering payment and a sense of belonging (24). However,
criminalisation continues in the NTCA: the so-called mano dura (hardline) policies which
target and arrest youth as young as 12, without addressing root causes of unemployment,
result in further alienation of youth from society and make State violence legal and
legitimate (31, 32).

Forming part of organised crime, whether maras in Central America or narcos in Mexico,
is closely related to a mix of lack of other opportunities, poverty and a machist culture
that privileges violent self-assertion, as well as normalising abuse against women (24,
33). Cultural dominance over women is a major factor contributing to domestic violence,
which highly contributes to the structural, generalised violence context both in Mexico
and Central America (31). In this cultural context, many grow up learning that if you do
not beat, you get beaten, or killed (34). When life holds such a precarious value and death
is part of everyday life, it makes sense to some young people to live fast with the success
of ‘easy drugs, money and women in excess’, the appeal of the organised crime lifestyle
(34, 35). In other instances, recruitment might be forced. Organised crime is also not
limited to Central America or Mexico, it is a network which extends as far as their main
clients: the US and Europe (36). For example, there have been reports of hacking attacks
on behalf of MS-13 members in New York and Milan (37, 38).

Political factors relate to the longstanding corruption that NTCA countries face. With
members of the army and police indiscriminately detaining teenagers assumed to be
affiliated to gangs, while at the same time not reacting to formal complaints of gang abuse
by civilians, there is strong mistrust in security forces which favours impunity: gangs
become the de-facto authority (24). Strong measures to ‘extirpate’ organised crime - the
mano dura policies - result in institutional involvement in structural violence, including
organised crime bribing or infiltrating security forces (31). In addition, joining mara bosses
in prisons resulted in better coordination of their trans-national businesses, thanks to
information technologies (26). In Guatemala and El Salvador, ex-president Jimmy
Morales and president Nayib Bukele, respectively, have refused to extend the UN-
sponsored International Commission Against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG) and in El
Salvador (CICIES) (39). In contrast, newly elected Honduran president Xiomara Castro
requested to the UN the creation of a Commission Against Impunity in Honduras (CICIH)
(40). Honduran ex-president Juan Orlando Herndndez was extradited in April 2022 to the
US under charges of links with organised crime (41).

Ironically, US foreign policy contributes to migration. The situation Central Americans are
in now is also historically due to the heavy social and political instability experienced
starting in the 1960’s, resulting in revolutionary civil wars in the 1980ies with US-
organised counter-insurgency (20). A decade later, the peace agreements determined a
transition to economic ‘restabilisation’ under the capitalistic free trade model (20). This
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model, which evolved to be more correctly called neoliberalism, is partly responsible for
the environmental and social disasters that are driving migration from Central America
and other parts of the world.

1.2 Transit. The conditions in Mexico

Mexico’s geographical location, in between Central and South America and the US, make
it the main global migration corridor as of 2020 (42). Conditions of undocumented transit
in Mexico are dangerous and with few guarantees (43, 44). Since the 2006 ‘war on drug
cartels’®, there is increased presence of organised crime in smuggling networks (45).
Coupled with Mexican border enforcement measures under US pressure, such as
Programa Frontera Sur (Southern Border Program) in 2014 or the more recent 2019 and
2021 border militarisations: the result is an increasingly high human and economic cost
of travelling through Mexico (25, 27, 46).

A qualitative study conducted in 2006-2007 in northern Mexico (Mexicali and Tijuana)
revealed that migrants had experienced threats, verbal and physical abuse, arbitrary
detention and sexual violence whilst in transit (43). Victims often do not report, for fear of
deportation or because authorities are the perpetrators (27). Death or witnessing death
is common (24). For example, a famous incident is the 2010 discovery of 72 corpses of
kidnapped migrants in a San Fernando ranch in the northern Mexican state of
Tamaulipas, followed by the discovery of 47 mass graves with 193 corpses in the same
area (47). More recently, 19 incinerated bodies were found in January 2021 in Camargo,
Tamaulipas, inside two incinerated cars which reportedly carried a group of migrants from
Guatemala (48). There are also environmental risks, such as the harsh desert conditions
at the northern Mexican border, which are getting worse due to climate change (49).

Increasing violence and risk faced by migrants in Mexico led to the organisation of migrant
caravans, as a way to travel safer and as a visible protest for the right to mobility (50).
Although there have been previous smaller caravans organised, at least since 2006 (51),
an estimated total of more than 17,900 caravan members traveled through Mexico
between October and December 2018 (50). Smugglers lowered their prices in response
to this competition, and Mexican authorities and civil-society organisations provided food,
shelter, medicines and other support (12). Humanitarian visas were handed out at first,
although this measure was stopped after 14,000 visas, due to the overwhelming numbers
(51, 52). Caravans have been since then met with deterrence. In January 2021, a new
caravan of around 9000 people from Honduras was blocked in Guatemala by a human
wall of police. The Mexican Guardia Nacional® (GN) was also deployed at the southern
Mexican border to stop further passage (53).

8 The Mexican ‘war on drug cartels’ initiated in 2006 by then Mexican president Felipe Calderdn skyrocketed levels of
violence without being in any way effective in dismantling illegal drug trafficking. This ‘crackdown’ strategy destabilised
the arrangements of the cartels so that they started to fight one another for the shares of a market which remained
profitable as a result of US drug consumption. They started fighting in US cities too, beginning late 2008, with weapons
supplied by US gun dealers, while US politicians demanded crackdown on this violence by Mexican officials rather
than by addressing gun regulations or drug consumption. Because, they said, the culprit was illegal immigration and
the failure to close the border.

9 The Guardia Nacional (GN) is a recently created force, which encompasses the adhesion of previous members of
the Navy and the Federal Police. By being created with members of military forces, Amnesty International, in its report
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In December 2018, the then newly elected Mexican president Andrés Manuel Lopez
Obrador took office with a rhetoric of humanitarian migration management. However, the
rapid increase in US-Mexico border crossings in spring 2019 led to the Trump
administration imposing agreements under threats of 5-25% tariffs on Mexico if migration
was not halted. With a staggering 80% of Mexico’s exports going to the US, this pressure
was real (54). In June 2019, Mexico signed an agreement with the US government in
which it pledged to deploy 6,000 officers of the GN at the Mexico-Guatemala border; to
accept asylum seekers returned by the US -whilst they awaited asylum hearings- under
the Migrant Protection Protocols; and to address root causes of migration through
development investment in the NTCA. If this agreement did not slow migration within 45
days, a separate agreement negotiated that Mexico would process the claim of all
migrants who transit its territory as a safe third-country (12).

The Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP) — also called ‘Remain in Mexico’ — is a policy
which breaches the right to non-refoulement of asylum seekers. It exemplifies the way in
which breach of human rights, violence and murder on account of the state can become
normalised as a legal migration management policy. By the end of 2019, around 70,000
migrants had been returned to Mexico, including 16,000 children (55). It has been
documented that the MPP increased kidnapping rates of returned migrants who had no
choice but to stay close to the border, sleeping in tents, in order to attend their migration
hearings (24, 56). At the time of this writing (April 2023), the MPP is still being
implemented!®. However, Mexico does not have the necessary infrastructure for
accepting increased asylum claims (52). In 2019, the Mexican Commission for Refugees
(COMAR), had 33,650 pending applications and, despite this, received a budget cut of 6
million pesos (roughly 300 thousand dollars) from Lépez Obrador (57). In 2020, COMAR
issued a statement of temporary suspension of the legally defined timelines to grant an
asylum resolution due to the pandemic. In 2020 and 2021, despite the pandemic,
COMAR received 32,272 and 123,187 asylum requests, respectively (58, 59).

The Mexican Documentation Network of Migrant Defence Organisations (Red de
Documentacion de Organizaciones Defensoras de Migrantes — REDODEM) is a network
of 23 migrant shelters (Figure 5) at different points of the migration routes (Figure 6).
They share real-time data between themselves — e.g. regarding possible coyotes,
traffickers or aggressive migrants — as well as publish reports. According to a 2019 report,
of the 27,402 migrants registered by the shelters that form part of this organisation, most
were male and from Honduras, 15% were unaccompanied minors (51). About half (30.4%
in January-March and 44.6% in April to December) had Mexico as destination, the rest
had the US. 71% was victim of robbery, 5% of extorsion — including by police and

Mexico: When Words Are Not Enough. The Human Rights Situation One Year Into the New Government, has publicly
stated the inappropriate character of the GN in dealing with civil issues such as public security. The law to which the
GN responds, the Ley Nacional sobre el Uso de la Fuerza, has serious flaws in its applicability of human rights.

10 Although president Biden terminated MPP, a federal court in Texas ordered the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) to reinstate MPP. ‘On December 3, 2021, the Biden administration formally reinstated MPP, and began sending
individuals back to Mexico under MPP 2.0 on December 6, 2021’
(https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/migrant-protection-protocols)
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migration authorities - and 3% of kidnapping. AlImost 70% moved through Mexico on the
cargo train called La Bestial! and/or walking. Many accidents happen on La Bestia,
including being thrown off by people who charge for the ‘possibility’ of travelling on the

train (60).
Integrantes
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Figure 5. Location of the shelters that form part of REDODEM
Source: https://redodem.org/integrantes/

11 A visual account of how it is like to travel on La Bestia can be found in the CNN reportage ‘La Bestia: El tren de la
muerte’: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0emlhgMt4L0
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Figure 6. Three different migrant routes to the US

Mexico’s border enforcement is not only the result of political and economic pressure
from the US. The invisibility migrants are subjected to creates an opportunity for profit
made from smuggling, exploiting, kidnapping and trafficking (27). For example, the
human trafficking business alone ran by organised crime in Mexico represented an
estimated 2.5 billion dollars a year (24). In work they find, migrants may be denied
payment or are paid radically less (27). Assistance for migrants falls mostly on civil society
or nongovernmental migrant shelters such as those organised in REDODEM. However,
during the Covid-19 pandemic, conditions of lack of protection for migrants were
exacerbated. Using the policy Title 42'?, the US increased deportations to Mexico;
reportedly done without previously testing for the virus (61). Conditions in detention
centres of the National Migration Institute (INM; Instituto Nacional de Migracién) in Mexico
have been reported to be inappropriate regarding overcrowding, abuse and lack of
medical services; which prompted protests during the pandemic (61). In Tenosique,
Tabasco, detained migrants provoked a fire that caused the death of one of them: Hector
Rolando Barrientos (ibid).

Mexico’s 2011 Migration Law (LM; Ley de Migracion) defines migration as an
administrative fault, rather than a felony, and offers different ways for migrants to stay in
the country temporarily or permanently (62). Mexico is a signatory of the 1984 Cartagena

12 Title 42 is a policy implemented from March 2020 to May 2023 - on the grounds of ‘public health’ protection from
COVID-19 - which suspended the possibility to seek asylum in the US for single adults and families. The border became
essentially shut to asylum seekers, provoking widespread expulsions to Mexico and other countries of origin. The initial
Biden administration’s planned termination of Title 42 in May 2022 was blocked by a Louisiana Federal court.
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Declaration on Refugees (63), which widens the eligibility criteria for granting asylum.
However, the lack of capacity for effectively processing and granting asylum means that
many abandon their applications in Mexico (12). For migrants ineligible for asylum or
humanitarian visas, Mexico grants regional visitor visas (that allow restricted travel but
no employment) or a border worker visa (mostly used for agricultural employment; 40,000
were issued between 2016 and 2018), valid in southern Mexican states (12).

Mexico thus has good policy tools for effective migration management but it lacks the
capacity and resources to fully implement them. Significant investment is needed to
sustain the COMAR, as well as to personalise the response given to minors and other
subpopulations of migrants. Currently, Mexico cannot guarantee the safety or the efficient
asylum processing that is required of a safe third-country. Deterrence politics, and the
consequent underfunding for appropriate integration, fuel tension between migrants and
local population (64). Racism and discrimination can go to the extent that detention and
deportation of indigenous and afro-descendant Mexican nationals has been documented
(65).

1.3 Destination. The conditions in the United States

In this section, | explore pull factors and political manipulation of migration; for labour or
political traction. | identify three main pull factors: social networks in the US; economic
advantages; and choosing the correct migration moment, depending on changing
migration policies (12). Social networks in the destination country provide potential
migrants with essential information on when and how to endure the migration journey
(66), as well as initial housing or other forms of support, such as paying for their
smuggling or rescue fees (12). As described in section 1.1, the first significant levels of
undocumented immigration from Central America date back to the 1980ies when people
fled civil wars from the region. This established communities in the US: in 2017, it was
estimated that El Salvador had a community of 1.4 million nationals, Honduras one of
660,000 nationals and Guatemala 960,000 nationals (67). Rejoining family members is a
major pull factor, especially for unaccompanied minors.

The second pull factor, economic advantages, relates to the need to send remittances to
the country of origin to help family members (68). The advantage is relative to the pay,
rather than conditions of labour; and there are complex links between undocumented
immigration, low-wage labour and migration policy. Migration is not an ‘external’ issue to
the US, as many media portray; with ‘illegal’ immigration subsidising much of its internal
economy without any labour rights (10). Having an exploitable workforce that can fulfill
less gratifying, low-paid and often unsafe jobs with long working hours - mostly in
construction, agriculture and services — is profitable (27). We live in a neoliberal system
that favors economic profitability over social and environmental sustainability, the latter
meaning equitable societies and non-extractivist use of resources (69, 70). Border
enforcement itself is a business (10). And exploitable workforce is partly displaced in
consequence of free trade agreements, such as those the US has signed with both
Mexico (North American Free Trade Agreement, signed in 1992) and Central America
(Central American Free Trade Agreement, signed in 2004). These agreements favour
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multinational corporations over smaller producers, subsequently exploiting their
disempowerment as ‘illegal’ migrants (10, 66, 71).

What has been defined as a ‘revolving-door policy by De Genova (71), is the
phenomenon where “mass deportations are concurrent with an overall, large-scale, more
or less permanent importation of [migrant] labor”. In other words, in order to have
exploitable workforce, it becomes more important to construct the fillegality’ and
‘deportability’ of these workers as a concept, rather than really deporting all of them (71).
However, ‘illegality’ as an ontological condition is wrong by definition. A person may
perform an illegal act; but can never be illegal. ‘Irregular’ and ‘undocumented’ are kinder
euphemisms, which we use because we find a need to define a person who has yet to
regularise his or her migration status. Yet, we must use these words cautiously; the
danger of over-using these terms superficially is the normalisation of them as definition
of the person (71).

When the state constructs ‘illegality’ as a political identity, it is criminalising free
movement of people as a means to maintain ‘control’ over its national sovereignty. But
what does an unchallenged national sovereignty look like, when it is the existence of
enforcement that defines the boundaries of a state? We categorise ‘illegal’ as something
that should not happen, but without ‘illegality’ there would be no ‘legality’ and no
legitimation - of appropriation of a space and use of resources — that comes with it. As
stated by De Genova, “the elusiveness of the law, and its relative invisibility in producing
‘illegality’ requires the spectacle of enforcement at the US-Mexico border that renders
racialized migrant ‘illegality’ visible and lends it the commonsensical air of a ‘natural’ fact”
(71). US-born workers and their unions also excluded immigrants because of this rhetoric,
leading to fragmentation and declining conditions of labor for all workers (10). And yet,
the US-Mexico border has just about 100 years of history. It has nothing natural, mythical,
nor eternal to it.

When Joe Biden took presidency in January 2021, he announced the removal of many
of Trump’s immigration policies. He promised a legalisation pathway for millions of
undocumented people present in the US; stopping the building of the wall; counting the
undocumented in National census; and preserving Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals
(DACA)®3 (72). At the same time, the administration announced that they needed time
and encouraged migrants “not to travel to the border”, as large arrivals could hinder
approval of the reform (73). In fact, 2021 saw a record in border arrests. Two years later,
many of the administration’s immigration goals remained unfulfilled; with Covid-era
policies such as Title 42 still in place and even extended to include Venezuelan nationals
(74, 75). But smugglers took advantage of the change in administration to incite hope into
potential clients, creating desperate situations such as the death of 53 migrants in a truck
in San Antonio in June 2022 (49, 76). It is difficult to wait for reforms being approved

13 The Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program — a policy protecting nearly 800,000 young people who arrived
to the United States unlawfully as children, deferring deportation and allowing them to work - was established in 2012.
The Trump administration tried to terminate the program in an effort blocked by the Supreme Court.
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when one is fleeing death threats, or is stranded without money or shelter in northern
Mexico.

More than the surge in numbers, the lag in approval and implementation of the reforms
can be attributed to the dramatic internal divisions and opposition in Congress that the
politicised migration topic creates (74). Crises also intersect, such as the Afghanistan
evacuation and the surge in Haitian migration due to natural disasters and political
upheaval since August-September 2021 (74). Or the Russian invasion of Ukraine since
February 2022 (77). Huge numbers of people at the border certainly do not alleviate
divisions, but these situations are also a result of chronic failure to embrace a humane
immigration policy; one which assumes the responsibility that large numbers may imply
at the beginning, acknowledging that addressing structural factors takes time. Affected
people do not have this time, but governments do. Out of principle, they should be
prepared to wait before seeing the results of humane immigration management,
meanwhile absorbing the damage done.

1.4 Reality. Deportation and Return

Legal existence inevitably impacts physical and emotional existence on a daily basis. The
invisibility that the undocumented condition demands - enforced through deportability -
implies exclusion, subjugation and repression in the form of hunger, exploited
employment or violence and death (71). In this condition, even the simplest activities such
as driving, having a drink out, travelling or going to college are transformed into illicit acts.
This hinders long-term planning, as deportation looms over any certainty of a future (71).
Deportation and ‘voluntary’ return are by far the preferred migration management, even
if they do not prevent and indeed often encourage a second migration (78).

The impact of deportation, both on deportees and on left-behind family, includes isolation,
depression, financial hardship and family fragmentation (79). Migrants often have nothing
but risk to return to; many indebted themselves to be able to migrate and may not be
accepted back in their communities, as return is associated to ‘failure’ (17, 80). NTCA
countries are reported to provide deported children with food, medical services and help
in contacting family members, but no reintegration programs — such as vocational training
— exist (81). Children born in the US (thus US citizens) to undocumented parents remain
either separated from their deported parents or are deported with them, disregarding the
US nationality (82). This disruption to a child’s development and education has deep
consequences, even when deportation does not actually occur. Deportation as a threat
may be just as real, driving fear among undocumented migrants and preventing them
from organising or speaking up about their conditions of labour and existence. This
affects not just those vulnerable to deportation, but also their friends and family with or
without a legal migration status (83).

Raids by the Immigrations and Customs Enforcement (ICE) in the US have targeted
people with minor charges such as driving under the influence (DUI), presenting it to the
public as having ‘removed dangerous, recidivist criminals’ (84). A documentation of how
it is like to live as an undocumented Mexican-American is provided by the comic-diary of
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UC Berkeley professor Alberto Ledesma (Figure 7) (85). Racial profiling responds to the
social construction of borders. Differential access to resources creates barriers between
different social groups, possibly more efficiently than any wall. This ‘othering’ and
exclusion occurs through the process of scapegoating and creating a negative portrayal
of those excluded. In other words, an ‘inferior’ and ‘undeserving’ identity as an inevitable
imposition that comes with the political identity of ‘illegality’ (86). In the next chapter, | will
explore how this migration context relates specifically to unaccompanied migrant youth.
A literature review is presented of the impact of forced migration on unaccompanied
migrant youth health and mental health; and a reflection on the cultural aspect of
medicine and the role of images in fostering - and challenging - discrimination.
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Figure 7. Figure from Alberto Ledesma’s Diary of a Reluctant Dreamer
Source: Ledesma, Alberto. Diary of a reluctant dreamer: Undocumented vignettes from a pre-American life. Mad
Creek Books, 2017
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LITERATURE REVIEW
América es para los Dreamers?!*

“Wer e t h éhegmselves alone ncibssing borders and countries, would my own
children®survive?’
-Valeria Luiselli

2.1 Limitations to unaccompanied youth migration data

The United Nations defines ‘youth’ as people in the age range of 15 to 24, for statistical
purposes (87). The Convention on the Rights of the Child defines a child as ‘every human
being below the age of 18 years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is
attained earlier’. This chapter focuses on unaccompanied migrant children and youth. |
refer to ‘youth’ in order to acknowledge transition to adulthood as a process rather than
a reflection of the legal age of majority. However, this section will utilise the term
‘unaccompanied minor’ (UAM) when accuracy is required; given the differential
management and laws governing underage migration. According to the General
Comment no.6 of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, an UAM is a child or
adolescent under the age of 18, who is “separated from both parents and other relatives
and is not being cared for by any other adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for
doing so” (88). ‘Unaccompanied’ refers to the lack of tutor or parental company, while the
minor may travel with friends, other family members or people met on the way. If children
are accompanied by other adult caregivers, but not by parents or legal tutors, they are
called “separated children”; this forms a distinct legal category, but it is not straightforward
to recognise if the people travelling with the minor are parents, legal guardians or
appropriate caregivers (89).

As systematic data on UAMs is not routinely collected by any region, trends in UAM
international migration are likely to be largely underestimated (90, 91). This is due to
different reasons: first, governments employ varying definitions of unaccompanied and
separated children (92). Migration categories for administrative purposes are also limited
by the fact that the status of a person may change over time (93), e.g. when an UAM
turns 18 or reunites with family. Most UAMs in international migration, including in the
Central America-Mexico-US route, are male and aged 14-17 years (94), which means
many turn 18 and shift suddenly to a less protected migration category.

Second, criminalising immigration implies avoidance of detection, even more so in the
case of minors who know that they will not only be detained by authorities but also, as in

14 Translation: ‘America is for the Dreamers’. Reference to the DREAM act or Development, Relief, and Education for
Alien Minors Act first introduced in US legislation in 2011, which proposed to grant temporary conditional residency
and right to work to migrants who entered the US illegally as minors

15 Quote from ‘Tell me How it Ends: An Essay in 40 Questions’ by Valeria Luiselli, Coffee House Press, first published
2016
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the case of Mexico, by other NGOs or shelters'® if they find out about their minor age.
Many hide their identity as minors in order to avoid child protection, which, in many cases,
means loss of freedom of movement.

Third, when a presumed minor is detected but does not have identity documents, age
assessment procedures often result in age disputes due to their inaccuracy (95, 96). As
biological development does not strictly follow chronological age, bone and dental
maturation — on which clinical age assessment tests rely on — may be complete at age
16 or 17 (95). While biological age allows to identify a young person from an older adult,
or a much younger child, it is not helpful when trying to distinguish between 17 and 18
(97). In some countries, such as the UK, age assessments are conducted only through
interviews, since clinical procedures have been regarded as unethical for administrative
purposes (98). These interviews are highly subjective; faced with bias, language and
cultural barriers, as well as the fact that surviving harsh conditions would make anyone
‘grow up’ suddenly and seem less of an adolescent (99).

And fourth, child migration data heavily impacts public perception of migration and
government accountability, creating tensions with border enforcement (92, 100). The
narrative that supports criminalisation of migration and national security relies on not
visibilising aspects of migration that could induce more empathy (101, 102). Thus,
collecting appropriate child migration data and visibilising it implies a change of paradigm,
shifting efforts and investment from detention and deportation to child-friendly
identification, reception and housing. With this prelude, the next sections explore
available data regarding unaccompanied migrant youth trends in the region of interest
and the impact of forced migration on health and mental health for this population.

2.2 Unaccompanied youth migration to the United States

2.2.1 Regional trends and causes

According to the latest data on UAMSs, globally 300,000 migrant children were reported
to be unaccompanied or separated in 2015-2016 (103, 104). Among the UNHCR-
counted?’ refugee global population, 153,300 were UAMs in 2019 (105). In the Mexico-
US western border, 80,634 UAMs were apprehended in 2019; a record number which
was nearly doubled in 2022 with 152,057 apprehensions (14). In Mexico, between 2009
and 2018 immigration authorities detained around 80,000 UAMs (106). From January to
December 2019, 53,507 minors were apprehended, of whom approximately 24.7%
(13,216) unaccompanied (107). Of the total number, 67% were deported, mostly to
Honduras and Guatemala (108). Detained UAMs under 11 in Mexico also increased in
2019: with 3,131 detained, it is a 188% rise compared to 2018 and a 561% rise compared
to 2017 (108). In 2020, despite the pandemic, 11,262 minors were detained by the

16 Although NGOs or shelters in Mexico do not ‘detain’ in the official sense, they stop underage migrants from continuing
their journeys because by law they must report them to Child Protection Authority. | couldn’t find reports of this practice
in Europe, however, | imagine it could be similar for shelters that must ‘retain’ underage migrants while their best
interests are being assessed

17 This data refers to the annual United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) report on global trends.
As of December 2022, the last report referred to the 2021 trends. This last report mentions that 27,000 new asylum
applications were lodged by UAMs, representing 6000 more than the previous year, but it does not mention actual
number of total UAM refugees: https://www.unhcr.org/62a9d1494/global-trends-report-2021
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Mexican Institute for Migration (INM), of whom nearly half (44,2%; 4985) were aged 0-11
and 41,7% were unaccompanied (4,707; of whom 9% under 11) (109). In 2021, 75,592
minors were detained by the INM, of whom 19% (14,382) unaccompanied. Among UAMS,
8,6% were under 11 and 97,1% were from the NTCA. Of note, while most apprehended
children are from Honduras, among UAMs most come from Guatemala (57,7% in 2020
and 51,4% in 2021) (110).

In December 2020, | made a request on the Mexican National Transparency Portal
(Plataforma Nacional de Transparencia; request annexed) to different institutions as to
the number of UAMs apprehended, returned, escaped from institutional care and
regularised. Among the answers obtained, | received the numbers outlined in Figure 8,
on behalf of the INM:

- G
A

GOBERNACION "M
Ly LGt SECRETARIA DE GOBERNACION
INSTITUTO NACIONAL DE MIGRACION
DIRECCION GENERAL DE CONTROL Y VERIFICACION
2 MIGRATORIA
DIRECCION DE RESOLUCIONES MIGRATORIAS

OFICIO No. INM/DGCVM/DRM/I 542 /2020

Cd. de México, a 22 de diciembre de 2020
Asunto: Atencién a solicitud de informacién 0411100129920

Al respecto se proporciona la siguiente informacion respecto a nifias, nifos y adolescentes
no acompanados puestos a disposiciéon de Instituto con la finalidad de determinar su
situacién migratoria:

NNAs NO ACOMPANADOS 2019
Total Hombres Mujeres Retorno Evasion* Regularizacion
8177 5419 2758 7541 n3 188

*Los NNA no acompanados son canalizados a instalaciones del Sistema DIF y albergues, por tanto, las evasiones ocurrieron
en dichos inmuebles.

Figure 8. Part of the response to request on the Mexican National Transparency Portal
Table translation: UAMs 2019 / Total, Men, Women, Return, Evasion, Regularisation

As outlined in Figure 8, there are 8,177 UAMs reported as apprehended in 2019 (66.3%
males, 33.7% females), of whom 92.2% were voluntarily returned or deported, 1.3%
escaped institutional care and 2.2% were regularised (obtained humanitarian visa or
refugee status). Numbers are lower than those published on the Mexican website of
migration statistics (Unidad de Politica Migratoria); from which we can infer lack of
consistency in the reporting of data regarding UAMs. There is no report of gender
diversity and the high number of deportations (voluntary or not) reflects this as the
mainstream management of UAMSs.

Mostly the same structural causes that drive forced migration from Central America,
described in section 1.1, are responsible for UAM migration. However, there are some
particularities to this population. First, poverty affects children, adolescents and young
people more than other populations; as it affects parenting and resources for child
development (111). Second, many have strong social ties in the United States. According
to data from the Mexican and Latin American Migration Projects and qualitative interviews
conducted by Annita Khashu, trans-national family ties determine intergenerational
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migration not just for family reunification, but also because parental migration history sets
a precedent (94, 112). Third, the higher proportion of males may reflect patterns of
recruitment of the maras, which mostly target young males, as well as the cultural
responsibility of the male to provide for the family (113). Many UAMs, despite their young
age, migrate and work to send remittances to their family. There is nonetheless a
substantial and growing presence of females among total minors apprehended by INM
(35.8% in 2020, and 42.8% in 2021) - although no gender breakdown was found (109,
110). In addition to structural causes that drive male migration, females and LGBTQ+
young people also flee from high levels of gender-based violence; to which they continue
to be exposed during transit (114). Finally, adolescent migrants differ from adults in their
decision-making and their generally higher risk-taking, as well as having more ambition
and hope for their future given their younger age (112).

2.2.2 Legal frameworks of protection and their application in Mexico and the US

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
The global legal framework that applies to migrant children, as children, in most countries

is the United Nations 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (115). Although
the US is the only country that has not ratified the Convention, Mexico has and it remains
the most widely ratified human rights treaty around the world (111). Different societies
have different notions of childhood, which is partly the reason it took a decade to build
the Convention, but one of the main achievements of the CRC is that the child is defined
as a rights-holder, entitled to have his/her best interests as a priority in all decisions that
concern him/her (Article 3). The same human rights apply to all children, regardless of
nationality, sex, ethnicity, religion, abilities, personal opinions and family background
(Article 2) (115, 116).

Treating the child as a rights-holder means legally recognising the child’s autonomy and
right to participation, explicitly stated in the CRC’s Articles 12 and 13 (115). There is,
however, a caveat to this recognition. As stated in Article 12, the child’s views must be
given “due weight in accordance with [his/her] age and maturity”, which are judged by
adults. Power relations between adults and children are thus never truly horizontal, which
can be argued is because adults have greater understanding and experience of how the
world ‘functions’. Nonetheless, a dialogue with children must be horizontal in the sense
that their perspective cannot be delegitimised just because they hold less power. This
means we cannot decide a child’s best interests, e.g. during migration interviews, without
listening to his or her views. Listening becomes the first step in allowing children to exert
their rights; otherwise protection becomes paternalistic (116, 117).

Other CRC rights outlined relevant in the context of child migration are Article 9, which
prohibits separation from parents unless they are perpetrators of violence against the
child; Article 10, the right of family reunification; Article 19, which states that Governments
must do “all they can to ensure children are protected from violence, abuse and neglect”;
Article 22, which legislates Governments’ obligation towards refugee children; Articles 24
and 28, the rights to health and education, respectively; Articles 35 and 36, protection
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from trafficking and other forms of exploitation; and Article 37, which states that children
should be detained only as a last resort and never in the same space as adults. Despite
the unquestionable achievement of the CRC, enforcement of children’s rights is still
widely insufficient; especially in migration contexts (116, 118).

Among essential elements of migrant child protection, there are ethical and flexible age
assessment procedures; appointment of a guardian; safe accommodation; and family
reunification, if in the best interests of the child (103, 119). The Best Interests of the Child
(BIC) principle is described as a holistic concept which embraces physical, mental, moral,
spiritual and social development (99). A systematic review of what helps children to
disclose their stories during a BIC assessment included non-verbal techniques and taking
time to build trust; both rarely if ever employed in minors’ legal processes in Mexico and
the US (120, 121). Legal guidance is also often not provided, unless by pro bono lawyers
(122). While low resource settings present substantial barriers to implementing BIC
procedures, the main challenge is that these are not a priority in allocation of the limited
resources available.

1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol

Some authors argue that the traditional definition of a refugee as someone who has a
"well founded fear of persecution based on race, religion, nationality, political opinion or
membership of a particular social group”, stated in the 1951 Convention Relating to the
Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol, does not fully address current structural
causes of migration and does not take into account specific persecution of minors (123).
Structural causes were first addressed by the Organization for African Unity 1969
Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa, which
expanded the refugee definition to include those who felt compellled to leave ‘owing to
external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public
order’ (124). Later, the 1984 Cartagena Declaration in Latin America — which Mexico has
adopted - also broadens the refugee definition to include those who fled their country
‘because their lives, safety or freedom has been threatened by generalised violence,
foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive violations of human rights or other
circumstances’ (124).

The Cartagena Declaration’s expansion of the refugee definition aimed to address the
situation in Central America, although | believe, as has been argued by Ruth Prado
Pérez, that the consequences of violence in the Northern Triangle are comparable to a
war and should gain this further recognition (125). What instead remains as a complete
legal gap is the different persecution — or understanding of persecution — minors may
face and, thus, their potential to claim and obtain asylum (123). Minors, especially if
unaccompanied, could be considered as a persecuted social group in Central America
due to the frequent recruitment of children as young as 7 (123). Children who have lived
in violent contexts all their lives may normalise violence, thus not emphasising it when
requesting asylum (126, 127). Children also have different ways of expressing
themselves compared to adults, where specific definitions of persecution may be difficult
to understand, describe and prove (99). Considering additional difficulties of language
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barriers and intimidating interview contexts, this may impair the credibility of minors’
asylum claims according to migration officials (86, 120, 122, 128).

Mexican legislation relating to unaccompanied minors

Mexican legislation explicitly protects UAMs, with the Ley General de los Derechos
de Nifas, Niflos y Adolescentes (LGDNNA, 2014), which recognises children as right-
holders (129). This law states prohibition of detention of minors; although this element
was not harmonised in the more general Ley de Migraciéon (2011) until January 2021,
thanks to pressure from civil society and international organisations (130). Alternatives to
detention must be through the national child welfare: Desarrollo Integral de la Familia or
DIF. DIF shelters must count with health, psychological and legal services, educational
and recreational activities. LGDNNA recognises the right to due process and legal
representation, under responsibility of the Child Protection Authorities
Procuraduria Federal de Proteccion de Nifios, Nifias y Adolescentes; PPNNA). It also
legislated the creation of a National Protection System for the Rights of Children and
Adolescents (Sistema Nacional de Proteccion Integral delos Derechos de
Nifias, Niflos y Adolescentes). Although it is an accomplishment to have appropriate
legislation for the protection of UAMs in Mexico, it is not satisfactorily implemented (81).
For example, despite harmonising national legislation to prohibit detention of minors, this
was done without allocating sufficient funds in order to have the structures and personnel
needed to host minors (131). As mentioned, deportation remains the streamlined
management of UAMs in Mexico. In 2019, for example, 90% (around 12,000) of
unaccompanied Central American minors were deported, although parallel interviews
conducted by international organisations found most of them had serious protection
needs (132). The impact of this lack of implementation according to interviews conducted
will be explored in Chapter 4.

US legislation relating to unaccompanied minors

In the US, UAMs from countries other than Mexico and Canada cannot be subject to rapid
removal and have the right to a hearing before an immigration judge, under the Trafficking
Victims’ Protection Reauthorization Act or TVPRA (133). This Act requires the Border
Patrol to refer UAMs to the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR); which maintains
custody of these children until parents, relatives or other sponsors are located. Once
released, children can apply to U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) for
asylum. Whilst almost all Mexican minors get deported without adequate screenings
(132, 134), UAMs from other nationalities may not get deported due to the court system
backlog: immigration court proceedings can take years and eventual deportation orders
may not be enacted because the minor missed the court date (12). In addition to the
TVPRA, other regulations that protect minors are the Special Immigrant Juvenile Status
(SI1JS) and the Flores decree (1997). Eligibility for SIJS is considered if the undocumented
minor is in need of protection because of abuse, abandonment or neglect by a parent in
the US (135). It has been reported that children underutilise this avenue due to lack of
appropriate information and/or legal representation (113). The Flores decree - which
followed a lawsuit against the government for the way it was detaining UAMs - requires
detention facilities of minors to meet certain standards and to be the least restrictive
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possible, with transfer within 72 hours of being detained. However, even before the
Coronavirus pandemic, it has been reported that families and children are held in
overcrowded and unhygienic conditions; with at least 7 children dying under US custody
(12). Detention cells are colloquially called hieleras among migrants due to their freezing
conditions and, as in Mexico, reports of mistreatment and abuse — including sexual abuse
- by border patrol officials are common (15, 24). Officers also do not have specific training
in child friendly interviews (15).

Some politicians think that ‘permissive’ migration policies, such as the historical 2012
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)!8 are a call for migrants. However, a 2014
study evaluated statistically how much influence DACA or TVPRA had on migration
motives, concluding that the search for a better life and escaping violence remained the
main reasons (136). Another 2016 study confirmed these results, finding that DACA did
not significantly impact the 2014 surge in apprehensions (137). While the apparent
‘openness’ of a border may increase numbers of economic migrants, those fleeing
violence are likely to migrate anyway. Thus, restrictive policies that fail to address
increasingly worsening push factors are not likely to reduce migration flows over time. In
addition, historical migration means that pull factors such as family reunification will
continue to exist and finance irregularised journeys even with dire prospects.

In the northern Mexican border, the system that on one hand predisposes and exploits
irregular migration, on the other hand criminalises it as a national threat, has reached a
record of insanity. The zero-tolerance policy employed by the Trump administration from
April to June 2018 separated families by referring adults for prosecution for illegal entry
and reclassifying children as unaccompanied (12). Three years later, The Guardian
reported lasting mental health consequences for children -such as separation anxiety and
PTSD- even if reunited with families, as well as almost 2000 children yet to be reunited
(138). There are reports of separations being done since 2017 (139), with over 5,460
children separated from their parents as of October 2019 (24). More recent policies such
as the MPP*® -described in section 1.2- continue to induce family separations, when
dangerous conditions in Mexico push parents to send their children over the border alone
(140). Title 4220, which exempts UAMs, had a similar effect (132).

2.2.3 Migration risk factors specific to unaccompanied youth
As described above, regional migration management is that of containment and

deportation. This vision of ‘controlling’ irregular migration leads to lack of effective child
and adolescent protection (118, 131). As stated by Sheona York and Richard Warren,
there are “conflicts between well recognised legal duties to children and the seemingly

18 DACA is a temporary deportation relief and work permit for undocumented youth arrived in the US under the age
of 16 and residing in the US since 2007

19 Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP) is a policy implemented from January 2019, which requires asylum seekers to
wait for their claim resolution in Mexico under risky circumstances for a period of 6 months to 2 years. As of November
2022, attempts of the Biden administration to end MPP have been blocked by Supreme Court orders.

20 Title 42 is a policy implemented from March 2020 to May 2023 — on the grounds of ‘public health’ protection from
COVID-19 - which suspends the possibility to seek asylum in the US for single adults and families. The border became
essentially shut to asylum seekers, provoking widespread expulsions to Mexico and other countries of origin. The Biden
administration’s planned termination of Title 42 on 23d May 2022 was blocked by a Louisiana Federal court. Since
October 2022, the policy was extended so it applied to migrants of Venezuelan nationality; which was not the case
before due to lack of diplomatic ties between US and Venezuela.
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unceasing desire to enforce restrictive immigration policies, regardless of human cost”
(pp 64; (99)). Political discourse that promotes a culture of racism, as well as cuts the
budget of institutions that provide services, creates a dangerous combination.
Inappropriate protection systems lead to UAMs waiting long periods of limbo for an
aspired regularisation and integration, in inappropriate contexts such as a camp; or
‘disappearing’ and becoming vulnerable to trafficking and exploitation. When they turn
18, they are legally abandoned (99).

Unaccompanied status and violence in transit

UAMs are at increased risk during their migration travel due to their unaccompanied
status by a parent or guardian and because of their age. Despite the agency needed for
crossing thousands of miles, younger age means less social power — as described in
section 2.2.2 (116). Young migrants are at increased risk of kidnapping, robbery and
being trafficked or exploited by criminal groups (90, 111). Girls and LGBTQ+ youth are
more likely to suffer sexual abuse or trafficking in the form of prostitution, although boys
also suffer sexual violence (141-143). Mexican minors who are subject to immediate
deportation from the US, or even those that have legal status in the US, are often
employed as drug carriers across the border (144).

A systematic review on the epidemiology of violence against children in migration found
a high prevalence of experiencing or witnessing physical and sexual violence among
unaccompanied children (145). However, accurate data on the frequency and types of
violence experienced by children at different stages of migration is lacking, partly due to
the ethical challenges of collecting this type of data. Lack of reporting to authorities, either
due to mistrust or because the perpetrators are authorities themselves, limits and under-
estimates data. Authorities frequently ask to be paid illegal fees either by smugglers or
migrants to let them pass, and reports of physical and sexual abuse on behalf of
authorities are notorious (146, 147). The journey’s general conditions are also harsh, as
will be explored with participants’ accounts of forced transit in Chapter 4. As mentioned
in section 1.2, accidents are frequently reported on the cargo train migrants use to cross
Mexico; like it happened to one participant, who lost a leg. Since 2014, most UAMs
apprehended in Mexico (more than 50,000) were put in detention centres (27, 52); with
reports of overcrowded, unhygienic conditions without adequate nutrition, healthcare or
recreational activities (148, 149). There are also reports of no legal assistance granted
(125, 150) and migration officials taking decisions regarding the BIC, even if only the
Procuradurias are authorised to do that (149). Neither DIF nor the Procuradurias have
obtained sufficient funding, appropriately trained staff or infrastructure to deal with UAMs
(81, 149).

Adverse Childhood Experiences and Social Determinants of Health

The engagement of UAMs in survival, as well as low-wage work from a young age if their
migration is ‘successful’, means that they do not have the time nor resources to invest in
their education or vocational training. The impact this has on identity development,
through participants’ accounts, will be explored in Chapter 5. Experiences UAMs go
through, such as separation, loss, persecution, experienced or witnessed violence,
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neglect, chronic uncertainty and discrimination can be described as Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs), which have a significant impact on adult health (15, 151). For
example, childhood maltreatment predicts poor economic and educational outcomes (93)
and has been associated with elevated inflammatory markers in adults (152). Socio-
economic or structural conditions that imply a context inappropriate for child flourishing
can be described as Social Determinants of Health (SDH) (153). Migration presents
specific social determinants of health at origin, transit, destination and return (154). At
origin, migration structural causes (insecurity, conflict, violence, poverty) intersect with
gender, age, education and the specific family situation. During transit, unstable access
to health, social services and housing determine an increased health risk to malnutrition
and environmental exposure, as well as exposure to further violence, abuse,
discrimination, accidents and trafficking. At destination, limited access to health and
social services persists, as well as discrimination and potential labour exploitation. At
return, the stigma associated to ‘failing’ migration can impact re-integration, as well as
often socioeconomic conditions will be worse due to the initial investment in the journey.
Broader structural determinants of health, such as climate change and pervasive
inequalities, impact children and adolescents more than other populations (155, 156).

ACEs and adverse SDH intersect in creating health risks for migrant youth; which can
become intergenerational. Stressor exposure can start as early as in the maternal womb,
if the mother lives in adverse social circumstances - this will be further described in the
next section. In addition, experiencing violence as a child has been reported as a risk
factor for committing child abuse as an adult, especially for child soldiers (157). However,
individual outcomes are not a reflection of epidemiological studies (158). Just as negative
experiences can have a lasting impact, so can positive experiences and the transition to
adulthood is a critical point at which to alter trajectories (93, 159). For example, greater
social support, neighbourhood cohesion and increased physical activity were found to be
protective against adolescent psychotic experiences (160). Belonging, appropriate
accommodation, psychosocial care, inclusive health and educational schemes and
enhancing individual coping strategies — such as hope, faith and spirituality — can be
described as Protective Childhood Experiences (PCEs) (90). PCEs can provide a positive
response to adversity, resulting in resilience (Figure 9). This can be beneficial for the
individual and society, by preventing an avoidable loss of potential young workforce, mind
and talent.
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Figure 9. Intersection between ACEs during migration and SDH in long-term health impact
ACEs: adverse childhood experiences; SDH: social determinants of health; PCEs: protective childhood experiences.
PCEs can act as a buffer so that adverse health conditions of childhood and adolescence are less prolonged into
adulthood. Personal elaboration, figure content published in:
Maioli, Susanna Corona, et al. International migration of unaccompanied minors: trends, health risks, and legal
protection. The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 2021, 5.12: 882-895.

2.3 Health and mental health in unaccompanied migrant youth

2.3.1 Discrimination and health: a lifecourse perspective

The exposure of unaccompanied youth to discrimination, including discriminatory
detention and deportation, negatively impacts their physical and mental health (90).
Discrimination is defined as the unjust or prejudicial treatment on the basis of race/skin
colour, ethnicity, age, sex, gender, sexual orientation, migratory status/nationality,
religion, caste and/or indigeneity (161). As will be further described in sections 2.4.2 and
2.4.3, these categories are often arbitrary identifiers, applied to justify social hierarchies
and differential access to resources. Social hierarchy is culturally legitimised through
language, imagery, symbols and assumptions in media and political discourse, which
lead to biased popular belief and stereotyping - sometimes unconsciously (162).
Mainstream values in Western societies mostly support individual success and the
prestige of holding material possessions over values of mutual trust and communitarian
living (163), which, especially in big cities, contribute to indifference towards inequality.
However, the cost of inequality is ultimately paid by everyone. For example, racial gaps
in health in the US cost the economy hundreds of billions of dollars a year in healthcare
costs and lost productivity (164).

Discrimination affects health through multiple mechanisms, which are both structural and
interpersonal (161). First, it is important to apply an intersectional lens to discrimination,
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since multiple discriminated categories often intersect in one person (165, 166). In other
words, a person may suffer discrimination from more than one category, irrespective of
self-identification. Structural mechanisms refer to the conditions in which people live:
educational and job opportunities, neighborhood context, level of freedom perceived,
access to healthcare and other services (167). Discriminated populations are often
segregated into conditions of lower socioeconomic status because of unequal access to
education and employment; neighborhoods with less availability of parks where to
exercise or fresh food to buy; more likelihood of becoming involved in violent situations,
dropping out of school and of being apprehended in the criminal justice system (83, 168).
Immigration policy is another example of a structural exclusion mechanism (83, 162), with
borders influencing how we think about people on the other side of them (169).
Interpersonal mechanisms through which discrimination affects health include direct
discrimination, vicarious discrimination (against an individual who shares an identifying
category) and internalised racism (feeling of inferiority) (162). Thus, either directly or by
affecting an individual’s life conditions, discrimination can be described as a psychosocial
stressor.

Psychosocial stressors activate the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal (HPA) axis and the
Sympathetic Nervous System response, as well as increase inflammation levels
(elevated C-Reactive Protein and inflammatory cytokines). Since these changes are
designed to be short-term, when the stimulus is chronic, the response becomes
maladaptive and it is termed allostatic load. Chronic stress is associated to adverse
health; such as higher risk of cardiovascular disease, metabolic syndrome, accelerated
cellular aging and cognitive decline (152). Stress-sensitive regions, such as the prefrontal
cortex, amygdala and hypoccampus suffer structural alterations that result in behavioural
changes such as diminished attention, memory deficits and enhanced response to fear
(152). Allostatic load could also mediate effects on psychiatric disorders such as post-
traumatic stress disorder or depression (152). Conversely, the mental health outcomes
of discrimination take a toll on physical health through higher chance of health harming
behaviour and unhealthy lifestyle.

Health outcomes of discrimination span the whole life course, including the prenatal
period (170). Women exposed to discrimination are more likely to be stressed, show
harmful health behaviours and less access to healthcare during pregnancy (171, 172).
This results in metabolic and epigenetic? changes in the offspring, which can result in
higher risk of chronic disease in adulthood. For example, low birth weight and poor growth
or stunting in the first two years of life leads to higher risk of obesity in adulthood (173).
Structural conditions also contribute to developmental origins of health and disease??; for
example, discriminated populations are more likely to live in households exposed to air
pollution and prenatal exposure to air pollution has been associated with increased risk

21 Epigenetic refers to the non-genetic influences on gene expression, namely the influence of external environmental
factors; which can also be hereditary

22 The Developmental Origin of Health and Disease (DOHaD) theory states the concept that predisposition to lifestyle-
related diseases is formed at the embryonic, fetal, and neonatal stages by the interrelation between genes and the
environment
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of lower respiratory tract infection in childhood, metabolic syndrome and cardiovascular
disease in adulthood (173, 174). Occupational morbidities are also generally higher
among discriminated populations, given the higher likelihood of being employed in low
wage jobs with little safety regulations (175). During health crises such as the Covid-19
pandemic, these health and social disparities were evidenced both as increased risk of
getting the disease and worse prognosis for discriminated populations (176). Finally,
discrimination can be a direct cause of mortality through the higher likelihood of being a
victim of hate crime or violence (162, 177).

2.3.2 Migration and health in unaccompanied minors

This section is written based on an umbrella review | conducted of the health literature
on UAMSs, consisting of 8 reviews (178-185) (Table 2); and an additional search for recent
articles not included in the reviews, consisting of 8 articles (186-193) (Table 3). This was
published as part of a review manuscript by The Lancet Child and Adolescent Health in
August 2021, for which | am the lead author (90). UAMSs, like all people, are entitled to
the highest attainable standard of health. However, barriers to healthcare exist even with
the right to access healthcare, as migrants often do not know of these rights; prioritise
immediate survival or work over health; are afraid to expose themselves by accessing
services; or due to language and discrimination barriers (113, 194). UAMs may suffer
worse health consequences earlier, as the health insults suffered in developmental age
may manifest during early adulthood. As stated in the UCL-Lancet Commission on
Migration and Health, “healthy development in infants, children and adolescents occurs
in the context of stable and caring relationships [and] migration during sensitive
developmental phases, especially when exposed to stressors, can determine later health
outcomes” (93). Experiences of discrimination among older children have been linked to
increase in blood pressure, insulin resistance, coronary heart disease and diabetes in
adulthood (195).

Table 2. Umbrella review of UAM physical and mental health literature

Reference and | Location Population Reported findings

article type

Baauw et al, US (26 studies), | Refugee High estimated prevalence was reported

2019 (179) Europe (13), children from for anaemia (all regions 13.7%, Africa
Australia (8), Africa, Asia or 21.7%, Asia 14.1%, and Middle East

Systematic Canada (4), the Middle East | 5%); haemoglobinopathies (all regions

review and New Zealand (2) | (n =223,037) 3.7%, Africa 7.3%, Asia 16.0%, and

meta-analysis of Middle East 0.1%); chronic hepatitis B

53 studies (all regions 2.6%, Africa 4.5%, Asia

3.3%, and Middle East 0.1%);

latent tuberculosis (all regions 11.3%,
Africa 10.2%, Asia 12.4%, and Middle
East 4.7%); intestinal infections (all
regions 31%, Africa 60.6%, Asia 32.2%,
and Middle East 20.8%); vitamin D
deficiency (all regions 44.6%, Africa
54.1%, Asia 42.4%, and Middle East
70.1%)
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Curtis et al,
2018 (178)

Systematic
review of 47
studies

UK (12 studies),
Netherlands (7),
Spain (6),
Sweden (5),
Belgium (4),
Norway (3),
Portugal (2),
Scotland (2),
Denmark (2),

Children < 18
years who had
migrated across
national borders
into, or within,
Europe. 20
studies included
unaccompanied
minors.

Lower risk of binge drinking, tobacco
use, and cannabis use was seen for
migrants from Muslim-majority countries
than migrants from non-Muslim-majority
countries; within low-income migrant
families, a transition to processed and
energy-dense foods was reported;
unaccompanied minors are at greater
risk of post-traumatic stress disorder

Germany (2), (n=28,580) than accompanied minors; not all

Italy (2), migrant children have poor mental health

Austria (2), outcomes

Switzerland (1),

Greece (1),

Iceland (1),

Ireland (1),

us (1)

Kadir et al, 2019 | Belgium (4 Asylum seeking, | Low vaccination coverage and low
(180) studies), refugee and immunity to vaccine-preventable
Germany (4), undocumented diseases, including latent and active
Narrative review | UK (4), children tuberculosis, malaria, hepatitis B and
of 45 original Denmark (3), (n=323 457) hepatitis C, syphilis, and human T-
and review Sweden (3), lymphotropic virus (type 1 and 2);
articles Greece (2), physical trauma related to migrating

Italy (1), (skin and tendon lacerations, fractures,

Netherlands (1), and

Norway (1), muscle contusions; if left untreated,

Austria (1), injuries can become infected);

Spain (1) prevalence of iron deficiency anaemia
was 4-18%; dental problems had the
highest prevalence among children who
had migrated to the UK (65%)

Kien et al, 2019 | Germany (8 Children who Results varied widely among studies;

(181) studies), were prevalence was 19-52.7% for post-
Denmark (6), unaccompanied | traumatic stress disorder, 10.3—-32.8%

Systematic Sweden (6), or for depression; 8.7—-31.6% for anxiety,

review of 47 UK (5), accompanied and 19.8-35% for emotional and

studies covered | Netherlands (4), | and seeking behavioural problems; there was a

in 53 articles Norway (4), asylum, and higher prevalence of post-traumatic

Belgium (3), adolescents or stress disorder, depression, and anxiety

Croatia (3), refugee minors among unaccompanied minors than

Italy (3), younger than among accompanied minors; most

Turkey (3), 21 years frequent pre-migration

Austria (1), (n=24 786) stresses among unaccompanied minors

Finland (1), were separation from or death of family

Greece (1), members, armed conflicts, and personal

Slovenia (1) threats

Mitra et al, 2019 | UK (5 studies), Children who Children in supportive living
(182) Netherlands (3), | were arrangements (eg, foster care) had a
us (2), unaccompanied | lower risk of post-traumatic stress
Review of 13 Germany (2), and seeking disorder and depression than did those
studies Norway (1) asylum in semi-independent care arrangements;
(n=1446) one meta-analysis found a benefit of

foster care; those living in reception
settings that restricted freedom had
more anxiety symptoms than those who
did not live in restricted reception
settings; unaccompanied children were
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less likely to access mental health
services and receive treatment than
children who were accompanied (eg,
one study found that, although 60% of
minors reported needing mental health
care, only 12% received it)

Systematic
review of 20
studies

refugees and
seeking asylum
(population

size unreported)

Mohwinkel et al, | Norway (3 Unaccompanied | Female unaccompanied refugee minors
2018 (183) studies), refugee minors | were found to be more affected by post-
Netherlands (3), | (h=3018) traumatic stress disorder or depressive
Systematic UK (1), symptoms than their male counterparts
review of 9 Belgium (1), (one study found an odds ratio of 1-64
studies Norway (1) for girls); there is only weak evidence
regarding other mental health outcomes
Safi et al, 2017 Not specified Children and The most prevalent psychiatric disorders
(184) adolescents were post-traumatic stress disorder and
who are depression; post-traumatic stress

disorder prevalence was directly related
to the number of traumatic events; most
children who had guardians could
receive their resettlement permit; safety
in school, religious belief, and degree of
integration in society reduce the risk of
post-traumatic stress disorder,
depression, and anxiety

von Werthern et
al, 2019 (185)

Review of 31
studies

UK (7 studies),
Norway (6),
Belgium (6),
Netherlands (5),
Austria (2), 1
Sweden (2),
Philippines (1),
Us (1),
Germany (1)
Finland (1),
Italy (1)

Unaccompanied
refugee minors
(n=11176)

Unaccompanied refugee minors are at
risk of negative mental health
developments; being a girl and younger
than 18 years increased the risk for
negative mental health developments;
post-traumatic stress disorder
prevalence was 17-85%, depression
prevalence was 12.7-76%, and anxiety
prevalence was 10.8-85%

Table 3. Additional recent articles not included in reviews

Cross-sectional
study

children aged
12-17

81% were male,
most from
Eritrea, Albania,
Sudan and
Vietnam
(n=165)

Reference and | Location Population Reported findings

article type

Battershy et al, London Unaccompanied | 57% (n=94) experienced physical (n=82)
2019 (190) asylum seeking | and sexual (n=18) abuse. Numbers do

not add up possibly because some
experienced both types. 76% (n=127) had
skin conditions or non-specific pain.
28.4% (n=47) had health needs requiring
GP follow-up. 7.2% (n=12) had TB
symptoms. 36.3% (n=60) were referred to
mental health services
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Hjern et al, 2019
(189)

Cross-sectional
study

Malmo, Sweden

Recently settled
non-European
refugee and
asylum-seeking
children in the
age range 6-15
years who were
enrolled in the
schools of
Malmo,
Sweden, during
2015

(n=609, 265
unaccompanied)

Presentations among UAM: sleeping
problems 32.8%,

PTSD 21.8%, impaired vision 18.8%,
impaired hearing 11.8%, untreated caries
48.7%

Janda et al, Germany Unaccompanied | Dental problems (66%), scabies (14-2%).
2020 (191) refugee minors, | Of the 776 URMs originating from high-
mean age 16.2 | prevalence countries, 7.7% and 0.4%
Cross-sectional years tested positive for HBV and HIV,
study (n=890) respectively. Nineteen pathogens were
detected in a total of 119 stool samples
(16% positivity), with intestinal
schistosomiasis being the most frequent
pathogen (6.7%)
Kloning et al, Bavaria, Unaccompanied | 31.8% skin diseases (scabies in 27.9%),
2018 (188) Germany refugee minors | 25% mental disorders (mostly suspected
aged 10-18 PTSD), 5.8% suspect TB, 5.4% Giardia
Cross-sectional (n=154) lamblia on stool analysis, 1.9% bronchitis
study
Magdalini et al, Geneva Unaccompanied | 44% communicable diseases (mostly
2018 (186) University asylum seeking | parasitosis), 43 % nutritional deficiencies
Adolescent adolescents (mainly vitamin D deficiency), 35% mental

Cross-sectional | Outpatient Clinic | aged 12-18 health disorders (mainly post-traumatic
study years stress disorder)
(n=229)
Williams et al, London Unaccompanied | 94% (n=238) were tested for tuberculosis,
2020 (187) asylum-seeking | of whom 23% (n=55) were positive. Of
children (UASC) | those tested for hepatitis B, 4.8%
Cross-sectional referred (10/210) were positive, 0.5% (1/121) were
study between 2016 positive for hepatitis C and of 252 tested,
and 2018 in two | none were positive for HIV. Of the 163
paediatric individuals who were tested for
infectious schistosomiasis, 27 were positive (16%)
disease clinics
(n=252)
Jore et al, 2020 | Norway Unaccompanied | The effect of pre-migration traumatic

(192)

Cross-sectional
study

Refugee Minors
(URM) from 31
different
countries,
mainly
Afghanistan
(49.6%),
Somalia (11%),
and Iraq (7%)
(n=557)

events on social anxiety was non-
significant (beta = 0.001, p =.09), while
perceived discrimination and majority
culture competence had unique effects on
social anxiety (beta = 0.39, p <.001 and
beta = -0.12, p = .008, respectively),
above depressive symptoms (beta = 0.30,
p <.001).
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Factors of the current socio-cultural
developmental context rather than pre-
migration traumatic events account for
variation in social anxiety.

Muller et al, Germany URM and 64.7% of URM and 36.7% of ARM scored
2019 (193) accompanied above the clinical cut-off for post-
refugee minors | traumatic stress symptoms, 42.6% of
Cross-sectional (ARM), mainly URM and 30% of ARM for depression,
study from and 38.2% of URM and 23.3% of ARM for
Afghanistan, anxiety.
Syria and
Eritrea Lower levels of social support in the host
(n=68 URM, 30 | country, and poorer German language
ARM) proficiency were associated with higher

levels of psychological distress within
both groups.

URM reported significantly more traumatic
events than ARM

As shown in tables 2 and 3, health issues found in UAMs include dental problems;
nutritional deficiencies; infections (intestinal, skin, respiratory); low vaccination coverage;
and physical trauma. Dental problems are likely common due to the unstable lifestyle that
many UAMs live, which impairs a frequent dental hygiene. Dental caries has been
reported at a prevalence as high as 65% (180). The same instability may be responsible
for nutritional deficiencies such as vitamin D deficiency and iron deficiency anemia (179,
180). Communicable disease prevalence highly depends on the conditions during and
after the migration journey (180). The meta-analysis by Baaw et al (179) reported a
pooled prevalence of 11% for latent tuberculosis cases and 31% for intestinal infections.
Parasitosis is frequently reported among UAMS, such as in a reported prevalence of 44%
in a sample of 226 UAMs in Geneva (186) and 16% in a sample of 163 UAMs in the UK
(187). However, somatization of mental distress may also present with nausea or
gastrointestinal symptoms (195). Despite the low vaccination coverage or knowledge of
coverage (188, 189, 196) — likely a result of disruption in their home countries and/or
constant movement — only hepatitis B virus has been frequently reported in UAMs (191).
Physical trauma due to the harsh migration journey conditions includes tendon
lacerations, cuts and fractures (197).

When seeing clinically a population of UAMs, specific needs include a mental health,
developmental and nutritional evaluation; screening for infectious disease; screening for
immunisation to measles, mumps, rubella, tetanus and diphtheria; ear, eyes, nose and
throat examination; a dental examination and assessment of serum lead levels (198,
199). Given the increased risk of sexual abuse among this population, screening for
sexually transmitted infections and pregnancy should be considered (200), as well as
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familiarisation with referral pathways to child welfare and/or follow up for survivors of child
abuse (201). Access to health services for migrants, especially during migration transit,
is often poor. However, there are heightened health risks during transit: lack of access to
sanitation services and adequate nutrition; frequent dehydration, hypothermia and
injuries; increased risk of abuse and violence (93, 154). This prompts the need for mobile
health clinics that specifically target migrants in transit. Finally, long-term health
consequences UAMs are exposed to due to ACEs, SDH and discrimination — described
in section 2.2.3 — include heightened non-communicable disease risk, such as diabetes
and cardiovascular disease (202).

2.3.3 Migration and mental health in unaccompanied minors

The World Health Organization has defined mental health as “a state of well-being in
which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses
of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to [the]
community” (203). This definition places mental health directly related with social life;
both as ‘coping’ with the stresses of life and as working productively to contribute to
‘community’. Social life affects mental health at three levels: a microsystem (family, peer
relationships, direct social support), a mesosystem (community, school, work) and a
macrosystem (regional, cultural, historical and political context) (1). These systems
interact between them and throughout the lifecourse, influencing social-cultural
processes that have an impact on health (Figure 10) (1). For children — especially younger
ones — there is higher importance of the microsystem, as their development depends on
initial family conditions (1, 204-206). For example, psychiatrist Lynne Jones, in her
experience following up children who grew up during the Bosnian war, noted that children
in wartime generally find the separation from their parents more traumatic than the actual
bombs or killings (205). Conversely, if their caretaker is reassuring, they have less
traumatic memories of the event (ibid). As a result, mental health interventions with a
lifecourse perspective that focus on early years are mostly targeted at parents and the
family environment (204). Psychologist Patricia Castillo Gallardo, author of the book
Infancia/Dictadura on children’s experiences of the Chilean dictatorship, has also argued
that the microsystem should be the theoretical and methodological point of view or focus
when studying childhood - as will be expanded on in section 2.5.3.
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Figure 10. Systems affecting social life of an individual, which affect in turn health and mental health
Figure reproduced from Allen, Jessica, et al. "Social determinants of mental health." International review of
psychiatry 26.4 (2014)

The social determinants of health and mental health — described in sections 2.2.3 and
2.3.1 - are well known, but they remain neglected in development or public health debates
(207). For mental health in particular, it is difficult to keep an accurate epidemiological
description given the large variation in interpreting, defining and accounting for mental
distress (208). One of the few things that can be agreed on is that mental health problems
usually have a multicausal origin, based on both social and individual factors (209). For
example, within the context of migration, psychiatrist Joseba Achotegui has described
the Ulisses syndrome as the psychological symptoms that occur when stressors during
migration overcome the person’s adaptation capacity or resilience; due to their intensity,
frequency and/or multiplicity (210).

The constant invisibility undocumented migrants negotiate in order to survive has an
impact on mental health. From being afraid to go out normally on the street to avoiding
seeking healthcare until there is an emergency for fear of deportation; being constantly
treated as undeserving may eventually lead the person to think he or she is undeserving.
These situations lead to complex psychiatric cases. For example, complex post-traumatic
stress disorder (CPTSD) - a syndrome of survivors of prolonged, repeated trauma
including symptoms of altered affect regulation, self-perception and systems of meaning
— has been described among Afghan refugee populations (211, 212). However, it is
important to differentiate psychopathology from mental distress. If an individual is
suffering due to real and severe stressors experienced, that is a normal psychological
response and not a pathology (210). Mental health or other assistance may still be
required, but before -or at the same time of- any treatment, it is necessary to address the
social, economic and cultural stressors (213). As Lynne Jones notes, social and political
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interventions may have greater impact than individual psychological treatment, including
on collective mental health (205).

In UAMs, multiple mental health conditions have been described: post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), anxiety, substance use, internalising and externalising behaviour,
depression and social withdrawal (90). While a clear exposure differentiation is often not
possible, repeated violence exposure seems to be more associated to PTSD and
externalising behaviour, while loss and ongoing stressors to depressive symptoms (15,
214, 215). Unaccompanied migrant youth face a challenge to their mental health due to
the significantly high levels of exposure to high-risk situations compared to other groups
of young people. For example, physical and sexual maltreatment (185, 216); exclusion
at an age when usually there is much peer interaction and self-exploration (89, 217);
uncertainty and the long waiting times of the asylum process (218, 219). However, how
adolescents understand and experience traumatic exposures such as violence,
marginality and deprivation is complex and depends largely on the social context they
find themselves in before, during and after these experiences (155, 220). Consequences
of traumatic events also depend on the number and frequency of these events, as well
as their attributed meaning (89, 209, 215, 221).

Although historically mental health programmes have been more focused on individual
trauma rather than psychosocial aspects of mental health or cultural validation of the
assessments (222), understanding the social context — as much as the individual factors
- that can improve resilience may be more effective than delivering a standardised trauma
treatment (222, 223). Solidarity — the feeling of a collective ‘fight’ — and religion have been
identified as important protective factors, while isolation has been associated to increased
risk of violent behaviour (209, 210). In UAMs, the type of support received after
resettlement has been found to predict the course of depressive symptoms, anxiety and
PTSD (224-226). For example, UAMs in supportive living environments, such as
appropriate foster care, had lower risk of PTSD and depressive symptoms compared to
those in other care arrangements; while those living in reception facilities that restricted
their freedom had more anxiety symptoms (182, 227).

Adolescence is a crucial period for mental health, as 75% of mental disorders begin
before age 24 and 50% before age 14 (159). Adversity during childhood and adolescence
has a potential long-term impact on neurological development and brain maturation,
which is shaped by interaction with the environment (155, 220, 228-231).
Neurodevelopmental problems identified include less ability to regulate impulses and
intensified responses to stress (200, 228, 230). Heightened risk-taking and likelihood of
self-harm have been described among adolescents compared to adults (159, 210), as
well as increased risk of drug abuse and dissociation after exposure to trauma (232, 233).
Increased mental distress has been described among older adolescents compared to
younger children, and in girls compared to boys — possibly as a result of the higher risk
for girls to be exposed to sexual abuse, or girls being better at acknowleding their
symptoms on symptom checklists (205, 214, 216, 229). However, instances of good
functioning outnumber pathologic cases (222, 234). Sometimes, violence, humiliation
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and discrimination are accepted as structural parts of the known world and are
normalised as a coping strategy, e.g. as a ‘price’ to pay for moving to the US and finding
a better life (221).

While the described conditions must be taken seriously, taking into account gender
differences and the increased stress that approaching age of majority may mean for
UAMSs, there must not be a reductive generalisation of traumatic outcomes. Many
demonstrate incredibly resilient outcomes despite the constant barriers they encounter
(227), so even better outcomes can be expected without these barriers. Enabling
environments that allow agency, independence and appropriate listening may be a better
treatment than focusing solely on ‘treating’ trauma (235). Empowering young people to
flourish — for example through easy access to migration regularisation, education and
health - is more ethical and cost-effectve than the risk of some of them developing
established mental health conditions and/or chronic diseases due to an unhealthy lifestyle
(155, 159, 173).

Finally, an experience common to any migrant is loss (89, 99, 185, 236). For a forced
migrant, loss is forced and often abrupt. Loss of a familiar environment; with its people,
food, sights, smells, traditions and references. Loss and the consequent disorientation
on arrival or transit in a new country translate into different ways to adapt to a host culture.
Integration is adapting to the host culture while remaining comfortable in the original
culture; assimilation is assuming the host culture’s lifestyle and rejecting original culture;
segregation is rejecting host culture and maintaining original culture; and, finally,
marginalisation is isolation by rejecting both (237-239). Problems in adaptation to the new
culture have been associated with mental distress, as it can coexist with feelings of poor
self-esteem (237, 238). Integrating well depends also on the people in the host culture
(238). Even for those that adapt well, getting used to a new place does not come without
difficulties; which can manifest also years after (209). However, these experiences have
been documented for migrants who have arrived and are in the process of settling. What
happens to those in constant transit, never arriving or stranded?

This research will focus on the impact of migration transit, rather than arrival. So far, |
have described the context unaccompanied migrant youth face by first introducing a
macro-historical lens in Chapter 1 and then the more specific conditions of youth
migration transit in Mexico in section 2.2. The latter sections have explored the impact
these and other adverse social conditions can have on health and mental health of
migrant adolescents. The next sections place the adverse social conditions of many
migrants, including unaccompanied migrant youth, in relation to cultural and political
processes of exclusion. Although this topic is in itself broad, and beyond the scope of this
thesis to explore in depth, | include the section as a necessary reflection of how doctors
should face the complex health conditions resulting from the violence and deprivation
that forced migration represents today. It is a reflection that bridges the literature review
chapters with the methodology and results chapters; because it is part of the process with
which | have gone from theory to action. An understanding of mechanisms underlying
exclusionary detrimental policies at the origin of adverse social conditions is an inevitable
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step in building culturally competent care for migrant youth (240). Given the political
nature of migration, care of migrant youth becomes political and cultural; inevitably
embedding culture into any discussion on migrant health (93).

2.4 Cultural exclusion: a structural barrier for migrant health

The next three sections begin by a general description of culture and clinical cultural
competence, especially regarding migrant health. The complexity associated to migrant
health is that it is a geopolitical and social justice issue, as much as it is a health concern.
Thus, the second section explores migrant exclusion as a result of a racialisation process
that is directly related to the incredibly inequitable current world ‘order’. Especially for
forced migrants and refugees, any advancement for their health rights cannot occur
without first subverting at least partially their exclusion. Geopolitical and economic forces
drive but are also driven by cultural understanding, leading to use of culture to legitimise
or justify political divisions — for example, by monopolising information and media
channels. In a 2018 World Economic Forum panel discussion?3, investment in artistic
freedom -independent from government - was described as a politically essential tool to
maintain the focus on wellbeing of the population. For example, artistic freedom could
balance belligerent cultural propaganda justifying war and violence; by creating cultural
expressions of reciprocity, empathy and tolerance. Finally, in the third section, | describe
media and images as one of the ways in which migrant exclusion is culturally created and
maintained; thus making images, in my opinion, one of the first tools that can be used to
create a counter-culture of fair inclusion.

2.4.1 Culture and complexity in a globalised world

Culture can be defined as a linked group of practices and beliefs held by individuals in a
specific social context, some of which may hold an emotional and identifying meaning
(93, 241). Cultural competence in medicine means being aware that we do not all come
from the same social context and that this social context matters for health, treatment
compliance and medical literacy. For some populations, such as African Americans,
social context includes a legacy of historical violence and oppression and it is important
to acknowledge this in the clinical encounter. Beyond a moral acknowledgement, it is
practically important to realise that historical and continuing discrimination embeds
distrust at institutions and authorities, and hospitals and doctors often take these roles
(93, 242). For migrants, distrust is also a major feature of interactions with healthcare,
due to fear of detention or deportation. Cultural competence training must be included in
healthcare professional training and advocated for as an individual responsibility (243).
However, individual responsibility cannot entirely compensate systemic inequities in a
system that blurs the lines between healthcare and border enforcement. Balancing
treatment options with documentation status, as well as fighting against the possible
stereotype bias implicit in unequal policies, whilst coping with an understaffed healthcare
system, is much beyond the responsibility any healthcare worker should have (244).

23 The panel discussion can be accessed at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o0NCEPHCmgZA&ab_channel=WorldEconomicForum
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Clinical cultural competence today includes acknowledging a globalised population,
much like we acknowledge a globalised market. With the argument of health as a
universal human right, the healthcare worker is potentially placed in a unique advocacy
position?* (220, 245); which can take more or less active forms. Regarding migrant health,
advocacy requires first dismantling xenophobic ideology, or any divisive and misinformed
myth that has become common knowledge. For example, xenophobic arguments ignore
the share of national immigrant contribution to healthcare, economy, science and art —
with as much as 5 percent of the total national US workforce made up of undocumented
workers (5, 10). Immigrant workers are a vital part of the global economy; by
compensating shrinking labor force due to demographic ageing in high-income countries,
as well as sending remittances to their countries of origin (10). Many studies have also
found that immigrants mostly contribute more than they use in state benefits, including
by avoiding accessing services they are actually entitled to because of fear of deportation
or discrimination (10, 83, 246). However, the argument for managing migration more
humanely goes beyond its relative ‘utility’ in terms of capital; seeing immigrants solely as
an asset easily leads to their exploitation (247).

Acknowledging an interconnected world is inevitably complex, as it is incredibly difficult
to grasp the immense variability that exists among people in this world. While it may be
natural to feel scared or distrustful of what we do not know, one of the main drivers of
xenophobia is blaming unwanted change on people rather than on the globalised market
— under its current rules - and its effects on climate change, natural resource depletion,
exploitation and inequitable distribution of resources (153). As will be further explored in
section 2.4.2, these effects are argued by E. Balibar and I. Wallerstein to be a conscious
and structural characteristic of modern capitalism; which drive forced migration (248). |
believe, like other doctors have said (249, 250), that it is our responsibility to address this
complexity and make it as common knowledge as possible; by being critical and
informed, challenging stereotypes and changing our lifestyles to be more sustainable.

Addressing the complexity of global interconnectivity in clinical encounters and health-
related research requires much adaptation; not least to frequently changing geopolitical
landscapes. For example, in the recent timespan of 3 years, the Covid-19 pandemic put
a huge strain on global healthcare services, followed by the war in Ukraine which created
an additional massive exodus in the European region, as well as increasing economic
hardship. Succesful adaptation of applied knowledge has been described as the
transition from competence (skill) to capability (skill in unfamiliar contexts) (251). As
represented in Figure 11, adaptation can only occur when there is an unpredictable or
unfamiliar challenge to the skill. It takes not just knowledge to adapt to change, but also
creative problem solving, intuition and an understanding of how things are interconnected
(251). We separate concepts to study and understand them better, but in reality

24 An example of healthcare acting as a safeguard against cruel racist policies is the stance taken by paediatrics and
psychology academies in the US against the policy of family separation of zero tolerance, which may have
contributed to its official (not absolute) end:
https://publications.aap.org/aapnews/news/12792?autologincheck=redirected

However, the influence of healthcare on politics can occur both ways, legitimising or supporting this type of policies; as
shown by reported forceful medication of children held in detention after separation of their families, to keep them ‘calm’
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everything is more complex and interconnected. For example, our psychological,
biological and social realities (252).

5 Llow Environment unfamiliar
§ Zomla of
S Compsaxty Capability
S
8 Task familiar Task unfamiliar
g
Competence
High Environment familiar
High Low
Degree of certainty

Figure 11. Successful adaptation of skill to unfamiliarity and unpredictability is defined as capability
Source: Fraser SW, Greenhalgh T. Complexity science - coping with complexity: educating for capability.
BMJ. 2001;323(7316):799-803

As medicine moves on from the traditionally taught biomedical model to a more realistic
inclusion of social factors affecting health at every level (253-255), doctors must embrace
the complexity of social, political and cultural factors in their practice. Regarding migrant
health, especially for those undocumented or waiting for regularisation, clinical practice
and political advocacy may intersect; as long as defending migrant health and healthcare
rights will be a political statement. In the next section, | present how the process of
racialisation of migrants — and so, of their health — responds to an established global,
unsustainable system and to the ideology that sustains it. It is important to have an initial
understanding of the root causes of the migrant health disparity (161, 170); as it enables
to embrace the complexity associated. A first step into appropriate, trans-cultural care in
these incredibly complex and violent times.

2.4.2 Neo-racism and the racialisation of migrant health

E. Balibar and |. Wallerstein, in their 1991 book Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous
Identities (248), describe how the concept of neo-racism intersects with the nation
ideology and the capitalist World-Economy as a system. First, neo-racism is described
as a post-colonial racism, which, instead of emphasising biological hierarchy among
populations, focuses on cultural hierarchy. As exclusion on the basis of culture can be
perceived as more socially acceptable, individuals with no sense of collective power
create enemies more vulnerable than themselves (10). Cultural racism is deeply
embedded in traditional racism; for example, in the West, the dominant, oppressing
culture is mostly White?> (256). Second, the nation ideology is based on reinforcing

25 | capitalise to designate a socially created racial identity, not a specific skin tone
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cultural unity within the population of a certain nation, on the basis of mythical common
historical descent; and on differences between nations and citizens. Third, capitalism as
a world system, argue Wallerstein and Balibar, functions on a hierarchical division of
labour under the smokescreen of theoretical equality.

How do these three concepts intersect? Differences between documented citizens and
non-documented migrants are emphasised by the nation ideology. Neo-racism — the
attitude behind many xenophobic, populistic discourses — frames these differences as
negative; threatening the nation’s cultural unity and legitimising marginalisation of the
populations who do not belong (on paper) to the host culture. This enables exclusion and
oppression of certain people, while at the same time preaching equality and democracy
on the basis of nationality (248). As will be explained further in section 2.5.3, political and
administrative identities — such as undocumented migrant — can impose exclusion and
separation?; creating identity hierarchies. As mentioned in section 1.3, hierarchy feeds
into a capitalist system, providing it with low-wage workers without full rights; exploitable
because deportable or with conditional migration status.

While a relation of culture with geography - or sharing a similar area - is undeniable (257),
history is not linear. Nations came to be chaotically through areas unified under colonial
powers, although taught history often presents them as a ‘project’ developed by fighting
outsiders (258-260). National identity defines itself based on an outsider - sometimes
framed as enemy - because it would be much harder to find similarities among the millions
of diverse people a nation holds. Common knowledge, foods, language and traditions are
a strong bond, but by themselves would be weak in the formation of a defensive patriotic
identity. To be defensive, one needs an enemy to fight against. Whether the ‘enemy’ is a
different nationality, religion or migration status, a stereotyped, negative presentation
enhances prejudice; the fight is not against other people, it is against dehumanised
criminals. With the legitimation of discriminatory defensiveness, wars and border
enforcements maintain the hierarchical political and economic dynamic that we live
under. Nationalities can be bought in the UK and permanent residency is granted in the
US if investments over a certain minimum are made in the country (10, 261). Why is
cultural unity and exclusive national past not so important in these cases?

Exclusion of a certain category of people based on race, ethnicity, colour, nationality,
religion, sex, gender, sexual orientation, dis/ability, caste or a mix of these is called
racialisation. This process occurs even among those who are racialised or are
descendants of racialised people. For example, many grandchildren of former European
immigrants in the US became the nativists who applied exclusion by residence, skin
colour or ethnic and cultural origins (5, 256). As described in section 2.3.1, exclusion and
discrimination have a direct impact on health with intergenerational effects. Detrimental

26 Separation is the ‘process by which some humans see themselves as being different from others (and from animals
and nature)’. This process legitimises hierarchical distribution of power; a system where society is stratified ‘according
to categories (e.g. race), and people at the top are actively afforded privilege, capabilities and capital’. These definitions
are taken from the first paper of the Lancet series on racism, xenophobia, discrimination and health, by Devakumar et
al: https://www.thelancet.com/series/racism-xenophobia-discrimination-health
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health and wellbeing effects occur also for those who share the dominant identity
category, however; as the consequence of a progressive dismantling of public healthcare
(262, 263). Historical and cultural legacy may lead a White, but poor, man to not see the
similarities between him and a Black migrant woman. He may then vote to dismantle
social welfare systems from which he could also benefit from. The hypothesis that
increased welfare attracts migrants has not been proven, since migration decisions are
based more on increasingly difficult conditions in countries of origin (246). Instead,
welfare cuts are harmful for the whole population as they increase the burden on the
healthcare system; through health costs of poverty, deprivation and unemployment (153,
246). In other words, allocation of resources based on residence implies cultural and
racial boundaries that respond to racialised xenophobic and White supremacist
arguments, rather than needs of both host and migrant populations.

So far, | have placed cultural oppression of migrants in relation to the complexity of the
interconnected world we live in; racist and neo-racist attitudes and policies; and to the
inequitable distribution of resources. In the next section, | will explore the role that images
and media play in legitimising and, potentially, challenging this oppression.

2.4.3 Migrants as scapegoats. The role of images and media

While an identity hierarchy only grants profit and benefit to few, the ideology behind it has
to be shared by a more solid base (248, 260, 264). Oppression based on abstract identity
categories has been historically endorsed through policies, laws and scientific
statements?’: by making unlawful entry a crime in 1929, US Congress de-facto created
the ‘undocumented immigrant’ identity defined as criminal (5). Legal backup to arguments
of ‘invasion’, ‘othering’ and ‘deservingness’ justified migration policies based on national
sovereignty, rather than on principles of labour needs, family reunification, integration or
freedom from persecution (5). Almost a century later, portrayal of immigrants as criminals
still gained political traction through fear and nativism, in Donald Trump’s campaign (10).
Economic and existential hardship — exacerbated by crises such as the Covid-19
pandemic, the war in Ukraine and climate change — make people less prone to be
empathic and the politics of xenophobia thrive in many parts of the world (265). Yet, if
there is anything to be gained from the Covid-19 pandemic and the visibility it has given
to its racially differentiated health and social impacts, it will be more open discussion on
the causes and brutal consequences of existing inequity in modern societies.

How we justify our thriving is a choice, often induced implicitly through cultural and social
narratives, media and/or propaganda. There is nothing ‘legitimate’ about nationality per
se?8 granting access to resources (266, 267), but we are surrounded by this argument in
news, media, political discourse, and sometimes also family and friends. Nationalistic

27 For example, Jim Crow laws in the United States, apartheid in South Africa, the eugenics ‘science’ and border
enforcement.

28 With this | mean that nationality or citizenship implies rights as well as obligations; and it should depend on the
relative possibility of the individual to fulfill those obligations (and so have access to those rights), rather than any other
factor. | do not hold enough theoretical knowledge to delve deeper into this matter, which can be problematised on
multiple levels: for example, what are the obligations and how do they apply to different people — including those
disabled or those with some form of ill health? | only clarify that ‘nationality’ is not an identity we are born with that
makes us ‘deserve’; rather it is a matter of action and interaction with the community
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news and media refer to migrants using language such as ‘criminals’, ‘terrorists’,
‘invaders’, ‘carriers of diseases’ or ‘aliens’; focusing on an ontologic perspective of what
they are and claiming this as a sufficient explanation for why they are undeserving (27).
If migration causes are mentioned, they are often portrayed as if countries of origin are
‘failing’, overlooking that the reasons forcing people to move are the same ones that are
interconnectedly destroying our planet and causing inequality in rich host countries (20,
268). As mentioned in section 2.4.1, embracing this complexity is difficult, especially in
the era of digital saturation we are in. Access to an excess of information means that the
shorter and the more capturing a message is, the easier it takes hold. An explanation of
structural migration causes and the interconnectedness of them with other world
problems is harder to take in as a concept than simply ‘they are overflowing’ or ‘they take
your job’ (269). It is simpler to cultivate reductionist views of singular identities - exploiting
targeted differences which allow scapegoating - than to adddress complexity (270).

Negative images of migrants portrayed in media shape collective understanding,
because images’ powerful, instant communication has a strong inlfuence on public
opinion (271, 272). Migrants are often represented as a uniform group, leading to a
generalisation-abstraction of the migrant figure (273). Loss of individuality contributes to
feeling less empathy. Occasionally, tragic individual stories — such as those of Alan Kurdi
or Oscar and Valeria Martinez?® — storm the media and duly cause scandal to migration
policies. However, the over-mediatisation of these stories contributes just as well to a
mis-representation of migrants’ realities as universally tragic rather than resilient or
resourceful. Tragedy and scandal may open discussions but they are eventually
‘overrated’ by other news stories, as well as the discussion may centre on the details of
an individual’s death and not on challenging the mainstream collective representation of
migrants as ‘others’. The danger of this representation is that images shape collective
understanding without building a knowledge basis of the phenomenon they are
representing, or of its complexity.

This is important, because psychological and philosophical approaches remind us of the
inseparability of knowledge from relationship. For example, knowledge represents one of
the axes of relationship with the ‘other’ identified by philosopher Tzvetan Todorov, in his
historical analysis about the conquest of America (274). He identified three different and
independent axes; on each axis, relationship with the ‘other’ exists on a spectrum of two
extremes (Figure 12). The first axis is axiological; referring to judgement of the other’s
values. On this axis, positive judgement is often equivalent to seeing the other as an
equal, whilst negative judgement may imply seeing the other as inferior. The second axis
is praxeological; referring to action towards the other. On one extreme, submission to the
other — by identifying oneself with the other — and on the other extreme, submission of
the other — by imposing values to the other. The third axis is epistemological; referring to
knowledge of the other. On one extreme is complete knowledge of the other — which

29 Alan Kurdi was the two year old Syrian boy drowned in September 2015 in the Mediterranean, along with his mother
and brother, whilst trying to reach Europe from Turkey. Oscar and Valeria Martinez were a father and his two-year old
daughter, drowned in the Rio Bravo trying to cross the border from Mexico to the US in 2019
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implies understanding the other’s actions —, on the other extreme is complete ignorance
of the other.

These axes are independent, even if they may influence each other. As Todorov explains,
different extremes of these axes can coexist. For example, conquest and slavery may
imply good knowledge of the other as a way to conquer more efficiently (epistemological
axis), coexisting with seeing the other as inferior (axiological axis) and imposing
submission (praxeological axis). On the other hand, positive judgement of the other’'s
values (axiological axis) may still coexist with a complete lack of knowledge and
understanding of these values (epistemological axis); thus considering the need to
‘civilise’ and impose submission (praxeological axis) as an act of goodwill (274).

Positive judgeme

Knowledge about the other

Submission of
oneself to the
other

(identification)

Submission
of the other
to oneself

Ignorance about the other

Negative judgeme|

Figure 12. Independent but intersecting axes of relationship with the ‘other’ according to Todorov
Personal elaboration

Ideally, the position on the axiological and praxeological axes should be somewhere in
the middle: respecting the other’s values and actions, without imposing one’s views on
another. Judgement of the other’s values is personal; we may not always agree, but it is
important to understand what we do not agree with. And this is where knowledge
becomes, in my opinion, the most important axis. By knowing and interacting with the
other, we may still disagree or dislike, but there can be more empathic understanding of
the other's point of view; leading to the realisation that, should we be in the other’s
position, we may have done the same. However, the quest for similarities must not
mislead: similarities may not exist, or structural and personal bias may be too strong to
overcome. This is not a justification for deterring us from our responsibility towards each
other, embracing difference and diversity. In his essay Totality and Infinity (pp 214),
Emmanuel Levinas described this responsibility to recognise a pluralist existence as a
fraternity; which “is radically opposed to the conception of a humanity united by
resemblance” (275). The irreducible differences in humanity can be acknowledged
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peacefully if seen as ‘drivers of further human learning — also concerning our place in the
wider cosmic scheme of things’; as stated by political scientist Heikki Patomaki (276).
The power of knowledge has been theorised by Foucault and Freire, arguing how a more
equitable distribution of knowledge is the first step towards equality (277, 278).

Knowledge of the other is thus basis for respectful coexistence; in the spectrum that runs
from mutual acknowledgement of the other’'s humanity, to an active, interactional
knowledge. Media can influence the most public opinion when there is no personal, direct
or indirect, experience/knowledge of the effect or phenomenon the media is talking about,
or when the reader is not critical about the information (269). Images can challenge this
if they are designed to transmit a message of “you don’t know enough about what you
claim an opinion on”. Policies of inclusion — such as ensuring healthcare access to
immigrants — rely on this basis of mutual understanding and must go hand in hand with
the diffusion of these messages to make them mainstream (83). Another important
concept elaborated by Freire is the fundamental role of respectful dialogue for
engagement with others (279). In an interconnected and inter-cultural world, dialogue can
help prevent xenophobic wars against each other. Given that we do not all speak the
same language, both literally and metaphorically, images become one of the essential
tools with which we can establish dialogue. Research can have a leading role creating
precedents for dialogue (235). For example, research methods such as photovoice have
explicitly aimed to utilise images to establish a dialogue; both within communities and
between communities and policy makers (280).

Using images to establish dialogue and connection means avoiding stereotypes. Instead
of presenting images of migrants as victims to counterbalance the image of migrants as
criminals, we should simply present the image of migrants as people (281). As de-
humanisation produces exclusion (92), an introduction to diversity must happen by
getting to know the other before any judgement of values or action taken. This could be
made easier if popular discourse, media and basic education reflected the value of mutual
recognition as humans. Otherwise, it has to happen as an expanding counter-culture
(266). Strengthening a different view of the ‘migrant identity’ is important, by shifting the
perception from criminals or victims to people who are legitimately fighting for their
dignified livelihood. This can help enable migrant integration which, as | argue in Chapter
6, involves interaction between host and migrant populations. Policies that support
migrant integration have been reported to reduce migrant health disparities (282).
Quoting UCL-Lancet Commission on Migration and Health: “understanding issues of
culture, ethnicity and identity is crucial for achieving equity in health, including migrant
health” (93).

It is at this juncture that this thesis makes its primary contribution through exploring the
following research questions about identity, resilience and its relation to the migration
process, which also form the conceptual framework on which these questions are based.
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2.5 Research questions and conceptual framework
This research has three main questions:
1. How does the experience and understanding of migration transit through Mexico
shape identity for unaccompanied migrant youth aged 14 to 24?
2. For these youth, what are the coping mechanisms that translate into resilience?
3. How do practitioners perceive the ability of policies and implementation to meet
the needs of unaccompanied young migrants?

These questions are oriented around two critical concepts within the mental health
literature: identity and resilience. These concepts are psychosocial aspects of mental
health. As identity and resilience are dimensions of the self that are highly shaped by our
life experiences and social contexts, changing through time, they are important
considerations in relation to the mental health and wellbeing of migrant youth. In addition,
| believe these concepts to be instinctive resources the human mind has to make sense
of one’s reality; common to all humans. In other words, understandings of identity and
resilience may be more relatable compared to traumatic mental health outcomes and, as
such, may potentially decrease any unintentional ‘othering’ implied when talking with and
about forced migrant populations. Where you are (context, e.g. transitory/stable location
and/or point in life), who you are (identity) and how you survive (resilience) are basic
elements the mind instinctively works out. How they are worked out is highly person
specific - depending on experience, education, culture etc - but can also be influenced
by collective understandings, for example a collective migrant identity.

Following this conceptual framework, explored in more detail in the following sections
2.5.1t0 2.5.4, research questions ask — to migrant youth - the impact that migration transit
had on their identity; and the coping strategies and mechanisms that translated in
resilience. The third research question, to workers, asks their perceptions of current
policies and services available in Mexico for unaccompanied migrant youth. The third
guestion is important to document and contextualise further the environment
unaccompanied migrant youth move in within Mexico, and the structural barriers they
encounter. Participants’ contributions will be complemented ethnographically by my own
experience in two migrant shelters.

2.5.1 Psychosocial aspects of mental health during migration transit: a
conceptual framework

‘Psychosocial’ is a term widely used within the broader mental health landscape. It
broadly refers to the concept of the interaction between individual psychological
processes, and social relational processes which range from family, interpersonal and
cultural dynamics. As was initially presented in section 2.3, psychosocial factors have
been highlighted as particularly important determinants of migrant and refugee mental
health; as social factors and migration policies greatly impact their chances at integration
in a new host country (283). The significance of migration-related social determinants of
health — such as detention, delayed asylum decisions and discrimination - emphasises
the need to have a psychosocial focus when dealing with mental health of
unaccompanied migrant youth (283, 284), because of the negative impact on health
these social contexts can have.
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Forced migration transit is conceptualised in this research as a social context or
environment which presents many challenging aspects. Not only it is dangerous and
highly unstable (in terms of continuous change of residence or plans, for example), but it
is also highly politicised (285). Much literature has confirmed (see section 2.3.3) that this
challenging environment has adverse effects on individual psychological states; as would
be expected. However, | was interested in the interaction of this social context with two
important aspects of mental health, identity and resilience, in migrant adolescents. These
aspects of mental health bridge the social world with the individual psychological states
of being; thus are psychosocial aspects of mental health.

Both identity and resilience are key psychosocial aspects of mental health because they
are individually driven dimensions, defined by the social context. Though these terms will
be explored further in subsequent sections, identity can be understood as the concept of
how people understand who they are, how they distinguish themselves from some and
identify with others (116, 286). In line with Identity Process Theory (IPT), far from a
uniform and constant concept, identity is an artificial construct which is continuously
changing depending on our social context and experiences (206, 286). Resilience,
traditionally described as the capacity to recover from difficulties, is also a dynamic
process that occurs as difficulties are overcome (287-289). Overcoming difficulties can
create a sense of confidence that can impact identity and can help to face future
difficulties. In other words, identity and resilience are two very interrelated concepts.
Identity is shaped by lived events and experiencing adversity with resilience allows to see
a more positive progression of the self. Sense of self is formed by how one construes
oneself in the present, past and future aspirations; and a continuity to self-perception is
associated with resilience (227, 237).

Importantly, discussions of identity and resilience do not equate to diagnoses of mental
health conditions. These concepts do not hold a negative stigma that can be associated
with a clinical condition, and provide a platform to understand key dynamics which
influence mental health and wellbeing. Furthermore, these aspects of mental health also
influence development and the foundations for adult life. Crucially, engaging with these
aspects of mental health enable: first, shifting the focus from trauma to a more holistic
vision of positive as well as negative mental health impacts of migration; and second,
exploring the impact that forced migration has on personal development of
unaccompanied migrant youth in Mexico.

2.5.2 Migration transit as a socially defining context

In migration, a transit state is a state that is geographically situated along the migration
route between an origin and a chosen destination country, traditionally considered as a
transitory ‘passage’ before reaching the destination. As has been recognised in literature
(290), I conceptualise migration transit as a social context -beyond a geographical space-
because it is a socially created space. Namely, which states are ‘transit’ at any given
moment depends on the direction of migratory flows and geopolitical dynamics (285). In
practice, transit states are increasingly becoming destinations; because the practice of
border ‘offshoring’ for irregular migration management is increasingly being implemented
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by the so-called destination countries (291). Examples of this outsourcing include the
agreements of the European Union with Turkey and Libya; or of the United States with
Mexico and Guatemala.

‘Transit’ states are encouraged to act as gatekeepers thanks to policy and legal
arrangements that include financial incentives, de-facto shifting from transit to destination
countries (291). Natural barriers, such as the Mediterranean sea and the desert in
Northern Mexico, become allies of this outsourcing by representing dangerous remote
areas where migrant deaths can occur with little government accountability (292). The
fact that this shifting of responsibility3° is not recognised shapes the public imaginary in
thinking that most reception countries are in the global North. Actually, it is low-and-
middle income countries which receive the most migrants: in 2021, these countries
hosted 83% of the world’s refugees (291, 293). Many of these countries justify not taking
responsibility for the de-facto migration that is directed back to them by describing
themselves with the ‘transit state’ definition, in some cases avoiding to build reception
centres or to provide asylum (291).

The political discourse that justifies border control externalisation frames mobility as a
risk and a burden to destination countries (294). Irregularised migration is currently
undeniably a risk, made so by the lack of legal pathways to migrate rather than by mobility
itself; which can be a source of much opportunity (295). This absence of legal alternatives
to move reduces social, economic and political rights by creating precarious forms of
‘transit-existence’, as put by Sabine Hess (290). As argued by Hess, this ‘transit-
existence’ goes beyond administrative categories of ‘asylum-seeker’, ‘refugee’ or even
‘transit migrant’, as people ultimately stay where they find social possibilities to exist like
work or a community. In other words, someone without legal status may stay in a ‘transit’
area because — however unstable — s/he has found informal work in the area after
unsuccessful tries to cross the border or obtain asylum. Conversely, someone with legal
status of refugee may still consider a place transitory if work is deemed insufficient. For
example, as will be explored in Chapter 6, some participants with refugee status in Mexico
still wished to continue to the United States in order to earn in dollars.

Movement is more complex and dynamic across borders than political discourse of
border regimes acknowledges. The political ‘risk’ of uncontrolled mobility is that it defies
the apparent stability of Nation-States’ borders, and this is given priority over moving as
cultural and economic exchange; creating networks, which is a fundamental part of
human nature (45, 296). As was explored in sections 2.4.2 and 2.4.3, the perceived threat
to national identity is exploited by media and political discourse, insinuating the public
reaction of scapegoating and racialising migrants - blocking both mobility and equitable
access to resources. Thus, undocumented migration becomes “a series of stops, starts,
reverses and circularities”, as stated by Sue Clayton ((99); pp 115). Checkpoints,
apprehensions and returns are coupled with long waiting times to find out if life in the host

30 Even if ‘transit’ countries would naturally receive more migrants by being geographically closer, | still consider it a
shifting of responsibility by the way in which migration management is outsourced with a focus on enforcement rather
than cooperation
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country can be possible on legal terms. Travel or waiting can last years and it can start
over again after a deportation. This life condition can be seen as an existential limbo, a
constant quest for a place where it is possible to project for the future. However, while it
is a state of much uncertainty, it may also be a state of hope and resistance — as the goal
or purpose of migration is yet to be reached (297). Indefinite waiting time in a ‘temporary’
camp can kill this hope much more than the actual constant change of moving (222).

The discontinuity that irregularised migration transit represents in the modern migration
management system — in terms of barred plans and inability to plan a future - is likely to
heavily impact both identity and resilience. In the case of unaccompanied youth, this can
be more significant given their age of transition to adulthood; in a context lacking
supportive adult guidance, continuous peer relationships or the safe learning
environment of a school (298). With participants’ accounts, | expand on this in Chapters
4 and 5. Indeed, interruption or lack of formal education may have implications for
understanding, processing and giving meaning to experiences (298). The next two
sections describe selected literature on identity and resilience in migrant adolescents, in
order to build a theoretical framework within which to explore these concepts in the
analysis of empirical data collected for this project.

2.5.3 Conceptualising identity in the context of adolescent migration

There are multiple theoretical positions from which to explore this concept. In this work, |
draw on Glynis Breakwell’s Identity Process Theory (IPT) (299), from the field of social
psychology, and on sociologist Gilberto Giménez’s work on cultural identity, because they
align with identity as the way we see ourselves and are seen; a process which is culturally
influenced, constantly changing throughout our lives and especially following drastic
experiences (206, 300). | believe this is critical for adolescent migrants because social
contexts with a high rate of change and uncertainty such as migration transit are
challenging - especially considering a population who has yet to reach mental and
physical maturity.

IPT states that individuals have agency in constructing their identity; that this process is
dynamic; and that it depends on finding systems of meaning drawing on social resources
(such as images and language) and psychological processes. The theory thus recognises
the existence of individual agency, especially through the self-efficacy principle
(described below) and in the fluidity of self-categorization: despite the ‘permeability of
group boundaries [as] a ‘structural’ feature of the societies, [social representation] is
subject to transformation through human agency’ (pp 112; (286)). | draw more explicitly
on the concept of agency because, as noted by Kate Cregan and Denise Cuthbert in their
book Global Childhoods (301), it is important to frame discourses on young people so as
to represent their agency in determining their life trajectories — even within the social and
legal barriers of a world governed by adults. As such, throughout this work | am guided
by the definition of agency Amy Thompson et al used in their work on re-conceptualising
agency in migrant children from Central America and Mexico: where it is defined as
agency as the capacity for intentional behaviour (147). This is also supported by
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mainstream psychiatric perspectives on the term, which define agency as: “ownership
and authorship of one’s thoughts, feelings and actions” (302).

As feminist post-structural approaches remind us, the enacting of agency or ‘thoughts,
feelings and action’ is shaped by social and structural barriers (303, 304) -especially in
forced migration contexts. However, if barriers to enacting agency exist, it does not mean
agency is not there (303). In the case of migrant children, as emphasized by Alvarez
Velasco and Glockner (305), they should be represented as constituent actors of the
migration process on their own right; active social components with or without the
company of a family. Importantly, recognising agency does not obscure the fact that —
especially for younger children — an adult guidance is needed as attachment figure and
more practically, to navigate bureaucratic processes and to grant the protection of a legal
guardian (225). Thus, as Alvarez Velasco and Glockner note, children and young
people’s agency is much more notorious at the micro-level, in the intimate dynamics of
private spaces and ‘everyday’ life, rather than in a more public, political sphere. For this
reason, a focus on children’s agency also requires a focus on the micro-level, as
mentioned in section 2.3.3.

The importance of agency in the discussion of identity is that how much agency is
recognised to migrant children has a lot to do with how they are viewed in society (or their
social representation) and, thus, social treatment. Breakwell links IPT directly to social
psychologist Serge Moscovici’s Social Representation Theory (306), which defines social
representations as symbolic understandings of each other that come about through
media and interpersonal communication (307). Migrant children combine the ‘migrant’
and the ‘child’; two concepts which can have contrasting social representations of ‘threat’
and ‘vulnerable’, respectively (118). Recognition of migrant children’s agency in political
discourse has thus been at two polar opposites: either recognising a menacing, adult-like
agency turning these children (especially older adolescents) into unlawful criminals; or
denying all agency, blaming their parents for their migration and being described as
victims (147, 305). Advancing a more neutral, non-binary recognition of migrant children
and adolescents’ agency is therefore important for framing policy discourse and generally
any discussion on this type of migration. An appropriate collective representation of
migrant children encompassing both vulnerabilities and capabilities warrants the basis
for child-friendly procedures truly in the best interests of the child.

Social representations as a concept matter also for psychological identity. As stated by
Giménez and Andreouli, identity has an individual and a collective dimension; in which
the former is based on self-identification, personal attributes (such as personality traits)
and biographical history; and the latter determines social and cultural positioning in a
given society (308-310). According to Giménez, individual and collective identification
can also be understood as self-affirmation and external designation: in other words, what
we choose to identify with; and what we are perceived as by society (300, 309). In
agreement with both Breakwell and Giménez, | view identity as a concept marked by
multiplicity as well as dynamism. We are some form of chaotic uniformity, keeping some
aspects of ourselves throughout our lives and leaving others. It would be too messy to
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describe in detail what we are and are not at any given point in time; so we choose, or
are placed in, general categories. These categories — such as skin colour, gender,
nationality, religion and ethnicity - give us a relational place in this world and belonging
to a certain group, whether wanted or unwanted. Each of these categories exists in
opposition to the others: a Christian would not be so without a Jew or a Muslim; a man
would not be so without a woman; a citizen would not be so without a migrant. The
definition of an identity can only happen with respect to an ‘other’ and as a constant
feedback from the external world (248, 308, 309). As such, self-affirmation needs
relational and societal legitimation; for example, through the recognition of a job title or
an adequate pronoun. Self-affirmation requires not just agency but also social freedom
to assert, build or work for a certain identity.

Not all externally designated (collective) identity categories hold the same freedom of
choice. Some collective identity categories are imposed by structural dynamics of societal
roles; especially for categories which hold less societal power in a given time and place
(310, 311). By this | mean that whilst a person externally designated by a privileged
collective identity category, such as a White man in a Western context, can more readily
choose to focus on becoming an athlete and businessman and identifying as that instead
of as a White man only; for a person externally designated with an oppressed identity
category, such as an Indigenous woman or an undocumented migrant, the externally
designated category becomes the main identity recognised by society. Most other
possible routes to different self-identification will be much more difficult in terms of access
to resources and freedom from discrimination; thus imposing the collective (oppressed)
identity category as the main identifier when studying, looking for a job, or attempting a
journey for a better life.

For people externally designated by collective identity categories with less power, self-
affirmation can be either more difficult or utterly impossible. Thus, whilst we all have a
unique combination of individual attributes and collective belongings, the relationship to
‘others’ is seldom neutral and the freedom to construct identity is not equally shared.
Identity construction is a process negotiated individually in a social world. With IPT,
Breakwell theorised that how individuals react when their identity is threatened allows to
understand the processes that drive identity construction (286). She identified four
principles - in Western, industrialised cultures - which sustain identity construction:
continuity across time, distinctiveness from others, self-efficacy or control over one’s life
and self-esteem or feeling of personal worth (299). Other identity principles added later
include belonging and coherence between different identities (286). Potentially all of
these principles are attacked in a context of forced migration, leading to major identity
threat and disruption because of massive societal change for migrants (312). For
example, loss of home and familiar environments implies a form of discontinuity; media
homogenisation hinders distinctiveness; barriers to legal and decent work or education
are harmful to self-efficacy and self-esteem; and finding belonging, meaning and
coherence in forced migration contexts is challenging.
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Highlighting the impact that social and psychological change have on identity is
particularly relevant in migration contexts (286). Social contexts migrants find in host or
transit countries are often not welcoming. As explored in sections 2.4.2 and 2.4.3, even
taking into account geographical and cultural variation, migrants are generally
represented as a threat for national identity and this creates social environments adverse
to them. The emphasis on national identity in the creation of the ‘migration crisis’
represents rather a crisis of the Nation-State and of the current deeply inequitable
neoliberal system (313-315). This system has put us all in a context of competition for
appropriation of inequitably distributed resources and nationality has become an
important identity category for this differential access to resources. Throughout history
and in current conflicts, different identity categories have become the dominant belonging
that justifies a collective fight for resources. As stated by Amin Maalouf, “where people
feel their faith is threatened, it is their religious affiliation that seems to reflect their whole
identity. But if their mother tongue or ethnic group is in danger, they fight ferociously
against their own co-religionists” (pp 13; (316)).

As mentioned in section 2.4, the creation of dominant identities implies exclusion and the
imposition of the ‘other’ identity category for those excluded and oppressed (317); with
media and political public discourse playing an active role in defining these collective
identities (116, 205). For people who share an oppressed identity category, a common
struggle can lead to self-identifying with the oppressed category in order to create a
network that can be protective. The big migrant caravans described in section 1.2 are a
visible example of this functional self-identification for solidarity. Oppressed and excluded
people are forced to question their identities, sometimes due to the very lack of a
recognised existence; as in the case of the stateless and undocumented. This process is
painful, but it may bring to a more honest recognition of oneself as human, beyond social
categories (318, 319).

As children mature into adolescence and young adulthood (15-24 years), they enter a
period of intense change. During puberty, brain maturation results in increased sensitivity
to real and perceived differences, e.g. those related to migration. The task of identity
formation during adolescence involves exploration of roles and values and a commitment
to those considered most meaningful (298). James Marcia identified four statuses in this
process: commitment after exploration (achieved); commitment without exploration
(foreclosure); exploration without commitment (moratorium); and lack of interest in
commitment (diffusion) (320). The constant change and uncertainty of migration are likely
to impact this process. The roles and values present in the social context will not be clear
or will change, immediate survival or the need to work will be prioritised over the
vocational path. Traumas, experience of stigma and exclusion can lead to self-blame and
a negative perception of self, which contribute to emotional distress, anxiety, depression
and self-harm (93, 321). A considerable burden placed on developing migrants is
precisely this term: they carry the social, political and often stereotyped collective ‘migrant
identity’ before being considered as any other adolescent (322). In addition to collective
social categorisations, migrant adolescents also negotiate cultural roles, such as
responsibility to work and provide for the family (323).
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Stable references are important for identity, whether in terms of place or social relations.
For migrant adolescents, the absence of a stable territorial reference means that identity
has to be de-territorialised. Thanks to advances in communication technologies, social
interrelation is not territorially based anymore (324). This enables substituting a stable
territorial reference with a (more or less stable) network of trans-national social and
familiar ties; constructing a complex trans-national and trans-cultural identity (116, 323,
324). Maintaining affective and social ties in different places leads to a notion of a trans-
national existence: a more or less constant projection of the self in other places either
through maintenance of social networks, nostalgia, responsibility for sending remittances
or actual — realistic or idealistic — plans to return (257, 325-327). During migration,
acculturation stress and discrimination can have the effect of either emphasising one’s
origins or rejecting them (324, 328). Whilst rejection could lead to assimilating more
openly the host culture values, a biographical continuity is necessary for coherent self-
identification (310, 329). Thus, maintenance of at least some cultural values of the
country of origin can be protective for mental health; to prevent a sense of existential loss
of meaning and belonging. A 2020 study by Oppedal et al, for example, found that having
a strong heritage identity was associated with decreased depression symptoms over time
among unaccompanied minors in Norway (218).

Finally, constructing a sense of self in constant motion, without parental reference, is
challenging. Even more challenging if the adolescent comes from a difficult background,
such as being neglected or abused; as the main source of self-esteem and information
for children about who they are are their parents (232, 330). For this reason, many
authors have described migrant identities as transforming and adaptive; a complex task
of constant negotiation and reconstruction which demonstrates considerable agency
(331). In this section, | have presented a range of perspectives on identity. Within the
remainder of this work, | define Identity as ‘the way we see ourselves and are seen’.
Analysis of participants’ accounts in relation to identity are explored in Chapter 5.

2.5.4 Resilience in migrant adolescents

Resilience, in the fields of psychology and developmental medicine, is described as a
positive developmental outcome despite adverse or high-risk experiences (227, 287,
332). It is difficult to cite a single author in the definition of resilience: all the studies | have
read expand on the general definition | present here from multidisciplinary perspectives.
As developmental psychologists Suniya Luthar, Dante Cicchetti and Bronwyn Becker
explain in their critical review of the construct of resilience (289), definitions of resilience
have evolved over decades to the generally accepted definition | write here. Thus, to
make explicit authorship of the definition, | would need to delve on the historical evolution
of the concept and cite a lot of authors — which is beyond my scope. Many studies on
resilience also focus more on the ‘how’ rather than the ‘what’ is resilience: what makes a
‘good’ outcome and in which conditions. Resilience is generally accepted to be a dynamic
process which can occur only in the eventuality of facing adversity, highly dependent on
the type of resources (social, economic, personal) an individual has access to in that
moment (333-336). When adversity does not exceed the individual's coping abilities and
resources, it may be constructive to help face future adversity - as noted by Suniya Luthar
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et al (289). However, as emphasised by psychologist and professor of child development
Ann Masten, resilience also depends on facilitating contextual factors: overcoming
successfully one adversity does not automatically lead to overcoming any adversity at
any time (287, 337). Determinants of resilience are related to the individual family, social
and cultural context, as well as educational and developmental trajectories (287, 337,
338). Psychologist Iciar Villancieros conducted a review of resilience factors that are
relevant in forced migration contexts (339), pointing out the importance of the
characteristics of the adverse event: the more stressful or chronic, the more difficult to
have resilience. Meaning and understanding given to the adverse event are also
important; the psychic impact of an unexpected adverse event is higher than if it was
expected and, ultimately, higher resilience is reached if a coherent narrative can be
constructed (ibid). Other important resilience factors identified were hope and future
aspirations.

Among factors described to be important for resilience of UAMs are heritage culture
competence; personal resources (emotion regulation, faith, positive outlook, education,
confidence); age; gender; traumatic events experienced; previous knowledge of how to
travel or migration experience; attachment figures; accompaniment (by friends, other
family or people found on the way) and discrimination (214, 227, 333, 334, 337). UAMs
travel without parents or tutors by definition, but maintaining secure family structures and
communication with family during migration is a source of resilience and can help protect
from adverse mental health consequences (93, 325, 339). In other words, feeling
accompanied or cared for can compensate emotionally, to a certain extent, the absence
of a parent. As reported by Selap Keles et al (227), despite the incredible difficulties UAMs
face, many studies have reported a high level of resilience among this population. Among
strategies that foster resilience are mutual support and solidarity between migrants (141).

As resilience is an active process, | believe a recognition of resilience in UAMs
necessarily comes with a recognition of agency. As Adrian Van Breda notes in his review
of resilience theory (340), in adverse social contexts resilience can be more appropriately
defined as resistance. Namely, practices that oppose adversity and, as such, are an
exercise of agency. | refer again to the definition of agency | introduced in section 2.5.3:
the capacity for intentional behaviour. Whilst the ultimate possibility of intentional
behaviour depends on structural and social processes, as problematised above, social
recognition of the inherent ‘capacity’ of the individual for intentional behaviour is the
fundamental basis on which different levels of action can occur. In the case of children,
the Western notion of a ‘dependent’ child removes recognition of agency, or inherent
capacity (116, 301). However, this notion arised only after the industrial revolution
allowed some middle-class families to focus on the education of their children as they did
not need them to work anymore (116). For poorer families, the notion of the child worker
kept on being necessary, and it is still today. Indeed, although there have been advances
in advocating education for all children, for some families it is both necessary and natural
that the child contributes to the family’s income as soon as possible (341). UAMs often
migrate to work in order to sustain their families, even if they have not completed a formal
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education. This is a highly functional response that migration represents in terms of
overcoming, for example, economic adversity faced by the family (227).

Recognising agency in a child or adolescent does not deny vulnerability or need of
protection (126, 147, 342). Rather, it is a recognition of the present value of a child; in
contrast with the view of a future value when the child becomes an adult, as noted by
Qvortrup et al in the Palgrave Handbook of Childhood Studies (116). In a hypothetical
migration interview, this ‘elevation’ of the child as an ‘equal’ enables a much better
understanding of their migratory objectives; acknowledging the effort done during the
journey. Autonomy and control have been identified by scholars studying unaccompanied
minor migration to Europe as central to their wellbeing (343); again highlighting how a
sense of agency underlines the possibility for autonomy, while feeling in control over
events is a manifestation of resilience (287). Current migration management in Mexico
and the US blocks in many ways this autonomy and control. As mentioned in section
2.5.3, the stereotype placed on migrant adolescents often ranges from ‘victims’ to
‘criminals’: the irregularised migration management system silences them or decides for
them their ‘best interests’ often in an adult-centered way, depriving them of their freedom.
The frequent escaping of migrant youth from protection facilities could be a last resort to
feel in control of their own lives and fulfil their migration-related objectives (322).

Notably, control over one’s life — or self-efficacy - is one of the identity principles identified
by Breakwell (286); emphasising the interaction between identity and resilience. Difficult
experiences that are overcome succesfully may also determine a quicker maturation,
coupled with greater conscience of oneself. Collective identities and social relations,
important for identity formation and representation, are important for resilience.
Psychologist Gillian Hughes, in the book Unaccompanied Young Migrants. Identity, care
and justice (99), notes the importance of ‘collective resistance’ when connection with
peers in similar situations creates a common meaning of their experiences. As described
in section 2.5.3, a common struggle can create protective networks. For example,
migrants in transit who self-identify as migrants were likely to give help on the road to
other migrants, in what Alejandra Diaz de Ledn described as ‘transient communities’
made of mostly one-off interactions (344). Protective social relations, in the form of
emotional support and practical help for the journey, are also often trans-national and
virtual. For many young adolescent migrants, including research participants, trans-
national familiar relations were present even before migration; for example if they were
raised by their grandparents due to one or both parents migrating (323).

Ultimately, agency and social support may prompt actions that lead to adequate
functioning and resilient outcomes. However, adequate functioning or the absence of
severe mental health symptoms does not mean the absence of mental distress (287,
338). As psychiatrist Lynne Jones notes, this is especially the case when there is chronic
limitation to personal freedom, which is common in forced migration (222). Functional
distress can be more adequately framed, again, as resistance to adversity, rather than
resilience; since the latter implies an active meaning-making that allows better
acceptance of the events and lower mental distress (287). It will be shown in Chapter 6,
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as Adrian Van Breda notes in his critical review of resilience theory, that in chronic
adverse situations resilience and resistance can coexist, applying differently to different
aspects of life (340). Promotion of individual resilience factors among unaccompanied
youth must not obscure the importance of addressing ongoing structural challenges to
personal development, as these largely contribute to the adversity (99, 340). Migration
systems in Mexico and the US are currently applying punitive and criminalising measures
to adolescents who are being detained and deported, quite in contrast with the notion of
a child that must be protected.

In summary, the psychosocial environment a person is in, including the social, economic
and cultural spheres, is incredibly relevant to any discussion on mental health —
particularly for people in crisis situations (222). For migrants, psychosocial wellbeing is
tightly linked to concepts of identity, belonging, community and adaptation to different
cultural contexts (247). So far, | have explained how the concepts of transit, identity and
resilience can relate to the context of forced migration transit for migrant adolescents.
This is the conceptual framework | provide for answering the first two research questions
on the impact of migration transit on identity and resilience of unaccompanied migrant
youth in Mexico; explored in Chapters 5 and 6. With the third research question, |
broadened the discussion and interrogated workers on their opinion on how current
policies in Mexico align with mental health needs of unaccompanied migrant youth;
described mostly in Chapter 4.

But what is the best mechanism in order to generate knowledge, or ways of knowing, with
and among marginalised populations such as those in the heart of this thesis? As | will
outline in the third chapter, | used qualitative and visual methods in order to answer the
research questions, because images allow participants to share world representations
that may not have arisen through direct questions (272), as well as present an opportunity
to further use them for advocacy and research dissemination — with appropriate ethical
safeguards. The next chapter will outline the methodology and the methods used for this
research in detail.

67



METHODOLOGY
También de este lado hay suefios®!

* @ cthe mirende come sono e non diverso € la mia esistenza fra due paesi, fra due o
tre lingue, fra parecchie tradizioni culturali. E proprio questo che definisce la mia
identita. Sareipitaut enti co se mi privass# di
-Amin Maalouf

This chapter outlines the methodological framework guiding this research: my ontological
and epistemological positioning; the methods chosen within this positioning and their
justification based on the realities of the research context. First, | outline a social
constructivist epistemology as my methodological orientation. This underpins the use of
ethnographic and visual qualitative methods used to engage with unaccompanied
migrant youth and professionals in services or research related to migrant youth.
Inclusion criteria of the study population; the research sites chosen; reflexivity; and ethical
considerations are also described. Subsequently, the field context and each of the utilised
methods will be described: motivated ethnography including drawing workshops with
migrant youth; and semi-structured interviews using visual elicitation techniques. In the
last part of the chapter, | present the data analysis process.

3.1 Methodological framework

As seen thus far, my interests in this thesis focus on the interaction of a specific social
context (migration transit) with internal and subjective experiences, the psychosocial
processes of identity and resilience. Thus, to guide my analysis and methods, | chose an
idealist ontological framework; which asserts that reality is socially and psychologically
constructed, depending on intersubjective understandings of it (345, 346). Based on this
understanding of reality, | applied a social constructivist epistemology, with an
interpretivist theoretical perspective. Social constructivism asserts that knowledge is
understood to be socially created based on collective meaning-making that depends on
different interpretations of this meaning (347, 348). The interpretivist theoretical
perspective applies as a position in which these interpretations or subjective
understandings are believed to be culturally derived and highly dependent on the
historical and social context (349). These frameworks situate the knowledge generated
by this research within a specific social context and subjective interpretation of the results.
As such, they are appropriate for studying psychosocial processes dependent on
changing social and cultural environments: Glynis Breakwell herself suggested using
social constructivism when applying IPT to identity research (286). In the next section, |
explore in more detail the implications of this epistemological framework.

31 Translated from ‘on this side too, there are dreams’. Quote from Cummins, Jeanine. American dirt. Philippe Rey,
2020

32 Translation: ‘What makes me who | am and not [someone else] is my existence between two countries, between
two or three languages, between various cultural traditions. And it is exactly this that defines my identity. Would | be
more authentic if | stripped myself of a part of me?’. Quote from Maalouf A. L * | d eNilani Borapiani; 2005.
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3.1.1 Social constructivism as epistemological perspective

Social constructivism as epistemological framework implies that knowledge and
understanding of the world are collectively created by individuals, developing meaning
through social interaction (348). Thus, to gain knowledge about the lived experience of a
certain group involves understanding different subjective meanings given to the same
phenomenon (347, 349). Following an interpretivist perspective, | contextualise these
subjective meanings within specific external social circumstances, situated in a historical
and cultural context. While considering limitations in the generalisability of the data, this
perspective is appropriate for understanding the context of migration transit in Mexico,
for two reasons. First, given the relative lack of statistical or quantitative reliable data
available for this context: most data of this type relate solely to apprehensions and rough
demographic characteristics, offering more information on the dynamics of migration
control (285). Second, to allow enquiry into the lived experience of migration transit and
to problematise the lack of reliable statistical or quantitative data as an issue of social
and cultural (institutional) understanding of the migration phenomenon.

Social constructivist enquiry is appropriate to study identity and resilience: being mind
constructs, they can only be explored if a person communicates what they subjectively
think or feel about these concepts. This positioning is, | believe, also particularly useful
when studying childhood and young people. Childhood is a social construct, influenced
by the spatial context to the extent that any implementation of child rights is “subordinate
to more communitarian principles of the needs and interests of the group to which the
child belongs”, as Kate Cregan and Denise Cuthbert write in their book Global Childhoods
(pp 64; (301)) Placing childhood as culturally dependent as the understanding of
migration provides an adequate lens with which to study the two phenomena together. In
addition, as professor of educational psychology Thomas A. Schwandt notes in his
analysis of constructivist and interpretivist approaches to human inquiry (347), in the
social constructivist paradigm, social actors “are considered autonomous, intentional,
active, goal directed; they construe, construct, and interpret their own behavior and that
of their fellow agents” (pp 225). This is in line with recognising agency to young people in
the meanings they create, however socially and culturally influenced (or restricted) they
may be.

Considering interpretation of the meaning of our surroundings as a way to exist in the
world — rather than simply a ‘methodological device’ as Thomas Schwandt put it — creates
a certain horizontality in that there is no objective reality or truth the researcher ‘discovers’
by objectifying the researched through scientific enquiry (347). Rather, the researcher
presents a subjective interpretation of yet other subjective interpretations in the specific
social context of interest, contextualising these with previous research and arguing why
those interpretations were reached. Still, these remain limited, biased and subjective
interpretations of the researcher and must be acknowledged as such. By abiding to this
ontological and epistemological framework, this is not necessarily a limitation of the
research. My interpretations (acknowledged in their limits) are the way to approach
knowledge of the social context of interest in this research, not a limitation in the
knowledge that can be obtained. The next section describes the justification for the
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specific methods chosen (ethnography and visual qualitative methods). As will be
explained, the visual part of the qualitative methods was planned in part as a participatory
activity (drawing workshops). This is in line with the emphasis on collaboration and
creativity that a social constructivist creation of knowledge implies (348), as well as being
appropriate for the context.

3.1.2 A rationale for ethnographic and visual qualitative methods

Given the social constructivist epistemological positioning, based on which reality is
(inter)subjectively experienced and interpreted to give a common, situated meaning,
ethnography and visual qualitative methods were chosen as tools of inquiry. This
research was conducted as a motivated ethnography in two migrant shelters in
Guadalajara and Mexico City, integrating qualitative and visual methods. These methods
were: (1) the visual elicitation technique; (2) a drawing workshop; (3) semi-structured
interviews; (4) reflexive thematic analysis. This combination of methods was considered
appropriate for the research questions and their theoretical and epistemological basis:
ethnography allows to thickly describe the social and cultural environment, while visual
qualitative methods enable discussion on subjective meanings and personal narratives
(350). Observation and analysis of the social and cultural environment are central to this
research, as it aims to study psychosocial mental health processes and how they interact
with the social construction of childhood as a cultural life stage in this context (301). As
was explored in section 2.4.2, cultural understandings are particularly relevant in
migration contexts; where different framings of the ‘other’ impact policies and social
treatment of migrants, including children.

A combination of methods is considered appropriate for the often unpredictable situations
that forced migration implies, such as one-off encounters. Having more than one source
of data (ethnographic, interview transcript, drawings) allowed me to triangulate and
complement, especially in the context of fieldwork during the Covid-19 pandemic. As
mentioned in section 2.4.1, social realities are complex and fluid and research has a
leading role in embracing complexity; by including it in the research design. Some
scientists may prefer closed and controlled systems, in which variables are well known
and conclusions can have measurable bias. But in social and clinical research, a closed,
reproducible environment with controlled variables is impossible: social, political and
cultural systems in which people interact are inevitably fluid (351). Research in open
systems means acknowledging and adapting to change and unpredictability, for example
considering different ways to collect data (352). This gives value to methodologically
pluralistic research that admits a certain degree of flexibility to research design and
implementation along the way, keeping transparency in justifying any changes required.
In addition, triangulation or use of different methods and multi-sited research enables a
wider picture from different points of view (349).

Participatory approaches and narration have been described to be a therapeutic way to
give biographical continuity and make sense of one’s living, as well as a strategy to
research how participants construct their identity and understanding of the world (280,
339, 353-356). In line with this, the UCL-Lancet Commission on Migration and Health
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recommends participatory approaches to ensure migration health research is meeting
the needs of the target population and to understand the “sociocultural factors of the
migration experience” (93). The drawing workshops were conducted as a participatory
activity with migrant youth, creating images that were then used for their research
interviews. | consider this participatory nature of the methods to be coherent with the
recognition of agency of young people | describe above; as they enable shifting the
positionality of the researcher to a somewhat more horizontal research interaction (147,
342). Power ‘shifts’ have nonetheless clear limitations, which must be recognised and
addressed — mainly in this chapter’s sections dedicated to reflexivity and ethics in child
research (3.1.4 and 3.1.5, respectively).

Visual methods enable the expression of abstract concepts — such as identity and
resilience — with symbols instead of words, which may be an easier expression for some
people, especially young (272, 357, 358). For example, research has documented that
children process emotions and upsetting experiences with the aid of drawings more than
adults (232, 353, 356). The creativity and potential curiosity involved in visual methods
also enable a more relaxed and non-expectant environment. This is important because,
as has been described, many migrant youth will associate an interview to a moment in
which they must give the “right answers” (116). In addition, mistrust towards authorities
— or any figure of ‘power — may hinder honest answers unless a relaxed and friendly
environment is perceived (93). While this research does not propose artistic methods as
an intervention, several benefits have been observed in carrying out artistic activities as
a psychosocial approach in displacement support; due to their capacity to transform
suffering into artistic productions with a new meaning (247). At the same time, the
limitations of these activities must also be recognised: namely, that they will not directly
benefit participants with a change in the immediate structural inequalities they are
subjected to (342).

Methodological validity was implemented by the trustworthiness criteria described by
Nowell (359) regarding thematic analysis, which | here apply to the whole research
process. These criteria are credibility, transferability and confirmability. Credibility means
having a solid base for one’s views or hypotheses, either through peer debriefing,
persistent observation or academic references. The conceptual framework and literature
review described form a solid premise on which the research questions and methodology
are based on. Transferability means having thick descriptions of the methods, context
and transparency regarding any changes that occur during the research. This section
provides a detailed description of the methodology, field context and utilised methods.
Confirmability means that interpretations are clearly derived from the data, with examples
of data, including the influence of reflexive thoughts and context (360). Research
questions will be answered making explicit the data and thought process that led to my
interpretations. | will next describe the inclusion criteria for the study population and the
choice of the research sites.
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3.1.3 Study populations and choice of research sites

Following the research questions, two study populations were chosen for this research:
migrant youth and workers. The first two research questions ask the impact of forced
migration transit on identity and resilience in migrant youth, based on their own
understanding of these concepts. Inclusion criteria for migrant youth were: to be aged 14
to 24; and to be travelling unaccompanied by parents or legal guardians. There were no
criteria based on nationality, gender, time since migrating or migration status. The age
range is justified by the fact that most UAMs are in the age range of 14 to 17 (62) and by
the WHO definition of ‘youth’ as the 15-24 age range (87). Availability sampling of migrant
youth was conducted in two different migrant shelters; described subsequently. Given the
unpredictability of migration and the difficulty to reach this population, sampling strategy
reflected the potential inclusion of any unaccompanied minor or youth in the given age
range present at the shelter during my visit. This type of sampling excludes those who do
not reach shelters and, thus, is biased towards youth who have at least the basic support
a shelter can give. However, it was logistically and ethically close to impossible to
intercept youth outside of shelters: migration routes are off the beaten track and
dangerous, with no guarantee of privacy for interviewing and no referral pathways or
other types of ethical safeguarding.

The third research question asks the opinion of workers who interact with unaccompanied
migrant youth regarding the state of local policy and services for the latter. Inclusion
criteria for workers was to be actively working in an area relevant to unaccompanied
migrant minor and youth migration, e.g. as shelter staff, academic, NGO staff or migration
official. There were no criteria based on time performing the job. Sampling strategy was
snowball sampling, conducted by email and by asking shelter staff or other contacts.

| conducted a multi-sited fieldwork in June and July 2021, within a period in the field from
October 2020 to October 2021. Since the research focuses on migration transit, the
chosen research sites were migrant shelters situated between the two borders: the FM4
Centre of Attention to Migrants and Refugees in Guadalajara, the Cafemin Migrant Centre
in Mexico City and the Casa Monarca Migrant Centre in Monterrey. | have problematised
in section 2.5.2 that the concept of ‘transit’ does not mean that all migrants encountered
between the two borders are in the process of moving. Especially in the period |
conducted fieldwork, mid Covid-19 pandemic, there was a general, global stiliness. This
was reflected in the migrant shelters — as described in the section on scoping visits
(3.2.1). However, choosing sites between the southern and northern Mexican borders
would in fact capture those in transition towards the US, as much as those who were
returning or had decided to stay in Mexico. Despite the multiple circularities and stops of
migration (99), most people | encountered wanted to reach the US at some point3. | can
counter-argue that also in the northern Mexican border these people could be described
as ‘in transit’ in the sense that they are still waiting for the best time to cross the border,
or for their asylum trials after being returned by the Migrant Protection Protocols

33 As will be described in Chapter 6, Mexico is a viable option for few; mostly out of inability to reach the US. Many
strive to reach the US even with Mexican refugee status in order to send remittances in dollars to their families, or for
family reunification.

72



described in Chapter 1. However, being still far from the northern border means there is
still much of ‘the road’ to do; giving the sense of movement and transition that | was
interested to capture. Once stranded at the northern border, a sense of non-arrival may
be coupled with a much less hopeful immobility, changing the perspective on the journey.

According to the REDODEM?** latest data, from January to March 2019, of the 7,863
migrants registered in the shelters that form part of the network, 7% (556) were in
Guadalajara and 8.7% (687) in Monterrey. From April to December 2019, of the 18,519
migrants registered, 15.5% (2,877) were in Guadalajara, 1.7% (322) in Mexico City and
7.3% (1,348) in Monterrey (51). Despite the lower overall percentage of migrants
registered in Mexico City, the Cafemin shelter is valuable since it is one of five shelters
in the whole of Mexico specialised in receiving UAMs (the other four being YMCA shelters
along the northern border). As further described in section 3.2.1, a volunteering period
was organised in each shelter prior to data collection; in order to establish trust and scope
the feasibility of conducting data collection in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic. Due
to logistical challenges®®, ethnography and data collection were subsequently conducted
only in FM4 and Cafemin. However, the volunteering experience in Casa Monarca proved
key as a contact with workers that were later interviewed.

For the sake of transparency, choice of research sites was also a matter of contacts. |
wrote to many different shelters in Mexico, more than once, but | could of course only
follow up with those that answered me. In addition, along the transit route, | privileged
sites where | had family and friends (Mexico City and Guadalajara), or an open invitation
to visit from the director of the migrant shelter (Monterrey), rather than completely
unknown places. As a young woman in Mexico, | could not be over ambitious as to where
| could go explore on my own. | conducted fieldwork as part of an independent project,
not part of a wider team with all the safeguards that implies. Thus, | needed a safeguard
based on prior familiarity and contacts. As listed below, | independently established
partnerships with the migrant shelter directors for my visits; with academics working in
migration in Mexico for discussions related to my research topic; with an academic
psychiatrist of the Instituto Nacional de Psiquiatria for co-supervision in relation to the
Mexican ethics application; with a psychiatrist in a public mental health clinic called
Instituto Jalisciense de Salud Mental (SALME) in Guadalajara for recruitment of research
assistants; and with a volunteer in Cafemin in whose workshop | participated during my
volunteering. These partnerships were vital for the realisation of this research and all on
voluntary basis, as | did not have funds to pay for more than my own expenses.

The full list of local partnerships established for this research is:
1 EMA4 Center for Attention to Migrants and Refugees: contact with Lic. Luis Enrique
Gonzalez Arias, director of the Centre
1 CAFEMIN Migrant Centre: contact with Veronica Juarez, coordinator of the Centre

34 As described in section 1.2, REDODEM (Red de Documentacion de Organizaciones Defensoras de Migrantes) is a
network of 23 migrant shelters at different points of the migration routes

35 These were due to Covid-19 and 5 months’ waiting time for ethical approval of data collection which limited the time
available
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9 Casa Monarca Migrant Centre: contact with Dr Luis Eduardo Zavala de Alba, co-
director of the Centre

1 Colegio de México: contact with Dr. Alejandra Diaz de Ledn, as academic support
and collaboration

9 FEaculty of Social Sciences and Humanities — Department of Studies on Social
Movements of UdG (Universidad de Guadalajara): contact with Dr. Jorge Durand,
co-director of the Mexican Migration Project (MMP) and the Latin American
Migration  Project (LAMP) of UdG and Princeton Universities:
https://mmp.opr.princeton.edu/

1 Instituto Nacional de Psiquiatria: contact with Dr. Shoshana Berenzon, who forms
part of my supervisory committee as a local supervisor

9 Instituto Jalisciense de Salud Mental (SALME): contact with Professor Jaime
Carmona, Dr Scarlett Machado and Dr Jessica Gomez

1 Proyecto Taika: contact with M.tra Guadalupe Beltran, founder of the Project and
organiser of workshops with migrant youth in Cafemin

3.1.4 Reflexivity

Reflexivity in research means taking into account the active presence of the researcher
in the research design, implementation and results. As | mentioned in the introduction to
the project, my interest in migration as a field comes from my personal experience of
being a (privileged) migrant, whilst the focus on health comes from my professional
background in medicine. In this section, | expand on reflections regarding my
positionality, privilege, empathy, power imbalance and relational/transactional character
of interviews.

From a theoretical perspective, a discussion of positionality in this research is important
because of its social constructivist epistemological basis (see section 3.1.1). On this
basis, knowledge generated by this research is implied to be situated in the social and
cultural context studied; and within my own just as situated interpretations of what |
collected as data. By choosing ethnographic and qualitative methods, knowledge is
generated in a dialogical and interactional way (361). Ethnographic methods rely on the
‘entrance’ of the researcher in the field of study as much as ethically and logistically
possible, whilst interviews are a recorded and agreed direct interaction with participants.
Thus, it is important to give the reader transparency as to the situation where data was
collected and by whom. As has been recognised in literature, reflexivity must be part of
gualitative research as a way to be accountable as researchers, especially to the people
whose stories we aim to represent (362, 363). In this regard, positionality serves not to
state ‘disclaimers’ on researcher bias, but to maintain research rigour both in how the
researcher behaves on the field, and in what is recorded as data and why. For example,
as | will expand in section 3.2.1, being aware of my positionality throughout my time in
the field meant that | was able to shift my professional roles when visiting shelters as
volunteer and as a researcher, whilst not my manner of interacting directly with migrant
youth. Writing at the end of each day during stays at the migrant shelters enabled the
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moments of reflection on the field as much as the recording of descriptions, observations
and feelings which later became part of the ethnographic account.

My positionality is that of a young woman, Mexican and Italian by nationality and more
European than Mexican by stereotypical appearance (green eyes, dark blonde hair, white
skin). | grew up in Mexico and lived in Italy for 9 years, so | speak both languages fluently
and with local accent. | am a cultural mix, but I identify with central Mexican culture. Both
this and the lack of language barriers were essential to establish rapport with participants
and the partnerships the research required. Given my life story between two countries
and the benefits | got from it, | am entirely supportive of fair movement of people and the
project design and implementation reflect this. However, | strive to have a critical and
realistic viewpoint that takes into account geo-political and power dynamics. |
acknowledge my political position to reflect support for social welfare as well as fair
movement of people, but | do not wish to delve deeper into political convictions or
opinions because it is not within the scope of this research.

To date (2023), | have completed 24 full years of education between primary and
secondary schooling, medicine degree and the PhD years. | have travelled to different
countries and, despite my family never being wealthy (especially not in Europe), | never
lacked essential material resources. | have family members who have experienced
violence in Mexico, including murder, but | have never experienced traumatic violence
nor abuse directly. While my privileged life story could place me at a distance from my
participants, empathy is a very valuable tool and my life experience as a migrant makes
me empathise. | understand the difficulty of settling in a new place, of being discriminated
against because you look or talk or understand things differently, of lacking a comfort
zone and of having a part of you always missing, because it is far away. | am aware that
| experienced those difficulties without the added pressure of risking my life, or of being
at the mercy of a regularisation pathway which seems endless. Actions that | have taken
to balance my subjectivity have been comparing my observations with my research
assistants, a solid literature review of the concepts | wanted to explore, obtaining
academic feedback for the validity of my methods and, most importantly, taking into
account subjectivity by the very ontological and epistemological frameworks of this
research.

In the field, my privilege translated into contrasts with those living in the shelter. The
freedom | had compared to them, as | could leave whenever | wanted to. The food was
not my favourite, but eating with them was my choice. As noted by Raul Pacheco-Vega
and Kate Parizeau, the ethnographer’s positionality is sometimes ‘at odds’ with the desire
to help research participants: “in delineating our research field sites and creating these
artificially bounded spaces, we include and at the same time exclude” [pp 7; (361).
However, my privilege did not prevent me from relating to anybody. | may not fully
understand what it feels like to go through what my participants have experienced, but
there is more to talk about, more to look at, in a person than simply their past. Sharing
space and time allows conversations to go beyond what you are looking for. For example,
by playing cards or other games that allow the time to pass in a migrant shelter. Cooking
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with Maria3® - the migrant woman in charge in the kitchen - and going to the market with
her one time, helping her buy some socks for her son. Or during the drawing workshops.
Sharing a meal or walking in the park during a permitted outing. | may not know what it
is like to be a forced migrant from Central America, but | understand that it is unfair. |
study the effects of this unfariness using the social and economic privilege | have been
lucky to have, and that | am constantly working hard to keep.

Power imbalance is an important aspect to address regarding reflexivity. As mentioned
in section 3.1.2, reflection on this is particularly relevant when there are claims to
‘participatory’ activities; where tokenism may be difficult to discern from a written account.
Although it may not be possible to completely revert power imbalance, especially in a
situation of contrast between my free mobility and forced displacement, efforts to create
dialogue with the young people included in the research are necessary. As noted by
feminist scholar Jane Juffer and medical anthropologist Nancy Scheper-Hughes, in order
to establish dialogue the researcher must place him or herself in a horizontal position with
participants and create a friendly context (126, 364). During conversations and
interviews, | tried to empathise with feelings | could relate to, such as being uprooted.
This contributed to generating a horizontal dynamic which, | think, my participants
perceived. | created some friendships during my volunteerings, with whom | kept in touch
until their numbers stopped working. Friendships end up forming between migrants and
their supporters, creating an informal support network. This warmness emerging in ‘crisis’
is argued by Sue Clayton to be one of the most positive aspects in these hard situations
and yet given little to no attention in media (99).

Whilst the relationship may remain asymmetrical in terms of power, that does not imply
there is a hierarchy or superiority of the adult or researcher with respect to the adolescent
or participant. There are insights about the world that an adult may miss, but a child
notices. As child rights academic Roger Hart notes, a horizontal attitude helps to avoid
unwanted manipulation or unconscious tokenism instead of true participation (365);
which are two risks inherent in power imbalance. This dynamic — also called searching
‘with’ and not ‘on’ the participants (273, 342, 358) - is especially important during
migration contexts, as giving the ‘right’ answers is often required for migration interviews
(116, 342). At the same time, being empathic and horizontal does not mean getting over-
involved; the role of the researcher is not that of a caregiver. This is important not in the
sense that researchers should be cold and objective, but because a relationship of
caregiving demands more continuity, presence and involvement than research allows.
Young people understand and deserve to be treated in an honest way: where to mark
the line should be judged on a case-by-case basis. An account of how power imbalance
was handled during fieldwork, for example in relation to attachment relationships that
developed, is in Chapter 6.

As part of the ongoing reflexivity that occurs in qualitative research before and after
‘entrance’ in the field (362), | have found myself to question the power imbalance related

36 All names of migrants are pseudonyms
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to the benefit participants obtained from this research; versus the benefit | obtain by
completing research as part of a higher education award. | discuss benefit for participants
in the next section on ethics in child research, however, undeniably obtaining a higher
education award could be argued to be much more valuable (on material terms) than
anything | could have given directly to my participants. This realisation emphasised my
feeling of detachment from the field and the wish to go back to it; in order to have more
direct and interactional impact than the one | can have by reflecting, analysing and writing
on this topic. In other words, | have nurtured a feeling of wanting to go from ‘theory’ to
‘action’ through my other professional role as a clinical doctor. Whilst academia
represents essential action oriented to building evidence base, informing policy and
defending spaces where critical thinking can take place (342, 366), the precarity of my
field of research pushes me to return to more direct clinical interactions. Doing my job as
a doctor with migrants becomes advocacy because it is a political act - despite my wish
not to make politics my professional field. This contributes to my future professional
orientation to be more in the clinical than in the solely academic or policymaking realm.

Finally, reflexivity is also important retrospectively, during analysis, as it is important to
guestion if asymmetrical relationships and the socio-cultural context may have
compromised a true relational exchange in favour of a more ‘transactional’ exchange
(367) —taking part in a participatory activity does not by itself create participation. It takes
engagement, both on the part of the researcher and the participants, and it is the
responsibility of the former to make sure participants are comfortable (126, 354). It can
happen, however, that some participants are not at ease despite the researcher’s best
reflexive tries. Thus, if the researcher thinks the interview went on a more ‘transactional’
character, this must be stated honestly. In this research, my positionality as that of a
person from a different background and physical appearance was noticed by both hosted
migrants and shelter staff. However, | did not perceive this as being obstructive to my
interactions with hosted migrants, as | felt my difference was received with curiosity rather
than hostility. It's possible that my young appearance and female gender facilitated
interactions.

Thinking retrospectively, some interviews may have had a more transactional character
in the sense that participants did not seem engaged enough in answering the questions.
However, | do not think this should impact the way these interviews are analysed because
| did not feel the answers were not honest. Rather, the answers were simply short;
sometimes seeming repetitions of a cultural script (e.g. if God allows, we will go forward).
These cultural scripts will be explored in Chapter 6. Short answers could be due to lack
of interest, the specific context (e.g. interview location or mood of the participant that day),
illiteracy and/or the fact that not enough time was dedicated to build the required rapport
and confidence.

3.1.5 Ethics in child research

Ethical approvals were sought from the Instituto Nacional de Psiquiatria (INP) and
University College London Research Ethics Committees; obtained by end of May and
June 2021. The research was conducted with consideration of the support structures and
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resources available locally. As described in section 2.2.3, and as participants’ accounts
presented in Chapter 4 confirm, pre-migration and migration contexts often involve
violence. Although the research purposefully did not ask direct questions about traumatic
experiences, and none of the interviews had to be interrupted nor resulted in a crisis, this
possibility had to be considered. Thus, the ethical framework considered was that of high-
risk research on violence against children.

Key ethical issues regarding research on violence against children include consent,
protection from harm and confidentiality (368): the risk from participation is that it could
cause discomfort and distress among participants. There are no internationally agreed-
upon ethical guidelines for this type of research, partly because cultural sensitivity varies
depending on the location. Established universal ethical principles of respect for human
dignity, autonomy, non-maleficence and justice must always be maintained, although it
is difficult to clearly translate these into practice - as professor of migration studies Carlos
Vargas-Silva notes in the Handbook of research methods in migration (369). At its core,
ethics means taking responsibility for one’s actions and the consequences they could
have on others (participants, research field, society).

Ethical considerations were considered at every stage of the research process: study
design, data collection and dissemination. At the design phase, the first consideration
was the relevance of the research question(s): were they worth asking? | consider my
research questions to be worth investigating because of the importance of identity and
resilience for mental health, as well as the impact migration transit and transition to
adulthood can have on these concepts. To my knowledge, no earlier research has
answered these questions in this context. Participatory methods also enable the flexibility
of shifting the focus towards what is most important to participants (355, 370, 371). | call
this flexibility skeleton methods, meaning that my basic methodological structure — the
ontological, epistemological and theoretical frameworks which give scientific validity
(372) — do not change, while the actual interaction with participants requires adaptation
to the context. For example, although a full session on a separate day was accounted for
introducing the research to potential participants, most were not interested in hearing
about the details of confidentiality or research objectives, nor read the participant
information sheet.

The second consideration during the design phase is: do the benefits outweigh the risks?
This involves conducting a risk assessment, to ensure that any potential risks the
research may pose are mitigated in a satisfactory way. As my fieldwork was conducted
in the middle of the global Covid-19 pandemic, volunteering visits were established in
migrant shelters prior to obtaining ethical approval and returning as a researcher. Every
visit before and after ethical approval was bound to Covid-safety measures and multiple
times | had to reschedule my visits due to Covid cases. With Covid-safety measures in
place, the risk was judged to be satisfactorily mitigated. Regarding the risk of potential
participant distress, a referral pathway was pre-identified in every shelter. This began
with mental health first aid done by me and my assistants (which Ethics Boards judged
satisfactory by our medical and psychiatric training, respectively), scaling up with the
presence of a psychologist or psychiatrist in every shelter, and identified mental health
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clinics for eventual tertiary referral. None of these measures were needed at any point
during the research activities, although I did have to conduct mental health first aid during
non-interview, informal interactions. The last risk to consider was that of my personal
safety, as Mexico is a country that can be considered unsafe for single women. However,
it is not unsafe always and everywhere. | have lived in Mexico and | know how to move
there, in order to mitigate the risk®’.

Regarding the benefit of this research, it is oriented towards the group that participants
represent: their stories — shared with consent — can help advocate for better services for
migrant youth. As sociologist Marta Moskal notes in her chapter on visual methods in
research with migrant children (358), individual benefit can also occur for participants
who derive comfort at having a space and time to share their experiences - especially
with the option of different modalities of expression that visual methods enable. However,
individual benefit may derive more from an initial interest to participate; making the
process of explanation of the research prior to consent an essential step. Benefit was
stated honestly in the participant information sheets, consent forms and oral explanation
of the research; so that participants could have realistic expectations of what could be ‘in
it for them’ in this activity. Given that all participants were recruited in migrant shelters
and that research activities were planned as part of the activities they could normally
conduct in shelters, they did not have to travel to participate in the activity and it was not
considered an abuse of their time or a loss in terms of disruption of monetary/work time.
Participation was extensively emphasised to be voluntary, just as they could choose to
participate in other activities offered by the shelter.

At the data collection and dissemination stages, ethical considerations involved
reflexivity, attention to power imbalance, informed consent and confidentiality of data
collected. The first two concepts have been described in section 3.1.4. In agreement with
what UCL professor of childhood studies Priscilla Anderson and sociologist Virginia
Morrow state in their Handbook on the ethics of research with children and young people
(373), | define informed consent as an ongoing process that depends on how the
research is presented and explained during recruitment (373). In this research, minors
were by inclusion criteria unaccompanied by a parent or tutor and they were 14 or older,
so they were considered competent to give consent after careful evaluation of their
emotional state and appropriate explanation of the research. Evaluation of emotional
state was intended as a safeguard; in order to offer the research activity to people who
were not in visible distress or undergoing an emotional or other crisis. In addition, the
constant presence of gatekeepers represented by shelter staff and the conduction of
research within the protected space of a migrant shelter, enabled further ethical
safeguards to the process of consent. Participants were encouraged to talk about the
research with other shelter staff if they wanted to, for example, discuss doubts which they

37 For example, avoiding returning home alone late at night or being distracted and showing all my electronic devices
in the street. This was hard to explain to the UCL Ethics Board, as of course | could not guarantee my risk containment
measures would for sure be successful. In this sense, the European lifestyle gives a sense of safety that is not present
in other areas of the world. People in more unsafe areas simply coexist with this and go along their business as usual,
which may be hard to understand for someone who has not experienced it.
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felt could be at a conflict of interests to discuss with me. For this, participants were given
at least a day between explanation of the research and the drawing activity, and a week
between the drawing activity and the interview. Despite the lack of interest in the details
of the research, consent was obtained in this multi-step process that allowed enough time
and previous interaction with me to enable making participants feel as comfortable as
possible. No one declined to participate.

Confidentiality in migration contexts is especially important, as the stake is high. Migrants
are in a precarious legal status and criminalised, which makes protection of their
identifiable data extremely important. At the same time, it is a population that is often
excluded and oppressed, which makes it just as important to give visibility to their
experiences; especially those that regard violence committed by the state and violation
of human rights. Techniques used in this research to protect confidentiality are changing
names,; avoiding creation of images with identifiable data; and avoiding disclosing
identifiable details, such as specific city or town of origin (369). Participants were informed
of who has access to their data, how it is stored and for how long. Data was stored
securely as per UCL data protection guidance®8.

Given the importance of understanding the right to refuse to participate and the limits to
confidentiality in cases that could compromise safety of the participant or others (374), |
repeated before the interview that consent could be withdrawn prior to publication and
that they could contact me at the number on the information sheet. Considering migrant
adolescents to have the autonomy to give an informed consent is aligned with breaking
the paternalistic paradigm of seeing all minors as ‘dependent’, creating more mutually
respectful relationships (126, 373). Consent was obtained with a signature and orally at
the beginning of the interview. Oral consent may be a preferable option in research in
migration contexts. Often, during migration apprehensions, migrants are made to sign
informed consent to their own deportation regardless of whether they obtained due legal
process and/or the document is in a language they understand, so there may be
suspicion at signing documents (374). In the next section, | describe in detail the field
context, including the recruitment process; each of the specific methods utilised; and the
data analysis process.

3.2 Methods

This section describes the field context and the methods used. First, | describe the
scoping visits, funding available, research assistants’ training and participant recruitment.
Subsequently, each of the individual methods used is described: motivated ethnography,
including a drawing workshop and the follow-up with 5 participants; and semi-structured
interviews using visual elicitation. Finally, the type of analysis and the analysis process
are described. Final data collected consisted of: 18 recorded and transcribed interviews
with migrant youth, 29 recorded and transcribed interviews with workers, 20 drawings by
migrant youth. For the visual elicitation technique, 10 illustrated images were also used.

38 https://www.ucl.ac.uk/data-protection/quidance-staff-students-and-researchers/research/data-protection-guidance-
researchers
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3.2.1 Scoping visits and funding

As mentioned, fieldwork was conducted in the middle of the Covid-19 pandemic period
in 2021. The first adaptation to this situation was that the total time | spent in Mexico was
extended from originally planned 6 months to one year, to account for delays and
uncertainties. In order to justify my presence in the shelters and to scope the feasibility
of fieldwork, | suggested an initial one-month visit to each shelter as a volunteer and not
as a researcher; given that practical volunteer work was more urgently needed compared
to research.

| arrived in Mexico in October 2020 and volunteered in FM4 in November 2020, then
Casa Monarca in December 2020. January and February 2021 had peak Covid-19 cases,
so the planned Cafemin volunteering was shifted to March 2021. After obtaining ethical
approval, | returned to Cafemin in June 2021 and to FM4 in July 2021 as a researcher. |
tried to do another visit to both these shelters in August and September 2021, but both
were blocked by active Covid-19 cases in the shelters. During my volunteering periods, |
was honest about my job as a researcher but | did not ask any research related questions.
When | then returned as a researcher, | did not perform any volunteer work in order to
maintain clarity of my role with participants. Some of my participants in Cafemin | had
previously met as a volunteer, whilst in FM4 | met them all for the first time as a
researcher. Despite having a clear role and reflecting that in my interactions, | maintained
my usual informal and friendly manner, so that | did not appear to be a different person.
Volunteering also proved to be extremely useful for my own confidence and for building
trust with the shelter staff. In a way, the pandemic benefitted this research by justifying
more time to be spent on the field.

All shelters adapted to the pandemic by restricting the flow of migrants that they admitted,
whilst ‘keeping’ those who were already in. This made my experience in the shelters
unique, since there were less people in the shelter who stayed for a longer time. For
example, in FM4 a turnover of around 100 people every two-three days was normal prior
to the pandemic, whilst when | visited there were 14 hosted migrants. Given the difficulty
in access to healthcare that migrants face, | took extra precautions before and during
every visit. In addition to the general safety measures of handwashing and facemasks, |
usually isolated for a week before visiting the shelters and avoided using public transport
as much as possible. | took Covid-19 tests only if | had been exposed to a case®®.

| was funded by the Mexican government in university fees and living expenses through
Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnologia (CONACYT). In order to fund fieldwork, |
applied to different grants; which did not interfere in research design or data collection.
The grants that | applied to and received were:

39 My protocol regarding Covid-19 testing changed along the way. Initially, | took a test before and after each visit;
regardless of symptoms or known exposure. This resulted in a false positive test after the visit in Monterrey: a first,
lateral-flow antigen test was positive, whilst a PCR test taken immediately after was negative. | thus read about the
possibility of cross-contamination and decided that an increase in positive predictive value (PPV) was necessary before
taking a test; such as with symptom presence or known exposure.
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1 UCL Financial Assistance Fund due to the Coronavirus pandemic for £799

1 SLAS (Society for Latin American Studies) Travel and Research Grant for a total
of £1,500

1 International Child Health Group Research Award for £1,500

3.2.2 Research assistants training

Two research assistants helped with data collection and analysis: Dr Jessica Gémez and
Dr Scarlett Machado, two psychiatry residents at the SALME Institute for Mental Health
in Guadalajara. Dr Machado and Dr Gémez were contacted since December 2019, with
regular meetings discussing the progression of the research and readings regarding the
research topics. Between January and March 2021, they received three 1.5-hour training
sessions regarding ethics in child research, mental health in migrant adolescents and
visual qualitative methods. These sessions involved a power-point presentation and a
referenced summary of the session (summaries are annexed). A practical mock session
of the applied methods was also carried out in April 2021; consisting of each of us taking
turns at interviewing each other on our respective medical school experience, utilising a
range of 10 artistic images | provided for the visual elicitation technique. Interviews were
recorded, transcribed and they both sent me a document with their coded transcriptions.

Scarlett and Jessica helped in conducting interviews and drawing workshops in FM4,
transcription of all interviews and triangulation of data analysis. As part of their residency,
they needed to conduct a research project and publish an article, so this collaboration
proved fruitful for both sides. During data collection, all interviews conducted by my
assistants were in my presence and | assigned the respective interviews they each had
to transcribe. Constant communication and feedback were ongoing throughout data
collection, transcription and analysis, as well as mutual sharing of resources relevant to
the topic.

3.2.3 Participant recruitment

As mentioned in section 3.1.5, recruitment of migrant youth took place in a multi-step
process in each shelter. First, youth who fulfilled inclusion criteria were grouped and
introduced to me (and research assistants in FM4) in a one-hour session meant only for
explaining the research, handing out participant information sheets and answering
guestions. Potential participants were encouraged to ask questions in private if they
preferred. On a separate day, the drawing workshop was conducted, to enable building
rapport and trust. On another day, around a week later, the interview was conducted;
reading out the informed consent before the interview and emphasising that both the
interview and participation could be interrupted. As outlined in section 3.1.5, there were
generally no questions, coupled with little engagement with research technicalities, but
all eligible participants gave their consent.

Recruitment of workers took place by contacting workers directly at the shelters or by
email/phone number, usually by searching relevant workers online and by snowball
sampling. The workers that were contacted online were usually academics; whilst
migration officials, NGO and government institution workers were contacted through
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snowball sampling, with a consistent (but respectful) follow up. A table of the professional
roles of the 29 workers interviewed is in Chapter 4.

3.2.4 Motivated ethnography

As mentioned above, ethnography is an appropriate method as it enables to study
researcher and participants’ interpretations of the social and cultural context, relevant for
the research questions. Although different ethnographic directions could be taken,
considering especially the political aspect of the social context of interest and its
intersection with social justice, this research was conducted as a multi-sited, motivated
ethnography. Motivated ethnography (375) is a type of ethnography that approaches a
study setting with a specific focus, or motive, which is then explored according to the
context. First introduced by Duveen and Lloyd (376), this method is appropriate for this
research because | aim to explore specific topics in relation to migration. As my
population of interest is in transit and so highly mobile, it was not possible to spend a long
amount of time with each participant. | compensated partly by the triangulation of
qualitative methods (visual elicitation and semi-structured interviews) and partly by the
choice to narrow the focus of my ethnography to a specific ‘motive’. This is in line with
previous ethnographic mental health research (375). The aim of narrowing the focus is
to maintain a deliberate boundary between my research focus and political activism. By
boundary, | do not mean | reject my actions as being politicised, nor that | have a neutral
political position. Rather, it is maintaining a methodological focus on the consequences
of the politicised ‘embodiment’ of structural inequities (377) - in terms of the context that
determines the specific psychosocial aspects of mental health of interest to the research
guestions.

Highlighting the role of socially and culturally embedded behaviour on health, the
ethnographic motive was to map the context unaccompanied migrant youth face in
Mexico through an example of the everyday dynamics in two migrant shelters halfway
through the migration route. Focusing on the everyday is in line with maintaining a micro-
level lens which is relevant when studying children and adolescents; as mentioned in
section 2.3.3 in relation to mental health and section 2.5.3 in relation to agency. Coupled
with listening to the accounts of young people, a micro-level lens permits capturing better
aspects of life beyond the process of migration (342); such as the friendships formed in
the shelter, ways to pass the time, or the difficulties, challenges and gratifications of
interacting as workers with this population. The type of knowledge that ethnography
creates is dialogical (361), based on interactions, conversations and observations that
occur within a perceived presence of the researcher. In this respect, and especially in the
case of interactions with young people in vulnerable situations, there must be constant
awareness to reflect on researcher positionality and how it determined the interactions
that took place. In this awareness, my ethnography overlapped with what geographers
Raul Pacheco-Vega and Kate Parizeau termed doubly engaged ethnography (361); or
ethnography conducted in sites where ‘highly vulnerable individuals reside’. In these
contexts, the authors aforementioned highlight the importance of reflexivity and
positionality to ensure engagement rather than exploitation, as well as appropriate
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representation of the stories told. Narration must remind the reader of the situated and
subjective nature of the interpretations of the field (361, 366, 378).

When the limitations of ethnography - or the limits of biased and subjective interpretation
in complex social contexts - are acknowledged and addressed through reflexivity and
positionality, ethnographic accounts can be extremely valuable in building collective
memory and resistance. As Mexican anthropologist Valentina Glockner notes in her
ethnographic account of two unaccompanied adolescents travelling with the migrant
caravan of 2018 in Mexico (379), this ‘memory of the present’ may be much more urgent
in the case of crucial issues of our times that may be misrepresented or oversimplified in
mainstream media. Building a more accurate picture to be shared, despite the non-
generalisability derived from the micro-level at which ethnography operates, can still
become a tool for social justice as a testimony of how certain macro-level policies and
politics impact young people (379). This contextualization of the micro-level ethnographic
data within wider macro-level discourses can happen because the inquirer or
ethnographer constructs an interpretation of the field of study and meaning-making
process of the people studied (347), by fixing it in writing. This transforms a moment into
an account, which is reflected upon and contextualised based on prior and further
research. Studying local realities such as migrant shelters permits to understand how the
poiliticised construction of migration transit in fact translates to services and, ultimately,
to specific health impacts (375). Political anthropologist Sabine Hess argued in favour of
an ‘ethnographic regime approach’ when studying the concept of transit migration (290);
since the contextualization of local realities in wider macro-level or political discourses
enables the distinction between political ‘categories’ (such as ‘transit’) and more complex
lived realities (285).

As was described in section 3.2.1, | spent 5 months in total (not continuous) in three
different migrant shelters in Mexico, with the last two months -after obtaining ethical
approval- collecting ethnographic field observations. The first three months were non-
research related volunteering periods in the shelters. The last two months were spent
conducting my formal data collection and ethnographic field observations. The
volunteering periods were key in building familiarity and earning the trust of shelter staff.
Building good background knowledge of the field sites is one of the methodological
features of motivated ethnography (375, 380): prior familiarity with the field enables a
more ‘efficient’ focus on the motive of the research questions. This prior familiarity was
even more relevant due to the Covid-19 pandemic context that fieldwork was conducted
in, which hindered the possibility for longer ethnographic fieldwork. Ethnographic data
was collected as informal observations, discussions, dialogues and a field diary, which
was kept with daily entries. It included descriptions of the activities at the shelter, relevant
observations and personal feelings. Only data collected during the two-month focused
period are used to support analysis in the thesis.

Drawing workshops
Drawing workshops were organised prior to interviews with migrant youth, both as an ice-

breaker activity and as an initial reflection on the concepts of interest to the research. The
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concepts of identity, resilience and transit were introduced and participants were then
asked to draw one or all of these concepts with a variety of drawing material. Participants
were then asked if their drawings could be kept for the interview, during which they were
discussed. Drawings proved to be a valuable prompt for discussing abstract concepts, as
there was something visible to be discussed.

The drawing workshops’ implementation process was to have all drawing materials in a
central table (see Figure 13) and participants sit around. With the aid of three black cards
(see Figure 14) | would introduce the concepts of identidad (identity), resiliencia
(resilience) and transito (transit). | first asked participants what these concepts were to
them, then | would discuss and give a simple explanation of identity as ‘how we see
ourselves’, resilience as ‘what gives us strength’ and transit as ‘moving from one place
to another’. Participants were asked to draw one or more of these concepts using any
material they found on the table, which included white, coloured and black sheets of
paper; watercolour; colored pencils; black and blue pens; charcoal pencils; glue, scissors
and magazines for collage; and crayons (see Figure 15).

Figure 13. Classroom at Cafemin before drawing workshop
Personal photo
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Figure 14. Cards used during drawing workshop

Personal photo

Figure 15. Range of drawing materials for drawing workshop

Personal photo
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As shown in Figure 14, | also had a fourth black card, with nothing written on it; | told
participants that they could also draw something else, unrelated, if they wanted to. | then
pasted these cards on a wall, put some music and gave some time for participants to
draw, going around to see if anyone had questions or wanted advice on how to use some
of the material. | also allowed participants to change the music or take control of it
altogether. At the end of the workshop, | asked permission to take pictures of the drawings
with a camera and to keep the drawings | would use for the subsequent interviews. After
the interviews, | offered to give the drawings back, but all participants decided to leave
them.

In shelters sometimes activities do not follow through exactly as planned, so rather than
having the group | was intended to have ready for me sitting at a classroom, it was always
a matter of getting people to my workshop on the day. In Cafemin, the drawing workshops
took place twice in a classroom and twice in an open courtyard. In the classroom, there
were only small tables (see Figure 13), whilst in the open courtyard there were big tables
where everyone could sit around; the latter provided a better environment. Groups were
divided by age (12-15 and 15-17) for all activities, so | conducted the workshop activity
once with each age group and then interviewed only those who met my inclusion criteria.
Since interviews were conducted on a separate day, | used the activity time allocated to
me as another drawing workshop. This second time was free drawing, whilst | took out
my interviewees one by one to a separate interview area. This worked quite well and
most decided to draw the concepts | prompted them, but many also did free drawing,
writing and even portraits of friends.

In FM4, | conducted three drawing workshops in the main area where they usually had
lunch, after lunchtime which was very quiet and so the area had privacy. In order to
facilitate a friendly environment, the drawing workshop was open to anyone who wanted
to participate, but | focused more on participants and only subsequently interviewed those
who met inclusion criteria. The table was quite large and more people drawing gave more
motivation to the whole activity. Just like in Cafemin, | explained the concepts once and
the subsequent time | left the drawing material for free drawing while | interviewed
participants a couple tables away for privacy. Drawings created during these workshops
are shown in the results chapters and annexed.

Follow-up with 5 participants
As part of the informed consent process, | asked participants if they were willing to leave

their numbers for me to contact them for a follow up. Around 10 participants left their
numbers, but | was only able to follow up with 5 (Alex, Alberto, Estrella, Jose and
Rosendo?®) and am now (May 2023) only in touch with 2 (Estrella and Alberto). It is
common in migration contexts that numbers get changed either because phones are lost
or robbed, to avoid being persecuted or simply changing to a local SIM card when
crossing borders. With those | kept in touch, every month or so | would write to ask how
and where they were. | kept them updated about the research progress when relevant.

40 As mentioned, all names of migrants are pseudonyms
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For example, | sent to all 5 participants | stayed in touch with their transcribed interviews,
after asking if they wanted them. They seemed happy with this but did not give any
specific feedback. | also sent the Instagram page where | posted their drawings to Estrella
and Alberto (see section 7.3.2 on image dissemination), after asking if they wanted to,
but again did not receive specific feedback. Of all participants | stayed in touch with, 4
reached the US, 3 with family reunification, and 1 (Estrella) stayed in Guadalajara where
she is currently working and living with flatmates.

3.2.5 Visual and qualitative methods
This section will describe the specific visual and qualitative methods used for this
research: semi-structured interviews with visual elicitation.

Semi-structured interviews
All participants were interviewed after the creation of drawings, on a separate day from

the drawing workshop. Drawings and pre-created images were utilised as prompts using
the visual elicitation technique (described below). The interview started by answering an
initial questionnaire (annexed), consisting of questions on demographics, reasons for
leaving, support networks and level of education. Questions then followed the topic guide
(annexed) with an average time frame of 30-40 minutes. The initial questionnaire
permitted to start giving context to the interview regarding the experience of each
participant. The focus of the interview was notto map which difficult experiences
participants had gone through, but rather how these had changed them and how they
had navigated these. For this reason, | reminded each participant that they were entirely
free not to tell me their reasons for leaving if they did not wish to, and some chose not to.
However, for those who did, these initial questions proved to be important as a basis for
subsequent questions. After the questionnaire, the topic guide regarded questions on
identity and resilience such as ‘How has this experience changed you?’ and ‘What has
given you strength to move forward?’. Drawings and images were usually presented as
prompts at the end of the interview, or sooner if the participant was not very responsive.
Given the semi-structured nature of interviews, there was flexibility to explore further a
topic the participant would bring up, as well as ‘brush through’ questions which did not
engage. At the end of the interview, participants were given a sticker of the visual
elicitation image they chose, a drawing album, a charcoal pencil (Figure 16) and a
postcard of their rights in Mexico and institutions they could contact regarding defence of
their rights (Figure 17).

In both shelters, interviews were conducted with satisfactory privacy given the location |
was in. In Cafemin, they were conducted first outside a classroom (in a corridor on a
second floor far from the main outdoor area), then inside an empty office and then in a
small quiet patio. In FM4, they were conducted in the main dining room after lunchtime
when it was empty. Informal spaces might be preferred to the formality of an interview
room — especially for participants who may have experienced uncomfortable immigration
interviewing (273). Interviews with workers were conducted either online or at the shelters
themselves, in their offices or in private rooms. For workers, only the respective topic
guide was followed (annexed), without the initial questionnaire and image prompts.

88



Figure 16. Drawing albums and charcoal pencils given to participants at the end of interviews
Personal photo

Figure 17. Postcard of rights and institutions given to participants at the end of interviews
Personal photo
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Visual elicitation
Visual elicitation involves introducing images in a research interview to evoke more or

different information than would words alone (381). This method has been more
commonly described in literature as photo-elicitation (358, 371, 382), although “in fact
many types of images and visual artefacts can be used besides photographs”, as visual
sociologist Luc Powel notes (pp 3; (381)). This method enables participants to convey
experiences hard to put into words (383), is user-friendly, inexpensive and less formal
than the interview alone (382, 383). These characteristics make this method adequate
for use with migrant and refugee young populations, especially for narratives of mental
health — as has been used elsewhere (384, 385). Given that researching a population in
active transit involves planning a one-day interaction with participants, the method of
visual elicitation is adequate as it involves prepared images and is not more time
consuming than the interview alone.

Aside from drawings, 10 images were utilised which were created based on pictures
taken by migrant youth in the Cafemin shelter. During my volunteering, | participated in a
workshop led by another volunteer at Cafemin that ran weekly artistic workshops with
migrant youth; within a project called Proyecto Taika®l. In this workshop young people
took pictures of objects symbolic to their migration. | asked for permission from young
people to adapt their photos for future research. My ethics application included approval
for the adaptation of 10 photos to create images as a research tool. | then worked with
three local illustrators*?> who illustrated the pictures in order to create the images used as
research tool: de-contextualising the object in order to make the image more symbolic.
The final images were printed as 10 cards of 17x12 cm (see below), which were placed
on the table during the interview so participants could choose the image(s) that resonated
the most and were then asked why. Participant selection of images enabled a shift in
focus from the researcher to the participant perspective, partly challenging power
imbalance (384).

lllustrated images for photo-elicitation

M. )

41 A project run by former techer Guadalupe Beltran, organising workshops in migrant shelters focusing mainly on
themes related to human rights, integration and gender: https://www.facebook.com/ProyectoTaikaMx/?locale=es_LA
42 The illustrators were Misael Naranjo Murillo, Pablo Rodrigo Fraustro and Mario Sandoval Rojas. A heartfelt
acknowledgement
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3.2.6 Data analysis

The approach used to analyse data was reflexive thematic analysis (TA), following
guidance published by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke*?® (386). This type of analysis
works by identifying and organising codes into overarching themes in a given dataset,
enabling patterns to be found in the interrelation of themes. This method has been
praised by Glynis Breakwell as an appropriate one to study applications of IPT in different
contexts (286), because of the ability of the method to capture meaning-making of the
social and cultural context — which is the cornerstone of the approach described by
experts in the field (386). As such, it has been used in prior research related to the
influence of social and cultural factors on mental health (375, 387). Following a social
constructivist approach, these characteristics make this method appropriate for the
research questions.

Analytic steps of reflexive TA are: (a) familiarisation with the data (e.g. by re-listening to
interviews); (b) generating initial codes; (c) developing sub-themes and themes from
codes; (d) re-reading interviews and reading code extracts to edit or validate the themes;
(e) defining what each theme is about and (f) producing the final report (386). With the
themes we developed, it made sense to further organise them in thematic categories.
This approach can be considered an extension to the higher-order theme in TA, allowing
to organise themes into clear argumentative claims about the data. This is an approach
used in other collaborative forms of analysis involving young people in research
processes (388). This type of analysis permitted to map and organise salient features —
whether symbolic (defined as a personal interpretation and/or social representation of a
situation or experience) or material (defined as the factual description of an experience
or situation) - related to migration transit; life prior to migrating; future aspirations; difficult
experiences and dangers encountered - from the point of view of both migrant youth and
workers.

The coding and subtheme/theme/thematic category generation approach was a mix of
inductive and deductive reasoning. Based on the conceptual framework, a deductive
process took place by asking questions related to identity, transit and resilience and
keeping the interaction between these processes as theoretical lens of analysis. At the
same time, generation of codes was open to ‘surprises’ or contradictions, maintaining
some degree of flexibility and inductive approach. Analysis was supported by the NVivo
software and overlapping of codes between migrant youth and workers’ interviews was
conducted intentionally to allow different perspectives of the same code.

Triangulation of analysis was conducted by validating initial coding | had done, through
the independent coding of 20 interviews by my assistants (each coded 5 migrant youth
and 5 worker interviews). The field diary was coded manually. Analysis was considered
complete at code saturation, defined as ‘information redundancy’ or when no new codes
could be generated (389). However, in agreement with Braun and Clarke, | think
saturation of codes does not reflect saturation of meaning (390). It rather reflects

4 As per their website: https://www.thematicanalysis.net/
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saturation of our subjective interpretations of the data, rather than an understanding of
all the possible meanings that can be derived from a phenomenon.

Data analysis process
Following the steps outlined by Braun and Clarke (386), first familiarisation with data was

done by re-listening to all interviews with migrant youth, before transcription. All
interviews (with migrant youth and workers) were then transcribed; Jessica and Scarlett
transcribed 12 interviews each, while | transcribed 23 interviews. | double-checked each
transcription and selected interviews my assistants had not been present in nor
transcribed as the interviews they would later code for analysis triangulation — as a way
to familiarise my assistants with all the data.

Transcription was completed by end of November 2021. | started coding in October 2021
and completed a first line of coding for the migrant youth interviews by January 2022,
using the NVivo software. | gave Jessica and Scarlett 5 interviews each, to re-code, while
| started coding the workers’ interviews. | shared my coding framework and NVivo file but
encouraged them to try and code de-novo rather than on the same file. On February 24
2022, Jessica and Scarlett presented and discussed their codes with me during a meeting
call. Similarly, for the workers’ interviews, | did one first coding of all interviews and then
gave to Scarlett and Jessica 5 interviews each for analysis triangulation in April 2022.
After discussion on their codes, | integrated their analysis and did a second coding for all
interviews, developing themes and then thematic categories; which | consulted with
Jessica and Scarlett. Field notes were analysed manually, starting in May 2022. Final
thematic categories were developed by June 2022 and will be presented in next results
chapters, along with the ethnographic accounts and visual prompts.
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ANALYSIS RESULTS

‘If it is true that men seldom learn from history, it is also true that they may learn
from personal experiences’
-Hannah Arendt*

In the next three chapters, | will present the findings from my analysis. | discuss thematic
categories from youth and workers, putting them in dialogue with each other to explore
how they inform understandings of the central conceptual framework in this thesis: the
concepts of ‘transit’, ‘identity’ and ‘resilience’. Chapter 4 will explore the concept of
‘transit’, the wider contexts that unaccompanied migrant youth face in Mexico and in their
countries of origin. This chapter generates a rich understanding of participants’ life
circumstances, in terms of what drives transit and their wider life circumstances. Chapter
4 also enables an understanding the context of ‘migration transit’ as experienced by
participants, as well as situating the data collected in line with a social constructivist
epistemological basis. It draws heavily on my ethnographic data. Chapter 5 will present
the impact of this social and cultural context on the identity of migrant youth from the
perspectives of both groups, providing an answer to my first research question: “How
does the experience and understanding of migration transit through Mexico shape identity
for unaccompanied migrant youth aged 14-24?”. Chapter 6 will explore the resources that
translated into resilience and resistance for migrant youth, including the skills workers
highlighted as essential in order to feed into this resilience. Chapter 6 focuses primarily
on answering my second research question: “For these youth, what are the coping
mechanisms that translate into resilience?”. The last research question, on the opinion of
practitioners regarding how policies and implementation meet the needs of
unaccompanied migrant youth in Mexico, is addressed in Chapters 4 and 6. A natural
structure that emerged in the writing of these chapters was to integrate relevant literature
within the discussion. While this does not mirror the typical structure of qualitative
research reporting, it does align with anthropological writing and research, so | have
opted to present my work in this way. The final chapter of this thesis, Chapter 7, will then
present the conclusions drawn from the results chapters.

Before delving into each chapter, | will present the thematic categories generated for
each population: migrant youth and workers. The same NVivo file was kept for all
interviews, to allow overlap of codes, but for each set of interviews, themes and sub-
themes were organised into four thematic categories (Tables 4 and 5). Code overlap was
useful to capture instances where workers’ narratives would reinforce accounts of migrant
youth, or viceversa. The thematic categories by population are presented as a preliminary
analytical step to the final presentation of analysis results in the chapters that follow,
where thematic categories will be re-organised as a coherent narrative addressing the
concepts of interest outlined above. Presenting data in this way better captures the
complexity of each concept explored through the research questions. Namely, as was
described in section 2.5.1, psychosocial aspects of mental health for migrant youth are
the result of their individual interaction in a determined social context of interest. Since

44 From Arendt, Hannah. The jewish writings. Schocken, 2009.
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workers formed part of, or had knowledge in, this social context, it was considered
necessary to analyse their perspectives in synchrony with — and not separate from —
those of migrant youth. Thus, each chapter of analysis results will include a mix of migrant
youth and worker thematic categories, clarifying and exemplifying the narrative from two
different perspectives. Ethnographic field notes will be included where relevant, adding a
layer of critical personal opinion and first-hand experience. Finally, drawings and images

will be included as a depiction of some interview extracts.

Table 4. Migrant youth thematic categories

Thematic category Themes Sub-themes Codes
Embedded violence 1 Peer culture — 1 Domestic Extortion; threats;
in the environment impunity, violence corruption; impunity;
corruption 1 Sexual violence | 9angs in the family
{1 Violence as 1 Gang violence
survival
Lack of freedom to 1 Change as 1 Change of Escapes from
develop and choose constant home institutionalised
adaptation 1 Change of plans | @commodation;
and less 1 Personal voluntary return;_ _
stable change depqrtatlon; stgylng in
4 Mexico; adjusting to
references T Transit differences; train
T Waiting/delay ' Inappropriate tracks; detention;
' Psychological housing interaction with
cost 1 Psychological National Institute for
fight Migration (INM) or
¢ Difficulties and Guardia Nacional;
unmet needs activities to pass the
time in institutionalised
accommodation;
discrimination; fear;
mistrust; witnessing;
mutilation
The family cultural 1 Maltreatment 1 Negligence Lack of life plan; lack
ideal and the family by close family (family of study and formal
reality members presence but no | €ducation; leaving
1 Peer culture — support for school; living without
responsibility development) parents; remembermg;
to help the 1 Lack of family sadness; craving,
. homesickness; mother
family and presence or
family as a family resources
goal to seek — also leading to
lack of support
for development
1 Loss of close
family members
(by migration or
death)
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Learning how to
Salir adelante [going 1 Internal 1 Agency/decision | survive on their own
forward] as a resources making (accumulated
narrative of hope, 1 External q Faith transit/travel
personal resources 1 Goals experience;
development and 1 Strength independence; figuring
goal achievement 9 out the way; planning
1 Shelter support | the trip; no contar (not
f Personal telling); joining other
support people; letting go;
God; family
reunification; work;
United States;
superarse (personal
development); buying
a house; hope;
courage; humanity;
peer support;
temporary/virtual
friendships;
acceptance for who
they are (eg LGBTQ)
Table 5. Worker thematic categories
Thematic category Themes Sub-themes Codes
Necesidad sin abasto 71 Lack of f Lack of capacity Little time (spent in
[unmet need on structural 1 Lack of continuity | Shelters by migrant
behalf of authorities resources 1 Lack of youth); (teaching)
and child protection] 1 Lack of coordination gersevgran_ce and
o etermination;
?;sn;ﬁrnces T Pandem|~c mpact (teaching) discipline;
T Acompanamiento | first detection; first
[appropriate reception; longer term
follow up] care;
1 Capacitacion integration/independent
[training of life; age of majority
workers]
1 Modelos de
atencion [care
guidelines]
Acompafamiento 1 Worker 1 Adaptation Gratification; legal
[representativeness] skills and 1 Responsibility identity (articles 7, 8
capabilities 1 Empathy UNC_:c?C)t;_ faﬂ(myt_ e 10
Worker . . . reunification (article
T knowledge E I;Z::Zngis:mty UNCRC); education
9 (article 28 UNCRC);
T (Knowledge of) integration (articles 22,
migration context | 39 UNCRC); health and
1 (Knowledge of) mental health (article 24

best interests of
the child

UNCRC)
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1 (Knowledge of)
interview
techniques

1 (Knowledge of)
advocacy
techniques

Politics and vision Institutional 1 LGDNNA Advocacy; invisibility
/ 1 Procuraduria/DIF
official [Child Protection
response Authority/Child
Public/civil Welfare]
society 1 Regularisation
response 1 Visibility

Vulnerabilities of Trafficking

migrant youth from Substance

worker perspective abuse
Exploitation
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v
Life and survival: the contexts of unaccompanied migrant youth

This chapter presents the contexts unaccompanied migrant youth experienced in their
countries of origin and during their journeys, drawing on participants’ experiences,
workers’ opinions and excerpts of my ethnographic field observations. | begin the chapter
by situating the reader in the place and time where data was collected, through an
ethnographic description of the shelters Cafemin and FM4 visited during June and July
2021, respectively. As mentioned in section 3.2.4, | used motivated ethnography;
focusing specifically on the social and cultural context unaccompanied migrant youth face
in Mexico. This means that ethnographic descriptions and observations prioritised
understandings of everyday interactions at the migrant shelter both among hosted
unaccompanied youth and with staff; activities migrant youth engaged in; informal
conversations describing the journey of unaccompanied youth; and other stories of
situations faced by migrants in Mexico. | also present a description of the demographic
characteristics of the 18 young migrants interviewed and of the roles of the 29 workers
interviewed, in order to introduce the people at the heart of this study. Following these
sections, | will explore the thematic categories from my analysis which represent the
context experienced by unaccompanied migrant youth; both in countries of origin and
during migration transit. | draw on two thematic categories from the analysis of data from
youth inerviews: ‘embedded violence in the environment’ and ‘lack of freedom to develop
and c handasne thematic category from analysis of service providers: ‘unmet need
on behalf of authorities and child protection

4.1 The context in the shelters in summer 2021

As described in section 2.2, migrant youth face a completely different context to what the
Mexican legislation states. Although they should be hosted in child welfare or DIF
shelters, they often end up in civil society shelters or other inappropriate spaces due to
DIF lack of space and resources. As will be explored, participants’ accounts confirmed
this. Migrant shelters have the obligation to report any unaccompanied minor to the Child
Protection Authority or Procuraduria®. Aside from DIF, there are only five non-
governmental shelters specialised in the reception of UAMs in Mexico: the four YMCA
shelters (all located at different points of the northern Mexican border) and the Cafemin
shelter in Mexico City; where most migrant youth participants were recruited from.
Although comparably less unaccompanied youth were recruited in the FM4 shelter in
Guadalajara, this shelter has demonstrated, in the last 3 years, an increasingly relevant
role regarding UAM safeguarding in agreement with the local Procuraduria; as a way to
face the lack of institutional spaces for older adolescents in Jalisco?®.

Cafemin
Cafemin stands for Casa de Acogida, Formacion y Empoderamiento para Mujeres y

Familias Migrantes. It is a religious organisation funded and managed by a congregation

45 Full name: Procuraduria de Proteccion de Nifios, Nifias y Adolescentes
46 Jalisco is the state of Guadalajara, the city where FM4 is located and which is also the capital of the state. Mexico
is a Federal republic with 32 states
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of Josephine Sisters, located in northern Mexico City. Active since 2012, the organisation
only admits UAMs and families. It has a large space divided in three parts. On one side,
there is the area where the Sisters live; comprising of a two-storey building with rooms,
a kitchen and a small patio. During my stay they were kind enough to host me in this
space, with my own private room and bathroom. There were also seven Sisters living
there at the time, one of whom was a nurse; all took turns at managing the different
chores the shelter required. Separated by a wall with a locked door, there was the larger
space where the migrants lived; comprising a three-storey building housing dormitories
and classrooms, as well as a large kitchen on the ground floor and a lavatory area and a
vegetable garden on the rooftop. There was a big courtyard, half covered by a laminated,
high roof (Figures 18 and 19). Under the covered part there were large tables where
migrants would sit for lunchtime or during their free time and a small playground for the
little ones. Finally, on the opposite side and separated by doors which were usually
locked, there was a two-storey building with offices, another small patio, a doctor’s office
and a big conference room used for meetings. This area was where the main entrance
was located, so it also had a room with video cameras that led to the street and a spare
room that was used to isolate guests during the pandemic.

VAV, VAVAVA 4!’47

II-"‘"",

Figure 18. Cafemin shelter courtyard, covered half
Personal photo
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Figure 19. Cafemin shelter courtyard, open air half
Personal photo

The shelter dynamic was very organised though chaotic at the same time. Organised
because the hosted migrants had specific activities and roles they needed to help in the
shelter with; for example, they took turns at washing plates and cleaning the floor. This
helped to give some form of structure to the days migrants spent in the shelter, especially
during the pandemic when some of them stayed in shelters for months. However, it could
not substitute a routine in terms of autonomous work, so many tried to exit the shelter as
soon as possible to move on with their lives. Chaotic because migration dynamics change
constantly. The shelter could suddenly get a notification from the INM or the Procuraduria
about the arrival of 30 people; which implied doing a health check for all at arrival,
deciding who could stay and finding where to isolate them. Also getting everyone to neatly
follow all their planned activities was not always easy. However, during my stay with few
people, it felt more organised than chaotic. The day would begin with breakfast at 9 am,
9.30 on Sundays, followed by the different planned activities; lunchtime at 1.30/2 pm;
other planned activities and dinner at 7.30/8 pm.

There was almost no free time for people hosted at the shelter: their days were filled
either with activities related to taking care of the shelter, learning activities for younger
ones or other workshops such as baking, theatre or exercising — usually held by
volunteers. All hosted migrants had access to psychological sessions and legal
counselling by pro-bono psychologists and lawyers, and on Sundays two staff members
took turns at taking hosted migrants to the Chapultepec park in central Mexico City. This
was the only time that groups would leave the shelter for recreational purposes. Although
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the shelter policy was that of being open-door, if people left they could usually not come
back, as there was not enough staff to supervise coming and going — especially of UAMSs.
In the park, smaller groups were given the freedom to go where they wanted and meet
later at a meeting point. One time that | went with them, later at the meeting point two
brothers were missing. It happened sometimes, they just left to continue their journey and
left a note thanking the shelter staff and saying goodbye.

With this structured dynamic, most of my informal conversations occurred around meals,
during my workshops, or on Sundays during the permitted outing. Meals were not varied,
mostly consisting of donations of rice, potatoes, sausages and beans which arrived
almost daily. Sometimes pasta would arrive, other times simple plates
like chilaquiles (fried tortilla pieces with green or red sauce) were cooked. Most of the
time, the same meal was served over a few days, but food seemed sufficient and served
with care (such as adding always a glass of juice, milk or coffee, bread or warm tortillas,
the possibility to be served food twice). Although help in the kitchen was needed, only
one migrant woman was allowed to help. ‘Admission’ to the kitchen was restricted to
prevent knife-related accidents — | was told by shelter staff that this was more related to
self-harm than aggression. Other activities that required more trust and so were given to
longer term guests were: taking care of the clothes’ washing so that no clothes would get
stolen; sorting out donated clothes; and minding the small coffee shop that was part of
the shelter and gave to the street. This shop sometimes sold fried tajadas of banana or
another dish from the migrants’ countries.

As a way to engage with shelter staff and ‘give back’, | suggested presenting to staff the
Power point presentations | had prepared for my research assistants’ training in mental
health in migrant adolescents and ethics in child research (described in section 3.2.2).
We had three sessions in the conference room with usually good attendance and
interesting feedback. Both shelter staff and hosted migrants were always kind and
respectful towards me. | felt safe within the shelter and | particularly liked the wide, open
air courtyard and the rooftop. However, it was not very easy to approach unaccompanied
youth during the few moments they had free time, since they were often on their phones.

FM4
FM4 Paso Libre is a non-profit organisation based in Guadalajara, Jalisco; the second

largest Mexican city located in western Mexico. The organisation is dedicated to
defending and promoting human rights of migrants and refugees through holistic
humanitarian care. It counts with hired lawyers and psychologists who help people with
their asylum process and give psychosocial care. The space was first founded in 2010
as a canteen open 4 hours a day and, 5 years later, the current shelter opened in a
warehouse close to the train tracks. The space is large; with a reception area, a small
outdoor area, offices and spacious common areas (Figure 20). Rooms are equipped in a
hostel-like manner, with bunk beds and specific rooms assigned for families, men and
women (Figure 21). The dynamic at the centre is organised so that migrants have specific
wake-up and eating times. In this shelter, underage migrants could not leave. After wake-
up time, the rooms are locked and migrants can only go back in if they request a volunteer
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to open the door for them. This was done as a way to keep things under control with very
large flows of migrants in transit. Migrants also have their phones ‘confiscated’ at the
entrance and put in a locker, with specific phone use time every day. This was done to
avoid possible coyotes or traffickers from taking pictures and contacts of possible clients
or victims. Although shelters are generally safe, the dangerous conditions of migration
transit expose these spaces to these risks: illuminating on the different levels of safety
and perception of safety that can coexist. Namely, although shelters provide some safety
for hosted migrants, they cannot change the wider structural conditions which make their
travelling dangerous.

Figure 20. View of FM4 shelter main indoor area
Personal photo
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Figure 21. Lateral view of rooms in FM4
Personal photo

Sadly, one of the UAMs hosted during my visit escaped the day after | arrived, while
another one left shortly after because he turned 18 and found a job in the city — he had
been granted refugee status in Mexico. While | was there, one of the older adults also
decided to leave and return to Honduras, while two girls from Haiti and a large family from
Honduras entered. | did not get much chance to interact with them because they had to
self-isolate for two weeks. Despite restrictions on the number of people hosted, large
flows of migrants in transit did not stop. Groups of people still came to the door of the
shelter to ask for food, water, clothes, use the bathrooms, shower or anything the shelter
could give. The number varied, with some days up to 30 people coming and others only
5 to 10. Names, ages and country of origin were recorded for all to whom help was given
at the door, to identify if someone came for multiple times. If the group was small or was
considered vulnerable — e.g. women and children — they were allowed in the atrium to
have a rest and a shower. A shower space was established close to the entrance, with a
simple bucket and water tap behind a door. Before letting anyone in, they had their names
checked on the REDODEM database to see whether they had any ‘alerts’. Yellow alerts
are given for suspicious behaviour such as lying and red alerts are given for aggressive
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behaviour or suspicion they are coyotes or traffickers*’. Although help was given to some
displaced Mexicans in transit, Mexicans were mostly re-oriented to seek help elsewhere
as they could legally access more support than migrants.

Like in Cafemin, informal conversations at FM4 occurred mostly during meals, drawing
workshops, one time during a walk taken along with a volunteer and a group of hosted
migrants. | rented a room 15 minutes walking from the shelter, so | did not sleep there
but usually hung around before and after the time allocated to me for my workshops and
interviews. Some of the guests worked and were allowed to go out and come back to the
shelter and, although there were often activities organised by volunteers, the weekly
schedule was less structured compared to Cafemin. During their free time, migrants
would either hang out in the common areas or, primarily, in the outdoor patio. Smoking,
playing cards or other games; the games allowed me an easy entry point to just sit with
a group, and they would often invite me to play with them. As in Cafemin, | felt safe and
welcomed in the shelter.

4.2 Participant demographics

As mentioned in section 3.2.5, an initial questionnaire was conducted during interviews
with migrant youth. Table 6 provides an overview of demographic characteristics of the
18 young migrants interviewed in this study. Table 7 provides a summary of the different
roles of the 29 workers interviewed. The name provided for the workers interviewed was
the name agreed with them at the beginning of the interview, when | asked how they
wanted to be saved within my data.

Table 6. Demographics of migrant youth participants

Demographic indicators Number of participants

Age
14
15
16
17
18
19

PO RPINI>

Gender
Man 12
Woman
Transgender woman
Other

EAI=YFN

Nationality
Honduras
Guatemala 6

~

47 Staff in shelters identify if someone is a coyote or smuggler because s/he is the only one who knows the way, knows
where they came from and/or where they are planning to cross. One way to identify traffickers is if they take pictures
of the people hosted in the shelter and/or try to take people’s numbers. Another way is to let women and children in
first in the shelter to interview them separately
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El Salvador 4

[N

Mexico

Main reason for leaving

Gang violence / threats

Poverty

Family violence

Family reunification

RIN| OO

Discrimination

Time since left country

< 3 months 5

> 6 months 13

Migration status

(Waiting for) family 5
reunification

Asylum seeker

Refugee

Humanitarian visa

NWw h~l>

Planned return

Time in city of interview

< 3 months 7

N

3-6 months

> 6 months 7

Accompanied by

Non-guardian family

Smuggler

Nobody

People known on the way

NN~

Friends (previously met)

Support in country of origin

Yes 13

No 5

Support in country of
destination

Yes 10

No 8

Level of education
(completed or uncompleted)

Primary 14

Secondary 4

Table 7. Professional roles of worker participants

Role Participants
Shelter 3
psychologist/psychiatrist
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Shelter lawyers 2

Migration academics 3

Shelter or NGO coordinators 5

Shelter volunteers 2
Shelter sister 1
Shelter staff 1
Shelter directors 4
Child Protection Authority 2

(Procuraduria) Officers

Shelter or NGO social workers | 2

UN workers 2

INM Child Protection Officer 1

UN Child Protection Officer 1

For those who wanted to share the information, the initial questionnaire with migrant
youth gives us a view of the demographic profile and social history of the young people
interviewed. Participants’ age range was 14 to 19, the most common countries of origin
were Honduras and Guatemala, followed by El Salvador and one from Mexico. 12
participants were boys, 4 were girls, 1 was a transgender person and 1 was non-binary.
Although some did not share in detail their reasons for leaving, they all provided at least
one general reason: for most, gang violence and threats, followed by family violence and
poverty. Two participants were travelling for family reunification and the trans person said
discrimination was among the main reasons. As the analysis will show, there is not just
one reason for leaving but rather an intersection: poverty may lead to violence, family
violence and discrimination may lead to joining gangs.

Most participants (n=13) had left their country of origin more than 6 months before the
time of the interview — including 1 or 2 years prior -, the rest (n=5) left less than 3 months
before. Time since leaving the country is important as it can determine: 1) likelihood that
the person has obtained migration status; 2) resilience given by travel experience; or 3)
desperation by long waiting times for migration status resolution. Migration status among
participants was more or less equally distributed between waiting for asylum or family
reunification; holding refugee status or humanitarian visa and, for 2 participants from
Guatemala, waiting for voluntary return. It is needless to emphasise the importance of
migration status, as it represents the possibility to envision the future. Many participants
| encountered who were waiting for family reunification, for example, did not seem very
motivated to study although they did express wanting to study in the future. Time in the
place (city) of interview was also more or less equally distributed between less than 3
months and more than 6 months, with 4 participants reporting 3-6 months. We can imply
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that the participants who had left their country of origin more than 6 months before had
been on the move, rather than mostly in one place.

Support networks are crucial, whether in country of origin, destination, virtually or by
people who accompanied participants’ journeys (90). By definition, participants were not
accompanied by parents, but this does not mean they travelled alone. Some travelled
with siblings or other family members, a smuggler, friends or people met on the way. |
noted that most of the participants who had support either in country of origin or
destination travelled with a smuggler, meaning they had someone financing their journey.
Travelling with people met on the way could mean transient friendships, not necessarily
trustworthy but important for navigating the constantly changing dynamic of transit
through Mexico (344). More than half of participants had support networks (family) either
in country of origin, destination or both.

Crucially, education level was reported for most to be at a basic primary level. Two
participants reported essentially zero education, one did not know how to read or write.
As will be explored in Chapter 5, beyond the higher life chances that education gives,
literacy enables one to understand and express what one goes through, processing and
learning from experience at a more abstract level. Education level reflects the family and
socioeconomic situation: absence of strong family guidance and/or poverty lead to higher
school dropout (391).

4.3 Embedded violence in the environment

As described in section 1.1, the level of violence in Central American countries has
increased over the last few years, affecting migration dynamics (146, 392). This was
captured in the analysis of interviews with migrant youth, mainly within the thematic
category of ‘embedded violence in the environment’. According to participants, the
presence of violence could be direct or indirect, but somehow always related to their
personal stories. Violence presented as threats, extortion, domestic violence and/or
sexual abuse, often at the hands of gangs but not exclusively. No one ever mentioned
going to the police as a reaction to receiving threats, which speaks to the possibility that
corruption and impunity seem to have become an expected outcome. Not seeking ‘formal’
authority protection from violence may also be due to violence being in the family itself
and to the threats being very lethal and real (e.g. death threats from a cousin who has
killed before, as noted by one participant), as well as the common knowledge that these
threats can extend to family and other close people - which could put them in danger if
the threat isn’t addressed by leaving, which has been noted in other settings (17). A
shelter director commented on the rise in violence she witnessed during the last decade:

“[migration] flows change, it is not the same the people we saw in 2012-2013;
entire families that came more for economic reasons (...), [compared to] 2014
when we started seeing people fleeing generalised violence in the community or
on behalf of organised crime which asks [shops] for payment or wants [to recruit]
their sons and daughters”

107



These different types of violence identified by participants aligned with the forms
documented by wider epidemiological evidence: gender-based, gang violence, family
violence and, often, all three (132, 146).

Gender-based violence
Regarding gender-based violence, in my field notes during my stay at Cafemin, | describe

my encounter with Inés, an older woman whom | did not interview formally but she told
me her story: “today | met Inés*®, from Guatemala, who is fleeing a violent marriage which
lasted 21 years with three children. She took two with her (6 and 14 years old) and left
the older one (21 years) because he was already working (...) [Her husband] was violent
from the start, he gave her a kick the
love for him”.

As described in a report published by the civil society Instituto para las Mujeres en la
Migracion (Institute for Women in Migration) (114), gender-based violence is pervasive
across many countries of origin of migrants transiting Mexico; making it one of the main
reasons women migrate - alone or with their children (393). The LGBTQ+ community also
face brutal levels of gender-based violence (ibid). Violeta, an 18 year old transgender
participant, left her family home because of gendered discrimination, as well as witnessed

S

ame

and experienced brutal levels of violence; to the point of being threatened with “ k ni v e s

here and a gun there [pointed to the] head [saying] * y ou wi |’ Sheldescribeso w

these experiences occurring against her and a group of gay friends in Honduras:

“t@ '"got t o a nhorestly, theymeatedus very bad. They killed two of

them, the rest | eft. | was the only one t

Discrimination of LGBTQ+ populations may be an important precursor to gender-based
violence against them and this continues throughout the journey. For example, Violeta
tells me about people who “keep looking” when she speaks in Garifuna*® on the phone
with her sister and of the discrimination she felt when she looked for jobs in Mexico and
when she joined a beauty course in Guadalajara; where “everyone started laughing” at
her. She reflected on this:

“Why, if  am a human being just like you (...) here there are very big LGBTQ+
communities, why so much discrimination? (...)As a mi gr ant , |
be treated badly”

Overt gender-based discrimination can also be considered a form of violence in itself,
classifiable for example under ‘psychological violence’ under UNICEF’s definition in the
International Classification of Violence against Children (pp 34; (394)).

48 All names are pseudonyms
49 A language of the garifuna ethnicity, spoken in Honduras, Guatemala, Belice and Nicaragua

108

d



Family violence
Family violence was reported by 5 participants. Michael, 14, from Honduras, told me his

uncle got to the point of breaking his arm. Many workers confirmed these high levels of
family violence, both domestic and on behalf of extended family. Two brothers from
Honduras, Héctor and Gustavo, 19 and 17, fled death threats from their cousin. Héctor
said these started because “my brother [Gustavo] wrote to his girlfriend, without knowing
she was his girlfriend”. His cousin was not part of the gangs, but he “had guns, he had
been 2 years in jail for underage people, because he had killed two people one with a
machete and another one with a gun”. This story exemplifies well how the culture of
violence is so spread that it is not necessary to be part of the gangs to be violent; and
even the slightest problem can lead to that solution. Additionally, as has been
documented (31), policies that resort to incarceration can have a backfire effect:

S:*Whydo you think your cousin is |like that?”
H:“ don’t Kk n eisnotdfraidto ge to jaie betause he has been there

once(...)That’'s what he told us, that he had be
afraid to go back. He did not care to kil

It is also common for death threats to extend to the rest of the family, as was mentioned
by the YMCA social worker and Violeta. For this reason, Héctor and Gustavo left without
telling their parents, so as not to involve them. A shelter director describes well this
situation:

“[since] 2017-2018 we started seeing, even more with the caravans, a population
with experiences of a lot of violence, not on the outside but inside the family (...)
violated people who also exert a lot of violence, on their children, the
environment,evenin t he shel ter?”

Gang violence and the intersection with gender and family
Gangs identify young people who are alone as people they can recruit, attracting them

with a good pay they need to survive or with the feeling of belonging to a group (26).
However, not all young people wish to join. For example, Estrella, an 18 year old
participant from Guatemala who self-identified as non-binary, had to leave the family
home at 13 because of discrimination over sexual preference. In the capital, she®° found
a job but was soon harassed by gangs. She refused to join because she saw it as a very
short-term solution, so they beat her:

E:They broke my nose, my | ips..
S:They stalked you outside your job?”
E:1 was going home and then...t)Barttet was a ve

street they t oo kherdpkopke sama tg kelpaotieky.ran”

50 The pronoun here refers to sex and not to gender, given Estrella’s identification as non-binary
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Gender-based violence intersects with gang violence, though the complex nature of
gangs as sites of opportunities also emerged within participants. For example, after
having to leave her home, Violeta joined a gang when she was only 11. In the gang, she
“felt a bit more free, away from [her]f ami | y’ s di scr i mi n‘aThisieim and n
alignment with the work of political scientist José Miguel Cruz, who suggests that
enduring and perpetuating violence can be seen as a form of survival in the sense of this
process of ‘belonging’ within gangs; which provides a way to make money, have shelter
and belong to a group (26). Violence can also be seen as a reaction to poverty, lack of
education and other opportunities (ibid). However, this often comes at a cost. For Violeta,
she was required to engage in criminal behaviour and experienced further forms of
violence. In particular, she described to me how she was forced to exercise violence,
such as being “forced [to] Kill to prove her courage”:

V:iI did not | ike it beddaduse.nodlhdditagil]llhe udrngel
|l ady and a 3 year old and it made me sad. |
S:Was it with a gun?”

V:Yes, the baby with gun. The | ady.. al so wi
because it made me sad to see how she was moaning and | did not have the

courage to keep killing her, so they came and finished her. And because of that

they beat me, because | did not want to finish the job”

Analysis of field notes documented a range of stories of gendered violence faced by
women within gangs. Another 16 year old girl in Cafemin, who had been part of the Mara
Salvatrucha gang because of her abandonment situation, told staff that she had been
sexually abused by one of the gang bosses. She also had to be kicked for 13 seconds
as an initiation ritual and then the job involved killing people and putting corpses in bags
or mass graves (Field notes, 25/6/21). A woman | met in FM4 told me a gang member
raped her in Honduras (Field notes, 9/7/21). Alberto, a 16 year old participant from
Honduras, also told me about the experience of his aunt who was murdered through
gender-based violence, most likely on behalf of gangs:

“1 was 6 year s o/l [the aurt]Oeft pomaandhalbagear lated h e
she got killed, she was 23; they said it was gang members, then other people,
but they said they raped her and killed her

Gang members also exert violence on their own families. Erica, a 14 year old participant
from Guatemala, migrated to the US with her mother because her father was forcing her
to get married, which is a form of gender-based violence. Since she left, her father sent
her death threats by message. Gang threats often mean persecution and following people
if they move, which is why many have no choice but to leave the country. Erica’s story
also exemplifies how the family environment can become a place of isolation when there
is involvement in gangs. She said her father beat her friends because he did not want her
to have friends, possibly as a way to protect himself against enemies:
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S: “Why did he want you to be isolated?”
E:“1 d know, he always wanted me locked up (...) because he was a drug
dealer my friends did not want to be with me”

Structural violence before and during migration
As was outlined in Chapter 1, these levels of violence intersect with structural inequalities:

the inequitable distribution of power and resources directly undermine opportunities to
survive peacefully (395). As sociologist Johan Galtung states in his 1969 essay on peace
and violence, violence is ‘present’ when there is a differential between ‘the potential and
the actual’ realisations of individuals (396). With these conditions in their countries of
origin, it is understandable why these young people flee. As a shelter coordinator said:

“We cannot think that a child or adolescent will stop trying to cross [borders]
whilst s/he is worried about family, without opportunities to grow, living in a rural
community without access to services, [or] whilst home is being burnt by the
cartel s”

Estrella shares how she felt she had no other option but to leave after being beaten by
the gangs, saying:“I di dn’ t h aoyote [smuggler]...fl jost said, they beat me”.
She sold everything of value she had and left, from one day to the next. However, during
transit in Mexico, as outlined in section 1.2, conditions of structural violence continue
(397, 398); even more for those who — by leaving from one day to the next — are
disadvantaged in terms of lack of adequate planning. As an academic of UNAM university
said, “[migrants fleeing violence] often do not have a map or a plan, so in these cases it
is more complex to access support networks”.

Violent accidents also happen on the road. For example, Manuel, an 18 year old
participant from Honduras, had his left leg mutilated because he fell off La Bestia®!. In
the drawing of his transit (Figure 22), he reflected on his journey, saying that “[you] have
to walk way too much” and that “maybe it would have been better never lo leave my
country”.

51 The cargo train migrants climb on to get to the northern Mexican border
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Figure 22. Manuel’s drawing, representing transit

Gustavo agrees that “the road is hard”. Alex, a 15 year old participant from Guatemala,
saw people being mutilated by the train and remembers sleeping on the train tracks: “how
could I not be afraid (...) if | was risking my life”. Walking and sleeping outdoors is harsh.
In my field notes of 17/7/21, | write: “yesterday Jorge Veladzquez arrived [to FM4], he was
barefoot because he got even his shoes robbed. He was barefoot for 18 hours, beaten,
he was not well when he arrived (...) | saw a man beaten, bent and barefoot because of
poverty, violence and [State] abandonment”.

Many people | encountered in shelters told me they saw someone die or got kidnapped
themselves, with ransoms as high as 12000 (USD). In Cafemin, | write about four
adolescents who decided to leave to continue their journey: “today Alejandro, Mario,
David and Rogelio left to go to Piedras Negras [northern Mexican border], they will get
on La Bestia in Lecheria [location close to Mexico City]. We said goodbye with a hug, |
gave them 4 bananas for the journey and had to keep my tears in (...) it is difficult to see
them so young and doing what they do, know they might die trying. They know, too. Many
make it, | hope it is so for them” (Field notes, 20/6/21). A Sister in Cafemin shares this
feeling:

“One of the most difficult things is knowing all they can experience in the journey and they
decide to go on (...) we tell them of the dangers, organised crime, trafficking, everything
(...) but if they decide to leave, then, God bless them”

Violeta drew crosses in her drawing (Figure 23) because she recalled that she saw people
who could not pay ransoms get killed in transit, with their necks cut. She “wished that
would never happen, [because] it is unfair”. She also remembered how these people got
killed with witnesses, herself and probably other migrants, who did nothing. Although in
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the remote places that migration transit takes place it is difficult to do anything without
being also killed, she said the second time she migrated she wanted to be alone, so she
could have no witnesses in case she got killed.

Figure 23. Violeta’s drawing
Representing the “people who have died on the train tracks, the kidnappings, the robberies”

The dangers of transit as a form of State violence
Transit happens in the remote, deadly places described by Violeta due to the politics of

militarisation and securitisation described in sections 1.2 and 1.3. As noted by lawyer
Paola de la Rosa Rodriguez, by making legal and safe transit increasingly difficult, the
result is rarely a decrease in people migrating but rather an increase in the criminal
networks which take advantage of this mobility (399), as well as constant reshaping of
increasingly more isolated - and dangerous — migration routes (393, 400). The academic
from Houston University whom | interviewed commented that border militarisation is “a
spectacle of legitimised violence”, which generates a reproduction of violence that is then
normalised to the extent that migrant women take contraceptive pills because they know
they might get raped (401). Karla Gallo, Child Protection Officer of UNICEF Mexico, told
me during the interview that the presence of the Guardia Nacional on the southern
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Mexican border generated documented family separations®?, victimising migrant children
and adolescents. Thus, as anthropologist Valentina Glockner notes, current regional
migration politics are a form of State-exercised violence, including violence against
children (402).

4.4 Necesidad sin abasto (unmet need on behalf of authorities and child
protection)

The political context described above does not facilitate a sustainable and rights-based
migration response, while the violence it generates creates more complex situations to
address. Among migration workers there is always the perception that there is a constant
lack of resources that leads to multiple unmet needs. This was captured in the thematic
category ' necesi dad swhich translates ttooneed without ‘supply’ or unmet
needs. This thematic category is defined by the lack of appropriate services,
infrastructure and personnel to deal with the level of migration of unaccompanied migrant
youth in Mexico. This lack of resources can be divided into structural and human, both
underpinned by a general lack of funding but also by the complexity of dealing with this
phenomenon; which requires very specific training.

Structural resources were defined by the subthemes of: (1) capacity, or the physical
spaces where youth can be received, processed and housed following the best interests
of the child principle; (2) continuity, or the appropriate follow up of lengthy processes
(such as family reunification, regularisation and return), as well as appropriate study/work
options for youth who turn 18 - complicated by the short time some youth spend in
shelters as they want to continue their journey north; and (3) coordination, or the
appropriate communication between different levels of migration management and child
welfare. Specifically, in Mexico these refer to institutions such as the National Institute of
Migration (INM), the refugee agency (COMAR), State child welfare institutions
(Procuraduria and DIF), as well as civil society shelters and international organisations
like UNICEF, IOM and UNHCR. The dynamic nature of migration requires communication
also across different Mexican States: lack of communication can lead to revictimisation
at repeating the same interviews, as well as the formation of an ‘ad-hoc’ story rather than
a diagnosis of needs (120, 128). According to workers interviewed, lack of structural
capacity (and subsequently also lack of coordination and continuity) were aggravated by
the impact of the pandemic.

Human resources refer to appropriately trained people who can follow up these youth in
their processes from different angles (legal, psychological, health, formation/study,
safeguarding). Two codes identified as important in this follow up process are: (teaching
or encouraging) (1) perseverance; and (2) discipline, since — as mentioned above —
migration processes can be long and frustrating. Appropriate training should follow a
unigue, national care guidance (modelo de atencion, in Spanish); with the same baseline
principles adequately applied to each setting. UNICEF and DIF (Mexican child welfare)

52 Full quote: “based on observation in the field, we have seen family separations [and] violence against
families with children [in the southern Mexican border]” (Karla Gallo)
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published care guidelines in 2019%3, which divide care of unaccompanied minors into four
main phases: detection, first reception, longer term care and transition to independent
living. Some of these phases will be described in workers’ words, as they came up when
asked about UAM management - without necessarily discussing the care guidelines.
According to the model, age of majority should be treated as another phase of care;
meaning that turning 18 does not mean loss to follow up.

Unmet health and mental health needs
The strain on human resources in a context of lack of structural resources means that

workers constantly feel that the work they do is not enough. | realised this myself during
my fieldwork. In my notes of 23/6/21, | write: “this work never ends because the need
never ends, but | need to find my time, to remember what motivates me. Take care of
myself so | can take care”. In particular, the responsibility to care for health and mental
health in these contexts highlights the huge gap between health services and this
population. For example, a shelter psychiatrist told me how sometimes he could not find
time to do mental health assessments, because people came with so many other physical
needs that seemed more urgent: “it is very difficult because people arrive in so much
need, especially in transit shelters (...) For example, if someone is [physically] hurt”. |
also encountered situations where they asked me for clinical help in shelters: “today we
took Erica to the Peralvillo paediatric hospital, because she vomited blood and seeing
her [clinically] today at around 1 pm | considered she had an acute abdomen®*. The
lawyer drove and me and Sister Elisa stayed until around 6 pm (...) With a letter from the
Procuraduria requested by Cafemin, she was exempt from payment and they treated her
well” (Field notes, 17/6/21).

The high number of health and mental health needs presented by migrants has a lot to
do with social determinants of health. In Mexico, estimates suggest that nearly 53% of
people live in poverty as of 2022 (403), further limiting socio-economic possibilities for
migrants. As noted by an NGO coordinator:

“f you don’t know where you are going to
where your children are and are worried about crossing to the US,
[it is difficult] to find solutions”

Adverse socio-economic conditions are coupled with a scenario of scarce health
services, and almost inexistent mental health services, for migrant populations; leading
most migrants to resort to the pro-bono services they can find in migrant shelters (51,
404). In particular, there is an absence of mental health services for adolescents in
primary care - especially in southern Mexico which receives the most migrants (405, 406).
As a UN Child Protection Officer told me: “There are almost no child and adolescent

53 Alternative care model for migrant, asylum seeking and refugee children and adolescents in Mexico:
Implementation Guide, UNICEF and SNDIF (2019):

https://www.unicef.org/mexico/media/487 1/file/Alternative%20Care%20Model%20for%20Migrant%202020.pdf

54 Acute abdomen is a general term to define an acute onset of severe abdominal pain, which can have different
causes. In this case, the cause was gastritic ulcer. Erica was given IV proton pump inhibitors and kept for one night.
She was discharged stable and well.
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psychiatrists in Mexico (...) [There is] psychosocial attention with creative activities [in
shelters] (...) [but] for mental health, there is no real capacity”. A shelter psychiatrist
confirmed this:

S: “(...) What about services for mental health for migrant adolescents in
Mexico?”

Shelter psychiatrist: “We | | , t hey don’t exi st. | n
Mexicans. [l work in] a third-level hospital where severe and complex cases are
taken to, but [what is missing] is primary care. There is no prevention, including
social determinants of health?”

Chronic underfunding of public services
Talking with a shelter director, we noted that the problem with funding and coordinating

expanded health or any services for everyone is that it is a high initial investment,
unattractive for short-term political mandates. Other workers also told me of the difficulty
of giving continuity to social programs between different mandates. Even if there is a legal
requirement to provide appropriate services to migrant adolescents, this is not followed
by adequately funded and effective programs. For example, as mentioned in section
2.2.2, the Mexican Migration Law was modified in January 2021 to prohibit detention of
minors in migrant stations, in line with the LGDNNA®®. Although this is a positive step
forward, lack of funding for spaces that could be alternatives to detention led to a
disproportionate reliance on civil society spaces not specific for UAMSs, or to putting them
in inappropriate spaces such as rehabilitation centers (407). As described in section
2.2.2, UAMs in Mexico are under the protection of the Child Protection Authority or
Procuraduria®®. An officer of the Child Protection Authority of Jalisco tells me: “here in
Jalisco we do not have a State shelter for migrant adolescents, so we look for alliances
with civil society”.

The Procuraduria assumes legal representation, finds a space to host them -which by
law is the DIF57 Child Welfare but in practice it is often civil society- and determines the
best interests of the child (BIC) based on an interview with the child and a lawyer,
psychologist and social worker. The procedure is correct, but the Procuradurias are
chronically underfunded and have a huge population to serve, as it includes Mexican
children who are also often victims of domestic violence (408, 409). This is confirmed by
the Nuevo Ledn Procuraduria Officer, who says they would need spaces for “300 children
a month”, and the Jalisco Procuraduria Officer: “we need more staff, more resources and
more tools”. Some participants told me about the consequences of this lack of appropriate
spaces. Rosendo, a 17 year old participant from El Salvador, told me the food in the
migrant station was very bad. Estrella was put in a rehabilitation centre for a year, where
she says that “you wish to be dead before being there”. Suicidal ideation is common
among migrant adolescents, a shelter psychiatrist tells me. Although there is mostly only

55 Ley General de los Derechos de Nifias, Nifios y Adolescentes

56 Procuraduria de Proteccion de Nifios, Nifias y Adolescentes

57 Short for SNDIF or Sistema Nacional de Desarrollo Integral de la Familia (National System for Integral Family
Development): https://www.gob.mx/difnacional
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anecdotal data on this and very few published reports, a notable case of suicide among
hosted minors was that of 12 year old Noemi from Ecuador; who committed suicide in a
government migrant station after being sexually abused and detained (410).

According to an NGO lawyer, lack of appropriate funding to implement the LGDNNA is
due to authorities not prioritising the BIC:

“The LGDNNA is a pretty advanced Law, it recognises principles for the rights of
children and adolescents that maybe many countries would wish for. What
happens here is that many times the implementation and interpretation of that
Law remains up to authorities, who do not prioritise the Best Interests of the
Child”

In agreement, a shelter director tells me that DIF spaces do not have material and human
capacity because “services for children are not just [finding] shelter; there should also be
psychological, medical and educational services”. Civil society spaces have responded
to this need, finding funding from private donations, international NGOs and United
Nations agencies. For example, the director of FM4 shelter told me they started a
collaboration with AVSI Foundation for a project directed specifically at migrant children
and teenagers®®; which includes reorganising spaces in the shelter to make them more
child friendly and the creation of operative guidelines for civil society on how to address
needs of unaccompanied migrant youth®°. However, needs remain high and there is the
risk that children who find themselves where there is not a readily available civil society
space will remain in the street: “in Tabasco [southern Mexico], sometimes children were
kept in the administrative INM [Instituto Nacional de Migracién; National Migration
Institute] offices, so they would not be left outdoors” (interview with UN worker). This
could further expose children to risks of trafficking or of being in inappropriate spaces
where “they are not going to school, are not receiving any follow up, medical checkup nor
an appropriate nutrition” (interview with migration academic).

The need for child migration specific training
As stated in different guidelines - such as those of UNICEF and DIF mentioned earlier

and the Save The Children Field Handbook on Unaccompanied and Separated Children
(411), an appropriate response to child migration requires a highly individualised, case-
by-case evaluation; practically impossible in the current Mexican context. Workers also
highlighted the lack of specialised personnel in child migration and how this relates to the
complexity of the migration response. A shelter coordinator tells me:

“We have to divide ourselves in a million pieces to meet all the demands (...)

58 https://lwww.avsi.org/en/news-and-press/news/mexico-community-and-network-two-key-factors-in-the-process-of-
inclusion-for-migrant-children-and-teenagers

%9 These guidelines were launched on 7t March 2022, and can be found in the following link. Reference: Gonzalez-
Araiza, Luis E. y Stanchi, Rossana M. (Coords.) (2022) “Modelo restituciéon de derechos de nifias, nifios y adolescentes
en movilidad humana”. Fondazione AVSI y Dignidad y Justicia en el Camino A.C México, Prometeo Editores, S.A. de
C.V e-ISBN: 978-607-8796-44-1
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we know we are not specialised [in child migration], but there is no one else who
can do this”

Interestingly, the coordinator of the YMCA shelter — one of the few along with Cafemin
which do specialise in child migration — told me many professionals who worked with
them specialised through that work®. This highlights how training can happen bottom-
up, as more civil society spaces evolve to host more migrant children by responding to
the current migration dynamics. Nonetheless, this does not exempt a governmental
responsibility to provide spaces and training for staff, cooperating with civil society instead
of burdening it. Although there is a national plan of action for the protection of migrant
children®?, in practice, often this depends on the specific regional Official in charge. For
example, a shelter director told me they had a very uncollaborative Procuraduria official
for many years, but the two most recent ones have been more open and so the shelter
has provided migration specific training to the Procuraduria. But local officials can be
racist and even hinder correct implementation of the law. Two UN workers told me that
many civil registry officers denied registering children born to migrant parents, even if
Mexico has a jus soli law. Thus, an effort to implement the law must start from ensuring
public officers have the “responsiveness to work with migrant populations” (interview, UN
worker). Clearly, in a securitised political context of “structural discrimination” (interview,
NGO coordinator) this can be more difficult, making the work of civil society that of
“containment” rather than offering long term solutions (interview, shelter psychologist). |
next present the full quotes from which | extracted these terms:

NGO Coordinator: “The official position is, from Guatemala, to not let them come
(...) Itis a very rooted philosophy, from how it is applied to public policy up to
being a situation of structural discrimination”

Shelter psychologist: “[work in shelters] is that of mere containment, because we
are not offering a solution as such”

Impact of the pandemic

The Covid-19 pandemic also had a significant impact on slowing down any positive
initiatives that were happening (for example, in person teaching in shelters) and in
reducing resources like private donations or public funding - redirected at the pandemic
response. Response time from the Mexican Refugee Agency (COMAR) expanded.
Violence, such as gender-based and domestic violence, reportedly increased (412);
increasing the work of the Procuradurias. Furthermore, the pandemic was an excuse to
shut down borders and put in place policies in open violation of human rights such as

60 Full quote: “Being one of the few spaces that specialise in this population, we are also a source of human capital”
(Coordinator YMCA)

61 Politica Nacional de Proteccién a Nifios, Nifias y Adolescentes Migrantes y Solicitantes de la Condicion de
Refugiado (2019-2024):

https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/596513/Politica_Nac_Proteccion NNA_Migrantes_y_Solicitantes
Refugiado_2019-2024.pdf
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Title 422 (413). The UN Child Protection Officer talks about those expelled from the US
under Title 42:

“They don’t know they are in Mexico, they t
place and put them on a plane; they ask for asylum in the US and they send

them back and they arrive here atthe border (...)i t ' s an emoti onal shc
don’ t Kk now nedhwhdre thewgrepothing. They were cheated”

The pandemic also had an effect on my fieldwork: the constant uncertainty and balancing

of risk required a high degree of adaptation (414). In my field notes of 8/7/21, | write about

my difficulty at staying in an Airbnb in Guadalajara where my hosts were not as Covid-

careful as | was: “I feel emotionally exhausted, the burden of Covid — both trying to avoid

it living with people who don’'t take as much
feeling so alone even i f | am not ... but noneth

The challenge of continuity in migration services
A characteristic of work with migrants is its unpredictability and short duration, as often

migrants want to move on with their journey, in this case to the US. This is something
almost all workers | interviewed told me, such as a shelter volunteer, who stated that “the
most complicated thing [of caring for migrant children] is that we cannot do long-term
processes”. For him, the work is more about “leaving seeds” even if he may not see the
results. | noticed this during my drawing workshops: “we needed more time to discuss
the concepts [of transit, identity, resilience] (...) it would have been better to explore the
concepts in more than one session, but that would have complicated fieldwork timings
(...) It could also be that more time increases confidence but not reflection” (Field notes,
28/6/21). All the workers who did some kind of workshop with unaccompanied youth
described to me how they needed to make it a one-session thing. I t ' s my ever y
dilemma”, says the psychologist at YMCA shelter, “waking up and knowing I will go there
and work with them one or two hours, hoping something remains”. A shelter volunteer
told me she “always ensures [she] gives them a nice goodbye (...) [letting] them know
they take something from me and | take something from them”. For those young migrants
who have the patience to wait for the resolution of their cases and stay for more than 2-
3 weeks, workers say they start noticing changes in their attitudes. An NGO social worker
noted that it is not only a matter of migration movements, but also age that influences
more short-term vision. For her, any work with adolescents should not have a planning
of longer than 2-3 months anyway.

62 Title 42 is a policy implemented from March 2020 to May 2023 — on the grounds of ‘public health’ protection from
COVID-19 - which suspends the possibility to seek asylum in the US for single adults and families. The border became
essentially shut to asylum seekers, provoking widespread expulsions to Mexico and other countries of origin. The Biden
administration’s planned termination of Title 42 on 23d May 2022 was blocked by a Louisiana Federal court. Since
October 2022, the policy was extended so it applied to migrants of Venezuelan nationality; which was not the case
before due to lack of diplomatic ties between US and Venezuela.
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The importance of recognising autonomy of migrant adolescents
As will be explored further in Chapter 6, practitioners described a nature of work with

migrant adolescents as different than with adults. For example, the social worker at
YMCA shelter says:

“To work with adolescents you need to have a different viewpoint. The needs
must come from them”

It is important to recognise adolescents’ autonomy, generate trust and, thus, “having
spaces where they feel they can contribute, so they feel valued”. Activities that work with
adolescents identified by workers include art and literature workshops, for example
drawing and writing; games and playing; and movement, like dancing or exercise.
Rosendo told me: “playing makes me feel better, it makes me feel happy”. As a way to
break the ice with adolescents in shelters, | brought playing cards with me and that was
a good technique. Music also works very well. In my field notes of 20/7/21, | remember
noticing a migrant from Chiapas who came to FM4 to charge her speakers every day;
while she waited for a good moment to get on the train. | also noticed two guys dancing
reggaeton while they were waiting at the door. These activities can facilitate work with
adolescents and possibly increase the chance that institutional spaces are perceived as
friendly. However, ultimate ‘recognition of autonomy’ involves allowing the adolescent to
make choices regarding his/her own life within a range of possibilities that truly enable
developing his/her potential. In the current context of study, this is not happening, as |
will explore in the next section.

4.5 Lack of freedom to develop and choose
What is captured by the thematic category of Lack of freedom to develop and choose, is

a generalised situation of existing in a restrictive environment; which hinders the
realisation of full potential in migrant youth. For migrant youth interviewed, restrictions to
their full potential were underlined by processes identified in three themes:

First, change as constant adaptation and less stable references: not having a stable
family environment led to change in home or caretakers even before leaving the country.
When the decision is made to eventually leave the country, participants continued to face
lack of freedom to reach their goals: migration transit is rough, they got caught by
migration officials and got deported, or changed their plan when they realised that
reaching the US is hard or that they wanted to return. Second, waiting or delay, related
to migration procedures: mobility restrictions and long waiting times for migration status
processing or family reunification lead to the migratory process being interrupted by long
times of immobility; described in literature as ‘suspended forms of existence’ (415-417).
And third, the psychological cost of both situations, due to the difficulty of having basic
needs (education, shelter, caregiving) unmet or met at alternating intervals. Difficult
experiences described by participants — including before migration - were identified and
coded as: discrimination, fear, mistrust, witnessing (death, injury), mutilation (lived and
witnessed) and the difficulties of transit (hunger, walking, escaping migration officials).
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Having little or no education, little or no guidance and exposure to violence, the gang
environment, or both, leaves little room for choice of how to become independent. As we
will see, what is called by geographer Kara E. Dempsey as ‘non-linear violence’ (397,
418), is a form of violence which disrupts potential for growth, stability and integrity. This
situation often starts in the family, when the family is not able to give the care and the
tools necessary for development. For participants, the multiple changes of ‘home’ —
whether living with extended family, in institutions or both at different times- related often
to an absence of a stable family environment due to violence, negligence or migration
(transnational family ties).

The effects of this familial absence are discussed in the next chapter; within the thematic
category related to family. These family situations were also often responsible for the
initial motive or need to migrate. Further changes to their plans occurred during migration,
as mentioned, mainly due to deportation or immobility in institutionalised ‘homes’ such as
shelters, sometimes for up to a year (as in the case of Alex). Romeo, a 14 year old
participant from El Salvador, drew transit as waiting (Figure 24):

& By

Figure 24. Romeo’s drawing
Representing transit as waiting: “transito (puede ser espera)”, upper right
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Long waiting times in shelters
Waiting can be demotivating, leading to youth not taking advantage of formative or

recreational activities that shelters may offer. For example, in my field notes of 12/7/21, |
write about how FM4 had offered English classes to hosted youth during the pandemic,
interrupted due to lack of interest. Long waits have also been reported as being very
anxiety inducing (397). Thus, itis important to ‘coach’ adolescents into understanding the
importance of formative activities, even if their demotivation is completely justified. A
shelter coordinator felt that what makes the difference is the “human quality” of the service
given, regardless of how many resources are available:

‘'t doe s n’yduhavea3tot aghousandl pesos, what will define the service

you give is not the mdney, it’s the human

This is important, because many children identify being in care with a lack of freedom
rather than a space of being cared for, which may contribute to the unwillingness of some
young people to stay in shelters. As | write in my field notes of 5/7/21: “it is 8:30 am in
FM4, at this time sweet bread and coffee are served (...) Nathan is 17, very silent, with a
low gaze. | notice him and make a mental note to try to speak to him the following days,
but | am not able to. | find out the next day that he escaped on a trip to the shop with a
volunteer — who felt terrible about it. But staff in the shelter reassured the volunteer: it
happens often, if minors want to leave, they find a way to do it” .

For some patrticipants, FM4 and Cafemin were considered good shelters compared to
being in DIF custody or in other shelters, where “for nothing there can be people beating
you and problems [happening]” (Manuel, 18, from Honduras). Michael says that he felt
the DIF shelter like a “jail” but in Cafemin, he felt better:

S: “Here in Cafemin do you like it better?”

M: “Yes. There is a bit more freedom”

S: “Because in DIF [shelters] there is less freedom?”

M:“Real l'y.. wel |, it 1s really |l ike a |
(...) for safety, they say”

Other participants highlighted the limits that institutional care has to making one feel at
home. For example, Estrella commented on the lack of privacy she felt at always doing
activities in a group. Or Alex, who noted: “there are people that come and go [and] others
that talk behind your back and make you feel like a stranger” (Alex, 15, from Guatemala).
Alberto — with his drawing (Figure 25) - talked to me about how he felt he had not been
able to have a long-term romantic relationship. Institutional care means division between
girls and boys and the impossibility of freely exploring sexual relationships. While this is
understandable from the shelters’ perspective, to avoid teen pregnancies, it is also part
of normal development to explore love and sex, and youth who spend long times in care
may miss it. Most civil society migrant shelters are of religious origin and this is a further
obstacle to discussing openly sexual health. This comes up in an interview with a shelter
volunteer:
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“Due to the conditions [in institutional care], it is inevitable that they [UAMs] live

certain situations; they are living their development process and sometimes they

have risky sexual practices that they don’t
religious environment”

Figure 25. Alberto’s drawing
Representing love relationships

In discussing the limits of institutional care specifically in DIF shelters, | ask one of the
shelter directors, who is also an expert in child migration in Mexico:

S: “Do you think [institutional DIF care] could be questioned as another type of

freedom deprivation?”

D: “All depends how you look at it, because there are legal requirements that

public officers need to respond to. You can say they are deprived of freedom,

because it is not an open-door shelter, t hat’'s a reality. But it
is responsible for the custody [of UAMs] and it needs to guarantee [their]

safeguarding. And they do not have enough staff to allow monitored outings, so

they do what they can”

The constant change of ‘home’
For some, institutional care and constant ‘home’ changes is a reality even before arriving

to Mexico. For example, Alex had been in institutional care previously in Guatemala due
to maltreatment on behalf of his mother. He then lived with her again and then separated
due to further maltreatment, to live with his aunt. Estrella and Violeta lived with multiple
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different extended family members before being on their own. Estrella shares her
experience before leaving the family home at the age of 13:

E: “[my life story] is really tangled [complicated]... | et ' s see, a summar.y
to 7 [years] | was with my biological parents. From 7 to 9 | was with my
grandmother, with an aunt, with another uncle, [thenfwi t h my dad.. Li ke w

everyone and no one at the same time. And from 9 until 13 | was with my other
grandmot her”

S:“ And you | eft because she didn’t treat yo
E:“1 suffered both psychological and physic

As mentioned, constant change of residence is often due to maltreatment, or also to
escapes from institutional care before being ‘caught’ and put in a yet different shelter.
Additionally, many experience multiple migrations if they are deported or if they request
their return. ‘Voluntary’ returns are processed without appropriate checks, as confirmed
by this Child Protection Officer (OPI by its acronym in Spanish®3) of the INM:

S: “Is there any follow up when minors are returned to their countries of origin?”

OPI: “The child is handed to the [local] Institute of Migration, [they] are in charge

of notifying the family (...)We don’t give follow up because
hands, but | trust what they tell me that they have someone to go home to”

In the context of seeing institutional care as a jail, voluntary returns may be a way to
escape and re-start the journey; especially in a context of returns or deportations as a
favoured State-sponsored response (132, 419). Both the FM4 and the Cafemin directors
told me that if civil society does not mediate, almost all young people will be deported or
manipulated into voluntary return. Sometimes, as two 14 year old participants shared with
me (expanded in Chapter 5), returns are requested because young migrants miss their
family. Other times, as a migration academic says, return can be seen as a loss or failure
of the migration project:

“They have invested resources to move, so the cost is paid. And return is seen
as a loss. Even considering the possible violence [and] insecurity, they have as
reference what they came from — where it is worse”

The constant change of plans
Given the high rate of deportations, it is normalised that success may take a few tries.

For example, Rosendo told me of a cousin who managed to cross after 5 tries, and how
he would migrate again if he was deported:

S: “And did you take this decision [to migrate] also because you know other
people who have done it?”

63 Oficial de Proteccion a la Infancia
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R:'Because there wher e [the’bonderfwithothe US] fn.a) dugt
one cousin of mine did 5 trips and the fifth one he crossed. Yes, they always
deported him”

S: “Mhj. Are you afraid of deportation?”

R:*Mmmm. Yes, be etustartany trip [dgaim fom scratch basically”

Thus, this type of migration often implies a change of plans; either due to deportation or
to the increasing difficulty of crossing and obtaining asylum in the US. Some realise
halfway that staying in Mexico is an option and request asylum in Mexico, although often
they end up trying to cross to the US anyway. As will be explored in Chapters 5 and 6,
this happens especially if they need to send remittances to family. Thus, Mexico becomes
a valid alternative more for those who do not have family ties they feel responsible for.
For example, William and Estrella, both without family support, had found jobs in
Guadalajara and saw their future as possible there. William, 18 year old from Honduras,
told me he stopped in FM4 to rest and get food and found out there about the possibility
to request asylum in Mexico:

“The lawyer [at FM4] gave a speech about asylum, | got interested and listened,
| found out | could build an alternative here”

He applied and eventually got his refugee status, started training in boxing and working
in the boxing gym, which gave a lot of structure and motivation to his days. In his drawing
(Figure 26), he highlighted “the papers that you need to live in a place, [which allow]
different opportunities”:

Figure 26. William’s drawing
Representing legal documentation in the middle
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‘| feel happy because | have managed a lot of things. Now | have the permanent
residency card, | am a refugee, you understand?” says William. Jose and Manuel, both
18 and from Honduras, agree that the most important type of support is legal information.
Manuel changed his mind on reaching the US after he got legal counselling:

S: “What made you change your mind [about not going to the US anymore]?”

n

M:‘Because here they are helping me.. They
[asylum]so | did and | am waiting.. And | want
(...)

J [research assistant]: “What do you think of your experience in Mexico?”

M:“That everything changes and that it 1is

everything changes. There is | ess danger ..

country [of origin]”

The fight against non-linear violence
As highlighted in the conversation above, the analysis so far has captured the many

changes - of home, plans, place — that these youth go through. As much as change can
be beneficial, | identified these multiple forced changes as a consequence of a chronic
lack of freedom to develop and choose that these youth live. To develop and build, for
example, a formative process, there is need of some stability. Instead, these youth are
forced to prioritise survival and movement to escape from direct violence, maltreatment,
feelings of being jailed and lack of opportunities at building a life elsewhere. This hinders
an ability to flourish; ultimately resulting in less-than optimal wellbeing (420). As the
limitations are mostly structural, this disruption of stable growth has been defined as a
type of violence in itself, called ‘non-linear violence’ (397).

Even for those who decide to stay in Mexico and manage to get a legal migration status,
discrimination is a reality that further blocks their integration. For example, among the
things that I noticed in the shelters | visited is a tension with Mexicans who come to seek
help to a migrant shelter and are being turned away. Many Mexicans are in a condition
of forced displacement (51) and this represents a larger issue about transit countries
becoming destination countries while their citizens face gaps in access to social security.
Still, shelters usually turn away Mexicans because they have more options of places to
go compared to international migrants. To Mexicans this is sometimes perceived as help
being given only to international migrants and worsens discrimination. In my field notes
of 19/6/21, | write about a woman who had found a job but “was forced to quit because
her boss discriminated her. She [the boss] told her she could only work and not go to the
bathroom, that she was worthless. She cried when she told me that”.

As mentioned in section 4.1, also Violeta had difficulties when looking for a job due to
discrimination. However, It is worth noting that Violeta also told me about a positive
experience: a dry clean shop where she had left a job application called her months later
when they needed someone. She was not in the same city by then but recalls that they
told her they would support her if she wished to return.
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As will be explored further in Chapter 6, a goal-oriented projection of their lives in the
future seems to have helped young people cope with the constant structural limitations.
However, many participants - both migrant youth and workers - described their
experiences as a fight. For example, a shelter director stated: “What do we do as civil
society? In the midst of all this darkness, the constant fight, to visibilise these situations,
these omissions on behalf of the Mexican government”. According to a migration
academic, the government by itself will not change:

“It is us who have to keep fighting [and] generating counter-narratives”
For unaccompanied youth, this context of lack of freedom implies “a fight with all your
might[thatl]i f you don’t see Vythen]i $ eldbemoV i’fbyiehalee adns
18, from Guatemala). As Violeta says, this is not just a fight for survival, but also for

having and developing a chosen identity, as will be explored in the next chapter:

“I will move forward, | will fight because | know who | am and what | want, and |
will fight for it”
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The journey’s impact on identity

In this chapter, | will explore the thematic categories which inform the concept of ‘identity’
as it relates to the first research question: how does the experience and understanding
of migration transit through Mexico shape identity for migrant youth? In the previous
chapter, their experiences of transit were explored, illuminating different situations of
violence and family absence which drove migration processes. In this chapter, | look
deeper into the impact of familial absence on identity formation in this precarious context.
In doing so, | draw on the thematic category ‘the family cultural ideal and the family reality’
based on analysis of data from migrant youth. The impact that the experiences of migrant
youth have on identity formation will be triangulated in this chapter through reporting on
two thematic categories based on the analysis of workers’ interviews: ‘vulnerabilities of
migrant youth from worker perspective’; and ‘politics and vision’. These three thematic
categories allow, combined, to give a picture of the restricted reality that migrant youth
find themselves in. | use the word ‘restricted’ in the sense that — as shown in the previous
chapter — the immediate environment (or reality) around migrant youth is often delimited,
and limited, by violence; the dangers of migration transit; and a regional political vision of
Mexican and US governments which creates razor-wired borders around their future. This
reality restricts the possibilities migrant youth have to develop their potential and build an
identity that is in line with their values, choices and interests.

In some cases, restriction of freedom reaches the extreme of becoming a trafficking
victim, or the lack of a clear future results in substance abuse. However, as shown
through analysis of interviews, dreams, hopes, plans and fights are not restricted; migrant
youth continue to have goals they seek, whilst overcoming some harsh experiences
fosters their independence and confidence. These are relevant for identity building, for
example, referring to Breakwell’s identity principles of self-efficacy and self-esteem.
Among workers, an alternative, civil society response emerges as a contrast to the
mainstream, criminalising regional political vision: a response of support, guidance and
care within their possibilities. | present here this alternative response to show that,
although migrant youth interviewed mostly found themselves in a violent and/or restrictive
environment which imposed a criminalised identity on them, other social representations
of migrant youth also exist within the social contexts encountered during their migration.
Responses of care despite — and within the limits of — political criminalisation build upon
a decriminalised and ‘re-humanised’ social representation of migrant youth.

5.1 The family cultural ideal and the family reality

This thematic category describes the contrast between the strong cultural value given to
family and the brutal reality that family is often a source of negligence, abandonment and
maltreatment. The absence of constant attachment figures creates a lack of opportunity
for the optimal development of children; who as a result lack guidance and suffer
emotional consequences of separation or abandonment, as well as material deprivation
(225). At the same time, family is an important goal to seek and responsibility towards
the family - including little brothers or sisters - is a shared moral value. This value, termed
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‘familism’ in literature (421, 422), as a cultural value was present also in those participants
who did not have family support. Among participants who did have a stable - though
transnational - family presence, sense of responsibility seemed to be driven by the loss
and homesickness of this family.

The two themes of this thematic category assume both a practical and an emotional
significance. For example, maltreatment by close family members — such as negligence
— was identified as one of the reasons for the lack of material support participants
described, as well as for the early interruption of their studies. Yet, the responsibility to
help family as a cultural value, described in the theme peer culture — responsibility to help
the family and family as a goal to seek, enabled the family to become a goal. This goal
was either sending remittances to their families in countries of origin, family reunification
or, in some cases, building a family of their own. Family as a goal assumed an important
emotional significance that gave a purpose to many participants enduring the harsh
journey. Despite feelings coded as sadness or craving described by some participants,
family represented hope and strength. In this section, | will explore the implications of the
absence of a stable family, whilst family as hope and strength will be discussed more in
the next chapter; as it overlaps with the goals identified as resilience mechanisms®4.

The importance of family for identity building
The type of family environment has implications for how children and adolescents grow

up; for example, in terms of which tools they have to navigate the social environment.
This process during which a young person learns ways of thinking, social norms and
values -which are important for identity building- is termed socialisation (423). In their
book on identity and transmission of values in young people, sociologists Loredana
Sciolla and Franco Garelli; and social psychologist Augusto Palmonari, refer to
socialisation ‘agents’ as those environments and social interactions where this learning
takes place for young people; identifying family as one of the most important socialisation
agents, along with school and peers (423). Similarly, anthropologist and sociologist Pierre
Bordieu has coined the notion of ‘habitus’ as the embodiment of the social, cultural and
physical environment that we inhabit as social beings (301, 424).

Sciolla et al were in agreement with Bourdieu in his identification of school and family as
important environments for the formation of ‘habitus’, terming them ‘fields of play’®®.
Whether family is a nuclear family, or a more extended, kinship based one (425), family
is the first reference for how to see the world and a parent or caregiver figure is a
necessary attachment figure. For a child, this figure can provide reassurance of being
loved and cared for; important for self-awareness and emotion regulation (287, 411, 426).

64 Specifically, codes such as family reunification and work (including work to send remittances) were organised under
the subtheme goals, further organised into the theme internal resources of the thematic category ‘salir adelante’ as a
narrative of hope, personal development and goal achievement, described in the next chapter

65 Bourdieu also identifies ‘work’ as a third ‘field of play’. Although the ‘work’ environment may overlap with ‘peers’ as
socialisation agent according to Sciolla et al, | prefer to use only the latter. ‘Peers’ can relate to the work environment
(for example, sharing a similar profession), but it can be understood in broader terms; such as similar age or similar
life experience. In a forced migration context, where work is often barred, this broader conceptualisation becomes more
appropriate.
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Family maltreatment
For migrant youth, the absence of constant attachment figures was due to violence,

migration or family maltreatment and family violence, as mentioned in Chapter 4. For
example, Michael describes a common situation of parental absence in the country of
origin due to violence (the murder of his father) and migration (of his mother):

S: “Do you know where your parents are?”
Michael: “My dad got killed and my mom is in the US”

Erica, with her drawing (Figure 27), describes her experience in the US with her mother
who beat her constantly and got to the point of kicking her out of the house. All
participants who suffered maltreatment described it with no euphemisms. However,
despite having experienced abandonment, negligence and maltreatment, family
continues to be an important reference point (325); as exemplified by what Alex (age 15)
and an NGO social worker say:

Alex: “I know that, even if she treated me badly, she will still be my mother”

NGO social worker: “Sometimes violence comes from family itself, from which
they flee, but young people have this attachment need that they go back and
want to locate again the family that violated them”

Erica, when she was in the hospital for her gastritis, asked me to contact her mother to
tell her, even if she did not really have frequent contact with her. “Her mom beat her and
kicked her out, but one always needs that figure, the person for whom in theory you will
always be important” (Field notes, 17/6/21).
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Figure 27. Erica’s drawing
Representing the two weeks she was sleeping on the streets because her mother kicked her out of the house

Transnational family and agency building
All participants experienced family separation, either since very young ages or due to the

migration journey. However, it is important to make the distinction between those that felt
a confident attachment to family, for whom the main feelings at being apart were nostalgia
and a sense of responsibility towards left behind family; and those who did not have
support networks they could count on, for whom the main feeling was that they needed
to provide for themselves on their own. In both cases, family separation implied the
formation or strengthening of a sense of agency and independence — understanding
agency as the capacity for intentional behaviour (147), as described in section 2.5.3.

For those who had family networks, as mentioned, sense of agency given by the
migration journey was oriented to having the goal of helping family in country of origin,
reuniting with the family in the US, or both. For example, Rosendo was not recognised
by his father and his mother migrated when he was very little, so he grew up with his
grandparents. Eventually his mother told him she could pay for a coyote to take him to
the US if he wanted to. He decided he did, because he wanted to help his grandparents.
In the shelter, he was waiting for the result of his reunification and, while he told me he
missed his grandparents and was sad about it, he also told me he “will wait the time it
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takes” to reunify with his mother and send them money. Rosendo’s story exemplifies the
complexity of attachment networks for children whose parents have migrated; who often
have grandparents, aunts, uncles or siblings as the primary attachment figure (427).
Thus, family reunification may mean meeting a parent for the first time and the adolescent
may be motivated by the intention to help primary attachment figures in country of origin,
or due to the need to flee violence threats, rather than by the sole wish to meet the parent
abroad. Alberto, for example, wanted to reunify with his mother in the US because he
was fleeing gang threats, but also in order to send remittances to his dad with whom he
grew up. Luis, a 17 year old participant from Guatemala, had never met his dad in the
US but wanted to reunify with him because he felt his mother needed economic help:

S: “Are you looking forward to meeting him [the dad]?”

L:“Ye s, |l am because | don’t knowpaldform and th
coyote] to get to know him, so that | can be with him, because so much time [has

passed]t hat | don’t know him.. |1 havenrn’t been w
S: “And what do you think about living with him?”

L " d Ii ke to lIlive with hi’m there, but al so

Two 14 year old participants from Guatemala, Sara and Evelyn, were both abandoned
by their respective coyote and requested their returns because they realised they missed
family too much and that the journey was more difficult than they thought. For example,
Sara, who was migrating with the hope to study abroad, told me:

Sara: “[This journey] made me change my mind, even reflect and be grateful for

what | have (...) | was not grateful enough, | understand now”

S: “And what is it that you have?”

Sara:Wel | , my family. 1 think | didn’”t know h
much | miss them”

This conversation shows how, despite deciding to return, the journey is not considered
useless or a failure. Rather, it is an active learning process which led to conscious
decision making; in line with the sense of agency highlighted above. Going through these
decision-making processes, including navigating the constantly changing migration
transit landscape, implies building confidence and independence.

Family absence and agency building
For three participants who did not have any family support (Violeta, Estrella and William),

this sense of confidence and agency was even more pronounced. In my field notes, |
describe Violeta as “so inspirational, being herself 100% with high heels, tight pink
dresses and make up” (Field notes, 6/7/21) and Estrella’s interview as “powerful, what an
agency and identity force” (Field notes, 15/7/21). As seen in the quotes below, all three
took an active stance of distance from their families, as well as a strong position of who
they were or what they did:
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Violeta: “parents close themselves in machism (...) [but}]t hey can’t <choose
sexual preference, | am the one who is going to choose”

Estrella: “I went through so much (...) but no one can come and tell me | owe
them who | am, or claim something they have never given me (...) Today, | may
not have the life | wish for, but at least it has dignity”

Scarlett (research assistant): Do you have any support networks in your country
of origin?

William: No one

S: With support networks | mean people you can count on, for example family
W:Wel |l , no. | [refdrong tfo familkln ow i t

(...)

W: “I have a goal and that is to become a professional boxer [and] study
business so | can open my own gyms and administer them (...) | want to open
gyms for people who do not have a lot of money”

All three had refugee status in Mexico, were working and looking for independent
housing. Two things are of note here. First, recognising that lack of family support still
implies a high psychological cost and risk, and it is possible others in their situation might
not have the mix of luck and capability that is necessary to succeed. Second, that not
having a family to count on might have pushed these three young people to think for
themselves not only in terms of survival, but also in terms of identity. These young people
possibly showed a role of family as restrictive in terms of the ability to make independent
choices. As mentioned above, what has been termed in literature as the cultural value of
familism was common among participants: namely, a value that promotes family
cohesion and loyalty (421, 422). Whilst family connectedness may imply a purpose for
the migration journey (explored in the next chapter), sense of responsibility towards family
may also mean orienting work and personal development towards the family’s (economic)
needs rather than personal needs (421); what has been termed ‘obligatory familism’
(422). For these three participants without stable family support in the sample, it seemed
this gave them more freedom to explore who they were and what they wanted, since they
did not have the responsibility to send remittances as a primary goal.

Problematising a ‘lack of life plan’
Cultural values imposed by family may become oppressive if young people feel they

cannot meet those expectations, or that it goes against their personal development (234).

Many workers shared with me a “lack of life plan” as a characteristic of these young

people. “Theyonlysay t hey want to work but don’ t have
skills” (interview with OPI). A shelter psychologist agrees:“t hey don’t know what
they are only thinking that they need to work”. However, not having a specific life plan

might intersect with the strong responsibility to help family as one and the main goal;

directing young people to think that the type of work they do to support family is

secondary. | also relate this lack of life plan to their young ages, during which it is normal

to have no idea about who they are, and to the brutal lack of freedom and opportunity —
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or ‘non-linear violence’ (397) - described in Chapter 4. In a way, it might be realistic for
them to think that any work they find is something, regardless of how exploitative it is,
and to normalise this. But what is wrong here are the structural conditions that push young
people to think in this way, not their lack of life plan.

Culturally, or perhaps humanely, family is extremely meaningful in this context; even
among those with no family support. Violeta told me she hoped to bring her mother to
Mexico and Estrella told me she wanted to send money to her brother. “Many people |
encountered describe the har dwas]tto lgaveifamdy
behind, as well as what gives them strength is calls from their mother or their son” (Field
notes, 28/6/21). Family separation is a conflict unaccompanied migrant youth carry, as
they have to give a meaning and a sense to the fact that they do not know when they
might be reunified. Many participants described feeling sad about having family far; made
more difficult by the fact they felt their ‘goal’ was to go to the US and work, not to go back
to their country of origin to see them. For example, Manuel first told us he would not go
back to Honduras, as he hoped to find work abroad, but at the end of the interview we
asked him if he wanted to share anything more and he said: “what | would want is to be
in my country, work and be with my family. Be with them there, calmly”. Héctor drew
“happy memories” of Christmas with his family in Honduras (Figure 28).

134

t hey’



A J S
- L7 | I |

¥
3
]
"
-
3

( ~YV ("
¢ i O A
3 s " PJ

Figure 28. Héctor’s drawing
Representing memories of Christmas with his family, upper right

Family absence and independence
Whether they give it a satisfactory meaning or not, young people have to adapt to being

away from family. Luis told me:

“The first days, when | got here [Cafemin], | di dn’t want to be he
go back to Guatemala. [Because]l di dn’t get used to being |
mot her, but now | got wused to it.. | tell h e

Alberto told me at the beginning “it cost him a little” to be separated from family, but he
started to learn how to “control how [he] felt”. He then shared: “now there are times | get
depressed, but I try not to think too much about it”. As will be outlined in Chapter 6, letting
go and not thinking about unsolvable situations is one way to face them. Despite the
difficulty of separating from family, when asked if they regretted the journey, most
participants told me they did not. At the same time, when | asked if they would give advice
to someone wanting to do the journey, many told me they would advise to avoid doing it
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if it was possible. This again shows how the journey is felt as a necessity, rather than a
choice, in the context of lack of freedom described in Chapter 4. Feeling the burden of
survival for oneself and the family is something that could make an adolescent become
more mentally adult. In my field notes of 15/7/21, for example, | noted about my interview
with Estrella: “[she] said everything with such coherence and critical spirit that | was
surprised, mentally she surely has more than 18 years”. Jose shares:

‘I have changed my way of thinking since | left my house, since | started my
journey, | started maturing”

When | asked my participants how the journey had changed them, | got different answers.
Rosendo said he became more sociable, Romeo (14, from Honduras) said he “stopped
trusting people so much”. Sara started being more grateful and considered her migration
as a “completely positive change” in which she learned “there is only one life and you
have to laugh and live it”. Leslie (18, from Mexico) said she became “more aggressive”
in order to survive. William said, simply, “I grew up”.

Lack of formative continuity
Adolescence is an exploratory age in terms of identity formation (423). A shelter social

worker told me: “I think this age is the most creative (...)t hey are 1| 1i ke
However, in order to commit to values, work aspirations or even hobbies one needs to
be able to do them with some continuity, or at least have stable significant reference
figures, usually adult (423). Lack of continuity of formative opportunities, such as skill
building through a stable job, educational degrees or any other professionalising course,
is what | find most harmful at this age. Adolescents who interrupt school or other
vocational formation opportunities indefinitely — whether due to continuous migration,
uncertain migration status, poverty or family maltreatment - suffer a huge gap in terms of
the identity choices they are able to have (428); meaning who they want to become
professionally or socially.

Within ‘formative continuity’, | include the professional identity formation that can occur
by learning the skill of a continuous job — including jobs in agriculture, services or
construction which are those commonly found by forced migrants in the US or Mexico.
This is to problematise the assumption that school is necessary for identity development,
or that it is always beneficial. Nonetheless, | maintain that formative continuity given by
an educational degree can provide valuable advantages: it can open wider work
opportunities and it is an institution specifically oriented to the development of young
people, with workers who should have a pedagogical background and a motivation to
teach young people. Although the ultimate benefit also depends on the ideology behind
the school’s pedagogy, school is the first institution within which children and adolescents
learn to relate to more formal rules and universal values (e.g. civic values) beyond the
family (423). Lack of school can predispose to feeling less trust towards formal institutions
and less responsibility towards ‘social contracts’ such as citizenship, understood in terms
of rights and duties (ibid). This can partly explain so-called ‘deviant’ behaviours oriented
towards conflict and crime: antisocial behaviours which have been described by Michael
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Ungar as ‘hidden resilience’, given their functionality for survival (340, 429). As mentioned
in section 2.5.3, discrimination can further limit the choices available for migrant
adolescents: if formal institutions contribute to further abandoning and alienating youth,
or criminalising what can be seen as desperate acts of belonging and self-affirmation, the
result is a spiralling violence from which it is difficult to emerge.

Leaving school was one of the codes that | identified in connection with lack of family or
negligence on behalf of family, which is why it is being described here in relation to the
implications it has for identity development. | attributed lack of school motivation both to
lack of parental encouragement and to economic pressures or lack of material support.
In addition to many participants dropping out of school early in their countries of origin,
formative opportunities abroad are not straightforward. For example, Mexico requires at
least a humanitarian visa as a pre-requisite to register at a school and often there needs
to be mediation from civil society to obtain this (51). As described in Chapter 4, even if
shelters offer what they can in terms of schooling and courses, including the possibility
to certify primary and secondary school with an external exam, there needs to be a
baseline motivation to do this. Adolescents in the sample that came from a
socioeconomically deprived background tended to prioritise work over studying, making
poverty another common reason for school dropout. For example, Luis and Manuel did
not show an interest in school:

S:*"Why di dn’ hfprimasylischHool?h i s

Luis:‘Because ehm.. I did not want t o, | got
S: “What did you do after leaving school?”

L: “I worked”

Manuel: “I prefer work and so that ' dmyselijjo | I
working”

S: “What did you work in?”

M:“Gr owi ng beans, corn, frtuit, vegetabl es ..

Thus, leaving school is often done to find work. For youth from low socioeconomic
backgrounds, especially if their parents migrated before them, finding better paying work
often means getting to the US (68, 94). However, this journey becomes so long and
circular that many months or even years can pass, and so the years that should have
been oriented towards formation, exploration and identity development — through school
or stable work - are spent instead in learning harsh survival techniques. This can be seen
as an identity limbo (430); during which time the goal is to arrive somewhere and work,
often to help the family, but there is no real exploration in finding a way through the
barriers and discrimination and violence. There is no time or space to find out who they
are; or could be. This is not to say there is no identity development; as shown above a
journey of this type implies maturation, agency, decision-making, confidence and also a
lot of patience and resilience. This builds a person, and many may eventually settle,
obtain legal status or find a job which is decent. Political boundaries structuring settlement
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processes can be long and difficult, increasing the likelihood of formative years lost to
that process.

Through literacy, school can also provide young people with tools to understand the world
and oneself, which can have long-term consequences for health and wellbeing (156,
431). This came up in conversation with a shelter psychiatrist and psychologist:

Shelter psychiatrist: “[You] can see the difference between those with and
without family in country of origin, also in the level of schooling. Those without
family support in country of origin may not know how to read or write, which has
a lot to do with health (...) because everything adds up when there are adverse
psychosocial circumstances (...) which can result in a [mental health] pathology”

Shelter psychologist: “I think some of the clinical implications [we see] have to do
with the difficulty adolescents have to express verbally their distress”

As mentioned in the section on participant demographics (4.2), education level among
my participants was very low, which could have impacted the interviews — at least
linguistically. “The interviews were much less deep than | expected (...) [but] I think the
kids were comfortable and happy”, | wrote in my field notes of 25/6/21. | noticed short
and relatively poorly expressed answers in Pedro, a participant who was illiterate, and
others who told me they had left school early in order to work (mostly in agriculture). At
the same time, some participants considered learning as a priority. Sara thought that
“reading is an adventure, entering some kind of fantasy (...) | also like to write reflections”.
Michael told me he wanted to “explore other languages aside from Spanish”. William told
us that practicing boxing taught him “discipline and perseverance". This shows the
potential that these young people can have, if given real opportunities that allow long-
term hope and vision.

Peer interactions and identity
We’ve seen that many of these young people lack in part or entirely the socialisation

‘agent’ of family and school. However, they maintain the informal relations given by peer
group interactions, which also have a role in identity formation. These relations may lack
continuity, like everything in migratory journeys; which contributes to building almost
innately a sense of identity that can cope with fractured timelines by constant redefinition
(99, 300, 331). For identity to feel stable, one must find continuity within personal relations
and experiences, as identified by Breakwell through the continuity principle of IPT (286).
In this regard, communication technologies help in maintaining a sense of continuity with
some relations by allowing to keep in touch: many participants | interviewed mentioned
being in touch with peers and family through WhatsApp and Facebook.

These interactions are important for maintaining trans-national ties that help to give some
coherence to the migratory journey; for example, as an internal recognition for ‘home’
based on relations (257, 323, 326, 432). As identity becomes trans-national, different
places and interactions can offer contradictory visions of the world; making trans-national
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identities potentially more open to embracing the complex multiplicities that one identity
can hold (300, 310, 433, 434). Peer interactions can both validate and limit this. It can be
validated by maintaining trans-national ties which reinforce different components of
identity (for example, those related to country of origin), or by self-identifying with peers
who have undergone similar migratory experience and can share a vision of more than
one place. But in the context of forced migration transit, peer interactions can also narrow
self-identification as a survival mechanism.

Peer interactions become a survival mechanism thanks to the ‘underground’ migratory
knowledge accumulated by generations of migrants and spread by word of mouth. Forced
migrants do not find clear instructions online on how to navigate the dangerous and
unpredictable migration transit through Mexico. Rather, they instinctively ‘collaborate’ and
pass on information and sometimes help (such as food or group protection) out of mutual
need, without necessarily forming a trust or friendship bond (344, 416). The condition
they share is that of being a migrant, thus internalising this category as relevant for self-
identification. But this ‘migrant identity’ is not internalised just out of need for group
solidarity. It can be described as an imposed category out of discriminatory policies,
attitudes and external social behaviours which do not recognise the human condition
beyond that of ‘migrant’ (310, 344). As described in section 3.1.3, identity is always
relational, requiring external social validation and reputation (300, 433). This means that
to self-identify as, for example, a doctor or any other profession, there needs to be social
recognition of this. When migrants leave their countries, they are often not seen by their
previous profession, skills or interests; the main thing is the legal status they hold to travel.
Being socially recognised solely as an undocumented migrant or refugee carries with it a
stigma that can also be internalised, especially if direct discrimination is experienced
(300, 428, 435).

Peer interactions are also relevant for cultural understandings of the world, especially
when there are no clear references on behalf of family or schooling. For all my
participants, migration as an alternative to a life of poverty and violence was so culturally
normalised that it seemed natural to think of it as a solution or action they would take

sooner or later. In the quote above, Rosendo says “ther e wher e | 'cnossf r o m,

referring to many people he knew who crossed to the US successfully. “There in my town
many people were travelling, so | was encouraged”, says Sara. Cultural understandings
are also very relevant as a resilience mechanism, as they provide a ‘script’ with which to
interpret or face the senseless brutalities that forced migration implies. These
understandings, as identified in interviews, include considering family as responsibility
and strength; God and faith; letting go and moving forward. These, as well as peer
interactions as emotional support, will be explored in more detail in Chapter 6.

5.2 Vulnerabilities of migrant youth from worker perspective

This thematic category refers to the main risks unaccompanied migrant youth are
exposed to, as identified by workers, namely: trafficking, exploitation and substance
abuse. These vulnerabilities were identified in relation to migration transit and, especially
substance abuse, in relation to a lack of a clear life plan beyond ‘working’. | triangulate
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these perspectives of workers within the chapter of identity for migrant youth because —
as stated in IPT - the process of identity building depends on finding systems of meaning
drawing on social resources or social representations understood as symbolic
understandings of each other (286). This means that youth who are exposed to risks such
as trafficking will be in an abusive situation of exploitative work which implies a social
representation of them as exploitable and holding less power or value as compared to
the abuser (e.g. trafficker or employer). The type of work a person does may mark a lot
of what the person thinks of him/herself (436, 437), affecting directly identity principles
such as those of self-efficacy (autonomy and control over one’s circumstances) and self-
esteem (feeling of self-worth). Substance abuse can be both a further risk for being
exploited and trafficked, or a consequence of it (438, 439), possibly as a way to cope with
feelings of lack of control or low self-esteem. In line with this evidence, it is likely that
these risks identified by workers have major implications for identity building in migrant
youth.

This is a short thematic category, although important given the severe consequences of
trafficking, exploitation and substance abuse; for example, given the frequent overlap
between these situations and being exposed to violence (440-443). However, there are
no estimates for the prevalence of trafficking among unaccompanied migrant youth in
Mexico — or globally (90). Thus, the risk remains anecdotal, as shown by workers’
interviews, or implied in wider prevalence; such as the high percentage of children among
all trafficking victims as reported by the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (444), of whom
most are girls®®.

Substance abuse and exploitation
According to workers, lack of a clear life plan, usually the result of lack of parental

guidance and/or lack of appropriate education or formation of skills during developmental
years — as explored in the previous section -, leads many of these youths to be more at
risk of finding any type of exploitative work and being in vulnerable situations which
predispose to substance use. “[Especially] those who do not have family (...) it is very
common that they start consuming substances since they are 10, 12 years old” says a
shelter psychiatrist.

As mentioned in Chapter 4, unaccompanied migrant youth face significant bureaucratic,
political and discrimination barriers in the type of work they can find. While bureaucratic
barriers can be relatively more understandable, due to the complexity of migration
management, political barriers and discrimination are pervasive, significant and
avoidable obstacles these young migrants need to cope with (99). As described in section
2.4.2, when differences are seen with suspicion, society at best condemns people who
do not know local social norms and, at worst, are actively racist based on simple
appearance. Thus, the conditions described in Chapter 4 - of which discrimination is both
cause and consequence - contribute to creating a situation of general vulnerability for

66 According to the 2022 UN Office on Drugs and Crime’s Global Report on Trafficking in Persons, 35% of all human
trafficking victims globally are under 18, whilst in the Central America region ‘a large number of girls are trafficked for
sexual exploitation’ (pp 16; https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/glotip/2022/GLOTIP_2022 web.pdf)
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these youth which can result in substance abuse and increased risk of trafficking; further
obstacles to healthy identity building (445).

Trafficking

A shelter director tells me of the so-called nifios de circuito (circuit children): Mexican
children who are coerced or lured into crossing drugs and people across the border with
the US, taking advantage of their immediate deportability if they get caught (rather than
jailing as would be for an adult) (446). She says they are lured into the job because they
‘have a payment that would be very difficult to get in Mexico”. “As they find no way out of
violent circles, these kids are very sought after by organised crime” another shelter
director tells me, and many other workers. | ask about trafficking to a Procuraduria

Official, who tells me about a case they had:

S: “And do you know what type of trafficking these minors are most exposed to?”
PO: “Well, here in [Jalisco], mostly sexual and labour exploitation. It is
complicated to speak of trafficking because it depends on how the Public

Pr os ecut odharsteri®ss it (...¢ Iewe ask about trafficking numbers, they
are very low because in further investigation they do not categorise it as
trafficking”

(-..)

PO: “[One] adolescent was travelling with his [extended] family and this relative
left him in the [workplace] in exchange for money”

S: “And did he [the adolescentlagr ee t o it ?”

PO: “No, the adolescent did not agree”

Trafficking is a very specific crime®” and it may not be classified as such due to lack of
sufficient evidence, rather than enough evidence that it is not trafficking. The adolescent
she referred to was a victim of trafficking in the form of labour exploitation: he had a place
to sleep but was receiving almost no payment and was essentially sold into the job.
Apparently, neighbours gave the alert to the Procuraduria. When | ask a UN worker of an
international organisation about the main types of trafficking jobs UAMs are likely to be
lured into, she says: “mai nl y t o b alconsh &ol keep natch’in towns or
warehouses of the areas controlled [by organised crime]”. According to a shelter director,
girls are usually trafficked for sex work and boys for forced labour related to criminal
activities:

“We perceive that trafficking of girls is more sexual [exploitation], whilst of boys it
is more connected to cri me”

Another UN worker also points out that this increased risk of trafficking is a result of
ineffective integration: “i f we don’t make integration
problem (...) because you have people who are not working [legally], kids who are not

67 Human Trafficking is the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of people through force, fraud or
deception, with the aim of exploiting them for profit: https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/human-

trafficking.html
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studying”. Similarly, a shelter psychiatrist noted how the risk of substance abuse was
related to the conditions before and during migration:

“Migration should not necessarily be adverse for mental health, but it is the
conditions in which [unaccompanied youth] migrate, unprotected, which
obviously will increase the risk [of substance abuse], especially if there is
predisposition [to it]”

As both workers pointed out, the vulnerabilities these youth are exposed to are a result
of regional political negligence which places them in unsafe environments, with chronic
uncertainty about their futures; making substance abuse a coping mechanism and
exploitative work a way to make money (90, 233). As will be explored in the next section,
many workers highlighted criminalising and exclusionary political vision as a root cause
for migration policies which leave little room for legal and dignified work or education
options for migrant youth.

5.3 Politics and vision

This thematic category refers to the political vision that underlines public policy and
implementation of migration management, including unaccompanied migrant children
and youth. As with the above section, workers’ perspectives on this are included in the
chapter on identity because | consider that political vision underlying migration
management reinforces a particular social representation of migrant youth — relevant for
identity. For example, criminalising political vision facilitates and supports social
discrimination of migrants, discussed in section 4.5 as one of the elements which create
a restrictive, at times violent, environment where migrant youth exist. | consider social
and political discrimination to be a major factor in identity building, as it may undermine
all the identity principles of IPT. Continuity can be undermined by suddenly assuming the
‘migrant identity’ in the host country, which can become the main external social
representation before any other - as was explained in section 2.5.3. In this way, also
distinctiveness becomes undermined. Self-efficacy may become challenged when
criminalisation and discrimination prevent migrant youth from obtaining legal status and
autonomous work. As was described in sections 2.3.1 and 2.3.3, discrimination can have
a significant impact on mental health and the negative stigma can become internalised:
thus affecting the principle of self-esteem. Based on workers’ interviews, political vision
or representation of migrant youth is translated in Mexico into an institutional/official
response and a public/civil society response.

Institutional response
Institutional response refers to the laws and public institutions that have a mandate to

deal with unaccompanied migrant youth; in the case of Mexico this is the Ley General de
los Derechos de los Nifios, Niflas y Adolescentes (LGDNNA); the Procuraduria de
Proteccion de Nifos, Nifias y Adolescentes (PPNNA; Child Protection Agency); and
Desarrollo Integral de la Familia (DIF, Child Welfare). While the LGDNNA maintains a
representation of migrant children as children, who should be protected by the PPNNA
and DIF, this representation is not sustained through appropriate funding of these
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institutions. As presented in Chapter 4, the law is discussed by workers as severely
under-implemented due to underfunding, while the institutional work of the PPNNA and
DIF are described as generally insufficient — even by workers of those institutions — for
the same reason. Workers describe a political vision of criminalisation which is translated
into an official response of underfunding to the legal and institutional structure that would
in fact protect migrant youth. In addition, since the LGDNNA, PPNNA and DIF have a
mandate to protect all children, their scope is extremely vast.

As outlined in section 2.4.3, there is urgent need to change political vision from one that
commodifies migrants to one that facilitates integration. It is as necessary as it is a radical
change. As a shelter director noted, this vision has been the norm at least in the last
decade in Mexico: “these migration policies of detention, persecution and deportation
have not changed since | started this job in 2012”. Thus, although civil society has strived
to act according to a different vision which prioritises human rights, their work is
increasingly difficult if it contrasts with the official response. A shelter coordinator outlines
what this means in practice:

“There is an important limitation in terms of resources [for appropriate

management of unaccompanied migrantyouth], t hat ' s why | t el |
nothing accessible, because it does not depend on us [civil society] (...) We can

think of local strategies, amplify our networks, keep on insisting (...) But

unfortunately, what could mean a turning point for child protection depends

[morejlon aut horities’” will and the resources

If anything, migration policies have got worse with what a migration academic calls “the
nor mal i sat i on oif theplumg erai As Méxican antheopotogist Valentina
Glockner notes in her analysis of the policy of zero tolerance®®, the Trump administration
used a deliberately negligent management of migrant youth, as well as separation from
their families, as a tool for the ‘punishment, discouragement and control’ of
undocumented migrants (402). In other words, policies aimed at ‘discouraging’ migrants
evolved from the already lethal ‘Prevention through Deterrence’®® — whose object was to
block populated ports of entry, pushing migrants into remote and dangerous desert
regions of the US-Mexico border. Migration policies of the Trump era aimed to
‘discourage’ migrants by attacking directly their emotional integrity — since migration could
mean losing touch with your child, or your parents. As mentioned in section 2.2.2, the
zero tolerance policy lasted officially only a couple months, but separations were
documented before and after (24, 139), as well as the inability to trace families and reunite

68 The “zero tolerance” policy employed by the Trump administration from April to June 2018 separated families by
referring adults for prosecution for illegal entry and reclassifying children as unaccompanied. Testimonies of children
separated from parents and held in custody of US government:
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/14/us/migrant-children-shelters.html

69 An immigration enforcement strategy implemented since 1994, which closed off urban ports of entry and forced
border crossing to occur in remote regions where "the natural environment would act as a deterrent to movement. It
was anticipated that the difficulties people would experience (...) would ultimately discourage migrants from attempting
the journey. This strategy failed to deter border crossers and instead, more than six million people have attempted to
migrate through the Sonoran desert of Southern Arizona since 2000. At least 3,200 people have died, largely from
dehydration and hyperthermia" as mentioned in

https://www.undocumentedmigrationproject.org/background
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children who had been separated (138). In addition, the Migrant Protection Protocols’®
(MPP) — another Trump-era policy — also created family separations. For example, the
UN Child Protection Officer told me how it prompted parents to send their children over
the border alone:

“There were a lot of kids that, because parents could not enter [the US] because
they were waiting for their asylum hearings in the northern Mexican border,
[they] were desperate. With no water, no food, violence, etc. So [the parents]
thought, since the kids could not be returned under MPP, if we are going to die
here [in Mexico], then better that our son survives. And they sent him alone to
the desert, so he could be captured by the Border Patrol and sent to an ORR
[Office of Refugee Resettlement]”

In my field notes, | write of different conversations | had with migrants who had
experienced first-hand the MPP: stories of forced deportation from Mexico whilst waiting
for asylum and kidnappings, including of an entire family who was freed after their baby
started to get sick because he was not being fed well: “They asked 4000 USD per person
for the ransom (16000 USD total) (...) relatives paid 3000 USD and when his baby started
to get sick they let them go after 14 days. There were other 8 people kidnapped, all
migrants, from El Salvador, Cuba, Brazil and Venezuela. When he got freed, [Mexican]
authorities told him reporting would not serve anything, because in Nuevo Laredo where
they were kidnapped, all was controlled by the Cartel del Noreste”.

Political representation of migration
Policies can have long-lasting impacts and their legacy — even when officially removed —

is that they created a precedent for elevating to policy-level acts that are cruel, which thus
become normalised, or even legitimised (447). Exacerbation of border control to
seemingly limitless measures can be seen with more perspective if we consider that
migration has been historically seen politically as either external to the State’s
development or as a problem to solve, as a shelter director says:

“For the State, migrants are a problem, so the sooner they are gone,
the better”

This vision can occur even in apparently neutral policy circles. For example, the
Millennium Development Goals completely omitted migration, while the Sustainable
Development Goals still frame development as something that happens ‘at home’ and
migration is included as potential only in terms of high-skilled labor (448). This omits the
highly trans-local and de-territorialised nature of human relations, which instead should
prompt reconfigurations of ‘territory’, taking into account low-skilled migrant contributions
and remittances (ibid). As described in sections 2.4.2 and 2.4.3, forced migrants

70 Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP) is a policy which requires asylum seekers to wait for their claim resolution in
Mexico under risky circumstances for a period of 6 months to 2 years; an agreement reached on 7th June 2019 with
the Mexican government regarding the militarisation of the Mexican southern border, threatening the imposition of 5-
25% tariffs on all Mexican imports if Mexico did not comply.
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contradict global ‘order’ based on Nation-States, in which the prioritised identity —
reinforced by media and political narrative - is nationality (292, 449, 450). Thus, the
current mainstream public vision and treatment of the migrant creates what | call a ‘jailed
identity’ for migrant youth. What | mean by this is that it is not only physical incarceration
(in a detention centre, for example) that can restrict a person’s environment in terms of
the concrete possibilities of the activities they can do (such as work, socialising, sport,
education, etc). As mentioned in Chapter 4, in a social environment marked by
discrimination, even someone with a legal permit to work can find barriers. News and
media contribute to placing migrants at the centre of a problem which is political, meaning
migration management. As a migration academic says, “newspapers form opinions [and]
migration is an extremely strong topic in the media”. A second academic agrees:

“Irregularised migration is possibly the most mediatised and politicised [because]
it irrupts into national order and it is a form of rebellion against a terribly
oppressive and unequal system which is modern neoliberalism”

Within this system, what matters is passport and level of wealth. Migrants who do not
hold a powerful passport, have not had a chance at developing a high-skilled CV or are
not rich enough, are allowed in the system only as deportable and exploitable; with a
denied personal development.

Public/civil society response
Efforts to counter the criminalised political vision not only exist and are advocated for, but

can also obtain concrete results in terms of law. For example, an NGO lawyer told me
how the modification to the general Migration Law to include prohibition of detention for
minors, 7 years after the law on child protection of LGDNNA was passed, occurred mostly
due to civil society pressure:

“In some cases [of unaccompanied youth] we have had to represent, we have
seen all the violations [to human rights] (...) so we translated what we saw
during our services in legislative language. For example, we were successful in
the reform of the Migration Law in January [2021], it was possible not just thanks
to Sin Fronteras but also other organisations”

Public/civil society response refers to the non-strictly institutional response that
nonetheless has a direct impact on the representation and care of unaccompanied
migrant youth. According to many workers, civil society has historically compensated for
the absence of the government; providing shelter, legal counsel and psychological
support as and how they could. This type of support is underlined by a vision and
representation of migrant youth as children who deserve to be protected. However, as
described in Chapter 4, spaces specific for unaccompanied minors in Mexico are
extremely few (four YMCA shelters in the northern Mexican border and one Cafemin
shelter in Mexico City). Public response is very related to the political vision underlying
migration management, since, according to the data, political vision of criminalisation and
discrimination hinders appropriate integration and processing at the micro-level. For
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example, as mentioned in the previous chapter, although the law allows adequate
regularisation options, their correct implementation may encounter barriers if the person
at the Public Registry office refuses to register a child born in Mexico to migrant parents.
Barriers to employment or education are also encountered for people who have non-
Mexican documents (despite having documents that would technically allow them to
access work and education, such as a humanitarian visa). How the migration issue is
made visible (and invisible) has direct consequences on the ultimate regularisation and
integration of migrant unaccompanied youth. Since political vision matters as a baseline
to facilitate fair development and integration, advocacy on behalf of civil society — such
as the one shared by the NGO lawyer — is extremely important; at times becoming part
of the job. This latter point will be explored in more detail as part of the thematic category
‘acompafiamiento’ in Chapter 6.

Social representation of migrant adolescents
As mentioned, laws have to be adequately funded to be implemented, which cannot occur

if migration is not valued and if migrants are not recognised as people with the same
basic rights as citizens. As a shelter volunteer says, “the main thing is to recognise each
other as people”, work towards a vision that legitimises expanded services for everyone
and acknowledges the shared social responsibility we hold towards younger generations.
Aside from the contribution and positive aspects of migration which should be more
recognised and legitimised, also adolescence should be recognised by its potential. This
age period, traditionally marked between beginning of puberty and acquisition of social
role transitions, can establish future patterns of health, wellbeing and productivity (159).
Instead, adolescence is a stigmatised age; which impacts on the treatment these youth
receive (118). An NGO social worker told me:

“Culturally, adolescence is not recognised, it is stigmatised as a person who is
crazy and does not know how to take decisions”

Adolescence may not prompt the same intuitive tenderness that a child would, but it is
the age when it is possible to start building a personal identity beyond that acquired
through the family (159, 423) — or the absence of it. As with section 5.2, data from migrant
youth did not show directly the impact of this discrimination for their identity. Participants
did not talk about discrimination they may have felt in Mexico, with the exception of Violeta
whose quote was presented in section 4.5: “why so much discrimination? (...) As a
mi gr ant ,desdrve th wentredted badly”. However, the fact that social or political
discrimination did not come up explicitly in interviews with migrant youth does not mean
they did not perceive it, nor that it does not have an impact on their identity development.
For example, during informal conversations | had with Manuel and Estrella, they did
mention how they felt they were being treated differently just for being migrants. Thus,
although | do not hold sufficient data to claim that host country criminalisation and
discrimination had an impact on identity of my young migrant participants, this was a
salient feature that came up in workers’ interviews and so | considered the triangulation
necessary.
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In conclusion, the data analysed in this chapter shows that: 1) migrant youth face
incredible barriers to their identity development, often starting from an absent, violent or
trans-national family context which impacts identity building through the absence of a
continuous, stable and peaceful environment. However, all participants demonstrated
agency at undertaking the migration journey, which they all said changed them and I think
it became the way to build their identity through the purpose and meaning given to their
journeys. As most participants were in transit, | was not able to derive from the data
evidence of acculturation to the host country or of binational identities. 2) Identity building
for these youth is under constant threat, more from the conditions in which they migrate
than from the changes of migration itself: namely, the conditions created by the political
vision of criminalisation and discrimination, which is underlined by a criminalised social
representation of migrant youth. And 3) These conditions lead migrant youth to be
exposed to risks such as trafficking, substance abuse and exploitation, which are also
underlined by a negative and discriminatory social representation (e.g. that it is okay to
exploit them because they are migrants) and which hinder their ability to explore and build
their identity to its full potential. As we will see in Chapter 6, which focuses on resilience
mechanisms identified among migrant youth and workers, there are ways to work with
unaccompanied adolescents that can enable them to make the most of their potential.
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VI
Going forward: resilience and resistance

In this work so far, | have explored the complexity of the contexts and the processes that
young people engage in to negotiate and establish their identity. Despite the difficulties
faced by many young migrants, there was a clear ability to negotiate a positive sense of
self along complex journeys; as that shown by Estrella, William and Violeta presented in
the previous chapter. This chapter focuses on the strategies migrant youth employed to
give a positive purpose to their journeys and their experiences, as well as the resources
they had or found to move forward, which may have helped them to build a positive sense
of self. This will be explored within the thematic category of ‘salir adelante as a narrative
of hope, personal development and goal achievement’, based on analysis of data from
youth. With this, | aim to provide an answer to the second research question: what are
the coping mechanisms that translate into resilience for these youth? As we will see,
external and internal resources were identified as important coping mechanisms. External
resources include the services that migrant youth encounter during their journeys and
translate into resilience by providing material and emotional support. Internal resources,
on the other hand, seem to translate into resilience by becoming symbolic meanings
given to the migration journey and their circumstances.

What would happen if programmes were to take this resilience as a starting point for
support? This chapter also presents the skills and knowledge workers need to respond
to unaccompanied youth migration, within the thematic category of ‘acompafamiento
(representativeness)’, based on analysis of data from workers. This thematic category is
an unexpected answer to the third research question, which asks workers’ opinions on
policies and service implementation for unaccompanied migrants in Mexico. Their explicit
opinions on this were presented in Chapter 4, which can be considered the
straightforward answer. However, data also showed a more interesting answer, or
reaction, of workers faced with the lack of appropriate services that they described.
Namely, they narrated how they did their jobs, what were the requirements of it and the
specificities of working with unaccompanied migrant adolescents — in Mexico, though
perhaps not only.

6.1 Salir adelante as a narrative of hope, personal development and goal
achievement

This thematic category reflects an incredible demonstration of migrant youth moving
forward despite adversity. Traveling or experiencing having to figure out how to live alone
imply learning and developing confidence, independence and courage. As will be
explored, some participants also described a strong defence of their humanity and a
consciousness of the unfairness of the experiences they lived. Resources that
unaccompanied youth drew on as a coping mechanism were identified as internal and
external (Table 8), which formed the two themes within the thematic category. Internal
resources that were identified explicitly or latently were: agency and decision making
(such as the decision to not tell of experiences that were difficult); faith in God and in
themselves; strength (such as that derived from remembering family); and having goals.
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These goals were usually reaching the US to work and/or to join family, saving money to
buy a house in the country of origin and superarse, generally meaning personal economic
development. Hope to reach these goals is vital and was coded as one of the feelings
that gave strength. External resources, which feed into internal resources, are any source
of support migrant youth may find: the family if present (virtually), peer support,
friendships (usually temporary due to losing touch, or becoming virtual as well), some
migrant shelters and the feeling of being accepted for who they are.

Table 8. Resources identified that foster resilience among unaccompanied migrant youth

External resources Internal resources
1 Shelter support 1 Agency
1 Personal support 1 Faith
1 Goals
1 Strength (eg family)

Personal support and virtual friendships
| will start by discussing personal support, which includes peer support (meaning other

migrants) and friendships. Of course, for those who have family networks, family can
provide emotional and material support such as sending money to continue the trip or
paying for a coyote. However, given the importance of family described in the previous
chapter, family was treated as a separate thematic category and family as resilience was
included in internal resources; given its role in forming goals and strength. According to
Sue Clayton in the book Unaccompanied Young Migrants, Identity, Care and Justice (99),
and confirmed by the review | conducted on health in unaccompanied minors (90), peer
interactions are important for emotional support and they can be a protective factor for
mental health. In Chapter 5, | described peer interactions as supportive in terms of
information and knowledge sharing, but to provide also emotional support these must be
felt as friendships (451). There is definitely formation of friendship bonds between youth
in shelters, although most are temporary because they are all waiting to leave. In my field
notes of 26/6/21, | write about the reaction some young people had the day two brothers
left because they had obtained family reunification in the US: “in general, everyone was
sad, everyone wants to go and seeing someone else go is demotivating, but the border
is ugly now and impulsivity can be expensive”. Thus, friendships become a mostly virtual
and trans-local support network, by keeping in touch through social media. This was
confirmed by the ethnography conducted by Valentina Glockner within the migrant
caravans of 2018; she noted that social media was a ‘vital element’ for adolescents, to
build resilience and share logistical strategies for the journey (379). Many remember the
friends they met. Alex, by choosing the image of the shoes (Figure 29), says the shoes
look like those of a friend: “[that]f r i end was very good to eme.. and
if he is there in the US”. Jose also comments on friendships he feels as support even if
they are far:

“I feel | have left many doors open in Mexico and that makes me happy. | know if
| go back one day | have where to go”
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Figure 29. Tenis — shoes

Despite the virtual quality that relations acquire during migration, both those left in country
of origin and those met in transit, they still have a significant impact. Sometimes, this
means parents do not see their children grow up. It can also create ruptures and lack of
continuity. | remember a man who arrived to FM4 and told me he was deported from the
US, but not his wife, so with time she built a life with another man (Field notes, 9/7/21).
In addition, with many people met on the way it is not possible to maintain contact;
numbers change frequently when crossing borders, or else phones are lost or stolen. But
gathering in groups is a survival strategy: Manuel says that when he fell off the train, his
“‘peers” and “friends” helped him. He looked for groups to join because, he says, if you
are on your own you get (more easily) kidnapped. And even when contact is not
maintained, people are remembered. For example, Manuel recalls he travelled with
“entire families (...) [and] who knows if they are [now] in the US or Honduras”. | also
describe groups of families travelling together, often with very young members such as a
mother of 22 and a father of 26 (Field notes, 10/7/21). Héctor remembers that he and his
brother encountered “g o 0o d p &lomélped them:

“1 't ha dus]ihatiwe feutid good people [along the journey], that told us to
go forward, to step away fr omreamgthdtweand t o 1
should not... that we will not forget about God. They advised us a lot”

Cultural scripts as resilience
Peer interactions are also important for building cultural understandings that then become

internal sources of resilience; such as the importance of family, faith and God. | have
identified these internal resources as cultural, because there are some phrases many
migrants say that | consider ‘cultural scripts’. These ‘scripts’ could be considered
analogous to idioms of resilience; understanding idiom as a ‘cultural code’ or linguistic
expression that denotes a way of thinking or seeing the world (452, 453). | present two
extracts where | think there are phrases that reflect these scripts:
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S: “Do you know what you want for your future?”

Pedro: “Yes. Havingmyf ami | y s afal..i an[dothg foraand] te help
them. And. ‘Prhianie'rso iDti os t[Godwiling evéryghang viillibe n °
alright]”

S: “How do you see your future?”

Gustavo: “We | I'd.e aqui p’ arriba, segui rde#oduel ant e
y de aqu i[fromp heeemgaing bpagoing forward and work hard wherever it

is, and from here going up]”

Salir adelante, or ‘going forward’, is essentially what is done during migration: moving on,
or trying. Usually, it is given an economic meaning — migrating to earn more money and,
for example, helping family or building a house in this way — but often there is an
overlapped ontological meaning of superarse, or ‘going beyond’ what is possible in their
countries of origin. Alsod e a g uibha highlights going up and forward, never back and
never down. Despite the clear geographical connotation of going north, there is a
motivational tone to going ‘up’ that it may help to say and repeat. They are phrases
oriented always to the future, to the front, because often it is difficult to look back. As
William says:

“There are many things one has lived, but one always finds a way to get through
them”

Because there is no other choice, but the hardships they live leave a trace. “I have gone
forward, but it has cost me a lot; it is not easy for me, to have lived all this”, says Violeta.
“l think 1 have become stronger, which is good, but sometimes | do have falls”, says
Estrella, adding “nothingl can’ t ¢ Agas been tepordetl in multiple resilience
studies, going though hardship builds resilience, because there is a precedent of having
successfully overcome difficulty (234, 340). As Estrella says:

“‘Everything | have | have earned bitterly, so now | have a problem and it is
something | don’t worry about becaus’e | knc¢

Regarding the cultural script of Primero Dios, this represents a common faith in God as

a reassurance that S/He decides; so things will happen that are meant to happen and

only so much isinourcontrol. “‘Ever yt hing i s God’'s de’csaysi on, i
Violeta. Beyond personal faith, thinking like this is perhaps more reassuring when you

are risking your life every day walking in mountains or taking a dangerous train. God also

helps to give an explanation, even if somewhat paradoxical, to brutalities that happen in

transit:

Manuel: “[When | suffered my accident], | remember they put a cloth on my foot
and they called the ambulance, the ambulance came and they took me to the
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hospital, they gave me anesthesia, | barely remember they were suturing my foot,

then | woke up in bed”

S: “Do you think you have accepted it or are you still working on it?”

M: “We | | , I accept that God p jotherwise]Hatenoms i n o0
somet hi ng wor se can .h bgpetleanks to Godl that hamheres why |
and | am alive”

Manuel lost his whole left leg at 18 years of age. Michael told me that “God coordinates
all” and, despite the hard things he went through, he also thought God kept him from
something worse. Rosendo kept with him a bible that his grandfather gave him, which is
the one represented in the image (Figure 30).

M\\\\\&

Figure 30. Biblia - bible
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S: “If someone else wanted to do this journey, what advice would you give?”
Rosendo: “Hmm. . t hat he have faith, that he don
himself’

Faith as a resilience mechanism is not only faith in God, but also faith in oneself. Violeta
told me: “I never doubted myself, honestly (...) because | know myself, | know who | am,
| identify by what | am (...) [and] everyone in this world, we have a right to be what we
want to be”. Alberto told me something that helped him was: “having confidence in myself,
that | can achieve things, | try and try until | do it — even if little”. Not every participant had
faith in God, but they all showed faith and confidence either in themselves or in what they
were trying to do with the journey. This is interesting, because it seems to be something
learned during the journey, rather than derived from a cultural script. As described in
Chapter 5, many participants told me the journey changed them positively; possibly
making them more confident in themselves. For example, when asked how the journey
changed him, Romeo says first that he became more distrustful because “most people
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turned out to be hypocritical”, but this was not felt as a negative change in himself and he
confidently stated as much:

S: “Do you think you are a different person now [after this journey]?”

R: “Yes, now | am. Compared to how | was before, | am very different [now]’
S: “But in a good way?”

R: “Yes, in a good way”

Letting go as resistance
The general positive outlook of salir adelante,d e a q u i ar pranero Dids,dighlight

looking forward and trusting a major force, letting go of excessive worry or planning.
Letting go is a resilience mechanism (454, 455). Not thinking or reflecting too much about
the hard situations they have lived or are living, often because they cannot afford to break
down if they need to continue to resist the journey. Says a shelter volunteer:

“They see themselves as people who resist. That if they have walked 20
kilometers, it is okay to walk another 20, but that should not be happening. And
they do it by not thinking of anything that could weaken [them]”

Letting go can be a conscious decision - which manifests agency and, as such, resilience
regarding an active stance of how to face difficult situations (340). At the same time,
letting go may be a mechanism of survival: not delving into feelings or reflections
regarding difficult situations may allow maintaining high practical functionality. This can
also be seen as a manifestation of agency, because it is still an active stance of how to
face difficulties. But when it becomes a need rather than a choice, it could represent a
manifestation of resistance and not resilience; because the outcome is survival but not
necessarily wellbeing. Thus, as much as letting go of excessive worries can be
considered generally beneficial, when it leads to living by the day as a resistance
mechanism it marks the important distinction that functioning well (understood as a
positive outcome of overcoming adversity) does not imply lack of psychological suffering
(338). Hence, the experience of ‘fight’ many participants shared. Given the extreme
situations these youth live, resilience mechanisms which could be applied beneficially to
a normal life (not overthinking, focusing on the present), become a survival mechanism
to resist (127, 340). A shelter psychologist reflects on how this attitude generally implies
little commitment to psychological sessions, which he also thinks is a flaw of free services:
“because there is no payment, a lot of the mutual responsibility implied in a therapeutic
process is lost”. Part of letting go is not talking about things that hurt, which | encountered
alotin interviews and coded as ‘no contar’ (not saying). This interview extract with William
shows well this letting go mechanism:

William: “I was in a very critical situation there [in Honduras]”
Susanna: “What situation?”

W:“Ehm. . . | "don’ t Kknow

Scarlett: “Did you have problems?”

W: “Somewhat”
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(...)

Susanna: “And do you think what you have lived in Honduras that made you
want to leave, still persecutes you, you still think about it, or you can control it?”
W: “You have to let it flow like water. Because emotions are like a bottle, you
understand? If you put too much liquid in a bottle, it will overflow (...) [If] we keep
things inside, the time will come that we will explode [and] we can explode in a
positive or negative way, you understand”

Susanna: “And how do you let things flow?”

W: “I like boxing, | de-stress there”

Family as strength and responsibility
Family is another very important source of strength and resilience for young people. “It

has helped me to think | want to help my family”, says Jose, from Honduras. When |
asked what they thought about when they were afraid, many who were travelling to rejoin
parents, like Evelyn, told me: “knowing | will be with my family”. Thus, family is a source
of strength both as a material goal to help them and as hope to see family again.
However, family is a source of strength even when there is no active family support
network: this crucial, symbolic role of family has been highlighted in a systematic review
exploring trans-national family ties for UAMs (456). In my interviews, both Estrella and
Violeta told me thinking about their mothers was something that helped them. Violeta saw
her mother as a “fighter that God has given me”, making her a role model for when she
felt she needed to fight — although she hadn’t been living with her for years before leaving
Honduras. Estrella, whose mother died when she was 7, chose the image of the Saint
(Figure 31), because: “l used to have a picture of my mother with a Saint next to it (...)
having that made me feel like she was still there”.

PRBLO FRAUSTAD

Figure 31. Santo - saint

For many, the urgency to get to the US is because they feel the need to send remittances
and, as a staff member of FM4 said, “in [Mexican] pesos that is impossible”. A shelter
social worker said that, culturally, it is normal for them to take responsibility at a young
age, as well as start working early on. “At [the ageof] 16-1 7, some parents say
enough, shetakesh er o wn d,she sagsi comparing herself as a mother of a 22-
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year old whom she “still supervises”. This practice of normalising early independence
was highlighted by geographer Amy Thompson et al in a qualitative study conducted
among Mexican and Central American children in immigration detention centres along
the US-Mexico border: they emphasise how, culturally, this is seen as a positive choice
that can benefit the child’s development (147). At the same time, early independence
may be seen as beneficial because it favours the child or adolescent contributing to the
family’s finances; again overlapping cultural legitimation with survival strategies like in the
above-described cultural ‘scripts’. This can put pressure on young migrants if they do not
send money to their families. As a shelter Sister told me, young migrants feel the pressure
of paying off as much as a 10 or 12 thousand dollar debt that the family owes for the trip:

“This money has been asked as a loan, so they feel the urge to arrive [to the US
towork, because they Il eft their familie
to suffer any misfortune”

Travel experience and learning
As mentioned above, these youth are invested with a huge responsibility and with an

unpredictable and dangerous journey they need to navigate on their own. As mentioned
in Chapter 5, this inevitably builds a strong sense of agency which is important for identity,
but also for resilience. This sense of agency is manifested since the beginning, as all
participants took the decision to travel themselves - including those with family support.
Agency is also learned through experience by young people in this study, like Jose:

“At the beginning | had problems [on the road], but now that it has been so long,
|l don’t evén remember

He shares that he figured out the way by asking information in migrant shelters, where
‘there were maps [and] other migrants who told me things [information]’. Migration
implies logistics and techniques to avoid danger that may or may not be taught to these
youth before they travel. Estrella learned that “even if you are lost, you need to walk
confidently, like you knew all the area”. She admits, “I was afraid, really afraid, but I tried
to appear confident, so that if someone came close they would not see me weak, it was
like my defence”. By choosing the image of the fence (Figure 32), she also comments on
“all the barriers you have to cross and jump, all the strength you have to have to be on
the other side, [where] your dreams are”.
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Figure 32. Rejas - fence

Violeta had started to take hormones so she looked more like a woman, but that is a
known risk for the journey. She shares: “[before the trip] | bandaged my breasts and | put
on aloose shirt (...) unisex pants and some boots”. She used rechargeable solar batteries
to charge her phone, so she could use the light at night. For some, seeing the journey
like an adventure helps to face the fear of its dangers, like Sara:

S: “You were not afraid of the journey, even if it was a new experience?”
Sara: “Well, | took it like an adventure”

William shared that when he was chased by migration officials, he “felt a very cool
adrenaline, seeing everyone run, gathering their things”. Highlighting the adventure-like
aspects of transit rather than the brutalities has been described in the literature as a view
more common in youth, who may become more excited with new experiences compared

to adults (457). Without downplaying the brutalities, this view may be beneficial at
internalising the positive aspects that migration transit can offer. Many participants shared

that they learned during the trip, including to be brave and independent, like Violeta: “I
was afraid but t hen ..(...) coutang bre mysealf [acdd being g e
independent”. Alex and Sara also shared that they had learned during the trip, as shown

in the quotes below. Sara even wrote her learnings in the drawing session (Figure 33).

S: “If you had to look back, do you think you achieved what you wanted?”

Alex: “We | | ,  maotachievedwihat | wanted [to arrive tothe US],but | ' m
doing something el se, P m |l earning differer
S: “[You wrote thatfwe don’t know how | ife wild.l be but

options that will help us go forward... is this something you thought before?”
Sara: “I learned it in this trip”
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Figure 33. Sara’s drawing
Writings on reflections on life and her learnings™

Having goals and hope

A strong motivator to continue the trip despite adversity is having goals. For example,
Estrella shared that when she was locked up in the rehabilitation center, what prompted

her to continue and not kill herself was having dreams and goals:

S: “Now you have overcome that difficulty [of being in the rehabilitation shelter],

but in the moment, what was it that gave you strength?”

E:

think that ... My e x p e cnkthat is vehat snade the@ e a ms
get up every day, even if | felt broken. Imagining like a movie, [where] | fulfilled

my dreams”

" Translation: We are all born with different characteristics and qualities that identify us and make us unique and
special. Life takes many turns and we do not know how hard it will be or how to face it. However, we look for options
that could help us but it does not always go how we plan it. Sometimes in life you cannot do what you like for fear of
society or another problem. But in the end you have to continue without giving up [and] fight for what you look for, what

you dream of and without letting anyone get in the way. Although never forget those who helped you
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Although many workers identified the ‘American dream’ as a goal, among participants
interviewed the US was perceived as a country where you earn more, without additional
unrealistic illusions about a ‘good life’ there. Rather, they were looking for a better life, or
to rejoin family. “I like the idea to go to the US but only to come back to my country”, said
Alberto. Jose, in a rap song he sang and uploaded on Youtube, which he shared with
me’?, sings about the "expectation vs. reality” of the American dream: “everything they
tell you is just fake”. The difficulty of the journey was also recognised: “it is not easy to
leave our country and if one day | reach something, | will take into account everything |
went through to get there”, says Héctor. By describing the image of hope (Figure 34), he
adds:

“You have to have hope in what you want and, maybe, if you want something,
having hope one day you can achieve it (...) hope represents a lot”

Figure 34. Esperanza - hope

Humanity
What drives these young people forward is hope that they will reach their goals. As

mentioned multiple times, goals that motivated the journey ranged from rejoining family,
wanting to work and help family, escaping violence, or a mix. However, in some
participants | identified a somewhat deeper goal of, simply, wanting a dignified life;
sustained by a strong will to live. During the drawing activity, | asked Violeta if she wanted
to put music and she put Lady Gaga and Adele. “She told me she listens to ‘Rolling in
the deep’ when she needs to put headphones
unpleasant thing, [because] this song gives her back the will to live” (Field notes, 6/7/21).
“I realise | saw in Estrella the same energy, presence and will to live that | feel in myself.
That also helps me go forward, but what | have lived is nothing in comparison” (Field
notes, 15/7/21). Amy Thompson et al also found what they called a ‘rights-based rhetoric’

72 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TVYQJynA8Zg
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in some of their participants (147), highlighting agency in engaging in a fight for the
recognition of rights on the basis of their humanity. William emphasised how his goal was
nothing out of the ordinary, it was just what any human would wish for:

“The goal was getting to the US, because my plan was to work, build a house,
you understand? To not keep on paying rent; and live your life. Live like any

human being. Well. Having your job, and

Humanity as a feeling was coded as part of the feelings that gave strength, along with
hope and courage. As we will see in the next section, humanity is also highlighted by
workers as key to the quality of their jobs, although it sometimes meant the challenge of
not getting over-involved with the stories of migrant youth. As a bridge to the next section,
| will describe the external shelter support for migrant youth. On the transit route, the most
concrete support these youth can find is in civil society migrant shelters, which, aside
from food and shelter, provide a route to access migration regularisation, healthcare,
finding a job or registering at a school. “Many areas [of services] are not familiar with the
fact that a child of any nationality has the right to access health and education”, says a
Child Protection Authority Officer. There is lack of information campaigns for service
providers, as well as employers (51). A UN worker tells me many employers do not know
it is possible to work with a humanitarian visa, creating an unnecessary barrier. Without
the mediation of civil society, it would be very difficult for these youth to access even
services they are entitled to. Many participants were aware and grateful of the help they
were receiving in shelters; for example, Gustavo and William:

S: “What has helped you go forward in your journey?”
Gustavo: “That they are helping us [him and his brother] here in Cafemin ©

S: “And during your wait for your refugee status, did you have a lot of
uncertainty?”

William: “No because you see, | suffered hunger, and getting here [to FM4] that
they feed you and they treat you well, it feels good”

6.2 Acompafamiento as an enabling strategy for migrant youth resilience
Acompafnamiento in Spanish means literally ‘accompaniment’. However, | here translate
this term as ‘representativeness’, for lack of a better translation to encompass all that
acompafamiento means in this context. | here intend ‘representativeness’ as an action
of speaking or acting on behalf of others, in this case workers acting on behalf of
unaccompanied migrant youth in accordance to their best interests. As mentioned in the
introduction to this chapter, this thematic category relates to how workers described the
specificities of their jobs with unaccompanied migrant youth.

Given the complexity of the work, multiple emotional and professional skills - or

capabilities — and knowledge are required to work with and for unaccompanied migrant
youth. Throughout workers’ interviews, | identified what | coded as specific types of
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knowledge and skills”® that | thought relevant. Skills identified among workers as essential
are: adaptation, responsibility, empathy, good listening ability and recognition. Adaptation
is required because of the constantly changing migration context. A sense of
responsibility and empathy are not only essential to relate with migrant youth; they also
form the basis for the gratification that compensates the often tiring and at times
frustrating work. Recognition refers to stepping out of one’s personal biases and
convictions; a necessary step for recognising the agency and humanity of migrant youth
as equal, despite acknowledging power imbalance — or the specific professional role with
them. These skills and capabilities need to be complemented with appropriate, up-to-date
knowledge. For example, appropriate recognition requires processing knowledge of the
context these youths come from to understand their reasons for coming and/or for some
of the decisions they take. Knowledge of the best interests of the child principle(s) and
the rights enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)
should form part of routine training for any worker who deals with unaccompanied migrant
youth. UNCRC-enshrined rights identified by workers to be particularly relevant were:
legal identity, family reunification, education, integration, health and mental health
(UNCRC Articles 7, 8, 10, 22, 24, 28, 39). Interview and advocacy techniques were also
identified as relevant knowledge. The combination of these skills and knowledge may
facilitate a decision on a case by case basis of the best interests of each youth.

| present in Table 9 the themes of skills and knowledge based on what | identified among
workers | interviewed to be relevant; either due to a worker expressing a skill or
knowledge, or what | perceived as a lack (and need) of it. Regarding the latter case, |
refer to one situation specifically, which is lack of enough knowledge of the migration
context on behalf of a migration official | interviewed. Knowledge areas and specific skills
were organised as subthemes. For each knowledge area identified, specific skills will be
described, but in reality there is overlap as all skills can be required in different moments.

Table 9. Knowledge and skills required to work with unaccompanied migrant youth

Knowledge Skills
1 Of migration context 1 Responsibility
1 Of interview techniques 1 Empathy
9 Of best interests of the child 9 Listening ability
9 Of advocacy techniques I Adaptation
1 Recognition

Representativeness for health promotion
In the interview with a shelter director, she explained to me the work that civil society

does as one that visibilises migrants’ struggles, pushes the State to recognise them as
right-holders and, in the case of migrant youth, ‘represents’ them:

73 Dictionary definitions of ‘skills’ and ‘knowledge’ are, respectively: ‘the ability to do something well, expertise’; and
‘facts, information, and skills acquired through experience or education’. Although skills could be part of knowledge, |
here separate as | intend ‘skills’ to be more practical-interactional, whilst knowledge to be theoretical (e.g. of migration
context) — even if it should then be applied. In other words, knowledge can be taught, whilst skills — such as empathy
and responsibility - are more difficult to teach theoretically.

160



‘I think sometimes to be their voice,to be present, to represent
that is what right now we have been able to do for them [migrant youth]”

| think the word ‘represent’ is appropriate for working with unaccompanied adolescents
and youth, not in terms of substituting their presence but in terms of mediating between
them and the bureaucratic, political and social apparatus they need to engage with. This
process of mediation can be considered a strategy for health promotion, in line with the
1986 Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion (458). According to the Charter, health
promotion is intended as “the process of enabling people to increase control over, and to
improve their health” (459). The three strategies outlined by the Charter - advocacy,
enabling and mediation — provide a useful way to organise the knowledge and skills
mentioned above in a way that can be more action-oriented, thus providing a framework
for presenting the analysis in the following sections with a health perspective.

In health promotion, advocacy is defined as “actions designed to gain political
commitment, policy support, social acceptance and systems support for a particular
health goal”, including the goal of creating living conditions which are appropriate for
health (ibid). Enabling is defined as “taking action in partnership with individuals or groups
to empower them, through the mobilization of human and material resources, to promote
and protect their health” (ibid). Finally, as mentioned, mediation is the “process through
which the different interests (personal, social, economic) of individuals and communities,
and different sectors (public and private) are reconciled in ways that promote and protect
health” (ibid). Health promotion is chosen as a framework because it can be a concrete
action oriented to fostering resilience, through the promotion of environments that foster
health and wellbeing (460). Although, to my knowledge, no literature has explored health
promotion in relation to unaccompanied migrant youth resilience, the relevance of a
supportive environment for migrant youth mental health has been highlighted in the
review | conducted (90). Workers who support migrant youth form a fundamental part of
this environment (461), becoming the advocates, mediators and enablers for migrant
youth empowerment.

Knowledge of the migration context as enabling strategy
The first knowledge area considered relevant for the enabling strategy is that of the

migration context. This is fundamental, as knowing why migrant youth are enduring this
journey is the first step to contextualise individual experiences, conduct a case by case
analysis and construct the ‘partnership’ described in the strategy definition. However, it
is challenging because migration dynamics change constantly. As a shelter volunteer
says:

“What | have observed as a challenge [with people who work with

unaccompanied migrant youth], is having appropriate knowledge of the cultural,
political and historical context of their countries of origin”
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Any professional group working with migrant youth should have regular informative
sessions, rather than a one-off training. Beyond the extra resources or cost this training
may require, it is challenging especially when there is an overlap of roles between
administrative and child protection; as occurs with the management of migrant children.
The job of migration officials may be understood as administrative, thus requirements for
staff may not include previous training on child protection.

This partial-knowing was exemplified by the Child Protection Officer at the National
Institute of Migration, who told me she got into that job because, after the January 2021
reform that prohibited minors staying in migration stations, she “received instructions from
her superiors to manage this topic”. Although she showed empathy, telling me that she
‘doesn
demonstrate consistent knowledge of the migration context:

“l1t causes me a | ot of discomfort why
they have a family in their country, | find it strange how they [the parents]

"t l i ke chil dr e mno bé expotee to mskd”, tsheedidt netd ,

nor

t he

separate fromthem [UAM]and | et them do this journey al

She did not seem to be fully aware of the degree of family violence these minors are
exposed to, nor of the trans-national nature of many of their families and thus the desire
for family reunification. This then has implications for her thinking that return to country
of origin is in their best interests, while this is often not the case. In my field notes, | reflect
on this interview: “she cares about children, but dispatches migrant children without
knowing much about the context they come from, why they come, what happens to them
when they get deported. She thinks i1t’s

hasn’'t asked herself (or researched) why

clothing is enough proof of a good child management. That giving them activities such as
helping to clean the shelter they are in is also proof that they give them things to do. This
doesn’t mean she is a ‘bad’ per son, but
dispatch, to follow orders. She interviews them, but only asks them their name,
nationality, age; personal details needed by purely administrative procedures. She is part
of the oppressive machine without even

have an issue with these kids. She would like them to be healthy and with their family.

stra
I

rat h

k nowi n

But doesn’t do anything to think how that <co

directly in the way for that to happen for some of them”.

For workers who interact with unaccompanied migrant youth, knowledge of the migration
context is not generated only by a passive reading of a report; it is an active experience
of learning how to manage the implications of that context, and so how to relate to the
young migrant. For example, when a child is separated from family, or has no family
support networks, it is normal that situations of attachment can form on both sides. Two
young people in Cafemin attached to me in the sense of looking for me and hugging me
whenever they saw me. Being female can facilitate more attachment with unaccompanied
children and adolescents as it can be perceived as a motherly figure (99). In my field
notes of 26/6/21, lwrite: “I don’ t w dQafemirt]. bkndwe wilvleave a void when
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| leave and one way to facilitate leaving is to leave a gift”. | talk about a small gift (a

drawing) | gave to one of the kids who got visibly attached to me’*. | sensed from him “an

attachment need, to someone he could show love and not anger”. In my migratory

experience, the symbolic part — such as leaving objects or gifts behind — has always been

important to face nostalgia and uprooting. “It is what | am reproducing in my PhD, hoping

to give that tool to kids who may need it. M
nostalgia is not as dramatic as theirs, but | can understand that aspect” (Field notes,

26/6/21). |1 also noticed that other kids who knew they were about to leave the shelter left

some of their things to their friends; such as a shirt, some sunglasses or a game (Field

notes, 26/6/21).

As these attachment relations are inevitable, workers need to be very aware of what are
the limits of what they can do and always keep track of their own mental health. This is
part of the learning that comes with experience. As noted by a shelter social worker:

“As professionals we need to know where to
complicated (...)We don’t stop bei nlgorkmgiwthn bei ngs an
vul nerable people it is complicated to al we

However, experience teaches even in short periods of time. During the second month of
fieldwork | did, | write: “I notice | engage and lead the activity much easier now, with a lot
more confi dence.” (Heldmotek, e&/&/21) iThe gskill ftheatsl tidentify as
essential in this knowledge building — of the migration context and the practical
implications of that context - is a sense responsibility. This sense of responsibility is what
then gives the sense of gratification at a tiring and often frustrating job, because it is done
with a person-centered approach — again highlighting its relevance for creating a
partnership with migrant youth. As a shelter director says: “What is gratifying, is them
[UAMT”. In the following fairly long quote from a shelter Sister, she shares with me what
she finds gratifying and shows both a sense of person-centered responsibility towards
migrant youth; and how this helps to sustain the difficulties of the job:

“I think [what | find gratifying is] seeing how these kids, for example through the

programmes we have here [in in the shelter], through the projects, someone who

came with only third year of primary school suddenly finishes primary school with

INEA [a schooling program in Mexico], or secondary school (...) or someone

who says they learned bread-making [in the shelter] and found a baker job in the

US. That gives satisfaction, it resonates and tells you it is worth it. It is worth it,

sometimes even the tiredness, the lack of sleep, sometimes even the anger
becauseoneisnotmade of stone, so that it doesn’t

74 | do not necessarily condone giving gifts as something that should be in guidelines on care for unaccompanied
minors. Rather, it is a case by case interaction where a gift has to be appropriate for the context. For example, making
sure there is no visible preference with other kids, especially if the gift is material. There could be many reasons why
giving a gift could be considered patronising or even harmful, however this was not the case. A simple gesture like this
was done to reassure the kid that | cared for him even if | had to leave, and it gave a symbolic, material form to the
goodbye that enabled it to happen without feelings of abandonment. In this context it was possible, but it is not
something that can be streamlined.

163



not right (...) but | think more than those things [difficulties], there is more
satisfaction”

During my fieldwork, | felt this sense of responsibility too. “I realise | have a role of
accompaniment and containment. It is difficult to negotiate this with the research spaces,
but I try to always give something in return” (Field notes, 23/6/21). And gratification can
come from the simplest things. For example, one day Michael had a stomachache so he
was referred to me as a doctor. | prepared his dinner that evening with whatever there
was in the shelter that was easy to digest and the next day he waited for me to have
breakfast, to ask what he could eat. | found that incredibly sweet and it motivated me
(Field notes, 23/6/21). “They are smart kids. They realise how you treat them, if with
equality or indifference; they perceive it and respond, even if with a simple greeting or a
smile, like Pedro, or with a long conversation like Alberto, or with jokes and hugs like
Alex” (Field notes, 25/6/21).

As shown in the quote of the Cafemin Sister above, sense of responsibility may help to
deal with the mental health implications of this type of work. As workers told me, burnout
is common in this job. “Listening is an active position and as such it implies a physical
and mental exhaustion”, says a shelter psychologist. The UN Child Protection Officer also
mentioned to me the importance of workers’ mental health programmes in her workplace.
In my field notes of 15/6/21, | write about a feeling | got after interacting with hosted
migrants in Cafemin: “it was nice, | had good interactions, but nonetheless after lunch |
had an incredible downer. A void mixed with insecurity. It is hard work, to see inequality
in the face. The difference between me and them, even if | consider us equal. | went back
to the room and | threw myself on the bed, without thinking nor planning. | slept for two
hours”. | remember that in that moment | was surprised of my reaction and | even felt
weak, but the next day | talked to a volunteer “about that void [and] tiredness and | felt
better (...) [If] is also a gratifying job and fun. Unpredictable” (Field notes, 16/6/21). What
made me feel better was to see that | am not the only one working on this. There are
more “people who care about migrants as people, a concept as simple as it is difficult to
defend” (Field notes, 16/6/21).

Knowledge of interview techniques as enabling strategy
For creating a partnership which can be empowering for the young migrant, the

interaction at the first interview is extremely important. There are specific interview
techniques that allow proper assessment of the best interests of the child - explored
subsequently. Many workers emphasised the importance of first establishing a relation
with the child or adolescent, giving time to build trust. It was also emphasised, as has
been reported (99, 342, 411), that more than one interview is necessary; both because
shorter interviews generally work better with adolescents and because often they do not
give all the information the first time. For example, a shelter coordinator tells me how
Alex’s reunification case in the US was complicated by the fact that it came out he had a
grandmother in the US only after a while, when he had obtained refugee status in Mexico:

‘We d i d n[the reudifcationf because we did not have the information.
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| think if we had known from the start, reunification would have been easier”

Building trust is essential but it takes time, because as a survival strategy migrants learn
an initial mistrust of people and authorities (342, 344). For example, Héctor shares: I
was afraid because you find people [ontheroad]t hat y o u ”. Raned atso shared
the journey had taught him to trust people less. Mistrust can also be on behalf of the
interviewer; which highlights the need to work on de-stereotyping as an essential
professional skill. We cannot be fully free of bias, but for an interview to be professional
it needs to be as neutral as possible. Skills | identify as essential for appropriate interview
techniques are empathy and listening ability. Empathy is essential to establish rapport
and build trust. It means seeing migrants as people with a personal history, even if it is
difficult or impossible to really put yourself in their shoes. “Today was a more active day,
many people arrived and | remember this 22 year old girl who travelled with her 5 year
old (...) I struggle to imagine what a [forced] migration journey is like as a mother of a
child” (Field notes, 16/7/21). Of that mother, | remember her “eyes — determined, without
space for unnecessary worries” (Field notes, 17/7/21). Probably, looking at people in the
eyes is one way to feel empathy. For a shelter Sister, empathy is:

“Learn[ing] to welcome them like brothers, not different, and grow in a personal
humanity that brings you to feel their pain, difficulties and needs as your own”

The skill of listening ability is the skill of knowing when and how to stay silent and it is a
communication skill. An NGO lawyer explained to me the need for good communication
during interviews with children and youth:

“We have to speak [to them] with a communication that is age and context-
appropriate (...) [because] if you want to help a person you have to make her
first understand [the situation], so s/he participates and recognises herself as a
rights holder”

An NGO social worker also emphasised the need to inform and why listening is important:
“[it] creates a space where they can feel they are not being questioned, that their opinion
is valid”. Non-verbal communication is also very important in these interviews, especially
considering the low level of literacy and expression skills mentioned above. | can confirm
what has been reported about drawing and showing images during interviews with
migrant youth as a good technique (358). The Officer of the Nuevo Ledn Procuraduria
mentioned that non-verbal communication and listening to how children communicate
with family on the phone are important clues as to their relationship to family:

“[It is important to] listen to how the child behaves on the phone [with his/her

family], how the phone call ends, how much interest the child shows at speaking
to the family”
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Best interests of the child as a mediation strategy
Regarding the mediation strategy, | identify the knowledge area of the best interests of

the child (BIC) to be the most relevant. Among the BIC are the important rights to legal
identity, family reunification, integration, health and education: all areas that require
appropriate access to the public institutions that grant these rights, and so a mediation
between the young migrant and the bureaucratic, political and legal system of the host
country. Although the BIC as a concept has been described and defined’®, it remains
fuzzy because it is very case by case. Estrella’s case reflects well how inflexibility on
principles of protection can lead to opposite effects. With the agency and experience she
had at having left her home at 13 years of age, “she could totally work and live alone in
Mexico while she waited for her asylum case, but instead she was put in a rehabilitation
center [for lack of other spaces] because she was a minor and had to be retained” (Field
notes, 20/7/21). This blocked her development process, as well as taking her close to
suicidal thoughts. If procedures were ideal and such that allowed case by case flexibility,
the best thing for her would have been the assignment of a personal tutor who could give
follow up and let her continue her job and her independent living; especially because she
was interested in her asylum case and had already found on her own a local family who
supported her.

According to many workers, adult-centered thinking often bars from considering the true
BIC:

Shelter social worker: “Sometimes it seems like the young person needs to
study, so his/her necessity is to study because | say so as an adult, or work
because that is the need of the family, [but] that may not be what the young
person wants in that moment”

NGO social worker: “Life in shelters is hard, for many young people their idea is
not to stay here, they detain them and this institutional and adult-centered view is
to take him/her to a shelter without asking before if it can be appropriate. This is

re-victimising (...)especi ally i f the kid doesn’t want
curbed”

Shelter coordinator: “Even if on paper respect for the BIC should happen

according to our law, it is always a great challenge that authorities and people
representing the minors really understand

A shelter lawyer mentioned that authorities have a view of the BIC as “food and shelter”’®,
but not beyond, like family reunification or studying. The importance of guaranteeing the

7> The best interests of the child can be defined as “A threefold concept which includes a substantive right, a
fundamental and interpretative legal principle and a rule of procedure that is aimed at ensuring the full and effective
enjoyment of all the rights recognised in the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and of
which the primary consideration is to ensure the holistic development of the child”:
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/pages/glossary/best-interests-child-bic_en

6 Full quote: “As guaranteeing the best interests of the child, they [the authorities] think it is giving them food and
shelter, [instead of] getting to a family member or studying, for example” (Shelter lawyer)
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BIC is that “in the end, if [we cannot] provide what the minor is looking for, s/he will do it
anyway, just with more risk”, says a shelter coordinator. She also notes that the BIC
should include a monitored transition to adulthood rather than the loss of all help on the
18™ birthday:

“We cannot wait for them to become 18 and be on their own; we have to help
them beforehand so they can first of all solve their legal status, be emotionally
stable and have a plan that will allow them to take better decisions”

Among the rights that should be guaranteed with the BIC procedure, right to family was
identified by many workers to be one of the most important in this context. As a shelter
volunteer said, the best place for migrant youth would be in a peaceful home with a family
that gives them love. Alex agrees:

“f we are going to |live with someone, even
they should love us”

As outlined in Chapter 4, there are limits to the feeling of home that shelters can provide,
but there has also not been enough exploration of the potential of foster families in Mexico
as a way to support migrant youth as a single interface between them and public
institutions. A shelter lawyer thinks that the government has not promoted adoption
programmes’’, although adoption might not be the best option for youth who do have a
family they want to help or reunify with; as a shelter coordinator and a migration academic
point out:

Shelter Coordinator: “They [UAM]d on’ t wa n t[localld agna | wietsH

S: “Why not?”
SC: “l don’t know, I think.. wel |, t hose who h
origin”

Migration academic: “I think the priority should be guaranteeing the right to family
(...) for migrant families who are workers in this country [US], that sustain this
country (...)and their countries of origin through

Thus, reunification should be the priority when possible. However, as will be explored
further in the concluding chapter, foster families could function as a reference point or
complementary — rather than substitute — family; an element of care that has not been
considered enough in Mexico, according to the UN Child Protection Officer. More
recognition of non-family support networks could also be beneficial in cases without
traditional family support, like in Estrella’s case:

77 Shelter lawyer: “If the government promoted adoption programmes, people could find out about possibilities to
adopt [migrant youth]”
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Estrella: “[In Guadalajara] | found a sort of adoptive family (...) | found it on my
own, to this day they still support me a lot. So practically they are like my family,

you know. Maybe they do not have "my bl ood..

Regarding the skills that | identify as essential for building knowledge of the best interests
of the child, these are adaptation and recognition. Adaptation is required because every
case is different and migration context, policies and political dynamics change constantly.
‘| always arrive [to the shelter] with a feeling of slight anxiety at thinking that nothing |
planned will necessarily happen” (Field notes, 12/7/21). It is not unjustified anxiety: you
never know when an emergency may happen in a shelter, or maybe that day 50 people
arrive and staff need the space, or the kid you wanted to interview escaped the day
before. The situation may change rapidly; decisions made in relation to care of
unaccompanied youth need to adapt accordingly. Both the Cafemin director and the
YMCA coordinator confirm this:

Cafemin director: “We keep changing the care model, because a lot depends on
circumstances of changing profiles or situations”

YMCA coordinator: “| t i s difficuldt because we ¢
that we can repeat”

Thus, although general BIC principles never change, how to assess them and put them
in practice can vary significantly. Recognition is the baseline to make any assessment
valid: namely, that the child be recognised as a person, rights-holder and capable of
expressing his/her needs, when put in the conditions to do so. This means a humane
treatment, striving to avoid the adult-centered view described above, even when
excessive work can make that difficult. As a shelter volunteer says:

“Emotional recognition, knowing that they are listened to, will give them [UAM] a
baseline of calmness that will allow to solve the rest”

Areas for advocacy strategy: interaction and agency
I will highlight again the skill of having and showing responsibility for the last knowledge

area and health promotion strategy, which is advocacy techniques. Advocacy is not easy,
especially in a world that takes five steps backwards at every crisis. It can only be
motivated by a deep sense of justice and “responsibility as people, not only in the
migration context but as humanity (...) [because] collectivity is important to heal”
(interview with shelter staff). This is a feeling | encountered many times during fieldwork.
A Child Protection Officer told me: “as a society, it is important for everyone to be involved
[in social problems]” Estrellatold me:“ one can be \ogether wdcantdo &
lot”.

Advocacy techniques — such as political rhetoric and establishing relations (462) - are
necessary as part of workers’ knowledge because it is a job that intersects with social
justice and, historically, social rights are not granted; they are gained and fought for (463).
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Especially in the context of migration, de-stereotyping the politicised fear of the different
is part of what any migration worker should do. Advocacy strategies can range from social
media posts, exhibitions or film and dialogue with policymakers, and they can have
different key messages (464). A thorough description of advocacy is beyond the scope
of this research but, based on workers’ interviews, | think one of the key elements to
advocate for is interaction between migrant and host population — as a starting point for
integration. As mentioned in section 2.4.3, interaction permits to humanise and give a
face to what has been mediatised as a number or threat, enabling instead mutual
understanding and psychosocial adaptation. This can be challenging, as a shelter director
says:

“The poverty, i nehgatwaduifet as Mexioats, of coersputi t y t
hi nders integration”

Still, an understanding that Mexicans are as much in the same boat as migrants could
help collaboration, mutual trust and effort towards demanding social services for
everyone, allowing migrants to work and contribute. “Living together with other groups [is
protective] against extremism of one’s own” ((205); pp 161), writes Lynne Jones, a
psychiatrist who interviewed and followed up children who experienced the Bosnian war.
She noted that the conflict between Serbs and Muslims was largely fueled by media
cultivating a sense of threat and anxiety that favored separation. Thus, working towards
interaction and integration would require communication campaigns to fight xenophobia
and discrimination, changing the default attitude to the foreigner from one of fear to one
of curiosity; where differences are valued. According to an official of a UN worker, this
should start from the very first years of schooling:

“‘Integration should be part of an awareness campaign that starts from primary
school, [so] that small children understand what is human mobility”

Established and organised activities where there can be interaction with migrants, such
as games, leisure or sports, can do the rest. “With kids, you organise a football match
and that’'™s it, 7tsdysethepJN GHild Reotettisn Officen & shelter social
worker thinks that differences can be engaging, rather than threatening: “ hiis part about
getting to know different cultures is very interesting” Targeting young people is also more
effective, according to workers, as they are a “window of opportunity, [because] they are
a population that is more open to changing preconceptions” (interview with NGO
coordinator). Workers in shelters noticed that young people of different nationalities
usually have “very good interactions”® and “they form friendships, regardless of where
they are from””°. Regardless of national, ethnic or religious identification, interaction of
people who share a same space is beneficial to coexistence of groups (270).

8 Full quote: “Most of them [Mexicans and Central Americans in the shelter] have very good interactions, because
we provide them activities that can support their integration as a group” (shelter social worker)
79 Quote from Sister in Cafemin
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Interactions can be incredibly simple. As | noted in my field notes on 12/7/21 in FM4:
“‘before lunch 1 talked to William about his day, | told him | went to Guachimontones
[archeological site], | showed him the obsidian [I found]. He told me about a documentary
he saw about evolution and told me he liked it. Manuel — whom | think uses indifference
as his main defence, but always smiles at me - borrowed my speakers for a while. And |
was there with him without talking”. Day-to-day interactions in Cafemin were not much
different: “Fernanda cried for her mother and everyone hugged her. The small Gerénimo
wanted me to help him draw, putting his small hand into mine. Maria chose a big book to
read. Later, Fernanda felt better and she asked Sister Dulce if she had ever fallen in love.
| feel at ease, it takes no time to care. And to forget in a laugh all the structural violence
we have on top [of us]” (Field notes, 16/6/21). These daily interactions form the basis for
what was described in the previous section as peer support; one of the main external
resources identified as fostering resilience among unaccompanied youth. A shelter
psychologist highlights how interactions can be therapeutic:

‘I see people getting better not just because of our interventions, but from the
simple fact that they integrate within the [shelter] population, building support
networks”

Aside from interaction and integration, another key area for advocacy is institutional
recognition of agency in these children and adolescents. In the previous section, |
described the ‘will to live’ | saw in participants whose conscious goal was to have a more
dignified human existence, beyond simply ‘working’. This agency and consciousness of
how they were living and wanted to live, found especially in the participants without any
family support, contrasts with the institutional view of safeguarding shown in this quote
by the psychologist at the Nuevo Ledn Procuraduria:

“When we see [migrant] adolescents [in the Procuraduria], they seem a bit lost
because they don’t k(n)tvey [weieydetdined} by tha r e
Guardia Nacional so they can feel like they are criminals, like they committed a
crime, so we explain to them that they are victims, they are underage, and our
job as a government is to protect them. They are not detained, they are
safeguarded”

As mentioned in Chapter 4, without appropriate resources, ‘safeguarding’ can still feel
much more similar to detention. As Amy Thompson et al highlight (147), a paradox exists
when the State grants protection with the understanding that children are not
developmentally capable to make decisions. Especially in the case of unaccompanied
migrant children, who have likely already made many advanced decisions on their own
by the time they arrive to a new country, being received as victims who cannot decide
may contrast with their experiences and lead to poor collaboration. This view of ‘victim’
also contrasts with what other workers told me. Reflecting on the irony of not being able
to let safeguarded kids out, although maybe they have been living on their own for years,
a shelter coordinator says:
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‘[There] are minors with an agency and resilience that they could have an
advantage over every adult here present”

A shelter social worker agrees: “they have lived in such a short age, maybe

double or triple of situati™ns that we

As mentioned in the previous section, this extraordinary agency and capability to figure
out their way in transit does not mean external support and resources are not necessary.
People who work with unaccompanied migrant youth, and migrants in general, have the
responsibility to visibilise the complexity and the nuances of the situations they go
through; even just among their close circles. This is fundamental to counterbalance
biased public discourse. According to a shelter director:

“‘Academia is a way to give a [more] objective visibility to a certain social reality
(...) Together with civil society, they are the perfect combination because civil
society, at least in Mexico, tends not to be so professionalised”

The collaboration between academia and civil society can become “social and public
policies, locally relevant” (interview, shelter director). It's no easy work; unaccompanied
child and adolescent migration is of very difficult research access, due to ethical barriers.

But, as a shelter Sister told me, “it is worth it”. “They deserve, and their hope becomes
mine [too]”, | write in my notes of 15/7/21.

In conclusion, | have identified in the data significant forms of resilience and resistance
in migrant youth, which can be promoted by workers. | can draw three conclusions from
this chapter: 1) The coping mechanisms identified in migrant youth, such as cultural
‘scripts’ of going forward and having faith, show that collective understandings can
become resilience when they give a meaning to difficult experiences. At the same time,
other mechanisms such as letting go seem to be more related to resistance, as they more
directly function as a survival mechanism. When these mechanisms translate into
resilience or into resistance is likely to vary highly depending on context and person. 2)
The importance of family, both as a goal and as an internal source of strength, highlights
that this is a key element to take into account when exploring avenues of fostering migrant
youth resilience. And 3) Resilience and health promotion strategies were identified
through skills and knowledge built on the job by workers, underlined by a social
representation of migrant youth as children and adolescents in need of protection.

As | have hopefully shown with these three analysis results chapters, there is much
human potential in migrant youth; despite the difficulties — at times, horrors — of the
different contexts they encounter. As mentioned, in Chapter 7 | will expand on
conclusions drawn from the data presented in these analysis chapters. As a final
reflection on data collection, it was nice to read in my field notes that my experience in
the shelters made me agree with the feeling of the shelter Sister. On the same day as
the quote above, | write: “what a pleasure to realise that all this is worth it (...) they
continue to inspire me, in humbleness. And in the will to live”.
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CONCLUSION
‘Ain’t nowhere to run to; There ain’t nothin’ here for free’

‘“Southern trees bear a strabhbeodraitthélood
-Nina Simone; Billie Holiday

7.1 Conclusion

This thesis’ journey began with describing, in Chapters 1 and 2, the general and specific
context of migration transit through Mexico to the US; faced by unaccompanied migrant
youth - mostly older adolescents from Central America. The conditions described are
those of a dire context at all points of the migration route: origin, transit and destination.
In Chapter 2, | described how these conditions have concrete, adverse consequences on
health and mental health of migrant youth, which may become chronic and have a long-
term impact for these adolescents. Lack of appropriate safeguarding may lead to sexual
abuse, substance abuse, depression, anxiety, malnutrition and mutilations or other
migration-related injuries - as outlined in section 2.3. In section 2.4, | placed these health
consequences directly in relation to discrimination and cultural exclusion: an important
baseline for health practitioners faced with the care of this population. This relates to the
political or cultural advocacy that health practitioners can assume when their role
overlaps with social justice; given the importance of social issues for health (1). Given
that broad social processes of exclusion — such as racialisation and scapegoating of
migrants — can occur through the production of images and media, | also identified
images as a way in which it could potentially be easier to communicate or work across
language and education barriers. The immediacy of images could be an advantage in the
increasingly digital world we live in.

In Chapter 2, | outlined the conceptual framework for this research: the interaction of
migration transit as a social context with the psychosocial mental health aspects of
identity and resilience. This framework, backed up by a social constructivist
epistemological perspective — given the importance of social and cultural meaning for
identity and resilience — aimed to focus on personal development of migrant youth; rather
than solely on adverse health consequences of undocumented migration. Thus, research
guestions asked how the understanding of migration transit impacted identity of migrant
youth; which resilience strategies they used to cope; and the opinion of workers regarding
the policy and implementation of services for migrant youth in Mexico — to further
contextualise the social and cultural context migrant youth face. Ethnographic and visual
gualitative methods were utilised to collect drawings and semi-structured interview data
from 18 migrant youth and 29 workers. Retrospectively, | deem the methods chosen
appropriate both for the context and for the populations | interviewed. One-off drawing
workshops worked well in migrant shelters, creating a friendly dynamic. As has been
emphasised in literature (305, 342, 353, 358), visual methods work well for interviewing
migrant youth: the visual elicitation technique used proved to be useful for shifting
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conversation to personal experiences or thoughts which were not addressed directly with
interview questions.

Conclusions from the results chapters
Regarding data analysis, thematic categories of migrant youth and workers were

presented mixed in three results chapters, following a coherent narrative of empirical data
in relation to the research questions. As explained, this was done to better capture the
complexity of the social context of interest and it proved especially valuable when worker
perspectives highlighted the impact that different social representations of migrant youth
can have for their identity and resilience. Images were used as an additional visual
complement to migrant youth interview data, by showing the quotes where a participant
was talking about a specific image. Triangulating worker perspectives could at times have
obscured or dominated over accounts of migrant youth. Not only were there more
interviews from workers rather than migrant youth, but also their longer and more
articulate answers meant comparatively more data from workers than youth. As
highlighted in the following limitations section, this means some assumptions were done
in an effort to complement some data gaps given migrant youth’s shorter and fewer
interviews. The analysis results should thus be read with this caveat.

Although | generally found workers’ accounts to be in agreement with what migrant youth
told me, there were two instances of contrasting views that are relevant to highlight. First,
as mentioned in Chapter 6, the notion of the goal of the ‘American dream’ that many
workers emphasised and that | did not find in any of my interviews with migrant youth. |
did not find an idealised representation of life in the US, nor a blind attraction to that
country, but rather solely a significant perceived need to go for family reunification,
earning better (and/or helping family), escaping violence or a mix of these. This was
coupled with a cultural legitimation of migration as a good investment for the future, often
with the intention to return to country of origin at some point.

Second, in some workers | identified what | would describe as a victimising view of
migrant youth. Most notoriously, in the interviews with Child Protection Authority officials,
but also in some of the interviews where the risk of trafficking was highlighted. This risk
is real and severe, as was presented in Chapter 5, but it is worth noting that in none of
my interviews with migrant youth there was a victimised view of themselves. In other
words, there was no mention of this risk nor the perception that the work they could or
would find was going to be exploitative. This opens interesting questions — impossible to
answer with my data: are young people exposed to the risk of trafficking in a position to
identify it as trafficking? Can exploitative work that does not meet criteria for trafficking
still be considered coercive by the fact that the young person feels there is no choice?
Could the victimising view be at odds with a perception of benefit at having a paid job
(even if exploitative)? Rather than a static answer, these open questions highlight the
need to have a wider viewpoint when dealing with these issues: namely, conceptualising
victims of trafficking in a complex context that does not remove remove their agency.
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In Chapter 4, participants’ accounts confirmed the dire conditions described in Chapters
1 and 2 regarding the situations encountered in country of origin and during transit in
Mexico. Participants shared lived experiences of violence and (actual or perceived) lack
of freedom at being held in inappropriate spaces whilst waiting for regularisation or
deportation. This was confirmed by workers who highlighted the absence of appropriate
mental health — or any — services for this population in Mexico. Beyond further
documenting these conditions, which have been reported multiple times (132, 136, 146),
what is shown by these interviews is some of the consequences of what philosopher
Achille Mbembe calls the ‘deep state of fragmentation’ of humanity (pp 5; (377)). Borders
create not only obstacles to free movement, but also different ‘varieties’ of humans (377);
some of which, in Hannah Arendt’'s words, are considered ‘superfluous’ (447). These
people are pushed into indefinite liminal spaces to figure out their own survival (430).
When it relates to children and adolescents in these spaces, their development is
impacted; what situations they end up in depends highly on whether or not they find a
supportive network — in Mexico represented mostly by civil society. As shown by worker
interviews, enabling this supportive network depends highly on the social representations
of these youth.

What these interviews showed was also a concrete interaction of these youth with the
context they live; including reflections on their consequences such as the absence of
long-term romantic relationships and the meaning of family. This may seem intuitive or
straightforward — as any human interacts with their context. However, in the case of
children and adolescents, their centrality in migration processes in Mexico has only
recently started to be recognised (305). As | explained in section 2.5.3 on identity, social
representations matter for how an individual is perceived in society. Thus,
conceptualising children and adolescents as ‘owners’ of their migration processes —
rather than adjuncts of or functional to a family unit — is an important shift in starting to
understand the implications of migration in this age range. As Jane Juffer says in her
essay ‘Can the Children Speak? Precarious Subjects at the US-Mexico Border’ (126),
there is an important difference between precarity and vulnerability: precarious contexts
make children vulnerable, rather than them having intrinsic vulnerability, which is a way
to frame wvulnerability recognising children’s agency. Whilst there could be intrinsic
vulnerability in very young children, requiring more adult intervention for their survival, in
the case of unaccompanied youth migrating this distinction becomes relevant as they are
often older adolescents. As will be explored subsequently, future programmes and
interventions could draw on this knowledge by taking into account the importance of
autonomy for migrant youth; enabling a form of supervision that does not frame them as
intrinsically vulnerable.

In Chapter 5, | explored the impact that undocumented migration conditions had on
identity building for migrant youth participants, in the context of transit migration in
Mexico. Specifically, |1 focused on the impact of family absence in the development of
migrant youth. Especially when family absence was due to violence or negligence, |
highlighted how this could mean higher risk of not completing formal education and
finding ways to survive resulting in joining gangs or ending up in trafficking or exploitative
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work networks. Thus, family absence results in a forced independence that can be
affected by high risk, but also — as shown by participants with no family to support in
remittances — in figuring out who they could be without this family. Peer interactions
assumed a particular significance in this context, providing social references for identity
building and coherence in the absence of a stable familiar interaction and/or place of
residence. Conversely, the absence of stability in a formative or professional realm was
identified as potentially harmful for identity development: by hindering the formation of
skills that could contribute to a stable professional identification, as well as the learning
of tools (e.qg. literacy) that could be useful for abstract processing of self-perception.

There are several points of interest in the manifestation of agency and independence
found within my interviews. | mentioned in section 2.5.3 that all the identity principles
identified in Breakwell’s Identity Process Theory (IPT) (286)] could be considered under
attack in a forced migration context, especially in a moment of identity development such
as the age of adolescence. Based on the interview data, | now imply that these principles
are retained though transformed; as shown by Timotijevic and Breakwell in their study of
immigrants in the UK (312). Though faced with multiple disruptions, the principle of
continuity may be maintained through social media and trans-national connection; self-
efficacy by the goal or purpose given to migration; distinctiveness by identifying with
peers as a ‘migrant’ and thus assigning a meaning to the experiences they were living.
Self-esteem may be maintained through the value of ‘familism’, seeing their worth within
their roles helping the family, or else — as shown by William, Estrella and Violeta — by
recognising what they have achieved on their own in incredibly difficult circumstances.
Importantly, maintaining the principle of distinctiveness by identifying with the ‘migrant
identity’ may be a double-edged sword: while it may give a meaning to their experiences,
it may also block them from pursuing any other form of distinctiveness in the current
political and social context where the ‘migrant identity’ is associated with discrimination,
or even hate. In other words, they may not be able to be socially recognised as anything
other than a migrant or refugee when discriminatory social representations of migrants
do not allow proper integration.

As was identified by the triangulation of worker perspectives, negative social
representations of migrant youth create dangerous conditions of migration transit during
which all identity principles become under constant threat. Thus, although the data from
migrant youth permits initial considerations based on the data on identity development
and preservation for migrant adolescents in Mexico, it is worth noting that the conditions
in which they migrate constitute a constant barrier to this development, as identified by
workers. For example, if self-efficacy and self-esteem are truly based on the goal of
helping family and the importance of their role within the family, detention and deportation
deny both this goal and this role. Hence, the extreme mental health consequences
leading to suicidal thoughts and even suicides, as mentioned in Chapter 4. Identifying
themselves as ‘migrants’ also carries the risk of internalising the negative stigma
commonly associated, as described in section 2.5.3. The lack of studies precludes many
of the work opportunities that could mean potential avenues to evolve beyond the ‘migrant
identity’; leaving youth somewhat trapped within the exploitative work options ‘assigned’
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for migrants both in Mexico and the US. In addition, if the adolescent comes from a
background of an abusive or negligent family, there can be more predisposition to mental
health vulnerability, leading for example to substance abuse or becoming more easily a
trafficking victim. Thus, | retake the term | used in Chapter 5 of ‘jailed identity’: there is
not an absence of identity, rather, it is barred on multiple sides from developing to its full
potential.

As shown in section 2.4 and Chapter 5, despite international, regional and national laws
stating the obligation to protect the rights of underage migrants, regional political vision
remains the biggest obstacle to the adequate implementation and funding for these laws.
For example, although a coordinating institution for child protection exists in Mexico®,
lack of funding and political will prevent the necessary trans-national and regional
coordination, as well as national coordination between different levels of government,
that would allow proper management of migrant youth without revictimising them. In
section 2.4, | identified racialisation as the process underlying political vision of
exclusionary policies at the expense of migrants. Valentina Glockner notes that some
regional policies, such as the zero tolerance policy implemented shortly by the Trump
administration, racialise children by denying them the ‘innocence’ traditionally ascribed
to them (402). Thus, the protection conferred to ‘innocent’ children becomes again a
matter of racial desirability: migrant, brown or black bodies become criminalised to the
extent that they lose even the innocence of childhood. It is worth noting that this
racialisation is similar to what we witness in Europe, for example relating to the differential
treatment of Ukrainian versus Middle Eastern or African refugees (465).

Similarly to the US, statements of protection in Europe do not match legal routes but
rather a management of migration by outsourcing migration control (466). In both
geographical regions, migration processes are driven by comparable levels of poverty
and violence that are partly the result of an imperialist and colonialist legacy: for example,
the interference of the US in Central American civil wars in the 1970’s (467) and the
establishment of borders and leaders in the Arab region based on colonial interests (468)
have contributed to current political fragility and inequality in today’s migration-sending
countries. | do not mean to open a huge topic deviating from this thesis’ conclusions, but
rather to highlight another important similarity between the US and Europe: the argument
of reparative justice as a better response?®! to asylum (469), considering also the effects
of climate change which are driven mostly by the Global North (470, 471).

The current political discourse, however, is not one of reparative justice and focus on
younger generations, but rather one of mainstream deportation and claims that the
migration journey is dangerous. For example, the UK’s 2022 voluntary review of its
endorsement of the Global Compact on Migration (472) states that they are protecting

80 Sistema Nacional de Proteccion de Nifias, Nifios y Adolescentes: https://www.gob.mx/sipinna

81 Considering that the 1951 refugee convention was based on European refugees of the Second World War. Later
expanded with the 1967 Protocol, the basis of asylum on accounts of a well-founded fear of persecution (due to race,
religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion) does not consider broader historical
legacies nor the impact of climate change

176



lives of people by fighting smugglers, whilst at the same time ensuring deportation of
those 'with no right to be here' and providing 'safe and legal routes' to claim asylum
without specifying which routes these are for people who are not from Afghanistan or
Ukraine. The UK lllegal Immigration bill recently passed at the end of July 2023 further
blocks access to asylum, granting only temporary protection to unaccompanied children
which will almost surely end when they become 18 (473, 474). Similar to US family
separations, this management reflects complete negligence of long-term wellbeing, whilst
respecting so-called ‘protection for children’ under-18 as if they were two separate
concepts. The urgency to change this political vision and the general social perception of
migration is determined by the concrete health and development effects that this
migration context has on this age group. However, this highlights the delicate balance
between defending childhood and ascribing agency to children and adolescents in a
racialised environment in which this agency could mean further criminalisation (342).
Migration is currently a politically induced danger which is hard to counteract, given the
historical legacy and the embededness of organised crime as a result.

Nonetheless, as explored in Chapter 6, both youth and workers find ways forward despite
this difficult context. The strategies found within my interviews with migrant youth are:
personal support of family and friends (including virtual); cultural narratives of going
forward, faith and hope; letting go and not looking back as a resistance mechanism; the
strong ideal of helping or reuniting with family as a goal; travel experience and learning;
and the feelings of hope, courage and humanity. Workers highlighted the importance of
empathy and recognition of agency in these youth, as well as a strong responsibility which
is felt towards younger generations. They represent one of the important external
resources that these youth can have to keep moving forward, alongside peer and family
support for those who have it. Thus, there are actions and thoughts that become a form
of resistance in the micro-level, daily interactions of these youth with their environment
and with some of the workers they find along the transit route through Mexico. Although
these acts of resistance occur at the micro-level, thus not necessarily visible at a macro-
level, they represent concrete forms of creating transit routes; pushing back
criminalisation and pushing through the borders created by highly financed enforcement
strategies. Valentina Glockner also noted these acts of resistance in her ethnography of
the migrant caravans; for example, highlighting the fundamental role that the help of
activists gave to an adolescent for fighting his deportation, as well as, at times,
transforming the harshness of the journey into an adventure which included moments of
fun, learning and making friends (379, 402).

The important goal of helping the family, often prioritised over the type of work done, may
be a longstanding element of resilience not just during the journey but also for those who
arrive to the US; emphasising the role of this responsibility for self-efficacy and self-
esteem. For example, a qualitative study of former unaccompanied adolescents who
‘made it’ to the US described participants’ sense of pride at being able to send
remittances (457). Especially for males, migration intersected with gender roles as a way
to take on the expected responsibility for the family (ibid). However, the importance of
family shown by Chapters 5 and 6 is contrasted by the absence of family during migration
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transit; highlighting the need to expand on the role and definition of ‘family’ itself.
Conceptualising family as kinship, a biological or socially negotiated familiarity relation
(425), | highlight the need to have a broader view of family in order to understand the
needs of unaccompanied migrant youth. Namely, family is a circle of close people who
are felt as the main source of support, and it may not always be the parents or biological
family. When there is parental death or migration, family maltreatment or, simply, when
more understanding and support are perceived from other people, family does not need
to share the same blood: what has been termed in literature fictive kin (475). In agreement
with authors who have criticised the term *fictive’ (476), deeming it emphasises that there
is a ‘real’ and a ‘fake’ family, | use the term coined by Margaret Nelson of intentional kin;
differentiating a relationship of mutual care from one that may be more formal or
manipulative (477). The term ‘intentional’ is preferred over ‘chosen’ or ‘voluntary’,
because of the complexity of relationships that over time may become an affective need,
rather than a choice (425, 477).

Recognising intentional kin as family is important to legitimise the support networks that
young people without family may find: as well as to validate foster families as key in the
management of unaccompanied youth migration. Since many adolescents do have trans-
national families they want to reunify with, or help in their countries of origin, it is important
not to frame foster families as substitute, adoptive families in a first instance. Adoption
could also put off families who may prefer to adopt a younger child. Instead, foster families
can be an individualised support network while the adolescent resolves his/her migration
case; be it reunification, asylum or even return. Aside from providing logistical and
emotional support, encouraging foster families can be a sustainable way to de-
institutionalise support and strengthen local integration. Clearly, it would require initial
high investments for selecting and training families, but it can be a self-sustaining
response. Experienced foster families can train other families, favouring de-
institutionalisation of care (478). Although foster families are identified in Mexican official
documents outlining care pathways for unaccompanied migrant children®, to my
knowledge and based on workers’ interviews, this is not yet something streamlined
through national recruitment and training programmes of voluntary local families. This is
an area of future development and progress in the field. In other contexts, such as Italy
with the implementation of the 2017 Zampa law, this approach has been explored and
shown to be successful for helping integration of migrant youth (417).

The relation of transit, identity and resilience
As explored in section 2.5.2 and throughout the results chapters, migration transit for

forced migrants becomes an indefinite and often dangerous limbo which requires
constant physical and emotional adaptation. Even without deportation, movement is often
paused by multiple uncertainties and waiting times (479). Based on my findings, this
context impacts identity of migrant youth mainly by determining the need for a strong
agency and independence: necessary for withstanding the journey. The two identity

82 For example, in the ‘Ruta de proteccion integral de los derechos de nifias, nifios y adolescentes en situacion de
migracioén’:
https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/577003/Ruta_versio n_final editada definitiva 1l 1 .pdf
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principles that become more relevant are thus distinctiveness and self-efficacy, which are
interestingly strongly related to resilience in that they acquire a functionality for survival
and perceived control over events. As mentioned above, distinctiveness by identifying
with the ‘migrant identity’ - either explicitly through peer interactions or implicitly by the
decision to migrate as a culturally legitimised avenue for a better life — has a strong
correlation with forming groups out of mutual need and solidarity, fostering resilience and
resistance (479).

The agency required for making the decision to migrate and for sustaining the goal-
oriented projection of migration as a way to positively frame the journey creates an
interesting overlap of self-consciousness, control over the purpose of the journey (and,
thus, self-efficacy) and a way to move forward despite adversity (resilience). As travel
experience accumulates, this can translate into further resilience — as shown by my
findings. However, migration is not linear nor always successful, meaning that
accumulated travel experience without ever reaching the goal could result in a breaking
point at which the feeling of control is lost — with consequent adverse mental health effects
(185, 397). This highlights how the functionality for survival does not allow further
exploration of identity, for example on an intellectual, artistic, moral or hedonistic side:
making this exploration of full human potential again a matter of racialised privilege. Along
with maldistribution of capital comes a maldistribution of who has basic needs met,
meaning the possibility for life in a place, good mental health and the time and space to
think and work for something beyond survival.

Still, what | find most interesting in this overlap is precisely its functionality for survival,
showing how in situations of extreme adversity it is not only the body that adapts to a
‘resistance-mode’ (e.g. the fight or flight response??), but also the mind. It could be argued
then that when adversity is chronic, or of unknown duration, there needs to be an
existential mental adaptation to this difficulty that allows the person to sustain it potentially
indefinitely. In this sense, a projection to the future makes more sense than focusing on
the present or the past: as shown by the goal-oriented mindset of my participants and the
letting go mechanism. A strong sense of agency develops not only through ‘action’ (which
can be barred by multiple external actors — such as migration officials), but also through
‘thought’ and ‘feeling’. When this process is not brought to physical and mental breaking
points, leading for example to severe injuries, substance abuse or overt mental health
conditions, ‘thought’ and ‘feeling’ represent a form of resistance that cannot be forcefully
removed.

Implications of the findings
The specific accounts analysed in this research can provide a small insight into the

situation that an increasing number of young people are experiencing in Mexico and in
other parts of the world. It is an insight into the impact that this situation has on
psychosocial mental health and personal development for young migrant generations, as

83 The fight or flight response is a physiological reaction that occurs in the body as a result of a perceived threat. It is
an acute stress response which activates nervous and hormonal pathways that prepare the body for a sustained
physical strain
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well as an insight into how workers should perform their important roles with this

population. As Denise Cuthbert and Kate Cregan say, t o a | arge extent

capacity to provide world-standard care, development opportunities and protection for all
of its children has become a significant marker of the modernity and development of that
nation” (pp 47; (301)). However, we must ask, which children? Beyond the general
challenge that migration poses to identity with respect to the discontinuity of place,
relations and familiar references, youth who are in an irregularised migration journey also
have to face constant emotional and physical barriers to their development. With this, |
mean the social and structural discrimination which — whether it is perceived as such (as
it was by some participants) or not — hinders appropriate safeguarding and case-by-case
follow up; access to adequate health and mental health services; access to education,
formative opportunities or dignified work; and general integration in society.

As such, the implications of the research findings are oriented to main points of action -
or recommendations for policy and practice - urgently needed in the management of
unaccompanied migrant youth. | intend these action points for health policy and practice
mainly but, since management of migrant youth is multidisciplinary, action points could
be translated to other fields: social work, psychology, law and, ideally, migration
management in practice. Drawing on Todorov’s framework of relationship with the ‘other’
presented in section 2.4.3, | divide the action points or recommendations into three axes:
axiological (judgement of the ‘other’s’ values), epistemological (knowledge of the ‘other’)
and praxeological (action towards the ‘other’). As such, there are three recommendations
drawn from this research: two action points oriented for policy and one for practice.

Axiological action point: recognition of agency

On the axiological axis, | place the important practice recommendation of: emphasising
recognition of agency and autonomy of migrant youth. | place it on this axis because
judgement of an ‘other’s’ values can firstly occur when considering the other as a ‘full’
human being capable of having values on an equal level. Considering a child or young
person as in need of guidance only in terms of the relative life experience — which, for
example, matters for building a professional identity — enables a lifecourse view in which
the ‘adult’ milestone is only bureaucratic. Young people are ‘becoming’ adults but also as
adults we are always becoming and transforming, rather than reaching a point of static
and immutable maturity. Having this lifecourse, continuous perspective on who we are as
humans also naturally allows to envision long-term wellbeing as a continuity to child
protection, rather than the drastic stop at the 18-year cutoff which has been so blatantly
exhausted as a justification for racialised policies of deportation.

The difference between children and adults has also justified the victimising view that |
described above, which removes agency also from the type of protection that is granted.
In other words, an agency and resilience-focused protection would not consider a child
‘protected’ only if removed from the street, but rather if put in the conditions to flourish
with access to regularisation of their migration status, education and/or work. This view
emphasises the need for a change in paradigm of how we see children and adolescents
in general. Recognising agency of adolescents also means recognising and accepting
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cultural differences in how that agency is enacted, including agency in the context of child
development. As Denise Cuthbert and Kate Cregan note in their book Global Childhoods:
Issues and Debates (301), when childhood is identified as a cultural life stage, rather than
solely a biological age of growth and maturation into adulthood, there can be many
contrasting views. For example, interviews highlighted the culturally legitimised early
independence of adolescents in Central America; partly driven by economic pressures.
This may contrast with the Western conceptualisation of childhood which mostly
underlines the UNCRC, showing how principles of the Convention may need to be
applied differently in different contexts® (301). Especially for older adolescents, adult
mediation for the exercising of their rights may generate a tension if they do not feel
understood, valued, listened to and respected; which could further hinder any
collaboration on behalf of the adolescent for explaining his/her background, motives and
intentions.

As mentioned in section 2.4.1, interviews confirmed that professionals working with
unaccompanied migrant youth must assume a role of advocates for the necessary
cultural change that must underline appropriate management of this population:
regarding conceptualisations of adolescence, decriminalising migration and legitimising
conceptualisations of ‘family’ beyond the nuclear family. In fact, the institutional view
identified by interviews contrasted with the needs identified by workers. For example,
assumptions of belonging in country of origin, disregarding trans-national family ties or
violence situations these adolescents may escape from, imply a disconnect between
policy implementation and the reality of this type of migration (343). Also, the institutional
view which victimises and patronises the child, or else criminalises the adolescent,
highlights again the need for recognition of a neutral form of agency that was emphasised
in section 2.5.3. This neutral view could not only predispose better management of
adolescent migration, but also a more honest interaction in therapeutic mental health
encounters; respecting decisions such as not talking about traumatic experiences (147,
205).

Epistemological action point: importance of interaction
The second recommendation is directed to policy: to enable interaction between migrants

and host population, particularly for the younger generations. | consider interaction as the
first step towards integration, which will be key to the future wellbeing of both host and
migrant populations. In fact, although unaccompanied migrant youth face particular
barriers, the burdens of conflict, climate change and extreme inequality are more broadly
worsening the health of women, children and adolescents everywhere (480, 481).
Mexico, for example, shows multiple indicators needing acceleration or even data in the

84 The authors of Global Childhoods note how the Western conceptualisation of childhood is the prevalent cultural
conceptualisation which underlines the UNCRC, namely, a notion of a child within a nuclear family, who grows up
protected and focusing early years on formation and education, rather than work. While the UNCRC is to be celebrated
as a baseline for recognising children’s rights, it may conflict in practice with notions of childhood which do not it". For
example, Article 18 on parental responsibilities states that both parents share responsibility for the child -namely, for
the under-18-year old-, while in some cultures responsibility of the child for the family may be salient from a much
younger age. Likewise, Article 10 on family reunification assumes a child’s family is composed by the child and his/her
parents; without explicitly recognising family reunification with more extended family - as occurs in many cases of
forced migration. This is in line with more Western notions of closed, usually small, units of family life.
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Child Health and Wellbeing dashboard of the World Health Organisation (482). Thus, the
time is overdue to recognise the changes that we are going through collectively: the crisis
of National States imagined as independent cultural entities and the unsustainability of
the neoliberal system of economic exploitation. Equitable mobility and actions oriented
towards integration can be a starting point to the radical change we need to envision an
interconnected and sustainable life on earth.

As mentioned in section 2.4.3, knowledge of the other is the basis for creating dialogue
and respectful coexistence. At a basic level, interaction creates a more empathic and
honest type of knowledge of the other: less vulnerable to essentialised and racialised
representations of media and political discourse. As mentioned in Chapter 6, community
building based on interaction and integration can foster micro-level forms of solidarity and
mutual care that are necessary to counteract racist policies based on divisive rhetoric.
When migrants are put in hotels, refugee camps or detention centers there is more
breeding ground for conflict and xenophobic pushback. Instead, liaising with local
councils or micro-level realities to organise activities for migrants to interact with the
community while they await for their asylum claims can enable more mutual
understanding. Activities could involve anything from leisure-type organised games,
community-oriented work such as park cleaning or mutual learning in courses of local
language or handcrafts. In the case of unaccompanied migrant youth, access to school
or other vocational training courses can provide an excellent platform for interaction and
integration.

Integration is challenging, as de-territorialising identity is incredibly difficult and this has
been politically manipulated over and over again to obtain popular support at maintaining
borders as we know them. In addition, equitable mobility would also mean loss of short-
term profit: for example, for private companies supporting border enforcement and for
criminal organisations — which lobby against it. Nonetheless, as was outlined in section
2.4.3, evidence suggests that changing the social representation of migrants is
fundamental to advance a counter-culture movement which can embrace diversity. The
analysis showed the importance of fighting xenophobia bottom-up, as it is not enough to
have good laws if employers and public officers do not respect them. Thus, cultural
competence training and interventions aimed at community empowerment should include
the importance of integration and advocacy — expanding coverage of positive narratives
related to migration (99). Broader recognition of diversity and trans-national identities will
be beneficial to modern societies, conceptualising affective territory as a network rather
than an immutable entity (257, 296). It is important to work on this cultural and societal
change, at the same time that other structural causes — such as poverty or violence — are
addressed, because the most appropriate health and mental health services (for both
migrants and host populations) have been identified to be community based (205, 483).
Whilst structural interventions — such as appropriate and coordinated services - will take
time, due to the advocacy and investments required, the construction of a culture of care
that allows mutual benefit in social capital is something that ‘only’ requires a change of
attitude to our collective existence. Community based health services cannot occur if we
perceive each other as different and separated in terms of privilege.
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Praxeological action point: health promotion and protective childhood experiences
The final policy recommendation is: to strengthen the role of a foster family or guardian

as a stable reference for unaccompanied migrant youth during their migration processes:
a way to enable their health promotion and empowerment. Specifically, migrant youth
often come from contexts of poverty, with normalised cultural violence and impunity,
where adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) such as domestic violence may be more
likely to occur. Thus, health promotion for this population must place particular attention
to the link between structural factors and individual health outcomes. The Protective
Childhood Experiences (PCESs) is a concept | introduced in my review (90), drawing from
literature showing social situations that provided health and wellbeing benefit: for
example, reduced levels of depression and anxiety found in unaccompanied minors
hosted with a foster family. In other words, having some level of individualised support -
compared to institutional accommodation - benefitted mental health. | have linked this to
research on resilience among unaccompanied migrant youth that highlights the
importance of peer relations, family attachments and social support for resilience.
Thus, appropriate social support, in addition to integration, can be considered protective
to counteract or compensate for the effect of past ACEs.

| place this discussion in relation to health and healthcare, because | believe one of the
areas of opportunity for counteracting the highly detrimental effects of a punitive and
restrictive migration management is healthcare. By principle, healthcare should not
discriminate on the basis of factors that have no treatment implications®® (484), because
it is something all humans need. This is why healthcare is a window into our society;
where we can monitor the health effects of the systems we live in. While the burden of
inequality is suffered mostly by the public healthcare system, the increasing complexity
of living in a hyper-connected world with overlapping crises -from the Covid-19 pandemic
to climate change- is a shared burden (485). As described in section 2.4.1, healthcare
needs constantly adapting competencies in this rapidly changing world; skills and
knowledge often not taught at medical school. In particular, trans-cultural interactions will
be ever more frequent in clinical encounters, which demands cultural competency in
health professionals (241).

Mental health services for children and adolescents, in particular, are highly insufficient
both in Mexico and globally (156, 486). This is worrying in the case of unaccompanied
migrant adolescents who, as was shown, are often in situations of extreme restriction to
their freedom and lacking present attachment figures. We should ask ourselves, what
about the long-term impacts for generations of young people whose goal has been
redirected at ‘just working’, resisting and normalising continuous violence and separation
from loved ones? The data presented in this research does not allow to answer, but the
exploitative work that these youth settle for, or are forced into, is dehumanising and the

85 Factors that have treatment implications are based on the relative chance of success of a treatment given the
patient’'s specific age, sex and clinical history. Non-discrimination is meant for factors that do not have clinical
implications, such as gender identification, religion or physical appearance. Other factors, such as legal status, may
have treatment implications based on access to treatment or socioeconomic capacity to sustain a treatment; this could
prompt further follow-up rather than barriers to treatment due to discrimination.

183



scale at which this is happening is extremely worrying. Beyond the loss of potential
creativity that these youth could have contributed, we are further increasing the divide
that is breeding ground for violence, in a historical moment when we should be uniting in
the common goal of saving ourselves and our planet. There is collective trauma at the
misery that constant conflict and disaster create, but the alternative exists (161). We can
and should thrive in mutual wellbeing.

7.2 Limitations

The limitations of this research are, first, the nature of data representing a fixed period of
time rather than longitudinal accounts, which does not keep up with the constantly
changing migration context, both in terms of migration policies in the US and Mexico and
in terms of overlapping crises in countries of origin. For example, since | finished fieldwork
in August 2021, there was a surge in migrants from Haiti and then Venezuela in Mexico
(487, 488); which I did not capture in my data. However, most UAM migration has been
reported to be from Central America (489) and, as much as migration dynamics change,
the restrictive and punitive nature of migration policies and the underlying representations
of migrant children does not seem to be changing general direction. For example, as of
May 2023 former President Trump issued declarations about how his policy on family
separations works because ‘when you have that policy, people don’t come’ (490), feeding
into the historical anti-immigrant argument as basis for denying the right of family
reunification for thousands of children. Historical migration flows also imply that this type
of migration is not likely to slow down, making a strengths-oriented approach to child
migration management essential for understanding how to best support their
development within a difficult political context. More research on how to support positive
identity and resilience for migrant youth in Mexico is necessary, as this thesis can only
be considered an initial insight. Future research questions could explore the impact of
increasing access to education; current barriers to scaling up foster families; or foster
families as a mental health intervention in terms of increasing individualised support.
Furthermore, looking into psychosocial aspects of identity will inevitably lead to consider
the social restrictions in migrant youth’s environments, and to question mainstream social
representations which either deny agency or deny childhood. As mentioned in the
previous section, questioning these social representations is a necessary cultural
transition as it could help to create more migrant child friendly social environments which
could foster their wellbeing.

Second, there are those who would argue that the number of interviews and their
gualitative nature does not allow generalisability of data. However, there is value in the
deep learning created by qualitative investigation, especially when this regards a fluid
and complex social context which could be argued to be difficult to generalise anyway -
as it would inevitably change (491). Thus, the concept of generalisation must be engaged
with critically taking into account the type of research, the research context and the
research questions. As professor of qualitative research methodology Flora Cornish
notes (491), when qualitative research ‘generalises’ a finding of a specific social context
or case, it could be more correct to say that it engages the knowledge generated by that
research in a way that can be useful to other contexts. Given the dialogical nature of
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gualitative methods — namely, the fact that they are produced as an interaction of the
researcher and the social context and the research participants — Cornish states that this
engagement is a communicative process, which she terms ‘communicative
generalisation’ (ibid). Thus, in the case of this research, the type of generalisation that
can be obtained from the knowledge generated is that of: 1) enriching a less stereotyped
view of migrant children through a detailed account of their own testimonies; 2) identifying
that criminalised migration transit has a significant impact on identity and resilience and
that cultural understandings of migration are relevant to these processes; and 3)
advancing on the work of Glockner and Velasco (305, 402), problematising the way
regional migration management in the US and Mexico is a result of the social
representation of migrants, including migrant children, as racialised and exploitable.

Furthermore, my findings confirmed many of the accounts | had found in the literature
regarding, for example, resilience mechanisms in migrant youth to be related to faith,
attachment figures and previous knowledge or experience of migration (see section 2.5.4
on resilience). Whilst | added a level of detail specific to the context, such as the
importance of cultural understandings of migration to be goal-oriented and family-
oriented, the field of mental health in unaccompanied youth in Mexico is still very under-
researched and so would greatly benefit at further investigation — especially in terms of
interventions. Thus, | see generalisation of knowledge from this research as a building
block to advance these further investigations and on informing interventions oriented to
enhance wellbeing of migrant youth. Importantly, in agreement with Flora Cornish, | think
this generalisation can only occur by sharing this knowledge to different types of
audiences: academic and not academic (see section on dissemination below). Much
value could be gained from sharing this knowledge internationally and comparing
different contexts, highlighting the importance of documenting lived experiences at a
micro-level as a way to critically engage with the social and political context of our times
(290, 379).

Third, the inclusion of two perspectives - migrant youth and workers - in the generation
of this knowledge can be presented as both a strength and a limitation. | discuss the
implications of my own perspective as a third perspective separately below. As Flora
Cornish argues, having multiple speakers when researching a social context is relevant
as it can more appropriately capture the complexity of a context determined by multiple
actors (491). | also argued at the beginning of the results chapters that the mixing of these
two perspectives was intentional, because workers could inform on the social context of
migrant youth and | consider this social context to be part of the experiences of migrant
youth — in agreement with my conceptual framework. Thus, | mostly consider the mixing
of these two perspectives to be a strength of the research. However, | note that a
limitation of mixing these perspectives and of overlapping codes where migrant youth
and workers apparently talked about the same thing is that it could have hindered a
deeper level of individual analysis — perhaps obscuring slight differences in the meaning
of that code for both populations. Triangulating the two perspectives also led to
assumptions which were transparently stated as such, namely in sections 5.2 and 5.3 on
the implications of the criminalised social representation of migrant youth for their identity.
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Although these assumptions were based on literature, they were not based on direct data
from migrant youth and this remains a limitation.

Fourth, as mentioned in section 3.1.4 when discussing reflexivity, in some interviews
migrant youth gave short answers. | have reflected on these short answers to be possibly
due to lack of interest, the location of the interview or mood of the participant, illiteracy of
the participant, lack of confidence with me or the perception of my being an outsider, a
mix of these reasons or something entirely different | cannot assume. Short answers can
be considered a limitation because they hindered exploration of deeper understandings
of migrant youth, but most of all | consider it a limitation of the research process because
| attribute them more to the little time spent building trust and rapport with youth
interviewed. | believe this is a broader limitation of research when there are specific
timelines that need to be respected in terms of funding; and it becomes even more explicit
in migration contexts with a high rate of mobility or change (414). In this case, the Covid-
19 pandemic also greatly shortened the time | was able to spend on the field as a
researcher. For example, | would have spent one more month in each shelter after
obtaining ethical approval and prior to returning to London, but | could not do it because
of active Covid cases. Triangulating with worker perspectives allowed to compensate in
some way for this reduced time with migrant youth participants. | also feel comfortable in
this triangulation, despite the limitations outlined above, because | found mostly
agreement between workers’ accounts and what migrant youth told me. For example,
regarding the restrictive environment of shelters which can ‘justify’ the feeling of wanting
to escape from them.

Fifth, although | was able to interview all unaccompanied youth who were in the shelters
| visited, due to the challenges of intercepting unaccompanied youth outside of shelters
(such as the danger, lack of privacy and lack of ethical safeguards), this subpopulation
was not included. Thus, results reflect accounts of youth who were receiving support
provided by a shelter. | consider this to be a limitation because accounts of participants
who do not receive this type of support could be different as, for example, they would
have less external support as a resource for resilience. Migrant youth involved in the risks
of trafficking and substance abuse, discussed by workers to be relevant among this
population, may also show different ways of coping which are very difficult to capture in
research due to the ethical and logistical challenges of entering a social context of
trafficking or active substance abuse as research field. | would imagine that some of the
findings of this research could apply to youth in these contexts, especially those regarding
collective cultural understandings such as the importance of family, letting go as a
resistance mechanism and faith in God. However, these remain complete assumptions
and the limitation of not including youth in these (even) more vulnerable contexts must
be acknowledged.

Another subpopulation which was not included are youth at the northern or southern
Mexican borders, which | explained in section 3.1.3 to be a choice related to capturing
the sense of ‘transit’ with still much of the road to the US yet to do (assuming most would
want to arrive to the US), as well as related to my own personal safety because | had not
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any support in northern or southern Mexican cities - which can be considered dangerous
for a woman on her own. This excluded the shelter YMCA from the shelters | accessed:
as mentioned, this was the other space specific for UAMs aside from Cafemin and
accessing it could have guaranteed access to UAMs. Thus, excluding unaccompanied
migrant youth at the northern Mexican border from this research can be considered a
limitation as their perspectives — including their potentially different perception of transit
— were not included.

Finally, in line with a social constructivist epistemology, | acknowledge the limitations that
derive as a result of my personal and biased interpretations: however well-researched |
have strived to make them, they remain subjective. In other words, with full intellectual
honesty | cannot claim that | wrote these accounts from participants’ perspectives: they
were still my perspective of their perspectives. However, there are growing calls for the
refusal of assumed ‘objectivity’ in relation to production of science, and the importance of
instead engaging in radical transparency about people’s positionality within the research
process. For example, James Berger and Donald Berry, both professors of statistics,
argue against objectivity even in quantitative statistical analysis, because the
interpretation of statistical results — or the meaning of those numbers — is still subjective,
not least depending on what the researcher is trying to find with those numbers (492). In
the case of qualitative interviewing, completely laying personal bias aside may not be
possible, as my background preconceptions are the way with which | make sense of the
world and so have made sense of this research: a concept identified in Heideggerian
philosophy as ‘being-in-the-world’ (493). Thus, to not fall on the chaos which would
discredit all science as a ‘personal interpretation’, what can be done is arguing how the
sense-making ways of the research make sense themselves.

As mentioned in section 3.1.1, by abiding to social constructivism as epistemological
perspective, | validate my subjective interpretations as the way to approach knowledge
in this research, as long as | situate my interpretations and show the reader transparency
as to how they were obtained (491). As | argued in section 3.1.2 regarding applying
Nowell's trustworthiness criteria (359) for the validity of this research, | have based my
research questions, conceptual framework, methodology and analysis on a solid
literature review and on academic feedback mostly from my supervisors. | have described
with detail each phase of the research, including the specific methods which I situated
with descriptions of the context and the situations where data was obtained. | have
provided explicit reference to the data to exemplify where my analytical interpretations
originated. Although it may be hard to flesh out when a finding was truly there and when
the researcher may have looked for it, | strived to provide literature basis for the analytic
claims | made about the data and to make the thought process transparent. In this sense,
the unexpected representativeness thematic category identified in workers, exemplifying
their resilience, can be considered an example of something | found in my data that | was
not looking for. I discussed in detail my positionality in the reflexivity section (3.1.4) and
strived to remove bias not in terms of gaining objective interpretations, but in terms of
removing prejudice and stereotypes: a process that | personally do not consider that hard
when there is the intention to do it. | assume responsibility in sharing the stories that youth
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told me in the most respectful and representative way | could, although | may not have
captured everything they could have wanted to say.

7.3 Dissemination

This section briefly presents what has been presented or published so far as a result of
this research, as well as what is still in progress. Different dissemination strategies are
chosen in order to target different types of publics. Following what | described in section
2.4.3, | consider sharing the images created for and during fieldwork to be important as
one of the dissemination strategies: a way to share the quotes that accompanied those
images during the interviews. Whilst choice of visual methods was primarily focused on
adequacy for the context and the research questions, | also believe images have a
powerful communicative effect that is helpful for dissemination. Importantly, the use of
images for dissemination was not an aim of the methodology a priori; because it was best
not to assume this use as it was dependent on the type of images created and the consent
of participants. However, once consent and confidentiality were secured, | intended to
use images as a way to create a more direct connection with the audience: one that could
generate more empathy and work towards a culture of inclusion. Clearly, this is an
ambitious goal that | cannot claim | met with the images of this research, but | was inspired
in the use of images by work such as that of JR (for example, picnic across the border:
https://www.jr-art.net/projects/migrants-picnic-across-the-border); photojournalism such
as that of The Guardian® and Magnum Photos®’; online archives of picture stories of and
by migrant children®; and vignettes such as the story of Alberto Ledesma mentioned in
Chapter 18, Thus, | see the images in this research as a small contribution to these types
of work, which can potentially be used repeatedly for exhibitions or shared in the links
where they have been published. In other words, the images of this research are an
alternative and easier way to have more witnesses to important stories.

7.3.1 Conferences and publications

At the time of writing (October 2023), preliminary results of this research have been
presented at the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health in Liverpool on 30" June
2022, as awardee of the International Child Health Group Research Award. Results of
the research regarding the thematic category of ‘the family cultural ideal and the family
r e a lwere presented at the Society for Latin American Studies conference in Belfast,
on 30" March 2023.

An article in Spanish expanding on the thematic category of ‘the family cultural ideal and
the family reality’ was submitted to the Mexican journal Salud Publica de México on 30™
November 2022 and is now in process of resubmission after acceptance following a third
review. With co-authorship from my assistants, Dr Shoshana Berenzon and Dr Alejandra
Diaz de Leon, this article is part of the agreement with the SALME team of producing a

86 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/17/la-caravana-del-diablo-a-migrant-caravan-in-mexico-photo-essay
87 https://Iwww.magnumphotos.com/newsroom/politics/borderlands

88 Such as https://infanciasenmovimiento.org/infancias-en-movimiento/; and
https://www.migrantchildstorytelling.org/the-pictures/

89 edesma, Alberto. Diary of a reluctant dreamer: Undocumented vignettes from a pre-American life. Mad Creek
Books, 2017
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publication in exchange for my assistants’ work. | plan to make further publications of my
analysis results.

7.3.2 Image exhibitions

The fieldwork visual elicitation images have been printed and exhibited in June and July
2022 in a corridor between the UCL Institute for Child Health and the Great Ormond
Street Children Hospital. Each image was followed by a printed section of an interview
guote where each image was discussed. These images and quotes have been published
in the Race and Health August Quarterly®°. The fieldwork drawings have been published
on an Instagram page, @shapingtransit, with interview quotes as captions. Due to lack
of funding, the exhibition was very simple and did not have a feedback form or other way
in which impact could be recorded.

7.3.3 Podcast

The script to a podcast in Spanish is being worked on at the moment. An ethical
amendment was requested and obtained both from the UCL and the Instituto Nacional
de Psiquiatria Ethics Boards, in order to obtain permission from some workers
interviewed for use of parts of their recorded audio for a podcast. The podcast is intended
to be an alternative way of disseminating research findings, so as to reach a wider lay
audience and staff working at shelters.

9% The Quarterly can be found at the link https://www.raceandhealth.org/quarterly/2022-08-28/shaping-transit-
illustrations-from-work-done-with-unaccompanied-migrant
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Request to National Transparency Portal
Ethical approvals

Consent forms

Initial questionnaire

Topic guides

Drawings not included in Chapters 4 and 5
Summaries for research assistants’ training
Interview transcript sample

NVivo sample

Request to National Transparency Portal

( Plataforma Nacional de Transparencia
@ Ciudad de México
r-/ Instituto de Transparencia, Acceso a la Informacién Publica, Proteccion de Datos
PLatarorRmA NACIONAL Personales y Rendicion de Cuentas de la Ciudad de México
ot Teoamirantucia Acuse de recibo de solicitud de acceso a la informacion pablica

Folio de la solicitud 0319000059220

[Este espacio debe ser llenado exclusivamente por personal de la Unidad
ke Transparencia (UT) Fecha y hora de registro: 14/12/2020 18:32:00

[1.Nombre del Sujeto Obligado al que se solicita la informacién

Procuraduria Social de la Ciudad de México

P.Nombre completo del solicitante (si es persona fisica)

Este dato es opcional, en su caso, podra sefialar un pseuddnimo

[Busanna Corona Maioli

Nombre, denominacién o razén social del solicitante (si es persona moral)

Nombre del representante y/o del autorizado

Nombre del representante, representante legal o mandatario

Nombre(s) del (de los) auterizado(s) para oir y recibir notificaciones y documentos

3. Medio para recibir notificaciones durante el procedimiento

Entrega por el Sistema de Solicitudes de Acceso a la Informacion de la PNT

En caso de seleccionar domicilio, favor de anotar los siguientes datos

Calle Nam. Ext.  Nam. Int.

Colonia Delegacion o Municipio

Cadigo Postal Estado Pais
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IMumero telefdnico (opcional): 0 Correo electrénico: susanna.corona33@gmail.com

K. Modalidad en la que solicita el acceso a la informacién

Electronico a través del sistema de solicitudes de acceso a la informacion de la PNT

Medidas de Accesibilidad:

Mo proporcionado

5. Descripcion del o los documentos o la informacion gue se solicita (anote de forma clara y precisa)i

Por medio de la presente, con fundamento en la Ley Federal y la Ley General de Transparencia y Acceso a la
Informacidn Publica, asi como la Ley General de Proteccion de Datos Personales en Posesion de Sujetos Obligados
jl interior de la Dependencia, comparezco a fin de solicitar la siguiente informacidn

1. Nimero de menores no acompanados asegurados en 2019 y 2020.

[2. Numero de casos de menores no acompanados que fueron retornados en 2019 v 2020.

[3. NOmero de casos de menores no acompanados que escaparon de la custodia de la Procuraduria en 2019 y 2020.
1. Numero de casos de menores no acompanados que tuvieron una resolucion migratoria positiva para poder
puedarse en México en 2019 y 2020

[5. Se solicita informacion demogréfica sobre estos menores no acompanados nacionalidad, edad y sexo

[Datos para facilitar su localizacidn

E. Informacion opcional para fines estadisticos

Sexo Edad Nacionalidad

IOcupacion

Escolaridad

Informacion general

Los datos seran . i y tratados en el Sistema de Datos Personales “SISTEMA DE DATOS PERSONALES DEL SISTEMA
INFOMEX", el cual tiene su fundamentas en los “Lineamientos para la gestion de soliciludes de informacion pablica y de datos personales en la Ciudad de Méxica®

fravés del Ststema de de pdblica y de datos perscnales en la Cludad de México, cuya finaiidad es registrar y gestionar las soliciuded

pe informacsén plblica y de scceso, rectificacion, cancelacidn y oposicion da datos personales gue los particulares dirijan a los Sujetos Obligados de la Ciudad de

Agwico, asi como, de los recursos de revisian y padrian ser idos a las i juri: para dar atencidn a los requerimientos judiciales, a ladg
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2. Ethical approvals

(@=]] \vESTIGACION

Ciudod de México a 17 de mayo de 2021,
Numero ce Reg stro CONBICETICA-0S-CEL.010- 20230316
IRBICOO8105, K2RCOJCS0AS, FWACOCTIZ92

Dra. Susanna Corana Maioli

Investigador Principal

Instituto Nacional ce Psiquiatria Raman de la Fuente Muiiiz
Calzaca México-Xochimilco No. 1CI.

Col. San Larenzo Huipulee,

Alcaldia de Tlalpan

Ciudad de México

Por esta medio, ma permita informarle que el proyecto ttulade: Historias de transito:
percepcion del transito migratorio. {trans) formacion de identidad y su impacto en salud
mental de jévanes migrantes no acompanados en México, a su carge, cumple con los
requisitcs ticos y metodologicos especificados en el Fermato de inicio del Comité de
Etica en Investigacién y Consantimiento Informado, per lo cual ha sido

APROBADO

Nuamero de aprobacion CEI/C/015/2021 y vigencia de dos anos y cuatre meses del 17 de
mayo de 2021 2l 17 de septiembre de 2023.
El proyectc debera realizarse cumpliendo con los aspectos éticos y metodologicos
aprcbados y notificar cualquier madificacién o enmienda al mismeo.
Sila curacion del estudio es mayor ce lo asperado, solicitar la re-aprobacién del mismo, con
uninforme de los avances y resultados parciales de la investigacién,
Una vez finalizada la investigacion debera enviar a este Comité unza carta de aviso de cierre,

A mente, IR, CCmiTE e ETHCA B
lesiiabd N“!_ &) evestiGacion

Al O LA PV Y

APROBADO

——

Dra. Liliana Mondragon Barrios
Fresidente del Comité de Etica en Investigacion
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UQL RESEARCH ETHICSCOMMITTEE
OFACE FOR THEVICE PROVOST RESEARCH A

15" June 2021

Dr. Delanjathan Devakumar
Institute for Global Health
uaL

Cc: Qusanna Gorona Maioli
Dear Dr Devakumar

Notification of Bhics Approval with Provisos
Project 1D/ Title: 16797/ 001: Shaping Transit: perceptions of migration transit, identity
(trans)formation and the mental health of unaccompanied migrant youth in Mexico

Further to your satisfactory responsesto the Committee®@ comments, | am pleased to confirm in my capacity
as Chair of the UCL Research Bhics Committee (REC) that your study has been ethically approved by the UCL
RECuntil 15" June 2022.

BEhical approval is subject to the following conditions:

Notification of Amendmentsto the Research

You must seek Chair@approval for proposed amendments (to include extensionsto the duration of the
project) to the research for which this approval has been given. Each research project isreviewed separately
and if there are significant changesto the research protocol you should seek confirmation of continued ethical
approval by completing an Ymendment Approval Request FormQ
http://ethics.grad.ucl.ac.uk/responsibilities.php

Adverse Bvent Reporting ¢ Serious and Non-Serious

It is your responsibility to report to the Committee any unanticipated problems or adverse events involving
risksto participants or others. The Bhics Committee should be notified of all serious adverse eventsviathe
Bhics Committee Administrator (ethics@ucl.ac.uk) immediately the incident occurs. Where the adverse
incident is unexpected and serious, the Jint Chairs will decide whether the study should be terminated
pending the opinion of an independent expert. For non-serious adverse events the Jint Chairs of the Bhics
Committee should again be notified via the Bhics Committee Administrator within ten days of the incident
occurring and provide a full written report that should include any amendmentsto the participant information
sheet and study protocol.

The Joint Chairswill confirm that the incident is non-serious and report to the Committee at the next meeting.
The final view of the Committee will be communicated to you.

Office of the Vice Provost Research, 2 Taviton Street
University College London

Tel: +44 (0)20 7679 8717

Email: ethics@ucl.ac.uk

http://ethics.grad.ucl.ac.uk/
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Fnal Report
At the end of the data collection element of your research we ask that you submit a very brief report (1-2

paragraphs will suffice) which includes in particular issuesrelating to the ethical implications of the research
i.e. issues obtaining consent, participants withdrawing from the research, confidentiality, protection of
participants from physical and mental harm etc.

In addition, please:

ensure that you follow all relevant guidance aslaid out in UCL® Gode of Conduct for Research:
https.//www.ucl.ac.uk/ srg/file/ 579

note that you are required to adhere to all research data/ records management and storage procedures
agreed as part of your application. Thiswill be expected even after completion of the study.

With best wishes for the research.

Yours sincerely
Hpethg

Professor Lynn Ang
Joint Chair, UL Research Bhics Committee

3. Consent forms

[NB, this form wasprovided in Spanish. The translated versions shown below]
CONSENT FORM
(migrant youth)
Title of Study: Shaping Transit: perceptions of migration transit, identity (trans)formation and the impact on mental health of unaccompanied
migrant youth ifMexico
Institute: Institute for Global Health, University College London
Contact for more information
Researcher(s):
Susanna Corona Maioli
susanna.corona.19@ucl.ac.uk
Mobile (+52) 4431053417
Supervisors:
Dr. Delanjathan Devakumar
d.devakumar@ucl.ac.uk
Tel. 02079052839
Professor Shoshana Berenzon
berenzsho@gmail.com
Tel. (55)41605196
UCL Research Ethics Committee Approval ID NumHi&797/0Q
INP Research Ethics Committee Approval ID Numigi/C/015/2021

Thank you for considering taking part in this research. The researcher must explain the project to you before youkagpeettoltajou have

any questions arising from the Information Sheet or explanation already given to you, please ask therrbstaeefiou decide whether to join.

You will be given a copy of this Consent Form to keep and refer to at any time. You can interrupt participation up tethefrmmrhlication of

results (which will happen many months after your participation, stgwe time to decide if you want to remove your information).

Safety measures due to Covid9. Obligatory use of facemask at all times (participants will be provided with a new facemask), hand hygiene
with washing hands and gel, appropriate distance glimberviews and visual workshops. If possible, interviews will be done in an open space. If
there is the eventuality of an unexpected rise in cases or other situation of higher risk, data collection will be postponed.

| confirm that | understand that by ticking each box below | am consenting to this element of the study.

Tick
Box

1. | lunderstand that my participation is voluntary. | understand part of the research is observing the dynamic at thel §
| could be included in thes#bservations.

I would like to take part in (please tick one or more):
1 The individual interview O
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f  Thedrawing workshop O
i The image exhibition (0]

2. | lunderstand that | will be able to withdraw my dageto point of publication of theesearch (either as report, journal
article or doctoral thesisl).can inform the researcher if | want to remove my information through the phone numbe
contact.

3. | lunderstand that my personal information (age, gender, country of origin, time in shelter, time migrating, migratiqg

status, people who accompany me) will be registered in an anonymised format using a pseudonynf@anesesadth
purposes only.

4. | Exceptions to confidentiality apply in cases of risk to myself or others (harm, damage, theft or escape from shelte
will be informed of thisl understand that in no circumstance my information will be shared with migration
authorities.

5. | lundestand the potential risks of participating and that there will be support available if | am in difficulty in any m
during the research. | understand there are no economic benefits nor related to migratory status.

6. | lunderstand the information kqvide will be published and | would like to have a copy or access to the publication
YesO NoO

7. | I consentto my interview being recorded (only voice) and | understand that recordings will be deleted after trans

8. | I’ know who to contact if | have a concern

If you would like your contact details (phone number) to be retained so that you can be contacted in the future for a follayp, please
leave your phone numberThis follow-up involves informing you of the results of the research and having the possibility erase the
information you provided before it is published if you wish solt is not necessary to leave your number.

Yes, | would be happy to be contacted in this viRlyone number:

No, | would not like to be contacted

Name of participant Date Signature

Name of researcher Date Signature

CONSENT FORM

(workers in services for or with migrant youth)
Title of Study: Shaping Transit: perceptions of migration transit, identity (trans)formation and the impact on mental health of unaccompanied
migrant youth in Mexico
Institute: Institute for Global Health, University College London
Contact for more information
Researcher(s):
Susanna Corona Maioli
susanna.corona.19@ucl.ac.uk
Mobile (+52) 4431053417
Supervisors:
Dr. Delanjathan Devakumar
d.devakumar@ucl.ac.uk
Tel. 02079052839
Professor Shoshana Berenzon
berenzsho@gmail.com
Tel. (55)41605196
UCL Research Ethics Committee Approval ID Numtig797/001
INP Research Ethics Committee Approval ID Numigfi/C/015/2021
Thank you for considering taking part in this reseafdte researcher muskplain the project to you before you agree to take part. If you have
any questions, please ask the researcher before you decide whether to join.

Consent for this research will be given orally, at the moment of recording the interview, confirming to have read and be igraement with
each of the following points.

Casilla
1
| confirm | understand that my participation in this studydBintary and it consists of a recorded interview, in which
only explicit personal information required is my role in working for or with migrant youth and the time | have undg
this role
2
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| understand consent will be given orally at thenmeat of the interview. | understand | can withdraw my information
to point of publication, informing the researcher by telephone or email contact

3
I confirm | have seen the questions of the interview and that | have had a clear explanatioesefitoh purposes
4
I understand the information will be used to map the context that unaccompanied youth face in Mexico
5 I understand the information | provide will be publishedvritten articles and reports, which could take the audio forn
of a podcastto and | would like to have a copy or access the publication
YesO NoO
6 | understand that transcription of the interview will be kept for a maximum of 5 years. The recording will be delet]

transcription, unless it is a selected recording for which permission will be requested to include in a podcast. | un
will be further contacted if this is the case, with the interview transcription, the audio and with information on the
part of the interview that is considered for inclusion in the podcast. | may deny permission for this use and/or requ
interview specifically for the podcast.

HOJA DE CONSENTIMIENTO INFORMADO

(para menores y jovenes migrantes no acompafiados)
Titulo del Estudio: Historias deHistorias de Transito: percepcién del transito migratorio, (trans)formacién de identidad y su impacto en la salud
mental en menores y jévenes migrantes no acompafiados en México
Instituto: Instituto de Salud Global, University College London
Contactos paramayor informacion:
Investigadora:
Susanna Corona Maioli
susanna.corona.19@ucl.ac.uk
Cel. (+52) 4431053417
Asesores:
Dr. Delanjathan Devakumar
d.devakumar@ucl.ac.uk
Tel. 02079052839
Dra Shoshana Berenzon
berenz@imp.edu.mx.
Tel (55) 41605196
ID de Apmobacién del Comité Etico del INEEI/C/015/2021
ID de Aprobacion del Comité Etico de UC16797/001
Gracias por considerparticipar en esta investigacion. La investigadora debe explicarte el proyecto antes de que aceptes participar.8idienes alg
duda sobre la Informacién para el Participante, por favor preguntale a la investigadora antes de decidir participad. UBe ®od& de este
consentimiento informado y puedes interrumpir tu participacion en cualquier momento, hasta la publicacion de resul@dgosif@stuchos
meses después de la entrevista, por lo que tienes tiempo para decidir retirar tu inforraatiordsiseas).
Medidas de seguridad por COVIB19. Usoobligatorio de cubrebocas siempre (a los participantes se les donaran cubrebocas nuevos),
sanitizacién de manos con lavado frecuente o gel, mantenimiento de distancia apropiada durante la emtlevitadjbujo. Si es posible, las
entrevistas se haran en un espacio abierto. Si hay un aumento del riesgo, las entrevistas seran aplazadas o canceladas.

Confirmo que entiendo que marcando cada casilla estoy consintiendo a un elemento del estudio

Casilla
9. . S N o . .
Entiendo que mi participacion es voluntaria. Entiendo que parte de la investigacion consiste en observar la din
albergue y puedo estar incluido en estas observaciones
Me gustaria participar en (por favor marca uno o varios):
9 La entrevista personal 0
1 Los talleres de dibujo (0]
Al La exposicion de imagenes 0
10.f _ o y - o
Entiendo que puedo retirar mi informacion hasta el momenpubicacion de la investigacion (ya sea como reporte
articulo de investigacion o tesis de doctoradoPuedo informar a la investigadora si quiero retirar mi informacid|
quedamos en contadelefénico
11y . y ) o : .
Entiendo que mi informacion personal (edad, género, nacionalidad, tiempo de estancia en el lugar de entrevis
desde que sali de mi pais, estatus migratorio, acompafiantes) sera registrada de manera anénima (con un ps
utilizada exclusivamente para la investigacion
Excepciones a la confidencialidad aplican en casos de riesgo para mi u otros participantes (agresion, robo, dafig
del albergue), pero seré informado en dado dastiendo que en ningln caso mi informaién serd compartida con
autoridades migratorias.
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13.| Entiendo los potenciales riesgos de participar y que habra apoyo disponible si me encuentro en dificultad en cug
momento durante la investigacion. Entiendo que no hay beneficios econdmicoérmiang de estatus migratorio.

14.| Entiendo que la informacién que otorgue serd publicada en un reporte y quisiera tener una copia.
SiO NoO

15.| Doy consentimiento a que mi entrevista sea grabada (Unicamente la voz) y entiendo que las grabaciones seran
después que seran transcritas.

16.| Sé quién contactar si quisiera manifestar una queja o dificultad

Si deseas que guardemos tontacto (nimero de teléfono) para poder ser contactado en el futuro para un seguimiento a la investigacion,
por favor marca la casilla correspondiente. Este seguimiento implica informarte sobre los resultados obtenidos de la invesiign y
tener la posikilidad de borrar tu informacién antes que sea publicada si lo deseas

Si, quisiera ser contactado. Numero de teléfono:

No, prefiero no ser contactado.

Nombre del participante Fecha Firma

Nombre del investigador Fecha Firma

HOJA DE CONSENTIMIENTO INFORMADO

(para trabajadores en servicios con o para jévenes migrantes no acompafiados)
Titulo del Estudio: Historias deHistorias de Transito: percepcion densito migratorio, (trans)formacién de identidad y su impacto en la salud
mental en menores y jévenes migrantes no acompafiados en México
Instituto: Instituto de Salud Global, University College London
Contactos para mayor informacion:
Investigadora:
Susanna Corona Maioli
susanna.corona.l9@ucl.ac.uk
Cel. (+52) 4431053417
Asesores:
Dr. Delanjathan Devakumar
d.devakumar@ucl.ac.uk
Tel. 02079052839
Dra Shoshana Berenzon
berenz@imp.edu.mx.
Tel (55) 41605196
ID de Aprobacion del Comité Etico del INEEI/C/015/2021
ID de Aprobacion del Comité Etico de UC16797/001

Gracias por considerar participar en esta investigacion. La investigadora debe explicarte el proyecto antes de quécpapt&sipenes alguna
duda, por favor preguntale a la investigadora antes de decidir participar.

El consentimiento para esta investigacion sera oral, al momento de la entrevista grabada, confirmando haber leido y estaaalerdo con
cada una de las siguientes casillas.

Casilla

1

Confirmo que entiendo que mi participacion en este estudio amesisealizar una entrevista grabada, en la que la

informacion personal explicita requerida es el rol de trabajo con menores y/o jovenes migrantes y el tiempo en ¢
2

Entiendo que el consentimiento seré explicitado oralmemeoaiento de la entrevista. Entiendo que puedo retiral

informacion hasta el momento en el que ésta sea publicada, informando a la investigadora por teléfono o correo
3

Confirmo que he visto las preguntas de la entrevista con anticipab®tepido una explicacion clara de los objetivog

la entrevista
4

Entiendo que la informacion sera utilizada para crear un diagnostico del contexto que los menores y jévenes no
acompafiados enfrentan en México

5 Entiendo que la informacién que otorgue sera publicada como en un reporte, que puede ser escrito u oral en un
quisiera tener una copia.
SiO NoO

6 Entiendo que la transcripcion de la entrevista sera guardada por un plazo maximo slela &fitrevista grabada se
borrada después de ser transcrita, a menos gue sea una entrevista seleccionada para incluir parte del audio e
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Entiendo que, si este es el caso con mi entrevista, seré nuevamente contactado para solicitaprai ggtemisievo us|
del audio y tendré acceso a la transcripciéon de mi entrevista y al audio para tomar la decisién. Entiendo que pue
permiso para usar mi entrevista en un podcast o pedir una nueva entrevista especifica para el podcast.

4. |Initial questionnaire

Cuestionario Inicial / Initial Questionnaire

Pseuddnimo (s6lo nombre): / Pseudonym

Edad: / Age

Sexo: / Sex

O Hombre / Male

O Mujer / Female

Nacionalidad: / Nationality

Tiempo desde que salid del pais: / Time since left the country
O Menos de tres meses / Less than three months

O Entre tres seis meses / Between three and six months

O Mas de seis meses / More than six months

Tiempo en [lugar]: / Time in [current place]

O Menos de tres meses / Less than three months

O Entre tres seis meses / Between three and six months

O Mas de seis meses / More than six months

Estatus migratorio: / Migration status

O Migrante en transito / Migrant in transit

O Solicitante de asilo / Asylum seeker

O Refugiado/a / Refugee

O Retornado/a alguna vez / Returned migrant at any point (can coexist with other options)
Acompafantes (todas las que apliquen): / Accompanied by
O Amigos / Friends

O Familiares no tutores / Non-tutor family members

O Conocidos / People known on the way

O Nadie / Nobody

5. Guias de entrevistas semi-estructuradas / Semi structured interviews topic guide

Jévenes migrantes / Unaccompanied youth

Temas / Topics Posibles preguntas / Possible questions
Introduccioén / Introduction ¢,De doénde vienes? / Where do you come from?

¢ Por qué viajas? / Why do you travel?
[primary reason, secondary reasons?]

¢ Cuanto tiempo llevas viajando o en México?
/ How long have you been travelling and/or in Mexico?

¢ Cuanto tiempo llevas/te quedarés en este Centro?
/ How long have you been in this shelter?

Experiencia del transito / Transit | ¢Como vives/has vivido el cambio constante de
experience lugar?

/ How do you live/have you lived the constant change
in place?

¢Has intentado quedarte en un lugar mas tiempo?
/ Have you tried to stay in a place for longer?

¢, Como ha sido el camino hasta ahora?
/ How has the journey been until now?
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Identidad / Identity

¢ Te identificas con algin grupo?
/ Do you identify with any group?

¢,Desde cuando te identificas con este grupo?
/ Since when?

¢ Crees que ha cambiado tu manera de pensar en ti
mismo desde que empezaste tu viaje?

/ Do you think the way to think about yourself has
changed since you started your journey?

¢ Por qué crees que ha cambiado?
[ Why?

¢, Cuanto influyen los demas en tu manera de verte a ti
mismo?

/ How much do others matter in your way to see
yourself?

Resiliencia / Resilience

¢, Qué te ha ayudado a seguir adelante?
/ What has helped you move forward?

¢ Tienes algun objeto simbdlico que te da fuerza?
/ Do you have a symbolic object that gives you
strength?

[Conocimiento] ¢ Sabias algo de cémo iba a ser tu
viaje? ¢ Como te informaste / quién te informé?

/ Did you know anything about how the journey would
be? How did you inform yourself / who informed you?

[Capital social] ¢ Has formado amistades en el camino?
¢Estas en contacto con tu familia? ¢Tienes quién te
reciba en tu destino?

/ Have you formed friendships on the way? Are you in
contact with your family? Do you have someone to
receive you in your destination?

[Aprendizaje] ¢ Te sientes mas seguro ahora que has
viajado un poco? ¢ Por qué?

/ Do you feel more confident now that you have
journeyed some time? Why?

Apoyo / Support

¢ Qué tipo de apoyo consideras mas importante para
ti? (material, solidaridad e integracién, mejor
informacion legal, etc)

/ Which type of support is more important to you?
Why?

¢,Conoces tus derechos? ¢ Sabes que se pueden
hacer quejas ante la CNDH? ¢ Sabes sobre la
posibilidad de pedir refugio en México?

/ Do you know your rights? Do you know you can file a
complaint with CNDH? Do you know about the
possibility of seeking refuge in Mexico?
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Trabajadores de instituciones u organizaciones que se ocupen de menores y jévenes
migrantes / Workers in services for or with migrant youth

Temas / Topics

Posibles preguntas / Possible questions

Introduccion / Introduction

¢ Trabaja directa o indirectamente con
menores y/o jovenes migrantes?

¢, Qué tipo de trabajo hace con/para menores
y/o jovenes migrantes?

¢, Desde cuando?

Idoneidad de servicios / Service competence

¢En que medida cree que los servicios que
atienden a menores y/o jévenes migrantes
presentes en México son adecuados a la
necesidad?

/ How competent do you think services that
care for unaccompanied minors and/or youth
are in Mexico, compared to the need?

¢,Coémo cree que es el contexto que enfrentan
los menores no acomparfados al llegar a
México?

/ How do you think is the context that UAMs
and/or youth face when they reach Mexico?

¢,Cree que las leyes actuales -como la
LGNNA-responden a la necesidad?

/ Do you think current legislation — such as
LGNNA — responds to these needs?

Falta de servicios / Lack of services

¢, Qué cree que se podria mejorar en los
servicios presentes en México que atienden a
menores y/o jévenes migrantes?

/ What do you think can be improved in the
services for unaccompanied minors and/or
youth in Mexico?

¢, Cree que las leyes presentes -como la
LGNNA- son implementadas? ¢ Por qué?
/ Do you think current legislation — such as
LGNNA —is implemented? Why?
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6. Drawings not included in results chapters
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7. Summaries for research assistants’ training

Capacitacisn 1
Para asistentes de investigacisn del Proyecto ¢Historias de Trt nsito: percepcisn del trt nsito migratorio,
(trans)formacisn de identidad y su impacto en la salud mental en menores y jsvenes migrantes no
acompa3ados en Mxicoé

Dr.a Susanna Corona Maioli, PhD candidate, University College London

; TICA EN INVESTIGAQ] N GON MENORESDE EDAD

La Sticaen investigacisn con menores de edad toca cuerdas muy delicadas porque los menores de edad son
tradicionalmente considerados no autsnomos, mt s vulnerables ante los riesgos que una investigacisn
implica y menos competentes para tomar una decisisn sobre la participacisn. Ademt s, no hay Ideas gujd
universalmente aceptadas, aunque esto esentendible ya que cada contexto cultural y social ¢ agn dentro de
un mismo paN ¢ debe ser analizado por separado. Lo que es universal son los principios Sticos: justicia,
beneficencia, respeto, integridad, confidencialidad. Estos principios deben ser adecuados a cada contexto.
Esimportante mencionar que, por laintegridad del marco tesrico de estainvestigacisn, losmenores de edad
sert n considerados autsnomos para poder dar su consentimiento informado. Esto se alinea con la
importancia de escuchar a estos adolescentes en contextos migratorios, para respetar sus derechos y
establecer el interSs superior de la ni3ez ¢ como deberfd de ser seggn la Ley General de Ni3os, NiZasy
Adolescentes (2014).

Principios Sticosy su aplicacisn en este proyecto

Resgo / Beneficio. H riesgo en una investigacisn debe ser continuamente monitoreado. A pesar de que esta
investigacisn no hart preguntas directas sobre experiencias traumt ticas, es posible que Sstas puedan surgir
en las entrevistas ya que se hablart de experiencias personales. Por lo tanto, se mantiene que el enfoque
Stico de estainvestigacisn debe respetar este riesgo, ademt s de las consideraciones particulares que implica
la Stica en lainvestigacisn con menores de edad. H riesgo sert minimizado con la pre-identificacisn de un
sistema de referencia de atencisn psicolsgica en cada albergue, para responder a las necesidades de los
participantes si estos vivieran malestar emocional arajd de lasentrevistas o talleres visuales. M4 cuenta con
psicslogos disponibles y un sistema de referencia con el Instituto Jlisciense de Salud Mental (SALME) al
ngmero +52 33 3030 9900. Casa Monarca cuenta con psicslogos y un sistema de referencia con la Facultad
de Psicologld de la Universidad Autsnoma de Nuevo Lesn y el Centro de Rehabilitacisn Psiquit trica del
Gobierno del Estado de Nuevo Lesn al ngmero +52 81 8128 5858. CAFEMIN cuenta con un psiquiatray un
sistema de referencia con el Hospital Psiquit trico Infantil Juan N Navarro (+52 55 5573 4866) y el Hospital
Psiquit trico Fray Bernardino (+52 55 5062 1600). Otro riesgo importante en esta investigacisn es el riesgo
por Covid. Setomart ntodaslasmedidas de seguridad adecuadas para el especffico momento de lapandemia
en el que se realizart n las entrevistas: a todos los participantes se les dart cubrebocas nuevo, gel en las
manosy se tendrt consideracisn de no hacer la entrevista sin adecuada distancia. S la situacisn no fuera
adecuada para entrevistas presenciales, se pueden aplazar las mismas o bien discutir una alternativa ¢ e.g.
si personal del albergue estt de acuerdo en colaborar paradar el espacio y tiempo apotenciales participantes
de tener discusiones virtuales con la(s) investigadora(s) sobre el proyecto y la posibilidad de realizar la
entrevista virtualmente. A pesar de los riesgos relevantes que este proyecto presenta, creo que pueden ser
minimizados para que el beneficio supere el riesgo. Los beneficios de la investigacisn se relacionan con la
urgencia de promover medidas concretas de proteccisn hacia estos adolescentes y jsvenes migrantes, asN
como el potencial beneficio individual que Sstos puedan obtener al tener un espacio y tiempo protegido en
el cut | puedan reflexionar y hablar sobre sus experiencias. Se ha documentado que esta oportunidad puede
ser terapSutica, especialmente en casos de desplazamiento forzado (Green, 2009; Luna-Reyes, 2019; Moskal,
2017; Nolas, 2014; Oh, 2011; Villacieros, 2016). A cada participante que haya querido formar parte del taller
de dibujo se le donart un peque3o t Ibum de dibujoy un It piz carbsn, para estimular que continge dibujando
de manerapersonal. H resto de losmaterialesde dibujo se donart n a cada albergue. Atodoslos participantes
tambiSh se les entregart un tr)dtico de informacisn sobre sus derechos y los ngmeros a los que pueden
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acudir para defender losmismos, atravSsdel Sstema Nacional de Proteccisn de Ni3os, NiZasy Adolescentes,
Grupos Beta de Proteccisn a Migrantes y Comisisn Nacional de Derechos Humanos (anexo).

Reflexividad. Esta implica tomar en cuenta la personalidad y/o la presencia del investigador en el dise3o,
implementacisn y diseminacisn de resultados; es muy importante en la investigacisn cualitativa ya que las
interpretaciones son muy subjetivas. Se escuchart n las historias de los participantes con empatd, sin
prejuicio y teniendo en mente la asimetrfd de poder. Una dint mica horizontal y amigable, sin jerarqupd, no
cancela la asimetrd de poder, pero sNnvoca una actitud neutral hacia el aprendizaje que los participantes
pueden proporcionar. En lugar de llegar al sitio de investigacisn con teords preconcebidas que confirmar,
hay que considerar alos participantes expertos sobre sus experiencias. Nuestro conocimiento sobre Sstases
nulo antes de hablar con ellos.

Gonsentimiento informado. H consentimiento informado es un proceso continuo que empieza por una
explicacisn clarade lainvestigacisn y de su participacisn voluntaria. Yaque en estainvestigacisnlosmenores
sert n por criterio de inclusisn no acompa3ados por tutores legales, se considerart n competentes para dar
su consentimiento informado despuSs del proceso de explicacisn clara de la investigacisn y de una
evaluacisn sobre su estado mental. Esta investigacisn reclutart adolescentes, de entre 14y 17 a3o0s, y no
ni3os. Ademts, considerar adolescentes migrantes como competentes y autsnomos para dar su
consentimiento informado se alinea con romper el paradigma paternalista que identificaatodoslos menores
como HependientesQ creando de esta forma relaciones mt s mutuamente respetuosas (Alderson, 2020;
Quortrup, 2009). S ha sugerido mantener el consentimiento oral como unaopcisn en contextos migratorios,
dada la frecuente desconfianza de los migrantes hacia firmar documentos que no han entendido
completamente ¢ por ejemplo a rajd de ser forzados a firmar el consentimiento a su propia deportacisn en
centros de detencisn migratoria, sin previo proceso legal (HRW, 2016).

Gonfidencialidad. La confidencialidad es un aspecto muy relevante en contextos migratorios, ya que es
importante no exponer los migrantes a repercusiones migratorias por su estatus migratorio irregular. A
mismo tiempo, siendo una poblacisn criminalizada y oprimida, es importante dar visbilidad a sus
experiencias y no deshumanizarlas o reducirlas a un ngmero. Por ende, se tendrt mucha consideracisn de
no divulgar aspectos de la investigacisn que vuelvan identificable a alggn participante y, ala vez, divulgar de
manera ansnima - con pseudsnimo y consentimiento ¢ experiencias que sea importante visibilizar. La
informacisn de estainvestigacisn sert encriptaday guardada en un hard-disk externo, con acceso restringido
solo a la investigadora, asesores y asistentes de investigacisn. Las gnicas informaciones personales que se
preguntart n sert n edad, pajs de origen y tiempo de trt nsito migratorio. La edad y el pa)¥ de origen sert n
registrados a travSs de csdigos (letras A-l para las edades 14-22; ngmeros para los pajses de origen, e.g. 1
para Honduras, 2 Guatemala, 3 MSxico, etc.). Los csdigos sertn previamente acordados entre la
investigadora y los asistentes de investigacisn.

Aprobacisn Stica para este proyecto sert solicitada alos ComitSs de ; tica de University Qollege London y
del Instituto Nacional de Psiquiatr)d.
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Anexo

jConoce tus derechos!

Segln la Ley General de los Derechos de Nifios, Nifias y
Adolescentes en México:

v No debes ser detenido en estaciones migratorias

v Tienes derecho al debido proceso legal y a solicitar
proteccién internacional en México

¥ No puedes ser deportado o retornado a tu pais sin el debido
processo legal

¥ Tienes derecho a ser escuchado y a que se encuentre una
solucién en tu mejor interés

v Tienes derecho a la reunificacién familiar

iDefiende tus derechos!

Puedes acudir a:
Sistema Macional de Proteccién de Nifios, Nifias y Adolescentes
Abraham Gonzdlez 48,
Col. Judrez, Ciudad de México. C.P. 06699
Teléfono: 57287300

Grupos Beta de Proteccién a Migrantes en frontera norte
Mexicali:686 554 2624 / 686 554 2426 / 686 552 5596
Piedras Negras: 878 782 8846 / 878 782 8832

Cd Judrez: 656 612 7618 / €56 632 3302

Comisi6n Macional de los Derechos Humanos

Periférico Sur 3469, Col. San Jerdnimo Lidice,

Delegacion Magdalena Contreras, C.P. 18208, Ciudad de México
Telefonos: 555-681-8125 / Lada sin costo 80@-715-2000
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Capacitacisn 2
Para asistentes de investigacisn del Proyecto ¢Historias de Trt nsito: percepcisn del trt nsito migratorio,
(trans)formacisn de identidad y su impacto en salud mental de menores y jsvenes migrantes no
acompa3ados en MSxicoé

Dr.a Susanna Corona Maioli, PhD candidate, University College London

SALUD MENTAL EN ADOLESCENTESMIGRANTES

La Organizacisn Mundial de la Salud (OMS) ha definido salud mental como éun estado de bienestar en el que
lapersonarealiza suscapacidadesy es capaz de hacer frente al estrSsnormal de lavida, de trabajar de forma
productiva y de contribuir a su comunidadé. Esta definicisn plantea la salud mental en relacisn directa con
los estresores inherentes al contexto social y estructural en el que la persona se encuentra. La migracisn
presentadiferentes estresores en sus diferentes etapas (anexo). Antes de migrar, los estresores consisten en
los factores que promueven la migracisn misma: pobreza, violencia, persecucisn, desastres naturales.
Durante la migracisn, sigue existiendo exposicisn a violencia, ademts de exclusisn, discriminacisn,
explotacisn, trata, detencisn, deportacisn, incertidumbre y falta de acceso a seguridad alimentaria, de
vivienday/ o aservicios de salud. 9 el migrante llegaa destino, se mantienen losriesgos de explotacisn, trata,
discriminacisn, detencisn, deportacisn, incertidumbre y poca seguridad socioeconsmica. Es importante
recordar que no todos los estresores van a ser vividos por todos ni van a ser vividos de la misma manera.
Cada individuo existe dentro de un microsistema (familia, capital social, apoyo social), mesosistema
(comunidad, escuela, trabajo) y macrosistema (contexto regional, cultural, histsrico y poljtico). Estacompleja
interaccisn de factores sociales e individuales implica que no se pueden generalizar todas las experiencias
de los migrantes como traumt ticas. H sufrimiento emocional es una respuesta normal ante estresoresy no
debe de ser considerada como un diagnsstico de enfermedad mental en todos los casos, a pesar de requerir
asistencia.

idrome de Ulises. B psiquiatra Joseba Achotegui ha definido como Sddrome de Ulises los sitomas
psicolsgicos que se presentan cuando la cantidad o severidad de los estresores vividos durante la migracisn
supera la capacidad de adaptacisn o resiliencia de la persona. Entre estos gdtomas figuran sdtomas
depresivos (llanto, tristeza, sentimiento de fracaso o de culpa), ansiosos (tensis n, nerviosismo, preocupacisn,
insomnio), somatizaciones (cefaleas, sMtomas gastrointestinales), confusisn. Sn embargo y a pesar de las
dificultades extremas que enfrentan muchos migrantes, persiste unagran capacidad de luchay de esperanza.
Estos cuadros complejos no son la mayor]d. Muchos de estos cuadros tambi$h pueden ser evitados con
buenas poljticas de integracisn y proteccisn de migrantes, as\tomo facilitando una migracisn segura.

Adolescentes no acompa3ados. En adolescentes se ha descrito mayor impulsividad, riesgo de autolesisn y,
sobretodo, mayores efectos a largo plazo por el impacto que tienen estresores en edadesde desarrollo. S la
violencia es vivida desde ni3os, tambiSh existe la normalizacisn de esta, lo que puede ocasionar una falta de
Shfasis o descripcisn adecuada de Persecucisn{romo esrequerida por las autoridades a las que se solicita
asilo. Los adolescentes se encuentran en una etapa donde la discriminacisn y la exclusisn pueden tener un
impacto agn mayor, asNcomo la falta de preparacisn vocacional y relaciones estables con personas de su
edad por el constante movimiento. Esta es una edad donde hay un mayor descubrimiento de s mismo a
travSs de la interaccisn social y la educacisn, con impacto en la autoestima. Ya que los adolescentes no
acompa3ados enfrentan los estresores de la migracisn sin una referencia parental, no es sorprendente que
mgltiples problemas de salud mental han sido descritos en esta poblacisn. Estosincluyen depresisn, estrSs
post-traumt tico, ansiedad y abuso de drogas, tambiSn porque los menores no acompa3ados tienen agn
mayor exposicisn a estresores como el abuso fJsico y sexual y la trata de personas. Existe tambiSh una falla
en laproteccisn de estos menores, ya que muchos se escapan de situaciones de ProteccisnQEsto se vuelve
mt s entendible si se analiza ante el cuadro de mayor impulsividad-menor paciencia que un adolescente
puede tener ante loslargostiempos de espera de las solicitudes de asilo, asNtomo una rebeld)d hacia la total
falta de control sobre sus vidas que muchas veces experimentan en situaciones de proteccisn muy
controladas. Es importante tambiSh mencionar que hay una diferencia de edad y gShero ante las
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consecuencias de la migracisn. Se han documentado consecuencias de salud mental mt s adversas para
edadesmt sgrandesy para el gghero femenino. Esto se debe alamayor incertidumbre ante el cumplimiento
de los 18 a30s, por un lado, y lamayor exposicis n a violencia sexual por parte del gShero femenino, por otro.
Sn embargo, hay menores que sienten alivio al cumplir 18 a3os porque sienten mt sindependenciay menos
riesgo de ser interceptados por autoridades. Tampoco hay que olvidar que hombres tambiSh pueden ser
vdtimas de violencia sexual.

Factores protectores y resliencia. Intervenir a edades tempranas, abordando no sslo las consecuencias
adversas para la salud mental que tienen los estresores migratorios si no tambiSh las causas estructurales,
resulta en un beneficio mayor para el individuo y la sociedad. Hay mucho que se puede trabajar con edades
agn no completamente desarrolladas, asNcomo un individuo productivo y sano tiene mucho que aportar ala
sociedad. Laresiliencia se entiende como una secuela positiva a pesar de haber vivido experiencias adversas
o de alto riesgo. Esto es muy importante porque superar una experiencia adversa ayuda a fortalecer las
capacidades de adaptacisn de un individuo. Se han documentado diferentes factores de resiliencia en la
poblacisn migrante, incluyendo los menores no acompa3ados: solidaridad; religisn, fe o espiritualidad; dar
un significado o propssito a las experiencias vividas, esperanza; contacto frecuente con seres queridos;
previa experienciade migrar o buenas YhstruccionesQLa personalidad, actitud, edad, gShero y educacisn de
cada individuo tambiSn va a influenciar el nivel de resiliencia. Es muy importante entender estos factores
para establecer estrategias que puedan fomentar resiliencia ante la poblacisn de menores no acompa3ados:
proporcionar la manera de contactar seres queridos, explicar bien sus opciones en M$xico y las rutas
migratorias, proporcionar espacios donde puedan profesar fe, crear sentimientosde acogiday de proteccisn,
tener acompa3amiento y rutas predefinidas en el acceso a salud y educacisn.

Identidad. La identidad puede ser entendida como el concepto mental que se tiene de uno mismo; csmo se
distingue de algunosy se identifica con otros. A pesar del querer o necesitar ver la identidad como estable,
esun concepto artificial y abstracto, en continuo cambio dependiendo de nuestras experiencias. Ademt sde
nuestro entendimiento de nosotros mismos, existen categords sociales que nos identifican. §emplos
incluyen las identidades de gShero, raza, nacionalidad, etnia, casta o religisn. Estas categords de identidad
por si solas son reductivas, promueven una visisn de tredadCo Hiferencialy muchas veces son categor|ds
impuestas por exclusisn. La adolescencia es una de las etapas mt simportantes de formacisn y exploracisn
de identidad, por ser una etapa de desarrollo dsnde se empieza atener mt sindependenciay, alavez, mt s
sensibilidad a las diferencias reales o percibidas. Este proceso puede ser castico incluso en condiciones de
estabilidad. Por ende, el enorme reto que los menores no acompa3ados enfrentan es un proceso de
formacisn de identidad sin referencias estables; ya sea territoriales, familiares, de relacisn con personas de
su edad y/o de tener actividades formativas regulares. Al mismo tiempo, enfrentar las adversidades y
desaf]ds log)sticos y de supervivencia que implica la migracisn indocumentada es una experiencia
extremadamente formativa, agn si potencialmente traumt tica. Superar experiencias dif)diles puede resultar
en unamayor madurezy confianza en SNmismo; lo que vuelve lainteraccisn entre identidad y resiliencia de
suma importancia para la formacisn de menores adolescentes no acompa3ados.
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Anexo

Fig. 1. Risk factors and protective factors for mental health in refugees and migrants
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Capacitacisn 3

Para asistentes de investigacisn del Proyecto ¢Historias de Trt nsito: percepcisn del trt nsito migratorio,
(trans)formacisn de identidad y su impacto en salud mental de menores y jsvenes migrantes no
acompa3ados en MSxicoé

Dr.a Susanna Corona Maioli, PhD candidate, University College London

M; TODOS QUALITATIVOSVISUALES

LosmStodoscualitativos se diferencian de los cuantitativos en cuanto se privilegialaobservacisn y narracisn,
respondiendo a preguntas abiertas, en lugar de latoma de medidas sistemt ticas con las que se puede luego
sacar estadsticas significativas. H ¥hejor mStodoCsiempre depende de qu$S se quiere estudiar. Por ejemplo,
si un estudio quiere estudiar la prevalencia de diabetes en una poblacisn, un estudio cuantitativo de niveles
de azgcar en la sangre es mt s apropiado. 9 otro estudio quiere estudiar el impacto que tiene el vivir con
diabetes diagnosticado, un estudio cualitativo de las diferentes experiencias es mt s apropiado. Hay muchos
casos donde la mejor metodologd implica una mezcla de mS$todos cualitativos y cuantitativos. La
investigacisn cualitativa responde a un paradigma cientfico en el que se interpretan los fensmenos con
base en los significados subjetivos que las personas que los viven otorgan. Este paradigma es por definicisn
flexible y multidisciplinario, adaptt ndose a las diferentes situaciones y a los sistemas HbiertosQque se
pretende explorar. Sn embargo, tiene que permanecer un cierto rigor cient)fico en lacoherencia, descripcisn
y transparencia de sus metodologpds, para darle validez a los resultados. La subjetividad implNita en los
m$todoscualitativostiene que ser consideradaen el marco tesrico de lainvestigacisn, asumiendo larealidad
(que se quiere estudiar) como subjetivamente construidaen lugar de objetivamente presente y cuantificable.

A pesar de que muchas personas puedan vivir una misma o similar experiencia, cada persona tendrt
diferentes matices en su vivencia debido a la interseccionalidad de identidades que es diferente en cada
quiSh (edad, gShero, educacisn, etc.). Agn as\Nlpueden encontrarse patrones comunes en las experiencias
vividasy este es el trabajo del ant lisis cualitativo. Por ejemplo, si se pretende explorar el funcionamiento de
un servicio de atencisn para gente con diabetesy muchos reportan descuido o retraso en la atencisn, este
puede ser un patrsn comgn que no caer]d en la generalizacisn de vivencias personales. B objetivo de la
investigacisn cualitativa se vuelve de esta manera el visibilizar experiencias para encontrar patrones
comunes que puedan ser abordados a trav$s de un cambio social o de polfica, si fuese necesario. Las
hipstesis que se mantienen en la investigacisn cualitativa deben, por lo tanto, ser flexibles a ser cambiadas
ante la interaccisn con los participantes. En algunos casos, los investigadores no crean ninguna hipstesis
antes de analizar los datos y mt s bien forman esta de manera inductiva a partir de estos (a esto se le llama
grounded theory).

H mStodo base de la investigacisn cualitativa es la entrevista semi-estrucurada. Por semi-estructurada se
entiende que no es un cuestionario, si no que el investigador tiene una gujd de temas que quiere explorar
durante la entrevista y cada tema tiene algunas preguntas relacionadas. H investigador empieza haciendo
unao varias de esas preguntas, pero no tiene que hacerlastodas, asN\como puede hacer preguntas que no se
encuentren en la guMd s la conversacisn fluye y resulta interesante analizar mt s a fondo un tema mt s
especffico para el participante. Otraversisn de entrevista muy comgn en mS$todos cualitativos son los grupos
focales o grupos de discusisn, en los que las preguntas van dirigidas hacia un grupo y se pueden explorar
patrones comunescon y entre los participantes mismos. Estos grupos son adecuados para explorar temasde
comunidad, e.g. los problemas presentes en un barrio. En muy pocos casos se utilizart n para explorar
experiencias individuales potencialmente dif[diles o traumtticas. Las entrevistas pueden ser
complementadas por mtodos creativosy art[sticos; ya sea dibujos, creacisn de mapas visuales, entrevistaa
partir deimt geneso tomar fotos. Ademt sde estimular creatividad y volver losmStodosde unainvestigacisn
mt s amenos para los participantes, al uso de diferentes m$todos se le llama triangulacisn y es muy
importante para la investigacisn cualitativa. Diferentes mStodos permiten una exploracisn mt s amplia del
mismo tema, asNcomo pueden dar mayor validez alosresultados. La triangulacisn ocurre tambiSn en el nivel
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de ant lisis, cuando los datos son analizados entre mt s de un investigador para disminuir la subjetividad e
interpretacisn individual de un solo investigador.

En poblaciones migrantesy refugiadas, mStodos visuales son particularmente apropiados. Esto porque una
entrevista \Hormal(puede crear situaciones de desconfianza o de querer dar respuestas ‘€orrectasQdebido
aladint mica de las entrevistas con autoridades migratorias. Las imt genes tambiSh pueden ayudar a hablar
de conceptosdifjdiles o abstractos, ya que se habla primero de laimagen y no directamente de si mismo. Las
imt genes son buenas para la comunicacisn intercultural y ofrecen mucha libertad en su interpretacisn:
pueden ser leMas de manera externa (la descripcisn de laimagen y csmo se relaciona, por ejemplo, con el
recuerdo de alguna experiencia) o interna (el cart cter simbslico de la imagen y como se relaciona, por
ejemplo, con alggn sentimiento). Se ha documentado que esto puede tener un beneficio terapSQutico parala
persona migrante. Estos m3todos tambi$h son muy adecuados para poblaciones de ni3os o adolescentes,
por su aspecto inclusivo y participativo en contraste con el tradicional control que tienen los adultos. 9 el
participante tiene que hablar de sus dibujos o imt genes, toma el control de la entrevista y puede dirigirla
con mayor facilidad. Sn embargo, la facilidad de expresisn a travSs de imt genes es variable, por lo que lo
ideal esque la persona o el participante tenga la eleccisn de si prefiere participar con o sin imt genes.

En especffico, esta investigacisn abordart entrevistas semi-estructuradas, talleres de dibujo guiado y
entrevistas a travSs de imt genes, complementadas por observaciones y notas de campo etnogri ficas. La
etnograf]d es el estudio de un contexto cultural, hecho a trav$s de lainteraccisn y observacisn analjfica con
ese contexto. En esta investigacisn, el contexto sert n los alberguesy esimportante observar las dint micas
de interaccisn de los participantes en estos espacios. H reclutamiento se hart en cada albergue, con una
presentacisn informal de lainvestigadoray las asistentes de investigacisn al grupo de migrantes en el rango
de edad de interSs que estSh hospedados en ese momento en el albergue. S realizart una corta
presentacisn de 10 minutos sobre la investigacisn, incluyendo en tSrminos simples los conceptos que se
quieren investigar, el tiempo que implica la participacisn, asNcomo Shfasis en que la participacisn es
voluntaria. Alospotenciales participantes que estSh interesados despuSs de tal presentacisn se lesotorgart

una Hoja de Informacisn al Participante (Anexo 1), la cual sert le]day explicada oralmente. Se hart Shfasis
en losbeneficiosy riesgosde lainvestigacisn, asNbomo las medidas que se tomaron para mitigar esosriesgos.
Alos potenciales participantes se les dart tiempo a solas para reflexionar y decidir si quieren formar parte
de la investigacisn, aunque la investigadora se mantendrt disponible para contestar cualquier duda de
manera confidencial. DespuSs de este proceso, a los participantes que decidan formar parte de la
investigacisn se les otorgart la Hoja de Consentimiento Informado (Anexo 2), la cut| sert le]day explicada
oralmente. Para los que no sepan leer o escribir, se volvert a pedir consentimiento oral al principio de la
grabacisn de cada entrevista. Los participantes sert n informados que pueden retirar su consentimiento en
cualquier momento, hasta el gltimo encuentro con la investigadora o incluso posteriormente si dan el
consentimiento para mantener el contacto telefsnico.

Los participantes tendrt n la eleccisn de s quieren participar con la entrevista semi-estructurada simple o a
partir de imt genes. La gud de preguntas y los temas (Anexo 3) sert n los mismos en los tres casos, con la
diferencia que si hay imt genes se hablart a partir de estas. Las entrevistas tendrt n una duracisn de 30-40
minutos mt ximo, ya que mt stiempo tiende a disminuir la concentracisn entre jsvenes. Al principio de cada
entrevista, lasinvestigadoras completart n un peque3o cuestionario con preguntas sobre edad, nacionalidad,
gSnero y tiempo en M$Xico. Los participantes se registrart n con pseudsnimo y la informacisn mts
identificable (edad y nacionalidad) se registrart con un csdigo. Las entrevistas a partir de imt genes pueden
ser atravSs de latScnica de imagen-elicitacisn o a partir de los dibujos creados en el taller de dibujo guiado.
En el primer caso, se presentart n alos participantesunaserie de 10-20 imt genesde lasque cada participante
podrt escoger de unaatrespor cadatemade laentrevista. Apartir de lasimt genes escogidas, se explorart n
lostemas (APor quSescogiste esta imagen?; AQuSresuena en esta imagen con x tema?). En el segundo caso,
seotorgart alosparticipantes material de dibujo, asNcomo una plantilla con tresfiguras (Anexo 4; cuadrado,
cculo, trit ngulo) que representan cada una uno de los temas que se quieren explorar (trt nsito, identidad,
resiliencia). Los participantes podrt n decidir sobre cut | de los tres temas dibujar, dibujando dentro de la
figura correspondiente. Las entrevistas se hart n a partir de los dibujos (AQuSrepresenta tu dibujo?;, ACsmo
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se relaciona lo que dibujaste con x tema?). Todos los dibujos e imt genes escogidas sert n fotografiados y
escaneados para el ant lisis, pero solo los dibujos que tengan consentimiento de ser compartidos al pgblico
general sert n publicados. B ant lisis sert hecho por software como NVivo, a partir de ant lisis temt tico;
encontrando patrones resumidos en temas.

Con los dibujos e imt genes que tengan el consentimiento de ser compartidas, laidea es crear unaexposicisn
para sensibilizar autoridades y pgblico general ante las vivencias de menoresy jsvenes no acompa3ados en
MSxico. Al mismo tiempo, se hart Shfasis en los conceptos de identidad y resiliencia como conceptos
humanos comunes a todos, para contrarrestar la retsrica diferencialissa. Es muy importante la
representacisn que se da en la diseminacisn de las experiencias e historias recolectadas. Por un lado, tiene
que mantenerse siempre el respeto hacia ser lo mt s veroghil a lo que la persona quiso compartir, sin
reducirla a discursos superficiales. Por otro lado, hay que tener mucho cuidado en que no haya detalles
identificables que puedan exponer ala persona. Por esto, esimportante siempre presentar lasimt genescon
lainterpretacisn del participante o describir de manera expl)dita lasimpresiones e interpretaciones que son
por parte de lasinvestigadoras. La posibilidad de usar arte o imt genes para diseminar resultados expande el
alcance que estas historias pueden tener. Ya que lasimt genes crean un mensaje inmediato, pueden y deben
ser usadas para contrastar laretsrica xensfoba, promoviendo empat]d y solidaridad.
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NB: Anexos no actualizados a versi- n final

Informacisn para el participante

Anexo 1 Hoja de Informacisn al Participante

1D de Aprobacisn del Comit$; tico de UQL:
ID de Aprobacisn del ComitS; tico del INP:

Thtulo del Estudio: Historiasde Historiasde Trt nsito: percepcisn del trt nsito migratorio, (trans)formacisn de identidad y su impacto en lasalud mental
en menoresy jsvenes migrantes no acompa3ados en M$xico

Instituto: Instituto de Salud Global, University College London

Nombrey detalles de lainvestigadora:
Susanna Gorona Maioli

susanna.corona.19@ucl.ac.uk
Cel. +5214431053417

Nombrey detalles del Asesor Principal:
Dr. Delanjathan Devakumar
d.devakumar@ucl.ac.uk

Tel. 02079052839

1. Invitacisn aparticipar
Como potencial participante, eresinvitado aformar parte de este Proyecto de investigacisn de doctorado (PhD). La participacisn es voluntaria.
Esimportante que te sea claralarazsn por laque se hace estainvestigacisn y quSimplica participar. Tomael tiempo de leer estainformacisn,
razonarlo y preguntarnos cualquier duda. @racias por leer esto!
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8.

Interview transcript sample

Entrevista 13: Luis

T:

Tomomorormorororolololororoolnololorororololonlo

10’

: Hola Luis.

Hola.

: ¢ Tengo tu consentimiento para hacer esta entrevista?

Si.

Okey. ¢ Cuantos afios tienes?
17

¢De donde eres?

: De Guatemala.

¢Y cuando saliste de Guatemala?

: EI 27 de mayo.

De este afo.
Si.
¢ Por qué saliste?

: Por motivo de...este.. querer ayudar a mi mama

Mhj.

- Y superar
: ¢ Porque ella es pobre? ¢ Tiene poco dinero?

Si.
Mhj. ¢ En qué ciudad o pueblo de Guatemala vivias?

: Este en una ciudad... Tecun. Frontera contra México

Okey. ¢ Y tienes hermanos...?

: Uno de tres afios

Y tu papa?

: En Estados Unidos

Ahya. ¢Y tu plan es llegar a Estados Unidos?

:Siconel.

Okey. ¢ Y estas ahorita en algin tramite migratorio aqui en México?

: Este, si sobre un... reencuentro.
: Ah. reunificaciéon familiar.

Si.
Okey. ¢.cuando llegaste aqui a Cafemin?
El 2 de...de este mes (sonrisa).

: 2 de junio [2021].

Si.
Okey. ¢ Y cdmo viajaste? Desde Guatemala.

: Este viajaba en taxi y en bus.

Aja. Y acompafiado de alguien? o...

: De mi tio.

Okey. ¢ Y tu tio donde se......?7?

: Se cuando a mi me agarré migracion, el se regresé a Guatemala.

Ah ya. En donde los agarré

: Pues, una gasolinera que esta aqui.. ya pa venir al Df.

Mhj.

: Ahi me, ahi pararon al bus y me bajaron
'Y solo venian ta y tu tio.

Si.

: No venian con guia
: No. El como ya conoce aqui, entonces el solo me iba a dejar con mi tio e iba a regresar a

Guatemala otra vez.

S:
L:
S:

¢Y los...los separaron ahi en migracién cuando los detuvieron?
Es que, en..solo me bajaron a mi del bus, a él no.
Ah, okey. Pero entonces, como sabes que se regresé a Guatemala.
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L: Porque ya le, ya me comuniqué con él, y ya esta en Guatemala.

S: Ah ya. Porque realmente el solo te iba a acompafiar y luego iba a regresar.

L: Si, el solo me iba a ir a dejar a Estados Unidos eh con mi papa, y pues él iba a regresar otra
vez a Guatemala.

S: Y él te acompano porque ya sabia un poco como era el viaje...

L: Si.

S: Ya sabia por donde ir.

L: Si, ya sabia.

S: ¢Porque ya ha hecho este viaje antes?

L: Este, él siempre ha viajado solo pues cuando va a Estados Unidos, él solo viaja; no viaja con
guia.

S: ¢Y lo deportaron? O por qué estaba en Guatemala.

L: Como él estaba en Estados Unidos, y la mujer que él tenia como se regresé a Guatemala un
tiempo y se y llegé a Estados Unidos otra vez, y la mujer que él tenia dice que como ella no
queria volver con ella, cuando llegé a Estados Unidos, la, la mujer esto le mandé la migracion
alla.

S: Mh;.

L: Y lo agarraron y lo mandaron a Guatemala.

S: Ya, okey. Y en tu familia, digo en tu pais, eh tienes a tu maméy a quién mas.

L: A mi mamay a mi hermanito.

S: Ah... si a tu hermanito.

L: Si.
S: Y tu papé ¢ cuando se fue a Estados Unidos?

L: Pues mi mama me dijo que cuando el tenia...cuando yo tenia afio y nueve meses.

S: Entonces no lo conociste....

L: No, no lo conozco(risa).

S: Okey.

L: Por foto si lo conozco...pero si....

S: Mhj. ¢Has hablado con él?

L: Si, hablo con él.

S: ¢Y tienes ganas de conocerlo?

L: Si, tengo ganas de conocerlo, porque tiene, ya tiene tiempo que no lo conozco, y todo por eso
me mando ya a traerlo [traerme] para conocerlo, para que esté con él, porque ya tanto tiempo
gue no lo conozco, no he estado con él, nomas con mi mama he estado.

S: Y mmh y te asusta vivir... la idea de vivir con él... o no.

: Si me gustaria vivir ahi con él y pues ayudar a mi mama también.

: En que parte de Estados Unidos vive tu papa.

: En California.

:Y... ¢ Hasta qué grado estudiaste?

Quinto.

De primaria.

Si.

Okey. Por qué no terminaste.

: Porque este...yo ya no quise, me aburrio.

No. Que hiciste después de salirte de la escuela.

: Trabajar.

JEn qué?

: En triciclo.

1 ¢, Qué es?

: Que...es como una bicicleta, solo que de tres ruedas.

'Y sirve para transportar gente...o

: Si.

S: Okey. Y esta, esta experiencia de salir, fue tu decision o fue tu papa el que quiso, o fue tu
mama o fue de todos...

L: Ah pues...mi papa me dijo que si yo queria ir ahi a con él...

S: Mhij.

L: Y como mi papé, mi mama ahi si ya no le ayuda; se separaron de cuando yo tenia diez afios.
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S: Aja.

: Ya no... entonces mi papa no mucho me ayudaba a mi.

Mhj.

: Pero no sé qué se le dio en la cabeza, que me dijo si él queria irme para con él ...

Mhj.

. Y estar con él; y yo por tal de ayudar a mi mama, le dije que si entonces también.

Mhj.

:'Y por conocerlo a él también.

¢ Y ti mama estaba de acuerdo?

. Si estaba de acuerdo, dijo vayase mijo

: ¢ Y esta...este viaje lo planearon con anticipacion? o fue algo como una decision rapida.

: Pues fue rapida (risa).

&Si?

: Como una semana (sonrisa) pues tuvimos unos dias...

:Aja...

: Que una semana dijo mi papa que me iba a dar para que me estuviera alla con mi mama, y
pues que viajara.

S: Mhj. Y alguna vez dudaste de hacer este viaje 0 no.

L: No.

S: iNo...Y es algo que ya querias hacer desde antes que tu papa te lo ofreciera?

L: Pues si, es queria...si queria hacer antes; pero como él no me decia...que me esperara.

S: Mhij.

L: Y al fin que dijo él entonces que si me iba a mandar traer.

S: Mhj. Okey. ¢, Y como crees que te ha cambiado o afectado esta experiencia de salir

L: Pues la verdad es que me ha afectado mucho, pues de no estar cerca...como mas ha estado
con mi mama. Ella es la que ha... a veces, los primeros dias cuando llegué aqui, no queria estar
aqui, queria irme pa Guatemala.

S: Mh;j.

L: Porque no me hallaba yo estar aqui, que sin mi mama. Pero ehh ahorita ya me hallé, ya estar
aqui

S: Ya te adaptaste.

L: Si.

S: Mhij.

L: Ya...ya le digo yo a mi mama que estoy bien aqui.

: Mhj. ¢Y hablas con ella todos los dias?

: Si, hablo con ella todos los dias.

: Mhj. Y tu camino hasta aca, ehh...fue...facil o fue dificil con tua tio.

: Pues fue algo facil.

& Si?

Si.

- No tuvieron que caminar por el monte

: No, puro bus y taxi

Okey. Y los autobuses no les pidieron una identificacion.

No.

: ¢ Que consejo darias a alguien que tuviera que hacer este viaje, como para que se preparara?
: [Risa]...no se.

: No sabes.

No.

: ¢ Y te da mucha ilusion llegar a Estados Unidos? O tienes miedo del camino que falta.

: Pues...a veces me da miedo, pero...a la vez yo creo si logro llegar, pues gracias a Dios
también

S: Mh;.

L: Pero no sé cdmo es el camino, es la primera vez que viajo

S: Pero...icrees que has cambiado desde que saliste hasta ahora; aunque no ha sido mucho
tiempo?

L: No.

S: No has cambiado.

R e R e A A )
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L: No.

S: Y que te ha ayudado a salir adelante, que te ha dado fuerza en los momentos mas dificiles.
L: Silencio... No.

S: No...eres creyente, tienes alguna fe.

L: No.

S: No, okey. ¢Y de estas imagenes; hay alguna que te llame la atencion?

L: No.

S: ¢No? Okey. Bueno...ehh... y como ultima pregunta ¢ tu crees que en Guatemala no habia
oportunidad de encontrar un trabajo para ayudarle a tu mama?

L: Este, bien hay trabajos, pero se gana muy poco.

S: Aja. O sea, ya habias intentado...

L: Si. Pero muy poco se gana.

S: Y si hubieras encontrado un trabajo en el que si ganas bien ¢ te habrias quedado?

L: O sea que.. yo por una parte que, quiero ir a Estados Unidos a conocer a mi papay, por otra,
ayudar a mi mama

S: Si.

L: Si.

S: Bueno, pues eso es todo. ¢ Tienes algo mas que te gustaria contarme antes de terminar?
L: No

S: Bueno, pues voy a parar
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