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 Women Migrants in Transit through Mexico:  
Conditions of origin and their influence on the decision to migrate

The region of Central America, Mexico and the U.S. is experiencing a refugee crisis that its  
governments have failed to understand and address. In the last two and a half years, more 
than 130,000 Central American families have arrived in the United States1, while in Mexico, 
more than 100,000 women and children have been detained and deported.2 The recent dis-
placement includes a significant increase in the number of migrant mothers and girls. 

In the report Women on the Run (2015), the UNHCR extensively documents the need for inter-
national protection of Central American women due to the escalation of violence in Central 
America and the devastating effect it has on their lives.3 Based on 160 interviews with women 
granted asylum4 in the U.S., the UNHCR report brings to light stories of rape and extortion 
committed by armed members of transnational criminal groups, of children forcibly recruited 
by these groups, of missing relatives, and death threats and violence experienced by women 
within their own families. The testimonies collected in the report highlight the inability of 
local authorities to contain the violence from which - for many women - fleeing becomes the 
only option for survival.5 

The Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development considers the Northern Tri-
angle of Central America as one of the most dangerous regions in the world, especially for 
women.6 El Salvador is the country with the highest rate of femicides globally and its murder 
rate increased by 70% in 2015.7 Guatemala and Honduras also are high on the femicide global 
index, ranking third and seventh, respectively.8 A study conducted by the Center for Gender 

1. U.S. Custom and Border Protection (2016), United States Border Patrol Southwest Family Unit Subject and Unaccompanied Alien 
Children Apprehensions FY 2016, http://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-border-unaccompanied-children/fy-2016 (Ac-
cessed on April 26, 2016).
2. The Secretary of Interior’s (SEGOB) Migration Policy Unit (Unidad de Política Migratoria, UPM) does not include families in their mi-
gration statistics, it publishes disaggregated data by sex, age and condition of travel (accompanied or not). However, the passenger 
figures are unclear, since it is not necessarily a family member. Therefore, the totals are comprised of the sum of adult women, plus 
the children from Central America that were exposed to immigration authorities in 2014, 2015 and 2016 (from January to March). 
UPM (2014, 2015, 2016), Extranjeros presentados y devueltos, Mexico. http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es_mx/SEGOB/Boleti-
nes_Estadisticos (Accessed on May 20, 2016).
3. UNHCR (2015), Women on the Run, Washington, D.C., http://www.unhcrwashington.org/sites/default/files/Women%20on%20
the%20Run%20Report_Full%20Report%20for%20Web%20Nov%202015.pdf (Accessed April 19, 2016). In 2014, UNHCR published 
a special report on the situation of unaccompanied children fleeing Central America, see: UNHCR (2014) Children on the Run, Was-
hington, D.C., http://www.unhcr.org/56fc266f4.html (Accessed on April 19, 2016).
4. Some of the women were still in process of refugee status recognition, but the government of the United States had closed its 
reasonable or credible fear of persecution or torture.
5. UNHCR (2015), Women on the Run, http://www.unhcrwashington.org/sites/default/files/Women%20on%20the%20Run%20Re-
port_Full%20Report%20for%20Web%20Nov%202015.pdf (Accessed on April 19, 2016)
6. Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development (2015), Global Burden of Armed Violence 2015: Every Body Counts,  
Geneve, http://www.genevadeclaration.org/measurability/global-burden-of-armed-violence/global-burden-of-armed-violen-
ce-2015.html (Accessed on April 19, 2016)
7. The Guardian (2016), “Violent deaths in El Salvador spiked 70% in 2015, figures reveal”, by Nina Lakhani, United Kingdom, United 
Kingdom, January 4, 2016, http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jan/04/el-salvador-violence-deaths-murder-2015 (Accessed 
April 19, 2016).
8. Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development (2011), Global Burden of Armed Violence 2011: When the victim is a 
woman, Figure 4.4 Average Femicide Rates per 100,000 female population in countries and territories with high and very high rates 
(2004-2009), Geneve, http://www.genevadeclaration.org/fileadmin/docs/GBAV2/GBAV2011_CH4-fig4_4.pdf (Accessed on April 19, 
2016).

http://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-border-unaccompanied-children/fy-2016
http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es_mx/SEGOB/Boletines_Estadisticos
http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es_mx/SEGOB/Boletines_Estadisticos
http://www.unhcrwashington.org/sites/default/files/Women%20on%20the%20Run%20Report_Full%20Report%20for%20Web%20Nov%202015.pdf
http://www.unhcrwashington.org/sites/default/files/Women%20on%20the%20Run%20Report_Full%20Report%20for%20Web%20Nov%202015.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/56fc266f4.html
http://www.unhcrwashington.org/sites/default/files/Women%20on%20the%20Run%20Report_Full%20Report%20for%20Web%20Nov%202015.pdf
http://www.unhcrwashington.org/sites/default/files/Women%20on%20the%20Run%20Report_Full%20Report%20for%20Web%20Nov%202015.pdf
http://www.genevadeclaration.org/measurability/global-burden-of-armed-violence/global-burden-of-armed-violence-2015.html
http://www.genevadeclaration.org/measurability/global-burden-of-armed-violence/global-burden-of-armed-violence-2015.html
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jan/04/el-salvador-violence-deaths-murder-2015
http://www.genevadeclaration.org/fileadmin/docs/GBAV2/GBAV2011_CH4-fig4_4.pdf
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and Refugee Studies at University of California Hastings shows that despite the relatively new 
legislation to eradicate violence against women in Guatemala, violence and impunity for these 
crimes persist.9 

The defense of women´s rights are also at risk. For example, the Mesoamerican Women´s 
Human Rights Defenders Initiative recorded a 100% increase in the number of attacks on 
women human rights defenders in these countries between 2012 and 2014 (over 1,600 attacks 
and 32 murders).10 As a result of the prevailing insecurity in the region, the U.S. Peace Corps 
suspended its program in El Salvador in January 2016.11 

While women have been part of the migration flows from Central America to the U.S. over 
the past four decades, the nature and intensity of their participation has changed. During the 
80s, the wars in Central America generated a movement of refugees, including women and 
children, and in the 90s, women migrated for family reunification, due to poverty and domes-
tic violence. However, the economic crisis created by the wars and subsequent restructuring 
policies disproportionately affected women. At the beginning of the century, the feminization 
of survival´s impact on Central American migration became apparent.12 Young women, many 
mothers of young children, began to migrate for work to provide better opportunities for their 
families.13 Between 2000 and 2010, women comprised approximately 20% of the transit migra-
tion flows through Mexico and between 39%-45% of Central American irregular migrants who 
settled in the U.S.14 

Since 2012, the number of women migrants in transit began to increase as a result of escalated 
violence in Central America. The detention of women by National Migration Institute (Instituto 
Nacional de Migración, INM) agents increased fivefold between 2011 and 2015, while the de-
tention of men multiplied by 2.5 times.15 The increase in families who crossed the Mexico-U.S. 
border in 2016 demonstrates the challenge in humanitarian protection that remains in the 
region.

9. Karen Musalo y Blainee Bookey (2013), “Crimes without Punishment: An Update on Violence against Women and Impunity in 
Guatemala”, 10 Hastings Race & Poverty Law Journal 265 http://cgrs.uchastings.edu/sites/default/files/Musalo_Bookey_CrimesWi-
thoutPunishment_2013.pdf (Accessed on April 19, 2016).
10. Mesoamerican Initiative of Women Human Rights Defenders (IM-Defenders), Violence against Women Human Rights Defenders 
in Mesoamerica 2012-2014 Report, coordinated by Marusia López y Verónica Vidal, México,http://www.awid.org/sites/default/files/
atoms/files/286224690-violence-against-whrds-in-mesoamerica-2012-2014-report.pdf (Accessed on April 19, 2016)
11. Peace Corps (2016), Peace Corps El Salvador Program Suspended, Washington, D.C., January 11, 2016, http://www.peacecorps.
gov/media/forpress/press/2618/ (Accessed on April 19, 2016).
12. Saskia Sassen (2000), “Women’s Burden: Countergeographies of Globalization and the Feminization of Survival”, Journal of Inter-
national Affairs, vol.53, no.2, Spring.
13. Patricia Pessar (2005), Women, Gender, and International Migration Across and Beyond the Americas: Inequalities and Limited 
Empowerment, Expert Group Meeting on International Migration and Development in Latin America and the Caribbean, United Na-
tions Secretariat, Mexico City, November 20 – December 2, http://www.un.org/esa/population/meetings/IttMigLAC/P08_PPessar.
pdf (Accessed on April 20, 2016)
14. Gabriela Díaz Prieto y Gretchen Kuhner (2014), Un viaje sin rastros. Mujeres migrantes que transitan por México en situación 
irregular, Mexico, Cámara de Diputados LXII Legislatura, IMUMI, 4ª Editores, http://imumi.org/unviajesinrastros/assets/un-viaje-sin-
rastros.pdf
15. Secretaría de Gobernación (2012), “Cuadro 3.1.3. Eventos de extranjeros alojados en estaciones migratorias, según grupos de 
edad, condición de viaje y sexo, 2011”, Boletín Estadístico Anual, México, http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es_mx/SEGOB/Ex-
tranjeros_alojados_y_devueltos_2011 (Accessed on April 20, 2016); Secretaría de Gobernación (2016), “Cuadro 3.1.3. Eventos de 
extranjeros presentados ante la autoridad migratoria, según grupos de edad, condición de viaje y sexo, 2015”, Boletín Estadístico 
Anual, http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es_mx/SEGOB/Extranjeros_alojados_y_devueltos_2015 (Accessed on April 20, 2016).

http://cgrs.uchastings.edu/sites/default/files/Musalo_Bookey_CrimesWithoutPunishment_2013.pdf
http://cgrs.uchastings.edu/sites/default/files/Musalo_Bookey_CrimesWithoutPunishment_2013.pdf
http://www.awid.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/286224690-violence-against-whrds-in-mesoamerica-2012-2014-report.pdf
http://www.awid.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/286224690-violence-against-whrds-in-mesoamerica-2012-2014-report.pdf
http://www.peacecorps.gov/media/forpress/press/2618/
http://www.peacecorps.gov/media/forpress/press/2618/
http://www.un.org/esa/population/meetings/IttMigLAC/P08_PPessar.pdf
http://www.un.org/esa/population/meetings/IttMigLAC/P08_PPessar.pdf
http://imumi.org/unviajesinrastros/assets/un-viaje-sin-rastros.pdf
http://imumi.org/unviajesinrastros/assets/un-viaje-sin-rastros.pdf
http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es_mx/SEGOB/Extranjeros_alojados_y_devueltos_2011
http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es_mx/SEGOB/Extranjeros_alojados_y_devueltos_2011
http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es_mx/SEGOB/Extranjeros_alojados_y_devueltos_2015
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The UNHCR report, Women on the Run, documents the situation of violence that women ex-
perience in Central America through testimonies that depict their fears of persecution and the 
difficulties they face in seeking protection in their countries and in Mexico. Its aim is to draw 
attention to the need for a regional response to the refugee crisis, calling on governments in 
the region to provide legal and safe procedures for asylum, and to prevent the forced return 
of asylum seekers. The report also advocates for collaboration on policy solutions to decrease 
the violence, insecurity and other causes of forced displacement. 

In order to deepen our understanding of the women who are fleeing violence, it is important 
to further explore their conditions in the countries of origin: family configuration, number of 
children, occupation and type of employment, and the factors that motivated their decision 
to migrate. The literature on the subject has focused more on the challenges of protection 
and integration than on the characteristics of origin of Central American women who migrate 
to the U.S.16 To contribute to future research and policies for a regional response to this situa-
tion, IMUMI decided to publish a chapter from the report, Globalization, International Security 
and Human Security in the Experiences of Women Migrants in Mexico (2006) (Globalización, 
seguridad internacional y seguridad humana en las experiencias de mujeres migrantes deteni-
das en México) based on interviews with 90 women in the migrant detention center located 
in Mexico City. The chapter documents the characteristics of these women, their reasons for 
migrating, means of travel, how they circumvented hazards in transit, and their level of access 
to due process during detention in Mexico.17 While the chapter was written in 2006, it can be 
referenced as a historical source that provides original and relevant information on the char-
acteristics and conditions of Central American women who decided to embark on a journey 
to Mexico and the U.S.
 

16. For additional articles addressing the conditions of origin of Central American migrant women: Leah Schmalzbauer (2004),“Sear-
ching for wages and mothering from afar: the case of Honduran transnational families, Journal of Marriage and Family”, Vol.66, 
pp.1317-1331; Patricia Cortés Castellanos (2015), Mujeres migrantes de América Latina y el Caribe: derechos humanos, mitos y 
duras realidades, Programa Regional de Población y Desarrollo, Centro Latinoamericano y Caribeño de Demografía (CELADE), 
CEPAL, Santiago de Chile, November, http://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/7200/S05933_es.pdf?sequence=1 (Ac-
cessed on April 20, 2016); Patricia Pessar (2005), Women, Gender, and International Migration Across and Beyond the Americas: 
Inequalities and Limited Empowerment, Expert Group Meeting on International Migration and Development in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, United Nations Secretariat, Mexico City, November 30–December 2, http://www.un.org/esa/population/meetings/
IttMigLAC/P08_PPessar.pdf (Accessed on April 20, 2016); James Smith (2006), “Guatemala: Economic Migrants Replace Political Re-
fugees”, Migration Information Source, Migration Policy Institute, April, http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/guatemala-econo-
mic-migrants-replace-political-refugees (Accessed on April 19, 2016); Larraitz Lexartza Artza, Ana Carcedo Cabañas y María José 
Chaves Groh (2013), Mujeres centroamericanas en las migraciones. Una mirada alternativa frente un discurso homogeneizante 
sobre las migraciones, PCS and CEFEMINA, Guatemala, http://www.cimacnoticias.com.mx/sites/default/files/Mujeres%20centroa-
mericanas%20en%20las%20migraciones.pdf (Accessed on April 20, 2016); Jie Zong y Jeanne Batalova (2015), “Central American 
Immigrants in the United States”, Migration Information Source, Migration Policy Institute, http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/
central-american-immigrants-united-states (Accessed April 20, 2016).
17. Among the reports that have been published citing this research include the following: Gabriela Díaz Prieto and Gretchen Kuh-
ner (2007), “Women Migrants in Transit and Detention in Mexico”, Migration Information Source, March, http://www.migrationinfor-
mation.org/Feature/display.cfm?id=586; Gabriela Díaz Prieto and Gretchen Kuhner (2007), CEPI Working Paper 12: Globalización y 
migración femenina: Experiencias en México, México, CEPI-ITAM, http://interamericanos.itam.mx/working_papers/12KUHNER.doc; 
Gabriela Díaz Prieto and Gretchen Kuhner (2007), CEPI Working Paper 13: Propuestas de acción y política pública para mujeres 
migrantes en México, México, CEPI-ITAM, with Gretchen Kuhner, http://interamericanos.itam.mx/working_papers/13KUHNER.doc; 
Gabriela Díaz Prieto and Gretchen Kuhner (2008), “Women Migrants in Detention in Mexico City: Conditions and Due Process”, Mi-
gration Information Source, June, http://www.migrationinformation.org/feature/display.cfm?ID=684; Gabriela Díaz Prieto and Gret-
chen Kuhner (2014), Un viaje sin rastros. Mujeres migrantes que transitan por México en situación irregular, México, México, Cámara 
de Diputados LXII Legislatura, IMUMI; 4ª Editores, http://imumi.org/unviajesinrastros/assets/un-viaje-sin-rastros.pdf

http://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/7200/S05933_es.pdf?sequence=1
http://www.un.org/esa/population/meetings/IttMigLAC/P08_PPessar.pdf
http://www.un.org/esa/population/meetings/IttMigLAC/P08_PPessar.pdf
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/guatemala-economic-migrants-replace-political-refugees
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/guatemala-economic-migrants-replace-political-refugees
http://www.cimacnoticias.com.mx/sites/default/files/Mujeres%20centroamericanas%20en%20las%20migraciones.pdf
http://www.cimacnoticias.com.mx/sites/default/files/Mujeres%20centroamericanas%20en%20las%20migraciones.pdf
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/central-american-immigrants-united-states
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/central-american-immigrants-united-states
http://www.migrationinformation.org/Feature/display.cfm?id=586
http://www.migrationinformation.org/Feature/display.cfm?id=586
http://interamericanos.itam.mx/working_papers/12KUHNER.doc
http://interamericanos.itam.mx/working_papers/13KUHNER.doc
http://www.migrationinformation.org/feature/display.cfm?ID=684
http://imumi.org/unviajesinrastros/assets/un-viaje-sin-rastros.pdf
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The profile of the women interviewed in the Mexico City migrant detention center in 2005 
coincided with the characterization of migrant women in Latin America expressed by other 
authors at the time the research was conducted.18 However, the study did not find that the 
women interviewed were seeking to establish more equitable gender relationships in a 
conscious or direct way through migrating, as mentioned in the literature on gender and mi-
gration at the time.19

One of the key conclusions of the research was that motherhood was a primary motivation for 
female migration. That is, women were motivated to migrate by the desire to provide better 
opportunities for their children. At that time most of the women interviewed left their chil-
dren in the country of origin in the care of other women. One of the study’s recommendations 
was to explore both positive and negative effects of separation of mothers and their children, 
both within families, and within society as a whole in Central America. 

The study also includes the issue of violence as a push factor for women, whether it occurred 
within the family or was inflicted by Maras (gangs) and other criminal organizations. The re-
search highlights that half of the women interviewed were affected by criminal violence in 
their daily lives and most of Central American women expressed fear to return to their country 
of origin. However, there is a significant qualitative difference between the descriptions of 
their situations in their country of origin a decade ago and the dramatic violence they de-
scribed in the testimonies of the 2015 UNHCR report, confirming the escalation of violence 
throughout Central America, where many women and children find that fleeing is the only 
option – and leaving their children behind is no longer viable.

It is our hope that this document invites new research on Central American women affected 
by and fleeing from violence to broaden the understanding of the problems that they face 
and to contribute to improved regional protection and programs to address their needs.

Gabriela Díaz Prieto
IMUMI, Summer, 2016

18. Luis Mora (2002) Las fronteras de la vulnerabilidad: género, migración y derechos sexuales y reproductivos, UNFPA; Nana Oishi 
(2002), Gender and Migration: An Integrative Approach, The Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, University of California, 
San Diego, Working Paper 49, March; Jorge Martínez Pizzarro (2003), El mapa migratorio de América Latina y el Caribe, las mujeres 
y el género, CEPAL, Santiago de Chile; Patricia Cortés Castellanos (2005), Mujeres migrantes de América Latina y el Caribe: derechos 
humanos, mitos y duras realidades, Programa Regional de Población y Desarrollo, Centro Latinoamericano y Caribeño de Demogra-
fía (CELADE), CEPAL, Santiago de Chile, November; Susan Martin (2005), 2004 World Survey on the Role of Women in Development: 
Women and International Migration, United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affaires and Division for the Advancement 
of Women, New York.
19. Patricia Pessar (2003), “Transnational Migration: Bringing Gender In”, The International Migration Review, Fall; Susie Jolly and 
Hazel Reeves (2005), Gender and Migration Overview Report, Bridge Cutting Edge Pack series, Institute of Development Studies, 
University of Sussex, UK; Susan Martin (2005), 2004 World Survey on the Role of Women in Development: Women and International 
Migration, United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affaires and Division for the Advancement of Women, New York; 
Nicola Piper (2005), Gender and migration, Policy Analysis and Research Programme of the Global Commission on International 
Migration, September.
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"My strength [to migrate]  
comes from necessity,  

my children and my  
experience in life"  

Susana, Peruvian, 22 years old 
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I. Situation of Origin: Individual Factors

1. Nationality

90 Women from 22 countries were interviewed, which was representative of the daily po-
pulation of the Mexico City Detention Center in 2005. Almost all were Latin American (93%): 
half were Central American, one fourth were from the Andean community, ten percent were 
Caribbean, and nine percent were from the South American Cone. The rest were from Europe 
(3%), Africa (3%) and Asia (1%).20 

 

Graph V-2, Country of origin for women from Latin America, shows that most migrant women 
transiting through Mexico are from Central America (Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras) and 
Ecuador. These women represented 58% of both our sample and the total population of the 
Detention Center in 2005. For this reason, we decided to cross information from these natio-
nalities in order to compare it with the total sample when significant differences appeared. 

20. Interviews with three Chinese women were not included in the analysis because it was impossible to fully complete their ques-
tionnaires. Despite our repeated explanations, the women were too frightened to answer our questions, and refused to even give 
their town of origin, for fear of reprisal upon their return. We sustained an informal conversation with each and though we addres-
sed their experience as migrants in a very superficial manner, the discussion was drowned in a sea of tears.

GRAPH V-1 
Country of Origin
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2.Age

One of the common socio-demographic traits of migrant women detained in Mexico was their 
youth – all were women of working age. Almost 70% was between 18 and 29 years of age; in 
fact, 46% was younger than 24, while those older than 35 were only 12.6%. Those from Central 
America and Ecuador were even younger: 74% was between 18 and 29 were years of age.

GRAPH V-3
Age distribution in years for surveyed women

GRAPH V-2
Country of origin for women from Latin America
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3. Level of Education

Ninety-four percent of the women interviewed could read and write. No uniform pattern of 
schooling level could be found in the pool. While 29% of the women migrants in the Deten-
tion Center had only primary schooling, 25% had finished high school and 24% had technical 
or university studies. Half had taken some kind of training course – an indication of a desire 
for personal betterment. 

When the information obtained was classified by nationality and the countries with greater 
transit through Mexico (Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and Ecuador) were grouped, subs-
tantial differences in schooling level were perceived. This group had an average schooling 
level lower than the average of the total pool of interviewees. Eight percent had no schooling, 
44% only elementary schooling, 18% secondary schooling, and 20% completed high school. 
Lastly, 10% had technical studies and 2% higher level studies. 

 

4. Origin of Rural or Urban Locations

Nearly three quarters of the interviewees lived in an urban area before migrating. Of 
these, 13% had migrated previously within their own country from a rural locality of origin  
to an urban area. In contrast, a larger proportion of women from the countries with the  
greatest transit through Mexico had a rural origin: 34% versus 66% who lived in cities or  
suburban areas.

GRAPH V-4
Schooling Level
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5. Religion

Sixty-two percent of the detained women were Catholic. Twenty-two percent of the 
women were non-Catholic Christian (68% of whom were Central American), and 10% of  
the women did not have a religious affiliation. 

6. Language

Ninety percent of the interviewees were native Spanish speakers; out of which, 86% for whom 
Spanish is their first language. For twenty-three percent of the total, Spanish was not their first 
language. Other first languages that were noticeable included Quechua, Mam and Gariphone; 
Hungarian, Ukrainian, and Bulgarian; Tigrinya and Tamil; as well as Portuguese and English.  
English was spoken only among 11% of the interviewees. For those who spoke English there 
was a prevailing opinion that they would have an easier time seeking entry in the United 
States compared to those who did not speak English. For the 10% who do not speak Spanish, 
language posed a problem for them during their journey through Mexico and during their 
detention. 

7. Marital status

The marital status of the women interviewed varied. Only 25% of the women lived with their 
partner before migrating. Sixty percent of the women were single, separated or widowed. Of 
the 40% who said they were married at the time of the interview (either by formal or common 
law), 37% had not been living with their partner. In the group of women from the countries 
with the greatest transit through Mexico (Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and Ecuador),  

GRAPH V-5
Rural / Urban origin



14

the number of women who were living with a partner was even lower at approximately 20%.  
Most were single women who migrated to better their own economic condition or to become 
additional providers for their family at home. This pattern gave evidence contrary to the myth 
that women usually migrate with someone else in the hopes of reuniting with their husbands. 

Single Women

Since 75% of the interviewees were single, it would seem that one could suggest that it is 
easier for single women to migrate. But behind this assumption are structural factors that 
motivate migration. One expert, Piper, refers to the lack or insufficiency of security networks 
for Asian single women who are older than the socially accepted age of marriage. According 
to Piper, these women do not typically have levels of social support and resources, as well as 
single, divorced or separated mothers and widows. Piper also points out that even though 
some women might face a weaker economic position, socio-cultural conditions as stigma and 
discriminatory practices and attitudes against them serve as catalysts for migration in a way 
quite different from the motivation factors for men (Piper, 2005, p. 11). As Piper suggests, 
single interviewees manifested stigma as a reason to leave their countries. The desire to earn 
money for their own future, or to seek adventure are other personal factors that influence the 
decision to migrate. Family interests are also relevant and young single women are motivated 
to work outside the home in order to support their families, which in many cases are extensive:

“It was poverty that forced me to go. My brother died – two months ago he had an accident 
while he was working with the firewood… Now I am responsible for my sister-in-law and her 
three children. I was working, supporting my mother and my stepfather, cleaning houses 
in San Marcos where I earned $600 quetzals a month, but that’s not enough any more. 
Since my sister-in-law has to take care of the children, my mother told me that I had to go.  ”  
-Eugenia, Guatemalan, 19 years old. 

Married Women

Forty percent of the women were married (by formal or common law); 36% for the Central 
American and Ecuadorian women. Why do so few married women migrate? Oishi argues that 
key reasons why married women migrate are their autonomy and decision-making power 
within the household, particularly in regards to financial matters (Oishi, 2002, p. 12). This factor 

GRAPH V-6
Marital Status
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is closely related to their participation in the labor market and their economic contribution to 
the family, both factors that are analyzed further on in this chapter.

Among these women, 26% left their husbands or partners in their country of origin and mi-
grated alone, while 34% traveled with their husband/partner and another 40% attempted to 
reunite with their husband/partner in the United States. One experience illustrates the dif-
ficulty of achieving migration arrangements with a staying husband in the following passage:

“Four months ago my husband got very sick. We took him to the hospital but they had to 
operate and we don’t have money to pay for the operation. I don’t have a job in Guatemala, 
there’s no way we could… I thought about it very hard and I decided to go to the United 
States, it’s the only way to get enough money in a short time to pay for the operation. Since 
I have a brother in Virginia, I could go stay with him. When I told my husband that I wanted 
to go, he didn’t want me to, he wouldn’t let me leave, it was a huge problem, but I discussed 
it a lot with him and my brothers. He finally agreed.” -Mariela, Guatemalan, 29 years old. 

Only 16% of all the women traveled to reunite with their partners, confirming the observation 
made by other researchers (Jolly and Reeves, 2005, p. 6) that more women migrate indepen-
dently, dependent upon their own skills as workers – and not to follow their husbands (Martin, 
2005, p. 30; Oishi, 2002, p. 1). Even those women who migrate to meet up with their husbands 
often do so with the full intention of joining the labor force and contributing to their house-
hold economies. 
 
Separated Women

Twenty-three percent of the women were separated or widowed. Martinez Pizarro shows that 
the causes of women’s migration are increasingly related to the rupture or absence of relation-
ships with a man, within the context of changing family dynamics (Martinez Pizarro, 2003, p. 
51). It is noteworthy that almost a quarter of the interviewees came from broken relationships 
and that, in fact, 40% of these women had separated from their partners during the previous 
year (46% of the Central American and Ecuadorian women). Ehrenreich and Hochschild state 
that, contrary to what was common in the past, today more women whose marriages have 
failed are migrating. In the past, these women had no other option than to withstand loneli-
ness or abuse within their marriages, but today they have more opportunities to leave on their 
own account (Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2002, p. 11).

“I left to get work because I want to pay for my children to go to the university. They’re older 
now [18, 16 and 11], so I wasn’t worried about leaving them. But the truth is that I left becau-
se I couldn’t stand my husband any longer, he drinks a lot and when he gets drunk he hits 
me. We were divorced before, but we got back together, and it was all the same. Now I want 
to get a final separation, but he didn’t want to. I thought, if I go to work in the United States, 
that’s a way to get separated. I told my brother that I wanted to migrate and he supported 
me. He told me that I deserved a chance because I had suffered a lot, and he loaned me 
some money for the trip. So I left without saying anything and my husband got so mad that 
he left, and left the children all alone. ” -Leonora, Ecuadorian, 34 years old. 
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In other parts of the world, such as the Philippines, this situation and cause of events for mi-
gration is so common that it is known as Philippine divorce (Salazar Parrenas, 2002, p.40).

8. Motherhood and Fertility

Migration is closely associated with motherhood and the number of children a woman has: 

“The responsibility of being a mother motivated me to make the decision [to migrate]” 
-Beatriz, Ecuadorian, 18 years old. 

Martinez Pizarro maintains that motherhood is the one trait that most clearly defines the 
migrant woman (Martinez Pizarro, 2003, p. 56). Ehrenreich and Hochschild consider that the 
main difference between the migration of women today and in the past is the increase in the 
number of women migrants with small children (Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2002, p. 5). But 
maternity is not just another characteristic, it represents in itself the great dilemma of migra-
tion: women migrate to give their children a better future, but in order to do so, they must 
separate from them.

Sixty-four percent of the detained women migrants have children. The average of this propor-
tion of women migrants has two children. Forty-one percent has one child, 30% has two, 20% 
has three, and 9% has four or more children. It is surprising to note that 43% of these children 
are less than five years of age, and that 63% is between five and 12 years of age. 

It is alarming that these children are so young, both for the women who take their children 
with them (12.5%) and for the majority (87.5%) who separate from them in the hopes of  
providing them with a better future.21 In fact, among the Central American women, a full 94% 
left their children behind (Graph 8). Half of the interviewees said that to feel safe they need to 
be with their children. Therefore, this study, like others, leads us to conclude that for women 
migrants one of the highest costs of migration is separation from their children (Piper, 2005; 
Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2002). 

21. The remaining 8% is trying to reunite with their children in another country.

GRAPH V-7
Child age distribution
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“My husband was working in the United States and two years ago I went to meet up with 
him. We were saving to buy a house and for my son’s education. We left him with my in-
laws, it was only going to be a couple of years. But while we were in the United States, my 
husband cheated on me and I left him, so he threatened to take my son away from me. My 
in-laws in Amatitlan started the legal paperwork to take him away from me, accusing me of 
having abandoned him. I had to go back to Guatemala to fight for him, he is what I love most 
and I would die if they took him away from me. I won the lawsuit, I have my son back, and I’ll 
never leave him again. I wanted to take him back to the United States with me, they’re still 
keeping my job for me…” -Maria, Guatemalan, 26 years old. 

Women who migrate do so thinking of it as a temporary situation that perhaps will last some 
three to five years – enough time to save what they need to build a house for their children 
and provide them with better education than they themselves had. More than one interview-
ee mentioned that her own children (aged under ten) had even asked them to go work in the 
United States to give them food and a better life.

"Two years ago we moved to San Pedro Sula. My husband and I, our three children, and 
one of my sisters were living together in a one-room wood cabin. We were working in the 
sea, we ate what we fished. When there was little catch, we would sell it all and there was 
nothing left to take home to feed my children. It was really very hard… One day, my eight-
year-old daughter said that we should sell the house and that I should go to the United 
States to work so we could live better. I thought I would die. My husband had left six months 
earlier, so my daughter told me to go work there with him, that we couldn’t keep on living 
like that. I did it: I took a mortgage on the house, since we didn’t have anything to sell, just a 
fan, not even a refrigerator – nothing. My sister told me I was crazy, that I should think about 
my children. The littlest is only two, but I can’t stand to see them go hungry, I want to give 
them a better life than mine. So I called my husband and I told him that I was going to go 
with him, and he told me over the phone how to get there…" -Maria del Carmen, Honduran, 
26 years old. 

GRAPH V-8
Women traveling with children
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And so it is that they depart, leaving their children behind. For these women, their children 
embody their own future or destiny: their own hopes, dreams and desires are for their chil-
dren. This aspect is analyzed later in this chapter.

Single Mothers

Of all the migrant women, 18% are single mothers. But in fact, 77% of all of the mothers inter-
viewed raise their children without the support or presence of a man. 

Regarding the absence of a partner in childrearing, several authors have emphasized the im-
portance of the extended family as a factor that enables women to migrate (Martinez Pizarro, 
2003, p. 56). Most of the women who separated from their children left them with their own 
mothers (58%). Only 12% left them with their husbands, and another 12% left them with 
a sister. Before migrating, the person who offered the most help in childrearing was their 
mother (54%), followed by the mother-in-law (only 11% of the cases). When information is dis-
aggregated by nationality, greater differences are found among the Central Americans: only 
one child stayed with his father (1 of 29), while in 62% of the cases it was the grandmother and 
in 21% an aunt who took on the responsibility of child care. 

One area that requires further research is the impact of these women’s migration on their 
children. Ehrenreich and Hochschild observe that many children suffer emotional stress, have 
problems concentrating, and dream of migrating themselves as soon as they can (Ehrenreich 
and Hochschild, 2002, p. 29). Juana is a clear example of this:

“I have known that I wanted to migrate since June 20, 1989. That is the day that my mother 
and father went to the United States. They left because of the war. I was five, and my broth-
er and I lived in Ataco with my grandparents and my uncles and aunts. I haven’t seen my 
mother for sixteen years… Since then, the most important thing in my life has been to 
go live with her in Oakland… The fact that I couldn’t get there killed my dreams.” -Juana,  
Salvadoran, 21 years old. 

Finally, analysis of remittances conducted by the Multilateral Investment Fund of the Inter 
American Development Bank has shown that, regardless of their marital status, women 
migrants are more consistent than men about sending remittances home, a result that demon-
strates their sense of commitment to their family obligations (Martin, 2005; Cortes Castellanos, 
2005, p. 22). Further analysis of the relationship between motherhood, remittances and the 
migratory process in general – a topic beyond the objectives of this study – is needed. 

9. Economic and emotional dependents 

Seventy-four percent of the women have economic dependents. For 84%, these are their 
children, for 33% their parents, 16% siblings, and 17% others. Thirty-six percent of all 
women has one or two dependents; 28% has three or four; and 10% has five or more. In ad-
dition to their children, a third of the women interviewed cares for other family members.  
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Central American women have relatively more responsibilities: 42% takes care of a family 
member. The existence of dependents plays an important role in the decision to migrate.  
 
“I want to build a house and for my brothers to graduate.” -Rosa, Guatemalan, 20 years old 

10. Labor Situation and Gender Equity

One of the many facts that can be used to exemplify the poor situation of gender equity in 
Central America is that during the XX Century, in Guatemala, husbands could legally prohibit 
their wives from working. It was only in 1999 that women could legally work outside of their 
homes according to their own choice; however, this was under the condition that their work 
would not get in the way of their domestic responsibilities (Lawson, 2005, p. 232). In Central 
America, women’s long-term insertion in the labor market is precarious and also more spe-
cifically determined by work traditionally assigned to women, which pays less. In Guatemala, 
women earn 33% of what men earn (2,073 PPPUSD) , 37% in Honduras (1,447 PPPUSD), 44% in 
El Salvador (2,939 PPPUSD)22 and 30% in Ecuador (1,696 PPPUSD) (United Nations Development 
Program, 2005). 

According to the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), 44% of 
Latin American population is poor – more than 220 million people (Cortes Castellanos, 2005, 
p. 22). Poverty affects women more acutely, since fewer women are active in the labor market 
than men. Also, in times of economic crises, unemployment primarily affects women (ECLAC 
2004; Cortes Castellanos, 2005, p. 44).

In a world marked with various forms of inequality, with countries where a person with no 
qualifications or references can get a job in less than two weeks and earn ten times more than 
in their country of origin, who can stop migration?

It is clear that the desire for a well-paying job was a powerful reason for migrating among 
the interviewees. When asked what they would need in their country of origin to not mi-
grate, over 70% of the women immediately replied, a job with just wages. The other 
replies were related to the need for a better economic situation and better life opportuni-
ties. Again, in response to the question of what would be needed to feel safe, 40% referred 
to a job that provided them with a good economic situation, something that they think 
they can only get in the United States, as Eulalia, a 19 year-old Salvadoran, states: “Noth-
ing makes me feel safe, and I’m not going to be until I get to the United States and work.” 

Fifty-one percent of the Central American women said that they migrated because they could 
not find a good job in their country of origin. Seventy percent migrated because they knew 
that wages are better in the United States and 86% felt certain that they would find better 
economic opportunities in that country. If seventy percent of the Central American women 
sought work, 24% already had a job lined up. Work was not a main reason for migrating for 
only 6% of the Central American women. 

22. PPP (purchasing power parity) is a rate of exchange that accounts for price differences across countries, allowing international 
comparisons of real output and incomes. PPPUS$1 has the same purchasing power in the given domestic economy as US$1 in the 
United States.
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Poverty, unemployment and inequality in the developing world generate a labor force that 
can respond to the demand for unskilled labor in the United States, particularly in the service 
sector, personal care (for example, of children or the elderly), and domestic services. Nonethe-
less, women’s migration needs to be explained by other variables as well. This study shows 
that it is not always the poorest women who decide to migrate, nor the unemployed. While 
they are not the poorest of the poor, migrant women do live under certain conditions of pov-
erty in terms of education, labor, housing, domestic violence, nutrition, etc. However, these 
women are relatively empowered and autonomous, have a “social location”23 that allows them 
access to local labor markets and income-generating activities, family members who support 
their decision to migrate, networks of contacts who can facilitate the migration process and 
their insertion in a new society (Pessar, 2003, p. 6; Martin, 2005, p. 17, citing Chan and Radcliffe, 
1992). 

We will begin by analyzing the “social location” of these women through their participation 
in local labor markets and their contribution to the household economy.24 Massey argues that 
participation in local labor markets tends to drive women who are mothers to migrate, more 
than does economic desperation. When women work, their horizons are broadened and they 
become aware of their ability to generate income. (Massey, 1998, cited by Ehrenreich and 
Hochschild, 2002, p.28). As Maria Dina puts it, this work experience will prove helpful when 
migrating: “From what I’ve seen, migration is harder for some women, because of their lack of educa-
tion, their dependence on men, and especially their economic situation. It’s always better if they work.” 
-Maria Dina, Peruvian, 30 years old. 

Three out of four interviewees at the Detention Center had worked at least once in their coun-
try of origin, and, during the month prior to their departure, two thirds were working.25 These 
women were active in a broad range of professions; a third were in the service sector, a fifth 
in agriculture, and only 9% worked as laborers in factories or maquilas. Half of the women had 
fixed wages and their average annual income was $3,875 USD, or $10.62 USD a day.26 

Only 34% of Central American and Ecuadorian women had a fixed wage. Their average annual 
income was $2,748 USD, an equivalent to $7.53 a day, a significant difference from the average 
income of the entire pool of interviewees.

    

23. Mahler and Pessar (2001) developed the model of “social location”, which refers to the location of people within power hierar-
chies to explain their access to resources and mobility across transnational spaces.
24. For an analysis on the social location of women with regard to migration networks, see the section on transnational families and 
migration networks.
25. According to the results of the 2006 Pew Hispanic Center survey of Mexicans who had requested Consular Registration, only 
11% migrants were unemployed before leaving Mexico. Reforma, “Desligan desmpleo y éxodo”, December 7, 2005, International 
section, p. 1.
26. The World Bank defines extreme poverty as living on less than $1 PPPUSD a day, and moderate poverty as living on less than $2 
PPPUSD. The Human Development Index places the poverty line at $4 PPPUSD. The poverty line for the United States is $11 PPPUSD 
(for a family of three). Since the unit of measure is PPP (purchase power parity) and not dollars themselves, it is not possible to make 
an exact comparison with the data on the salaries from the interviews (which present parity for these currencies based on 2005 
exchange rates), but it does provide an idea of their income level and purchasing power.
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Seventy-seven percent of the women interviewed provided information about their income. 
Of these, only 8% had an income of less than $2 USD, and none earned less than $1 USD. 
Thirty percent earned less than $4 USD, 65% less than $11 and 35% earned more than $11. In 
fact, 12% earned over $8,000 USD ($22 per day).

The Central American and Ecuadoran women have a higher income than their nationals: Al-
though 36% earned less than $4 USD, none earned less than $2 USD per day, while UNDP 
figures show that, in Guatemala, 37% of the general population lives on less than $2 USD a 
day; 44% in El Salvador; 58% in Honduras; and 41% in Ecuador (UNDP, 2005). On the other 
hand, as shown in Graph V-10, Central American and Ecuadoran women are at a disadvan-
tage when compared to the other nationalities, as 80% earned less than $11 per day. Only 4% 
earned more than $8,000 USD per year. 

 GRAPH V-10
Annual Income Distribution in USD for employed women

GRAPH V-9
Employment by economic activity of surveyed women ever working
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Only a fifth of the women who had worked had received health coverage, and an even smaller 
percentage (17%) had paid vacation and the traditional aguinaldo (end-of-year bonus). The 
Central American women were in a more vulnerable situation, with only 14% of them having 
health coverage and 12% paid vacation and end of the year bonus/raise.

Finally, the women we interviewed demonstrated a general attitude of entrepreneurship 
and hard work. These are women who have experienced the necessity and importance of 
their work. Because they believe that migration is their only resource to find work and have 
a chance at improving their quality of life, these women organize themselves, demonstrate 
extreme courage and head north. 

11. Economic contribution to the household

It was mentioned earlier that two-thirds of the women interviewed work and contribute to the 
household income. As much as this figure may be overestimated, it contrasts with the 40% 
women who contribute to household economy in countries such as El Salvador and Honduras 
(UNDP, 2005) and highlights the influence that holding a job in the country of origin can have 
on migration, both because of the autonomy and the decision-making power it lends women, 
particularly in regards to financial matters.

How much do women contribute to support their families? In this particular interview pool, 
twenty-one percent provided all their income to support their families, a figure close to the 
24% considered themselves as heads of their households. Thirteen percent provided most of 
the family income, 27% half, 23% a quarter, and 16% less than a quarter. Women who at the 
time when they decided to migrate were not contributing financially to their families were 
hoping that migration would allow them to work and contribute to the family income.

When the information is analyzed according to marital status, it becomes clear that two thirds 
of the single women contributed to the family finances, 81% of the separated and divorced 
women, and 50% of the widowed women, maintained their families. Fifty-seven percent of 
the married women contributed to the family income, along with their husbands or partners.27

27. 35% of the men married to migrant women contributed all of the family income, 30% the most part, 18% half, 12% a quarter, 
and 6% less than a quarter. 

GRAPH V-11
Female economic contribution according to marital status (shown as percent of each status)
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12. Heads of Household

ECLAC maintains that the increase in female heads of household is another factor associat-
ed with women’s migration, since poverty is more prevalent among households headed by 
women, and migration is increasingly valued as an alternative for survival (Cortes Castellanos, 
2005, p. 44). According to ECLAC data, in 2002, 9.8% of all urban families in Latin America were 
headed by a woman, and 37% of these lived in poverty (ECLAC, 2004; Cortes Castellanos, 2005, 
p. 44).

Many of the women interviewed were confused by the question of who was the head of their 
household and needed to think about it before answering. Twenty-four percent of the women 
migrants considered themselves the household heads and 21% placed their mother in this 
role. Among the Central American women, 24% considered their mother the head of the 
household, compared to only 16% who considered themselves in this position.

On the one hand, among the married women, only 14% said that both the husband and wife 
were heads of household, 46% said their husbands had that position, and only 11% claimed it 
for themselves. On the other hand, 56% of the separated or divorced women saw themselves 
as the head of their household, along with 20% of the single women.

13. Violence

Martinez Pizarro shows an increase in women migrating in order to escape from domestic 
control and violence (Martinez Pizarro, 2003, p. 54). 59% of the married women mentioned 
that they argued or fought with their partners – half because of jealous husbands. Alcohol-
ism (25% and 41% for Central Americans) and infidelity (25%), as well as feeling ignored by 
their husbands (28%), were also cause for clashes. Over half of the married women referred to 
insults, a third to physical violence, and 16% to sexual violence. Some of the women affirmed 

GRAPH V-12 
Women migrant head of household accordint to marital status (shown as percent of marital status)
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that migration provided them an escape from this violence, but only one claimed it as her 
principal reason for migrating. Other women, victims of abuse by other family members, also 
decided to migrate in order to escape from violence.

“My father left for the United States three years ago, to Boston. My brothers and I stayed 
with my mother, and my older brother would hit me and abuse me… (she breaks out in 
tears). I wanted to go to Boston to work there, I talked about it with my mother and father 
and left.” -Elvia, Ecuadorian, 19 years old. 

14. Health

Questions regarding the general health of the women migrants, including their reproductive 
health, were asked in order to obtain a broader picture of their quality of life. As for their diet, 
this is based mainly on carbohydrates, though almost half eat red meat or chicken every day, 
and two-thirds consume vegetables daily.28 The diet of the Central American women includes 
even more carbohydrates and fewer vegetables. Only a quarter of the women from Central 
America eat red meat or chicken daily, and they depend more heavily on beans (82%). It is 
somewhat difficult to assess the veracity of the responses obtained, particularly when com-
pared to information regarding the nutrition levels of some of the countries represented in 
this pool. For example, 48.7% Guatemalan children suffer from chronic malnutrition (Social 
Watch, 2005). 

Regarding access to medical care and medication, 86% of the women would seek medical at-
tention when ill. Only 22% obtained medication from social security, while three quarters had 
to buy them in a pharmacy. Fortunately, since most are young they are also healthy – only 44% 
mentioned having suffered some kind of (non-serious) illness during the previous year.

As far as overall health, there is a good rate of cancer screening (papanicolau) among the pool: 
two thirds of the women had taken this test. Of these, 83% had done so once or twice a year. 
Only 10% had done so only once. Among the Central American women, those with children 
were more likely to have taken the test: 94% who had done so were mothers. 

On the other hand, it stands out that 43% had never used any kind of birth control, and only 
12% use condoms regularly. Seventy percent of the women who had children use birth con-
trol for family planning, while only 36% of the women without children use them. The pill is 
the method most used among birth control users (52%), followed by injections and the IUD. 
Central American women use birth control less to prevent unwanted pregnancy and sexually 
transmitted infections: only 8% had ever used a condom.

 

28. Information regarding fast food or junk food was not obtained due to an omission in the questionnaire.
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15. Quality of Housing

Information regarding the women’s places of origin was also gathered in order to obtain a 
broader picture of the human development levels. Details on a range of aspects are provided 
in the following sections: quality of housing, civil and political participation, as well as risks 
and conflicts. 

Participants were asked about their living situation and the conditions of their homes prior to 
their migration. Almost half (49%) of the women lived in a house belonging either to them-
selves or a family member, 23% in a house that had been loaned to them, and 27% rented. 
While only 2% lacked electricity, 17% had no potable water and 9% had to fetch water them-
selves – of these, 75% were Central American. Eighteen percent cooked with wood; 28% of the 
Central American women did so, though in some cases it was a question of preference and 
tradition, since they also had a gas stove.

Three quarters of the interviewed women lived in brick houses and 61% had a solid (non-dirt) 
floor. In comparison, twenty-eight percent of the Central American and Ecuadorian women 
lived in adobe and 68% in brick houses, and half had dirt floors.

On average, the women lived with four other people in five-room houses (including kitchen 
and bathroom) and seven light bulbs. The Central Americans and Ecuadorian lived in poorer 
conditions, with an average of seven people living in houses of four rooms. Many establish 
their own families within the paternal household, which can hinder the physical and mental 
health of the family. One of the principal reasons for migrating among these women is to work 
so as to build a house for their children.

GRAPH V-13
Contraceptive use
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Television was the most common electronic item, and found in 91% of the houses, followed by 
a radio (89%) and refrigerator (73%). However, only a third had an electric washing machine. 
While 82% of the Central American and Ecuadorian women had a television, only 56% had a 
refrigerator and 8% a washing machine. 

 

16. Civic and political participation  
Political participation among these women was quite weak. Eighty-two percent thought that 
women should participate in political life and also believed that women are as competent as 
men in solving the problems of their countries. They also agreed that women could rationalize 
problems better than men, that they are more efficient and less corrupt, fulfill their promises, 
understand people better. Nonetheless, only a third of the interviewees said that they would 
like to participate in the political processes and decisions themselves. In fact, only 9% had 
been a member of a political party, 8% had belonged to a union, and 20% had belonged to 
a community group (most of these were Cuban). As voters, they were more active: 61% had 
voted in their countries of origin. This is a substantial amount, when taking into consideration 
that many were quite young when interviewed and some of them had not yet had the op-
portunity to vote in elections. Finally, 39% felt that being a woman makes it more difficult to 
participate in politics.

Results for civic and political participation by nationality show that 86% of the Central Ameri-
can women believe that women should participate in political affairs and that 50% would like 
to do so themselves. However, the same percent also thought that being a woman makes par-
ticipation more complicated. In reality, their participation was weak: only 56% had voted, 12% 
had been a member of a political party, 4% of a union, and 16% of a community organization.

GRAPH V-14
Housing Conditions
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 As mentioned earlier, gender stereotypes are the greatest obstacle cited to their participation 
in their country’s public affairs. On one side, interviewees considered that being a woman, 
especially their responsibility as mothers, does not allow a public life. “If a woman has children, 
she better not get into politics because that takes up a lot of her time.” -Ivonne, Honduran, 34 years old.
On the other side, they adverted gender discrimination materialized in the mistrust of women:

“Men say that if it’s a woman, how is she going to do it? And women don’t even try because 
they think that others aren’t going to believe that she can do it.” -Eulalia, Salvadoran, 19 
years old. 

They also expressed that a low education level is an important barrier for making politics: “It 
would be very hard for me, given my education level”, -Antonia, Salvadoran, 28 year old. Finally, some 
women understood that their participation is rendered difficult by the new approach toward 
politics (ever more mediated) that requires a significant investment of resources that they 
simply do not have: “You need resources to be in politics” -Ivonne, Honduran, 34 year old 

These examples bring to life women’s isolation and estrangement from public life, collective 
decision making and struggles for their own interests and rights.
17. Place of origin: risks and conflicts 
With regard to the conditions of their places of origin, half of the women described how en-
vironmental damage had impacted their communities, and 30% had suffered considerable 
losses because of it. Twenty-nine percent described political conflict, 40% violence and 48% 
insecurity. Over half (53%) expressed fear of returning home because of anticipated retalia-

GRAPH V-15
Political Participation
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tion. Of these, 57% feared loss of freedom, 61% aggression, 30% dying, 33% losing everything, 
11% being kidnapped and 11% being tortured.

 

A significant difference is found when information is grouped by nationalities. Even though 
only 14% of the Central American women referred to political conflict, 44% of them feared 
returning because of the situation of violence and insecurity, mostly related to the maras or 
gangs. Even more striking is that 77% feared being attacked upon return.

“I’m scared to go back to Guatemala City, of the maras… We left because they threatened 
to kidnap one of our children if we didn’t give them money. Every day we had to pay “taxes” 
to go in and out of our houses in peace. But we couldn’t bear the threat of kidnapping. We 
left. We sold everything to go, we hardly even have any furniture left, so I don’t know where 
we’re going to go, but the maras are going to be there.” -Marcela, Guatemalan, 22 years old. 

GRAPH V-16
Security
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II. Situation in place of origin: Intermediate Factors
18. Sense of Community and Family 

When the women were asked about the importance of their community, many had to 
pause to think carefully, and even so, many were unable to reply (39%). Of the half who 
replied positively, 55% mentioned the help and support they received from their commu-
nities, and a quarter referred to a feeling of identity and belonging. Only 17%  spoke in 
terms of their own participation in their communities and the importance of sharing. Two 
women dreamed of being part of a community, given that until that time they had never 
felt part of one. Finally, some women responded as if they had to choose between their 
community and their family, always opting for the family; others used the two synony-
mously: “My community is important, I’m the oldest sister and I take care of everything” -Celia,  
Peruvian, 30 years old. 

Perhaps the community takes a lower rung on the ladder because most of these women came 
from large encompassing Latin American families, outside of which their world abruptly ends. 
The advantage for them is that they have family in other parts of the world. 

The women we interviewed made scarce references to linkages with their communities of 
origin, despite having the support of a strong family network. For example, when they needed 
to find someone to help take care of their children while they were away, the overwhelming 
majority relied on their family. Only two (4%) relied on a friend, and another two put their 
children in paid childcare. When in need of emotional support or advice, most women sought 
out their mothers; the women whose mothers were absent were very isolated. A quarter of 
the women sought out no one for emotional support, while 15% said they consulted no one 
for advice. The Central American women are less isolated: 18% sought no emotional support 
and 8% sought no advice. Even so, they had less support from their partners; only a fifth found 
emotional support from their husbands/partners and a tenth asked them for advice. 

19. Negotiation within the household

The mother
The mother is the main ally of these women: 30% seek out their mothers for emotional sup-
port, and 44% for advice. A third of the single and separated women felt that their mothers 
helped them considerably in the household chores, and for more than half, it was their moth-
ers who helped take care of their children. Upon leaving their countries of origin, 58% left their 
children with their mothers. These proportions are greater among the Central American and 
Ecuadorian women. Hondagneu-Sotelo coined the term “transnational motherhood” to define 
this phenomenon (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2001), particularly because these migrant women will 
likely end up taking care of someone else’s children (or parents), thus completing what Hoch-
schild calls the “chain of care” (Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2002, p. 31). Furthermore, in order 
to migrate, most women have to make arrangements for childcare. They devise a family eco-
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nomic strategy that combines their wages and future remittances with the domestic work of 
another woman in their home of their community of origin. For this reason, proponents of 
the household strategy argue that a woman’s decision to migrate responds to a family agree-
ment (Cortes Castellanos, 2005, p. 50). New integrationist theories maintain that despite these 
arrangements, it is women themselves who make the decision to migrate (Oishi, 2002, p. 12). 
Despite these contradictions in theories, it remains clear that an agreement with one’s mother 
is vital to women’s migration. 

Patriarchal Family Structures

In a house or a family, who makes the decision to migrate? Gender hierarchies and relation-
ships affect these decisions, either by encouraging a daughter to migrate so as to contribute 
to the family through remittances, or the opposite – by opposing her decision to migrate. 
Fifteen percent of the women interviewed migrated because their family in the United States 
had sent for them, but only two women said they migrated against their own wishes: one 
who obeyed her family’s orders to go work with her father, and the second who obeyed her 
husband’s orders. 

“I left because my husband came to get me, I didn’t want to leave. He had gone to the 
United States to live five years ago, but I stayed because I was pregnant with my son, the 
littlest one. He was always telling me to go, to meet up with him, but I didn’t want to. And 
now he came all the way to the village and told me he had gotten me a job at a restaurant 
and we had to leave. We took my son, the littlest one, because I just couldn’t bear to leave 
him behind.” -Candelaria, Guatemalan, 30 years 

On the other end of the spectrum we find a woman who migrated to separate from her alco-
holic husband. Or the married woman who migrated to find her husband, against his wishes, 
after hearing that he had a new woman, in order to confront him. 

“As soon as I found out that my husband had another girlfriend I got some money together 
and packed my bag. The worst thing was leaving my little girl, who was only one year old, 
but I gave her to my sister and left. I was so mad thinking about how he had found someone 
else, I wanted to confront him, in Miami, wherever he was.” -Lucrecia, Guatemalan, 21 years 
old. 

In fact, for 30% of the women, the decision to migrate was a cause of conflict in their fami-
lies (in 38% of the Central American and Ecuadorian women). Half of these were married 
women, 35% single and 15% separated; 69% had children and 31% did not. Conflict was 
usually with the mother (50%), followed by the father and the husband (19% in both cases).  
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“My father, who lives with my brothers in the United States, gave me permission to migrate 
and join them there, but my mother got really mad when I told her I was going, she never 
agreed to it. She told me that I was going to have to figure it out with my father if anything 
happened to me on the way. I felt really awful, but I went anyway, and now here I am (in the 
Detention Center), and the smuggler too. I haven’t told my family that I’ve been caught, I 
have two more tries, but now I don’t want to go, but if I don’t go, then we lose the money…” 
-Martina, Honduran, 20 years old. 

Thirty-one percent left without having resolved the problem, often in secret. Other women 
tried to avoid such conflict by not disclosing their plans to migrate to friends or family mem-
bers. These elements indicate the level of autonomy in the decision to migrate.
 

“They took us to a safe house in Pachuca, there were 93 of us, and they left us locked in 
there. We were there for three days when the men from migration came, there were lots of 
them, there were also television reporters with cameras and it was on the news. I was ner-
vous because you can see Mexican TV in Honduras and my family doesn’t know that I had 
left to migrate, I didn’t dare tell my children…” -Esther, Honduran, 40 years old. 

Seventy-one percent of the women interviewed said that they alone decided to migrate (82% 
of the Central American and Ecuadorian women). However, it is not strictly a decision made 
independently; there were others who took part. For 60% of the married women, the husband 
intervened (25% of the total pool). Brothers intervened in 12%, mothers in 11% and fathers in 
10%. Their support ranged from giving encouragement to providing the resources needed 
to migrate, such as in the case of a woman from Sri Lanka who lost everything, including her 
husband, in the 2004 tsunami and migrated with her brother to find work to maintain her 
children:

“I had no option, I had to face this situation, and my brother and my family supported me.” 
-Chandrika, Sri Lankan, 37 years old. 

20. Transnational families and migration networks 

The importance of women’s “social location” in migration was discussed earlier, in the analysis 
of women’s participation in labor markets and contribution to the family economy. Linkages 
with networks of migrants is also part of this “social location". A woman who may have no con-
tacts to get work in the capitol city of her own country just may have these kinds of contacts 
in Connecticut.

The theory of networks is quite successful in gender studies, as it provides a means for dif-
ferentiating between the behavior of men and women. Oishi argues that, to migrate, women 
tend to keep within their personal networks of relatives, friends or neighbors more than men 
do (Oishi, 2002, p. 7). In this study, women often spoke of belonging to a transnational family. 
Having “relatives” in the country of destination gives greater security to women who decide 
to migrate and look for work in another country, since these networks facilitate their journey 
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and finding work. Information about the kinds of jobs available and the quality of life in the 
country of destination is efficiently transmitted via family members and contacts who have 
emigrated.

Finally, although they may have made the decision alone to migrate, these women did not 
migrate alone: a network of personal connections establishes a safeguarded for them. 

Graph V-17 shows that 79% of the interviewed women and 94% of the Central Americans had 
relatives in other countries. This percentage seems higher than for the rest of their compatri-
ots, when compared with studies on remittances. According to the Multilateral Investment 
Fund and the Pew Hispanic Center, 28% adults in El Salvador have a relative in another country 
and receive remittances; the figure is 24% for Guatemala and 16% for Honduras (Multilateral 
Investment Fund and the Pew Hispanic Center, 2003, p.19). This pool of women had horizon-
tal family migration networks: 40% had at least one brother or sister abroad. Comparatively, 
the father or mother of 23% of the women were abroad, and the husband or partner of 20%. 
Almost half had a more-removed relative (uncle or cousin) or friend abroad. A significant 
number had received financial support to help them migrate, the smuggler was hired from 
the final destination, etc.

All forms of migration require some kind of patrimony or investment, and here the family is 
central to the actions and identity of the individual. Thirty-seven percent of the women re-
ceived money from a relative in the United States, and 21% borrowed from a family member, 
while only 30% saved money on their own. Graph V-18 illustrates and compares how women 
paid for their trips, while differentiating the total group from the Central Americans and Ecua-
dorians. The image makes clear how the Central Americans and Ecuadorians rely more heavily 
on their family networks and are less dependent on own savings.

GRAPH V-17
Women with relatives in other countries
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Also, these women were able to raise the money needed for the trip quite quickly. Thirty-two 
percent raised the money in less than a month; 38% took between one and six months, and 
only 8% took over a year while saving (in this case, either the woman herself or a relative in the 
United States paid for the trip).

Additionally, over half of the women did not have to pay back the loan they took (51% of the 
total pool and 58% of the Central Americans). Eighteen percent had a year to repay it, 4.6% 
took two years, 13% between three and four years, and 12% took five or more years.

21. Family reunification

While family reunification played a large role in the decision to migrate for many of the women, 
not all women with relatives in the United States migrated in order to reunite with them. 
Sixty-eight percent went to reunite with at least one relative (54% of the total). Seventy-nine 
percent of the Central Americans and Ecuadorians went to reunite with a relative (represent-
ing 74% of the total for their nationalities).

Who were these women going to meet? 
For 20% of the women, they were attempting to meet with their partner or husband, and 
this was also their reason for migrating. Seven percent had children abroad. With all who 
had children abroad were traveling to meet up with them, except for one woman in this cat-
egory. The mothers or fathers of 23% were abroad, and of these 62%  went to reunite with 
them (only one was going to reunite with both her mother and her father). A third had a 
brother abroad and 9% had a sister. All of the women with sisters abroad were traveling to 
meet up with them, but only half of those with brothers abroad sought to reunite with them.  

GRAPH V-18
Investment for migration
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Finally, 70% said that they had not seen their relatives in over a year (76% of the Central Ameri-
cans and Ecuadorians) and 13% less than a month (16% Central Americans and Ecuadorians). 

Graph V-20 shows the relatives living abroad with whom the women sought to reunite (classi-
fied as “other” in Graph V-19): brother-in-law, grandchildren, uncle, cousin, friend, or boyfriend.

 

While the husband intervened in the decision to migrate in a little over half of the married 
women, the other half decided alone to meet up with their partner in the United States. 

GRAPH V-20
Family reunification with "other"

GRAPH V-19
Women with relatives living in a diferent country and mentioned cases of family reunification
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The same pattern holds true for reunification with children. In the case of reunification with 
parents and siblings, women make the decision to migrate more independently. However, 
migrant men (fathers and brothers) send for the women of their families more often than mi-
grant women (mothers and sisters) send for their male family members.

 

Graph V-22 shows how Central American and Ecuadorian women are more likely to inde-
pendently decide to migrate, though husbands, fathers and brothers continue to call for the 
women of their families:

 

GRAPH V-22
Independence of decision to migrate when family reunification (main nationalities)

GRAPH V-21
Independence of decision when seekin family reunification
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III. Situation of origin: Subjective factors
22. Perception of discrimination

Perceptions of gender equity in family and social relationships were studied to better under-
stand the women’s decision to migrate.

Though it may seem that the search for employment as a way out of relative poverty is the 
main driver behind international migration, it is not always that simple. Earlier in this chapter, 
we mention the importance gender roles attribute to institutional factors that directly impact 
women’s lives, as well as discriminatory social practices and attitudes during the period prior 
to migration (Martinez Pizarro, 2003, p. 53; Oishi, 2002, p. 12; Piper, 2005, p. 11). Work oppor-
tunities, education levels, health and other services in communities of origin are often more 
precarious for women than for men.

Pessar, one expert on issues of gender roles, observes that in some cases, transnational mi-
gration offers an opportunity for men and women to question hegemonic notions of gender 
and explore new ways of understanding and living it. Later, she contemplates whether this 
questioning and these changes occur before migration, or whether they would ever have hap-
pened in its absence (Pessar, 2003, p. 5). 

Throughout these interviews, it became clear that women had not questioned previously 
discriminatory practices and attitudes, which they assumed as what should be. For exam-
ple, when Wendy, a 22-year old Salvadoran repeats: “People look down on a man who washes 
that’s women’s work” It is not uncommon for women to reproduce gender discrimination with-
out even realizing it: “Men are more responsible. Women talk a lot but don’t know much.” -Cintia,  
Ecuadorian, 21 years old. “We don’t have the same rights because men are braver and women are more 
sensitive.” -Judith, Guatemalan, 32 years old. 

The results of this study show that while some of the women migrants held in the Detention 
Center could not name gender differences, or how to face or soften them. Many even needed 
further explanation to understand the concept of “discrimination”. Once having understood 
the concept, two thirds identified discriminatory practices in their countries of origin. None-
theless, except for the two cases mentioned earlier, the women did not migrate as a conscious 
decision to break these patterns. 

Migrant women valued having expanded their horizons beyond their homes and their ability 
to work: “Given the fact that men are machista, I feel good that I can do the things they do, like work.”-
Luisa, Bolivian, 19 years old. 

It is precisely in regards to work, outside the private sphere of home, that women migrants 
can best identify discrimination. Over half referred to discriminatory gender practices when 
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trying to find work and in the kind of work they can access, while two thirds referred to wage 
discrimination. The situation was worse for the Central American and Ecuadorian women, 72% 
of whom identified these inequalities. 

“In San Pedro Sula I was working in the sewing industry (maquila), but a few weeks ago they 
fired me because I was too old. I’m 28 and they told me that women had to be younger than 
26 to work there. I felt awful, I was already thinking about migrating, but when I got fired I 
had no other option. I just want to work and earn more money, like $500 lempiras a week. 
But in Honduras there is no work, so we left.” -Ivette, Honduran, 28 years old. 

However, responses about discrimination within the family were contradictory: though prac-
tically three quarters of the women felt they had the same rights as men, a third of these 
credited it to living in homes without men and doing chores attributed to both, men and 
women.

“I feel like I have the same rights as men because I grew up on my own, I had to do both 
men’s and women’s work. I’ve worked and taken care of my children, so I have the same 
rights and I think that a man is not indispensable.” -Victoria, Venezuelan, 29 years old. 

After speaking about discrimination in the work place, the women began to identify and talk 
about discrimination in the home. Half of the women felt discriminated against in carrying out 
household chores and 43% when making decisions. 

As for the married women, while more than half described equitable participation in decision-
making, the husbands/partners participated only minimally in household chores. Half said 
that their husband/partner never helped take care of the children. Again, the percentages are 
polarized for the Central American women. 

An analysis of results by marital status reveals that 69% of both the married and separated/
divorced women think that women are the subject of discrimination. With regard to decision-
making, the women who are separated feel this more acutely (60%) compared to the married 
and single women (46 and 34 percent, respectively). The pattern repeats itself in household 
chores, where the separated/divorced feel more discriminated (67%) than the married (54%) 
and single women (47%). A plausible explanation is that women might experience and per-
ceive more discrimination as their responsibilities increase –and their opportunities to act 
outside gendered stereotypes expand. 

As mentioned earlier, these women are eager to work and feel accomplished when they do so. 
They value the autonomy and empowerment they receive from working, even if they have to 
work twice as hard, at home and at work. The same is true for women in migration. Because 
their children’s fathers are either absent or do not participate in childrearing, many of the 
interviewees have to work to maintain their children, as well as attending to their emotional 
and educational needs. When in their own country, the precarious kind of work and/or income 
they can get does not allow them to do so, we can see how sociocultural structures operate 
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against women and it becomes clear that there are gender issues that drive them to migrate. 
But when women migrate, they do not break with these discriminatory structures. Contrarily, 
they become enmeshed in a new system that exacerbates the inequalities. Women are willing 
to leave what they love most and what makes them feel secure, for the promise of a better-
paying job (though not necessarily less discriminating)29, as part of the new global proletariat 
(Pessar, 2003, p. 17). 

23. Desires, imaginary, and initiative 

Ninety-four percent of Central American women affirmed their desire to reach the United 
States, while only 6 percent meant to stay in Mexico. Nonetheless, seventy percent of all the 
interviewed women said they wanted to go to the United States. Twenty-six percent wanted 
to stay in Mexico, and another four percent wanted to reach another country. 

The percentage of women who claimed Mexico as their country of destination must be taken 
with some skepticism. First of all, it is overestimated, because several women concealed their 
intention of reaching the United States, which was later revealed in the interview process. It 
is also overrepresented, since the pool includes a group of women who had been detained 
while working in nightclubs in Mexico City, as well as Venezuelans and Brazilians with tourist 
visas and refugee applicants. Graph V-23 shows that almost 70% claimed Mexico City as their 
final place of destination, while the others sought to reach border cities like Reynosa, Nuevo 
Laredo and Tijuana, places where they were apprehended by Mexican authorities. 

 The desired destinations within the United States show more diversity. Of the 70% whose goal 
was to accomplish the American Dream, 16% were going to California, 12% to Virginia, 9% to 
Florida (mainly Miami), 8% New York, 6% Texas, and the remaining 16% various other states. 
Among the Central Americans, 24% were headed to California, 18% Virginia, 10% New York, 
8% Texas, 8% Florida, and the remaining 20% to other states. 

29. For more on this issue, see the excellent work of Barbara Ehrenreich and Arlie Hochschild (eds.), Global Women: Nannies, Maids, 
and Sex Workers in the New Economy, Holt, New York, 2002.

GRAPH V-23
Desired City of destination in Mexico
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The information is provided according to the states that the women wished to reach, since 
although some women knew the name of the exact city or town they were supposed to reach 
(or the name of the nearest big city), for others the only reference was the name of the state, 
or their imaginary of that location:

“What do you mean, where did I want to go? Texaaas! That’s where the dollars are, everyone 
knows that!!!” -Ivette, Honduran, 28 years old. 

The imaginary is what leads people in their thoughts, emotions and acts; it expresses the in-
terplay between the individual and the world. From the imaginary derives creation; it is the 
motor of change. It defines the relationship between what one is and what one wants to be 
(Castoriadis, 1997). This study asked migrant women about their thoughts, visions and fan-
tasies, since what they imagine also drives them to plan and create strategies for migrating. 
Regarding these women’s thoughts about their lives or the lives of their partners, relatives or 
friends who have migrated:

“My uncle earned money there [United States] and bought his plot of land [in Guatemala]. I 
wanted the same thing, to be successful.” -Isidora, Guatemalan, 19 years old. 

In fact, when talking about their hopes for the future, it becomes clear once again the  
background of women migrants: the desire to work to improve the quality of life they and 
their children can attain. “I just want to work to help my daughter get ahead.” -Nélida, Colombian, 35 
years old. 

GRAPH V-24
Desired destiny within the United States (by State)



42

The interviews show that the main concern for women migrants is to attain security, which 
means arriving to their destination and finding a job. In some cases, the kind of employment 
that they may find in the United States is not a central issue: “I want to get to the United States to 
work in any job, earn money, and live peacefully.” -Lorena, Ecuadorian, 18 years old. 

Women migrants’ imaginary is not only conformed by the houses and business that their 
relatives and neighbors might have built, it is also molded by the knowledge women have 
acquired through their accounts about labor conditions in destination. They know that, due 
to their immigration status, showing a desire for professional development or for obtaining 
qualifications through work is out of their reach. Therefore, the kind of work they may find is 
not a central concern for them. At this time in their lives, in the midst of their journey, what 
they want most is the security that work and money can give them. While some women’s 
fantasies are still childish, as Martina’s: “I imagine that the United States is really beautiful and I want 
money.” -Martina, Honduran, 19 years old. 

Other women have already thought about how they want to improve their quality of life, and 
have imagined how they would spend the money they could earn in the United States: rang-
ing from purchasing items for their basic needs to investing in a future business:

“I want to build a house for my children, buy a refrigerator… then set up a stand to sell 
things, a business, something.” -María del Carmen, Honduran, 26 years old. 

A desire to help their children study and have greater opportunities was clear among the 
women with children, and they think that work in the United States is essential for this:

“If I try to work and if God helps me get to the United States, my daughter will have a dif-
ferent future. I want to have my own house and I want my daughter to study and be as 
educated as she can, something that I couldn’t do. I never want her to have to make the 
decision to leave Honduras like me.” Cecilia, Honduran, 28 years old.

The vast majority of the women were hoping for a temporary stay away from their place of 
origin (71% of the entire pool and 83% of the Central Americans). Their idea was to work “in 
any job” for a couple of years, save money, and thereby be able to fulfill their dreams in their 
home country. Only 21% left determined to remain permanently in their destination, and an-
other three percent did not know how long they would stay.

The migrant women interested in getting professional training or experience were an ex-
ception, despite the fact that most were quite young and that a quarter were single without 
children: only 8% (7 women) responded affirmatively to this question. “I’d like to get a good job 
to pay for an education to become a professional. I’d like to study pedagogy or agronomy.” -Luisa, Boliv-
ian, 19 years old. How long will Luisa’s aspirations for herself last? 
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As gender analysts state, the interviews showed women defined themselves by their relation 
and dedication to others in their family and social communities, even the young and single. 
Many of them tended to put others first: “I want to get to the United States, work and support my 
mother, and help my nephew be what I couldn’t be." -Eulalia, Salvadoran, 19 years old.

For example, the hopes of Sabla, an Ethiopian woman of 22 years, for the future are: “...that my 
brother can study and be happy”, some, like Beatriz, an 18 years old Ecuadorian, even relinquish 
their own personal projects in order to migrate: “I have to sacrifice myself to give my daughter a 
better future.” Most women showed considerable initiative to migrate: “I’m not afraid. I found the 
information I needed to migrate and did it.” -Sabla, Ethiopian, 22 years old. 

Some women said that all their lives they have wanted to migrate. This is apparent in how 
quickly they decided to do so. Forty-three percent took one to two months to decide and 18% 
less than a month. Other women had a harder time than others in deciding to migrate, 12% 
took over a year to be convinced. But once they made the decision, they held steadfastly to 
it: “Seeking out the American Dream makes me a strong woman.” -Ana Celia, Salvadoran, 27 years old.

Not even the dangers of the journey, migratory controls or the frustration of being detained 
stopped them: “I’m not going to give up until I make it." -Cecilia, Honduran, 28 years old. “I’ll make this 
trip again, because I have a goal: to send my children to school.” -Leonor, Ecuadorian, 34 years old. 

Thinking about their children strengthens women’s determination to migrate: “I’m determined 
and I know that my migrating is for the good of my son.” -Maria, Guatemalan, 26 years old. 

Children are not only a powerful driver for women’s migration, but for everything that these 
women do, since motherhood gives them meaning in life: “My strength comes from wanting to 
see my children progress.” -Judith, Guatemalan, 32 years old.  “I’m strong because I have someone I have 
to fight for and I want to do it.” -Eugenia, Guatemalan, 19 years old. 

For other women, this determination raised when they had to face the risks and adversities of 
the journey: “I became strong during the trip.” -Ana, Honduran, 42 years old. 

These women take stances quite different from the women described in existing research 
on women’s migration from a gender perspective, who through migration actively seek to 
develop more equitable gender relations (Pessar, 2003; Piper, 2005; Martin, 2005; Jolly, 2005). 
Their testimonies demonstrate the difficulty of making generalizations about the influence of 
discriminatory gender relationships on migration. Women’s perception of discrimination, their 
imaginary and their initiative are all subjective and distinctive factors, and because of this, 
migration experiences are usually very heterogeneous and complex.
 
24. Information about the trip

The migration experience of these women is also determined by the information and expecta-
tions they had about the journey before departure. What follows is a review of the knowledge 
and awareness that women had before leaving.
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The lack of information these women had before migrating is surprising – or at least, their 
weak and uninformed answers to our questions on this aspect. One quarter of the interviewed 
women had received no orientation or previous information about the trip and how to un-
dertake it (this included 28% of the Central Americans and Ecuadorians). Half had received 
very basic orientation with tips like not to travel alone, to be careful, to only take clothes, and 
information about the kind of transportation to use. They imagined how hard it was to enter 
the United States and underestimated the challenges they would face in the long journey they 
should make to get to the feared border:

“I had no idea how hard it would be to cross Mexico. I thought that the US border was going 
to be the hardest, but it isn’t. Mexico is.” -Luisa, Bolivian, 19 years old. 

Only 25% mentioned having a detailed and exhaustive orientation about how to reach the 
border or final destination. However, some already had this information from prior experi-
ence. Twenty-eight percent of the women interviewed had migrated before (only 22% of the 
Central Americans and Ecuadorians). Of these, half had migrated once, a third had migrated 
twice, and 16% had migrated three or more times. A third had been through Mexico before 
on their way to the United States, on both successful and unsuccessful attempts to reach their 
target destination.

One aspect of women’s migration that merits special attention is the prevention measures 
that women take to protect their health during the trip – an issue that highlights women’s 
condition of vulnerability during their transit through Mexico. Some women took contracep-
tion injections before leaving in order to prevent getting pregnant if raped. Unfortunately, this 
measure does not prevent sexual violence, that is assumed part of the journey:

“One of my distant relatives had experience in this trip and gave me some recommenda-
tions before I left. That’s why I got a birth control shot, because he told me that they rape 
women on the way, and I didn’t want to get pregnant again. I have a daughter who is seven, 
that’s why I left, so she could study… So I have to work, and if I get pregnant again I’m not 
going to be able to work or do the things I want to do.” -Cecilia, Honduran, 28 years old. 

In contrast, others didn’t believe the warnings and recommendations: “If I migrate again, I’ll 
follow those instructions.” -Martina, Honduran, 20 years old. Or they simply couldn’t fathom the risks 
they would encounter: “For some women, it is harder to migrate because they are naïve and they don’t 
know what can happen to them, so they get into trouble.” -Maria, Guatemalan, 26 years old. 

Neither did they imagine what it means to be “the other”: foreigners. If these women thought 
that, as Latin Americans, they could pass through Mexico unperceived, this country does its 
best to make them understand that they are foreigners. They envisioned that since every day 
so many Mexicans risk it all to cross the border to find work in the United States, that the 
Mexican migration officials would be empathetic with their pursuit of the American Dream. 
They underestimated the barriers they faced: “Why do they detain us if we were not even going 
to Mexico?” -Patricia, Ecuadorian, 29 years old. “We all have the right to go to the United States, not just 
Mexicans!” -Luisa, Bolivian, 19 years old. “Mexican authorities should be more understanding with Latin 
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Americans who are after the American Dream, but now I understand that for them, we’re a problem.” 
-Georgina, Cuban, 53 years old.

It is not until after the trip, when they are aware of being foreigners, that some women dis-
cover the importance of blending in with the Mexicans, as Marina explains: “I would practice 
along the way to get the Mexican accent right, I’d ride the busses where people carry their grocery bags, 
to blend in.” -Marina, Salvadoran, 46 years old. 

Finally, God and religions is very important to migrant women. Forty-seven percent mentioned 
God in the interview, either because their faith motivated them to migrate, or because they 
asked God to protect them during their trip, or because they put their hopes in God as their 
“facilitator” to cross the border. This is how Joenia, a Brazilian woman of 47 years expressed 
her faith in God to help her cross the border: “God will light the path for me, tell me who I need to 
talk to…” For many of the migrant women, God is a symbol of protection in the trip: “God is the 
only one I can ask to protect me on the way, and He is the only one I trust.” -Renata, Guatemalan, 30 years 
old. They suggest that other women who want to migrate should ask God for help: “They should 
put themselves in God’s hands, since He is the only one who can help. You suffer a lot.” Mirna, Salvadoran, 
22 years old. 

When God is the only one who can assure the safety of these women during their trip through 
Mexico, the question must be asked: Where is the State of law? Which international conven-
tions, laws and legal enforcement protect women migrants’ rights while they are on on their 
journey through Mexico?
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Conclusions
The overarching characteristics of the migrant women interviewed concurs with existing 
descriptions of women migrants from Latin America and other parts of the world (Cortés Cas-
tellanos, 2005; Martin, 2005; Martínez Pizarro, 2003; Mora, 2002; Oishi, 2002). They are mainly 
young mothers, most of whom are single or emerging from troubled relationships. They are 
women who worked in their places of origin and who migrated in search of a better paying job 
abroad that will help them save enough to pay for their children’s education and give them a 
better future. They decided autonomously to migrate, but had to make a range of agreements, 
mostly with their mothers, who took on the responsibility of caring for their children while 
they are abroad. An important aspect is that these women had key contacts in migratory net-
works, such as relatives in the United States, who helped them in different ways, from hiring 
a smuggler or finding work for them. Lastly, it is important to note that not just any woman 
migrates. Personal assets like initiative, courage and hard work were apparent in all of the 
women interviewed. But above all, they shared a desire to work in order to get ahead, and an 
intense desire to give their children a better life with more opportunities than they themselves 
had.
 
For these women, the decision to migrate was not influenced by a conscious and direct re-
sponse to a need to break with structural gender inequities, as the literature on gender and 
migration would suggest. Even so, in their interviews these women provided concrete ex-
amples of discrimination, such as in work opportunities or the unequal and heavy work load 
women must bear in the home. 

In order to contribute to this debate, further research is needed on the relationship between 
women migrants´ conditions of origin and their decision to migrate. An exhaustive demo-
graphic analysis is needed that ponders other individual variables, such as the number of 
siblings and the migrant woman’s place within the family, their role(s) in the family (wife, 
daughter, mother), race and class, among others; as well as family information, such as size, 
composition by age and sex, stage in life, structure (extended or nuclear) and status (single 
parent or both parents present, etc.), elements which clearly intervene in the migration pro-
cess but were beyond the scope of this study.

This research established a limit, because these interviews were made when the women were 
detained – a point in time in which their dreams were suspended and their bodies impris-
oned – so they could not talk freely about their fantasies, desires and wishes. Further research 
and analysis on the subjectivity of women and how it influences their decision to migrate is 
needed, as well as what they know about their destination and what they imagine their new 
life there will be like. For example, where and with whom will they expect to live, in what kind 
of job they visualize, how do they imagine their relations with those they leave behind and 
with the new people they might encounter? Do they dream that their life will change when 
they return home, that they will be different from the rest, or have more opportunities? Do 
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they imagine their own future – not only that of their children or dependents? A comparison 
between women in transit and women in detention would likely present valuable information.

This study has brought to the forefront issues that should be investigated more closely in 
future studies. Among these are the effects of maternity on women’s migration. If maternity 
is the principle driver for women’s migration, the effects of their migration over transnational 
families need to be thoroughly analyzed. While studies have demonstrated that having chil-
dren encourages women to send larger remittances to their families, it is necessary to explore 
the positive and negative consequences of mother-child separation in families as well as in the 
society as a whole, for example in Central America.

Finally, it is important to draw attention to violence as a push factor for women. Even though 
violence is a subject present throughout the research, it timidly came out in the migrant wom-
en’s stories. Except for the few women who explicitly stated that they were escaping from 
domestic violence, during the interviews in the Mexico City Detention Center it was very diffi-
cult to obtain details on this issue, for which reason the analysis here falls short. Therefore, it is 
recommended to further analyze women’s relationships with their families and partners so as 
to identify situations of domestic violence. This would allow for a more rigorous examination 
of the impact of domestic violence on the decision to migrate. 

Likewise, more in-depth examination of the influence of social aspects like violence and inse-
curity that can be attributed to private agents – such as muggers or organized crime gangs 
such as the maras in Central America – is also needed. While only five women named this kind 
of violence as a reason for migrating, half of the interviewees said they were affected by inse-
curity and violence in their daily lives. Furthermore, the majority of Central American women 
expressed their fear to return home, for the retaliation they might face.
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