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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Although family units migrating together represent a considerable Migration; transit;
share of migrants in the Americas, there is limited research ~ motherhood; children;
exploring how migrating with children shapes women'’s migratory Central America
cycles. This study uses new survey data, collected in 2022 from

deportees in reception centres in Honduras and El Salvador, to

explore how displacement, including transit and return, differed

for women migrating with children compared to those without.

We analyse these differences across the migration cycle,

particularly looking at reasons for migration, logistics of travel

and accommodation, perceptions of safety, experiences of

violence and abuse, impacts on health and emotional wellbeing,

and eventual interception and deportation. The survey findings

reveal that, along nearly all dimensions of the journey, the

experiences of women migrating with children were markedly

different than those migrating without. Importantly, the

differences consistently point to the heightened vulnerability of

mothers migrating with children, especially solo mothers with

children. Quantitative data on these dimensions of the migratory

journey are rare, and as such, this unique survey data adds

evidence indicating that migrating with children creates an

added intersection of vulnerability for many female migrants in

Central America.

1. Introduction

Although a considerable body of literature explores female migration in the Americas
and its unique risks and dimensions, comparatively little is known about the specific
experiences and trajectories of mothers migrating with their children. Data are scarce,
but limited evidence suggests that in recent years many irregular migrants have been tra-
velling in family groups (Marcus et al. 2023). Official United States border statistics on
family migrants since 2017 show that on average a third of all land encounters (i.e.
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apprehensions, expulsions and inadmissibles) at the country’s southern border involve
individuals in a family unit (CBP 2024). Corresponding data from Mexico’s migration
authority indicate that about a quarter of all encounters with irregular migrants in the
country over the same period involved individuals in family units (UPMRIP 2024).

This paper explores the intersection of female and family migration by examining how
mothers travelling with children experience migratory trajectories differently from
women migrating without children. Emphasis is given to exploring whether mothers
migrating with children experience greater risks and vulnerability. The study examines
differences in women’s motivations for migration, logistical aspects of their journey, per-
ceptions of safety and experiences of violence, as well as impacts on their health and well-
being. An advantage of drawing on returnees’ experience is the ability to provide an
overview of migrant trajectories in their full cycle, including the pre-departure stage,
the transit phase, and the return (Abubakar et al. 2018). Comparisons are made based
on whether the women migrated with or without children and with or without other
companions.

The focus of this research on female migrants from Honduras and El Salvador is
motivated by several factors. At the macro level, the drivers of migration from the
Northern Triangle countries of Central America, which comprise Honduras and El Sal-
vador as well as Guatemala, are rooted in a long and turbulent history of armed conflict,
poor governance and poverty. In recent years, the COVID-19 pandemic, deepening
inequalities, and economic decline alongside environmental crises and the proliferation
of organised crime created additional incentives for migration' (Bermeo, Leblang, and
Nagle Alverio 2022; Meyer 2023; Roy and Cheatham 2023). Women and girls constitute
an estimated half of this migratory flow (Abel and Cohen 2022; Kerf et al. 2023).
Although historically women migrated primarily through family reunification, the
region’s feminisation of migration has seen increasing numbers migrate independently
(Giorguli and Angoa 2016), driven in part by gender-based violence, discriminatory
norms, limited legal protections, and structural inequalities (Cintra, Owen, and Riggir-
ozzi 2023; Hallock, Ruiz Soto, and Fix 2018; Menjivar and Walsh 2017; Obinna 2021).
Feminist migration scholarship has illuminated these dynamics through analyses of
transnational families, care economies, gendered labour markets, and the emotional
geographies of parenting across borders (Haagsman 2015; Haagsman and Mazzucato
2021; Herrero-Arias et al. 2021; Mora and Piper 2011; Parrefias 2001). This work
shows how migrant women shoulder disproportionate social and emotional burdens
while sustaining both domestic and global economies. Yet the literature offers
limited insight into mothers who migrate with their children, and how the dual role
of provider and caregiver shapes their risks, decisions, and wellbeing across the
entire migratory cycle.

Addressing this gap, our paper examines the heightened vulnerabilities they face
throughout the migratory cycle, including pre-departure, transit, and return. It argues
that migrating with children introduces a distinct intersection of risks and challenges,
such as increased exposure to violence, discrimination, and deteriorating health and
emotional wellbeing, which are not adequately addressed by existing support systems.
As such, the paper expands existing literature by offering new insights into the conti-
nuum of motherhood in migration (for the perspective on mothers migrating to give
birth see Ruseishvili 2026), highlighting how the presence of children reshapes
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motivations, logistics, and outcomes of migration journeys. The paper also provides new
quantitative evidence that underscores the unique and compounded vulnerabilities of
mothers migrating with children, advancing understanding of the gendered dimensions
of family migration.

2. Navigating hope and hardship: the complex realities of motherhood in
migration

Motherhood adds a distinctive dimension to the intersection of gender and migration
(Hernandez-Albujar 2012). On the one hand, motherhood can be a distinct driver of
migration. For example, for many mothers, the decision to migrate is driven by the
hope of providing their children with better opportunities, education, and living con-
ditions (see Ruseishvili 2026); a hope which can give meaning and purpose to the hard-
ships of the migration process (Gonzalez 2019; Morales et al. 2023; Riggirozzi et al. 2023).
Likewise, motherhood can inspire women to migrate to flee situations of abuse, their
migration becoming an act of care for their children and their motherhood the trigger
for them to question the violence that was normalised throughout their lives (Lopez
Ricoy, Andrews, and Medina 2022). Further evidence indicates that gangs can capitalise
on maternal bonds to extort women by threatening the safety of their children, whereby
migration becomes a means of protection (Bianco 2019).

On the other hand, motherhood adds immense complexity and stress to the migration
experience (Herrero-Arias et al. 2021; Lamb and Bougher 2009). For example, mothers
must not only decide whether to migrate but also whether to bring none, some or all
of their children. Some evidence suggests that recent decisions to migrate with children
are linked to worsening economic conditions, organised crime and family dissolution
(Bermeo, Leblang, and Nagle Alverio 2022 Willers 2018;). Remittances are often no
longer enough to provide an adequate standard of living for those left behind (see Jor-
gensen 2026 ); children face risks of recruitment by gangs; and there may be no stable,
reliable family network with whom children can be left (Willers 2018).

For mothers who decide to migrate with children, the transit is no inconsequential
part of their migration experience. Mothers are aware of the possible dangers they and
their children can face in transit, and they factor this into decisions on whether their chil-
dren should accompany them (Gonzalez 2019). Meanwhile, narratives of child kidnap-
pings and violence against women with children are frequent on migration routes,
leading to increased fear and anxiety among migrating mothers (Willers 2018). Further-
more, concerns for their children’s safety and wellbeing influence logistical aspects of
their journeys. For instance, there is evidence that their journeys often take longer and
are more carefully planned to maximise safety (Willers 2018). Migrating with children
is probably more expensive and mothers can face hardship in their pursuit of enough
resources to travel (Schmidt and Buechler 2017). Additionally, if mothers run out of
resources en route, a lack of childcare makes it more difficult to take on casual work
(Willers 2018).

This scholarship reveals the contradictions of transnational motherhood, as migrant
mothers are celebrated for their economic contributions yet stigmatised for their per-
ceived failure to fulfil traditional maternal roles. Scholars such as Hernandez-Albujar
(2012) and Herrero-Arias et al. (2021) further illustrate how motherhood influences
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migration decisions and experiences, situating these within broader contexts of gendered
inequalities, violence, and precarious labour markets. These insights provide a critical
lens for understanding how motherhood intersects with migration, shaping not only
the reasons women migrate but also the profound challenges they face throughout the
migratory cycle.

The experience of transnational motherhood also reshapes family dynamics and care
responsibilities from afar (see Jorgensen and Martuscelli 2026 ). Berg and Herrera (2022)
for example explore the challenges faced by transnational families during detention,
deportation, and reintegration processes, underscoring that transnational families are
sustained through complex emotional and material support, where women’s roles as
caregivers often coexist with profound struggles to maintain their caregiving responsibil-
ities from afar. These struggles are intensified by the migration enforcement landscape
that Central American women must navigate, where the constant threat of interception
directly disrupts caregiving roles and family continuity.

Migrants from Northern Triangle countries are often undocumented and irregular
and the migration journey carries a risk of interception and deportation in both
Mexico and the United States. Following intense pressure from the United States,
Mexico has developed one of the largest detention systems in the world and is now
more akin to an intercepting than a transition state for migrants (Global Detention
Project 2021). Even if migrants avoid interception in Mexico, they still face the risk of
apprehension at the United States border or from within the interior.

Upon deportation to their home countries in Honduras and El Salvador, migrants
arrive at a returnee reception centre where they are usually provided with some necessi-
ties and a ticket for onward travel to their homes, if they wish, but there is no capacity to
offer more long-term social or financial support. Deportees can return with crippling
debt from their migration attempt, which plunges them into deeper poverty, and
women, particularly mothers and children can face stigma and discrimination
(UNICEF 2023). The factors that drove the migration in the first place will normally
be unchanged, leaving the returnees still at risk. Some attempt to migrate again almost
immediately. Even for those who evade deportation and complete their migratory
journey, adverse social attitudes can mean migrant mothers must raise their children
in a hostile environment and without access to safe and stable employment and social
networks to provide care (Shobiye and Parker 2023).

While transit across Mexico from Central America is challenging and dangerous for
all undocumented migrants, women and children are particularly at risk of gender-
based violence, kidnappings, trafficking and discrimination (Kerf et al. 2023). What is
more, Central American mothers migrate with their children at much higher rates
than fathers, and while there are few formal statistics, some reports suggest there are
a considerable number of women migrating alone with children (Lopez Ricoy,
Andrews, and Medina 2022; Strochlic 2021). Yet despite the visibility of family
migration in the region and the specific risks mothers and children face in transit and
at the border, research has paid comparatively little attention to how migrating with
children shapes women’s full migratory cycle - from departure, through transit, to
detention and return.

The existing literature on motherhood and migration provides valuable insights into
the ways in which maternal identity shapes both the motivations for and the lived
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experiences of migration. However, this body of research relies predominantly on quali-
tative methodologies, limiting the capacity for systematic comparison between women
who migrate with children and those who do not. Consequently, there remains limited
empirical evidence on how women accompanied by children differ in their migration
planning, decision-making processes, and overall experiences throughout the migratory
cycle. In particular, there is a notable gap in understanding the specific emotional and
wellbeing impacts faced by mothers who undertake migration journeys with their chil-
dren, and whether it is measurably different from women travelling without. Further-
more, we still lack quantitative evidence examining whether the presence of children
constitutes a distinct intersection of vulnerability for migrant women.

In response, the following provides new data to analyse and compare experiences of
women migrating with and without children across the full migratory cycle, showing
how children shape motivations, travel strategies, exposure to violence, safety percep-
tions, and health impacts, revealing distinct vulnerabilities overlooked in existing litera-
ture. In so doing, it also offers a novel approach to understanding migration by focusing
on how the presence of children influences the experiences of mothers compared to
women migrating without children, emphasising the dynamic role of family in
shaping migratory trajectories.

3. Survey data: collection and analysis

The survey data come from interviews with 1,279 recent female migrant returnees
(mostly deportees) at four support centres for returned migrants in Honduras and El Sal-
vador in the summer of 2022. Specifically, at Honduras’ three key centres in Omoa, San
Pedro Sula and Belén, and at El Salvador’s main centre in San Salvador. These were
chosen because they had the largest number of returnees arriving during this period.
The survey interviews were conducted in Spanish by female interviewers with compu-
ter-assisted questionnaires on electronic devices. Respondent selection followed a non-
probability, venue-based approach. All women over the age of 15 years arriving at the
centres in June and July of 2022 were eligible to participate. Interviewers aimed to
approach and interview all eligible women arriving at the reception centres on the
days they were present. Participants were offered a small toiletry pack as appreciation
for their time. However, due to highly variable arrival patterns — some days bringing
many returnees by bus or plane, others very few or none - not all eligible women
could be interviewed on high-volume days. Moreover, the centres did not receive
advance lists of arrivals. Given the selection approach, the sample cannot be interpreted
to represent the full population of returnee women, but it is broadly reflective of the
population passing through the centres during the study period. Importantly, among
women approached, 91% agreed to participate. A much smaller sample (64 participants)
was obtained from the El Salvador site than the Honduran sites due to differing patterns
in repatriation during the study period.

In the discussion section, we review more thoroughly how this study’s survey sample
may differ from the broader population of female migrants. Our non-probability
sampling approach has implications for the descriptive patterns we observe in the
data. If migrant women with certain characteristics were more or less likely to be at
the reception centres during the survey period or were more or less likely to participate
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when approached, this would introduce selection bias. As a result, the observed associ-
ations may reflect both actual differences and selection effects. While the extent of this
bias is difficult to quantify, we acknowledge its potential influence and encourage appro-
priate caution in interpreting the findings.

The survey was jointly designed and implemented by the International Organization
for Migration (IOM) and the University of Southampton as part of the Redressing Gen-
dered Health Inequalities of Displaced Women and Girls in Central and South America-
ReGHID project. Its primary aim was to gather data on the sexual and reproductive
health needs of migrant women of reproductive age. It collected information on demo-
graphics, migratory history, sexual and reproductive health, and experiences of violence
or discrimination. It also covered prenatal and childbirth care, health behaviours, health-
care access, and self-perceived health, as well as conditions in shelters and detention
centres, including safety, services, and barriers to care. Where relevant, questions drew
on validated instruments such as the Demographic and Health Surveys and Multiple
Indicator Cluster Surveys.

The survey was approved by the University of Southampton Ethics Committee. Inter-
viewers received prior training, including on ethics and safety protocols such as identify-
ing distress and connecting participants to organisations where they could seek support.
Informed consent was obtained from each participant, with parental consent for young
women under the age of 18 years. Unaccompanied minors were treated as emancipated
with the ability to autonomously consent, as obtaining parental consent was deemed to
be both impractical and ethically unnecessary. They were all offered additional support
and linked to local organisations when necessary. Participants were assured anonymity,
could withdraw at any time without repercussions, and were offered support when
needed. No names were collected, and data were securely stored. Interviews were con-
ducted using mobile devices, with data uploaded daily to the Kobo platform.

In comparing women migrating with and without children, the analysis identifies four
distinct migrant profiles, based on the presence or absence of their children and other
travel companions.:

(1) Lone migrant women: no companions and no accompanying children. This group is
identified throughout the text as lone migrants.

(2) Accompanied migrant women: one or more companions but no accompanying chil-
dren. This group is identified as accompanied migrants.

(3) Solo migrant women with children: one or more accompanying children and no
other companions. This group is identified as solo mother and child migrants.

(4) Accompanied migrant women with children: one or more accompanying children
and one or more other companions. This group is identified as family migrants
for brevity, but the survey data do not identify whether the adults in the group
are related.

The vast majority of accompanying children were minors under the age of 18 years,
but no age cut-off was used in the categorisation of migrant types. Although respondents
provided full birth histories, which were used to calculate the ages of children at the time
of migration, the data do not otherwise identify the ages of migrating children, because
not all children always accompanied migrant mothers. However, among women
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accompanied by all their children, the majority were between the ages of two and six
years old. Among women accompanied by some, but not all, children, the majority
were between the ages of five and twelve. Taken together, this suggests that older children
were more likely to be left behind or had migrated ahead.

Differences among the surveyed participants are presented using counts and percen-
tages. Because the sample cannot be assumed to represent a broader population of
migrants, we do not report confidence intervals for these percentages, as confidence
intervals necessarily imply generalizability. To emphasise, the percentages should be
understood as describing the observed differences in the surveyed women only. Never-
theless, the online supplementary material lists the counts, proportions, and standard
errors of the results, to more robustly convey their precision and variability.

To explore whether the heightened vulnerability of respondents migrating with chil-
dren persisted after accounting for their multiple intersecting disadvantages and differing
migratory experiences, we conducted logistic regression analyses. For these models, we
report standard errors and p-values to indicate the relative strength of the associations
within the sample. These measures of uncertainty should not be interpreted as evidence
of generalisable inference. As emphasised, all findings must be understood as descriptive
of the survey participants alone with the understanding that they likely measure selection
effects in addition to real differences. Note that the outcomes we modelled - perceived
changes in safety, health, and wellbeing - were chosen specifically because they
capture self-reported change over time in the respondents’ experiences. That is, they
are the survey items that reflected dynamic change: identifying better, same or worse
states over the migration trajectory.

4. The dynamics of migrating with children

4.1. The distinctive drivers of migration for solo mother with child and family
migrants

This study examines the distinct experiences of women migrating with children com-
pared to those migrating without, providing a comprehensive analysis of how family
dynamics shape migratory trajectories. As seen in Table 1, out of the 1,279 women sur-
veyed, just over half of the respondents were lone migrants (n =672, 53%), and about
one-sixth were accompanied migrants (n =207, 16%), solo mother and child (n =234,
18%) and family migrants (n =166, 13%), respectively. Few respondents migrated in
large groups - only eight respondents were in groups of more than ten people and
three were in groups of more than 40 people.

Nearly two-thirds of all respondents were mothers (n =775, 61%). Just under half of
mothers (n=371) indicated they had migrated accompanied by their children in their
most recent migratory journey. A few women indicated they had never been pregnant
or given birth but said they migrated accompanied by their own children, suggesting
they were migrating with stepchildren.

Most women migrating with children were partnered at the time of their most
recent migratory journey, while most women migrating without children were
unpartnered (see Table 1). Among solo mother and child migrants, nearly equal
numbers were living together with a partner as were living separately from a
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the survey respondents.

X Total
Migrant woman type sample
Solo mother and
Lone  Accompanied child Family
Number of respondents 672 207 234 166 1,279
(% of total sample) (53%) (16%) (18%) (13%)
Honduran 660 204 198 153 1,215
(% of Honduran sample) (54%) (17%) (16%) (13%)
Salvadoran 12 3 36 13 64
(% of Salvadoran sample) (19%) (5%) (56%) (20%)
Group size median 1 2 2 4 1
(average) (4] (3.3) (2.1 (7.8) (2.5)
Number of accompanying children median 0 0 1 1 0
(average) (0) (0) (1.1) (1.3) (0.4)
Mean age (in years) at time of departure 28.2 274 283 29.1 28.2
Education
(% of migrant type)
No school or pre-primary 138 30 11 4 183
(21%) (14%) (5%) (2%) (14%)
Primary 210 64 101 67 442
(31%) (31%) (43%) (40%) (35%)
Secondary 284 105 106 87 582
(42%) (51%) (45%) (52%) (46%)
Tertiary 33 8 1 6 58
(5%) (4%) (5%) (4%) (5%)
Not specified 7 0 5 2 14
(1%) (0%) (2%) (1%) (1%)
In school prior to migration 49 20 3 3 75
(% of migrant type) (7%) (10%) (1%) (2%) (6%)
Employed/working prior to migration (% of 162 67 47 45 321
migrant type) (24%) (32%) (20%) (27%) (25%)
Motherhood status — had given birth (% of 317 87 216 155 775
migrant type) (47%) (42%) (93%) (93%) (61%)
Partnership status prior to migration
(% of migrant type)
Unpartnered 520 113 105 54 792
(77%) (55%) (45%) (33%) (62%)
Partnered, living together 93 81 66 88 328
(14%) (39%) (28%) (53%) (26%)
Partnered, living separate 59 13 63 24 159
(9%) (6%) (27%) (14%) (12%)
Family or friends at intended destination (% of 464 164 213 153 994
migrant type) (69%) (79%) (91%) (92%) (78%)

partner, while many more family migrants were living together with a partner in their
country of origin. This meant solo mother and child migrants saw the highest pro-
portion of any migrant type being partnered but living separately from their
partner (27% compared to 6-14% in the other groups) potentially indicating more
of them were migrating to rejoin a partner. Finally, most respondents reported that
they had friends or family at their desired destination — more than 90% of respondents
with accompanying children and about three-quarters of respondents without accom-
panying children did so.

Respondents’ average age at the start of the migration journey was 28.2 years old, with
relatively little difference between the four groups (ranging from 27.4 to 29.1 years).
Migrants with children tended to have slightly more schooling than those migrating
without children, and solo mother and child migrants were the least likely to be employed
before migration.
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To summarise, while most survey respondents (69%) migrated without children, just
under half of respondents who were mothers (48%) migrated with their children.
Women migrating with children differed on several basic demographic and socioeco-
nomic domains, with several of these differences suggesting points of socioeconomic
advantage. That is, migrants with children potentially had larger support networks
given they were more likely to be in a union and have friends or family at their intended
destination. Similarly, they tended to have more schooling than other migrants.

However, when looking at the respondents’ reported reasons for migration, the
picture begins to change. Figure 1 identifies the stated drivers of migration. Women
were able to select multiple options as well as state reasons not included in the
survey’s pre-determined list. There are several differences between the women migrating
with and without children. While lone and accompanied migrants were very similar in
their drivers of migration, solo mother and child and family migrants were distinct
from each other as well as from those without children.

The most common reason cited for all four categories was ‘work, or earn income for
the family’, but women migrating with children were comparatively more likely to cite

Lone Accompanied
u]

—

11
4
1 1 5
2

Solo mother and child Family

- .
i

Stated reasons

. 1. Work or earn income for family - 7. Violence and insecurity . 13. Caretaking of a family member
. 2. Family reunification 8. Access medical treatments . 14. Sexual harrassment
. 3. Better opportunities for family . 9. Intrafamily violence 15. Delinquency
. 4. Difficulty obtaining food and necessities 10. Political reasons - 16. Union dissolution
. 5. Study . 11. Vacation
6. Direct threats from gangs 12. Union formation

Figure 1. Respondents’ stated reasons for leaving their country of origin. Source: Authors’ calculations
from study survey data Note: Multiple responses were allowed. Detailed percentages and case
numbers are available in the supplemental online material.
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reasons of family reunification or to seek better opportunities for their family. Only 73%
of solo mother and child migrants identified work as a reason for their migration while
more than 90% of respondents with other profiles did so. In contrast, more than a
third of solo mother and child migrants stated they migrated for family reunification
and/or for better opportunities for their family while less than 8% of migrants without
children did so.

Importantly, solo mother and child migrants show signs of greater vulnerability pre-
departure. For example, while the proportions stating that they were fleeing intrafamily
violence, direct threats from gangs, political turmoil, and general violence and insecurity
were relatively low in all four groups, they were much higher among migrants with
accompanying children. Furthermore, nearly one-fifth (18%) of solo mother and child
migrants stated they left because they had difficulty obtaining food and basic necessities
while fewer than 5% of other migrant types did so. Solo mother and child migrants were
the only profile citing sexual harassment, delinquency and union dissolution as reasons
for migration (although the proportions were very low).

4.2. Transit logistics of migrating with children, intended destination and forced
return

Many of the practicalities of transit among the various migrant types do not immediately
point to a greater vulnerability among migrants with children, but instead suggest they
sought less uncertainty and greater safety in the journey, very likely at much greater
financial cost.

Migrants with children used smugglers to a greater extent, they tended to avoid phys-
ically strenuous and notoriously dangerous transport modes (i.e. walking and trains) and
avoided sleeping out in the open. Specifically, nearly two-thirds of family and half of lone
mother and child migrants used a smuggler while about a quarter of lone and
accompanied migrants did so.

Respondents were asked to identify the transportation they used on their journey,
which is shown in Figure 2. They could select multiple options and identify modes not
in the predetermined list. The two profiles of women migrating without children were
nearly identical - predominantly using buses and walking. While the two profiles of
women migrating with children also saw near-universal bus use, they walked compara-
tively less and used boats, trucks and cars much more often. These latter modes are poss-
ibly connected to their more extensive use of smugglers, not to mention the difficulties of
walking distances with small children.

The type of accommodation used for most of their overnight stays is also shown in
Figure 2. Although all migrant types most often used hostels and hotels - and used
them to a similar degree - many migrants without children slept outside or on the
streets. In contrast, women migrating with children tended to more often use rented
rooms and warehouses, again possibly indicative of their more extensive use of
smugglers.

Respondents migrating with and without children did not differ in the average
amount of time they spent in transit. Time spent in transit (i.e. travel time before reach-
ing the migrant’s final country) was, most commonly, 15 days for those whose final
country was the United States and 1 day for those who reached Mexico. The time
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A. Respondents' stated modes of transport
Lone Accompanied

Modes of transport

. 1. Bus . 2. Walking . 3. Boat . 4. Truck or car . 5. Airplane 6. Train

B. Respondents' stated type of accommodation for the majority of their overnight stays

Lone Accompanied
5 > =
|
|

Solo mother and child Family

f—
3 ! |
3

Accommodation type

. 1. Hostel and hotels 4. Warehouse or storage facility . 7. Home of friend, family, church or hospital
2. Outside and on the streets . 5. Bus, train, or car
. 3. Rented room, house, apartment 6. Migrant shelter or detention center

Figure 2. Transport and accommodation. Source: Authors’ calculations from study survey data Note:
Multiple responses were allowed. Detailed percentages and case numbers are available in the sup-
plemental online material.

spent in the final destination country was, most commonly, six days for those whose final
country was the United States and 14 days for those in Mexico. This included time spent
within a detention centre. In summary respondents tended to spend a day transiting
through Guatemala (and Belize or Honduras in some cases), two weeks in Mexico,
and, for those who reached it, about a week in the United States.

As expected, the United States was the intended destination of nearly all respondents,
but just under half of them reached the United States, as shown in Table 2. Interestingly,
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Table 2. Transit, destination, interception and return.

. Total
Migrant woman type sample
Solo mother and
Lone  Accompanied child Family
Number of respondents 672 207 234 166 1,279
United States as intended destination 649 184 232 165 1,230
(97%) (89%) (99%) (99%) (96%)
Final country reached
United States 233 55 208 126 622
(35%) (27%) (89%) (76%) (49%)
Mexico 439 152 26 40 657
(65%) (73%) (11%) (24%) (51%)
Days in transit prior to reaching final country, 2 2 13.5 11.5 43
median (average) (10.8) (11.5) (25.6) (23.2) (16.0)
Transit days for those with United States as final 16 16 15 15 15
country, (27.6) (35.6) (33.0) (29.9) (30.6)
median (average)
Transit days for those with Mexico as final country, 1 1 1 1.5 1
median (average) (1.9) 2.7) (2.7) (2.0) 2.1)
Days in final country, median (average)
United States 233 55 208 126 622
(35%) (27%) (89%) (76%) (49%)
Mexico 439 152 26 40 657
(65%) (73%) (11%) (24%) (51%)
Days in transit prior to reaching final country, 2 2 13.5 11.5 43
median (average) (10.8) (11.5) (25.6) (23.2) (16.0)
Transit days for those with United States as final 16 16 15 15 15
country, (27.6) (35.6) (33.0) (29.9) (30.6)
median (average)
Transit days for those with Mexico as final country, 1 1 1 1.5 1
median (average) (1.9) 2.7) (2.7) (2.0) 2.1)
Days in final country, median (average)
United States 6 6 6 6.5 6
(31.6) (9.6) (6.9) (9.1 (16.8)
Mexico 15 10 155 14.5 14
(48.2) (35.8) (26.0) (23.0) (35.8)
Used people smuggler (coyote) 199 39 83 142 463
(30%) (19%) (50%) (61%) (36%)
Deported 657 203 232 165 1,257
(98%) (98%) (99%) (99%) (98%)
Spent time in a detention centre 577 193 200 136 1,105
(86%) (93%) (85%) (82%) (86%)
Experienced violence, exploitation or abuse 37 15 34 18 104
(6%) (7%) (15%) (11%) (8%)
Experienced discrimination 159 59 95 71 384
(24%) (29%) (42%) (43%) (30%)
Reported that migration experience affected their ~ 218 70 141 96 525
health (33%) (34%) (62%) (59%) (41%)
Needed healthcare during migratory journey 151 58 72 46 327
(22%) (28%) (31%) (28%) (26%)
Obtained healthcare, of those needing it 110 43 69 43 265
(73%) (74%) (96%) (93%) (81%)
Healthcare resolved their needs, of those who 76 39 35 18 168
obtained it (75%) (95%) (54%) (41%) (63%)

migrants with children were more likely to have made it to the United States whereas
migrants without children more often ended in Mexico. Specifically, more than three-
quarters of migrants with children made it to the United States while about three-quar-
ters of migrants without children only reached Mexico.
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Due to the way the sample was identified almost all respondents (98%) said they
returned to their country of origin because they had been deported, and most respon-
dents (86%) said they had been sent to a detention centre prior to being deported, and
differences between migrant profile types are minimal.

4.3. Perceptions of safety and experiences of violence

While many of the practicalities of the transit journey do not point to greater vulner-
ability among migrants with children, their perceptions of safety as well as their experi-
ences of violence, discrimination and abuse certainly do.

Respondents were asked how safe they felt at the detention centres. Women
migrating with children saw the highest incidence of feeling unsafe while lone
migrants saw the lowest incidence, as shown in Figure 3. Specifically, about one in
three women with children felt somewhat or very unsafe at the detention centres,
while less than one in five women without children reported feeling unsafe. A
greater proportion of accompanied migrants felt unsafe in Mexico compared to the

A. Feelings of safety in detention centres

Lone Accompanied
- United States - - _ . _
% Solo mother and child Family
United States - _ _ _ _
0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00 0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00
Proportion
B. Feelings of safety by country in migratory journey
Lone Accompanied

Mexico (transit) =

Mexico (final country) -

2
§ Solo mother and child Family
1)
origincountry - [l B | D |
cuatemaia- [ N | D |
Mexico (transit) =

Mexico (final country) =

United States -

1.00 0.00

0.25 0'50 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00
Proportion
Feelings of safety
. Very unsafe . Somewhat unsafe Neutral . Somewhat safe . Very safe

Figure 3. Respondents’ feelings of safety. Source: Authors’ calculations from study survey data Note:
Detailed percentages and case numbers are available in the supplemental online material.
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United States, but all other migrant profiles saw a higher incidence of feeling unsafe in
the United States.

Respondents also rated their feelings of safety in each country on their migration route
(also shown in Figure 3). Surprisingly, most respondents reported feeling safe or neutral
- neither safe nor unsafe - throughout their entire migratory journey. However, as seen
with detention centres, a comparatively higher proportion of women migrating with chil-
dren felt unsafe. Importantly, migrants with children reported a higher incidence of
feeling unsafe at every stage of the migratory journey, and the United States was
where the highest proportion felt unsafe. Specifically, 42% of solo mothers with children
and 39% of families felt unsafe in the United States whereas less than a quarter of
migrants without children felt unsafe in the United States.

Regression analysis looked deeper into the issue by exploring the likelihood of
migrants’ feelings of safety staying the same or improving, compared to worsening, in
their final country relative to their origin country. Table Al (in the supplemental
online material) shows the results of the logistic regressions. In the table, negative coeffi-
cients indicate the characteristic was associated with respondents’ feelings of safety wor-
sening. The regression results indicate that migrating with children was associated with
worsening feelings of safety among respondents, even when controlling for initial levels
of safety, various relevant migratory and demographic characteristics, and experiencing
adverse migration events — such as discrimination, violence, needing healthcare, and
spending time in the United States. In other words, migrating with children was more
strongly associated with feeling more unsafe on the migratory journey than in the
country of origin, and this trend is not explained by their greater initial vulnerability
or the negative events that occurred in their transit journey measured in the survey.

In looking at respondents’ experiences of violence, exploitation or abuse on their
migratory journey, here again, migrants with children reported a higher incidence.
Solo mother and child migrants had the highest incidence of reported violence and
abuse (15%) while 11% of families reported experiencing it (compared to 6-7% of
migrants without children). Respondents migrating with children were also much
more likely to have experienced discrimination (42% or more), while 24-29% of migrants
without accompanying children did. See Table 2.

Furthermore, not only were migrants with accompanying children more likely to experi-
ence violence or abuse, but they experienced it more often. Specifically, among those who
experienced violence or abuse, nearly three-quarters of migrants with children experienced
it more than once while less than half of migrants without children did, as shown in Figure 4.

The types of violence experienced by respondents also differed, as shown in Figure 4.
In this case, migrating with children seemed to offer some protection against the most
extreme forms of abuse. Verbal abuse was nearly universal among all migrant types,
but women migrating without children saw a comparatively higher incidence of physical
and sexual abuse.

4.4. Respondents’ health and wellbeing

In looking at respondents’ self-reported changes in health status and their access to
healthcare, migrants with accompanying children stand out again for reporting greater
challenges and vulnerabilities.
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A. Frequency of experiencing violence, exploitation or abuse among those who experienced it
Solo mother and child -

0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00
Proportion of respondents

Group type

Frequency 1time . 2-5 times - 6+ times

B. Types of violence, exploitation and abuse experienced by respondents

Lone Accompanied

.

Solo mother and child Family

5
1
Types of violence, exploitation and abuse

. 1. Verbal 2. Physical . 3. Sexual 4. Other . 5. Exploitation 6. Abuse

Figure 4. Respondents’ experiences of violence, exploitation and abuse. Source: Authors’ calculations
from study survey data Note: Detailed percentages and case numbers are available in the supplemen-
tal online material.

Respondents with accompanying children were nearly twice as likely to report that the
migratory journey had affected their health (with as many as 62% of solo mother and
child migrants reporting this), as shown in Table 2. However, not all respondents reported
requiring healthcare on their journey. Specifically, about one in four respondents stated they
had needed it, with a slightly higher proportion of women travelling with children needing it
(see Table 2). And while nearly all migrants with accompanying children obtained health-
care among those who needed it, only about half reported that the healthcare they received
resolved their needs. By comparison, less than three-quarters of migrants without children
who needed healthcare obtained it, while most of them said it resolved their needs.

Respondents migrating with children were also more likely to report poor health
throughout their migratory journey, as shown in Figure 5. The reporting of poor
health was particularly pronounced in the final country, with about one in four
women migrating with children reporting bad or very bad health, and few respondents
reporting good or very good health. By comparison, three out of four had reported good
or very good health in their origin country. Migrants without accompanying children
also saw some deterioration in their health status, but more than half reported good
or very good health in their final country.

Regression analysis explored the issue more directly by examining the likelihood of
migrants’ maintaining or improving their health status, compared to seeing it deteriorate,
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A. Retrospective, self-reported health status across the migratory journey
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B. Reported impact of most recent migratory journey on their emotional wellbeing
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Figure 5. Respondents’ health status and emotional wellbeing. Source: Authors’ calculations from
study survey data Note: Detailed percentages and case numbers are available in the supplemental
online material.

in their final country relative to their origin country. Table A2 (in the supplemental
online material) shows the results of the logistic regressions. In the table, negative coeffi-
cients indicate the characteristic was associated with a deterioration in respondents’
health status. Importantly, the regression results indicate that migrating with children
was associated with a greater likelihood of experiencing deteriorating health than
migrating without children, even when controlling for initial health status, various rel-
evant characteristics and a higher likelihood of experiencing other adverse migration
events. In other words, mothers migrating with children saw greater deterioration in
their health, which is not simply the result of them being more likely to experience dis-
crimination and other adverse events on their journey.

Respondents migrating with children were also the most likely to report that the
journey had impacted their emotional health negatively (also shown in Figure 5). Over
half of solo mother and child and nearly three-quarters of family migrants said it had
somewhat or very negatively impacted their mood. By comparison, about 40% of respon-
dents not accompanied by children said their migration had impacted their emotional
health negatively. Worth noting, however, is that there was a comparatively sizable pro-
portion (6%) of solo mother and child migrants who reported the journey had positively
impacted their mood.
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Nevertheless, regression analysis confirmed that migrating with children and, in this
case, also with other companions, was associated with negative impacts on emotional
health, even when accounting for various migratory experiences and demographic
characteristics. Table A3 (in the supplemental online material) shows the results of the
logistic regressions. In the table, negative coefficients indicate the characteristic was
associated with a detrimental impact on the respondents’ mood.

In summary, respondents who migrated with children saw a comparatively higher
incidence of poor and deteriorating health and emotional wellbeing. And while
mothers migrating with children had been more likely to obtain healthcare in transit,
the care they received was less likely to have resolved their needs.

5. Discussion

The survey results presented above show heightened vulnerability and more negative
impacts of migration when children accompany migrating mothers throughout the
migratory cycle. This study contributes by providing quantitative data on how the experi-
ence differs for women migrating with children compared to those who migrate without,
including during the crucial transit phase, and how this impacts their health and well-
being. This analysis also contributes to broadening debates on transnational mother-
hood, as seen above, since it focuses on the distinctive displacement experiences of
mothers with their children throughout the migratory cycle, from before migrating to
returning (mostly) involuntarily.

While pre-departure demographic characteristics do not necessarily set migrating
mothers apart, their reasons for migrating; their experiences of violence, discrimination
and abuse; and their perceptions of safety, health and wellbeing repeatedly showed signs
that migrating with children brings added risks and challenges.

Mothers migrating with children had different drivers of migration and different
transit logistics. While the vast majority cited economic reasons for leaving, for
mothers with children, the influence of family and community violence was more preva-
lent. In transit, their journeys seemed designed to reduce physical demands and uncer-
tainty, though at greater financial cost. Women migrating with children were more likely
to hire coyotes or people smugglers (presumably to provide support and guidance on the
journey), and less likely to walk long distances or sleep out in the open. Indeed, other
research confirms that the use of coyotes is more common among those travelling with
children (Martinez 2016). This is often associated with significant financial cost, which
may indicate that some are migrating for family reunification and are receiving funds
from those already in the US to support their journey.

Nevertheless, despite the apparent efforts of mothers migrating with children to
ameliorate the challenges of transit, the survey results indicate that these efforts did
not necessarily translate to their perception of greater safety or wellbeing. For instance,
although most women, rather surprisingly, rated that they felt safe throughout their
journey, a greater proportion of women migrating with children than women
migrating without children felt unsafe both in transit and in detention. Specifically,
both in transit and in detention, about a third of women migrating with children felt
unsafe while about a quarter of other women did. This could reflect the anxiety that
mothers experienced about the wellbeing and safety of their children during the
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journey, which would have compounded any fears for their own safety. Experiences of
discrimination were widespread. Nearly half of women migrating with children experi-
enced it (and most of them on more than one occasion) while about a quarter of other
women did (and usually only on one occasion). Finally, experiences of violence, exploi-
tation and abuse were, by comparison, not widespread but twice the proportion of
women migrating with children compared to women without children reported experi-
encing it.

The presence of other accompanying adults did not seem to mitigate negative transit
experiences. Lone and accompanied migrants were similar across most surveyed dimen-
sions, and while solo mother and child migrants were often the most vulnerable, women
transiting as family migrants did not always fare much better. This could arise from
family roles during the migration journey remaining highly gendered with women
remaining responsible for childcare and wellbeing (Diaz de Ledn 2024), or from men
reacting to the uncertainty and perceived loss of power and autonomy during family
migration by becoming increasingly controlling or indeed violent (Diaz de Ledn
2024). Alternatively, any forced separation of mothers and children from male compa-
nions, which routinely happens in detention centres. could be particularly disturbing
(Human Rights Watch 2018). In contrast, several researchers have observed that
women travelling without adult companions are particularly proficient at making
social connections and creating a sense of solidarity with other migrant women
(Angulo-Pasel 2018; Schmidt and Buechler 2017).

While numbers are small, so interpretation should be cautious, mothers travelling
with children appear to have declared a lower risk of physical and sexual violence (but
a higher risk of verbal violence). It is possible that travelling with children offers some
protection from physical and sexual violence, which is echoed in a qualitative study in
relation to how pregnancy protected one woman from imminent sexual assault
(Angulo-Pasel 2018). Indeed, other research has indicated that the risk of violence is par-
ticularly acute for lone women migrants (Singer and Massey 1998).

An important finding is that migrant mothers face frequent discrimination and verbal
abuse, which reflects existing evidence that they are often perceived as bad mothers
(Hampsten 2023; Letiecq et al. 2023). Negative attitudes towards mothers crossing the
U.S. border stem from views that they risk their children’s safety, exploit resources,
and pose sociocultural threats (Luzes, Pilatowsky, and Ruiz Contreras 2024; Parsons
and Riva 2024). This reflects gendered securitisation, with migrant mothers subjected
to devaluation and control, even in humanitarian spaces (Sahraoui 2020).

The U.S. had the highest proportion of respondents feeling unsafe, with detention
centres described as the most distressing part of transit. Other research highlights over-
crowded, prison-like conditions, degrading treatment, lack of food or medical care, and
verbal abuse, with freezing holding cells (Belknap 2016; Bonfiglio et al. 2020; Parsons and
Riva 2024).

Mothers migrating with children often experience distinct health trajectories, being
more likely to need and seek care, though their needs are less often met. This points
to inadequate access to child health services, despite children’s heightened vulnerability
during transit. While little is written about access to such services along the Central
American route, evidence highlights administrative and financial barriers in Mexico
and the U.S,, despite entitlements in Mexico (Infante et al. 2022). Deportation centres
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in both countries further limit access to care, with conditions that hinder mothers’ ability
to safeguard their children’s health and wellbeing (Parsons and Riva 2024).

Furthermore, this study’s evidence indicates that migrating with children takes a com-
paratively greater toll on the health and wellbeing of women. Not only were women
migrating with children more likely to report poor health at the various stages of their
migratory journey, but they were more likely to report a deterioration in their health.
Indeed, nearly two-thirds of migrants with children said migration had negatively
affected both their health and emotional wellbeing, respectively, while about a third of
migrants without children said the same. The regression analysis indicated that these
negative impacts cannot simply be explained by the higher incidence of abuse and dis-
crimination of those who migrated with children, which means that there are, under-
standably, other aspects of such a journey with children that make it so difficult.
Nevertheless, there were a handful of women who reported that the journey had posi-
tively impacted their emotional wellbeing, which may well relate to research that ident-
ifies the hope and resilience that mothers migrating with children demonstrate in
travelling towards their new life (Gonzalez 2019). Ultimately, however, the balance of evi-
dence from this study indicates that women migrating with children, particularly solo
mothers with children, experience greater risk and vulnerability than women migrating
without children.

These results should be interpreted based on an understanding of the limitations of
the survey methodology and sample. Because respondents were deportees, the survey
excludes the experiences of women and children who successfully settled at their desti-
nations, including those granted asylum, whose characteristics may differ significantly.
The short migratory cycles of most women in this sample probably indicates they experi-
enced expedited removals, thus avoiding prolonged periods in Mexico’s notoriously
dangerous and violent border areas.

Some respondents may have felt reluctant to report difficult experiences due to fear of
stigma or reprisals, despite assurances of anonymity in the survey. We also acknowledge
the potential bias resulting from non-probability sampling within the reception centres.
It is plausible, for example, that those who were keen to leave the reception centre quickly
(possibly due to security concerns) would be less likely to participate, which could lead to
an underestimation of women exposed to violence either on their migratory journey or
their country of origin. This could also underpin why violence pre-migration or during
transit appears less central than reflected in other literature, although these studies are
mostly qualitative making direct comparison impossible (Garbett et al. 2022).

Detention and deportation also shape perceptions: returnees may report more nega-
tive experiences, with anxiety and distress from failed transit influencing their views. The
four analytic groupings — lone, accompanied, solo mother and child, and family migrants
- do not capture dynamic changes in companionship during transit, which may explain
similarities between lone and accompanied migrants. The lone group is also hetero-
geneous: some fled violence or relationship breakdown, while others travelled to
reunite with partners and may have had greater support through remittances. Ideally,
differences between women from Honduras and El Salvador would have been analysed
separately, but the sample sizes were too small. Nevertheless, the survey provides a
rare quantitative snapshot of the intersecting vulnerabilities shaped by motherhood,
gender, and migration.
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5.1. Conclusions, policy and future research considerations

Migrant women are not a homogenous group. Indeed, this study contributes to the
growing body of research that highlights how migrant women in Latin America face
intersecting vulnerabilities. This study indicates that more needs to be done to ensure ser-
vices and policies that consider the needs of migrant mothers travelling with their chil-
dren. For example, there is very little research on the barriers mothers face when seeking
adequate health care for their children, but our study suggests that these are marked.
Increasing access to quality curative and preventive services is essential to preserve chil-
dren’s health and rights.

Given how much research documents the dangers associated with transiting through
Mexico, it is noteworthy that participants in this study - both those migrating with and
without children - felt least safe in the United States, probably because of the conditions
and treatment the respondents experienced in detention centres. This finding contributes
additional evidence to efforts to exert pressure on the United States to ensure the humane
treatment of migrant women and children.

While both Mexico and the United States publish statistics on the number of encoun-
ters that occur with undocumented migrants who are accompanied (and unaccompa-
nied) minors, neither country publishes further details on the composition of family
groups. As such, it is not known whether these accompanied minors are travelling
with solo mothers, mothers and fathers, or some other constellation. It is not known
how these family groups might be changing over time. Improved data collection
would provide a more nuanced understanding of the changing face of female migration,
and its potential implications for policy and service provision.

To conclude, this study contributes to the literature by exploring the impact of
migrating with children on the whole migratory cycle of women with a focus on
transit. It provides new evidence of vulnerability among Central American mothers
with children on the move. This study finds evidence of distinct drivers of migration
for women migrating with children, with this group more likely to have experienced
severe deprivation, hardship or violence in their country of origin. Mothers migrating
with children also made different choices during transit, with greater proportions
relying on people smugglers and more costly logistics. Mothers migrating with children
are more likely to need healthcare and to access it, but are less likely to have received
care that satisfied their needs. They also faced increased abuse and discrimination, and
greater feelings of danger, with migratory experience taking a greater toll on their
health and wellbeing. It is vital that policymakers and service providers recognise
and respond to the specific needs of mothers migrating with children, and more
research is needed to understand the interface between female and family migration
in the transit journey.

Note

1. These drivers of displacement inform ‘choices’ in situations of constrained circumstances.
As such, neither ‘refugee’ nor ‘economic migrant’ are terms that perfectly describe their situ-
ation, hence ‘migrant’ is a more encompassing term.
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