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ABSTRACT 
 

This study investigates the ways in which migrants are inaccurately constructed and 

represented in U.S. and Mexican mainstream media and identifies changes that could be 

made to better represent the migrant journey. This study was conducted during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, thus semi-structured, qualitative interviews were conducted 

virtually with people in Mexico who assist and advocate for migrants on a daily basis, 

including shelter workers, psychologists, lawyers, scholars, and activists. Results indicate 

that the narratives of migrants constructed and represented by the media differs among 

geographical locations and accuracy of such narratives are dependent on the media 

source. Most importantly, findings offer a total of six suggestions that can be 

implemented to improve the accuracy the of media framing of migrants. In sum, this 

study offers an intimate and in-depth insight into migration, including the trauma, 

violence and discrimination migrants endure.  

 

Keywords: Migrant journey, migration, immigration, framing theory, media narratives, 

media representation, migrant shelters, media accuracy, dehumanization, fragmentation, 

othering, contextualization; Mexico 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION  

Migrants. Dreamers. Asylum seekers. Immigrants. Illegals. Criminals. News 

consumers see these terms in the headlines nearly every day. While many of these terms 

objectively describe migrating individuals and their children, others are stereotypes 

perpetuated by the media that paint a negative light on thousands of people seeking 

opportunity. According to Bishop (2019), 

In addition to the general anti-immigrant sentiment at work in much of the media 
that engages with immigration, immigrants without legal status bear the often 
misleading, even violent portrayals of 'illegal' immigrants flooding the borders in 
uncontrollable waves. These pervasive narratives, combined with a constant threat 
of exposure and deportation, drive many undocumented immigrants to retreat 
behind a wall of silence (p. 11). 
 

Thus, this study aims to end this ‘wall of silence’ by unveiling migrants’ journeys as well 

as examine how these journeys are represented by mainstream media.  

This research set out to determine the ways Mexican citizens that work closely 

with migrants perceive (a) the construction of migrants in news and social media; (b) the 

accuracy of media representations of migrants; and (c) the changes that can be made in 

the media to better represent migrants’ journeys. To do so, nine semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with those who assist migrants along different points of their 

journeys, including psychologists, lawyers, scholars, activists, and individuals working in 

migrant shelters throughout Mexico. 

This research is grounded in framing theory and, more importantly, the tendency 

of the media to create decontextualized and dehumanizing narratives of migration. 

Results of this thesis indicate that the narratives of migrants constructed by the media 

differ among the source and geographical location. Results also demonstrate that 
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migrants’ journeys are not accurately represented by U.S. nor Mexican mainstream 

media. Findings offer possible solutions to media inaccuracy and news bias, including the 

implementation of humanization and contextualization, such as why people migrate, and 

the psychological trauma and discrimination migrants endure.  

The purpose of this research is to first, and foremost, gain a very much needed 

understanding of migration, starting with a broader conversation of migration and its 

relationship with news and social media, and ending with intimate insights of the 

journeys of migrants shared by people who work closely with and advocate for them. 

Discussions such as these could limit the ‘for or against’ immigration binary that 

continues to polarize Mexico and the U.S. At its core, this research aims to help media 

audiences reshape the way they see migrants and promote change in how the media 

frames migration/immigration. 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Forced and voluntary migration has taken place for centuries, from the Jewish 

diasporas exiled from Israel to the thousands of Central American migrants in a so-called 

caravan arriving at the U.S. border in 2018 and another bound for the U.S. in 2022 

(Correal & Specia, 2018; Karim, 2004; Palencia, 2022; Rajak, 2008). However, public 

attention on migration (and immigration) heighted drastically within the last sixty years 

and has remained at the forefront of public and political debate (Beyer & Mathes, 2015; 

Karim, 2004; Kim et al., 2011; Vasquez, 2015). Debates on migration take place at the 

dinner table, on holidays and on vacations, among friends, family, strangers, colleagues, 

and in academia, with topics ranging from border security to crime rates, detention, 

deportation, economic benefits and/or consequences, family separations, immigration 

reform, DACA, and former president Donald Trump’s zero-tolerance policy. The media 

serves as the face for these debates, with migration issues and narratives regularly 

appearing in news, television, movies, radio, and social media across the world. Yet for a 

phenomenon at the forefront of the media and public’s agenda, a considerable lack of 

understanding of migration, as not only a human experience but a global phenomenon, 

remains. Hansen (2021) emphasizes this lack of understanding, stating,  

Although some politicians, media commentators, and others in the United States 
fixate on immigration, the strength of their beliefs and opinions is outsized given 
their knowledge of mobile people’s lives and structures that shape this is 
frequently scarce. Some vocal pundits, public officials, and everyday people 
herald border ‘crisis,’ mischaracterize and demonize immigration, and speculate 
about who people are and how they live with little grasp of the situation on the 
ground or historical knowledge (p. 5). 
 

This thesis seeks to combat misguided perceptions of migration by providing a more in-

depth view of the experiences of migrants, how these experiences are currently 
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constructed by mainstream media, and suggestions to radically improve accuracy of the 

media’s representation of migration. 

This lack of understanding is even evident in the definition process (Connor, 

2013). For instance, the term ‘migrant,’ according to the International Organization for 

Migration (IOM) (2019), refers to “an umbrella term, not defined under international law, 

reflecting the common lay understanding of a person who moves away from his or her 

place of usual residence, whether within a country or across an international border, 

temporarily or permanently, and for a variety of reasons” (p. 132). Similarly, IOM (2019) 

defines ‘immigrant’ as “a person who moves into a country other than that of his or her 

nationality or usual residence, so that the new country of destination effectively becomes 

[their] new country of usual residence” (p. 103). As one can see, the definitions of the 

two terms bleed together, leaving little distinction among them. Not to mention, they vary 

greatly among sources and organizations. The issue here is that migration and 

immigration are, indeed, two different phenomena that need to be thought of separately 

before understanding their commonalities or effects on each other.  

Therefore, the present study offers clarification of the above definitions by 

asserting: (a) migration as a state of active mobility; and (b) immigration as a state of 

planning or seeking to obtain residency in a host country. This offers space for migrants 

who may seek to travel nationally and/or internationally, and for a variety of reasons, 

including seeking asylum. In turn, immigration can be considered as documented, 

indicating permission to live in the host country, or undocumented, indicating living in 

the host country without permission, and can be related to issues such as detention and 

deportation. Thus, this study becomes more so about migration, as an experience and 
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journey, as opposed to immigration, as a settlement, but the two cannot be entirely 

separated and appear often in literature as synonymous.   

Types of Migration  

To date, there are several types of migrants recognized by migration organizations 

and international communication scholars. The most commonly identified migrants 

include but are not limited to: (a) labor migrants, or those who have been permitted to 

move to a host country for a set amount of time to perform labor; (b) irregular migrants 

or undocumented individuals staying in a country without permission; (c) forced 

migrants, also known as involuntary migrants, including refugees who are forced to leave 

their home countries for a variety of reasons and who may seek asylum in the country 

they have fled to; (d) family migrants, or individuals who leave their home countries to 

connect or become reconnected with family members living abroad, accompany a parent 

or another family member, or marry a citizen from the host country; (e) environmental 

migrants, or individuals who have had to relocate due to natural hazards or environmental 

changes such as climate change, rising sea levels, etc.; (f) student migrants, or scholars 

who have left their home country to pursue a degree; and (g) return migrants, or 

individuals who are returning to their birth country either voluntary or forced due to 

deportation (Dimock, 2016; Migration Data Portal, 2021a-e; Ritzer & Dean, 2015). 

Mixed migrant is a relatively new term, referencing migrants who are not classified as 

forced migrants or refugees but have chosen to leave their home country for a mixed 

variety of socio-economic, political, religious, and ethnic or cultural reasons (Migration 

Data Portal, 2021f). Among all types, labor migrants make up two-thirds of the migrant 

population (McAuliffe & Khadria, 2020). 
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According to McAuliffe and Khadria (2020), 52% of international migrants are 

younger than 18-years-old. Many children and youth migrants travel in family units while 

others have been separated from their families. Accompanied migrants are children and 

youth under the age of 18 who travel with a legal guardian, which in most cases are 

parents (Chavez & Menívar, 2010). On the other hand, unaccompanied migrants are 

children and youth under the age of 18 who have been separated from and/or are 

migrating without their legal guardians (Chavez & Menívar, 2010). In 2021 alone, the 

U.S.-Mexico border received approximately 147,000 unaccompanied migrant children, 

with over 120,000 placed in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ (HHS) 

shelter system, which reached maximum capacity during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Montoya-Galvez, 2021). While these categories provide a broad overview of the labels 

used to describe migrants, few, if any, provide insight into migration as a global 

phenomenon, specifically, the transnational trends and patterns of migration. 

Migratory Trends & Patterns 

In 2020, migrants accounted for 3.5% of the world’s population, approximately 

272 million total – an increase of 122 million migrants since 2000 and 187 million 

migrants since 1970 (McAuliffe & Khadria, 2020; McAuliffe et al., 2020). The U.S. 

receives the largest number of migrants worldwide, with 45 million located in the U.S. in 

2015, followed by France, Russia, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia 

(Budiman, 2020; Dimock, 2016; McAuliffe & Khadria, 2020). India contributed to the 

largest number of migrants, with nearly 18 million dispersed persons, followed by nearly 

12 million from Mexico, and nearly 11 million from China. Today, migrants make up an 

estimated 13% of the U.S. population (Budiman et al., 2020). Traditionally, migrants 
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from Mexico accounted for the largest migrant population in the U.S. however, recent 

trends indicate migration from Mexico is declining (Babich & Batalova, 2021; Cohn et 

al., 2017; Dimock, 2016; Soto et al., 2021). In contrast, migration from El Salvador, 

Guatemala, and Honduras is increasing with 3.8 million Central American migrants 

residing in the U.S. in 2019 (Babich & Batalova, 2021; Cohn et al., 2017; Dimock, 2016; 

Soto et al., 2021). In fact, within the last six years, migrants from Central America have 

surpassed migrants from Mexico (Soto et al., 2021). 

To get a better sense of what these migratory trends look like visually as well has 

how much they have changed over time, Figure 1.1 shows a still shot of an interactive 

world migration map from 2010 to 2015, which captured the net inflow of migrants per 

location (blue dots) subtracted by the outflow of migrants per location (red dots). Each 

yellow dot represents 1,000 migrants. The map indicates Syria, India and Pakistan had 

the largest number of migrant outflows with the U.S., Saudi Arabia, and Turkey receiving 

the most migrant inflows. Accordingly, Figure 1.2 is the same map, but specific to the 

U.S. This map reflects migration trends from 2010 to 2015, in which Mexico, China, and 

India were the top countries of origin of migrants located in the U.S. While the three 

countries remain top countries of origin, migration from Central America has surpassed 

all three (Babich & Batalova, 2021; Cohn et al., 2017; Dimock, 2016; McAuliffe & 

Khadria, 2020; Soto et al., 2021). 

Migration & Immigration in the U.S. 

Within the 2021 fiscal year, the U.S. Border Patrol (USBP) and Office of Field 

Operations (OFO) reported nearly 1.8 million encounters with migrants - a combined 

total of apprehensions and expulsions of unaccompanied children and minors, individuals 
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Figure 1.1  

2015 World migration map | Credit: @galka_max based on data from U.N. Population Division 

 

Figure 1.2  

2015 U.S. migration map | Credit: @galka_max based on data from U.N. Population Division 

in family units, and individual adults - along the Southwestern border with Mexico 

(Gramlich & Scheller 2021; U.S. Customs and Border Protection, 2021). This is a 

dramatic increase in comparison to 2020, when USBP and OFO reported fewer than 500 
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thousand encounters (Gramlich & Scheller 2021; U.S. Customs and Border Protection, 

2021). This said, it appears the increase in encounters are expected to continue 

throughout the 2022 fiscal year, with 338,373 encounters reported as of January – a 5.4% 

increase of reported encounters from October to November 2021 (U.S. Customs and 

Border Protection, 2021). Perhaps the most significant contributors to the spike were 

single adult migrants, which USBP and OFO accounted for over 1 million – nearly twice 

as many as the 368,000 encounters reported in 2019 and 353,000 encounters in 2020 

(U.S. Customs and Border Protection, 2021). 

Because the U.S. receives the largest number of annual migrants worldwide, its 

efforts and policies to reduce the flow of said mobility produce lasting effects on the 

individual, national and transnational level. The most recent example is demonstrated in 

former President Donald Trump’s election campaigns and administration. For example, 

in the 2016 and 2020 presidential races, Trump ran on a largely anti-immigrant 

campaign, frequently describing migrants as rapists, criminals, thugs, and invasions, and 

pledging to make Mexico pay for a border wall (Donald J. Trump, 2015; Mohamed & 

Farris, 2020; Qui, 2019; Scott, 2019). As president, Trump went on to promote his ‘zero-

tolerance’ policy, which increased the prosecution of those “who entered the U.S. from 

the southern border,” resulting in 267,000 deportations and more than 6,000 families 

separated at the U.S.-Mexico border in 2019 (Diaz, 2021; U.S. Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement, 2020). The Trump administration’s stance against immigration continued 

during the COVID-19 pandemic beginning in March 2020, in which a primary goal was 

to close the U.S. border and suspend asylum and refugee programs, leaving migrants with 

little to no options to enter the country (Semple, 2020). The Trump administration also 
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allocated $15 billion to fund a border wall to prevent illegal border crossings (Hanson, 

2022; Miroff, 2022). Trump’s wall (pictured in Figure 1.3) was constructed in segments 

along 450 miles of land (23% of the total U.S.-Mexico border), which replaced much of 

the preexisting border fences and built new fences in previously uncharted territories 

(Hanson, 2022; Miroff, 2022). Although Trump had plans to build on an additional 250 

miles of fencing, his efforts were 

cut short when his term ended, and 

the wall was halted by current 

President Joe Biden (Miroff, 

2022). Thus, Trump’s $250 

million border wall remains not 

only a physical but mental 

reminder of the efforts made to 

stop individuals from entering the 

U.S. 

Migration & Immigration in Mexico 

Although Mexico remains one of the largest contributors of migrants in the U.S., 

it should be recognized that it also serves as a destination for migrants, as well as an in-

between for the record number of Central and South American migrants on their way to 

the U.S. border. After all, Mexico, receives over a million of migrants per year – nearly 

1.2 million migrants in 2020 - while also receiving thousands of people deported from the 

U.S. (Migration Data Portal, 2021e). In 2020, nearly two percent of the population in 

Mexico and Central America (more than two million people) were immigrants, a 106% 

Figure 1.3  
 
Former President Trump's border wall dividing New Mexico from 
Mexico | credit: Jose Luis Gonzalez/Reuters 
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increase since 2000 (International Migrant Stock, 2020; Migration Data Portal, 2021e). 

Of the immigrant population in Mexico, the majority (67%) were from the U.S., followed 

by Central and South America (International Migrant Stock, 2020; Migration Data Portal, 

2021e).   

Not only does Mexico receive expelled migrants from Mexico, but Central and 

South American migrants are often deported to Mexico as well, with many of them, then, 

seeking asylum in Mexico (Buckhouts, 2016; Folkerts, 2018). This is due largely in part 

of Title 42, a U.S. law that permits the expulsion of refugees and migrants at the U.S.-

Mexico border, despite requests for asylum (American Immigration Council, 2021). Title 

42 was enacted by the Trump administration to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 and has 

been continued through the Biden administration (American Immigration Council, 2021). 

Under Title 42, an agreement was made with the Mexican government to send Central 

American deportees to Mexico (American Immigration Council, 2021). As a result, a 

report by the Comisión Mexicana de Ayuda a Refugiados (COMAR) revealed that 

Mexico received nearly 132,000 asylum applications in 2021, an 87% increase compared 

to the 70,000 filed in 2019; most applicants remain backlogged, not yet under review 

(Associated Press, 2022; Asylum Access México, 2019).  

While this information is significant in understanding the scope of migration, it is 

important to note that tracking and predicting migratory patterns is extremely difficult 

due to migrants’ frequent mobility, documentation status, and minimal self-reporting, as 

well as inconsistent definitions of migration and lack of access to privatized migration 

data (Connor, 2013). In fact, it was revealed that the 2020 U.S. Census grossly 

undercounted Black, Latino/Hispanic, and Indigenous populations, skewing estimates of 
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already misrepresented documented and undocumented immigrant populations (Del Real, 

2019; Jensen & Kennel, 2022; Wines & Cramer, 2022). Such trends, maps, and statistics 

also do not reveal much about the more contextual or subjective nature of the patterns, 

including the motivations or reasons for leaving one’s country of origin. 

The Migrant Journey: Fleeing Violence, Conflict, & Despair 

  As demonstrated, migration is a global phenomenon encompassing a multitude of 

migrants from all over the world who move for different reasons; and while the ‘types’ of 

migration and migratory trends and patterns show the complexity of this phenomenon, 

they do not necessarily explain the specific circumstances or motivations for one to 

migrate. Violence, domestic violence, kidnapping, organized crime, gangs, theft, police 

brutality, drug and weapons trafficking, governmental corruption, sexual assaults, lack of 

medical attention, and spikes in homicides are just some of the many reasons migrants 

are either forced or choose to leave their home (Andrade Galindo, 2021; Buckhout, 2016; 

Dimock, 2016; Folkerts, 2018; McAuliffe & Khadria, 2020; Murphey, 2019; Vogt, 

2013). For instance, Folkerts (2018) describes migrant populations from Central 

America, specifically Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, the so-called, Northern 

Triangle nations, represent 59% of all applications seeking asylum in Mexico in 2018. 

Folkerts (2018) states, 

Looking at the facts, it’s no wonder they’re fleeing…With a homicide rate of 60 
per 100,000 in El Salvador, 42.8 per 100,00 in Honduras, and 26.1 per 100,000 in 
Guatemala in 2017, all three countries are well above 10 per 100,000 rate the 
World Health organization considers to be the minimum characteristic of endemic 
violence…and this is all to mention other forms of violence resulting in insecurity 
– like sexual assault, threats, and extortion – and instigators of it – like organized 
crimes, gangs, and abusive public security forces (para. 8).  
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Four years later, endemic violence in the Northern Triangle and surrounding countries 

persists and, in many parts, has heightened drastically, with homicide rates in Mexico, 

Honduras, Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador, Costa Rica, and Panama all above the 10 per 

100,000 minimum (Cheatham, 2021). Andrade Galindo (2021) confirms the dangers 

coming from Central America, explaining that many Central American migrants are those 

“who fear the possibility of being murdered, having their children recruited into a gang, 

or their young daughters being raped because they caught the eye of a gang leader” (p. 

33). Similarly, photojournalist Moysés Zúñiga Santiago tells Murphy (2019) that 

migrants “leave their countries so as not to die victims of violence, from the gangs and 

the drug trade…They leave so as not to die victims of the most widespread form of 

violence that exists in Latin America, which is the lack of work and economic means to 

secure the basic necessities for human survival” (p. 8). McAuliffe and Khadria (2020) 

estimated over 41 million migrants in 2020 were fleeing violence and conflict, a number 

higher than ever reported by the International Displacement Monitoring Centre. Among 

those fleeing conflict and violence, 6.1 million were from the Syrian Arab Republic, 5.8 

million were from Colombia, and 3.1 million were from the Democratic Republic of 

Congo (McAuliffe & Khadria, 2020). For many migrants, violence and conflict does not 

stop once they leave their country of origin. In fact, for many, the migrant journey 

challenges them with more violence and trauma than what they have fled from.  

Andrade Galindo (2021) explains that Central American gangs, known as the 

maras, work with coyotes and polleros, or people who are paid to guide migrants through 

their journey, including helping them find the easiest access to cross the border into 

Mexico and the U.S. However, the coyotes are often paid to bring migrants to the maras 
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who then “charge families of those that have been kidnapped in order to set them free.” 

(Andrade Galindo, 2021, p. 35). In Mexico, violent encounters and attacks of migrants 

are frequent and often take place on the main migratory routes. La Bestia (read ‘the 

beast’) refers to a specific network of freight trains that migrants use to travel from the 

south of Mexico, including Palenque, Tuxtla Gutiérrez, and Tapachula, to the northern 

U.S.-Mexico border cities. Figure 1.4 is a map of the migrant shelters on the most 

common migrant routes, nearly all routes following La Bestia. The trains are not only a 

primary mode of transportation for migrants travelling throughout Mexico but serve as 

one of the most dangerous routes a migrant can take.  

La Bestia (as shown in Figure 1.5) is dangerous for several reasons, including 

violent attacks of migrants from gangs and cartel members who extort migrants for 

money, the many deaths that have occurred from migrants falling off the train, and the 

speed of the train (Buckhout, 2016; Murphey, 2019; Torres, 2014; Vogt, 2013). Increased 

speeds are a result of efforts to limit migrant transportation, although migrants remain 

able to run, jump, and climb to access the trains (Buckhout, 2016). However, the 

dangerously high speeds have left many migrant families and groups separated and 

countless injured (Buckhout, 2016; Murphey, 2019; Vogt, 2013). An example of such 

danger is recounted by Rumbaut (2014), who interviewed a migrant named Vladimir, a 

28-year-old migrant from El Salvador, 

He has a 10-year-old son in New York City. He was detained by ICE for six 
months in a jail in Manhattan, then taken by plane from Manhattan to 
Indianapolis, then to Texas, and finally deported to El Salvador. Wanting to be 
reunited with his son in New York, he got aboard La Bestia three months ago, 
near Veracruz but when it started to rain hard his hands slipped from a wet rail he 
was hanging on to and he was sucked under the train, which dragged him for 
some 300 meters, severing his left leg (and breaking his front teeth). He was 



Texas Tech University, Camden Rose Smith, May 2022 

 15 

rescued and taken to a clinic, where his leg was amputated, and he was given the 
crutches he has. After a while he hopped on the train again, crutches and all... and 
here he is now. (p. 8).  
 

Vogt (2013) explains that stories like Vladimir’s are common, stating “weak and 

exhausted from travel and little food, migrants frequently fall from the train and have 

their arms and legs caught in couplings and wheels and severed from their bodies” (p. 

771).  

While migrants have sought other routes, the new routes are even more dangerous 

than the main ones listed in Figure 1.4 (Buckhout, 2016). Alternative routes include 

traveling undercover in the bed of trucks or trailers, using public transportation in the 

hopes of not being identified as a migrant, or walking through dangerous terrain 

(Doering-White, 2018). Buckhout (2016) states “despite these dangerous conditions and 

human rights violations in Mexico, men, women and children continue to risk their life to 

escape the violence in their home countries and seek asylum” (para. 11). With the 

violence comes a growing need for migrant medical attention, specifically for women and 

children, who are increasingly traveling alone versus in groups with other migrants, 

increasing the need for migrant 

shelters (Buckhout, 2016; Doering-

White, 2018).  

Migrant Shelters 

 Albergues de migrante, or 

migrant shelters, are places of 

refuge for migrants, refugees, 

deportees, and accompanied and 

Figure 1.4 

Migrants onboard of ‘La Bestia,’ a freight train heading to the north 
of Mexico | Credit:  Zuma Press/Alamy 
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unaccompanied children in need of assistance. Migrant shelters located in Mexico offer a 

variety of short- and long-term aid including housing, food, medical, legal, and 

psychiatric services (Buckhout, 2016; Folkerts, 2018; Li Ng, 2020). Migrant shelters are 

considered humanitarian efforts and thus are legally protected by the Instituto Nacional 

de Migracion (INM), a branch of the Mexican government that oversees and regulates 

tourism, migration, and immigration in Mexico (Doering-White, 2018). Most shelters are 

nonprofit organizations (religious and secular) funded by churches, the Mexican 

government, civil society organizations, and through societal donations (Buckhout, 2016; 

Doering-White, 2018; Fokerts, 2018; Li Ng, 2020; Vogt, 2013). While some shelters 

perform full operations throughout the year, others lacking in funding, operating at 

capacity, and/or understaffed may close for a period before re-opening again (Li Ng, 

2020). Folkerts (2018) explains, “most migrants arrive through the direction of other 

institutions…some also arrive through word of mouth, thanks to civil society and 

UNHCR’s [(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees)] subsequent efforts to 

inform migrants of their rights and recourses” (para. 11). Essentially, shelters exist to 

offer vital resources to migrants - resources that prevent the death of many migrants 

during their journeys. 

However, as migration rates continue to skyrocket along with the increasing need 

for refuge and aid, shelters are faced with troubles ranging from capacity issues to 

violence against migrants and public and political criticism. For instance, shelters receive 

anywhere from a one to over 800 migrants per day, leaving many shelters at capacity and 

unable to accept incoming migrants, and shelter workers overworked and underpaid 

(Folkerts, 2018). Not to mention, shelters are also subject to violence and threat, with 
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Figure 1.2  

An integrative map of migrant houses, shelters, and dining rooms on the main migration routes through Mexico. Credits: BBVA Research, 2020. 
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many shelter workers receiving “death threats from both authorities and organized 

criminals who feel that the shelters’ objectives interfere with their business activities” 

(Vogt, 2013, p. 776). The violence has caused many shelters to acquire additional 

security and implement stricter protocols (Angulo-Pasel, 2022; Van Ramshorst, 2018; 

Vogt, 2013). In turn, the violence is often seen as a spectacle and cause for concern 

among Mexican citizens and public officials (Sieff & Clement, 2019; Van Ramshorst, 

2018; Vogt, 2013). While shelters offer humanitarian refuge, critics, specifically in 

Mexico, characterize shelters as committing crimes for aiding and abetting 

undocumented persons, who critics feel are to blame for increased crime and other 

security threats (Doering-White, 2018; Sieff & Clement, 2019; Van Ramshorst, 2018; 

Vogt, 2013). Such arguments are echoed in the U.S., creating an increasingly hegemonic, 

anti-immigration discourse that is often represented in mainstream media and has become 

a recurrent theme of political discourse in the U.S. 

Migrant Representation in Media 

Today, perceptions of migration and immigration, both in the U.S. and in Mexico, 

remain largely polarized. To those who support it, migration and immigration offers 

increased cultural diversity, economic opportunity, educational advancement, and 

additional labor (Domick, 2016; Karim, 2004). However, to others, migration and 

immigration lead to job insecurity and competition, violence and crime, the destruction of 

national identity, the spread of harmful diseases, and more (Bishop, 2018; Berg, 2009; 

Dimock, 2016; Enriquez et al., 2018; Esses et al. 2013; Haynes et al., 2016; Kim et al., 

2011; Walker et al., 2021; Ommundsen et al., 2014). Because migration and immigration 

issues remain at the forefront of public discourse and political debate, especially within 
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the U.S., it is vital to understand where these perceptions stem from. Within the realm of 

media and communication scholarship, efforts linking public perception to mainstream 

media representations of migration and immigration is largely substantiated (Banulescu-

Bogdan, 2021; Entman, 1993; Etchegaray & Correa, 2015; Mohamed and Farris, 2020). 

Thus, the present research raises the broader question of how political and public 

perceptions of migration (and immigration) are constructed within mainstream media. 

However, before this question can be addressed, an understanding of the ways in which 

information manifests into the mainstream media must be acknowledged. 

Framing Theory & Development 

Framing theory explains how information, specifically mediated information, can 

lead to changes in audience thought and behavior. As Entman (1993) famously wrote, “to 

frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a 

communicating text” (p. 52). Framing results from both subconscious and conscious 

processes in which information is told in a way that reflects the perceptions of the 

message creator (Banulescu-Bogdan et al., 2021; de Vreese, 2005; Entman, 1993; Hanes 

et al., 2016; Price & Tewksbury, 1997; Schoemaker & Reese, 1996; Tewksbury & 

Sheufele, 2009). Framed narratives aim to define an issue at hand, offering solutions 

based in one’s perspectives, experiences, morals, and values and prescribing blame to 

those perceived as responsible (Banulescu-Bogdan et al, 2021; Entman, 1993; Goffman, 

1974). Accordingly, frames (i.e., a picture frame, camera lens, or window) only 

communicate a portion of the world, decontextualizing information from reality 

(Banulescu-Bogdan et al, 2021; Entman, 1993; Iyengar, 2005; Shah et al., 2009). Not 

only are framed issues often fragmented, but they are also frequently stripped of much of 
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their complexity and context as an attempt to make information more presentable and 

understandable to the receiver (Berinsky & Kinder, 2006; Entman, 1993; Gitlin, 1980; 

Kim et al. 2011; Iyengar, 2005; Shulman & Sweitzer, 2018; Shah et al., 2009). 

Frame-setting takes place as message receivers interpret and accept framed 

messages (Chong & Druckman; 2007; de Vreese, 2005; Entman, 1993; Tewskbury & 

Scheufele, 2009). It’s important to point out that frame-setting is entirely unique to the 

individual and their cognitive schema, meaning one frame might be interpreted 

differently across individuals and is largely based on subjective previous knowledge, 

experience, and motivations (de Vreese, 2005; Haynes et al., 2016). Frame-setting, then, 

can be understood as largely impacted by culture, as cultural and societal norms not only 

influence the lens through which the message creator sees the world, but also how the 

receiver perceives the information based on their own societal and cultural value system 

(Tewksbury & Scheufele, 2009). In turn, frames help both the message creator and 

receiver make sense of the world (Banulescu-Bogdan et al, 2021; Goffman, 1974). Yet 

not all frames are interpreted differently – frames that are accepted and adopted become 

mainstreamed and have the potential of mass and lasting effects (Chong & Druckman; 

2007; de Vreese, 2005; Entman, 1993). Given frames’ biased, fragmented, and 

decontextualized nature, their use in media texts is suspect, especially considering the 

ability of certain frames to set societal standards and norms. Accordingly, when frames 

are highly politicized such as with immigration, their circulation on social media 

platforms (i.e., Facebook) are likely to lead to misinformation and fake news.  
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Media Framing & Effects on Public Opinion 

Frames in media, specifically in news texts and on social media, are 

problematized by the added fact that they are likely to become salient, or apparent, to the 

masses and thus mainstreamed (Chong & Druckman, 2007; de Vreese, 2005; Entman, 

1993; Kim et al., 2011; Scheufele, 1999; Tewksbury & Scheufele, 2009). Furthermore, 

what is left out of such frames can become equally as salient in society (Entman, 1993). 

For example, “most frames are defined by what they omit as well as include, and the 

omissions of potential problem definitions, explanations, evaluations, and 

recommendations may be as critical as the inclusions in guiding the audience” (Entman, 

1993, p. 54). Salient narratives, then, not only dictate how issues are presented but how 

audience members interpret information, adopt framed perspectives, and react 

accordingly and, moreover, are significant indicators of framing’s effects on public and 

political opinion (Banulescu-Bogdan et al., 2021; Entman, 1993; Esses et al., 2013; 

Facchini et al., 2017; Fisk & Taylor 1991; Gamson, 1992; Haynes et al., 2016; Iyengar, 

1991; Kim et al., 2011; Ramasubramanian, 2017; Scheufele, 1999; Trebbe & 

Schoenhagen, 2011).  

Tewskbury and Scheufele (2009) pose the question of not only “how frames get 

established in social discourse,” but “how different frames compete for adoption by 

social elites and journalists” (p. 55). Though it is important to acknowledge the media as 

a vehicle for framing-setting and implementation into public thought, it is equally as 

important to consider the origin of media’s adopted frames – a process called frame 

building (Tewskbury & Scheufele, 2009). In addition to the influence of media 

organizations and journalistic processes, frames are also systemically rooted in the 
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agendas and policies created by law enforcement, government entities, civil societal 

organizations, and politicians who “interact with pre-existing beliefs to determine how 

people perceive the world around them, particularly in times of crisis” (Banulescu-

Bogdan et al., 2021, p. 1). Political figures, then, take control of the narratives by framing 

and manipulating issues in a way that are likely to be repeated through media and other 

societal elites (Banulescu-Bogdan et al., 2021; Entman, 1993; Tewksbury & Scheufele, 

2009). Such frames, in turn, are more likely to enter public discourse, influencing not 

only the ways the public understands politics but their voting decisions as well 

(Banulescu-Bogdan et al., 2021; Entman, 1993; Haynes et al. 2016; Jacoby, 2000; 

Meriläinen & Vos, 2013; Mohamed & Farris, 2020; Tewksbury & Scheufele, 2009). 

The relevance to this study, is that political figures and the media play an important role 

in how issues such as migration and immigration are defined and solved as well as 

ascribe responsibility to those they feel are at fault (Banulescu-Bogdan et al, 2021; 

Entman, 1993; Goffman, 1974; Haynes et al. 2016; Jacoby, 2000; Meriläinen & Vos, 

2013; Tewksbury & Scheufele, 2009). 159). Banulescu-Bogdan et al. (2021) state, “the 

stories told about migration and migrants can paint a rich picture of how people view the 

opportunities and challenges associated with the movement of people, and through what 

lenses” (p. 1). We now shift our attention to the prevalent frames used by the media and 

politicians to represent migrants and immigrants.  

Prevalent Frames of Migrants & Immigrants 

Migration and immigration discourse in Western nations has remained consistent 

throughout the last several decades with illegality, criminality, and threat frames 

reoccurring throughout mainstream media, political agenda, and public conversation 
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(Bishop, 2018; Enriquez et al., 2018; Haynes et al., 2016; Walker et al., 2021; 

Ommundsen et al., 2014). At the forefront of the most prevalent portrayals of migrants 

and immigrants is, by far, the illegality frame, used to describe not only migrants as 

illegal and irregular, but immigration as undocumented and illegitimate (Costelloe, 2008; 

Harraway & Wong, 2021; Ommundsen et al., 2014). Bishop (2019) summarizes this 

tension, stating, 

In addition to the general anti-immigrant sentiment at work in much of the media 
that engages with immigration, immigrants without legal status bear the often 
misleading, even violent portrayals of 'illegal' immigrants flooding the borders in 
uncontrollable waves. (p. 11). 
 

While the illegality frame is not inherently negative – after all, thousands enter the U.S. 

yearly without documentation – it’s the pairing with other frames such as criminality and 

threat that combine to create a particularly hegemonic, anti-immigration stance among 

the media and public opinion, especially among those residing along the U.S.-Mexico 

border (Bishop, 2018; Branton & Dunaway, 2009; Haynes et al., 2016). For example, the 

illegality frame was demonstrated in a 2022 campaign advertisement for former Supreme 

Court Justice Eva Guzman’s bid for Attorney General of Texas, in which Guzman cites 

illegal immigration as responsible for violent crime, drug and human trafficking, and 

increased homicide rates, including cop-killings and murders (Texans for Eva Guzman, 

2022a). In another advertisement, Guzman, a self-proclaimed “daughter of legal 

immigrants” states her father was killed by an illegal immigrant who was “never found 

and brought to justice” (Texans for Eva Guzman, 2022). This example is just one of 

many that pair the illegality frame with another to influence perceptions of migration and 

immigrant issues. 
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 As demonstrated in Guzman’s campaign messaging, at play with illegality frames 

are frames of criminality, which often link ‘illegal’ migrants and immigrants to crime, 

violence, terrorism, drug trafficking, national security threats, gangs and more 

(Banulescu-Bogdan et al., 2021; Costelloe, 2008; Bishop, 2019; Harraway &Wong, 

2021; Kim et al., 2011; Liu, 2021). Criminality, also known as crimmigration, is the 

identification of non-citizens as the greatest threat to national security, in the U.S. 

particularly (Vasquez, 2015). As Vasquez (2015) explains, social and political debates 

“have increasingly focused on threats to national security and community safety, 

connecting the 'harms' against the public safety and national security to 'criminal aliens'" 

(p. 609). Vasquez (2015) further demonstrates how frames of immigration and migration 

are used together to create an appealing narrative for non-supportive audiences. The 

combination of criminal and alien frames is used to suggest migrants and immigrants as 

criminals living in a destination without permission – and that the two together are the 

greatest threat to national security, another frame prevalently used in the media. 

Threat frames, according to Banulescu-Bogdan et al. (2021), regularly position 

migrants and immigrants as “a burden or threat, likely to exacerbate disorder or danger, 

or competing with the native born for resources or influence within society” (p. 8). Threat 

frames are meant to instill fear and urgency among audiences by referring to migration 

and immigration as threats to: (a) national security, citing increased terrorism, crime, 

violence, and drug trafficking; (b) the economy, citing decreased job opportunity, 

increased job competition, and lower wages; (c) public health, citing the spread of 

harmful diseases; and (d) national identity, citing diminishing patriotism (Banulescu-

Bogdan et al., 2021; Berg, 2009; Esses et al., 2013; Liu, 2021; Kim et al., 2011). A key 
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trait of media framing of political issues, and what increases such frames’ saliency, is the 

use of polarization or positioning opposing frames against each other, giving weight to 

only the extreme standpoints which urges the audience to choose a side (Bishop, 2018; 

Wilkinson & Partida, 2020). In addition, if issues are framed in a way that audience 

members feel they have something to lose, they will be more inclined to take risks in 

order to prevent the loss (Entman, 1993; Kahneman & Tversky, 1984). For example, 

media texts that frame migrants and immigrants as threats taking jobs away from 

American citizens (as opposed to their being vital to a thriving economy), audiences are 

not only more likely to adopt more radical anti-immigration views but will also be more 

inclined to take risks to prevent the loss of American jobs (Banulescu-Bogdan et al., 

2021). So, it is important to not only consider the ways in which migration and 

immigration issues are framed, but how such frames affect not only migrants but larger 

society. It is also crucial to consider the accuracy of the media’s construction and 

representation of migrants’ journeys, given the understanding that fragmented frames 

only reveal a sliver of reality. Thus, this thesis investigates two key research questions: 

(a) how people who assist migrants on their journeys north feel migrants are constructed 

and represented in the news and social media, and (b) to what extent do people working 

closely with migrants believe media frames accurately depict the migrant experience.  

Effects of Negative Migrant Framing 

Arcimaviciene and Baglama (2018) found that 67% of news focused on 

immigration (national and international) and contained anti-immigrant and anti-refugee 

narratives, most of which were reenforced by “evoking the common strategy of 

delegitimization or misrepresentation of the reference group that is targeted as ‘them’ or 
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the Other” (p. 5). Illegal, criminal, and threat frames are problematic because they are 

fragmented, decontextualized, and polarized, providing audiences with radical views of 

migration and immigration that are not reflective of the entire phenomenon. Mohamed 

and Farris (2020) explain, “the power of news stories and images to influence individual 

attitudes toward immigration policy and immigrants alike illustrates the importance of 

better understanding whether the news media accurately captures immigrant 

demographics in their coverage of these news stories” (p.160). The issue with the use of 

frames, particularly in news media, is that they create space for misrepresentation, 

dehumanization, stereotypes, and othering and thus call accuracy and objectivity into 

question. It becomes imperative, then, to investigate the accuracy of media framing 

before possible solutions towards a more contextualized and humanized representation of 

migration and immigration can be offered. 

Representation. Representation, and the subsequent formulation of stereotypes, 

demonstrate a point of contention when evaluating the accuracy of media narratives and 

frames. Representation must be looked in at least two ways: what’s present and what’s 

absent (Bishop, 2018; Entman, 1993). In the U.S., specifically, minorities (including 

migrants and immigrants) remain marginalized not only in society but in the media as 

well (Bishop, 2019; Gemi et al., 2013; Thorbjørnsrud & Figenschou, 2014; Vecino et al., 

2015). This means that media representation of minorities, whether it be television 

shows, movies, news, etc., is minimal and often non-existent. This is particularly 

troublesome considering that the little coverage of migrants and immigrants is 

overwhelmingly negative (Esses & Medianu, 2013; Gemi et al., 2013; Thorbjørnsrud & 

Figenschou, 2014; Vecino et al., 2015). However, combating the issue of lack of 
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representation is difficult, especially for “individuals without legal status [who] may be 

reticent to be interviewed or identified in media for fear of detention or deportation” 

(Bishop, 2018, p. 163). Not to mention, when ‘positive’ coverage of migrants and 

immigrants occurs, it often contains dramatic representations of migrants as powerless 

and in need of saving (Bishop 2018). For instance, an undocumented immigrant 

expressed to Bishop (2018),  

I don’t like the way immigrants are portrayed because it’s always in extremes. I’m 
either seeing the celebration of immigrants or the degradation of 
immigrants…Either they’re about how undocumented immigrants are stealing 
jobs and raping our people, or they’re sad, sad stories, and the families are being 
broken apart. I just find it frustrating that in order to get attention it has to be the 
worst story or the greatest story (p. 156). 
 

The consequence of negative frames and inaccurate representations of an already 

marginalized population accelerates the spread of harmful stereotypes.  

Stereotyping. Stereotype frames can either be created and dispersed by the 

media, themselves, or by the political and societal elite, in which the media is then used 

as a vehicle to spread their messaging (Brinson & Stohl, 2012; Etchegaray & Correa, 

2015; Iyengar, 2005; Jacoby, 2000; Kim et al., 2011). Accordingly, Etchegaray and 

Correa (2015) explain that “the media construct, reproduce, and strengthen stereotypes 

about social minorities such as immigrants” (p. 3404). However, as mentioned above, 

media frames are regularly influenced and dictated by the social and political elite 

(Banulescu-Bogdan et al., 2021; Entman, 1993; Tewksbury & Scheufele, 2009). A 

perfect example of this is former President Donald Trump’s the regular use of derogatory 

language when referring to migrants. During his campaign, Trump has referred to 

migrants as rapists, criminals, thugs, invasions, bad hombres and as coming from 



Texas Tech University, Camden Rose Smith, May 2022 

 28 

“shithole countries,” as well as encouraging patriots to “take them out” and encouraging 

police to “be more violent in their handling of [migrants] suspected of crime” (Mohamed 

& Farris, 2020; Scott, 2019).  

While Trump is not the first political figure to use such stereotypical language, he 

is, perhaps, the first U.S. president to use it as a tactic - a tactic to capture widespread 

media attention from not only conservative media but left-leaning news and media 

organizations as well (Béland, 2020; Ekman, 2019; Fabregat, 2020; Fleuriet, 2021; 

Mohamed & Farris, 2020; Van Ramshorst, 2018). Because Trump’s candidacy saturated 

the news media for the entire 2016 campaign, his rhetoric, mediated through frames, was 

permeable among widespread media audiences, affording many individuals that oppose 

migration and immigration the ability to adopt similar stereotypical language not only in 

their daily lives but on social media as well (Béland, 2020; Ekman, 2019; Fabregat, 2020; 

Fleuriet, 2021; Mohamed & Farris, 2020). The reason stereotype frames are more likely 

to become mainstreamed not only faster, but also maintained longer than other frames, is 

because they contain the ability to dehumanize individuals in such a way that they 

become othered from society. 

Dehumanization & Othering. Stereotyping begins with the removal of the 

human experience from the human, in which the othered person is then perceived as an 

inanimate object and commodity (Arcimaviciene & Baglama; 2018; Dahlgren & 

Chakrapani, 1982; Esses et al., 2013; Wilkinson & Partida, 2020). Together, 

dehumanization and othering initiate the “denial of full humanness to others, their 

exclusion from the human species” (Esses et al., 2013, p. 522). Thus, any emotions of 

sympathy towards stereotyped individuals diminishes during objectification, especially 
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among audiences with preexisting prejudiced attitudes, and are replaced with fear and 

threat (Antony & Thomas, 2017; Arcimaviciene & Baglama; 2018; Bishop, 2019; Esses 

et al., 2013; Esses & Medianu 2013; Khaja & Jaggers, 2018; Mendoza, 2015; Steinberg, 

2004). In turn, othered individuals and groups, such as migrants and immigrants, become 

political and societal problems in need of solving, which often leads to consequences 

(i.e., detention and incarceration) and punishment (i.e., deportation) (Arcimaviciene & 

Baglama, 2018; Esses et al., 2013). The dehumanization and othering of migrants and 

immigrants occurs often in mainstream media through salient stereotypical frames that 

conceptualize migrants as violent criminals, illegal aliens, terrorists, murderers, etc. 

inciting fear among media audiences (Dahlgren & Chakrapani, 1982; Esses et al., 2013; 

Etchegaray & Correa, 2015; Mendoza, 2015). Esses et al. (2013) state, “the media may 

not only promote dehumanization of immigrants and refugees through depictions that 

highlight potential threats to the host society but provide ready justifications for the 

dehumanization and consequent outcomes” (p. 531). Such justifications are grounded in 

(de)legitimacy, which position migrants and immigrants as illegitimate and un-American 

as opposed to the legitimate, documented, American citizen – a justification that further 

separates migrants and immigrants from dominant society, which in itself is a blatant 

form of othering (Antony & Thomas, 2017; Arcimaviciene & Baglama, 2018; Bishop, 

2019; Esses et al., 2013; Esses & Medianu 2013; Khaja & Jaggers, 2018; Steinberg, 

2004). Despite any justifications, the facts remain the same: the media’s use of stereotype 

frames result in negative attitudes, threat, uncertainty, crisis, discrimination, and fear 

among media audiences (Antony & Thomas, 2017; Esses et al., 2013).  
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Research Overview & Questions 

A review of the literature demonstrates the considerable lack of understanding of 

migration, as not only a human experience but a global phenomenon. Accordingly, 

migrants’ journeys are largely misunderstood and subsequently often misrepresented by 

the media. Closer consideration of the roots of migration and the reasons people migrate, 

such as fleeing violence, governmental corruption, and conflict, are typically secluded 

from mainstream media narratives. On the contrary, migrants are represented as illegal 

aliens, criminals, and societal and national security threats, all of which are hegemonic 

frames that work to polarize, decontextualize, fragment, and stigmatize the migrant 

journey, resulting in the dehumanization and othering of migrants, specifically among 

non-supportive audiences and individuals with preexisting prejudiced beliefs. As a result, 

the media’s framing of migration issues not only skew public perception, opinion, and 

attitudes towards migrants, but also have the ability to sway voter decisions.  

Although considerable attention has been given towards the media’s framing and 

representation of migrants and immigrants, much of the literature is concerned with the 

identification and manipulation of frames in media texts or framing effects on media 

audiences. While such studies are important, very few studies acknowledge what is being 

framed: the migrant experience. Therefore, the inclusion of perspectives of not only 

migrants themselves, but of people who assist and work closely with migrants, are 

lacking (Bishop, 2018). In addition, most studies only consider U.S. and European 

perspectives, furthering the common narrative that migration and immigration issues are 

exclusive to the West. In response to this realization, this thesis presents a transnational 

discussion among those who play active roles in migrants’ journeys, including shelter 
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workers, scholars, lawyers, psychologists, and activists living in Mexico. While this study 

is grounded in framing theory, it approaches framing as an understanding that media 

plays an extremely important role in how migrants are constructed in society, as opposed 

to identifying or testing frames themselves. Thus, the present study not only offers an 

assessment of how people who understand the migrant experience feel migrants are 

constructed within news and social media, including the accuracy of such media 

representations, but offers solutions to bettering media representations of migrants’ 

journeys. Taken together, this research sets out to answer the following research 

questions: 

RQ1: How do people who assist migrants on their journeys north feel migrants 

are constructed and represented in U.S. and Mexican news and social media? 

RQ2: To what extent do people working closely with migrants believe news and 

social media frames accurately depict the migrant experience? 

RQ3: What changes can be made in the news and on social media that people who 

assist migrants’ journeys feel would better represent the migrant experience? 
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

 In order to provide context, clarity and understanding to address the knowledge 

gap surrounding migration, I identified and contacted a variety of individuals in Mexico 

who work closely with migrants. Among these individuals are shelter workers, 

psychologists, lawyers, scholars, and activists. These individuals have regular contact 

with migrants along different points in their journeys and are thus able to provide insight 

into migration and immigration media narratives, political discourse, and public opinion, 

while also bearing witness to the migrant experience in a deep and personal way. Thus, 

their perspective contributes a new addition to migration and immigration research. 

Participant Recruitment 

 The recruitment process included print letters sent through the U.S. Postal Service 

(USPS) and virtual letters sent through email. Towards the beginning of the project, I 

located a BBVA document containing mailing addresses of migrant shelters throughout 

Mexico and used it to identify recipients of the first round of 70 recruitment letters. 

However, I only received limited responses, which I should have expected due to 

unreliable mail services along with many shelters closing due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. Despite this, two of the nine interviewees were recruited using this method. 

Due to the low response rate, alternative measures were sought such as searching the 

shelters from the BBVA document on Google, but few shelters had a website, let alone a 

Facebook account or listed contact information. Many shelters limit the amount of 

information they share to the internet and social media platforms to protect migrants, 

considering they are a vulnerable population.  
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Through my research, I discovered Redes, Migrantes sin Fronteras (Networks, 

Migrants Without Borders), an organization geared towards assisting migrants throughout 

their travels. Redes, Migrantes sin Fronteras offers an integrative map based on a 

database of organizations that offer a variety of services to not only migrants but also 

deported immigrants, mostly from the U.S. The website includes the contact information 

for each service. By using the integrative map, three more participants were recruited for 

this project. The remaining four participants were recruited through snowball sampling; 

specifically, by word-of-mouth communication in which interviewees told others about 

my research and asked them to participate as well.  

Recruitment letters, whether sent through mail or email, contained the same exact 

information regarding the origin of the study, a request for an interview, Human Subjects 

Review Board (IRB) approval information, assurances of confidentiality, the format of 

the interview, as well as the researcher’s contact information. To view the exact 

recruitment letter, please refer to Appendix B for a Spanish version and Appendix C for 

an English translation. The low response rate for this study was more than surprising, but 

as 2020 came to an end, I began to realize  the repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

including increases in migrant numbers and border restrictions in the U.S., and decreased 

shelter donations leaving many shelters at capacity, understaffed, lacking funding, and 

forced to close (Armstrong, 2020; Folkerts, 2018; Gottesdiener & Diaz, 2021; Li Ng, 

2020; Norwood, 2020). However, with the low response rate came the opportunity to talk 

to other individuals such as scholars and activists from Mexico. Furthermore, the 

participants recruited for this study are diverse stemming from different backgrounds, 

professions, and geographical locations (as demonstrated in Table 2.1).  
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Table 2.1: Participant Demographics 

Code Name Occupation Age Education Affiliated 
Organization 

Esperanza Founder & President 
of Shelter 
 

60-75 n/a Catholic Church 

Pastor Herrera Shelter Director 
 

60-75 n/a Methodist Church 

Paulina Communications 
Liaison & Shelter 
Worker  

20-35 BA in 
Communications 

Catholic Church 

Luis In-house Shelter 
Lawyer 

20-35 BA in Law Catholic Church 

Paco In-house Shelter 
Psychologist 

20-35 BA in Psychology; 
MA Student in 
Clinical 
Psychoanalysis 

Catholic Church 

Leo Scholar, Activist, & 
Humanitarian 

20-35 BA in Psychology n/a 

Hilda Scholar & Activist  20-35 BA & MA in 
Communications 

n/a 

Juana Shelter Worker; 
Human Attention 

20-35 
 

n/a Non-profit 

Carmen Shelter Assistant 
Director 

40-55 BA in 
Communications 

Government 

 

Participant Demographics 

To maintain confidentiality, participant’s names have been changed and names of 

their affiliated organizations are not included. As shown in Table 2.1, participant 

demographics vary, from age, gender, to occupational roles. Accordingly, participants 

consulted for this study are geographically dispersed throughout Mexico, with two 

participants/shelters located near the U.S.-Mexico border, as depicted in Figure 2.1. 

Seven of nine participants work in migrant shelters, offering a variety of aid and 

assistance to migrants along their journeys. Whereas Esperanza, Pastor Herrera, and 

Carmen all serve as directors of their organizations, Paulina, Luis, and Paco work in 



Texas Tech University, Camden Rose Smith, May 2022 

 35 

specialized departments within their specific shelter such as in law, psychology, and 

communications. Juana works in her affiliated shelter’s human attention department, 

which provides immediate aid to migrants that have just arrived at the facility. The 

remaining two participants, Hilda and Leo, are scholars and activists who work 

frequently with migrant and immigrant populations. Leo, for example, worked with youth 

at a local juvenile detention center and conducted research at a prison in Chihuahua, 

where he interviewed women detainees, most of whom were migrants. 

 

Figure 2.1 

 Regional locations of participants & affiliated shelters | credit: MapChart 

The last two columns listed in Table 2.1 were not intended as demographics; 

however, they developed throughout the interview process and provide further 

clarification of participant’s educational background and affiliated organizations. For 

instance, many participants spoke about the degrees they have earned and thus were able 



Texas Tech University, Camden Rose Smith, May 2022 

 36 

provide interesting insights into not only the legal and psychological aspects of 

migration, but also how the migrant experience is communicated in U.S. and Mexican 

news and social media. To prevent any confusion in later discussion, I listed 

organizations in Table 2.1 to help associate participants to the type of shelter they work 

for. For instance, the shelter Carmen works for solely relies on governmental funding. 

Thus, Carmen’s shelter provides different services and faces different struggles compared 

to Esperanza, Pastor Herrera, Paulina, Luis, and Paco, whose shelters receive funding 

through religious organizations, or Juana, whose shelter sources money exclusively from 

non-profit organizations.  

Interview Protocol 

 This research was approved by the Texas Tech University Institutional Review 

Board, a copy of the approval letter can be found in Appendix A. Participants were 

provided with information about this research at two different points during the research 

process: in the initial recruitment letter (Appendices B and C) and prior to the beginning 

of the interview. Many participants needed an information sheet detailing the study in 

writing for their organization’s records prior to the interview taking place, and thus were 

sent the information sheet listed in Appendix D (for an English translation, see Appendix 

E). Eight of the nine participants requested interviews to be held over Zoom, the 

remaining participant, Esperanza, requested a phone interview. Three additional shelter 

workers had agreed to participate and scheduled an interview, but due to a variety of 

reasons were unable to attend and despite attempts to reschedule, the interviews 

ultimately did not take place. Later, I found that two of the affiliated shelters had closed 
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during COVID, and one participant left their position and no longer worked at that 

shelter.  

Thus, a total of nine interviews took place between July 2021 and February 2022. 

Before the interview took place, all interviewees were provided with information 

regarding the topic of the study, voluntary participation, compensation, their right to skip 

questions or stop the interview at any point, IRB approval, and permission to record the 

conversation. An overview of the interview protocol and question schedule can be found 

in Spanish (Appendix F) and in English (Appendix G). Interviews were semi-structured, 

and varied depending on the participant, their roles in supporting migrants, and 

experiences. However, all interviews covered the following topics: (a) participant 

information and background; (b) the nature of the interviewee’s work and affiliated 

organization/shelter; (c) their experiences working with migrants; (d) their beliefs about 

the media’s representation of migrants both in the U.S. and in Mexico; (e) the effects of 

COVID-19 on their work; and (f) their opinions relating to U.S. former President Trump 

and current President Biden’s rhetoric and border policies. The interviews were 

scheduled for one hour, though some conversations lasted up to two hours. Once the 

interviews were over, I repeated information about the compensation protocol. 

Participants were sent a $495 MXN (approximately $25 USD) Amazon e-gift card via 

email within one week of the interview. In some instances, participants did not receive 

their e-gift card but were sent another one as soon as possible.  

Six out of the nine interviews were conducted in Spanish. Since I am not fluent in 

Spanish, I asked two bilingual graduate students in the College of Media & 

Communication, Martha and Carolina, to assist me with translations during the 
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interviews. Both translators would stop after each of the aforementioned sections to 

translate participants’ responses into English. Martha, Carolina, and I took notes during 

the interviews and once they were completed, we compared notes, which I collected and 

stored for future reference. I then uploaded the de-identified audio recordings to a 

transcription service that translated the interview transcripts to English. From there, the 

English transcripts were thematically coded using a qualitative data analyzation software. 

Data Analysis 

 Audio recordings of the interviews were recorded on my iPhone, using the Voice 

Memo application. I then trimmed the recordings using the Voice Memo app to edit out 

participant identifiers including their names and affiliated shelters. From there, I 

uploaded the de-identified audio files to Happy Scribe, a transcription service. Happy 

Scribe was used not only to automate transcripts but to translate them into English. 

Carolina verified that the translated transcripts were nearly identical to the interviews. 

From there, I uploaded the transcripts and audio files directly to MAXQDA, a qualitative 

data analysis software, where the data was thematically coded and analyzed. 

 Using MAXQDA, I developed a thematic network analysis following Attride-

Sterling’s (2001) technique to “unearth the themes salient in [the] text at different levels” 

and “facilitate the structuring and depiction of these themes” (p. 387). I began the 

analysis by conducting a preliminary coding to reduce the transcriptions into “meaningful 

and manageable chunks of text such as passages, quotations, single words, or other 

criteria judged necessary for particular analysis” (Attride-Sterling, 2001, p. 392). During 

this stage, I flagged any time during the interview the translator stopped to go over 

information. This was done to prevent accidentally quoting the translator. Then, I was 
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able to create codes that flagged: (a) any information pertaining to the research questions; 

(b) discussions that confirmed or denied prior research (i.e., any topics discussed in the 

previous literature review); (c) any interesting, intriguing, and insightful quotes; and (d) 

recurrent information evolving from multiple interviews.  

 Once the preliminary coding was complete, I began taking my time to re-read, 

review, and redefine the coded texts into relevant themes (Attride-Sterling, 2001). From 

there, I was able to identify a thematic network (pictured in Figure), which identifies four 

global themes, or as Attride-Sterling (2001) describes as the arguments, assertions, and 

positions that emerged from the coded texts. This thesis presents four global themes used 

to guide the following results chapter: (a) the migrant experience; (b) migrant 

representation in media; (c) accuracy of media frames; and (d) suggestions to improve 

media accuracy. Each global theme consisted of organizing themes used to summarize 

and contextualize each global theme. For instance, the global theme of ‘accuracy of 

media frames’ is a broad description of several in-depth discussions on 

decontextualization and dehumanization.  

Finally, basic themes were created to provide “simple premises characteristic of 

the data” and each organizing theme (Attride-Sterling, 2001, p. 389). For instance, the 

basic premises of the organizing theme of ‘dehumanization’ was regularly described as 

the objectification, othering, and stereotyping of migrants and immigrants in the media 

and thus a contributing factor to media inaccuracy. Through this data analyzation 

technique, a robust discussion, ‘thick’ in description (Patton, 2002), with emerging and 

salient themes was achieved and is detailed in the following results chapter. 
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Figure 2.2 

Network of themes developed during data analyzation
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Validity 

Peer Debriefing & Review 

 Establishing validity was very important, given the many variables, including 

multiple languages, accuracy of translation by the translator and Happy Scribe, etc. Thus, 

validity was checked at several points in time. First, Dr. Kent Wilkinson, chair of the 

current research, was present for the interview with Pastor Herrera, the second interview 

conducted for this study. Dr. Wilkinson, fluent in both English and Spanish, verified not 

only were interview questions being translated correctly, but that the translator, Martha, 

was able to efficiently relay conversations of the participant back to the researcher. This 

process was important in not only checking accuracy but ensuring both the researcher’s 

and translator’s interpretations were representative of the conversation. Accordingly, an 

additional translator assisting this research, Carolina, reviewed the translated 

transcriptions from Happy Scribe and confirmed that the translations were nearly 

identical to the interview conversation. After the last interview was conducted, Martha 

carefully reviewed the results of the study, and verified they represented the participant 

interviews. 

Researcher Reflexivity 

 Qualitative research is unique in that the researcher-participant relationship is 

much more connected, as opposed to researcher objectivity as a first priority in 

quantitative methods. Thus, it is incredibly important for qualitative researchers to 

acknowledge their role in the research. Accordingly, Patton (2002) encourages qualitative 

researchers to participate in “triangulated reflexive inquiry” or the ability to reflect on the 

relative positions and privilege of oneself, those being studied, and the research audience 
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(p. 495). In line with Patton’s (2002) suggestion, I kept a triangulated reflexivity journal 

which can be found in Appendix H. An additional goal of this journal was to create a 

space to document on my own emotions that arose during the interview process, as many 

of the participants’ experiences and stories about migration reflected trauma and 

hardship. In addition, I was given the opportunity to have a conversation with two youth 

migrants who had been deported from the U.S. and separated from their families. While 

these conversations were off-the-record and are not documented in this research, I did 

describe the experiences in my reflexivity journal and detailed how they impacted, 

motivated, and humbled me as a researcher and person.  
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS 

Pastor Herrera, director of a shelter in Estado de México, described the nature of 

his work: “when life give you lemons, you make lemonade. And to us, [life] gives us 

migrants.” Although a play on an old saying, it’s a thoughtful reflection of the nature of 

the work done in migrant shelters throughout Mexico – striving to turn the difficulty and 

frequent violence of the migrant experience, into journeys that are positive and dignified. 

Shelter workers, activists, and scholars all assist in migrants’ journeys in different ways, 

but what this group shares, is one common attribute: to work as “human rights 

defenders,” as Paco, an in-house psychologist working in a shelter in Ciudad de México, 

put it. Thus, this collective group of participants offer not only meaningful but enriching 

insights into migrants’ experiences.  

This chapter opens with an overview of the migrant journey. From there, the 

conversation shifts to the media and how interviewees feel migrants’ experiences are 

constructed and represented in U.S. and Mexican news and social media. Here 

participants identify emerging media trends they see happening specifically in Mexico 

and the U.S. Next, the discussion turns to media accuracy, which they see as 

characterized by fragmentation and dehumanization. Participants shed light on the ways 

inaccurate media narratives have developed throughout Mexico and the U.S. Lastly, and 

most importantly, participants identify ways in which migrants’ journeys can become 

better represented in the media, touching on the roots of migration, humanizing the 

migrant experience, addressing the lack of media attention towards migrant trauma, and 

identifying the ways in which the media can change and contextualize the narrative of 

migration.    
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The Migrant Journey 

 By the time migrants make it to the shelters, especially in southern Mexico, they 

arrive in brutal conditions. “Unfortunately, many times when [migrants] arrive here, they 

have been walking for days…they have been mistreated, they haven't eaten, they haven't 

had water, they haven't rested,” and many have suffered heatstroke along the way, 

according to Paulina, a communications liaison and worker of a shelter in Ciudad de 

México. Pastor Herrera describes the conditions of migrants as “a very serious problem” 

as many enter the shelter reeking of clothes that haven’t washed in weeks, exhausted 

from extreme climates during walking, and often many with broken shoes or none at all, 

[Migrants] will eat garbage sometimes, if they can’t eat from something they are 
given in the street. They can eat from a tree that is on the road, but they can't sleep 
in the street…they have nowhere to wash. There are no rivers, there are no things 
where they can go clean their clothes…Now the big need is shoes because 
everyone arrives with broken shoes. 
 

The first step in Pastor Herrera’s shelter, and many others, is to help the migrants wash 

their clothes. But for many migrants, Pastor Herrera’s shelter is one of the first stops of 

their travels, and conditions worsen as they travel north. Such dangers include dying from 

insect bites, walking in even more harsh terrain at longer distances, and of course, the 

many injuries that occur on La Bestia, a network of freight trains that migrants use to 

travel north from the most southern points of Mexico to the U.S. border.  

For many migrants, these dangers are worth the risk to seek the ‘American dream’ 

– a dream that likely involves falling off the train, according to Carmen, an assistant 

director for a shelter in Baja California. Luis, an in-house lawyer of a shelter in Ciudad de 

México, explains that to get to the U.S., migrants are willing to face many risks, 
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[Migrants] run the risk. They don't care. They don't care about the time, they don't 
care about what they might suffer, they don't care so many times that they have 
been told that going up to the train is [dangerous]… that they can fall, they can 
get hit, they can get amputated in some cell, some limb. They don't care. Just 
getting to the United States is the American dream of stopping everything to have 
a stable life. 
 

Pastor Herrera shares an account of a group of seven migrants that stayed at the shelter. 

Asking about them, the group explains they were once a group of nine, telling him that 

their cousin had fallen off the train, another cousin staying behind to “carry the body.” He 

explains, the other cousins continued their travels only to find the other cousin had died 

two days later. Yet, the group didn’t stop their journey,  

“They kept going and didn’t stop…And they knew the dangers. But they have to 
either feed their families or they can't, they can't go back; they can't go back with 
without having made the attempt.” 
 

It’s important to keep in mind that most migrants in Mexico are from Central America, 

meaning they do not have documentation to be there. Thus, alternate modes of 

transportation are extremely hard to acquire, not to mention cost money – money that 

many migrants either don’t have or are saving to not only get across the U.S. border but 

support themselves once they arrive. 

 As if migrants’ journeys weren’t already difficult enough, they have additionally 

been exploited by Central American and Mexican organized crime, cartels, gangs, and 

human traffickers who recruit migrants by telling them they will help them to get to the 

U.S. Although many coyotes, guides with known routes to the U.S., will take what little 

money they have and will abandon them (Andrade Galindo, 2021). In addition, corrupt 

police officers and government officials work with organized crime to extort more money 
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from migrants. Juana, a worker in the human needs department of a shelter in Chihuahua, 

describes how corruption and exploitation dangers the lives of migrants,  

Violence, violence…the people who migrate, they suffer violence. From the 
police, from people, from the community, from public officials, that is, rejection 
or not, then extortions, the police. The police, let them pass [but] ask them for 
money – then, they take away the little money they have or not, and the towns 
will. In the towns, in the communities as well. In order to pass through the town, 
they ask for money. It is like a fee, a toll booth. So that's what it is, it's a lot, like 
violence from whoever. In reality, they are very mistreated people. The truth is, 
everyone, everyone wants to take advantage of them. So, it is a very, very, very, 
strong, and hard exploitation by Mexico. The [migrants] end up very, very 
resentful of Mexico because they are treated very badly. Then everybody assaults 
them, everybody takes what little they have, that is, they cannot come with cell 
phones, no, because they are going to take them away at some point. Then there 
are groups that, for example, on the trains on the roads, criminal groups, 
organized crime, the cartels, that is, they kidnap them, they rob them, they extort 
them or in very serious cases [migrants will] disappear. There are organizations 
that are dedicated to that. There are caravans of Central American migrant 
mothers that go up to Mexico every year looking like this, digging ground by 
ground, looking for remains to find their sons, to find their daughters, their 
husbands. So, I mean, that's part of it. I mean, we know that in the north of the 
country there is a lot of kidnapping of migrants by organized crime to extort 
money or to force them to work. So that is how it is, that is how it is. Sometimes 
we have had to notify family members that their relatives died at the border or 
that this has happened to other people.  

 
While Juana is describing violence and organized crime as specific to northern Mexico, 

unfortunately, such despair takes place all along the migrant routes. Pastor Herrera 

explains migrants, even in the south, face “human trafficking, kidnapping, extortion, and 

abandonment by coyotes.” Pastor Herrera explains organized crime, cartels, and gangs 

specifically use migrants to traffic drugs into the U.S., using threats, force, and extortion 

to have migrants serve “as donkey drivers to carry the packages.”  

In response to drug trafficking, the U.S. has made efforts to increase border, 

airport, and customs security, leaving organized crime, cartels, and gangs to find new 

tactics to smuggle drugs, including recruiting migrant women, youth, and children. Leo, 
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an activist and scholar from Chihuahua, performed psychology research on both detained 

women and youth in prison in Mexico. He explains that migrant minors are less likely to 

be questioned by U.S. border security or, in the case they are detained, receive more 

lenient sentences as opposed to adults, and thus, are prime candidates to enlist in drug 

trafficking. Hilda, a scholar and activist from Jalisco, also acknowledges the efforts to 

recruit migrant youth into drug trafficking, explaining that often children and youth are 

“vulnerable, young and innocent” and unable to fully understand what they are being 

asked to do. She adds, organized crime, gangs and cartels recruit migrant teens, in 

particular, by offering to pay for their college. If they do end up paying for college, Hilda 

explains, it’s to earn degrees useful to the criminal system. For instance, gangs and 

cartels will tell the migrant, 

“I'm going to pay for college, so you're going to be a lawyer for me. So, when I 
get in trouble, you are the one that is going to get me out of jail. So that's how 
they get into that as well. Just, like, getting education. And some of them want to 
get educated, but the price you pay for being a lawyer going to school is working 
for them at the same time. 
 

In addition to migrant youth and children, migrant women are also targets of organized 

crime.  

The sad reality is many migrant women are not only fleeing domestic violence 

occurring at epidemic levels in their home countries, but they also face additional 

violence and exploitation during their travels, including rape and prostitution, according 

to Esperanza, the founder and president of a shelter in Sinaloa. “This path marked by 

violence against women,” as Juana calls it, is the reality of women trying to get access to 

contraceptives months before they travel because they know “what they are going to be 

forced to do, that is they know beforehand they will be raped, they prepare for it.” Juana 
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explains many migrant women try to get into relationships with their abusers, in hopes 

that they will protect them from other predators. In addition, Juana explains that migrant 

women unable to get access to contraceptives will try to stay with one abuser so that they 

don’t become pregnant by multiple men. Leo adds, within the cycle of abuse, organized 

crime, cartels, and gangs entice migrant women into prostitution, promising money, and 

protection for their travels north.  

This exploitation also exists in detention centers, where many migrants are 

detained for drug trafficking and prostitution, Leo claims. Yet, the very things migrant 

women are detained for, are being forced upon them while in prison. In fact, many 

women inmates in Chihuahua reported to Leo that, 

On Tuesdays and Thursdays, the police inside made arrangements with the [male 
inmates], mainly the guys that have money to survive. [The male inmates] were 
like, okay, so I want three or five girls for you to bring me and they pay them, at 
least five to ten pesos, like, to have sex. This is a little bit emotional for me 
because they would call them into a cage, where at least from three to five guys 
would rape one girl. So, it was like at the end, the girl received, like, 50 pesos - 
and I'm talking about a peso. 

 
For those unfamiliar, this payment would equal approximately $2.35 in U.S. dollars at the 

time this was written. Leo also found the cycle of abuse continues as many detained 

women become pregnant and in need of money to take care of the child, as well as any 

other they may have while serving their sentence. Leo explains,  

What I found in the research was economy. [The women] needed to survive - they 
needed money to take care of the family because a lot of the girls that I 
interviewed, they had, like, I'm not lying, like, a lot of kids, all with different 
people. So, it was hard for them to get the kids to school or to buy them some 
clothes. So, yeah, that's why that was one of the reasons that they get involved [in 
organized crime] again. 
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Leo and Paco, both having degrees in psychology, have found vulnerable migrant 

populations exhibit extensive symptoms of emotional trauma and post-traumatic stress 

disorder due to the many forms of violence they endure and witness. 

Among those most vulnerable, are members of the LGBTQIA+ community, 

specifically trans women and girls who are subject to even higher rates of violence, 

assault, and trauma, according to Juana, Luis, Hilda, Paco, and Leo. Trans women 

migrants are also more likely to be recruited into prostitution by organized crime, gangs, 

and cartels, under the assumption they will be given protection in return, Juana explains. 

While migrant shelters exist to offer safety to those most vulnerable, many shelters refuse 

refuge to LGBTQIA+ community members, Juana, Luis, and Paco claim. Without 

specifically calling out shelters by name, Juana did claim that the refusal of assistance 

occurs in shelters funded by religious organizations. While some shelters “are very, very, 

very open to or are already defending the rights of the LGBT population,” according to 

Juana, others are unsupportive due to “their ideology and philosophy.” Juana explains 

that shelters funded by secular, non-profit, civil societies have much more freedom to 

advocate for the LGBTQIA+ community and their rights. While prior research has 

devoted attention to the migrant journey as dangerous and violent, rarely are the 

experiences of LGBTQIA+, women, and children migrants documented, let alone 

represented in mainstream media. Thus, this becomes a much larger conversation of the 

current constructions and representations of migrants, but more specifically, migrants’ 

journeys.     
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Migrant Representation in Media 

The first research question of this study asks how people who assist migrants on 

their journeys north feel migrants are constructed and represented in U.S. and Mexican 

news and social media. Before those conversations can be revealed, a brief discussion of 

the media landscape in Mexico is in order, as it is experiencing new shifts that impact the 

way narratives are constructed in the media. Whereas the U.S. is experiencing a 

heightened polarization in the political media climate post-Trump, Mexico is 

experiencing the opposite – media that is largely censored to avoid political tension 

(González-Quiñones & Machin-Mastromatteo, 2019; Hughes & Márquez-Ramírez, 

2017). The current media landscape of Mexican media is described by Luis,  

The problem in Mexico is the context we are living in time that’s against 
journalists. We have a very repressive government against journalists. All 
journalists who publish against the government, who criticize, who question, are 
bad for this government. 
 

There are two acting forces towards the censorship of the media in Mexico: the 

government and organized crime. The government works to prohibit narratives that call 

attention to increased governmental corruption, crime rates, and violence taking place in 

Mexico. Such censorship also acts in the best interest of organized crime. For instance, 

the push for news and social media to minimize the gravity of such issues to appear as if 

progress has been made affords organized crime the ability to continue their business 

without scrutiny. Furthermore, government officials are, then, likely to be re-elected into 

office. Together the government and organized crime work to not only censor the media 

in a variety of ways but to fund pro-government journalism (González-Quiñones & 

Machin-Mastromatteo, 2019). As a result of this process, journalists are increasingly 
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faced with danger. Luis explains, “there is very little real journalism or journalism that 

wants to do justice. Well, no, it doesn't exist because it's dangerous.”  

Journalism is not only dangerous but murderous, with reporters and 

photographers killed frequently. Since 2000, nearly 150 journalists have been killed, 

marking Mexico as the deadliest country in the world for journalism in 2020 (Krumholtz, 

2021). Carmen, located in Baja California, explained two journalists were just killed the 

day we spoke, totaling seven since the beginning of 2022 (UNESCO, 2022). 

Accordingly, Leo revealed, 

Mexico is one of the biggest countries where more journalists are being killed, 
especially independent journalists, because they are the ones trying to tell the 
truth. But yeah, if you go like, for example, I don't know our President right now, 
sorry, he's a pain in the ass. They have these morning interviews with the 
President all week long. He's always talking about that Mexico is getting better, 
that we are basically like a potential country. I mean, he's getting a lot of 
criticisms for the things that he said, but it's the same. He's trying to get the 
media’s attention. 
 

Like many other participants, Leo demonstrates how understanding and assessing media 

framing can become complicated when narratives are being censored. For instance, 

Paulina describes the ways in which news narratives are being manipulated,  

It's a war. In fact, here in Mexico we say that the media are almost the fourth 
power. Because here in Mexico, we say that we have three powers but that the 
media are practically the fourth power, because they have a way of controlling 
and manipulating many things and in a shocking way, no? 

 
Paulina is describing what we call in the U.S. the ‘fourth estate,’ or the understanding that 

the media holds as much power as the government’s executive, judicial, and legislative 

branches, given journalism’s ability to frame and distribute information to the masses. 

The key difference between the U.S. versus Mexico’s so called fourth estate is that media 

in the U.S. also serves a ‘watchdog’ function that “keeps elected politicians in check and 
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holds them accountable for their actions while in office. It also prevents anyone from 

gaining too much power, as the [U.S.] press is free to criticize anyone in a government 

role” (Tosado, 2021, para. 5).  

In response to gatekeeping and censorship, media audiences in Mexico are turning 

towards ‘citizen journalists’ for their news. These independent journalists use social 

media to post uncensored content that “share everything,” according to Hilda, giving the 

journalists “the freedom to show the reality and what’s going on.” However, Hilda, Leo, 

and Carmen expressed concern for misinformation and exaggeration due to the lack of 

training and ethical standards of citizen journalists compared to most professional 

reporters. In sum, discourse surrounding migration, organized crime, violence, and 

corruption varies according to the source, creating two very different media narratives.  

Despite the opposing narratives, nearly all participants described the media as 

harboring negative representations and stereotypes of migrants. The two most prevalent 

news and social media constructions of migrants, according to Paulina, are either 

branding migrants as “criminals who come to steal, to take jobs, to take houses” or 

typifying them as victims, by viewing “them with pity” as “poor things.” Accordingly, 

Paco describes the media as selling the image of migrants as "tattooed” people with no 

training or education. Luis found that not only are migrants “criminalized” by media, but 

that such criminalization creates “xenophobia, discrimination, and hostility towards 

migrants, especially Central American migrants,” thus causing, 

People to believe that Central American migrants come to take jobs, to take 
education, to take money from us…that they also come to take families, to 
destroy families, so [the media] prefers to pay more attention to the alarm of visits 
of foreigners and migrants. 
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Interestingly, multiple participants made a distinction of media narratives among 

geographical locations. For instance, Pastor Herrera felt that the “media doesn’t speak 

badly about migrants” in central Mexico, but in regions along the northern border with 

the U.S., see media reports of migration “as a very serious problem because they see the 

conflict daily.” In fact, multiple participants claimed media produced near not only the 

U.S. border, but Mexico’s southern border with Central America, reflects much of the 

news produced in the U.S. Luis, who grew up in Chiapas, described media near Mexico’s 

border with Guatemala as “xenophobic” and “rejecting of migrants,” claiming the media 

to be “playing into the hands of the immigration policy that Donald Trump created” even 

to the extent of urging a “wall for their borders.” Luis’s observations of this comes from 

multiple media analyses he performed while living in Chiapas.  

While much of the discussion was centered around Mexico and Mexican news 

and social media, many participants also commented on U.S. media discourse. For 

example, Hilda describes U.S. media as condemning of Mexico, stating, 

The media in the U.S. only sees Mexico from a distance. And, so, they'll try to get 
everything that they can to not say good things. They don't see themselves as part 
of the problem. But at the end of the day, they are part of the problem, because 
they're only showing Mexico in media as the bad part of all of it. And, so, I think 
the U.S. is, like, talking poorly about immigrants. Oh, they're trying to help and 
all these things, but they don't really see, or they don't talk about the issues that 
are happening in the US that are also affecting Mexico and immigrants at the 
same time. 
 

Other participants specifically mentioned former President Trump, his harsh rhetoric of 

not only migrants but of Mexico in general, and the effect his rhetoric has had on public 

perception. For instance, Leo expressed that the “the concepts people [in the U.S.] have 

of migrants, I mean, have to be from when Donald Trump was president.” Leo claims 
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most of Trump’s rhetoric was aimed at “dividing the way of thinking” of migrants and 

described Trump supporters as “rednecks, like, white people that defend their patriotism” 

by using hate speech to threat migrants not to cross the border. Hilda expresses similar 

opinions regarding the rhetoric of Trump and his supporters,  

We know that Obama, he deported a lot of people, a lot of Mexicans, like 
Hispanic people…But at the same time, you have Donald Trump, but he has more 
of this hate speech to him. And so, I think with Joe Biden, that's the same thing 
that is happening – it’s like Joe Biden had this really welcoming “yeah, we're 
going to help everyone, Black people, Hispanics and all that” [attitude]. But now 
he's not doing what he said he was going to do. So, it's like the same speech, but 
it's like with Trump, you had a more hate speech. 
 

As Hilda explains, President Biden’s rhetoric may not be as harsh as Trump’s, but the 

current administration still maintains policies, such as Title 42, that are harmful to 

migrants and asylum seekers (American Immigration Council, 2021). Returning to the 

initial research question, it is apparent that those who work closely with migrants 

perceive the construction of migrants within news and social media to be negative, 

xenophobic, and stereotypical. Such constructions are perceived as not only apparent in 

the U.S., but in Mexico as well, with most negative media representations taking place in 

border territories. The following section adds to this discussion by evaluating the 

accuracy of media representation of migrants, as perceived by those who assist and 

advocate for migrants daily. 

Accuracy of Media Frames of the Migrant Journey 

 The second research question asks the extent to which those who work closely 

with migrants believe the media accurately depicts migrants’ journeys. In essence, the 

interviewees pose three ways inaccuracy manifest in the news and on social media: 

fragmentation, dehumanization, and the dangers of journalism. As demonstrated in the 
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prior section, the Mexican government and organized crime have a shared interest in 

censoring journalists to minimize the danger, crime, and violence taking place all over 

Mexico. The censorship of journalists, along with the brutal murders of those who do not 

comply, contribute to what participants identify as a leading factor of the inaccuracy of 

media representations of the migrant experience. Key negative elements of the migrants’ 

journeys, including the violence, exploitation, and extortion migrants endure are regularly 

left out of Mexican mainstream media narratives, furthering the fragmentation of public 

perception of migration.  

Participants also noted fragmentation in U.S. media, perceiving representations to 

be polarizing in terms of extreme narratives. For instance, Paulina describes U.S. media 

as framing migrants’ journeys in bi-polar or extreme way, claiming narratives are either 

in support of migration, offering ways to help migrants along their travels, or against 

migration, urging policy makers to stop migrants from entering the country. Leo 

describes the fragmented nature of the media, in general, as only viewing migrants’ 

experiences as “individual topics” rather than as a whole (i.e., as journeys rooted in 

psychological, economical, educational and social oppression). Instead, as Paulina 

argues, the media “wants to imitate kings, don't they? That is, to use migrants as a 

fashionable theme.” Accordingly, Hilda describes how narratives reduce migrants into 

certain “boxes.” She adds, “they do not see the reality that they are families. There are 

women with their children or there are those who want to get ahead, but they put them in 

this box that they are criminals or murderers.” Essentially, Hilda is arguing that a 

complete picture of migrants’ journeys cannot be seen, because the narrative 

dehumanizes migrants into stereotypical portrayals of criminals.  
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 In this process “migrants become objects, they become things,” Paulina describes, 

and as migrants “become objects, [the narrative] becomes nothing more than a matter of 

interest and we forget that what we should really care about: [migrants as] people.” As a 

result of dehumanization, according to Paulina,  

People who are in contexts of mobility have such a strong label of being migrants 
that [the media] forget to put first that they are people, and that they are people 
who have rights, and that they have to be accompanied, and that we cannot treat 
them with prejudice. 
 

The dehumanization of migrants, according to Juana, lead to harmful stereotypes of 

migrants that “they do not work, they are criminals or that they are people who come 

fleeing because they did something bad in their country.” Taken as a whole, interviewees 

expressed both the U.S. and Mexican media are contributing to inaccurate, fragmented, 

and dehumanizing portrayals of migrants’ experiences resulting in harmful stereotypes 

that lead migrants to be viewed as what Juana calls “the stigma of society.” Which brings 

us to the normative, and most important discussion of this study, a conversation on the 

steps the media can take to better represent migrants’ journeys.  

Forming the Narrative, Accurately 

 The last research question I investigate in this thesis asks what changes could be 

made in the media to better represent the migrant experience. Overall, participants 

offered two overarching ways in which a more accurate portrayal of the migrant 

experience can be achieved. The first being constructing a narrative in which migrants are 

seen as humans versus objects. The second is, providing audiences with a contextualized, 

complete picture of migration. 
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Humanization 

  “When you describe migrants as aliens, you're not thinking of them as human 

beings,” Hilda states, “You're thinking about alien, like, an actual alien.” Dehumanizing 

frames have been used to inaccurately describe migrants for decades, reducing the 

migrant experience down to a phrase, a word, an object (Arcimaviciene & Baglama; 

2018; Dahlgren & Chakrapani, 1982; Esses et al., 2013; Wilkinson & Partida, 2020). To 

reconceptualize an accurate narrative of migrants’ journeys, all participants stress the 

need for humanization – seeing migrants as humans as opposed to objects, seeing them as 

“dignified,” as Juana describes. Paco urges the media to first start thinking of migrants as 

humans, stating,  

 It would be fundamental to begin to think of them as human beings, because at 
the end of the day they are human beings; and then to begin to think about the 
causes that make them leave their countries because they don’t want to leave. 

 
Accordingly, Paulina also stresses the importance of humanizing migrants, expressing, 

Let's get closer to migrants, because they are the ones who are leaving everything 
and not looking at them out of morbid curiosity or gossip, but really seeing them 
as people who are facing different situations that are forcing them to have to leave 
their country and leave everything behind. It comes as something of a shock to 
me. Speaking from the inside. In fact, I can't imagine having to leave everything 
behind to start a new life from scratch in a country that remains unknown. Yes. I 
mean, it's a big impact. And we're talking about people who have to leave their 
families or people who are traveling with their families. We're talking about 
people who have had seen people killed. I mean, it's a whole. 

 
It all starts with humanization, as Paco, Paulina and Juana explain, because without 

seeing migrants as humans, a complete view of the migrant experience, including to 

solutions to mass migration, will never be achieved. With humanization, comes the 

understanding of why migrants are leaving their homes in the first place (i.e., government 
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corruption, endemic-level homicide rates, domestic violence, police brutality, etc.); this is 

yet another narrative that fails to be included in current news media texts. 

 Reflecting on the roots of migration puts migration as a political issue into 

perspective – a perspective that is rarely thought of among journalists, politicians, and 

media audiences when engaging in anti-immigration discourse. The fact is, the majority 

of people fail to understand that much of migration is involuntary, or “forced” as Paco 

describes. Pastor Herrera describes why the root of migration needs to be included in the 

narrative, and how the inclusion can aid in fostering humanization among media 

audiences, 

 “I think that to know their reality is not to see them and mock them and their 
walk, but to see where they come from. Concern begins with where or why. For 
me, it would be much more positive to know where they lived before. Because I 
think it would help me a lot more to know why they’re leaving than what they 
suffer on the way, right? Because we don't know the root. It is a problem. What is 
happening in Honduras that so many people are leaving, 90% [of migrants] are 
Hondurans.  
 

Juana also notes the lack of attention regarding the root of migration, claiming,  

[The media] never talks about why they migrate. For example, they are not seen 
as people who are fleeing or suffering - a lot of [the narrative] only shows the 
people who come with tattoos. So much, much, much, much use is made of these 
tattooed people who come, who are criminals and that is why they are tattooed. A 
lot of use is also made of the figures of people who do not work. 
 

Accordingly, Luis explains that most migrants are “victims of displacement caused by 

gangs in their country of origin,” and should be recognized as such. After all, Luis 

explains “no one leaves home without documents. So, you have to know the reasons for 

leaving or fleeing the country of origin.” Paulina adds to this point, suggesting the first 

step is to “get information about what is happening.” In other words, 
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Add another reality. Get closer to what is happening in your country, because all 
countries are seeing migration, not only in Central America. It is not only 
happening in Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, in Venezuela, it is happening in 
many countries, even in Mexico…Learn well about the contexts of the countries 
of origin from all political and historical lines. It's not that migration takes one 
year, two years, it takes a long time. By knowing the history, we can know why 
the situation is now, even know what will happen next. 
 

What all the participants are getting at, is that to humanize migrants’ journeys, 

contextualization of the experience must be taken into consideration.  

Contextualization 

 Contextualizing years of fragmented and dehumanizing narratives is not an easy 

task. Yet, participants have suggested a variety of ways it can be done – starting with 

first-hand reporting and reflexivity. Contextualization begins with the humanization of 

migrants and the inclusion of the roots to migration. This is achieved by the 

implementation of an anthropological approach, in which individuals looking to narrate 

migrants’ journeys live among migrants, bearing first-hand witness to their experiences. 

Juana conceptualizes this as, 

The media should be close and direct contact…to come here… we always invite 
them every month, come to the [shelter], to talk to the people, live with the 
people, ask the people, don't ask me what the person is going through, ask the 
person since you have him or her here next to you. So, it's like this close contact, 
maybe direct contact with the people who are looking to capture them. Well, their 
life from the perspective of the person. Because people are active beings, they are 
not passive beings, they have a lot to tell, a lot to contribute. We always suggest 
to the media, to come and visit the [the shelter], not just as a physical space, but 
the people who are here, that is, to live with them, to talk to them so that they can 
know their history, their life, their own voice, that is, to give a voice to the people 
who migrate. 
 

Juana is describing a contextualization that is achieved not through observing, but 

actively participating in migrants’ travels – by living amongst them, and thus using 

reflexivity to humanize the experience. Paulina encourages a similar experience where,  
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All the people, all the media, researchers, investigators, etc. are trying to make 
visible what is happening with migration. Not going to any of the extremes, but 
what is the reality. And these people should have a direct approach with the 
migrants. Everything, eh?  
 

A direct approach includes traveling along the same routes as migrants, accompanying 

the migrant caravans, Paulina explains, and “showing what the reality is and the reality 

that within the migrant caravans and within these migrant groups, there are good people 

and there are bad people, and that is just everywhere.”  

For Carmen, this can be achieved by “talking about the success stories of 

migrants.” Carmen, who has for years been attending community meetings on societal 

and media discourse of migrants, explains instead of focusing on the path of 

undocumented immigration, narratives should follow migrants along their path towards 

legal immigration in the U.S., 

Why? When they begin their path, success has not yet arrived. [Migrants] reach 
success when they settle down, when one achieves the best, when one owns a 
business, when one manages to enter a company to work and begins to climb 
positions thanks to one’s work – that’s a success. 
 

Carmen is not saying illegal immigration should be eliminated as a narrative, but that 

there is a gap of success stories that could destabilize threat, crime, and illegal frames. To 

this point, participants explain contextualizing the narrative is not about “romanticizing 

migration,” as Juana emphasizes, nor is it about exaggerating the plight of migrants (i.e., 

only showing violence, despair, and murders). Instead, it’s calling on the media to “make 

visible the way in which reality is being hidden,” states Luis. Contextualization, Paulina 

claims, is saying, 

We are not going to relativize, nor are we going to make saints out of [migrants] 
because that is not the way it is. It is to show what the reality is and to show all 
the panoramas, the political, the social, the economic, the different lines.  
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One part of the ‘panorama’ that is not being shown in the media, and perhaps one of the 

most significant topics of this study, is the mental health of migrants. 

Mental Health 

Most migrants will 

encounter trauma at several 

points along their journeys (as 

depicted in Figure 3.1), starting 

from the circumstances they 

are fleeing from, through their 

travels - often encountering 

violence, exploitation, and 

corruption, to the 

discrimination they face once they arrive in the host country, or the experiences of 

detention and deportation that await them. Migrant women regularly suffer “physical, 

sexual, psychological abuse, and emotional neglect,” Paco explains. Children and youth 

migrants not only witness to the trauma of their family members, but Paco has 

encountered many migrant kids who come to the shelters escaping gangs in their 

countries of origin who have forced them to “kill people.” Additionally, migrant men 

often come from societies where abuse, specifically domestic abuse, is so normalized, 

that they have witnessed their mothers and sisters assaulted regularly. The trauma 

migrants face develops into severe post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, anxiety, 

Figure 3.1 

 Mental health processes encountered along the migrant journey | credit: 
Roussea & Frounfelker, 2019 
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lack of impulse control, borderline personality disorder, and frequent suicide attempts, 

Paco describes.  

Because of the gravity of the trauma many migrants face, shelters are 

implementing psychological programs aimed to assist migrants with their mental health 

needs. Paco works as a psychologist at a shelter in Ciudad de México, where he and his 

colleagues work with migrant women and children. Such work includes initial 

psychological analysis, diagnoses, prescribing medicine, and routine therapy sessions. A 

primary goal for shelters is to break the cycle of psychological, sexual, and domestic 

abuse, with many shelters such as Paco’s that help migrant women identify patterns of 

abuse, separate from their abuser, build their self-esteem, and distinguish between toxic, 

abusive behaviors versus healthy, loving relationships. Accordingly, shelters such as 

Carmen’s, which only take in migrant men, offer workshops to not only help them 

become financially independent, but also provides them with education and guidance on 

building healthy relationships since so many come from backgrounds where domestic 

abuse and violence is rampant.  

Through their work assisting migrants with their significant mental health needs, 

Paco, Leo, Carmen, and Hilda have realized the lack of media and societal recognition of 

such needs. However, this shouldn’t come as a surprise – after all, mental health is a topic 

stigmatized in society and in the media (Arboleda-Flórez & Stuart, 2012; Sanders 

Thompson et al., 2004), and especially so in Mexican culture, according to Hilda. Not to 

mention, with the tendency toward dehumanization among migrant narratives, it is no 

wonder the mental health implications of migrants’ journeys have not been included. For 

example, Hilda explains, 
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I think that mental health is something that I can barely say is becoming a little 
more normalized. But, with migrants, we don't talk about it because, as we 
mentioned, there is prejudice. [The media] always put first that they are migrants, 
that they are thieves, that they are criminals, but they don't put first that they are 
human.  

 
This is yet another demonstration of the vital importance of employing contextualization 

and humanization in the construction of media narratives about migrants.  

LGBTQIA+ Experience  

As mentioned by participants, LGBTQIA+ migrants, are statistically proven to 

endure higher levels of trauma, gendered violence, sexual assault, discrimination, 

persecution, genital mutilation, and exploitation not only in their country of origin but 

along their journeys (Gowin et al., 2017; Hennebry, 2021; Jeanty & Tobin, 2013; UNCR, 

n.d.). For example, just recently, Guatemala lawmakers enacted a bill that threatens 

women with a 10-year prison sentence for obtaining an abortion and legal repercussions 

for “public and private educational entities” for “promoting policies or programs related 

to sexual diversity and ‘gender ideology’ to adolescents or teaching and normalizing 

sexual behaviors other than heterosexuality or those that are incompatible with ‘biology 

and human genetics’” (Comisión de Legislación y Puntos Constitucionales, 2022; 

Kitroeff et al., 2022).  

As a result of continuous gender and sexual discrimination in migrants’ countries 

of origin, the U.S. is receiving an increase in asylum applications from LGBTQIA+ 

migrants fleeing over 69 countries, such as Guatemala, that criminalize same-sex 

relationships and marriage and gender transitioning (Shaw et al., 2021). However, under 

the Title 42 law enacted by the Trump administration and maintained by the Biden 

administration, U.S. Border Control and U.S. Customs are permitted to immediately 
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expel migrants at the U.S.-Mexico border, despite requests for asylum (American 

Immigration Council, 2021). Additionally, Mexico has agreed to receive Central 

American deportees, despite also failing to process 87% of the nearly 132,000 asylum 

applications they received in 2021 (American Immigration Council, 2021; Associated 

Press, 2022; Asylum Access México, 2019). Furthermore, many migrants in the 

LGBTQIA+ community are now stuck in Mexico, with little to no protection from the 

Mexican government, many migrant shelters, or society, leaving many no choice but to 

seek help from organized crime, gangs, and cartels.  

While many migrants’ experiences as discussed by participants fall into lines of 

prior research, new details of their journeys are emerging. For instance, research on 

migration by transgender individuals, specifically in Mexico, is just recently being 

undertaken within the last five years, most of it taking place in health-related fields 

(Cheney et al., 2017; Hernández & Upton, 2020; Infante et al., 2020; Romero & Huerta, 

2018). Interestingly, little media research is dedicated towards this topic which makes 

sense, given both migrants in general and those in the LGBTQIA+ community remain 

marginalized not only in the media, but also in their countries of origin and potential host 

countries like Mexico and the U.S. Just by acknowledging migrants as humans, 

identifying the roots to migration, and highlighting the trauma and injustices migrants 

encounter, a more accurate and contextualized narrative emerges – one that ultimately, 

could provide a more accurate and informed foundation for how society views migration.    
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION 

 This research set out to facilitate an in-depth conversation among Mexican 

citizens who work closely with migrants and their perceptions of (a) the construction of 

migrants in news and social media; (b) the accuracy of media representations of migrants; 

and (c) the changes that can be made in the media to better represent migrants’ journeys. 

To accomplish this task, this study presented a media-focused, intercultural discussion 

among those that actively assist migrants in their journeys north, including shelter 

workers, scholars, lawyers, psychologists, and activists living in Mexico. This final 

chapter will review the study’s major findings and implications, discuss its limitations, 

and offer trajectories for future migration/immigration media research.   

Overview of Findings 

 This study is guided by three main research questions, all of which were grounded 

in prior research. The first question asks how those who assist migrants on their journeys 

north feel migrants are represented in news and social media. While prior research has 

identified many of the perceived media frames, results indicate a significant difference of 

frames across media sources and geographical locations. For instance, participants 

described Mexican media frames of migration in two different ways. On one side of the 

spectrum, censorship of the media by the Mexican government and organized crime was 

seen as constructing an inaccurate narrative in which significant progress has been made 

in reducing migration, crime, and violence. On the other side of the spectrum, citizen 

journalists, though limited in number, were perceived as creating a narrative in which 

corruption and organized crime has resulted in the Mexican government turning its back 

on its migrants, ignoring violence and crime, causing despair. Additionally, U.S. media, 
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specifically, was perceived as constructing and promoting nationalistic narratives in 

which hate speech is employed to stop Central American and Mexican migrants from 

crossing the border. Lastly, a discussion of media, in general, indicates significant 

polarization among narratives, either promoting xenophobic, stereotypical, and anti-

migrant discourse, or romanticized portrayals of migrants as victims in need of saving.  

 The second research question asked the extent to which people working closely 

with migrants believe media frames accurately depict the migrant experience. Results 

indicate migrants’ journeys are represented inaccurately by the media. Findings suggest 

that government and organized crime’s control over Mexican media was the leading 

reason for perceived media inaccuracy. Participants also confirm prior research that 

found inaccuracies to be based on polarization, dehumanization, decontextualization, and 

‘othering’ practices. Lastly, I found media inaccuracy was perceived by participants as 

fostering stereotypes and stigmatization of migrants among public discourse – once 

again, validating prior findings that suggest media frames of migration and immigration 

have lasting effects on public perception and opinion.  

 The third, and final, research question asked participants for suggestions that they 

believe could improve the inaccurate framing of migrants in news and social media. The 

results demonstrated in this section are what distinguishes the present study from prior 

research on this topic. My findings offer a total of six ways accuracy can be improved 

when narrating migrants’ experiences. The two overarching suggestions are 

humanization, or constructing migrants as humans as opposed to objects, and 

contextualization, or documenting migration as a whole versus in fragments. Findings 

suggest ways in which humanization and contextualization can be achieved are by: (a) 
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thoroughly investigating the roots of migration; (b) employing an anthropological 

approach through spending ample time with migrants, witnessing the experience first-

hand; (c) conducting in-depth analyses of the marginalization of migrant mental health; 

and (d) acknowledging and documenting the vulnerable experiences of gendered and 

sexual discrimination against LGBTQIA+ migrants. 

Implications 

 While great strides have been made towards understanding the media’s framing of 

migration and immigration, a lack of consideration has been given towards improving 

media representations of migrants. I believe this lack of consideration is due to a variety 

of factors. In the following sections, I call attention to these factors that limit possible 

improvements of the negative media frames of migrants. By doing so, I outline the 

implications this study offers regarding media and migration research, journalism, and 

migration policy.   

Media & Migration Research 

 It’s important to recognize that media research concerning migration and 

immigration is a new-ish field of study, given that contemporary media, especially social 

media, is just evolving. Moreover, migration and media research has needed the time to 

build a sufficient body of knowledge regarding the relationship between the media and 

migration and immigration. Thus, it’s understandable that posing suggestions for 

improving accuracy has lacked. I believe it is equally important to consider that migrant 

and immigrant voices and experiences remain marginalized and largely stigmatized by 

not only media, but society. Scholars may not feel comfortable expressing possible 

changes that can be made in media in effort to avoid speaking for migrants, rather than 
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letting them call attention to these needs themselves. This research combats this problem 

by contributing an in-depth conversation of the ways in which those working closely with 

migrants feel media accuracy can be improved to better represent the migrant experience. 

I do this through building off the body of knowledge given on the topic, such as the 

countless studies identifying and reaffirming frames, and without putting migrants at risk 

for exposure, detention, and deportation. By doing so, I intend to open the conversation 

for future research and readers of this thesis to consider these suggestions, as well as offer 

new ways the media can improve its representations of migrants. 

Journalism 

Coming from a background in journalism, I was often oriented to seek full 

objectivity from those I was writing about, or in other words remove myself from the 

narrative. However, as Patton (2008) explains, the positionality of those curating 

narratives, whether media or otherwise, can impact the validity, representation, and 

interpretation of the story. While seeking objectivity isn’t inherently bad, the practice 

removes journalists from the story and distances them from their subjects, leaving the 

potential for ‘othering’ to take place. Aguilera et al. (2021) explain, 

Longstanding journalistic maxims would have a reporter remain disengaged while 
gathering the facts. But pursuing the whole truth means considering the humanity 
of one’s subjects – and of oneself. Lived experience can help a reporter empathize 
and deepen their work in the service of telling stories that accurately reflect the 
world (para. 1).  
 

This research fosters important implications for journalism practice by offering ways in 

which contextualization of a full narrative can be achieved – suggestions that could free 

journalists of the weight of seeking full objectivity that often results in dehumanization 

and ‘othering.’ In fact, results of this study indicate that humanization and 
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contextualization of media narratives can be achieved by journalists who seek to 

understand the inside views and experiences of those they are reporting on. By doing so, 

the journalists do have the potential to improve the accuracy of media representations of 

not only migrants, but other marginalized experiences.  

Migration Policy & Media Accuracy 

A key goal of this work was to offer a contextual understanding of migration as 

an experience – an understanding that is not inherently political but one that promotes 

conversations regarding policy. The findings of this study urge readers to not only 

question the accuracy the media’s framing of migration, but to question how such 

techniques may influence political policies such as Title 42. Accordingly, I encourage 

readers to consider and advocate for future policies that could ultimately protect 

migrants, including LGBTQIA migrants and asylum seekers. By doing so, we can 

collectively challenge not only the media’s representations of migrants, but 

representations (or lack there) of LGBTQIA+, people of color, minority, disability, and 

other populations. 

Limitations 

While the present research offers a variety of contributions to the field of media 

and communication, limitations should be acknowledged, especially when considering 

directions for future research. One of the most predominant criticisms to migration and 

immigration research (as well as in media texts), is the lack of voice from migrants, 

themselves (Bishop, 2018). The present study is not immune to such criticism, and thus 

was a tough pill for me to swallow, as the last thing I want to do is further silence the 

voices of migrants. This being said, the purpose of this thesis was to conduct an 
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exploratory study to gain a better understanding of the migrant experience with the 

intention of possibly developing the project into an in-depth doctoral dissertation on this 

topic. This approach has proven beneficial because the study was able to document new 

migratory trends and experiences such as of women, children and LGBTQIA+ migrant 

populations. While I am in full agreement with criticisms of failing to include first-hand 

experiences (which was also a critique presented by participants), I do hope to one day 

reconcile this call by continuing this research by conducting in-person fieldwork on 

location at migrant shelters, where I can witness the migrant experience, first-hand. 

Other limitations, such as low participant response and subsequently small sample 

size arose. However, as I mentioned, this was largely due in part of the COVID-19 

pandemic, in which many shelters faced overcrowding, lacking funding, and 

understaffed, forcing many shelters to close and others unavailable to accept interview 

requests. However, this doesn’t excuse my assumption that mailing letters was an 

effective measure for recruiting participants, when in reality, the mailing system in 

Mexico is known to be faulty. Thus, I encourage those looking to conduct a similar study 

to access databases such as Redes, Migrantes sin Fronteras, in which up-to-date shelter 

locations and contact information are listed virtually.  

Another limitation of this study was the language barrier between most of the 

participants and me. While the first couple of interviews were a bit awkward, I was able 

to achieve successful and meaningful communication with the interviewees, which I 

contribute solely to Martha and Carolina’s translating skills. Not only are Martha and 

Carolina familiar with media and communication scholarship, but migrants’ journeys as 

well. The last limitation that developed over the course of time, was the realization that 
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the topic of this study reached beyond the typical scope of a master’s thesis. The fact is, 

this topic is incredibly delicate, which made it nearly impossible for me to address all of 

the intricacies in one study. However, I made it a point to position the literature, 

methodology and findings centered around migrants’ experiences – a choice that is 

hopefully reflective throughout the study.  

Future Research 

 With these limitations arises the possibilities for future research. As mentioned, 

the purpose of this thesis was to present an exploratory study that aimed to identify the 

experiences and journeys of migrants, the media frames that construct these experiences 

for audiences, and the ways accuracy of such frames could be improved. Thus, this study 

has laid the groundwork for a future study that would engage with migrants directly. 

Future research should look further into criminal justice systems and detention centers, 

specifically by comparing U.S. and Mexican prisons and the ways in which both 

governments criminalize and punish those in active mobility. Accordingly, future 

research relating to this project could look into detention and deportation, as processes 

that affect the migrants’ identities. Even more importantly, much needed attention should 

be given to the ways in which migrant mental health and the experiences of migrants in 

the LGBTQIA+ community are lacking not only in the media, but in media research as 

well.  
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APPENDIX B 

Recruitment Email (Spanish) 

Hola, 
 
Mi nombre es Camden Smith y soy estudiante de maestría en Texas Tech University en 
Lubbock, Texas. Actualmente, estoy trabajando en un proyecto que tiene como objetivo 
entender la migración y la inmigración desde los dos lados de la frontera México/Estados 
Unidos. Mi meta principal es promover un cambio en como las organizaciones noticieras 
de Estados Unidos muestran a los inmigrantes latinoamericanos. 
  
Mi pasión por este proyecto comenzó en el 2012 cuando me dieron acceso a un centro de 
detención migratorio a través del ministerio local de mi ciudad. Durante mis visitas pude 
hablar en privado con muchas mujeres que estaban siendo deportadas. A través de esta 
experiencia me di cuenta de que las historias de los inmigrantes no eran (y todavía no 
son) contadas verdaderamente. Al contrario, los medios dan una falsa imagen de los 
inmigrantes llamándolos ”delincuentes’’ e influenciando la manera en que el público 
estadounidense ve a estas personas. El objetivo de mi proyecto es transformar la manera 
en la que las personas ven a los inmigrantes. En mi opinión, esto puede ser logrado al 
tratar de entender el camino que toman a los inmigrantes de México a Estados Unidos y 
las dificultades que esto conlleva.  
  
Le escribo con la esperanza de poder agendar una entrevista para hablar de este tema. 
Como le menciono, pienso que el primer paso es documentar las experiencias personales 
de los migrantes para entender mejor el viaje que toman hasta la frontera de Estados 
Unidos, incluyendo las paradas que hacen en refugios y asilos como los suyos. Espero 
saber más de usted, su refugio, y su experiencia trabajando con migrantes.  
  
Este proyecto, mi tesis de maestría, fue aprobado por el comité de proteger sujetos 
humanos en Texas Tech University. Nuestra conversación será privada y confidencial--
ningún nombre, ni información personal será incluida. La entrevista puede ser en inglés o 
español, y puede ser vía telefóno, correo electrónico, o a través de videoconferencia como 
Skype, FaceTime, o Zoom. 
  
Si este interesado en participar o saber mas de mi proyecto pude contactarme a través de 
estos medios:  
Teléfono: +1 719.482.8740 
Correo electrónico: camden.smith@ttu.edu 
 
Espero su respuesta, muchas gracias. 
Sinceramente, 
Camden Smith 
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APPENDIX C 

Recruitment Email (English) 

Hello, 
 
My name is Camden Smith, and I am a master’s degree student at Texas Tech University 
in Lubbock, Texas. I am currently working on a thesis project that aims to understand 
immigration and migration from both sides of the Mexico/Texas border, and promote 
change of how U.S. news organizations portray immigrants. My passion for this project 
began in 2012, when I was granted access to an Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
detention center through a local ministry team in my hometown. While the ministry team 
hosted church services, I was able to talk privately with many women facing deportation. 
Through this experience, I began to realize that the stories of immigrants were not (and 
are not) being told accurately by U.S. news organizations. Instead, more common media 
portrayals of immigrants as ‘criminals’ have largely influenced public opinion, even 
today. My project intends to reshape the way people see immigrants and, in my opinion, 
this can be done by understanding the plight of migrants starting with their travels 
through Mexico. 
 
I write you today in hopes of setting up an interview in the near future to discuss this 
topic. As mentioned, I believe that the first step in documenting the personal experiences 
of migrants is to better understand their travels to the U.S. border, including their 
frequent stops at shelters and refuges like yours. I desire to know more about you, your 
shelter, your experience working with migrants.  
 
I want you to know that this research project has been approved by the Human Subjects 
Research Board at Texas Tech and our conversation will be private and confidential. This 
research is for my master’s thesis, and neither names nor any other personal information 
will be included. The interview process can be conducted in either English or Spanish 
and can take place by phone, email, mail, or through video such as Skype, Facetime or 
Zoom.  
 
If you are interested participating or learning more about my project, please contact me 
at: 

• Phone: +1 719.482.8740 
• Email: Camden.smith@ttu.edu 

 
I will be looking forward to hearing from you! 
 
Sincerely,  
Camden Smith 
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APPENDIX D 

Information Sheet (Spanish) 

Informacion 
 

Framing the ‘other:’ Examining immigrant identity through media representations 
 
Gracias por aceptar participar en mi investigación sobre el encuadre de la inmigración en 
los medios y sus efectos en la identidad de los inmigrantes.  
 
Su participación es completamente voluntaria y recibirá una tarjeta de regalo electrónica 
de Amazon de $ 495 MXN (aproximadamente $ 25 USD) por su participación. La tarjeta 
de regalo le será enviada por correo electrónico dentro de una semana después de recibir 
su cuestionario completado. Agradezco su tiempo y esfuerzo dedicados a este estudio de 
investigación. 
  
Se le pedirá que complete el siguiente cuestionario, que debería tardar aproximadamente 
una hora en completarse. Aunque me gustaría recibir respuestas lo más completas 
posible, puede omitir partes de las preguntas con las que no se sienta cómodo y puede 
detenerse en cualquier momento. No hay riesgos previsibles para su participación. Para 
proteger su confidencialidad, todos los identificadores personales u organizativos se 
eliminarán de los datos. 
  
Su información recopilada para esta investigación, incluso una vez que se eliminan los 
identificadores, no se utilizará ni distribuirá para estudios de investigación futuros. Si 
tiene alguna pregunta sobre esta investigación, comuníquese conmigo al +1 (719) 482-
8740 o con mi supervisor, Kent Wilkinson, al +1 (806) 834-0199. Además, si tiene 
preguntas sobre sus derechos como participante de una investigación, comuníquese con el 
Programa de Protección de Investigación Humana, Oficina de Investigación e 
Innovación, Universidad Tecnológica de Texas, Lubbock, Texas 79409. Puede 
comunicarse con ellos al +1 (806) 742-2064 o hrpp@ttu.edu. 
 
Gracias,  
Camden Smith 
 
Phone: +1 719.482.8740 
Email: Camden.smith@ttu.edu  
Mailing Address:  
Camden Smith 
College of Media & Communication 
Texas Tech University  
3003 15th St. 
Lubbock, Texas 79409-3082 
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APPENDIX E 

Information Sheet (English) 

Information 
 

Framing the ‘other:’ Examining immigrant identity through media representations 
 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my research about media framing of immigration 
and its effects on immigrant identity.  
 
Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you will receive a $495 MXN 
(approximately $25 USD) Amazon e-gift card for your participation. The gift card will be 
sent to you via email within one week after receiving your completed questionnaire.  
 
I appreciate your time and effort given to this research study.  
 
You will be asked to participate in an interview, which should take approximately one 
hour to complete. Although I would like to receive as complete responses as possible, 
you can skip parts of the questions you are not comfortable with, and you may stop at any 
point. There are no foreseeable risks to your participation. To protect your 
confidentiality, any personal or organizational identifiers will be removed from the data.  
 
Your information collected for this research, even once identifiers are removed, will not 
be used or distributed for future research studies. 
 
If you have any questions about this research, please contact me at +1 (719) 482-8740 or 
my supervisor, Kent Wilkinson, at +1 (806) 834-0199. In addition, if you have questions 
about your rights as a research participant, contact the Human Research Protection 
Program, Office of Research & Innovation, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 
79409.  You can contact them at  +1 (806) 742-2064 or hrpp@ttu.edu. 
 
Thank you, 
 
Camden Smith  
 
Phone: +1 719.482.8740 
Email: Camden.smith@ttu.edu 
Mailing Address:  

Camden Smith 
College of Media & Communication 
Texas Tech University  
3003 15th St. 
Lubbock, Texas 79409-3082 
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APPENDIX F 

Interview Protocol (Spanish) 

Preguntas de Entrevista 
Framing the ‘other:’ Examining immigrant identity through media representations 
 
¡Gracias por ofrecerte como voluntario para participar en mi estudio! Como mencioné en 
mi carta inicial, mi proyecto tiene como objetivo comprender mejor la inmigración y la 
migración desde ambos lados de la frontera entre México y Texas y promover un cambio 
en la forma en que las organizaciones de noticias estadounidenses retratan a los 
inmigrantes. Quiero que sepa que este proyecto de investigación ha sido aprobado por la 
junta de investigación de sujetos humanos de Texas Tech, y nuestra conversación será 
privada y confidencial. Esta investigación es para mi tesis de maestría y no se incluirán 
nombres ni otra información personal. 
 
Las preguntas 1 a 5 piden información sobre usted y la organización a la que está 
afiliado. 
1. ¿Cómo se llama el refugio para migrantes con el que trabaja? 
2. ¿Cuándo se estableció el refugio? 
3. ¿Dónde está ubicado este refugio? 
4. ¿Cuánto tiempo ha estado afiliado a este refugio? 
5. ¿Puede describir sus antecedentes y experiencia que lo llevaron a trabajar para su 
organización? En otras palabras, ¿qué lo atrajo a trabajar con migrantes? 
 
Las preguntas 6 a 10 se refieren a su organización, específicamente, y la estadía de 
los migrantes en sus instalaciones. 
6. ¿Cuáles son los deberes diarios de los voluntarios o que trabajan en el refugio? 
7. ¿Cuánto tiempo puede permanecer un grupo o un individuo? 
8. ¿Qué tipo de servicios se brindan al migrante? 
9. ¿Cuál es la principal fuente de financiación del refugio? ¿Su instalación está afiliada a 
otras organizaciones, como organizaciones religiosas? 
10. ¿Cuáles son los principales desafíos que enfrenta el refugio? 
 
Las preguntas 11 a 13 piden información sobre los propios migrantes. 
11. ¿De dónde provienen la mayoría de los migrantes? ¿Cuáles son las razones más 
comunes por las que las personas migran? 
12. ¿Cuáles son los principales desafíos que enfrentan los migrantes durante sus viajes? 
Además, ¿cuáles son las necesidades más urgentes del migrante típico? 
13. ¿Hay experiencias o historias de migrantes que hayan tenido un impacto particular en 
usted? Comparta uno o dos brevemente. 
 
Las preguntas 14-18 se refieren a los principales medios de comunicación, su 
encuadre de los inmigrantes y la inmigración y su influencia en la opinión pública. 
Seleccione solo una opción. 
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14. ¿Cómo calificaría la precisión de la cobertura de los medios de comunicación en 
México sobre el proceso y los problemas migratorios? 
15. ¿Cómo calificaría la precisión de la cobertura de los medios de comunicación en los 
Estados Unidos sobre el proceso y los problemas de los migrantes? 
 
16. ¿Los migrantes alguna vez discuten su imagen en la sociedad en general con usted o 
con otros miembros del personal de su organización? Si es así, ¿qué dicen? 
17. ¿Cuál es la mayor cantidad de información que el público necesita saber sobre el 
proceso de migración? ¿Qué tan bien crees que los medios informan al público sobre 
esto? 
18. ¿Qué cambios específicos en la cobertura de noticias deberían hacerse para lograr 
representaciones más precisas de los migrantes y el proceso migratorio? 
 
Las preguntas 19-21 indagan sobre la presidencia de Donald Trump y COVID-19, 
dos eventos que los expertos identifican como que tienen efectos significativos en los 
refugios para migrantes y la cantidad de inmigrantes que viajan a los Estados 
Unidos, específicamente. 
19. En su opinión, ¿la presidencia de Donald Trump, y más específicamente, su dura 
retórica y sus esfuerzos para reducir la inmigración en la frontera de Estados Unidos con 
México, afectaron la afluencia de migrantes o las actitudes sobre la inmigración? 
20. ¿Ha notado su organización algún cambio posterior a Trump o desde las elecciones 
estadounidenses de 2020? Si es así, ¿Que son? 
21. Los informes noticiosos indican que muchos refugios para migrantes se vieron 
obligados a cerrar o cambiar drásticamente sus operaciones debido a los efectos de la 
pandemia de COVID-19. ¿Cómo ha afectado la pandemia a su organización? 
 
Las preguntas 22 a 23 plantean dos preguntas restantes y marcarán el final del 
cuestionario. 
22. Como quiero que este proyecto sea lo más informativo posible, me pregunto si 
conocen a otras personas que trabajen en refugios o alguien familiarizado con el proceso 
de migración que esté dispuesto a hablar conmigo. 
23. Por último, quiero saber si hay algo más que le gustaría agregar. 
 
Muchas gracias por tomarse el tiempo para participar. Como agradecimiento por su 
participación y una pequeña contribución al gran trabajo que está haciendo, le enviaré 
una tarjeta de regalo electrónico de Amazon de $ 495 MXN (aproximadamente $ 25 
USD) dentro de una semana a partir de hoy. La tarjeta de regalo electrónica se enviará 
por correo electrónico. Le notificaré por correo electrónico una vez que envíe la tarjeta de 
regalo electrónica; si no la recibe dentro de las 24 horas, hágamelo saber de inmediato. 
No hay fecha de vencimiento para canjear la tarjeta de regalo electrónica. 
 
Muchas Gracias,  
Camden Smith 
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APPENDIX G 

Interview Protocol (English) 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in my study! As I mentioned in my initial letter, 
my project aims to better understand immigration and migration from both sides of the 
Mexico/Texas border and promote change in how U.S. news organizations portray 
immigrants. I want you to know that this research project has been approved by the 
human subjects research board at Texas Tech, and our conversation will be private and 
confidential. This research is for my master’s thesis, and neither names nor any other 
personal information will be included. 
 
Questions 1-5 ask for information about yourself and the organization you are affiliated 
with.   

1. What is the name of the migrant shelter you work with?  
2. When was the shelter established?  
3. Where is this shelter located?  
4. How long have you been affiliated with this shelter?  
5. Can you describe your background and experience that led you to work for your 

organization? In other words, what drew you to working with migrants?  
 
Questions 6-10 ask about your organization, specifically, and the stay of migrants at your 
facility. 

6. What are the daily duties for those volunteering or working in the shelter?  
7. How long can a group or individual stay?  
8. What types of services are provided to the migrant?  
9. What is the shelter’s primary source of funding? Is your facility affiliated with 

other organizations such as religious organizations?  
10. What are the principal challenges the shelter faces?  

 
Questions  11-13 ask for information about the migrants themselves.  

11. Where are most migrants coming from? What are the most common reasons for 
individuals to migrating?  

12. What are the principal challenges migrants face during their travels? In addition, 
what are the most pressing needs for the typical migrant?   

13. Are there any migrant experiences or stories that have had a particular impact on 
you? Please share one or two briefly.  
 

Questions 14-18 refer to mainstream media, its framing of immigrants and immigration, 
and its influence on public opinion.  

14. How would you rate the accuracy of news media coverage in Mexico of the 
migrant process and issues?   

15. How would you rate the accuracy of news media coverage in the United States 
of the migrant process and issues?   
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16. Do migrants ever discuss their image in broader society with you or other staff at 
your organization?  If so, what do they say?  

17. What is the most information the public needs to know about the migration 
process? How well do you think the media informs the public about this?  

18. What specific changes in news coverage should be made to achieve more accurate 
representations of migrants and the migration process? 

 
Questions 19-21 inquire about Donald Trump’s presidency and COVID-19, two events 
experts identify as having significant effects on migrant shelters and the number of 
immigrants traveling to the United States, specifically.   

19. In your opinion, did Donald Trump’s presidency, and more specifically, his harsh 
rhetoric and efforts to reduce immigration at the U.S. border with Mexico, affect 
the influx of migrants or attitudes about immigration?  

20. Has your organization noted any changes post-Trump or since the 2020 U.S. 
election?  If so, what are they? 

21. News reports indicate that many migrant shelters were forced to close or 
drastically change their operations due to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
How has the pandemic affected your organization? 

 
Questions 22-23 ask two remaining questions and will mark the end of the questionnaire.  

22. Because I want this project to be as informative as possible, I wondered if you 
know of any others working in shelters or anyone else familiar with the migration 
process who would be open to speaking with me?  

23. Lastly, I want to know if there is anything else you would like to add?  
 
Thank you so much for taking the time to participate. As a thank you for your 
participation and a small contribution to the great work you are doing, I will send you a 
$495 MXN (approximately $25 USD) Amazon e-gift card within one week from today. 
The e-gift card will be sent via email. I will notify you via email once I send the e-gift 
card - if you do not receive it within 24 hours, please let me know immediately. There is 
no expiration date for redeeming the e-gift card.  
 
Thanks again, 
Camden Smith 
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APPENDIX H 

Reflexivity Journal  
 

 Coffey and Atkinson (1996) explain, qualitative approaches can be used “to relay 

dominant voices or can be appropriated to ‘give voice’ to otherwise silenced groups and 

individuals” (p. 78). A primary goal for not only the current study, but my research in 

general, is to use my privilege – a voice that is recognized and heard by society – to 

create a platform where marginalized individuals and experiences can be recognized and 

heard, and not appropriated. A goal such as this adds to the validity of the research by 

ensuring the acknowledgment of my role as the researcher. To achieve this goal, Patton 

(2002) encourages qualitative researchers to participate in “triangulated reflexive 

inquiry” or the ability to reflect on the positions of oneself, those being studied, and the 

audience (p. 495). Taking Patton’s (2002) advice, I kept a reflexivity journal during the 

entire process of the research, in which I recorded my interview notes, thoughts, and 

experiences. The following details the contents of the journal, summarized to answer the 

questions posed by Patton (2002).  

Role of the Researcher (Self-Reflexivity) 

 Patton (2002) urges qualitative researchers to begin by reflectively thinking of 

oneself as the researcher and poses questions such as, 

What do I know? How do I know? What shapes and has shaped my perspective? 
How have my perceptions and my background affected the data I have collected 
and my analyses of the data? How do I perceived those studied? With what voice 
do I share my perspective? (p. 495). 
 

This process begins by asking the positionality of the researcher, a personal statement 

that is often left out of research. I recognize that my position in society and research is 

privileged: (a) racially, as a white woman; (b) economically, as always having a stable 
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income; (c) educationally, as a Ph.D. student; (d) ability, as someone without a disability, 

(e) socially, such as having my voice heard as a college instructor, in research, or 

otherwise; and (f) experientially, through being a U.S. citizen. By recognizing this 

positionality, I made it a priority to regularly question my intentions for conducting this 

research, the choices I made, and the specific quotes used, and if the narrative I presented 

fell in line with the narratives of the participants.   

Researcher Background 

To answer the first of the latter question, my intentions and reasoning for 

conducting this research began in 2012, when I joined a local prison ministry team that 

performed church services for detained women, most of which were migrants facing 

deportation. During the services, I was able to talk personally with detainees, many of 

their stories included living in the U.S. as undocumented immigrants (as accompanied 

children having little to no memory of their country of origin), the reasons for becoming 

detained (most were for minor crimes such as a traffic violation), being separated from 

their families and children, their connections with other detainees. The women with more 

severe charges (i.e., drug trafficking) described being coerced by organized crime, gangs, 

and cartels. These women expressed fears of being murdered, having heard of those 

before them that were killed or disappeared immediately after deportation. Even at 16 

years old, I was able to recognize that migration and immigration issues were much more 

complicated than society, the media, politics, and policy make them out to be. I stopped 

attending the services in 2016, when the prison shut down for a brief period.  

Though I was no longer involved in prison ministry, I kept a close watch on 

migration in the media and in policy while simultaneously reminding myself and those 
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around me that what was being depicted of migration and immigration was only a sliver 

of a much larger phenomenon. Once I entered graduate school, I was able to make even 

more sense of this phenomenon, taking classes and gaining perspectives in international 

communication, intercultural communication, qualitative methods, sex-gender 

development, and feminist thought and theory. Through this process, I was able to center 

and familiarize myself with the type of work I was hoping to achieve such as witnessing 

and studying migration and migrants’ experiences, media’s representations of migration, 

and the circulating public and political opinion of migration and immigration issues. Put 

simply, my intention for conducting this research was and is to relay the experiences of 

migrants that are not being represented in media – journeys that the detained women 

trusted in me to tell years ago.  

Participant Reflexivity  

 Another form of reflexivity, according to Patton (2008), is to think reflectively 

about those studied by asking questions such as “how do those studied know what they 

know? What shaped their worldview? How do they perceive me, the inquirer? Why? 

How do I know? (p. 495)” I answer the following questions from my point-of-view but 

based in the information the interviewees provided.  

When conceptualizing this project during its beginning stages, I initially wanted 

to interview undocumented immigrants living in the U.S. I wanted to prioritize the first-

person accounts of those who have experienced migration and immigration. However, as 

Bishop (2019) points out, many of these individuals do not want to participate in research 

or media interviews out of fear of detention and deportation. Additionally, interviewing 

migrants during their journey could potentially put them at an even higher risk in addition 
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to the danger they will likely face along their journeys’ north. Thus, I made the decision 

to not involve migrants or undocumented immigrants as participants, considering they are 

vulnerable, sensitive, and threatened populations. In turn, I sought people that work 

closely with them and witness their journeys frequently. Accordingly, I felt that these 

individuals offer emic, or inside, positions that could detail the experiences of migrants 

while simultaneously offering etic perspectives of migration and immigration as global 

phenomena and issues.  

Backgrounds in Media 

Such etic perspectives included having backgrounds in media and 

communication, psychology, and law, and experiences such as working in migrant 

shelters and with detained migrant women in Mexican prisons. Interestingly, one 

participant told me that my initial letter describing my affiliation with Texas Tech’s 

College of Media & Communication was a primary reason for responding to my 

interview request. However, the shared background of media and communication among 

myself and these select participants should be acknowledged, specifically when 

concerning validity and methodology. On one hand, these certain participants’ 

backgrounds, and frequent engagement with media (Mexican and U.S.) afford them the 

ability to provide rich insight into the ways in which the media frames and represents 

migration. On the other hand, it could be argued that given their background in media, the 

participants were primed to know the type of questions I would ask and the responses I 

was hoping to receive (i.e., answers to my research questions). While this is a valid 

concern, I argue that such insights are incredibly necessary, especially in an exploratory 

study that is looking to map as many perspectives as possible regarding migration, 
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migrants’ experiences, and migrant representation in media. I also argue that the other six 

participants had backgrounds in other areas such as psychology, law, advocacy, and 

directing migrant shelters and thus, diversity and saturation of discussions was achieved. 

Lastly, it’s important to consider the likelihood of media issues as more of a concern 

among Mexican citizens (including the participants in this study), given the increased 

censorship and false narratives taking place in Mexican media.  

Language Barriers 

Another potential methodological concern regarding validity was the language 

barrier between me and six of the participants who preferred to conduct the interview in 

Spanish. To reconcile this language barrier, I collaborated with two translators, Martha 

and Carolina. At the time, Martha (now an alumna) was also a COMC graduate student 

working for the Harris Institute for Hispanic and International Communication, directed 

by my advisor Dr. Kent Wilkinson, who put the two of us in touch. Martha’s experience 

as an immigrant born in Mexico living in the U.S. and background in media scholarship 

was key in helping me conduct interviews, given that she shared the perspectives of both 

the interviewee and me. Unfortunately (but also very much fortunately), Martha 

graduated and started a new career during the time I was collecting arranging my last two 

interviews, and was unable to help in one instance. I, then, acquired the help of Carolina, 

a current COMC Ph.D. student whose research interests reside in international and 

intercultural communication. Like Martha, Carolina’s experience of being the daughter of 

Cuban immigrants and background in media were key in facilitating communication 

among the participants and me. I contribute a large part of the success of this thesis to the 

collaboration of Martha, Carolina and me. Not only was their ability to translate my 
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interview questions important, but they knew me well enough to elaborate and expand on 

topics they knew I would be interested in (i.e., metal health). Once the interviews were 

complete, I found it moving to go back and read the translated transcripts – not only 

because most of the content was heartbreaking, but because I was so proud and thankful 

for their interest and belief in the work I was producing. Although I initially was worried 

that having two translators may disrupt the consistency of the interview processes, there 

were no distinct differences among interviews translated by Martha and interviews 

translated by Carolina. In fact, at the end of the interview translated by Carolina, we took 

a moment to go over the translated transcriptions, which confirmed prior interview 

responses. Thus, I can confirm saturation and validity were not disrupted by acquiring 

two translators. Not to mention, Carolina confirmed that the English-translated transcript 

was nearly identical to the Spanish interview conversation.  

Reflecting the Voices of Others  

 In addition to confirming the translated transcripts were reflective of the original 

discussion, a priority of mine was to fully represent participant’s voices and insight 

throughout this study. I had to be extra careful when relaying migrants’ experiences as 

perceived and told by the participants. While the majority of these discussions concerned 

empathizing and dignifying migrants’ journeys, participants weren’t immune to the 

reality that many migrants do lack documentation, intend to enter Mexico and the U.S. 

‘illegally,’ and have ties to organized crime, cartels, and gangs. In addition, participants 

also recognized that detentions, family separations, and deportations did not solely arise 

during any particular administration, but have occurred for many decades, despite 

political claims antics. All participants were careful of “romanticizing migration,” as 
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Juana said. Thus, to appropriately relay the perspectives of the participants, I was careful 

in considering all their responses rather than portions that fit a certain narrative. 

Furthermore, I am confident that the discussions and quotes presented are fully 

representative of the participants’ voices and insight.  

Off-the-record Conversations with Expelled Migrant Youth 

 During this experience, I was given the opportunity to meet with two teens 

separated from their families during deportation that were currently living in one of the 

migrant shelters a participant worked in. While the conversations were off the record, I 

wanted to make a point to include the emotional experience to add further context to my 

intentions and ties to my research. The first conversation was with a young woman, who 

was shy and timid but liked talking to Martha. The second conversation was with a young 

man who quickly caught on and giggled at the fact that I don’t speak Spanish, but then 

wanted to show Martha and me his phone and the video game he had downloaded (which 

I quickly downloaded and showed him). He also was eager to share the sports he liked to 

play and the teams he liked to watch (he was wearing a jersey that day of his favorite 

fútbol team). Early into the discussions it became apparent to me that I was speaking with 

children – teens, sure – but ultimately, children that were expelled from their homes, 

children that were torn apart from their families, children that were alone, children with 

trauma. Martha and I would ask a question and could see the tears forming in their eyes, 

conveying sadness, despair, and loss. In many cases, they would remain quiet or try to 

change the subject, both seemingly trauma responses. 

I can’t express how real this moment was – an inside view that the participants 

spoke of and urged the media to be a part of. I realized then that even in advocacy and 
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research such as this, it is easy to become desensitized. Once the conversations ended, I 

drove to my house and was surprised by my mom and grandma, who had cleaned my 

house and bought me a couch for my office (let that sink in). This was a pivotal point in 

my research because it was a privilege check but even more, it was a realization that 

although the experience affected and changed me, I could turn it off, I could move on, I 

could enjoy an evening with my family, I had a home to go to. I share this experience to 

further demonstrate that much of the media, political discourse, public opinion about 

migrants and migration are not reflective of real, human experiences. I agree with the 

participants who urge the media to go and witness this journey first-hand. With this 

realization, I promised each participant that I would continue to learn Spanish and visit 

their shelters soon – a promise I intend to keep.  

Audience Reflexivity  

The last part of triangulated reflexivity is considering the audience’s position in 

the research, according to Patton (2008), attained by asking questions such as  

How do those who receive my findings make sense of what I give them? What 
perspectives do they bring to the findings I offer? How do they perceive me? How 
do I perceive them? How do these perceptions affect what I report and how I 
report it?  
 

In order to answer these remaining questions, I meaningfully considered how I envision 

my work be interpreted. First and foremost, I want to make clear that this work isn’t 

inherently politically motivated but seeks to identify migration as an experience rather 

than a commodity. Accordingly, I, like my participants, want my work to reflect the 

dignity and resilience of migrants and in turn, I hope that readers feel the same way. 

While this study isn’t inherently political, I do hope it raises political questions and 

concerns of current policies such as Title 42 and future policies that can be implemented 
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to protect migrants, including LGBTQIA+ migrants and asylum seekers. Additionally, I 

urge readers to pay close attention to the media content they consume by questioning 

what frames (political, social, or cultural) are being imposed, what is included in and left 

out of the frames, who is being represented, who is marginalized, and lastly, the 

experiential nature of what is represented. Lastly, I encourage college instructors to 

consider how such conversations can be incorporated into curriculum, especially 

undergraduate curriculum regarding the media frames, representation, narratives of those 

marginalized in society, such as migrants.  


