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ABSTRACT	

n	 this	 study	we	 approach	 different	 experiences,	ways	 of	 life,	
and	 ways	 to	 comprehend,	 explain,	 and	 address	 the	
phenomenon	of	migration	 from	 the	 reflections	 of	 children	 in	

three	communities	in	the	municipalities	of	Salvatierra	and	Salamanca,	
located	 in	 the	 State	 of	 Guanajuato,	 Mexico.	We	 study	 psychosocial,	
socio‐cultural,	 economic,	 family,	 and	 symbolic	 aspects,	 which	 are	
present	 in	 children’s	 perceptions	 of	 migration	 and	 its	 effects	 on	
childhood.	 The	 above,	 especially	 in	 regions	with	 a	 long	 tradition	 of	
migration	 (Mexico‐United	 States),	 such	 as	 the	 communities	 that	 this	
study	discusses.	We	discuss	the	skills	and	emotional	resources	(such	as	
resilience,	 coping,	 and	 adaptation	 capacity)	 that	 develops	 during	
childhood	 in	 the	 face	 of	 long	 absences	 of	migrant	 relatives,	we	 also	
discuss	 the	negative	perceptions	negative	 impact	 that	migration	has	
assumed.	 This	 study,	 based	 on	 the	 reflections	 of	 boys	 and	 girls	 in	
Guanajuato,	Mexico,	 point	 out	 that	 in	 such	 a	 complex	 phenomenon	
that	 is	migration,	 there	 are	 different	ways	 to	 understand	 and	 cope	
with	 this	 situation,	 even	 communities	 within	 the	 same	 state	 have	
presented	both	similar	and	dissimilar	characteristics,	and	meanwhile,	
force	us	 to	 think	about	 the	cultural	and	social	diversity	of	childhood.	
We	cannot	make	generalizations,	rather	we	must	consider	particular	
social,	family,	and	community	conditions	and	realities	that	correspond	
to	the	plurality	and	diversity	of	experiences	of	children	in	communities	
in	the	state	of	Guanajuato.	
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 Introduction         

Children have always been immersed in processes of international migration (Fass, 2005). Social scientists 
should consider that through migration, children (boys and girls) find new ways to understand and analyze 
the changes and structures at the social, cultural, economic, and political level in a society. Considering the 
above, this work focuses particular attention on the study of migration, and attempts to recover the child’s 
perspective of migration.  

Such a wide-reaching phenomenon as migration cannot be viewed only from an economic 
perspective (Hatton, 2014; McLeigh, 2013) (i.e. the creation, delivery, and use of remittances), nor from the 
exclusive perceptions, opinions, experiences, and interpretation of the adult population (adult-centered) 
view. We consider that this topic requires a multidisciplinary and inclusive approach, in which attention is 
focused on other sectors of the population who, in one way or another, are immersed in and, in turn, lead the 
migration phenomenon: children. 

Addressing the multi-causal issue of migration from the perspective of the child population requires a 
comparative study that does not isolate or reduce the elements to simple cause and effect that cannot see 
beyond the economic and political level. 

There are a number of symbolic, psychological, cultural, and family factors that are linked to 
economic and political factors within the phenomenon of migration, and by focusing on children, all the 
above seems more disturbing and enriching (Fernandez, 2011). There is a lack of research analyzing the 
multi-dimensional impacts that migration has on childhood.  

It is therefore necessary to conduct studies that consider the restructuring and changes at the, 
familial, cultural, and geographic levels, besides any influence that may arise at the personal and community 
levels due to migration. In Mexico, the social influence of this phenomenon is turning the children of 
Guanajuato into little migrants who have spent part of their lives seeking the "American dream".  

In this regard, the United Nations Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF), for example, mentions that 
during the period October 2013 and May 2014 a total of 47,000 children were detained in the southern 
United States border, of which 25% were Mexican. Meanwhile, the numbers of returnees provided by the 
National Institute of Migration (INM) indicate that in 2012, there were 17,000,129 repatriation events of 
minors (under 18 years of age) from the United States, of which 79.3% were unaccompanied at the time of 
their repatriation (Del Carpio, Fernández and Garnica, 2015; Del Carpio, Fernández, Mosqueda and Freitag, 
2015). 

In the state of Guanajuato, where our research was conducted, we found that, according to the 
Population and Housing Census 2010 (INEGI, 2010), there is not a high number of children who migrate 
unaccompanied. The highest percentage of migration among people originating from Guanajuato are young 
people and adults that migrate mainly to the United States. In fact, Guanajuato has the highest number of 
migrants with 116, 235 people leaving in 2010 to the United States. Moreover, INEGI (2010) also states that 
it is one of the States receiving the most remittances. 
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This allows us to realize that there is a high percentage of children facing the migration of one or 
more family members. Children who are left behind, whose parents leave to the neighboring country in the 
North, are a vital population sector that should be considered in social studies (Debry, 2007; Antman, 2010; 
Gonzalez-Ferrer, Baizán and Beauchemin, 2012; Lu, 2015). It should be noted that the phenomenon of 
migration also has implications, which this research (conducted within the framework of a broader study, 
with children in the region of Salvatierra, Guanajuato) seeks to discuss, to share from the voices of the boys 
and these girls several of those consequences and opportunities that come with migration. 

Some authors point out the negative effects (family breakdown, emotional damages, neglect) that can 
occur when a child’s family departs; In this sense migration has been painted as an absence of those men 
and women who have left, which involves family disintegration, thereby causing a significant psychological 
effect on the children, such as feelings of abandonment and vulnerability, and even resentment. However, 
there are also those who think that family absences do not necessarily harm children. For example, Jociles, 
Rivas, Moncó, Villamil, and Diaz (2008) establish that the emotional effects that children may have are 
"more related to the family environment, the quality of relationships between members, family 
communication, the presence of family hostility, domestic dialogue, etc. which influence the predisposition 
for conflict among sons and daughters"(p. 6). 

We therefore underline that migration not only has economic, social, and political repercussions, but 
it also has a psychological dimension. We highlight the above because here we consider children from a bio-
psycho-social perspective, this view allows us to consider our child population in a holistic manner. In this 
regard, we should emphasize that "despite the growing interest in this phenomenon, there is a lack of 
information and knowledge on the psychological and social impact of migration on children and their 
families, taking into account the different phases of migration" (Mancillas, 2010, p.213) (own translation). 

In this regard, this study aims to provide possible responses to this debate between the "positive" or 
"negative" effects that migration can have in childhood. In the first place we may consider that the effects of 
migration are "negative", however, we argue that it is not migration as such that directly generates 
"affectations" in children, but rather they correspond to a number of elements that cannot be reduced to the 
"absence" of any member of the family. 

Thus, the research goal is to understand and analyze the emotional effects that migration has on the 
children of Salvatierra and Salamanca, Guanajuato, Mexico. 

Reflections on the impact of migration on childhood 

The increase of migrant boys and girls, the psychosocial implications and the effect of the phenomenon on 
the health of this sector (Vanore, Mazzucato and Siegel, 2015; Wu, Lu and Kang, 2015; Kuhn, Everett and 
Silvey, 2011, Ansell and Blerk , 2004), education (Sarma and Parinduri, 2016; Amuedo, Georges and Pozo, 
2010; Wu and Zhang, 2015), their future expectations (Crivello, 2015), as well as the ease with which their 
rights may be violated are the main reasons why more attention has been placed on the study of migration 
from the perspective of children (Zamora, 2015; Avilés, 2014; Olvera, Montoya and Gonzalez, 2014; 
O'Connell, 2013; Zavala et al., 2008). 
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In this regard, it should be noted that for authors such as Martinez (2008), migration involves a series 
of feelings that invade both those who migrate and those that stay. Moreover, this research places a greater 
emphasis on those who remain, arguing that they experience feelings of hope, tranquility, worry, anger, fear, 
love, nostalgia, and longing. Rivera, Obregón, Cervantes and Martínez (2014) mention that: 

In cases where the father migrates and the family stays in Mexico, the man becomes the 
breadwinner and provides material things, leaving aside the help and care that their children 
need from him, as the importance of the presence of a parent is also giving advice, teaching 
and guiding their children (p. 30). (Own translation) 

The above quote suggests that the father figure, or even a mother who migrates, completely forgets 
their emotional responsibility towards their sons and daughters. Several studies that address the psychosocial 
effects of migration on children have pigeonholed primarily the father, as one that provides and only sends 
money and material things. When we do not appreciate beyond this material perspective, we can see that 
there are parents who keep supporting, advising, educating, and motivating their sons and daughters from 
afar. 

Ojeda (2005) reflects, for example, on a new kind of family that is learning to live, in which migrants 
are not permanently absent, as they continue to maintain a relationship with those who remain in the place of 
origin, either by sending remittances or through the exchange of ideas and values that help re-build new 
identities that absorb elements of two different cultures together. Meanwhile, other authors such as 
Mancillas (2010), stress that psychosocial damages are not derived solely from migration: 

Various studies indicate that psychosocial problems of younger children of migrants who 
remain in Mexico are not unique to international migration, but it is a complex and 
multidimensional phenomenon that several difficult characteristics interweave in the life of 
rural communities (p. 218). (Own translation) 

While it is true that during the departure, a series of feelings such as sadness, loneliness, and 
nostalgia unfurl. However, we found a series of psychological resources that help children cope with these 
situations until they reach a stage of acceptance and adaptation. This ability to overcome adversity is known 
as resilience. We see that in many cases, the boys and girls have learned to live and accept the migration of a 
loved one. This capability is again greater in the children's sector, in contrast to adults, they are able to 
develop lucid activities, scenarios of happiness, and companionship, among others, to help them deal with 
the difficult situations in their lives. 

When the child is immersed in migration, in one way or another, and has a stable family unit, which 
also provides support to cope with these situations, their ability to understand and learn to live healthily will 
increase. As Orantes and Molina (2002) mention, the migration process may present a fork in the road: one 
path with negative effects which could exacerbate personal and family conflicts, or from a positive 
perspective, where a stronger union of family members is formed, improving communication and family 
stability. However, this does depend on the capacity for adaptation and flexibility of the families and the 
roles that lead to functional reorganization. 
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Remittances, gifts and, above all, constant communication with those who have migrated represent, 
to some extent, the presence of those who live in the United States. They help create resilience, improving 
emotional stability in childhood, helping children to cope with the absence of a loved one, which becomes 
physical only when contact is still maintained even after leaving. Moreover, this communication may 
become a motivating factor to face any adversity. 

Study Methodology 

We consider that the methodology aimed at the study of childhood should be drawn from the characteristics 
of the study population, and that there should be investigations in line with the ways of living and 
understanding the world from a child's perspective. Based on this, we have maintained the essence of each 
qualitative and technical research tool applied, but adapted to the children’s sector. 

Techniques 

It is noteworthy that given the objectives of this research, we mainly turned to qualitative techniques 
(interviews, participant observation, drawings, field notes, and photographs, among others). The above 
analysis is the result of a qualitative ethnographic approach and methodology followed as craft, as Gúber 
(2001) describes ethnography. As an approach, "ethnography is a concept and practice of knowledge that 
seeks to understand social phenomena from the perspective of its members (understood as 'actors', 'agents' or 
'social subjects')" (Gúber, 2001, p.12) (own translation). 

To learn more about the child population, it is necessary to approach it in such a way that our 
presence becomes friendly company. Since we are dealing with a sector of the population that live and feel 
the situations that surround them uniquely. 

For this research we approached 3 primary schools in rural communities because we believe it is an 
important space for childhood. This is the place where they get to socialize with others, and through this 
development and socialization they are forming their identities, ideas, concerns, and life expectations. We 
chose 2 schools in the municipality of Salvatierra (community of San Nicholas and San Thomas) and 1 in 
the city of Salamanca, Guanajuato (community Barrón). 

Population and intervention 

We interviewed two children per educational grade (from first to sixth year), a total population of 19 
children per school was obtained, with a total of 57 interviews, of which 9 were from children who had lived 
in the United States (5 in the San Thomas school, and 4 in the San Nicholas school in Salvatierra, 
Guanajuato). In Barrón –a Community of Salamanca- we only find a child population with migrant relatives 
in the United States, since none of the children had been in the United States. 

In addition to these interviews, we could interview some mothers and people in the community who 
provided information that helped us understand the family dynamics in some of the boys’ and girls’ homes. 
In schools during breaks or free time some teachers also shared valuable information that helped supplement 
the research. 
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We developed 4 interview scripts: one for children who lived in the United States; one for school 
teachers, and two more for children who had relatives in the neighboring country. The latter two scripts were 
developed after the first script, due to suggestions from the institution, questions had to be modified as they 
felt that questions could be "hurtful" to the children. So, we made a new script, in which the requirements 
established by the school were respected, which for us was the subject of analysis, we thought at that time 
that adults are precisely those who take for granted what childhood feels like, without asking them. It was 
the administrative staff who assumed that by asking boys and girls about the absence of parents, they were 
going to feel sad or going to mourn, during our research in the field we find that this was not the case. 

Moreover, the semi-structured interview allowed us to be sensitive in our approach. We were 
interested to hear the voice of childhood, while spending time with the children as they conducted their 
activities in elementary school. More than an interview, we sought to talk to them and understand what they 
experience every day; to such an extent that freed the dialogue, and increased the chances of understanding 
their realities. 

Another important tool for understanding the views of children on migration was through drawing 
pictures. Note that the use of drawings as an activity allows us to obtain information, ideas, and feelings that 
sometimes children cannot express in words, but are expressed in the form of drawings. Recreational 
activities allowed us to approach this sector more easily. On the other hand, we should stress the importance 
of the field diary as a technique that allows us to systematize and more accurately analyze all the 
information found in the fieldwork; this is enriched with consultation and review of the literature. In 
addition to all these techniques, obtaining audiovisual material allowed us to use the image as a means for 
obtaining material that also contributed to the reflection and analysis of the issue addressed here. In the 
following section we share some of the results obtained in our research. 

Results and Discussion 

We wonder what the effects and emotional consequences of migration are on childhood. The following chart 
condenses some of the categories constructed from our fieldwork.  
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The children often do not explain why their parents are gone, which is way misunderstanding may 
develop negative feelings by interpreting this as an abandonment due to lack of affection towards them, 
which reflects the lack of communication and feelings of total abandonment towards them and their family. 
Zaira and her brother Tony, for example, until today have not understood why their father stopped 
communicating with the family. Tony has a total disregard for his migrant father and sees him as a stranger. 

If he didn’t feel sorry for us when he left when we were young, why does it matter to us what 
happens where he is (Tony, 8 years, San Tomas, Miguel Hidalgo Elementary School, 
Salvatierra, Guanajuato). 

Tony and his sister, show no poor school performance or aggressive behavior, and no depressive 
symptoms despite his father’s absence. His mother states that she has not observed negative behaviors in her 
children (she stressed that are not "lazy" nor do they have problems at school). In fact, Zaira (the older 
sister) wishes to continue her studies and become a nurse. We did not observe, therefore, any negative 
effects due to the absence of their father. However, we cannot generalize the reaction to involvement of 
migration for all children. 

There are young people who can assimilate and accept the absence of parents with less 
difficulty; however, there are others, that for certain personality characteristics, circumstances 
and family dynamics interpret it as abandonment and vulnerability, which can extend to 
affect their self-esteem by feeling that they are not worthy of attention and affection, and 
consequently find it difficult to integrate socially, which is why they have fewer resources to 
face life (Cardozo and Gonzáles, 2011, p.75). (Own translation) 

Other Challenges 

On the children of the communities studied, we must note that in Barrón, the situation is more difficult 
because unlike San Thomas and San Nicholas where the children, in most cases, have support from their 
families, here children have little support (financial and emotional). Children also show greater signs of 
neglect by caregivers. This is not only due to migration, because, as mentioned by authors such as Zavala, 
Luis, Lozano, Garcia and Robledo (2008): 

Absence is not the decisive factor that puts adolescents at risk for psychological distress, but 
there are structural factors that reproduce rural poverty (unemployment, lack of training to 
work the land, the need to provide family support, among others), and gender (p. 3). (Own 
translation) 

The main reasons for the lack of attention paid to the children in Barrón, are on the one hand 
migration and economic problems that force many mothers to work in any position possible. Moreover, 
families are often very large, a mother may have 7 or 8 children to care for, which ultimately affects the 
energy level of mothers and the attention given to her children. The little attention that teachers indicate that 
the children receive in the Barrón community, makes the teachers an affective pillar for the children. 

Moreover, most of those who migrate do so illegally, which is why they infrequently visit their relatives. 
Unlike other communities, where some migrate legally, it is very difficult to migrate legally from Barrón; 
most choose to do so by “paying smugglers, crossing the river or the desert”. 
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My dad has been there for 5 years. Then he came, and almost straight away he left. He was 
here for a very short time, only 1 day. When I spoke with my dad for the first time I cried. He 
told me not to cry (Silvia, 11 years, Barrón Elementary School Juana Inés de la Cruz, 
Salamanca, Guanajuato). (Own translation) 

My dad has been there like fifty years that is what I tell them every day (Lis, 5 years, Barrón 
Elementary School Juana Inés de la Cruz, Salamanca, Guanajuato). (Own translation) 

Positive emotional effects 

Maintaining emotional stability in the face of migration depends to a large extent on the social, 
psychological, cultural, and family resources that children count on. Resilience is greater for those children 
who have the ability to fulfill the elements (aptitude, skills, self-esteem, family support, life projects, and a 
good environment) necessary to develop their capacity to adapt to the changes that come with the migration 
of relatives. 

These changes do not inevitably produce negative psychological consequences, but can also 
be experienced positively, thereby increasing the psychological welfare of the individual, 
assuming, for example, new opportunities for improving living conditions. The effects that 
migration causes depend to a large extent on the experience that person has of migration 
(Pinillos, 2012, p.589). (Own translation) 

Migration does not always bring negative effects for children. There are children who fail to develop 
an adaptive mechanism that would allow them to make the best of any situation. In fact, in San Tomás, there 
were children who were proud that their parents were in the United States to send money to their family. 
Children who develop positive attitudes towards this situation tend to have close family relationships (family 
resilience), besides maintaining communication with those living in the United States. Thus, children remain 
motivated knowing that one day their relatives will return from the US to visit them. 

Those children whose parents care for them and talk to them on the phone very often, they 
come and spend several months with the children, and it makes the children proud. (They 
say): "My dad is in the United States. He will come soon, what he will bring me, I'm on the 
phone with him”. They are proud that they are there, yes they miss them, but they also feel 
pride by (saying): "My dad is in the United States" (Lourdes, director of Miguel Hidalgo 
Elementary School, St. Thomas, Salvatierra, Guanajuato). (Own translation) 

In the case of remittances, Martinez (2008) mentions that they have functions that go beyond 
economic improvement, for her, the money is a way to combat family absence: 

The money, as a means of support and family bonding between migrants and non-migrants, is 
useful to symbolize the presence of those who are absent, it is indeed a strategy that migrants 
design to handle various forms of presence (p.174). 

Remittances, gifts sent from the United States in conjunction with a healthy and stable family 
relationship, help create greater resilience and adaptation, while the child sees that the father or mother is 
still present, if not physically, but in other ways, through material goods and home improvements that are 
done thinking about their welfare. It is therefore a way of being present while physically being far away. 
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Besides motivation, children get to see those who have migrated as "heroes" and feel so proud to 
know that there is someone who is fighting for them across the border so that they may have a better life. 
From the results, it has been observed how in a situation as complex as migration, there are different ways to 
understand and cope with this situation, even communities within the same state have presented similar and 
yet different characteristics, forcing us to think about the cultural and social diversity of children.  

Conclusions 

This work, and the empirical evidence that supports it, joins those who argue that migration does not 
necessarily have a negative impact on the population that stays behind in the country of origin, and does not 
assume that these individuals live "absences" because some of the members of their family have gone to the 
neighboring country. It should be noted that it also represents for many children in this study the opportunity 
to develop skills that show their resilience, adaptation, and coping ability. 

In this sense, behavioral problems and poor performance exhibited by some children are not derived 
solely from migratory phenomena. On the one hand, we find that children who receive family support, 
friendly relationships, and school counseling have good academic performance and emotional stability. 
Moreover, we also find, in their minority, children (especially in the community of Barrón) that have poor 
school performance, feelings of loneliness and abandonment, derived, to a large extent from the social and 
family context they live, not only due to migration but also the economic needs and situations in which the 
specific family live. 

The children interviewed in San Nicholas and San Thomas and to a large extent in the community 
Barrón, besides migration, face other problems such as little attention and family support, economic 
instability within the home, few opportunities to speak and be heard, discrimination, and bullying, among 
other challenges. All these difficulties surrounding childhood translate into a social context that make boys 
and girls vulnerable and contributes to the effects on the comprehensive development of the children. 

Among the positive aspects found as part of migration are the remittances which can contribute to 
improving the quality of life of children, school motivation, which has been discussed very little in other 
works. This extrinsic motivation generated through phone calls or messages from migrant family members 
manages to encourage children to direct their efforts towards good academic performance. The rewards 
(gifts, visits) that their families promise also become encouragement. 

In addition, migration can generate feelings of pride in children who see their family (mother, father, 
brother, uncle, grandfather) obtaining better income, living new experiences and facing many difficulties in 
the United States. When the child sees migration from this perspective those migrating become "heroes" 
who sacrifice everything for the welfare of their families. 

There are multiple reflections that we can share about the effects of migration on children. However, 
it is important to note that we cannot make generalizations, rather it is necessary to consider specific social, 
family, and community conditions and realities that correspond to the plurality and diversity of experiences 
of children in communities in the state of Guanajuato. 
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