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Executive Summary 

OVERVIEW 

To better understand the h istories and 

mot ivat ions of  immigrants who attempt  

to c ross the U.S. -Mexico border without  

authorizat ion,  researchers with the N a-

t ional  Center for Border  Secur i ty  and 

Immigrat ion (BORDERS)  inter v iewed 

1,000 deta inees in the U.S.  Border Pa-

t rol  Tucson Sector during the summer of  

2012.  

Survey approach 

The research team used a 38 -quest ion  

sur vey (Appendix  A)  admin istered by b i -

l ingual  inter v iewers to learn  about  the 

detainees’  characterist ics ,  thei r  current  

and previous border c rossing attempts,  

and thei r  reasons for c rossing (Table 1 ).  

Overarching questions 

To address the primar y goal  of  the study,  

a l l  sur vey quest ions were re lated to two 

princ ipa l  quest ions:  (1 )  Do you think you 

wi l l  at tempt to c ross again  i n the next  

seven days? (2) Do you think  you wi l l  r e-

turn to the U.S.  someday?  

Interview safeguards and assur-

ances 

To encourage t ruthfu l  responses ,  the i n-

ter v iewers  assured the ind iv iduals  that  

thei r  responses would remain anony-

mous,  that  the inter viewers di d not  work 

for the Border Pat rol ,  that  ind iv idual  

sur vey results  would not  be shared with 

the Border Pat rol ,  that  the ind ividuals ’  

answers  would not  inf luence lega l  or 

administ rat ive outcomes,  and that  the 

ind iv iduals  could skip any quest ion or  

could conclude the inter view at  any 

point .  

Cross-check of data veracity 

To cross -check the veracit y of  the d ata,  

responses  to two quest ions—date of  

b ir th  and number of  prev ious apprehe n-

s ions—were compared with  f ingerpr int -

ver i f ied data f rom the Border Pat rol .  

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

What are the motivations for 

crossing? 

This  study found that  work and the ex-

istence of  family  in the United States  are 

the pr imar y mot ivat ions  for ind ividuals  

who attempt to enter the count r y  without  

authorizat ion.  

Which persons will  attempt to re-

enter?  

According to th is  study,  in general ,  de-

tainees who are more l ikely  to a t tempt 

to re-c ross  the border are those that :  

  have relat ives  or f r iends in the 

United States ,  

  have a job in the United States,  

  have relat ive ly more educat ion  

than other deta inees,  

  l i ve in  the United States (or  co n-

s ider the United  States home),  

  are relat ive ly fami l iar with c ros s-

ing opt ions  and dangers,  and/or  

  have made re lat ive ly more a t -

tempts at  c ross ing.  

What are the effects of the cons e-

quences of apprehension? 

For indiv iduals  with mot ivat ions  l is ted 

above,  the consequences of  apprehe n-

s ion do not  seem to  be a major dete r-

rent .
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Table 1. Summary of Interview Responses (n = 1,000) 

QUESTIONS/VARIABLES RESPONSES RELATIONSHIP WITH INTENT TO RE-CROSS 

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 

GENDER Male: 94% Female: 6% Gender had no significant relationship with intent to re-cross. 

AGE (years) 
Majority: 20–29 

(57%) 

Average: 29 

Range: 18–57 
Age had no significant relationship with intent to re-cross. 

EDUCATION (years of school) 
Majority: 6–12 

(75%) 

Average: 8 

Range: 0–18 

Individuals with relatively more years of education were more 

likely to attempt to re-cross. 

PROFESSION 

Field work: 33%  

Food service: 6% 

Laborer: 5% 

Merchant: 3% 

Other: 20% 

Construction: 21% 

Factory work: 5% 

Driver: 4% 

Unemployed: 3% 

 

Profession had no significant relationship with intent to re-cross. 

However, individuals returning to work at a job they currently had 

in the U.S. were more likely to attempt to re-cross. Individuals 

seeking work were less likely to re-cross. 

BIRTHPLACE AND PRIOR RESIDENCE 

BIRTHPLACE 

So. Mexico: 61% 

NW Mexico: 14% 

Other Mex.: 25% 

 

PRIOR RESIDENCE 

So. Mexico: 49% 

NW Mexico: 12% 

Other Mex.: 23% 

U.S.: 16% 

Birthplace had no significant relationship with intent to re-cross. 

However, individuals living in the U.S. during the previous two 

years or who considered the U.S. “home” were significantly more 

likely to attempt to re-cross. 

 

RELATIVES IN THE UNITED STATES 

RELATIVES IN THE UNITED STATES 
Sibling: 23% 

Spouse: 8% 

Children: 9% 

Parent: 5%  

Individuals with any type of family member in the U.S. were 2–3 

times more likely to say they would attempt to re-cross than were 

individuals with no family in the U.S. 
 

REASONS FOR CROSSING 

REASONS FOR CROSSING 

(total > 100% due to multiple possible 

reasons per respondent) 

Seek work: 65% 

Reunite fmly: 28% 

Study: 13% 

Return to job: 51% 

Reunite frnds: 21% 

Other: 8% 

Individuals seeking work or reuniting with family were the only 

significant indicators of intent to re-cross in seven days (but 

seeking work had a negative impact on intent). All reasons for 

crossing were significant for ever re-crossing. 
 

APPREHENSION HISTORY 

PREVIOUS APPREHENSION HISTORY 

ATTEMPTS 

Once: 39% 

2–3: 44% 

4 or more: 17% 

APPREHENSIONS 

Once: 55% 

2–3: 35% 

4 or more: 10% 

Individuals who had higher numbers of attempts and higher 

numbers of apprehensions, or who had experienced more 

success in crossing in the past, were more likely to indicate they 

would attempt to re-cross. 

DESTINATIONS 

California: 23% 

New York: 9% 

Illinois: 4% 

Arizona: 18% 

Florida: 5% 

No. Carolina: 4% 

Most destinations did not significantly affect intentions to re-

cross; the exception was New York. 

CROSSING LOCATIONS 

Altar-Sasabe: 33% 

Agua Prieta-

Douglas: 18%  

Sonoyta-Lukeville: 

6% 

Nogales-Nogales: 

20% 

Naco-Naco: 9% 

Mexicali-Calexico: 

3% 

Mexicali-Calexico was the only crossing location that had a 

significant relationship with a detainee’s intent to re-cross. 

USE OF DOCUMENTS 
Very few detainees (less than 4%) indicated they attempted to cross through a port of entry or to use any 

documents during their crossing.  

CROSSING METHODS 

More than two-thirds of detainees 

interviewed used a coyote or guide to 

cross. The average cost was $2,350 USD. 

Coyote use did not have a significant relationship with intent to 

re-cross; however, intent to use a different coyote had a 

significant positive relationship with intent to re-cross.  

INFORMATION AND AWARENESS 
Fewer than one-third of detainees had 

accurate information about crossing. 

Individuals said they were more likely to cross again if they had 

accurate information about crossing. 
 

CURRENT CROSSING ATTEMPT 

CROSSED IN GROUPS? 
Crossed in a group: 78% 

(one-third with family members in group)  

Elements of the crossing party did not have a significant 

relationship with intent to re-cross.  

WHO SELECTED WHERE TO CROSS? 

Coyote: 50% 

With friend: 14% 

Family: 4% 

Self: 18% 

Group: 5% 

Other or NR 8% 

No significant relationship was found between who chose where 

to cross and intent to re-cross. 

RETURN HOME, STAY AT BORDER? 
Return home: 74% 

Stay near border: 14%     Unsure: 12% 

Intending to stay near the border after release was significantly 

related with intent to re-cross. 
 

PLANS TO RE-CROSS THE BORDER 

CROSS AGAIN IN THE SAME WAY? Yes: 24%        No: 60%        Unsure: 16% 
Individuals who indicated they would attempt to cross in the 

same way were more likely to say they would re-cross. 

USE A DIFFERENT COYOTE? Yes: 31%        No: 49%        Unsure: 20% 
Individuals who would use a different coyote were 2–3 times 

more likely to say they would re-cross than others. 

CONSIDER CROSSING IN CA OR TX? Yes: 19%        No: 80%        NR: 1% 
Individuals that had considered crossing in California or Texas 

were more likely to say they would attempt to re-cross. 

HAD ACCURATE INFORMATION? Yes: 31%        No: 66%       Unsure: 3% 
Persons who had accurate information about crossing were more 

likely to say they would try to re-cross in seven days. 

KNEW ABOUT CONSEQUENCES? 

Just over half of detainees indicated that 

they were aware of the consequences of 

being apprehended. 

Nearly 43% of those who were aware of the consequences of 

apprehension planned to return in the future; only 27% of those 

who were not aware of the consequences planned to return. 

KNEW WAY TO ENTER LEGALLY? 
Fewer than half of detainees knew of a 

legal option to enter the United States. 

Knowledge of legal means to enter the U.S. had no significant 

relationship with intent to attempt to re-cross. 



N A T I O N A L   C E N T E R   F O R   B O R D E R   S E C U R I T Y   A N D   I M M I G R A T I O N   ( B O R D E R S ) 

 

3 

 

Background 

The mission of  the Depar tment of  Hom e-

land Securi t y (DHS) ,  Customs and Border  

Protect ion (CBP),  Of f ice  of  Border Pat rol  

(OBP) is  to enforce immigrat ion laws and 

to detect ,  interdict ,  and apprehend 

those who attempt to enter without  a u-

thorizat ion or  to smuggle people or co n-

t raband across the borders of  the United 

States .  

To measure the ef fect iveness of  current  

enforcement ef for ts ,  the Border  Pat ro l  

needs accurate est imates of  the level  of  

unauthorized border c rossing.  

The DHS Of f ice of  Immigrat ion Stat ist ics  

(OIS)  began us ing  inter view surveys and 

other methods,  such as  administ rat ive 

apprehens ion records,  to measure the 

overal l  inf low of  unauthor ized imm i-

grants and to determine the proba bi l i t y 

of  apprehens ion.  The rel iab i l i ty  of  such 

est imates depends  on having accurate 

informat ion on attempted re -ent r y 

among previous ly apprehended  immi-

grants.  

In November 2011, OIS contacted 

BORDERS to conduct  a sur vey of  appr e-

hended unauthor ized immigrants to d e-

termine the deta inees’  intent  to re-enter  

the United States and the underly ing 

reasons for those dec is ions.  

Between December 2011 and May 2012, 

researchers at  BOR DERS created a su r -

vey and sampling plan with  input  f rom 

OIS and the Border Pat rol .  

The Border Pat rol ’s  Tucson Coordinat ion 

Center (TCC) was se lected as the loca-

t ion for conduct ing the inter views b ased 

on the sector’s  h igh level  of  apprehen-

s ions,  the fac i l i t y ’s  proximity to 

BORDERS headquar ters ,  and the re -

sources  avai lab le at  the TCC.  

Using a 38-quest ion sur vey,  a BORDERS 

team of  b i l ingual  inter v iewers conducted 

a p i lot  study in May 2012 and primar y 

data col lec t ion dur ing the summer of  

2012.

 

 
 

Border Patrol vehicle at the border fence line in Arizona 
Photo courtesy U.S. Customs and Border Protection  
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Methodology 

BACKGROUND 

In November 2011, BORDERS researc h-

ers met with represent at ives f rom the 

Of f ice of  Internat ional  A f fa i rs ,  Of f ice of  

Border Pat rol ,  Of f ice of  Field Operat ions,  

Of f ice of  Technology Innovat ion and A c-

quis i t ion,  Immigrat ion and Cus toms En-

forcement,  and Of f ice of  Immigrat ion 

Stat ist ics .  

Based on these meet ings,  the r esearch 

team developed a genera l  plan to:  

  prepare survey quest ions to meet  

the needs  of  the OIS whi le min i -

miz ing  the impact  on Border Pa-

t rol  operat ions,  

  develop and evaluate the  feasib i l -

i ty  of  a sampl ing plan ,  

  ident i f y a  locat ion to conduct  the 

sur vey,  

  address  logist ica l  issues of  a d-

min istering the survey,  

  conduct  a pi lot  study,  and 

  under take the ful l  s tudy.  

SITE SELECTION 

During ini t ia l  meet ings,  the Tucson C o-

ord inat ion Center (TCC)  was proposed as 

a potent ia l  locat ion to  conduct  the 

study.  BORDERS researchers  vis i ted and 

evaluated the s i te and determined that  

i t  would be a good f i t .  

Representat ives  f rom BORDERS and the 

Border Pat rol  d iscussed the logist ica l  

requirements  for  the study and ident i -

f ied two rooms at  the TCC as appropriate 

locat ions in  which to conduct  inter views.  

One room was  a special ly  designed i n-

ter v iew room with a g lass divider to  sep-

arate the inter v iewers f rom the inte r -

viewees,  and with microphones on both 

s ides  of  the d iv ider.   

The other room was a cour t room with t a-

b les and a smal l  b r ick divider wal l  to 

separate the inter viewers f rom the d e-

tainees.   

In addit ion to  the rooms having sui table 

arrangements and faci l i t ies,  they a lso 

prov ided cont ro l led access into the main 

area of  the detent ion faci l i t y  and were 

separate f rom the genera l  populat ion of  

detainees and Border Pat ro l  agents,  

thus enhancing the privacy of  the  ind i -

v iduals  being inte r v iewed.  

SURVEY DEVELOPMENT 

Objectives  

With input  f rom the OIS  and the Border 

Pat rol ,  BORDERS researchers developed 

a sur vey to  meet  the r equi rements of  the 

study,  namely  to:  

  assess the intent  of  a detai nee to 

re-enter the United States and  

  ident i f y the underly ing reasons 

for th is  dec is ion.  

Six areas of questions 

The research team developed a 38- i tem 

sur vey (Appendix  A)  to obta in in fo r-

mat ion in s ix  genera l  a reas:  

  demographic prof i le  

  relat ives in the United States  

  reasons for c ross ing  

  apprehens ion h istor y  

  current  c rossing at tempt  

  plans to re -c ross the border  

Two quest ions in  the sur vey a ddressed 

the intent  of  future c ros sings:  “Do you 

think  you wi l l  a t tempt to c ross again in 

the next  seven days?” and “Do you th ink 

you wi l l  return to the  U.S.  som eday?”  

The research team deemed these que s-

t ions to be sens it ive and p laced them 
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near  the end of  the sur vey to  al low the 

inter viewer t ime to t r y to establ ish ra p-

por t  and t rust  with the detainee.   

Veracity of responses  

To encourage honest  responses,  ind ivid-

uals  were assured:  

  that  thei r  results  were complete ly 

anonymous,  

  that  the inter v iewers  did not  work 

for the Border Pat rol ,  

  that  thei r  ind ividual  results  would 

not  be shared with Bo rder Pat rol ,  

  that  the answers they gave would  

not  inf luence their  lega l  or ad-

min istrat ive  cons equences,  and  

  that  they  could skip any quest ion 

or  could conc lude the inter view at  

any point .   

To assess  the verac it y of  responses,  f in -

gerprint -ver i f ied data for  two quest ions —

a deta inee’s  date of  b ir th and prev ious 

apprehens ions by the Border Pat rol—

were prov ided to BORDERS by the Border 

Pat rol  as “ground t ruth,” or  a c ross -

check,  to compare against  the r esponses 

f rom the detainee.  

To avoid unduly inf luencing  the i nter view 

process,  th is  informat ion was not  g iven 

to the inter viewer,  but  on ly used for the 

analys is  of  the inter view data.  

Addit ional ly,  the research analysts  co m-

pared answers to “sens it ive” quest ions 

to basel ines previous ly developed by the 

Border Pat rol .  For example,  the Border 

Pat rol  est imates  that  approx imately 80% 

of  ind ividuals  who cross the border use 

a coyote or guide.  However,  Border  P a-

t rol  agents  repor ted that  only 5 –10% of  

respondents t ypica l l y admit  to using a 

coyote.  

In our study,  69% of  the detainees inte r -

viewed admitted to  us ing a  coyote  or 

guide.  This  s imi lar i t y  to  Border Pat rol  

est imates of fers ,  by extens ion,  a h igh 

level  of  conf idence in the overal l  t rut h-

fulness  of  the ind iv iduals ’  responses to 

the other survey quest ions.   

Bilingual interviewers  

Two b i l ingual  inter v iewers who spoke 

Spanish  as a  f i rst  language t ranslated 

the survey f rom Engl ish  into  p la in ,  or 

“st reet ,”  Spanish.  

Prior to t ranslat ing the sur vey,  Bo rder 

Pat rol  agents  inter viewed the t ranslators  

to assess thei r  f luency and level  of  

Spanish  and ab i l i t y to communicate and 

interact  with the deta inees .  The sur vey 

was t ranslated independent ly by each 

inter viewer.  Then the two t rans lated sur -

veys were compared to one another and 

any inconsistencies were resolved.  This  

helped ensure that  the t ranslated survey 

was as c lear  and accurate as po ssib le.  

RESEARCH IMPLEMENTATION 

Pilot study 

In May 2012, BORDERS conducted a  p i -

lot  study,  inter viewing 50 deta i nees at  

the TCC.  The p i lot  study helped address 

or  ref ine such components as:  

  what  data about  the detainees 

the Border Pat rol  could  prov ide,  

  how to anonymize the data and 

prov ide i t  to the research team,  

  how to coord inate the physical  

movement of  the deta inees  in 

and out  of  the inter view areas,  

  sur vey quest ions  that  were u n-

c lear,  and 

  processes  to document  inter view 

log ist ics  such as who conducted 

each inter view and where the in-

ter v iew took place .  

In addit ion,  the prel iminar y f ind ings of  

the p i lot  study were rev iewed by OIS to 

ensure that  the quest ions being asked 

were address ing the  targeted areas of  

interest .   

Upon complet ing the pi lot  study,  the r e-

search team m ade minor  modi f icat ions  
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to the quest ionnai re  and f i led appropr i -

ate paper work with,  and r eceived f ina l  

approva l  f rom, the Univers it y  of  Ar iz o-

na’s  Of f ice for the Respons ible Conduct  

of  Research and Inst i tut ional  Review 

Board .  

Af ter the pi lot  study,  BORDERS recrui t -

ed,  vetted,  and hi red f ive addit ional  i n -

ter v iewers  for  a tota l  of  seven b i l ingual  

inter viewers  who would  par t ic ipate in  

the main study.  A l l  inter viewers co m-

pleted the UA’s  human -subjects  protec-

t ion t raining and passed background 

checks  conducted by t he Border  Pat ro l .  

Main study 

The main study occurred over a seven-

week period during the summer of  2012.  

The seven inte r v iewers worked mult ip le 

shif ts  at  the TCC,  general l y 7:00 a.m. to 

11:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m. ,  

f i ve days  a week.  

Th is  t imetab le  was chosen to accommo-

date exist ing act iv i t ies scheduled at  the 

TCC—such as the arr iva l  and depar ture 

of  detainees  and vis i ts  by staf f  of  the 

Mexican consu late with  deta inees .  Inte r -

view schedules were ad justed as nece s-

sar y to accommodate var ying inf low of  

detainees and other Border Pat ro l  re -

source requi rements .  

The arrangement and sett ing  of  the 

cour t room was somewhat pre ferab le  to 

the inter v iew room, so when possib le i n-

ter v iews  were conducted there.  In tota l  

748 inter views were conducted in the 

cour t room and 252 in the inter v iew 

room. Each inte r v iewer rotated between 

the cour t room and inter view room to 

min imize any systemat ic  di f ference in  

inter viewer or  inter view locat ion.   

Af ter int roducing themselves to the d e-

tainees and prior to asking the sur vey 

quest ions,  the interv iewer would read a 

statement explaining the nature of  the 

inter view and the process to be fo l lowed,  

and then would  ask the deta inee to s ign 

a consent  form (Appendix B).  

On average,  each inter v iew lasted 12 

minutes with  a few minutes of  t ran sit ion 

t ime between inter views.  The br iefest  in -

ter v iew was 5 minutes and the longest  

was 50 minutes.  

In a l l ,  the inter view process required  

about  400 person-hours to complete,  

with  an addit ional  150 person-hours of  

data ent r y  a f ter  the inter views were 

completed.  

Lengthier inter v iews (those last ing 20 to 

50 minutes) were  general l y those in 

which deta inees  were apprehensive or 

were par t icu larly talkat ive in their  re-

sponses.  

L ikewise,  b r iefer interv iews  (5 to 8 

minutes  in length ) were those in which  

detainees e ither  had few apprehensions 

or  were unwi l l ing to provide many detai ls  

about  thei r  c ross ing  his tory.  

Over the course of  the study,  1,018 d e-

tainees were inter viewed.  S ix  ind iv iduals  

did not  meet  the e l ig ib i l i t y  requirements 

and thei r  responses were removed f rom 

the study data pool .  An addit ional  12 

persons were removed for prov iding i n-

cons istent  answers dur ing the sur vey 

(which ind icated they e ither did  not  u n-

derstand the quest ions  or were inte n-

t ional ly prov iding mis leading info r-

mat ion).  

Af ter the removal  of  the responses of  

these ind iv iduals  f rom the data pool ,  the 

data for the 1,000 deta inees  meet ing 

the el ig ib i l i t y  requi rements wer e inc lud-

ed in the analys is .  

The research team completed data  co l -

lect ion in mid - August  2012.
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Findings 

OVERVIEW 

This  sect ion presents the key f indings 

f rom the detainees’  responses to the 38 -

i tem sur vey.  

The f indings cover s ix  genera l  areas:  (1 ) 

demographic prof i le ,  (2 ) re lat ives  in the 

United States ,  (3 ) reasons for c ross ing,  

(4 ) apprehens ion h istor y,  (5)  current  

cross ing attempt ,  and (6) p lans  to re-

cross  the border.  

The f indings within each sect ion are 

presented in the context  of  the two 

overarching quest ions:  

  Do you th ink you wi l l  at tempt to 

cross again in  the next  seven 

days? and 

  Do you th ink you wi l l  return to the 

U.S.  someday?  

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 

The demographic analys is  of  the su b-

jects  of  th is  study—1,000 apprehended 

unauthorized immigrants in the Tucson 

Sector of  the U.S.  Border Pat rol —

ind icated that  the sub ject  pool  was h ig h-

ly  representat ive of  the typical  unautho r-

ized border c rosser apprehended in  the 

Tucson Sector.  

Gender and age 

Ninety - four percent  of  the ind ividuals  in 

this  study were ma le.  

According to h istorical  Border Pat rol  a p-

prehensions data,  approx imately 84% of  

detainees are male.  The s l ight  skew in 

gender balance of  our  subject  pool  was 

l ikely  because:  (a)  the sur vey was con-

ducted during the summer when the ex -

t reme heat  in the Sonoran deser t  pr e-

sents more dangerous condit ions,  l ikely 

result ing in fewer women attempt ing to 

cross and thus  fewer women apprehen d-

ed;  and (b ) many women decl ined to pa r -

t ic ipate in the inte r v iews.  

The major i t y of  detainees (57%) were 20 

to 29 years o ld.  The average age was 29 

years with a  minimum of 18 years and a 

maximum of 57 years.  The age dist r ib u-

t ion of  the study detainees  is  c losel y in 

l ine with h istorical  d ist r ibut ions  ob-

served by the Border P at ro l .  

Relationship of  gender and age with i n-

tent  to re-cross  

Based on our  analys is ,  gender and age 

had no s igni f icant  re lat ionship with i n-

tent ion to c ross again with in  the next  

seven days,  or  with intent ion to ever re -

turn to the United  States.  

Education 

The average educat ion level  of  the de-

tainees was eight  years  of  school ing 

with  a min imum of zero  years and a ma x-

imum of  e ighteen years .  More spec if ica l -

l y,  some 20% of  the detainees had 0 –5 

years of  educat ion,  29% had 6–8 years,  

45% had 9–12 years,  and 5% had 13 or 

more years of  school .  

Relationship of  education with intent  to 

re-cross  

Our analys is  found that  ind ividuals  with 

more educat ion are relat ive ly more l ike ly 

to say they would  attempt c ross ing again 

at  some point  in the future,  but  were not  

more l ike ly to  attempt  aga in in the next  

seven days  than other detainees .  

Profession 

The major i t y (59%) of  detainees repor t-

ed having as thei r  profession —or were 

seeking a job in—low-sk i l led ,  manual la-

bor,  such as f ie ld work (33%) or co n-

struct ion (21%).  

A smal l  number of  deta inees  repor ted 

ski l led  labor or white col lar jobs,  such 
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as bus iness professional  (2%),  sales 

(1%),  or government work (1%) as  thei r  

profession.  F ive persons ind icated thei r  

profession as “student .”  

Relationship of  profession  with intent  to 

re-cross  

Based on our  analys is ,  profession did  

not  have a  s igni f icant  relat ionship with  

intent  to re-c ross the border.   

However,  ind ividuals  returning to  work  at  

a job they a lready had in the United 

States  were more l ikely  to state thei r  in-

tent  to attempt c rossing again  in the 

shor t  term.  

Indiv iduals  who repor ted thei r  jobs as 

food ser vice,  merchant ,  or unemployed 

were more l ike ly to indicate intent  to at -

tempt to re-c ross in the next  seven days.   

Those repor t ing  thei r  jobs as food se r -

vice,  laborer,  or unemployed were more 

l ikely  to repor t  that  they would  attempt 

to enter the United States again at  some 

point  in the future.  

Indiv iduals  c ross ing to look for work 

were less l ike ly to attempt c rossing 

again in the shor t  term or  the long term.  

Birthplace and place of prior res-

idence 

Approx imately 75% of  detainees were 

born in one of  nine Mexican states:  

Chiapas (10%),  Oaxaca (10%),  México 

(9%),  Veracruz  (9%),  Guerrero (8%),  Pu e-

bla (8%),  S inaloa (8%),  Michoacán (7%),  

and Sonora (6%) .  

The remain ing 25% of  detainees were 

born in  other Mexican s tates.  The pa t -

tern shows that  the major i t y of  detai n-

ees  (61%) were born in southern states 

in Mexico (Figure 1).  

When asked where they had been l iv ing 

dur ing the past  two years,  the pattern of  

d istr ibut ion for Mexican states was s im i-

lar to that  for b ir th places,  with 61% of  

detainees repor t ing l i v ing in the nine 

Mexican states ment ioned above.  

 

Figure 1.Birth states in Mexico of detainees 

 

Twenty - three percent  of  deta inees  re-

por ted l iv ing in another  state in Mexico 

and 16% indicated they have been l iv ing 

in the United States  (wi th 13% consider-

ing the United  States home).  

Of  those ind ividuals  who  repor ted having 

l i ved  for  the past  two years  in the United 

States ,  one-th ird res ided in  Cal i fornia,  

about  one- f i f th  l i ved in Ar izona,  and 

near ly one-th ird  l ived in one of  s ix  other 

states (F lor ida,  I l l ino is ,  New York,  Nor th 

Carol ina,  Oregon,  and Texas).  

Relationship of  birthplace and prior re s-

idence with intent to  re -cross  

Bir thplace does  not  have a s igni f icant  

relat ionship with intent ion to re -c ross .   

However,  ind ividuals  who had been l iv ing 

in the United States for  the past  two 

years or who considered the United  

States  “home” were s igni f icant ly more 

l ikely  to say they would  attempt to re-

cross.  

Indiv iduals  l i v ing  in the United States for 

the past  two years were much more l ike-

ly  to respond af f i rmat ively (16%) about  

attempt ing to c ross again in the next  

seven days than thei r  counterpar ts  who 
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had l ived in Mexico for the past  two 

years (6%) .  

When asked i f  they bel ieved they would  

ever return to the United States,  r e-

spondents  l iv ing in the United States  for  

the past  two years were more than twice 

as l ike ly (64%) to  respond a f f i rmat ive ly 

than those who had  l ived in Mexi co for 

the past  two yea rs (31%).  

RELATIVES IN THE UNITED 

STATES 

Fami ly  is  commonly bel ieved to be a 

strong mot ivator for  unauthorized at -

tempts to c ross the border.  

Overa l l ,  our f indings suppor t  th is  a s -

sumption and indicate that  ind iv iduals  

with  any re lat ive  (spouse,  s ib l ing ,  pa r-

ent ,  or chi ld )  in the Uni ted States are 

more l ike ly to  attempt  c rossing again .   

Of  the indiv iduals  inter viewed for this  

study:  

  8% had a spouse in the United 

States ,  

  23% had s ib l ings  in  the United 

States ,  

  5% had at  least  one parent  in the 

United States ,  and  

  9% had at  least  one chi ld in the 

United States .  

Relationship of  relat ives in the  United 

States with intent to re -cross  

When examining the relat ionship b e-

tween having re lat ives in the United 

States  and intent ions to a ttempt to re -

enter the count r y,  we found that :  

  for those with a spouse  in the 

U.S. ,  17% intended to attempt 

cross ing in  the next  seven days,  

and 61% intended to  at tempt 

cross ing again in the f uture;  

  for those with a sib l ing  in the 

U.S. ,  14% intended to attempt 

cross ing in  the next  seven days,  

and 56% intended to at tempt 

cross ing again in the f uture;  

  for those with a parent  in the 

U.S. ,  14% intended to attempt 

cross ing in  the next  seven days,  

and 62% intended to at tempt 

cross ing again in the f uture;  

  for those with a chi ld  in  the U.S. ,  

16% intended to  attempt c ross ing 

in the next  seven days,  and 58% 

intended to  attempt  c ross ing 

again in the future.  

Thus,  ind iv iduals  with any t ype of  fam i ly 

in the United States we re 2–3 t imes 

more l ike ly to  indicate they intend ed to 

attempt c ross ing  again than were indi -

v iduals  with no famil y members in the 

United States .  

Many deta inees  indicated that  being 

with  thei r  family was  more impor tant  

than any consequences  they might  exp e-

r ience  i f  apprehended whi le c rossing.  

REASONS FOR CROSSING 

From a mult ip le -choice l is t ,  t he deta in-

ees  indicated the fol lowing reasons why 

they attempted to c ross  the border:  

  seek work  (65%) 

  work,  al ready have a  job  (51%) 

  reunite with family  (24%)  

  reunite with f r iends  (21%)  

  study (13%)  

  other (9%)  

Detainees who responded with “other” 

c i ted a var iety of  reasons:  “to gain a 

better  qual i ty  of  l i fe, ”  “seek medical  

care,” “escape violence ,” and “see the 

United States .”  

Relationship of  reasons for  crossing with 

intent to re -cross  

Indiv iduals  seeking work or reunit ing 

with  fami ly were the only  s igni f ica nt  in-

dicators of  intent  to  c ross again in seven 

days.  I t  is  wor th not ing that  seek ing 

work had a  negat ive impact  on i ntent .  
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When asked i f  they bel ieved they would  

ever return to the United States,  a l l  rea-

sons for c ross ing were s ign if icant .  

APREHENSION HISTORY 

The inter v iewers  asked detainees about  

thei r  current  border-c rossing experience,  

and about  two other  possib le t r ips:  thei r  

f i rst  t r ip ( i f  the current  t r ip was  not  the 

f i rst )  and another  t r ip ( i f  appl icable).  

For each t r ip,  ind iv id uals  were asked 

about :  

  the year and month of  the t r ip,  

  the intended dest ina t ion,  

  where they c rossed,  

  what  documents  they used ( i f  

any),  

  whether the docum ents  they used 

were leg it imate,  

  the number of  t imes they were 

apprehended,  

  whether or not  they used a coyote 

(and i f  so,  whether the coyote 

crossed the border with  them, 

how much the coyote cost ,  and 

when was the coyote pa id) ,  and  

  whether or not  the t r ip was suc-

cessful .  

For the purposes of  th is  study,  a “t r ip” 

was def ined as a seven -day per iod  in 

which an ind ividual  might  attempt  to 

cross the border  one or  more t imes.  For 

example,  i f  an ind ividual  c rossed on Day 

1,  was apprehended and subsequent ly 

released on Day 3,  then attempted 

cross ing again on Day 5,  that  series of  

events would be recorded as two a t -

tempts dur ing  one t r ip.  

Previous apprehension history 

About  39% of  detainees  repor ted a t -

tempt ing to c ross the border once;  44% 

said they had attempted to c ross two or 

three t imes;  and near ly  18% repor ted 

cross ing four or  more t imes.  

Near ly  44% of  the deta inees inter v iewed 

had been apprehended for the f i rst  t ime 

on the current  c ross ing ,  whi le about  34% 

had been apprehended two or three 

t imes ( inc luding the current  a t tempt ) ,  

and almost  20% had been apprehended 

four or more t imes.  

In a l l ,  the indiv iduals  inter viewed for 

this  study attempted about  2 ,500 cross -

ings ,  for  which  near ly 1,900 apprehen-

s ions were documented,  result ing in an 

overal l  apprehens ion rate of  76%.  

Relationship of  previous apprehension 

with intent to re -cross  

When examining apprehension histor y,  

we found that  indiv iduals  with higher 

numbers of  at tempts  and h igher nu m-

bers of  apprehensions were more l ike ly 

to indicate they would  a ttempt to  c ross 

again.  

Addit ional ly,  indiv iduals  that  had exper i -

enced more success  in the past  were 

more l ike ly to  indicate they would a t -

tempt to re-c ross the border.  

Destinations 

When asked about  thei r  p lanned dest i -

nat ion,  detainees ’  responses inc luded  

40 U.S.  states and Washington D.C.  The 

only s tates  not  repor ted as dest inat ions 

were:  A laska,  Connect icut ,  Hawai i ,  

Maine,  New Hampshi re ,  Nor th Dakota,  

Rhode Is land,  South Dakota,  Vermont,  

and Wyoming.  

The most  popular  dest inat ion states 

were Cal i forn ia (23%),  Ar izona (18%),  

New York (9%),  Flor ida (5%),  I l l ino is  

(4%),  and Nor th  Caro l ina (4%).  

Near ly  3% of  deta inees ind icated they 

were wi l l ing  to go anywhere in the United 

States  and fewer than 1% responded 

with  dest inat ions  outs ide the Un ited 

States  such as “Sonora” or  “Canada.”  

Relationship of  dest ination with intent  

to re -cross  

Whi le  most  dest inat ions did not  s ign if i -

cant ly  a f fect  future intent ions,  th e study 
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found individuals  t ravel ing to New York 

were s ign if icant ly  more l ike ly to ind icate 

they intended to attempt c ross ing ag ain 

with in  the next  seven days .  

Despite this  apparent  connect ion b e-

tween New York and intent  to attempt 

ent r y  again in the near future,  there is  

no s igni f icant  relat ionship between i n-

tended dest inat ion and the bel ief  that  

one wi l l  ever return to the United States .  

Crossing locations and documents 

For each t r ip,  detainees were asked i f  

they attempted cross ing at  a  por t  of  e n-

t r y or  between por ts ,  and i f  they c rossed 

at  a por t ,  d id  they use any doc uments.  

Ver y few deta inees (4%) ind icated they 

attempted to c ross through a por t  of  e n-

t r y or to use any documents during thei r  

cross ing.  The vast  majori t y of  c rossings 

(90%) occur red in one of  s ix  general  a r-

eas (Figure 2) :  Altar-Sasabe (33%);  

Nogales -Nogales  (20%);  Agua Pr ieta–

Douglas (18%) ;  Naco-Naco (9%);  Sonoy-

ta-Lukevi l le  (6%);  and Mexical i -Calex ico 

(3%).  

When asked why they c rossed where 

they did,  detainees provided a var iety of  

responses:  gu idance of  the coyote and 

perceived ease of  c ross ing were f r e-

quent ly c i ted  as reasons for choosin g a 

locat ion at  which to  c ross (Table 2 ).  

Relationship of  crossing location with 

intent to re -cross  

Mexical i -Calex ico was the only c rossing 

locat ion that  had a s igni f icant  relat ion-

ship with a detainee’s  intent  to re -

cross. 1 

                                                           
1 The Mexicali-Calexico crossing is not within the Tucson 

Sector. Many of the detainees that reported crossing there 

were not apprehended while crossing the border, but rather 

were apprehended as a result of other interactions with law 

enforcement while residing in the United States. A larger pro-

portion of individuals that reported crossing through the Mexi-

cali-Calexico area also reported having lived in the United 

States for at least the past two years (50% vs. 16% for all other 

crossing locations), thereby leading to the significantly higher 

number of positive responses to this question. 

Crossing methods  

Indiv iduals  c ross ing the border i l legal ly  

are f requent ly  assisted by coyotes  or 

guides.  Many detainees  were quick  to 

make dist inct ions between coyotes and 

guides.   

Coyotes make a l l  the arrangements 

(which may include a  guide) and  prov ide 

advice,  but  t ypical l y do not  accompany 

the crosser across  the border.  

Guides are less cost ly and may acco m-

pany the crosser across  the border,  but  

make fewer  arrangements on behalf  of  

the crosser.  In general ,  more expensive 

coyotes were less l ikely  to c ross the bo r-

der with  the detainee.  

Regard less of  use of  a  coyote or guide,  

detainees indicated that  the drug car -

tels ,  commonly referred  to by  the d e-

tainees as “mafia ,”  must  be pa id in o r-

der to c ross  the border.  The fee pa id was 

usual ly around $150 USD.  

About  two-th irds of  sub jects  admitted to 

using a coyote or gu ide to c ross at  an 

average cost  of  about  $2,350  USD. Th is  

is  s imi lar  to previous  est imates by the 

Border Pat rol .  

Of  the deta inees that  r esponded to  the 

quest ion “When d id you pay the coyote?” 

About  73% indicated that  they were to 

pay the coyote af ter  they c rossed the 

border,  a lmost  17% paid in  advance,  and 

near ly 11% paid  par t  in  advance and 

were to pay the rest  a f ter successful l y 

cross ing  (hybrid payment) .  

Relationship of  use  of  coyote  or guide 

with intent to re -cross  

Coyote use does not  have a s ign i f icant  

relat ionship with future intent  to  c ross.   

However,  30% of  subjects  ind icated they 

would  use a  di f ferent  coyote on a future 

attempt.  Intent  to use a  dif ferent  coyote 

had a s igni f icant  pos it ive relat ionship 

with  intent  to c ross again within the next  

seven days.  
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Figure 2. Locations of detainees’ border crossings (Mexican-U.S. community pairs): (1) Altar-Sasabe, 

(2) Nogales-Nogales, (3) Agua Prieta–Douglas, (4) Naco-Naco, (5) Sonoyta-Lukeville, and (6) Mexicali-

Calexico 

 

 

Table 2. Terms used by detainees to describe crossing locations 

Altar-Sasabe (n=331) Nogales-Nogales (n=199) Agua Prieta–Douglas (n=184) 

 

 coyote determined (35%) 

 easier (15%) 

 recommended by others (10%) 

 closer/shorter (8%) 

 safer (5%) 

 previous success (4%) 

 

 easier (28%) 

 coyote determined (21%) 

 closer/shorter (9%) 

 recommended by others (9%) 

 previous success (4%) 

 safer (3%) 

 cheaper (3%) 

 success of others (3%) 

 

 

 coyote determined (13%) 

 easier (13%) 

 closer/shorter (6%) 

 recommended by others (6%) 

Naco-Naco (n=90) Sonoyta-Lukeville (n=62) Mexicali-Calexico (n=32) 

 

 easier (34%) 

 coyote determined (20%) 

 recommended by others (17%) 

 

 coyote determined (24%) 

 easier (19%) 

 closer/shorter (11%) 

 recommended by others (10%) 

 knowledge of area (5%) 

 group decision (5%) 

 

 

 easier (53%) 

 closer/shorter (19%) 

 previous success (13%) 
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Overa l l  we found that  most  sub jects  

(60%) were not  sat is f ied with the met h-

od they used for c ross ing.  In div iduals  

were more l ike ly to re-c ross i f  they were 

sat is f ied with thei r  c rossing met hod.  

Information and awareness  

Only about  one-th ird of  detainees said 

they had accurate informat ion about  

cross ing.   

Fewer  than half  o f  deta inees  knew of  a 

legal  opt ion for enter ing the United 

States .  Sl ight ly  more than hal f  o f  de-

tainees ind icated that  knowledge of  the 

consequences of  being captured inf l u-

enced thei r  future decis ions.  

Relationship of  information and aware-

ness with intent  to re -cross  

Indiv iduals  who were more educate d on 

the opt ions for c ross ing  ( i .e.  had cons i d-

ered mult ip le c ross ing locat ions) and 

who were more aware of  the dangers and 

consequences of  c ross ing were a l so 

more l ike ly to  indicate they would  at -

tempt c rossing again.  

Indiv iduals  said  they were  more l ikely to 

cross aga in i f  they had accurate info r-

mat ion about  c ross ing .  

CURRENT CROSSING ATTEMPT 

Detainees were asked a number of  ques-

t ions about  thei r  exper iences during 

thei r  current  c ross ing  attempt,  inclu d-

ing:  

  the number of  t ravel  companions 

they had,  

  how many of  these were family 

members,  

  who chose where to c ross the 

border,  and 

  i f  they intended to return home o r 

stay  at  the border once they we re 

released by the Border Pat rol .  

Group crossings  

We found that  the majori t y (78%) of  de-

tainees inter viewed said they  c ross in  

groups.  Of  the 783 ind i viduals  that  

crossed with a group,  nearly  one -thi rd 

crossed with one or more fami ly me m-

bers.  

Relationship of  group crossings with i n-

tent  to re-cross  

Elements of  the cross ing par ty d id not  

have a  s ign if icant  relat ionship with  in-

tent  to re-c ross .   

Who selected where to cross  

When asked who chose where to c ross 

the border,  hal f  o f  the detainees re-

sponded that  the coyote or gu ide chose 

where to c ross,  18% repor ted they chose 

the locat ion themselves,  14% said they 

chose with  a fr iend,  5% ind icated i t  was 

a group choice,  4 % sa id thei r  fami ly 

chose,  7% sa id “other”  and 1% dec l ined 

to respond.  

Relationship of  who selected where to 

cross with intent to re -cross  

No s ign if icant  relat ionship was found 

between who chose where to c ross and 

intent  to c ross  again w i thin the next  

seven days or  with  intent  to ever  return  

to the United States.  

Return home or stay at border  

Detainees were asked where they in-

tended to  go once they were re leased by 

the Border Pat rol :  spec i f ical l y,  d id  they 

intend to  stay at  the border,  go home, or 

do someth ing else.  

Some 73% of  deta inees  ind icated they 

intended to  go home, 14% indicated they 

would  stay near the border,  and 12% i n-

dicated they would do someth ing else or  

dec l ined to respond.  

Of  those who ind icated they intended to 

stay  at  the border,  35% ind icated they 

would  attempt to c ross again within the 

next  seven days .  
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Relationship  of  intent to remain near 

border,  or not,  with intent to re -cross  

Intending to  stay near the border af ter  

release is  s igni f icant ly related with in-

tent  to c ross  again with in the next  seven 

days.  

Simi lar ly,  when asked i f  they ever i n -

tended to  return  to the United States ,  

ind iv iduals  that  indicated they intended 

to go home or who dec l ined to  respond 

were stat ist ical l y more l ikely  to say they 

would  not  return to the United States  in 

the future,  vs .  the group that  ind icated 

they would stay near  the border.  

PLANS TO RE-CROSS THE BORDER 

In the f ina l  sect ion of  the inter v iew,  in-

ter v iewers  asked deta inees a  ser ies  of  

quest ions about  thei r  intent ions  and 

thei r  overa l l  c ross ing experience,  inc lu d-

ing:  

  Would  you  cross the same way 

you d id th is  t ime?  

  Would  you  t r y a  di f ferent  coyote?  

  Where d id you cross ,  and why?  

  Did you cons ider c rossing in Ca l i -

forn ia or Texas?  

  Were you g iven accurate info r-

mat ion about  c ross ing?  

  Did you know of  the potent ia l  

consequences that  could be a p-

pl ied i f  caught?  

During the course of  the main  sur vey,  

pre l iminar y analys is  led the research 

team to  bel ieve that  many detainees 

were not  aware of  how to enter the Uni t -

ed States legal ly.  

Th is  led to an addit ional  quest ion to the 

sur vey:  

  Do you know of  a way you could 

have entered the United States 

legal ly?  

Since th is  quest ion was  added af ter the 

sur vey was a lready under way,  only 629 

detainees answered this  i tem.  

Would you cross again in the  

same way? 

When asked i f  they would cross the 

same way next  t ime,  fewer  than a quar -

ter of  deta inees (24%) answered af f i rm-

at ive ly;  some 60% indicated they would 

not  c ross in the same way;  and about  

17% were unsure of  how they would 

cross in the fu ture,  i f  a t  a l l .   

Relationship of  intent to cross  again in 

the same way with intent to  re -cross  

Indiv iduals  who ind icated they would  a t -

tempt to c ross in  the same way were 

more l ike ly to  say they would  cross again 

in the next  seven days  and that  they 

would  return  to the Uni ted States in the 

future.  

Simi lar ly,  most  detainees who would not  

cross aga in in  the same way responded 

that  they would not  attempt to  c ross 

again within the next  seven days or  a t -

tempt to return to the United  States in 

the future.  

Would you use a different coyote?  

When asked i f  they would use a di f ferent  

coyote,  31 % of  detainees answered a f -

f i rmat ive ly and fewer  than hal f  (49%) 

said they would  not  use a di f ferent  co y-

ote.  Due to the wording  of  the quest ion,  

i t  is  unc lear i f  the detainees meant they 

would  not  use the same coyote or that  

they would not  use a coyote at  a l l .  

The cost  of  the coyote used by the d e-

tainee had a  s igni f icant  relat ionship 

with  whether or  not  the deta inee would 

choose a d if ferent  coyote go ing for ward.  

Relationship of  intent to use a di f ferent 

coyote with intent  to re -cross  

When asked i f  they intended to attempt 

cross ing again with in the next  seven 

days,  those that  would use a d if ferent  

coyote were a lmost  three t imes as  l ikely 

to respond af f i rmat ively as  those who 

would  not  use a d if ferent  coyote.  
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When asked i f  they intended to ever r e-

turn to the United  States,  those that  

said they would  use a  d if ferent  coyote 

were a lmost  twice as  l ikely  to respond 

af f i rmat ive ly as those that  sa id they 

would  not  use a d if ferent  coyote.  

Did you consider crossing in Cal-

ifornia or Texas?  

We asked detainees  i f  they cons idered 

cross ing in  locat ions other than Ar izona,  

such as Cal i fornia or  Texas.  About  19% 

responded that  they did consider c ros s-

ing in  one of  these locat ions,  80 % re -

sponded no,  and a  bit  more than 1% de-

c l ined to respond.   

Relationship of  considering crossing in 

Cali fornia or Texas with intent to re -

cross  

Of those that  d id cons ider c rossing in  

Ca l i forn ia or Texas,  there was a  s igni f i -

cant  relat ionship with  intent  to attempt 

cross ing again with in the next  seven 

days and to attempt to return to  the 

United States  in the fu ture.  

Were you given accurate  infor-

mation about crossing?  

When asked about  the accuracy of  the 

informat ion they were g iven about  c ros s-

ing,  31% said they had accurate info r-

mat ion regard ing  the process,  whi le 66 % 

did not .  Qual i tat ive data gathered during 

the inter v iews suggests deta inees  f re -

quent ly had poor  informat ion regard ing  

how long i t  would take to c ross and the 

dangers  of  c rossing.  Many deta inees a l -

so repor ted being lef t  in the  deser t  with 

insuf f ic ient  food and water.   

Relationship of  having accurate  info r-

mation with intent to re -cross  

Detainees that  were given accurate i n-

format ion about  c rossing were more 

than twice as l ike ly  to indicate they 

would  attempt c rossing  again within  the 

next  seven days .  However,  having a ccu-

rate  informat ion was not  found to be a  

stat ist ical l y s ign if icant  ind icator  of  i n-

tent  to ever return to the United States .  

Did you know about the conse-

quences that can be applied if 

you were caught?  

The inter v iewers  asked the deta inees  i f  

they were aware of  the consequences 

that  could be appl ied  i f  they were 

caught .  

Just  over  ha lf  of  deta inees  indicated 

that  they were aware of  the consequen c-

es of  being captured whi le attempt ing to 

enter the United States  i l le ga l ly.  Howev-

er,  many detainees expressed confusion 

about  the next  steps in the detent ion 

process.  

Detainees that  were apprehended for 

the f i rst  t ime were found to be less l ik e-

ly  to know about  the consequences of  

being caught ,  whi le more experienced 

border c rossers  were more l ike ly to know 

about  the consequences .  

When asked i f  the consequences  of  b e-

ing caught  inf luenced their  future dec i -

s ions,  just  over ha lf  of  detainees r e-

sponded posit ively,  whi le just  under a 

quar ter responded neg at ive ly.  

Relationship of  knowledge  of conse-

quences o f apprehension with intent to 

re-cross  

Knowledge of  consequences  was not  

s ign if icant ly  re lated with intent  to a t -

tempt again with in seve n days .  However,  

i t  was s ign if icant ly re lated with intent  to  

return to  the Uni ted States in  the future.  

Near ly  43% of  those aware of  the cons e-

quences planned to return in the future,  

and only 27% of  those that  were not  

aware of  the consequences  p lanned to 

return.  

When asked about  thei r  intent ions ,  de-

tainees who indicated that  consequen c-

es would  not  af fect  t hei r  future dec i -

s ions were more l ike ly to indicate intent  

to attempt  c rossing again within the next  
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seven days .  L ikewise,  detainees who in-

dicated the consequences would  not  af -

fect  thei r  future decis ions were more 

l ikely  to ind icate they would return to  

the United States in the future.  

Do you know of a way you could 

have entered legally?  

As inter v iews were conducted,  the r e -

search team constant ly  monitored the 

inter view responses to  ident i f y any po-

tent ial  prob lems with the process  or  im-

provements that  could be made.  

The research team observed that  many 

detainees made comments that  indica t-

ed they had l i t t le understanding of  U.S.  

immigrat ion processes and lega l  opt ions 

for enter ing the United States  

To address th is  gap in  the data,  a new 

quest ion,  “Do you know o f  a way you 

could have entered the United States  l e-

gal l y?” was added to the inter view at  

about  a thi rd of  the way into  the study 

and was  administered to 629 deta inees.  

Of  the deta inees that  answered the 

quest ion,  fewer than ha lf  repor ted that  

they knew of  any legal  opt ion for ente r-

ing the United  States  

Relationship of  knowing about legal 

means of  entering the United States 

with intent to re -cross  

There is  no stat ist ica l l y  s ign i f icant  rel a-

t ionship between knowledge of  lega l  

means of  enter ing the United State s  and 

intent  to attempt c rossing a gain within 

the next  seven days  or with  intent  to ev-

er return to the United States .  

ADDITIONAL OBSERVATIONS 

Whi le  conduct ing the inter v iews,  the i n-

ter v iewers  made many obser vat ions  that  

d id not  f i t  neat ly into the prov ided  cate-

gories.  Whi le these obser vat ions do not  

necessar i l y  a l ign  with the requested 

analys is ,  they do help to describe more 

ful l y  the ethos of  the project  and of  the 

detainees.  

Interview experience 

Many deta inees  were skept ical  and 

standof f ish at  f i rst ;  but  af ter the f i rst  

few quest ions they became more co m-

for tab le with the inter v iewers.  Making i t  

c lear that  the inter viewers were not  Bo r-

der Pat rol  agents seemed to  be s igni f i -

cant  when t r ying to e l ic i t  t ruthful  r e-

sponses f rom the detainees.  Addit iona l -

l y,  showing detainees  that  thei r  name 

was not  being recorded,  on ly a  sub ject  

ID number,  seemed to great ly increase 

the t rust  the detainee had with the in-

ter v iewer.  When sens it ive quest ions  

were asked,  such as  those regard ing 

coyotes ,  detainees were of ten vis ib ly  

ner vous.  

To assuage thei r  fears,  the inter v iewers 

would  reassure detainees that  the study 

was anonymous,  that  the Border  Pat ro l  

would  not  get  thei r  individual  responses,  

and that  i f  they st i l l  fe l t  uncomfor tab le ,  

they could skip the quest ion .  Af ter th is  

reassurance,  on ly s l ight ly  more than 1% 

of  detainees  decl ined to answer these 

sens it ive  quest ions .   

Overa l l ,  the detainees were respectful  of  

the inter v iewers,  and by the end of  the 

session most  were ver y  open.  Many 

shared stories about  thei r  famil ies ,  why 

they attempted to enter  the United 

States ,  and the hardsh ips encountered 

whi le c rossing.  

Several  deta inees  became emotional  

dur ing the inter v iew.  Some thanked the 

inter viewers  at  the conclus ion,  and said  

i t  fel t  good to  tel l  the ir  s ide of  the stor y.  

Overa l l ,  the process seemed to be c a-

thar t ic  for many deta inees .  

One common obser vat ion by the inte r -

view team was that  there seemed to be a 

great  deal  of  confusion and uncer ta inty 

for  many deta inees about  what  was to 

happen next  in  the detent ion process .  

The inter v iewers  were f requent ly asked 
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quest ions regard ing how much longer 

they would be at  the detent ion center,  

how to reach out  to  their  rela t ives,  and 

so on.  

Since the inter viewers  could not  speak 

authori tat ive ly to these points ,  detain-

ees  were advised to ask thes e quest ions 

to one of  the Border  Patrol  agents  or the 

Mexican Consulate af ter the i nter v iew.  

Crossing experience 

Near ly  two-th irds  of  detainees repor ted 

not  having accurate in format ion about  

the cross ing  exper ience.  

There were many commonal i t ies in these 

stor ies,  for  example,  about :  

  walking for many days  in the d e-

ser t  

  running out  of  food and water  

  being abandoned by thei r  coyote 

or  gu ide  

  being robbed of  thei r  money  

  witness ing acts  of  v io lence  

When asked whether thei r  dec is ion to 

cross was  af fected by the co nsequences 

of  being apprehended,  many deta inees 

remarked that  s ince they now knew how 

dangerous crossing the deser t  is ,  they 

were inf luenced more by th is  knowledge 

than by the lega l  cons equences of  being 

captured.  

Some deta inees ind icated they ca l led  

911 or f lagged down Border Pat ro l  

agents to  turn themselves in as  they 

feared dy ing of  dehydrat ion.  

Whi le  a few deta inees did have negat ive 

comments about  the Border Pat ro l ,  many 

more deta inees spoke kind ly of  agents 

and said  they had been treated wel l .  

Future intentions 

For detainees who have crossed in the 

past ,  many ind icated that  i t  is  harder to 

cross now that  i t  was several  years ago.  

They perceived the laws as being more 

str ingent  and that  there were more Bor-

der Pat rol  agents than in the past .  

Regard less of  the consequences  and 

dangers  of  c rossing,  however,  many de-

tainees remarked that  the need to come 

to the United States i s  greater than any 

deterrent .  

Many ind ividuals  inter v iewed said they 

would  l ike to t r y  to return to the United 

States  lega l ly  and in a  safer way in the 

future,  but  d id not  know how to do so,  

could not  a f ford  i t ,  or d id not  bel ieve 

they would be approved for a visa .  

When asked i f  they knew of  a  way they 

could have entered legal ly,  fewer than 

hal f  responded af f i rmat ively.  A common 

response was “What other way is  there?” 

or  “There is  no other way.”  

Many ind ividuals  had l ived and worked 

in the United States for  some t ime and 

had returned to  Mexico to attend to 

some fami ly issues.  For  those that  co n-

s ider the United  States home, there 

seems to b e l i t t le  that  can be done to 

dissuade them f rom crossing.  

Many deta inees  stated that  they were 

af raid of  the vio lence in Mexico and 

wanted to come to the United  States  to 

star t  a  better l i fe.  

Many ment ioned that  there seemed to 

be no jobs  in Mexico,  so the y felt  they 

had to  come to the United States to pro-

vide for thei r  family.  

Others have fami ly in the United States 

and were determined to  return.  For many 

detainees fa l l ing into these categor ies,  

they were ful ly  aware of  the dangers and 

repercuss ions of  c ross ing i l legal ly,  and 

intend to  c ross again regard less of  the 

consequences.   

Based on the responses we received,  we 

see that  individuals  making an informed 

dec is ion and having a p lan in place  for  

l i fe in the United States we re more l ikely 

to attempt  c rossing again in the future.   



R E A S O N S   A N D   R E S O L V E   T O   C R O S S   T H E   L I N E   |   G R I M E S,   G O L O B,   D U R C I K O V A,   &   N U N A M A K E R 

 

18 

 

Having  a job ,  fami ly,  f r iends ,  or a home 

in the United States —as wel l  as p lanning 

and thought fu l  considerat ion of  the 

cross ing process —al l  have a st rong pos i -

t ive re lat ionship with intent  to c ross  the 

border were a lso s igni f icant  ind icators 

of  intent .   

FUTURE RESEARCH 

This  study provides valuable ins ight  into 

the mot ivat ion and p lans  of  indiv iduals  

who cross the border wi thout  author iz a-

t ion.  

Based on the success of  this  pro ject ,  we 

recommend that  DHS expand the sur vey 

scope to inc lude addit ional  Border Pat rol  

Sectors.  We a lso suggest  that  longitud i -

nal  analyses be conducted at  these loc a-

t ions.  

Based on our  anal ys is ,  we bel ieve that  

by monitoring both long -term trends and 

geographica l l y spec if ic  perspe ct ives,  the 

Border Pat rol  would be better  ab le to 

t rack  changes over  t ime and ident i f y 

emerging t rends .

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Border Patrol agent 
Photo courtesy U.S. Customs and Border Protection
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Appendix B 

CONSENT DOCUMENTATION 

I  am working with the Univers it y of  Ar i -

zona conduct ing a study to  co l lect  i n -

format ion about  your background and 

your border c ross ing,  migrat ion,  and 

capture experiences .  I  am not  af f i l iated  

with  Border Pat ro l  – the answers  you 

give me today wi l l  be kept  conf ident ial .  

Th is  study is  being funded by the Of f ice 

of  Immigrat ion Stat ist ics  (OIS).  The r e -

sults  of  th is  study wi l l  be prov ided to the 

OIS and wi l l  only be used to  help unde r -

stand how border pol icy can be i m-

proved.  The results  may also be used to 

help other  stud ies  better understand the 

reasons economic migrants c ross the 

border.  

I f  you choose to take par t  in this  study,  I  

wi l l  ask you quest ions about  your  bac k -

ground and your border  c ross ing ,  migr a-

t ion,  and capture exper iences.  I  wi l l  

wr i te down the answers  you give,  but  I  

wi l l  not  wr i te down your  nam e, so what  

you te l l  me cannot  be l inked back to you.  

The inter v iew wi l l  take about  20 

minutes.  We wi l l  be inter viewing appro x-

imately 1,000 people.  

Your par t ic ipat ion is  vo luntar y.  You may 

refuse to par t ic ipate at  any t ime dur ing 

the inter v iew by te l l ing me  you don’t  

want  to answer any more quest ions.  No 

matter what  dec is ion you make,  there 

wi l l  be no penalty  to you.  Your answers 

wi l l  not  be g iven to Bo rder Pat rol  or any 

other agency.  How you answer wi l l  not  

inf luence Border Pat ro l ’s  dec is ion r e-

gard ing the consequence of  your i l legal  

cross ing of  the border.   

There are no phys ica l ,  psycholog ica l ,  s o-

c ia l ,  legal ,  or economic  r isks invo lved in 

this  study.  A lthough there is  no di rect  

benef i t  to you for par t ic ipat ing,  by u n-

derstanding more c lear ly  how and why 

i l legal  immigrants attempt to enter the 

U.S. ,  th is  study aims to  enhance safety 

and opt ions  for  immigrants who want  to 

enter the U.S.  by help ing those that  

make immigrat ion laws better  unde r-

stand how and why individuals  c ross the 

border i l legal ly.  

For quest ions ,  concerns,  or complaints  

about  the study you may contact  the 

Principal  I nvest igator of  the study,  Jay 

Nunamaker,  at  (520) 626-1319. For  

quest ions about  your r ights as a par t ic i -

pant  in th is  study or to discuss other 

study - related concerns or  complaints  

with  someone who is  not  par t  of  the r e-

search team, you may contact  the H u-

man Subjects Protect ion Program at  

(520) 626-6721.  

An Inst i tut ional  Review Board  respons i -

b le for human sub jects  research at  The 

Univers it y  of  Ar izona reviewed this  r e-

search pro ject  and found i t  to be ac-

ceptab le ,  according to appl icable state 

and federa l  regulat ions  and Univers it y 

po l ic ies designed to protect  the r ights 

and wel fare of  par t ic ipants in research.  

Do you have any quest ions? <Wait  for 

response and address any quest ions the 

subject  has>  

Would  you l ike to par t ic ipate? <Wait  for 

response and address any quest ions the 

subject  has>  

I f  Yes:  I  wi l l  s tar t  with the quest ions 

now.  

I f  No:  Thank you for your t ime.  A bo rder 

pat ro l  agent  wi l l  escor t  you.  
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Appendix C 

STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT 

FINDINGS 

Several  factors had a s igni f icant  re l a-

t ionship with intent  to attempt c ross ing  

again within the next  seven days and i n-

tent  to ever return to the United States 

(Table C.1) .  Factors that  were not  found 

to be par t  of  stat ist ica l ly  s ign i f icant  re-

lat ionships are not  shown in this  table.   

Stat ist ical ly  s igni f icant  f in dings are in  

bold.  Relat ionships with negat ive impact  

are h ighl ighted.  

Table C.1. Overview of Findings 

 

 

Affirmative response to 

intent to attempt again 

within 7 days  

Affirmative response to 

intent to ever return to 

the United States  

Base Rate 7.4% 36.1% 

Education level (p-values=.261 and .011)   

0 – 5 years 7.9% (+0.5%) 27.6% (-8.5%) 

6 – 8 years 4.8% (-2.6%) 35.8% (-0.3%) 

9 – 12 years 8.6% (+1.2%) 38.3% (+2.2%) 

13+ years 10.0% (+2.6%) 52.0% (+15.9%) 

Have Family in the United States   

Spouse (p-values=.000 and .000) 17.1% (+9.7%) 60.5% (+24.4%) 

Siblings (p-values=.000 and .000) 14.2% (+6.8%) 55.6% (+19.5%) 

Parents (p-values=.088 and .000) 13.5% (+6.1%) 61.5% (+25.4%) 

Children (p-values=.000 and .000) 16.3% (+8.9%) 58.1% (+22.0%) 

Reason for crossing   

Work (p-values=.064 and .000) 9.1% (+1.7%) 42.3% (+6.2%) 

Seek Work (p-values=.004 and .000) 6.0% (-1.4%) 28.7% (-7.4%) 

Study (p-values=.855 and .005) 7.0% (-0.4%) 48.4% (+12.3%) 

Unite with family (p-values=.004 and .000) 9.5% (+2.1%) 53.0% (+16.9%) 

Unite with friends (p-values=.937 and .005) 7.2% (-0.2%) 45.9% (+9.8%) 

Other (p-values=.132 and .002) 12.4% (+5.0%) 51.7% (+15.6%) 

Location   

Lived in the United States for the last two years (p-values=.000 and .000) 16.2% (+8.8%) 63.7% (+27.6%) 

Consider the United States home (p-values=.000 and .000) 18.0% (+10.6%) 71.4% (+35.3%) 

Previous attempts (p-values=.001 and .000)   

1 4.4% (-3.0%) 26.0% (-10.1%) 

2-3 7.8% (+0.4%) 40.1% (+4.0%) 

4+ 13.1% (+5.7%) 48.3% (+12.2%) 

Previous apprehensions (p-values=.009 and .003)   

1 5.3% (-2.1%) 31.1% (-5.0%) 

2-3 8.9% (+1.5%) 40.1% (+4.0%) 

4+ 14.1% (+6.7%) 50.0% (+13.9%) 

Percentage of time apprehended while crossing (p-values=.013 and .000)   

0 – 25% 20.0% (+12.6%) 60.0% (+23.9%) 

26 – 50% 7.4% (--) 43.2% (+7.1%) 

51 – 75% 13.4% (+6.0%) 55.7% (+19.6%) 

76 – 100% 6.2% (-1.2%) 30.7% (-5.4%) 

Satisfaction with crossing method  

(p-values=.000 and .000) 

  

Yes - would cross the same way again 21.9% (+14.5%) 67.1% (+31.0%) 

No - would not cross the same way again 1.8% (-5.6%) 25.3% (-10.8%) 

Considered other crossing locations (p-values=.000 and .000)   

Yes – considered crossing in CA or TX 13.9% (+6.5%) 50.8% (+14.7%) 

No – did not consider CA or TX 5.9% (-1.5%) 33.1% (-3.0%) 

Were you given accurate information about crossing? (p-values=.010 and .064)   

Yes – accurate information 11.4% (+4.0%) 42.8% (+6.7%) 

No – inaccurate information 5.5% (-1.9%) 33.1% (-3.0%) 

Do the consequences of being caught affect your future decisions? (p-values=.001 and .044)   

Yes – influenced by consequences 5.1% (-2.3%) 33.3% (-2.8%) 

No – not influenced by consequences 13.3% (+5.9%) 42.6% (+6.5%) 

 


