HOW COURAGEOUS
WE HAD TO BE
CHILDREN ON THE MOVE BETWEEN CENTRAL AMERICA
AND THE UNITED STATES
A YOUTH-LED PHOTOVOICE PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH PROJECT

ABOUT THE PROJECT
Family for Every Child is a member-led alliance of local and national civil society organizations
supporting children around the world. In 2019, three member organisations of the Alliance’s
Children on the Move working group developed a project that was conceived in two phases: (1)
participatory research using the Photovoice method with unaccompanied children and young
people on the move from the Central American corridor, that embraces their lived experiences,
leading to (2) child and youth-led advocacy in support of safer migration, improved policy and
services, and better health and well-being of future children and families on the move. The first
phase of the project was completed in April 2022, after many delays due to the COVID-19 global
pandemic.
This paper provides a selection of photographs, captions and key findings from the participants
who engaged in the Photovoice process. Its purpose is for use by young people and civil society
organisations in the second, advocacy-based phase of the project

REGIONAL CONTEXT
The primary countries of origin of young people on the move through the Central America corridor
are Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras, and this migration pattern has come to be recognised
as an enduring phenomena rather than a short-term crisis.1 Unaccompanied children and young
people who arrive in the United States from these countries come from diverse backgrounds in
terms of household and family structures, education levels, and age, and encounter a range of
differing experiences at all stages of the migration process.2

1 Dominguez-Villegas, R. (2017) Strengthening Mexico's Protection of Central American Unaccompanied Minors in Transit. Retrieved from: https://
www.migrationpolicy.org/research/strengthening- mexicos-protection-central-american-unaccompanied-minors-transit
2 Chavez, L. (2015) The migration process for unaccompanied migrant minors: Children and adolescents migrating from Central America and México to the United States. Retrieved from: https://keep.lib.asu.edu/_flysystem/fedora/c7/153786/Chavez_asu_0010E_15676.pdf
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THE PHOTOVOICE
PROCESS
The Photovoice process was carried out in an online format with two groups consisting of nine
young people. The young people had previously completed the journey from Central America and
Mexico, and had arrived in the USA as unaccompanied minors, where they were receiving support
from Legal Services for Children (LSC) in San Francisco. The first Photovoice group was facilitated
by staff from LSC, and the second was facilitated by staff from CONACMI and JUCONI, along with
assistance from two youth facilitators who had been participants in the first group. Facilitators were
trained by Three Mountains consulting group, who also supported the process.
In Photovoice, participants receive basic training in photography and then respond to research
questions through photographs, which they talk through in a group discussion, and produce
accompanying captions. For this project, participants were given four key questions related to
the reasons for migration, their experiences of the journey, and recommendations for improving
migration for children. The goal of each weekly session was for the participants to share the stories
behind the photos they had taken and to move beyond their literal meaning to surface greater
insights, connection with one another, ultimately leading to positive change. The photos, writing
and transcripts from the group discussion were analysed by experienced participatory researchers
with input from the participants and facilitators. Both projects culminated in a virtual exhibition
aimed at those who have the power to affect change.
The following sections bring together a selection of the photographs and captions which were
produced by the young people in response to the research questions, as well as quotes from the
discussions that they engaged in as part of the process.
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1. WHY DO YOU THINK
CHILDREN MIGRATE?
“I am a person that left their country because of the corruption, poverty, vandalism, racism,
dictatorship, lack of employment and I am a young man with a lot of dreams to achieve.”
– Photovoice participant
‘A New Sunrise’, RC
Many kids dream about reaching their
goals, but unfortunately, they don’t
have the opportunities to do so. Most
of the time their dreams are destroyed,
they have to work at an early age, quit
school in order to have something
to eat every day, they give up a lot
to have something to eat. In Central
America unfortunately there are not so
many resources, unlike in this country.

Untitled, KM
I felt that something was missing,
like joy, something, support. I came
in search of being better and being
with my mother and I also didn’t feel
that I had someone there to unite me
with my country. I just wanted to be
together with my mum.
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Analysis: Why children migrate from Central America
The photographs and related discussions amongst the young people revealed an interplay of
different factors that drive migration along this corridor. These range from a lack of education,
opportunities and support in their home countries, to the need to escape crime and violence, and
in some cases in order to reunify with family. For these young people, the dreams that they have in
their home countries cannot be realised and migration offers the prospect of fulfilling them.

Central issue:
Family Separation
“In order to make that journey safer, we have to avoid separating
parents from their children so we don’t traumatise children, and then
we will avoid a lot of emotional problems from happening.”
– Photovoice participant
The importance of family ran throughout the responses to all of the
questions. Some young people cited reunification as a key driver of
migration, and others spoke powerfully of the pain of separation, not
only from parents but also from other family members and loved ones
such as grandparents. The need to keep families together throughout
the journey and upon arrival to the United States was emphasised
powerfully by the young people.

5

‘River of Tears’, AM
The river represents the tears that
every teenager sheds. The moon
is the light and support that our
family gives us. The wolves are
the people that do not want us
to reach our goals. But also if we
look at it differently it’s because
some of us have been away
from our biological parentswe live in other countries with
our grandmothers- and for
biological parents, it’s easier to
just pay someone so that we
are brought here.

“It’s very hard and what was giving me the courage to continue and
not give up was my mum. I only had a few memories with her, and my
dream was to be with her, by the warmth of my mum that I had missed
so much, that was my goal in the United States, I did it for my mum.”
– Photovoice participant
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‘One More Pain’, FC
Photo of mural by Artist J. Bergner, San Francisco, 2006
Many families often go through pain to find a better future and the most
painful thing is family separation. In my opinion, in order to have safer
migration, we must not separate families and should leave children with their
parents. We must protect families, not separate them.
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2. WHAT ARE THE
RISKS OF MIGRATING
TO THE UNITED
STATES?
“During the journey, you go to different places, you go down roads you don’t know, you see
cliffs and you think… if this car falls, or loses a tyre, you finish your days here. Who knows if
one day your family will have information about you or not.”
– Photovoice participant

‘Life in Exchange for a Dream’, RC
There are moments in life where we gamble a lot for an uncertain future, for a place that for that
moment only exists in our imagination. But as they say, you start with something and think that
everything will be fine, but everything is uncertain and sadly the bill is often expensive.
I used that picture because of the railroad that leads to an unknown destination and the shoe
showing that something was left behind.
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‘A Sunset’, AC
Migrants can be victims of organized crime,
be kidnapped on the way, or die in the desert
or when they are trying to cross the river.

‘Immigration’, ER
The corner in this photo represents for me the place where our group went when we were coming
from the desert. We found a place like that where we could get some rest, spend the night
because we were all very tired, we couldn’t walk anymore. But we found some pieces of dead
bodies. We don’t know if they were from people who never made it to the other side… the only
thing we could do was bury them and leave them there. Not everyone could rest since the next
day, in the morning, we had to leave again.
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‘Mixed Feelings’, A
The tree represents a person, a child who faces many barriers to migrate here. Migrating here
causes pain, and in some cases, depression, and this photo for me makes me feel sad.

Central issue:
Safety and Uncertainty
Many young people shared photos that evoked memories of risks or
dangerous places from their journey, with several touching upon the
unrelenting heat of the desert and the dangerous roads they had to
travel. The fear of separation from the group with whom they were
travelling was also a common experience for the young people.
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‘A Reflection of Reality’, FC
I think one of the risks is how dangerous the road can be, and I think a lot
of the migrants who can’t cross safely to the other side fall from high places
and from dangerous roads. I took this picture because the place looked
similar to the roads that migrants travel. Many people have lost their lives
crossing such dangerous roads under the strong intensity of the sun.
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‘Impossible Dream’, AM
On the picture you see the Golden Gate and the city of San Francisco. The
colors have different meanings: red means danger; orange/yellow is when
the storm is going away, and blue peace. The Golden Gate represents the
risks we face. The city is a sanctuary, a place where we feel like we are safe,
it’s like our own home. I feel that the bridge represents the risks that children
face who migrate here.-not eating for days, not sleeping… in certain cases
I’ve heard that there are kids who never reach their destination because they
get lost. Sometimes they die or live with the fear of being chased.

“I am from Guatemala, and when we were almost at the border with
the United States, we saw immigration services from Mexico, and they
tried to get us so everyone started running towards the trains. I was
with other people and they tried to help me, but I got lost, the only
option I had left was to take the train. I didn’t know if the others were
on the train or not. When I went to the border with Guatemala I saw
other people that were also lost. And we stayed there in Mexico for
about a month.”
– Photovoice participant
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Analysis: The risks young people faced during the journey
Young people exchanged stories of running away from immigration officials, crossing rivers,
deserts and jungles. They spoke of crossing the border into the United States and of being placed
in detention centers, often for many months and with many moves, without being able to see the
family who was waiting for them until they were released. The following list of risks emerged from
the photographs, writing and discussions during the Photovoice process:
Ê Getting lost or left behind

Ê Psychological exhaustion

Ê Separation from family or traveling group

Ê Sleep deprivation

Ê Separation from family in home country

Ê Physical injury

Ê Separation from community in home country

Ê Drowning

Ê Heat

Ê Trauma

Ê Hunger and dehydration

Ê Crime/violence during the journey

Ê Physical exhaustion

Ê Death
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3. WHAT HELPED YOU
DURING THE JOURNEY?
“Something that’s very important I think is to have faith or hope that you will get to the
destination safe and sound and see your family or the person that is waiting for you.”
– Photovoice participant

‘Machete’, B
When I left for my journey to the US, I
was not able to get a passport, none of
that. So what was left for me: I had to
grab a machete, my luggage and a cross
and travel through the jungle with a strong
mind… This is a photo of my machete.
The machete is as much as a weapon to
survive and a weapon to defend yourself.

‘The Jungle, A Miracle’, BR
Although I travelled mostly in a group of 15 or
20 people, sometimes I would be left alone
for parts, I had to walk alone, including being
in the jungle alone, sleeping at night alone,
surrounded by animals and all of that. So I
say, thank you God. Now I see that photo
and I see myself here, I see where I am and I
say ‘Celestial Father, help that person who is
crossing right where I crossed, help them as
well. Show them your mercy. May they have a
blessing.

“I didn’t care about being mistreated, if I had to be locked up, I always had my sister in mind.
My sister gave me strength to continue, because I hadn’t seen her in a long time, since I was
3, maybe 4 years old.”
– Photovoice participant
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Analysis: What helped during the journey
Ê Self-protection during the migration journey
Ê Having something larger to believe in (eg. faith, religion, family)
Ê Knowing that family was waiting on the other side
Ê Remembering a higher purpose (e.g. migration for opportunities, reunification, safety)
Many young people commented on the strength they found in their faith or their commitment to
hope, and the photos, narratives and discussions often touched on the importance of having
something larger than the journey itself to believe in.

Hope and Resilience
Across all participants, the photos, narratives and discussion were often ones
of extraordinary perseverance and hope in the face of extreme difficulties.
Young people shared photos and stories of accomplishments, and supported
each other in their achievements and their hope for their futures. Another
thread that was present throughout both groups was one of resilience, or the
ability to successfully adapt to difficult life circumstances.

“It’s like a fight, like… to reach
your goals you go step by step
until you make it to the top. You
have to take risks, sometimes
dangerous risks, sometimes it’s
painful, but if you do it firmly,
you can reach those goals,
even if they are dangerous.”
– Photovoice participant

‘The Water’, IC
This picture for me represents
that I can reach my dreams as
an immigrant here, that I don’t
understand English that much, I
can’t master it, but I am learning
little by little.

15

4. WHAT CHANGES
ARE NECESSARY FOR
SAFER MOVEMENT FOR
CHILDREN AND YOUNG
PEOPLE ON THE MOVE?
“We need to prioritize mental health, because kids
suffer after they experience traumatic events on the
migration journey.”
– Photovoice participant

‘Count on Me’, AM
People need to be in communication with someone
while migrating to the United States. Youth need to
know what they are facing.

Untitled, ER
They should at least change the security in the
youth detention centers and at least pay a little
more attention to the oversight of the bosses,
because there are some guards who are bad,
others who are good.
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Analysis: Making movement safer
The following list emerged from the photographs and discussions on the changes needed to make
movement safer :
Ê Communicate risks and benefits of migration to youth before they migrate
Ê Protect youths with the help of adults during their migration journey
Ê Designate safe resting places during migration
Ê Provide access to food and water during migration
Ê Maintain access to healthcare during migration
Ê Refrain from separating families during migration
Ê Establish government support for youth migrants
Ê Supply travel visas for youth migrants
Ê Ensure easier and safer modes of transportation for youth migrants

Life in the USA
“We arrived in this country. Leaving family behind. A home behind. And
we are so hopeful but sometimes they end up giving us nothing”
– Photovoice participant
“I was very scared the first days in the United States, I didn’t even want
to go to school, I would be in class and I would leave at noon because
I was scared.”
– Photovoice participant
Whilst the Photovoice research questions focused on the young
people’s migration journey, issues around integration and experiences
of living in the USA emerged through some of the photographs and
discussions. Through them, young people describe the challenges and
barriers that they face, as well as the things that support their wellbeing
and feelings of belonging.
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‘A Better Society’, ER
When you enter this country, the government has young people and children
just lying on the ground. They don’t put them in places where they can be
taken care of or where they can get better treatment. There are some who
are sick and they hardly give them any medicine. I think they should help
young people who don’t have the necessary resources.

‘More than a School,
it is a Home’, FC
It’s a photo from my old
high school, the first place
I was offered help. That
school receives quite a
few students who recently
migrated to the United
States. Many times when
we first arrive in this
country, the only thing we
want is a place where we
don’t feel like outsiders,
we all want a place where
we are not discriminated against,
and in that school I felt welcomed. I felt that we were all family, I felt that we
all went through the same things, that we understood each other, and we
helped little by little until we learned. That school gave me so much help that
I will always be grateful.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The Photovoice research projects facilitated by CONACMI, JUCONI and Legal Services for
Children enabled youth participants to connect with one another, share their lived experiences of
migration from Central America to the United States, and advocate for change. The following
recommendations were compiled by the young people during the Photovoice process and are
aimed at policy makers and practitioners to improve the experiences of children and young people
(CYP) on the move at the various stages of their migration journey.
BEFORE MIGRATION
• Ensure CYP considering migration are familiar with risks of migration
• Ensure safe transport for CYP migrating alone
• Provide visas or other documents to allow CYP to migrate safely across countries
DURING MIGRATION
• Stop family separation
• Provide food and water to CYP during journey
• Provide access to medical care to CYP during the journey
• Provide safe place to sleep for CYP during the journey
• Provide clothes to CYP
• Provide safety monitoring for CYP during the journey
• Provide signs and information for CYP and people who interact with migrants
IN DETENTION IN THE UNITED STATES
• Stop family separation
• Educate immigration officers about rights of child and adult migrants
• Ensure safer, more comfortable conditions for CYP in detention
• Provide referral for support services (legal, social, medical, etc.) to CYP
• Increase case transition time once in the United States (detention to shelter to reunification
with family)
• Ensure better training for detention guards
• Provide more oversight of detention conditions and detention guards
IN THE UNITED STATES: INTEGRATION
• Provide opportunities for youth empowerment
• Ensure better communication between US government and Central American youth migrants
• Create more peer support opportunities for youth migrants in the United States
• Offer more school support for migrant youth
• Ensure non-discrimination at school
• Follow up with migrant youth students even after graduation
• Offer more opportunities to create youth attachment to adults
• Offer employment development programs for children and young people
Thank you to the youth participants, youth facilitators, facilitators, CONACMI, JUCONI,
Legal Services for Children, Three Mountains, Radiate, and Family for Every Child who
made this research project possible.
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