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ABSTRACT 

 

Ferrer, Alejandro A., Gang migration: Patterns and motives of migration of Mara 

Salvatrucha 13 and other Salvadoran gangs into the United States. Master of Arts 

(College of Criminal Justice), August, 2012, Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, 

Texas. 

 

The flow of illegal immigrants has been a topic of discussion among politicians 

and scholars over the last decade. It has been argued that immigrants increase criminal 

activities. This is a result of Hispanic immigrants being perceived as criminals and gang 

members; even though only a small percentage of these individuals belong to criminal 

organizations. The primary objective of this study is to examine the different reasons 

behind the migration of gang members, gang associates and non-gang members. The 

question that will be answered is whether gang members migrate in search of economical 

benefits and expansion of their criminal networks, while other groups migrate to the 

United States in search for opportunities or to separate themselves from the lifestyle they 

pursued in El Salvador. 

This quantitative study consists of interviews with citizens from El Salvador who 

were detained by immigration authorities. Data were collected at two different 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement facilities in California. The interviewees 

answered an in-person interview survey that included sections on immigration, 

victimization, criminal activities, gang relationships and social networking. Subjects who 

admitted gang membership or gang association were compared to those with no gang 

relationship; the data collected was used to examine the motives behind their migration 

and the patterns of movement from El Salvador into the United States. The analyses 

aimed to advance our understanding of the motives for migration of these individuals. 
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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION 

Illegal immigration is an extremely sensitive and important issue in contemporary 

United States. It is estimated that there are over eleven million illegal immigrants in the 

country (Passel & Cohan, 2011). The flow of immigrants into the United States is no 

longer primarily of European origin (Martinez, Stowell, & Lee, 2010) as it was at the 

beginning of the 20
th

 century. Martinez, Stowell, and Lee (2010) estimated that in 2000, 

nearly a quarter of the population in the average neighborhood in San Diego was born 

outside of the United States, which is an increase of 53% in two decades. With more than 

75% of the immigrant population flowing north from the south, the United States–

Mexico Border has supplanted Ellis Island as the main point of entry into the U.S. 

(Martinez, Stowell, & Lee, 2010). The growing population of immigrants into the United 

States has triggered various responses from both local and federal governments. 

In terms of legislative responses to immigration, the U.S. Congress passed the 

Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act in 1996 (IIRIR). This act 

expanded the powers of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) by allowing 

the detention and deportation of any immigrant (legal or not) who was charged or 

convicted of a drug offense, or who otherwise was sentenced to a penalty exceeding one 

year in prison (Guerrete & Clarke, 2005). The IIRIR resulted in the deportation of 

thousands of gang members of Salvadoran origin back to their home country. Once they 

arrived in El Salvador, they resorted to a variety of methods to return to the United States, 

creating a constant flow of immigrants between both countries. The deportation of gang 

members served as a way to export gang culture to El Salvador. 
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While immigration is a problem in the United States, the phenomenon of foreign 

gang members immigrating is only a reflection or a consequence of a combination of 

factors in other countries. Lack of education, scarcity of employment opportunities, 

elevated levels of violence, and social disorganization are some of the many reasons that 

persuade immigrants to leave their home country and search for better opportunities 

beyond their native territory. However, it is difficult to determine the legitimacy of the 

intentions of immigrants, especially if they have been previously deported from the 

United States.  

The primary objective of this study was to examine the different reasons or 

motives behind the migration of gang members, gang associates and non-gang members 

into the United States. The question that will be answered through the analysis of 

collected data is whether gang members migrate in search of economical benefits and 

expansion of their criminal networks, while associates and non-gang members migrate to 

the United States in search of economical opportunities and better living standards. 

This descriptive study consists of interviews with citizens from El Salvador who 

were detained by immigration authorities. Data were collected at two different 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement facilities in California. The interviewees 

answered an in-person interview survey that included sections on immigration, 

victimization, criminal activities, gang relationships and social networking. Subjects who 

admitted current or former gang membership or gang association were compared to those 

with no gang relationship; the data collected were used to examine the motives behind 

their migration and the patterns of movement from El Salvador into the United States. 
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Understanding the motives of migration and the differences between gang 

members, gang associates and non-gang members, will advance the gang and 

immigration literatures and may be particularly important for policy makers interested in 

enacting anti-gang legislation. It is necessary to differentiate individuals with gang 

membership from those who have no gang relationship when applying sanctions and 

penalties for immigration violations. One objective of this project is to help policy 

makers understand that there are different motives to the migration of Salvadoran 

immigrants and measures need to be adopted to differentiate those who seek better 

opportunities from those who wish to expand their criminal networks. 
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CHAPTER II  

GANGS IN CENTRAL AMERICA: HISTORY, MOTIVES, AND 

MEMBERSHIP 

History of Salvadoran Gangs 

The history of Salvadoran gangs, like Mara Salvatrucha, cannot be explained 

without analyzing the social, political, and military factors that characterized El Salvador 

in the late 1970s. During that era, social and political instability were increasing in 

Central America and people were looking for solutions. Youth started socializing with 

the purpose of finding a sense of security amongst themselves, which led to the creation 

of gangs in the region. Hagedorn (2008) affirms that gangs have existed in Central 

American countries since before the civil war took them over. Youth gangs have been a 

historic characteristic of Central American cultures (Jütersonke, Muggah & Rodgers, 

2009). From Hagedorn’s perspective (2008), gangs have long existed hiding within 

socially disorganized countries and are usually formed by youth in poor neighborhoods, 

factors that characterize El Salvador and other Central American countries. Cruz (2010) 

agrees with Hagedorn regarding the nature of gangs in Central America when he explains 

the origin of these groups. He mentions that “social exclusion, galloping urbanization, the 

socio-political disarray […], and problematic family dynamics” are the factors that led to 

the birth of gangs in El Salvador (Cruz, 2010, p.384).  

In the 1970s, many Central American countries shared a common denominator: 

political and social instability. The countries in the region were pervaded with social 

unrest and many of them were on the edge of civil wars (Oliver, 1999). From the fall of 

the Somoza regime in Nicaragua, to the fear of Soviet influences in Guatemala, the social 
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climate across the stretch of land that communicates North and South America became 

heated, creating a volatile environment (Oliver, 1999). The border of Honduras and 

Nicaragua was inhabited by the Nicaraguan Resistance, a military group known as the 

“Contras” (Oliver, 1999, p.150).  The Salvadoran government, along with its Honduran 

counterpart, was struggling to rid their own country’s borders of the Farabundo Marti 

National Liberation Front (FMLN) which was a very active and well armed group 

(Oliver, 1999). These violent scenarios were parallel to extreme levels of poverty and 

malnourishment of the population.  

In 1980 the conflict in El Salvador erupted in a civil war that lasted until 1992. It 

is possible that the civil war could have lasted longer, but Pruss (2010) argued that the 

United States funded the Salvadoran government, allowing the local authorities to take a 

hardened stand against the FMLN. It is difficult to determine exactly how many 

Salvadorans died or how many fled the country during the war. The most accepted figure 

is of 75,000 casualties and over 1 million immigrants, who mostly settled in California 

(The Maldon Institute, 2004).  

During the civil war in El Salvador, children as young as 14 years old were 

recruited by the guerrilla and the army (Etter, 2010). During the conflict, many of these 

youths left El Salvador with their families and sought a new life in the United States 

(Etter, 2010). Upon their arrival in North America, Salvadoran immigrants started 

forming their community in the Rampart area of Los Angeles, a predominantly Mexican 

district (U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007). There, the newly arrived 

immigrants were constantly harassed and rejected by the local Hispanic community who 

did not welcome these immigrants because of their nationality (Diaz, 2009; The Maldon 
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Institute, 2004). As a result of the social strain, the Salvadorans needed a network to 

protect each other and formed groups to protect their community from African American 

and Mexican gangs like Barrio 18 - also known as 18
th

 Street gang or Mara 18 - which 

was created in that area in the 1960s (Jütersonke at al., 2009; The Maldon Institute, 2004; 

U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007). According to Logan and Bain (2006), 

Barrio 18 did not allow anyone who was not full blooded Mexican to join its ranks, but 

Jütersonke et al. (2009) claim that 18
th

 Street Gang expanded in the late 1970s because of 

the flow of non-Mexican immigrants from Central America joining their ranks searching 

for social inclusion
1
. The presence of both groups in Central America allows us to 

assume that these groups are now formed by members of multiple nationalities, and not 

only Salvadoran or Mexican nationals. 

The Maldon Institute (2004) suggests that the formation of gangs was not a 

surprising event, because many of the immigrants already had ties to maras
2
  (gangs) in 

El Salvador, as well as military training and combat experience (Etter, 2010). Various 

maras were active in El Salvador in the late 1970s, such as Mara Mozarán, Mara Gallo, 

                                                      
1
 Johnson and Muhlhausen affirm that Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) and Mara Calle 18 (18

th
 Street) began 

proliferating in Los Angeles during the 1960s. However, the immigrants who formed Mara Salvatrucha in 

Los Angeles were fleeing El Salvador due to the civil war which lasted from 1980 through 1992 (Pruss, 

2010). 
2

 The term “mara” was used as part of Salvadoran jargon before the gangs adopted it in the 1980s; it refers 

to any group of people, and was the equivalent of the English word folks (Cruz, 2010). Others indicate that 

the name mara is an abbreviation of the word “marabunta” which refers to ants that attack in swarms and 

have the ability to create grave damage (Elbert, 2004). A literal translation of the word refers to a group or 

a gang. The term mara has different connotations, and it has led to recurring debates regarding its literal 

meaning. Etter (2010) affirms that the name Mara Salvatrucha comes from La Mara Street in San Salvador, 

and Salvatrucha, the colloquial name given to the FMLN who fought the civil war. The Maldon Institute 

(2004) contends that “Salva” is short for Salvadoran, and “trucha” is slang for “fear us” or sometimes 

“guerrilla.” In colloquial Spanish “trucha” is often used as an adjective meaning “awake,” “witty,” or 

“prepared.” Logan and Kairies (2006) recognize this definition and explain that Salvatrucha is a word used 

to describe a streetwise Salvadoran. Gangs existed in Central America before the armed conflict, but their 

presence did not become noticeable due to the violent environment that led to a civil war. The number 13 

represents the letter “M”, 13
th

 letter of the alphabet, and is used to signify their allegiance to “La Eme” (The 

M), a common name for the Mexican Mafia in the Southern California prison system (Logan & Bain, 2006; 

Logan & Kairies, 2006; The Maldon Institute, 2004). 
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Mara Quiñonez, Mara AC/DC, Mara No Se Dice, and Mau Mau among others (Cruz, 

2010).  Jütersonke et al. (2009) explain that “maras” or “pandillas” (gangs) started as 

neighborhood self-defense groups that could be considered vigilantes of the Salvadoran 

communities. These groups quickly adopted specific behavioral patterns that, combined 

with their experience in military operations, allowed them to develop their own gang-

warfare (Jütersonke et al., 2009). The groups of immigrants started engaging in theft, 

extortion, and drug trade, which resulted in a profitable business (Logan & Bain, 2006). 

These were the circumstances under which Mara Salvatrucha-13 (MS-13) was founded 

by Salvadoran immigrants in Los Angeles (U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007).  

Immigration and Deportation of Salvadoran Gang Members 

Once the 12 year civil war ended (1980-1992), many of the families who resided 

in Los Angeles returned to El Salvador, a country in poverty, with weakened 

governmental structures. Along with their belongings, they brought back a new identity 

and a new culture. At the same time, in the United States, the immigrant communities in 

Los Angeles started gaining strength and growing rapidly. Along with that growth, a 

proliferation of criminal activity obligated the government to take action. As a result of 

the Los Angeles riots (also known as the Rodney King Riots or the Rodney King 

Uprising) (Diaz, 2009) in the aftermath of the Rodney King trial in 1990, the U.S. 

government decided to start deporting all immigrants who engaged in criminal acts and 

were sentenced to one year of prison or more (The Maldon Institute, 2004). Initially 

deporting 1,000 gang members, the immigration process aggravated the situation in the 

Central American countries, particularly in El Salvador.  
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Upon arrival in their homeland, deported gang members started a criminal 

enterprise to pursue financial stability, which allowed them to return to the United States 

(The Maldon Institute, 2004). Salvadoran gangs started incorporating their Los Angeles 

gang culture into the local gangs. As a result, youth in these groups started imitating the 

style of the recently arrived deportees from the United States, and even changed the 

names of their groups to accommodate the street credit of the American-born gangs, 

including Mara Salvatrucha 13 and Barrio 18 (Cruz, 2010). Salvadoran gang members 

wore American-style gang clothing, adopted certain tattoos, identified one another as 

maras, and became more violent (Carranza, 2004)
3
. In sum, the three factors that 

bolstered the growth of gangs in El Salvador include: the gang members bringing 

American gang culture to Central America, local youth gangs that had no future or 

ambition after the war (many of whom had military training and combat experience), and 

the lack of faith in the government after the civil war concluded (Elbert, 2004). 

Although gangs existed in Central America before the war and before the refugees 

started returning to El Salvador (Cruz, 2010; Hagedorn, 2008), some scholars have 

blamed the growth of gangs in Central America on the United States government. For 

example, Arana (2005) contends that the aggravated social situation in El Salvador is a 

direct result of the United States’ deportation policy of returning gang members to 

countries they barely knew. In addition, U.S. authorities withheld information regarding 

the deportees, failing to tell the “receiving governments” that the deportees were active 

gang members who had been convicted for certain crimes (Diaz, 2009, p.164). However, 

Carranza (2004) argues that gangs thrived as a result of many factors that have to do with 

                                                      
3
 The deportations and immigration of Salvadoran gang members are discussed in depth in the following 

chapter, but a brief description of the mobility of these groups is provided here to clarify the circumstances 

that have influenced the development of MS-13. 
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decades of violence and social unrest in El Salvador. Hagedorn (2008) makes clear that 

the relationship among Salvadoran gangs, the civil war in El Salvador, and the social 

instability in the region cannot be disentangled. These particular characteristics are the 

reason why gangs have found an environment that bolsters their growth and their 

expansion (Hagedorn, 2008). Carranza (2004, p.3) argues that the belief that gangs are a 

result of the war, or a result of the deportations of criminals to Central America, 

overlooks many influencing factors that have incubated a cultural “construction of 

violence.” One of the reasons why Central American countries are vulnerable to violence 

is that they are geographically located between the “world’s largest drug producing and 

drug-consuming countries” (Howell and Moore, 2010, p.16). However, drug trafficking 

is not the only cause of violence in El Salvador and other Central American countries. 

The availability of weapons and the dilapidation of formal social structures are a 

consequence of armed conflicts (Elbert, 2004). According to Hagedorn (2008), countries 

that have experienced civil war often suffer the appearance of clandestine armed groups, 

some formed by children who participated in the armed conflict, creating an environment 

that allows the formation of gangs. Currently, El Salvador is home to two primary 

transnational gangs, or criminal organizations: 18
th

 Street Gang and Mara Salvatrucha-13 

(Carranza, 2004). 

Prevalence of Salvadoran Gang Membership 

Despite the challenges faced when measuring street gang membership –especially 

those with international connections- researchers have estimated the membership of 

Central American gangs, focusing primarily on MS-13 and 18
th

 Street Gang. Campo-

Flores (2005) estimates that there are approximately 700,000 MS-13 gang members in 
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the world. Cruz (2010) more recently suggests that the number of gang members in 

Central America is around 67,000, with more than 50% residing in Honduras. Arana 

(2005) places the numbers at 10,000 active members in El Salvador, with another 20,000 

young associates. Arana’s evaluation of Honduras reflects much higher numbers, with 

40,000 members in a country of roughly 6.8 million people. The Maldon Institute (2004) 

estimates that there are more than 250,000 gang members in Central America. On the 

other hand, Central American police forces have stated that there are around 600,000 

active gang members in the region (Elbert, 2004). Some analysts suggest that there are 

over 100,000 gang members in Honduras and as many as 600,000 in El Salvador (Logan 

& Bain, 2006). The Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency [SIDA] 

(2008) establishes gang membership in Central America between 70,000 and 100,000. 

Collectively, gang membership fluctuates from 10,000 to 700,000 in Central America. 

These numbers reflect a serious problem that is present throughout many countries and 

presents a direct problem to different regions. Nonetheless, the numbers of gang 

membership are nothing but “soft estimates” that are adopted as true as they “progress up 

the information chain” in law enforcement agencies (Diaz, 2009, p.10).  

 While the number of members has fluctuated from a few thousand to more than 

half a million in Central America, it is estimated that there are over 750,000 gang 

members in the United States in more than 20,000 gangs
4
 (Papachristos, 2005). The 

National Gang Intelligence Center (2009) estimated that there are approximately 900,000 

gang members in the United States, with more than 147,000 serving a sentence in federal, 

state and local correctional facilities.  In comparison, the Federal Bureau of Investigation 

estimates that there are 30,000 street gangs in the United States, with 800,000 members 

                                                      
4

 This number includes all gangs, not only Central American groups. 
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(Loosle, 2006). As a result of its membership and presence, Mara Salvatrucha-13 holds a 

place at the top of the list; their international presence is what makes MS-13 unique 

(Logan & Kairies, 2006). The inconsistencies in the measurement of gang membership 

are partially a result of the different levels of involvement in the gang. The constant 

mobility of gang members and the various levels of gang association make it difficult to 

assess real gang membership and establish concrete numbers of gang affiliates. 

Level of Salvadoran Gang Involvement and Recruitment 

The discrepancies in the reports regarding membership rates may be attributed to 

difficulties measuring level of gang involvement. There is not one clear and universal 

definition of what constitutes a gang or what can be defined as gang membership (Diaz, 

2009). However, different levels of involvement among Central American gangs have 

been reported, including: activos (actives) who are formal members; colaboradores 

(collaborators), who are not formal members of the gang but are close affiliates to the 

group; and, calmados (calmed or inactive) are those who have received permission to 

cease participation within the group (Carranza, 2004). The membership of groups like 

MS-13 may be inflated given researchers’ inability to distinguish between individuals 

who are formally affiliated with a gang and those who claim membership but are only 

“wannabes” (Pruss, 2010, p.166). Elbert (2004) mentions that it is important to be 

prudent when looking at the membership numbers, because of challenges with 

corroborating the information or determining the validity of the measurement. Therefore 

it is necessary to investigate the level of involvement of individuals before making 

assumptions about their gang membership. While doing so, it is also important to analyze 
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the characteristics of youth who join these groups and understand the factors that play a 

role in the decision to join a gang.  

The Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) studied the 

characteristics of youths who join gangs and the structure of Salvadoran gangs. Through 

interviews and surveys with members of cliques, families and authorities, SIDA (2008) 

analyzed the characteristics of youth who are at risk of getting involved with gangs, 

finding that youth from broken homes with low economical levels and, in many 

occasions, with children, are at a slightly greater risk of joining Salvadoran gangs. 

However, SIDA (2008, p.25) ultimately draws the conclusion that “there are no factors or 

parameters which per se or by themselves possess predictability concerning who becomes 

a gang member or not, but rather a specific combination of individual and collective 

conditions and situations” (SIDA, 2008, p.25).  SIDA (2008) explored the culture and 

organization of the gangs, their activities, reasons for joining, interaction with their 

neighborhoods and means of leaving the group, finding similarities with U.S. gangs and 

their culture, but also identifying social and cultural factors in the region as being 

influences in the gang structure, recruitment and means of departure from the gang. SIDA 

(2008, p.8) emphasized the complexity of interviewing these individuals due to a 

“lengthy process of permission seeking, from both the mara leader and the prison 

authorities.”  

Other literature has studied specific characteristics of individuals, such as 

acculturation into American society. Youth who have difficulties adapting to the 

community have a higher likelihood of joining a gang (Miller, Barnes & Hartley, 2011). 

However, acculturation might be a problem that has started to decrease within gangs. 
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Research has found that MS-13  members in the United States are usually second 

generation immigrants whose ages vary from 11 through 21 years old (The Maldon 

Institute, 2004), and not necessarily born outside the United States. The percentage of 

gang members who were born outside the United States may still play a significant role 

on the identity of the gang and its members, but no data are available to support this 

assumption.  

The process in which a youth is recruited into a gang in Central America is 

considerably similar to the process in the United States. Johnstone (1983) explains that 

gangs in the United States use different methods for recruiting members, from forceful 

tactics, to using the youth’s sense of honor as leverage. Gangs will test the youth’s 

physical abilities and challenge him/her to carry out certain activities like fighting, or 

availability for risk taking before allowing formal recruitment, but he concluded that the 

final decision to join the group is “more often voluntary than forced” (Johnstone, 1983, 

p.282). Making the final decision of which gang to join is based on the exposure the 

youth has to different groups within his neighborhood or the near proximity (Goubaud, 

2008). In the case of El Salvador, the two most viable options are MS-13 or 18
th

 Street. 

Although Johnstone (1983) and Goubaud (2008) have established that affiliation with a 

gang is mostly voluntary, Logan and Kairies (2006) present the testimony of an 

individual who was threatened into joining a gang. The interviewee explained that 

members of MS-13 told him that his options were to join or disappear; through this 

violent approach MS-13 has incorporated entire smaller gangs into its ranks (Logan & 

Kairies, 2006), which is similar to the process of “patching in” or “patching over” in 
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motorcycle clubs (Quinn & Kock, 2003). However, the literature that addresses means of 

joining Salvadoran gangs is limited and requires further analysis. 

Most of the available literature has primarily focused on MS-13. The sources that 

address 18
th

 Street gang are limited, but the social policy of 18
th

 Street is very similar to 

MS-13’s. Research has shown that both maras share many other similar activities. A 

study on the behavior of youths belonging to these two gangs found some important 

characteristics: both of the gangs have similar pastimes and leisure activities; the majority 

of their members join voluntarily; the testing period is similar; and, new recruits are 

quickly exposed to violence (Goubaud, 2008). The protocol for an initiation appears to 

follow a pattern of physical confrontation, and it is also similar in both maras. 

Similar to the formal initiation procedures in the U.S., a rite of passage of a new 

member to both MS-13 and 18
th

 Street is “brincarse” (jumped in). In this ceremony of 

initiation the new recruit is physically beaten by several members ranging from 13 

seconds (MS-13) to 18 seconds (18
th

 Street) (Carranza, 2004). Logan and Kairies (2006) 

interviewed a former member of MS-13 who explained that he was 16 or 17 when he was 

jumped into the gang, but had seen “seven-year-olds already covered with MS-13 

tattoos” (2006, para. 3). However, not all initiations are conducted the same way. A 

former female gang member explained that her initiation involved stealing, being jumped 

in for thirteen seconds, and killing a member of the rival 18
th

 Street Gang (Elbert, 2004). 

Other times females will have to engage in sexual intercourse with members of the gang 

to be initiated (SIDA, 2008). Once initiations are completed, there is a significant and 

profound emotional distancing from the family (Carranza, 2004). At this point the youth 
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is a member of the gang and starts absorbing the identity and adopting the gang’s habits, 

perhaps substituting the role of family. 

Life as a Member of a Mara: Benefits, Behavior, and Departure from the Gang 

Gangs have become support structures for troubled youth around the world, 

particularly in El Salvador and other Central American countries. In these countries, 

community and familial support have decreased, steering marginalized youth into mara 

affiliation (U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007). Youth seek out maras for 

support, protection, friendship, and financial stability (Logan and Kairies, 2006; U.S. 

Congressional Research Service, 2007). MS-13 appears to be aware of these youths and, 

as an avenue for recruitment, MS-13 has created at least two sports teams in the Los 

Angeles area and in Galveston, Texas, which allows them to legitimize their mara as a 

social group, facilitating the recruitment of new members (Etter, 2010). The more people 

join the gang, the quicker they will be able to control their neighborhoods.  

Once recruited, the new mara member will start adopting behavior and other 

characteristics from the gang and its members. Salvadoran gangs, particularly MS-13 and 

18
th

 Street, tend to identify themselves not only by a name, but also by symbols like 

graffiti, clothing and hand signs (U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007). However, 

there are differences within the groups that allow their members to differentiate 

themselves from other cliques. MS-13 groups on the East Coast of the United States and 

in Central America have closer ties to their pre-Hispanic heritage, which is reflected on 

their extensive tattoos (Etter, 2010). Facial tattooing is popular within Central American 

gangs, and it is more commonly displayed by members who have served prison sentences 

(Etter, 2010). Other attitudes are adopted by members in other regions, such as overtly 
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defiant behavior during court hearings or an arrogant challenging attitude when being 

interviewed (Elbert, 2004). As Elbert (2004) mentions, the combination of these 

characteristics provides a clear picture of the lack of respect the mara members have for 

society and the authorities. 

 Similar to U.S. gangs, Salvadoran gangs tend to control entire neighborhoods, 

establishing their way of life as the lifestyle of their community (SIDA, 2008). Gangs 

have already taken control of at least fifteen of two hundred and sixty two Municipalities 

in El Salvador (Arana, 2005), and entire neighborhoods in the capitals of Honduras and 

Guatemala (Bruneau, Dammert & Skinner, 2011). The Salvadoran police believe that 

seventy percent of the extortions committed in El Salvador are carried out by maras 

(Cruz, 2010). Carranza (2004) mentioned that many of the gang’s activities are controlled 

from within the Salvadoran prison system. Members in prison have substantial influence 

over the members outside; being in prison is not a limitation for the members to exercise 

their role in the organization (Carranza, 2004). In other words, going to prison is not a 

way for maras to leave the gang. 

It is possible to leave a Salvadoran gang, but not easy and perhaps not all gangs 

allow it. In the case of MS-13 and 18
th

 Street, religious conversion, marriage, drug 

rehabilitation programs, and enlistment in the military are some of the ways in which a 

gang member can turn away from the mara (U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007). 

The structure of each gang dictates whether leaving is possible or not. In some instances, 

leaving the gang can be considered as deserting and could lead to ritualistic violence 

(Pyrooz & Decker, 2011) or the death of the deserter (SIDA, 2008),  a concept known as 

“Blood in, Blood out,” which is the notion of a  “lifelong bond to which one commits 
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when joining […] a gang” (Diaz, 2009, p.262). Interestingly, SIDA reported that 44-55% 

of the mara members they interviewed expressed a desire to leave the organization and 

find a job or better education (SIDA, 2008). Besides the social consequences that might 

result from leaving the gang such as loss of friendship and fear of victimization by their 

own mara, absconders will also face grave obstacles such as the loss of financial benefits, 

lack of opportunities in the job market, lack of support from the authorities and rejection 

from family and friends (SIDA, 2008). The combination of these factors appears to be a 

good reason for the members who wish to leave the gang to find opportunities away from 

their home town. It is possible that the easiest way for them to find a better way of life is 

by migrating to the United States, where job opportunities are available for low-skilled 

jobs. However, the issue of gang desistance has been understudied and not clearly 

understood (Pyrooz & Decker, 2011). 

Salvadoran Gang Structure 

Maras remain somewhat furtive and, like any criminal organization, they do not 

physically reflect their true structure and dimension (Goubaud, 2008). Research has 

found that most gangs lack a hierarchical structure and the necessary manpower to 

conduct business as a criminal enterprise (U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007). 

In the particular case of MS-13, research has found that this Central American gang is 

organized horizontally, with many smaller sub- groups and no central leadership (U.S. 

Congressional Research Service, 2007).  Examining the structure of gangs will allow for 

an understanding of the way in which they function. 

Maras adopted the structure of gangs in Southern California. In order for maras to 

be able to control individual neighborhoods they created cliques, or “clicas,” which allow 
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them to control different locations at the same time (Cruz, 2010). The clique structure 

gives the youth a sense of belonging to the group and withers other social bonds 

(Jütersonke et al., 2009). Each clique operates like a franchise, as if they are 

“independently owned and operated” but they still retain affiliations with the corporation 

such as MS-13 or 18
th

 Street (Etter, 2010, p.2). Cliques can range from a dozen to 80 

members and will adopt their own name, but they belong to the primary mara (The 

Maldon Institute, 2004). Like franchises, clicas also fall under a semi-corporate structure. 

Clicas are the bottom most basic group, jenga is a group of many clicas, and pandilla 

madre (mother gang) is the one that controls the jengas (Goubaud, 2008).  

Once the general structure of the mara has been established, it is possible to 

analyze the inner structure of each clique. Etter (2010) establishes four hierarchical levels 

of participation in Salvadoran gangs: at the top is the shot caller, who gives direct orders 

to three captains, one in charge of drugs, the other one in charge of weapons and the final 

one in charge of finances. Each captain has a lieutenant and underneath the lieutenants 

are the soldiers. Although it appears to be a logical description, Etter (2010) does not 

mention the source of his information or if this structure has been confirmed by current or 

former gang members. Other sources have provided alternative explanations of the 

structure of the maras. For example, the Salvadoran Anti-Gang Commission affirms that 

there is one leader who is responsible for the gang at a national level in El Salvador; 

beneath him
5
 there is a zone leader who controls two or three cliques by controlling the 

gang member responsible for each clique (Carranza, 2004).  

                                                      
5

 Although maras recruit female members who become active within the ranks of the gang and comprise 20-

40% of membership, female gang members continue to play a “subordinate role” and are rarely accepted as 

leaders (SIDA, 2008, p.13)  
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Carranza (2004) describes that cliques in El Salvador are formed by a recruiting 

group; a shock group who is in charge of defending the gang’s territory; a delinquent 

group who carries out the criminal activities; and, an information group in charge of 

monitoring the authorities and publishing propaganda. Goubaud (2008) agrees that there 

is one administrator of each clique, called ranflero, who calls for meetings or periodical 

reunions where decisions will be made, groups will be evaluated and individual or group 

behavior will be regulated. The ranflero also serves as the gang’s treasurer (Goubaud, 

2008). He talks about a primera y segunda palabra (first and second word
6
) who are the 

ones in charge of meetings (Goubaud, 2008) or as Carranza (2004, p.14) calls them, 

palabrero, who simultaneously plays the role of a paternal figure within the gang. Clique 

members are called jomies (homies) or jombois (homeboys); Veteranos (veterans) are the 

members deported from the United States; who enjoy special prestige, but do not play a 

special role or occupy a special position of leadership (Goubaud, 2008; SIDA, 2008). The 

gang also interacts with other individuals who are not active members. These individuals 

are called transeros who are mostly drug distributors and their relationship is purely 

commercial; piperos are crack cocaine addicts that live near the maras, and are often 

used as lookouts (Carranza, 2004). These piperos are not subject to the anti-mara laws 

that have been enacted in Central America. Finally, banderos are members of criminal 

groups who conduct business in drugs, weapons, cars and kidnapping (Carranza, 2004). 

These groups have no formal relationship to MS-13 or 18
th

 Street gang, but might be a 

reason for the inaccuracy of the reports of membership previously addressed.  

                                                      
6

 The literal translation of “palabra” is “word.” While the name of these members makes no grammatical 

sense in English, “palabra” refers to the member in charge of “having the word” or “having the floor.” 
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Salvadoran gang members do not accept the idea of receiving orders from other 

members; instead they have mentioned the concept of many leaders who hand out orders 

(SIDA, 2008). Neither MS-13 nor 18
th

 Street follow a single chain of command, but they 

share a historical origin and consider themselves united to other members through this 

heritage (Jütersonke et al., 2009). Manwaring (2005) affirms that within these 

organizations no officials are elected, no laws or boundaries are respected and no 

responsibility is owed to anyone outside the organization. 

Recognizing MS-13 and 18
th

 Street as super gangs with corporate organizations is 

common in certain governmental circles (Dones, 2010) with the intention to adjust these 

gangs to the “enterprise theory” which allows criminal investigators to focus on entire 

organization’s criminal structures, particularly when they have connections to guns and 

drugs (Diaz, 2009, p.100). Even though the discourse of the maras emphasizes the 

horizontal participation of each member in the group (SIDA, 2008), Dones (2010) claims 

to have evidence of the maras evolving into organized and well structured criminal 

networks. However, the internal discourse of the gang indicates that the distribution of 

power is more “horizontal than vertical” (Goubaud, 2008, p.37). 

Anti-Gang Policies and Programs in El Salvador and Central America 

As a result of the proliferation of maras in Central America, local governments 

took action and responded to the growth of these gangs with strict measures to control 

crime. When elected as president of Honduras in 2001, Ricardo Maduro initiated an 

aggressive stance against the maras by establishing a “zero tolerance” policy against 

gangs and gang members (Arana, 2005). These measures were retaliatory actions against 

the gang because four years prior to the election his son had been murdered by maras 
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(Arana, 2005). Under his new policy, police were permitted to arrest individuals 

suspected under the suspicion of being members of a gang, and even arrested individuals 

for displaying gang tattoos or doing hand signs, which resulted in sentences as long as 12 

years in prison (Arana, 2005). Similar policies were then adopted by El Salvadoran, 

Guatemalan and Panamanian governments (Arana, 2005). Seelke (2010) evaluated the 

efficiency of Mano Dura, an anti-gang zero tolerance effort conducted initially by the 

authorities in El Salvador and Honduras. Despite the efforts of the government to control 

the growth of gangs and stop the elevated levels of violence, the long lasting effects of 

this program are far from beneficial. The levels of violent crime have remained the same; 

innocent youth have been unlawfully arrested and recruited into gangs while in prison; 

and the amount of arrests has created a prison overcrowding problem (Seelke, 2010).  

Not only have the programs not worked, but according to some researchers, they 

have aggravated the situation. Cruz (2010, p.381) states that maras are the result of “the 

cultural flows attached to the region’s intensive migration, combined with organizational 

processes that took place in response to the zero tolerance and mano dura [hard-hand] 

crackdowns and policies in Central America.” The response of the gangs to mano dura 

was harsher than expected and violence has increased in the countries that have instituted 

it, while remaining stable in countries who have adopted alternative approaches to the 

gang problem (Hagedorn, 2008; Jütersonke et al., 2009). One of the most publicized 

incidents was the attack on a public bus by members of MS-13. The gang members 

ambushed the bus and opened fire with military grade weapons, and then they entered the 

vehicle and shot many of the survivors (Diaz, 2009). During the attack 28 passengers 

were killed, including 7 children (Arana, 2005). With the attack, MS-13 made a statement 
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that they would not go down without a fight. Arana (2005, p.103) mentions that at least a 

dozen young victims were killed and decapitated in Honduras and Guatemala, showing 

“grisly symbols of maras’ undiminished power.” Jütersonke et al., (2009) argues that 

operations against gangs can generate negative or excessive acts of brutality and new 

techniques to avoid capture. As a result of many of these measures gang members have 

found ways to adapt to the new legislations to continue their activities (Bruneau, 

Dammert & Skinner, 2009).  

In 2004 the Panamanian President launched a plan with the opposite connotation. 

Mano amiga (friendly hand) is a crime prevention program that provides alternatives to 

gang membership for youths at risk (U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007). On one 

side, Honduras and El Salvador adopted aggressive measures against gangs, while on the 

other, Nicaragua and Panama adopted prevention strategies. The U.S. Congressional 

Research Service (2007) and Hagedorn (2008) found that the stronger the measure to 

control gangs is, the stronger the response by gangs will be against the program. The 

countries establishing harsh programs, such as El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala, 

have seen a significant escalation on criminal activity (Hagedorn, 2008). On the other 

hand, Nicaragua and Panama have been able to control gang activity through different, 

friendlier, approaches to the gang problem, finding positive results from their efforts 

(U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007)
7
. Despite the results, Guatemala’s 

authorities adopted “Plan Escoba” (Operation Broomsweep) in 2004. The program 

allowed authorities to treat minors as adults, and deployed 4,000 reserve troops in 

troubled neighborhoods in and around the capital (Jütersonke et al., 2009). Some 

                                                      
7

 It can be noted that the different results of the implementation of anti-gang policies can be a result of 

cultural differences between countries or different levels of gang activity; however, the identity of groups 

like MS-13 is prevalent across international borders. 
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researchers have said that these policies have started a war between gangs and the police 

(Logan & Bain, 2006). These programs not only affected the structure of the gangs, but 

also the gang member’s environment. Many members of gangs have financial 

responsibilities with their families, because 57% of female gang members have children 

and 42% of males are parents (Goubaud, 2008; SIDA, 2008). Although being a parent 

does not necessarily mean that there is a financial responsibility or commitment, the 

penal sanctions that are excessively repressive may provoke instability within the social 

fabric of the neighborhoods where they live (Goubaud, 2008). The situation has been 

aggravated as a result of the killings of gang members by vigilante groups who operate in 

the area (Seelke, 2010). 

Sombra Negra 

As a result of the prevailing social unrest in El Salvador and the growth of maras, 

vigilante groups have started finding alternative solutions to the gang problem. By the 

mid 1990s many deportees had attempted to return to the United States claiming that 

Sombra Negra [Black Shadow], a vigilante squad that besieged gang members, had 

targeted them for execution (Johnson & Muhlhausen, 2005; Seelke, 2010). A deportee in 

El Salvador stated that he had heard rumors about death squads targeting tattooed gang 

members (Zilberg, 2004). Members of El Salvador’s higher classes, including politicians, 

have been accused of paying off-duty police officers to murder gang members (Logan & 

Bain, 2006).  

Vigilante groups have been rumored to be Salvadoran security forces that kidnap 

and kill MS-13 members when they return to El Salvador from the United States 

(Corbiscello, 2008; The Maldon Institute, 2004). Sombra Negra emerged in 1995 and 
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was accused of murdering more than ten gang members between 1994 and 1996 

(Carranza, 2004). Human rights advocates in El Salvador blame these vigilante groups 

and government negligence for the death of MS-13 members (Boermann, 2007; U.S. 

Congressional Research Service, 2007). More than 2,800 gang members were the target 

of executions by death squads in El Salvador between 1998 and 2005 (Boerman, 2007). It 

has been argued that the murders are perpetrated by Salvadoran security forces (U.S. 

Congressional Research Service, 2007), however, there are no documented reports of the 

police participating in these killings. 

The existence of vigilante groups, along with the poor living conditions in El 

Salvador, is one of the motives for the return of gang members to the United States. MS-

13 has grown as a result of social, political and economic factors in Central America and 

the United States. As mentioned before, the growth of this Salvadoran gang has been, in 

part, the responsibility of the United States and its deportation policies. In order to 

understand the effect of these policies on the expansion of criminal groups, it is necessary 

to analyze the effect of immigration on crime and the role immigrant gang members play 

on this phenomenon. 
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CHAPTER III  

IMMIGRATION AND CRIME 

The United States of America has been a haven for immigrants for many years. 

Since the historical beginning of the country, immigrants from all over the world have 

arrived searching for opportunities and a better way of life. However, not every 

immigrant enters the country legally or follows the necessary requirements to become a 

legal resident. Over the last few years, an increased flow of illegal immigrants has been 

the motive of discussion among politicians, scholars and members of society (Aguirre & 

Simmers, 2008; Guerrette, 2007).  

Two primary issues have arisen regarding illegal immigration: the first issue 

focuses on the lack of acculturation that immigrant communities demonstrate as well as 

the social inequalities that these communities face when residing in the United States 

(Franco, 1983; Miller & Gibson, 2011; Morenoff & Astor, 2006; Smart & Smart, 1995); 

the second issue concerns the non-existent regulations and filters to screen immigrants 

who are entering a country illegally and the means in which they enter (James, 2005), as 

well as the impact these groups have on criminal activities. Butcher and Piehl (1998) 

described four ways in which immigration can have an effect on criminality, including: 

immigrants can commit more crimes than native born people; immigrants can crowd the 

employment market taking opportunities from native citizens; immigrants may be more 

likely to be apprehended; and, immigrants can be subjected to longer sentences and unfair 

treatment as a result of their ignorance of the legal system. However, according to Reid, 

Weiss, Adelman and Jaret (2005), when looking at the micro-level phenomenon of 

immigration, the real question is whether immigrants commit more or less crime than the 
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people who have been born in the host country. It is a simple question, but, as they state 

“due to the dearth of available data” (2005, p.763), it has proven extremely difficult to 

answer.  Researchers have attempted to explain the role of immigration on crime through 

different criminological theories such as social disorganization. While the findings 

remain inconclusive, a discussion of their arguments is presented in the following 

sections. 

The Role of Social Disorganization on Immigration and Crime 

According to social disorganization theory, areas with large proportions of 

immigrants are culturally complex and are often characterized by a plurality of value 

systems, norms, and experiences, which limit the development of effective social control 

structures (Herzog, 2009). In their original theory, Shaw and McKay (1942) argued that 

ethnic heterogeneity, which is influenced by factors such as residential concentration of 

ethnic and immigrant minorities, had traditionally been perceived by social 

disorganization theorists as disruptive for community organization; and consequently 

highly criminogenic. Warner (1999) summarized the general neighborhood disruption by 

saying that ethnic heterogeneity diminishes community ties. She argued that racial and 

ethnic differences among people may impose barriers to friendships, thereby limiting the 

communication within the neighborhood and the “consequential potential for informal 

control" (Warner, 1999, p. 101). Similarly, Morenoff, Sampson and Raudenbush (2001) 

contended that communities that lack strong social networks do not have the ability to 

find collective social values, thus being unable to maintain informal social controls that 

would bolster a safer environment. Sampson, Raudenbush and Earls (1997) described the 

link of cohesion and creation of common expectations of control as Collective Efficacy. 
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This concept refers to the tasks that are assigned to a collectivity to maintain social order. 

Therefore, when a community lacks ties as a result of their racial, cultural or religious 

heterogeneity, and lacks a standard of social values, there are no social networks to 

protect the neighborhood from criminal activities. As Lee and Martinez (2002) mention, 

the original disorganization theorists had a primary concern regarding the potentially 

adverse impacts that immigration, as a social process, and the escalation of ethnic 

heterogeneity would have on the ability of social institutions and informal means of 

control to be able to supervise the behavior of neighborhood residents, which could be 

then translated into an increase of criminal activities.  

More specifically, neighborhoods that are characterized by elevated levels of 

ethnic heterogeneity and immigrant population are at a higher risk of becoming 

criminogenic. Martinez and Lee (2000) affirm that immigrant residential concentration 

has a proclivity of occurring in poor neighborhoods with low socioeconomic status and 

high unemployment, thus creating higher levels of social disorganization and strain. 

Research indicates that the level of economic deprivation in an area, both in relative and 

absolute terms, influences crime rates (Blau & Blau, 1982). With these two statements it 

is implied that when immigrants settle into a neighborhood with high levels of social 

disorganization, including poverty, and face a lack of employment opportunities, criminal 

activity might be the only available means to achieve their goals (see also Merton, 1938).  

Contemporary studies have suggested that Shaw and McKay’s (1942) theory, and 

their position on immigration, does not apply to modern communities. Martinez, Stowell 

and Lee (2010) focused a considerable part of their efforts analyzing the impact of 

immigration on criminal activities. While studying this phenomenon, the aim of their 
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study was concentrated on Shaw and McKay’s (1942) theory of social disorganization. 

Through the analysis of the impact of immigration on homicides at a community level in 

San Diego, California, from 1980 to 2000, they reached the conclusion that the 

communities studied by Shaw and McKay (1942) have no resemblance to the new 

immigrant communities formed in southern California. Due to the differences in social 

structure and mobility, the original theory of social disorganization did not necessarily 

apply to those communities. They conclude their argument stating that immigration 

allows disorganized neighborhoods to regain an identity and become revitalized, thus 

eliminating strain and alleviating social disorganization (Martinez, Stowell & Lee, 2010). 

Competition for Employment 

Some studies have evaluated the relationship between social disorganization in 

immigrant neighborhoods and economical challenges, and how these two factors may 

influence crime in certain areas. Lee, Martinez and Rosenfeld (2001) argue that 

immigration can be criminogenic when associated with three factors: economical 

disadvantages, the conflict of social norms and the weakness of social control across 

ethnic groups. These elements play a role with the combination of economic, cultural and 

institutional factors (Lee, Martinez & Rosenfeld, 2001). When studying the job market, 

illegal immigrants are at a clear disadvantage compared to other ethnic groups when it 

comes to finding a variety of employment opportunities (Merton, 1938). As a result of 

their illegal status and perhaps lack of technical skills, illegal immigrants tend to obtain 

low-skilled jobs, which do not require them to register with any government agency 

(Butcher & Piehl, 1998). Due to their clandestine nature, most likely, they are often paid 

excessively low wages that are not reported to the authorities, or as Miller and Gibson 
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(2011, p.8) refer to them, “menial, practically unlivable wages.” Morenoff and Astor 

(2006) explain that the American economical system resembles the shape of an hour-

glass; they state that the immigrant population is at the bottom of the glass, facing 

extremely difficult challenges to climb to the top. To achieve their goals, immigrants 

must go through a narrow passage where competition and legal obstacles are 

encountered. Overcoming these obstacles is impossible for many immigrants, so they are 

unable to reach the upper part of the glass, which is where the high-skill professional and 

technical jobs are located (Morenoff & Astor, 2006). It is important to mention that the 

authors make no differentiation between legal and illegal immigrants; therefore it is 

possible that the opportunities for undocumented aliens are far more limited than those 

available to legal residents.  

Some scholars contend that immigration elevates crime by increasing the share of 

the population with low educational attainment, marginal labor market skills, and poor 

employment prospects (Ousey & Kubrin, 2009). Thus an increase in immigration will 

elevate the competition for the low-end jobs, creating discomfort and strain among the 

lower classes. Ousey and Kubrin (2009), as well as Martinez, Rosenfeld and Mares 

(2008) suggest the possibility that illegitimate opportunity structures, such as the illegal 

drug trade, are particularly appealing avenues of economic success for immigrants who 

encounter difficulties locating work in legitimate industries. If this is true, then 

neighborhoods with elevated levels of immigrants would be characterized by high levels 

of crime. The cumulus of research has produced no conclusive results on this matter. 

Tanton and Lutton (1993) agree that under the current immigration laws and procedures, 

large numbers of newly arrived immigrants see crime as their avenue to the American 
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dream. Criminological theories that defend a positive relationship between immigration 

and crime assume that immigrants commit crime because they are economically 

disadvantaged (Reid, et al., 2005), implying that there are not enough employment 

opportunities available. 

Evidence for Immigration as a Cause of Crime 

A firmly established criminological finding is that crime follows a distinctive age 

pattern, with offending rates being higher among teens and young adults (Hirschi & 

Gottfredson, 1983). Ramirez and De la Cruz (2003) and Butcher and Piehl (1998) 

mention that, compared with non-Latino Whites, Latinos immigrants are more likely to 

be under 18 years old, unemployed, reside in large family households, and live in 

poverty, however neither study makes reference to the legal status of these Latinos in the 

United States or if these individuals have any ties to gangs or other criminal groups; both 

studies specify that the Latino immigrant population tends to be younger. When these two 

findings are analyzed holistically, it is possible that due to age, Latino immigrants are 

more likely to commit crimes than non-Latino Whites, supporting general assumptions 

regarding immigration and crime.  

In addition to age and cultural heterogeneity, Lee, Ottati and Hussain (2001) 

suggest that motivation to maintain a positive sense of social identity (within their own 

social cumulus) leads members of different racial or ethnic groups to “view their own 

subculture in more favorable terms than other subcultures” (p.432), generating feelings of 

competition and rivalry between minority groups. Blau and Blau (1982), as well as 

Shihadeh and Steffensmeier (1994), argue that inequality increases feelings of frustration 

and ultimately provokes violence. These reactions are common among minority groups, 
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supporting the perspective that immigration will increase the levels of social strain in 

neighborhoods with high levels of non-native born workers (Blau & Blau, 1942; 

Shihadeh & Steffensmeier, 1994). 

Research has shown that even though Latino immigration has created a 

heightened sense of competition (Lee, Ottati & Hussain, 2001) and, perhaps, elevated 

levels of violence between minorities, not all Latino immigrant groups have the same 

effect on their community. Nielsen, Lee and Martinez (2005) analyzed the impact of 

immigration on Sunbelt cities, focusing primarily on San Diego and Miami. The research 

aimed to determine the role of race and ethnicity on homicides within these two cities, 

studying the social impact of this type of crime on the social environment. Although both 

cities were comprised of a majority of Latinos, Miami’s population was mostly Puerto 

Rican and Cuban, while San Diego was predominantly Mexican.  The study also 

analyzed the interaction between Blacks and Latinos in these cities, and how immigration 

affects violent crimes between the two ethnic groups. Their findings determined that the 

Latino population in Miami reflected a greater impact on homicide levels than the Latino 

population in San Diego when compared to the Black population in both cities. Martinez 

(2000) examined the links between Latino immigration and homicide within the Latino 

community, finding that urban homicides are increased by immigration, while having a 

negative effect on acquaintance homicide. In general, the research that provides evidence 

of immigration as a cause of crime is very limited. On the other hand, the studies that 

suggest that immigration does not cause crime are extensive and well documented. 
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Evidence against Immigration as a Cause of Crime 

Although a cumulus of research has tried to establish that immigration is a cause 

of crime, other research indicates that immigrants do not have a proclivity to commit 

crimes and that there is no relationship between immigration and crime. In fact, some 

evidence suggests that foreign born youth are statistically less likely to engage in criminal 

behavior than their native counterparts (Butcher & Piehl, 1998). Although the research 

has found that in some cases immigration has generated a decrease on the levels of 

violent crime on neighborhoods there has been no conclusive evidence on the matter (Lee 

& Martinez, 2009).  

Scholars have explored the effect of immigration on crime trying to find a 

relationship between the two events. In their study, Shihadeh and Barranco (2010) 

examined the relationship between a raise in the levels of immigrants and the escalation 

of violence in minority populated neighborhoods, finding no conclusive evidence that 

such a relationship existed. Martinez affirms that immigrants and Latinos are less violent 

“even more so when they live in concentrated immigrant areas [than Blacks]” (2010, 

p.805). Butcher and Piehl (1998) found that while cities with elevated levels of 

immigration tend to reflect higher levels of crime, recent immigration has no effect on 

crime. One of the most important findings in the cumulus of information regarding 

immigration and crime is that immigrants tend to exhibit lower crime rates than natives 

(Martinez & Lee, 2000). 

Studies have analyzed the influence of immigrant settlements on crime levels in 

different communities. When analyzing immigration and crime in specific cities, 

Martinez, Stowell and Lee (2010) focused their efforts on determining the macro-level 
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impact of immigration on lethal violence rates in San Diego, California. They define 

immigration as the percent of the population born outside the United States, but make no 

differentiation regarding legal or illegal status in the country. Among their findings, they 

established that the number of immigrants or “foreign-born population” is “associated 

negatively with lethal violence” (Martinez, Stowell & Lee, 2010, p. 817), meaning that 

the increase in the levels of immigration has decreased the level of homicides. Similarly, 

Oussey and Kubrin (2009) found that immigrants are not likely to engage in more 

criminal activities than native-born citizens. They concluded that immigrants do not have 

a tendency to commit more crimes than native-born citizens; however, they acknowledge 

that their study focused on very specific groups and their results may not be generalizable 

to the population. This is a very important distinction, because their study did not take 

into consideration every group of immigrants, nor did it address the issue of second 

generation immigrants and problems with acculturation.  

As presented in previous sections, researchers have attempted to explain the 

immigration-crime relationship by applying social disorganization theory. Even though 

the public perception is that immigrants are heavily involved in criminal gangs that might 

perpetrate assault and homicide, studies have found that communities with greater 

concentration of immigrants tend to have lower levels of violence (Ousey & Kubrin, 

2009). Reid et al. (2005) contends that immigration actually reduces the levels of 

criminal activity on large metropolitan areas. Herzog (2009, p.428) agrees when he 

argues that “immigrant residential concentration facilitates collective mobilization and 

the achievement of goals.” However, the studies mentioned by Herzog (2009) examined 

neighborhoods where immigrants were considered the majority of the population. Once 
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the groups of immigrants become a majority there are closer ties within the community, 

there will be family and friendship ties within the neighborhood and crime rates will be 

considerably diminished (Herzog, 2009). However, once immigrants from one specific 

group reach this point, the factors of racial heterogeneity, multiculturalism and residential 

mobility are eliminated, thus not fitting the model of Shaw and McKay’s (1942) original 

theory. Ousey and Kubrin (2009) examined the impact of illegal immigration on the 

levels of violent crime, residential stability, labor market and economic characteristics, 

and the contribution of immigration to illegal drug markets, finding no correlation 

between these factors. It is important to note that no research has been found that studies 

the specific effect of illegal border crossing as a predictor for more serious crimes or 

other deviant behavior. 

Although there is no empirical data that supports that immigration is a direct 

cause of crime, Rumbaut and Ewing  (2007, p.3) mention that the misperception that 

illegal immigrants are responsible for higher crime rates is rooted in the public opinion in 

the United States, and that it has been sustained by “media anecdote and popular myth.” 

In support of this statement, Desmond and Kubrin (2009, p.1) affirm that the debate 

regarding immigration is “laced with myths and a failure to separate fact from fiction.” 

These statements are closely related to the Alien Conspiracy Theory,  which argues that 

the prevalence of organized criminal organizations in the United States is a result of 

“outsiders […] transplanting their preexisting criminal cultures and behaviors [into] 

America” (Williams & Roth, 2011, p.302). In conclusion, there is not enough evidence to 

determine that immigration causes crime or that settlements of Hispanic immigrants are 
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more prone to violence than other ethnic groups. More research needs to be conducted on 

this subject that, despite the controversies surrounding this issue. 

Immigrant Victimization 

Another issue that has been of interest among immigration scholars is the 

victimization of immigrants. Using death certificate data from the State of California, 

Sorenson and Shen (1996) found a significant relationship between immigrant status and 

homicide rates, indicating that illegal immigrants are at a higher risk of being victimized 

than Blacks or Whites, but do not define the immigrants as the actors on homicides. 

Some of the aspects of this study that should be explored in depth are the activities of the 

victims, their possible involvement with illegal activities, criminal networks, gang 

membership, drugs, or alcohol. Alba, Logan and Bellair (1994) found that foreign-born 

Latinos were more exposed to property and violent crime than were other Latinos in 

suburban New York City. On the other hand, Desmond and Kubrin (2009) are one of the 

few researchers that have looked at the specific differences between Hispanic and non-

Hispanic, as well as foreign born and native born immigrants, finding that immigrant 

communities make a greater effort to protect their youth from violent activities 

(offending), which protects their youth against violent acts (victimization). These efforts 

include strict house rules, employment of the youth in local businesses and creating 

stronger social networks within the community (Desmond & Kubrin, 2009). The studies 

presented have focused on immigrants residing in the United States, but the victimization 

of immigrants also occurs during their migration. 

When studying immigrant victimization, it is necessary to analyze the 

victimization of individuals during their trajectory from their home country into the host 
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country. An isolated study conducted by Guerrette and Clark (2005) investigated the risks 

involved in crossing the U.S.-Mexico border illegally. Although they were able to 

examine the different means of entry into the United States, the nature of their data did 

not allow them to differentiate between the entry of criminals and non criminals or 

between first time crossers and those who have attempted the journey more than once. 

The primary focus of their investigation was to expose the shift in activities from illegal 

immigration into human smuggling as a result of the border policy of the United States. 

They analyzed the patterns of entry, establishing the primary points of border crossing in 

Arizona, California, and Texas. They also evaluated the causes of death among Mexican 

immigrants and found that among their sample (N=400), most died from heat exposure 

(34%) while the cause of death for others was due to exposure to cold (1%), drowning 

(14%), motor vehicle accident (16%), train (3%) and confined space (1%). However, they 

did not determine the particular reasons for “other” (4%) and unknown deaths (28%). 

While it is impossible to determine whether the unknown deaths were caused by violent 

crimes perpetrated by members of their migrant group, gang members or the individuals 

in charge of getting them across the border, it is necessary to raise the question as to why 

these deaths have not been explained. Guerrete and Clarke (2005) go on to mention that 

further research needs to focus on interviewing immigrants and smugglers to collect more 

data on immigrant deaths. 

Similarly, Andersson (2005) provides a very detailed description of the dangers 

many migrants face while entering and traveling through Mexico. Unlike Guerrete and 

Clark (2005), who have focused their efforts on analyzing migratory patterns of Mexican 

immigrants into the United States, Andersson (2005) aimed his analysis toward 
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immigrants in the southern Mexican border, a line that separates Mexico from the rest of 

Central America. There, he explored the experience of immigrants
8
 from all over Central 

America on their way to the United States through Mexico. While conducting participant 

observation, he was able to interact with many immigrants who sought the relief of a 

shelter to rest and obtain some food before continuing their path to the United States. He 

describes the fear these migrants experience, not only of the possible accidents they could 

encounter once they jump on the train that will get them one step closer to the American 

dream, but the fear of being victimized by corrupt Mexican Police Officers who are 

known to steal money and other belongings from immigrants and have been known to 

make sexual advances on the traveling women; Mexican Military holding the immigrants 

at gunpoint and yelling at them in order to inflict fear; and, most of all, maras or street-

gangs who frequently assault, rape and kill immigrants on their journey to the United 

States.  

The Effect of Gang Migration on the Immigration-Crime Link 

Migratory patterns of undocumented immigrants are difficult to evaluate. This is 

the result of the lack of availability to interview these subjects. Even though a small 

percentage of migrants have criminal records or are active members of a criminal 

organization, illegal migration provides gangs with candidates for membership 

augmenting their numbers (Johnson & Muhlhausen, 2005). Not addressing the threat of 

illegal immigration opens the possibility of gang members crossing the border with 

migrant workers.  Cruz (2010, p.380) defines gang migration as a mechanism of “norms 

                                                      
8

 Andersson (2005) utilizes the term “transmigrants” to define those individuals who are migrating from one 

point to another across a third region or country. Unlike other immigrants, these individuals are “‘not-yet-

there’; they are people in perpetual transit.” (p.28) 
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and identities that facilitate the constitution of transnational networks.” This issue must 

be addressed and the migratory patterns of gang members need to be studied to 

understand the mobility of delinquent groups across international borders.  

Researchers have designed theories addressing gang migration, its effects, and the 

reasons behind it. Maxson (1998) presents an analysis of the effects of gang migration in 

different U.S. cities, and the relation between the appearance of gangs and the increased 

levels of criminal activity in certain areas. Maxson (1998) explains that some gangs settle 

in a new area, which creates competition for other delinquent groups by dividing the drug 

market or the availability of profits. The second type of gang will be a satellite gang from 

a larger group, generally from a bigger city, but will not claim to be a part of that larger 

group but a smaller associate (Maxson, 1998). The third kind of gang listed by Maxson 

(1998) is the native gang, which has followed no migratory activity, but yet appears as a 

new gang as a result of its relationships with gangs from different regions. Maxson 

(1998) found that most gang members are not migrants, but residents of the area in which 

their activities take place. It is mentioned, however, that although many groups adopt 

signs and behaviors from larger gangs, these groups are not necessarily members of the 

larger organization. According to Maxson (1998), gang member migration and their 

migratory patterns contribute to the proliferation of gangs.  

Along with Maxson, Vittori (2007) has attempted to explain gang migration. 

Vittori (2007) mentions two other theories that address the migration patterns of gang 

members: the first theory posits that street-gangs gain strength and evolve into more 

complex organized criminal organizations that seek to expand their territory; the second 

one is the symbolic association theory, which explains that an individual gang member 
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will move to a different environment to set up a new gang (Vittori, 2007). Vittori’s 

observation was perhaps based on Papachristos’ (2005) argument that symbolic 

association is an adequate theory to describe the transnational migration of gangs. 

Sources have agreed that maras usually do not migrate for entrepreneurial motives, but 

for expansion and recruitment (Vittori, 2007). Maxson (1998) explains that if a sufficient 

number of members move to a new location, they will be able to start a clique of their 

gang, and that will lead to local gangs emerging to protect their territory. On the other 

hand, interviewed Salvadoran gang members stated that the primary reason for leaving El 

Salvador was fear of retaliation by the government and vigilante groups (Seelke, 2010).  

According to Cruz (2010), maras do not migrate because of a centralized identity, but 

due to imitation of social processes that allow them to expand their networks. Overall, the 

documented causes of the migration of gang members are expansion of their criminal 

activities and evasion of law enforcement.  

The constant flow of immigrants from Central America has created a reaction 

from local authorities. Central American maras have been a constant theme within 

political circles and appear to be a permanent issue in the media (SIDA, 2008). In 2004, 

the governments of Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and El Salvador signed an 

agreement authorizing the immediate deportation of mara members and the creation of a 

database of gang members (The Maldon Institute, 2004). Many gang members go further 

north than Central American countries and have migrated to the United States. The 

journey has resulted in thousands of members of Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) left behind 

throughout Central America and Mexico; many of whom have attempted to cross the 

U.S. border illegally, while others have succeeded and are already in the United States 
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(Logan & Kairies, 2006). Mexican authorities have stated that the MS-13 members who 

are in Mexico are only there because they were “stuck there” while traveling to the 

United States (The Maldon Institute, 2004, p.8). On the other hand, a majority of the 

Central American gang members already in the United States were born in the country or 

immigrated at a very young age, most likely escaping the civil war (Logan & Bain, 

2006). The percentage of foreign born gang members in the U.S. has not been 

determined, but the Central American culture prevails within the groups. 

Overall, gang members migrate for different reasons. Some are looking for 

opportunities to expand drug operations and territories, others migrate for recruitment 

purposes, perhaps evading capture by the authorities or escaping other gangs (Maxson, 

1998; National Gang Intelligence Center, 2009). Another cause for the migration of a 

gang member consists of social expansion, the search for a better structured or bigger 

gang that will allow individual growth (Vittori, 2007). Maxson (1998) noted that the 

migration of entire gangs is rare, but the migration of individual gang members is 

common. Gang members who are migrating can still support their gang by recruiting 

locals to start a new clique (Maxson, 1998).  

Deportation of Gang Members 

During the mid-1990s, the United States government implemented deportation 

programs of Salvadoran criminals. In 1996 the U.S. Federal authorities began 

implementing the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act (U.S. 

Congressional Research Service, 2007). This act allowed immigration authorities to 

deport undocumented migrants, most of them for having criminal convictions (U.S. 

Congressional Research Service, 2007; Zilberg, 2004). By 1997, United States 
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Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS, formerly known as Immigration and 

Naturalization Services) had deported 111,794 illegal aliens, half of which had been 

convicted of a crime (Logan & Bain, 2007). Between 1998 and 2005 the United States 

deported more than 160,000 immigrants back to Central America, of which an estimated 

45,000 were convicted criminals (Johnson & Muhlhausen, 2005b; Jütersonke, et al., 

2009; Logan & Kairies, 2006). The U.S. Congressional Research Service (2007) 

mentions that between 2000 and 2004 the number was near 20,000 deportees with 

criminal records. Many of the deportees did not speak Spanish (Logan & Bain, 2006), did 

not spend their younger formative years in El Salvador (Rogers, 2003), had no ties to 

their country of origin except for gang connections (Logan & Kairies, 2006), and many 

had served time in American prisons (U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007). One 

of the few things that the deportees took with them when returning to their countries of 

origin was the street-gang culture from the streets of Los Angeles (Rogers, 2003; U.S. 

Congressional Research Service, 2007; Vittori, 2007). Logan and Bain (2006) insist that 

the U.S. policy of deporting any immigrant with a sentence that carries more than 1 year 

in jail is the primary reason why gangs in the region grew so rapidly.  

 Through the deportations from the United States, gangs from California started 

spreading through Central America during the 1990s. As a result of the flow of criminals 

into the region, many gangs emerged in the area, such as MS-13, 18
th

 Street, El Salvador-

Mao Mao, Crazy Harrisons Salvatrucho, and Crazy Normans Salvatrucho (Manwaring, 

2005). Papachristos (2005) agrees, like other scholars (Arana, 2005; U.S. Congressional 

Research Service, 2007), that the increase of the numbers of gang members was a 

phenomenon that resulted from the massive deportations from the United States. 
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According to Arana (2005), Central American governments believe that the American 

government has inflicted the gang problem on the region. These governments have 

compared the deportation policy to the “Mariel boat lift” of the 1980s, an event that 

brought criminals from Cuban prisons into U.S. territory (Arana, 2005, p.105). Vittori 

(2007) suggests that the actions of the United States government can be viewed as a 

threat to the internal security of Central American countries, and these deportations are 

primarily supported by the principles of the alien conspiracy theory, which has bolstered 

law enforcement’s proactive efforts to arrest and quickly deport foreign members of 

organized criminal organizations (Williams & Roth, 2011). It is important to understand 

the reasons why deportations affect these Central American countries. 

The Salvadoran nationals who are deported from the United States have spent a 

majority of their life in the U.S. When removed from the country these individuals are 

sent to Central America, to a “place where, in their memory, they have never been” 

(Zilberg, 2004, p.761). Generally these destinations are places with poverty, drug 

availability, high crime rates, high divorce rates and high school dropout rates, and where 

the deportation of criminals from the United States has increased the risk of encountering 

gangs (Vittori, 2007). As Vittori (2007) argues, the gangs are born in the United States, 

and it is the government’s deportation policy that has helped internationalize these 

criminal groups.  

Deportations are not the only factor that aids the spread of gangs and their 

members. Sometimes gang members decide to travel back to their home country to visit, 

using the opportunity to share their lifestyle with peers (Vittori, 2007). They may also use 

the opportunity of being in their home country to visit friends, family and fellow gang 
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members (Etter, 2010). Other times the members will be sent back to their countries by 

their families with hopes of removing them from the gang lifestyle and its social circles 

(Vittori, 2007). Rogers (2003) explains that the creation of a global economy and free 

trade agreements are two of the reasons why gangs are proliferating in the American 

continent. Two clear examples are the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 

and the Free Trade Agreement of the Americas, which, according to Rogers (2003), 

requires that the borders across member states lose importance and become more 

permeable, unrestricting the flow of merchandise. This could result in less strict borders, 

which would allow transnational gangs to thrive across international lines.  

It appears that gangs in Central America have already taken into consideration the 

deportation of gang members and have, perhaps, found ways to benefit from the legal 

proceedings by establishing transnational networks. Parts of these criminal organizations 

appear to be oriented toward maintaining and expanding their networks, which might 

benefit members who are deported to Central America (Cruz, 2010). The flow of 

deportees and the government actions to control the growth of gangs have allowed these 

groups to operate beyond international borders. As Vittori (2007) affirms, a predictor for 

the growth of transnational gangs is the number of criminal deportations from the United 

States. As long as deportations continue, gangs will continue to thrive under an American 

gang mentality in other countries (Vittori, 2007). Gang activities may accelerate illegal 

immigration, as well the trafficking of drugs, people, and weapons into the United States 

(U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007). 
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The Revolving Door Phenomenon: Gangs Return after Deportation 

The research that studies migration and deportation patterns of gangs across 

international borders is limited. One of the few publications that study this matter 

explains that Central American gangs are involved in a revolving door migratory pattern 

(Boerman, 2007). The revolving door problem establishes that Central American 

immigrants who have entered the United States illegally may be deported back to their 

home countries, only to find a way back into the United States as soon as it is possible 

(Boerman, 2007). Salvadoran law enforcement agencies suggest that 90% of gang 

members return to the United States as soon as they can (Johnson & Muhlhausen, 2005). 

According to Boerman (2007), gang members arriving in Central America leave their 

country of origin to avoid criminal prosecution, while others leave to avoid the 

consequences of programs that are aimed at social cleansing of Central American 

communities or to escape vigilante death squads, such as Sombra Negra. The fear of 

execution, along with the lack of opportunities, leaves no option to the deportee besides 

the return to the United States.  

The young gang members who are removed from the United States are forced to 

leave their lives behind. Many of the deported gang members have children and wives 

who are left in the United States, obligating them to attempt to return, regardless of the 

dangers they will encounter or the legal risks of entering a country illegally (Rogers, 

2003; Zilberg, 2004). Deported gang members do not necessarily want to remain in their 

home countries, and they will typically be faced with one simple choice: return to the 

United States or join their gang in the country where they are (Papachristos, 2005). 

Papachristos (2005) considers that gangs like MS-13 are prone to migration in order to 
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search for new recruits, expanding their criminal networks or looking for a new scenario 

for their activities. According to him these patterns are not traditional of gang behavior 

(Papachristos, 2005). He describes the story of a gang member whose family sent him to 

Mexico to live with relatives so he would stay away from his gang, but instead he became 

a liaison between immigrants attempting to get to the United States and gang members in 

the country (Papachristos, 2005). Gang members have found ways of functioning 

regardless of the legal limitations imposed by international borders. 

As a support structure for their members, gangs may establish networks that 

provide access to deported gang members into the United States. Rogers (2003) argues 

that the increase of legitimate border-crossing and trade generated networks are now well 

established, and these networks allow illegal immigrants to enter the U. S. These 

networks served as means for criminal aliens and gang members who had been 

previously deported to return to the United States using the existing illicit routes into the 

country (Rogers, 2003). Arana (2005) recognizes that gangs have spilled over from the 

north and are now returning to the United States through Mexico, where they have started 

targeting other migrants. 

In locations where gangs exist, but are not formally established, migrant gang 

members may act as carriers of the culture of sophisticated street gangs (Maxson, 1998). 

In the case of Central America, the patterns of gang growth have been considered to be a 

result of the deportations from the United States. Originally the regions in which gangs 

settled had gang activity, but with the deportation of thousands of gang members, the 

culture of American gangs was spread throughout the countries aggravating previous 

criminal groups. In the case of MS-13, the deportation policies have displaced thousands 
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of members; many of them continue to illegally migrate to Central America and back 

north, often transporting contraband (Papachristos, 2005). This has created social 

instability and a rapid growth of the gang problem.  

 It is possible that an increase of the number of gang members is reflected on an 

increase on the levels of crime. Although many of the gangs that are active in Central 

America originated in the United States, the groups returning north are more dangerous 

than their “original incarnation” (Arana, 2005, p.104), and are considered more 

influential and more dangerous than before (Howell & Moore, 2010). The members of 

transnational gangs who are deported to El Salvador have also smuggled contraband over 

the border, including weapons, illegal immigrants and drugs (Etter, 2010). Their strength 

has allowed these gangs to destabilize neighborhoods in Central America, and it has also 

allowed them to form alliances with Mexican drug trade organizations (Arana, 2005; 

Howell & Moore, 2010). 

 Police in the United States confirm the revolving door phenomenon given that 

they often see previously deported MS-13 members back on the street (The Maldon 

Institute, 2004). As it has been discussed, these youth “oscilate between ‘home’ and 

‘abroad,’ [but] both home and abroad are themselves unstable locations” (Zilberg, 2004, 

p.774). The cycle of migration and deportation of gangs is a downward spiral that has led 

to legitimate concerns regarding public safety in Central America and an alarming street 

presence in the United States (Logan & Bain, 2006). The revolving door phenomenon 

simply reflects the migration of gang members between the United States and Central 

America. 
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Stuck in Central America 

While many gang members are involved in the revolving door (Boerman, 2007), 

some lack the necessary means to seek an opportunity to return north, and are bound to 

remain in their home country. Zilberg (2004) presents the testimony of two gang 

members, Weasel and Gato, both of whom were deported from the United States and had 

to face many challenges upon their arrival in El Salvador. One of the gang members, 

Weasel, mentions that his deportation from the United States resembles how fools were 

exiled from kingdoms during medieval times (Zilberg, 2004). According to Weasel’s 

testimony, in medieval times fools were people who did something that could be a threat 

to the crown, but in the case of these fools -gang members- they were a threat to society 

(Zilberg, 2004). When gang members arrive in their countries, they must find means to 

survive in a culture that is unfamiliar to them. To aggravate their situation, they are 

forced to settle in neighborhoods that might not welcome their lifestyle, or worse, their 

gang status. 

Neighborhoods in El Salvador have been reshaped according to L.A. standards, so 

it is not uncommon to hear gang youths calling each other homies (e.g. short for 

homeboy, meaning close friend); that is one of the many habits that have traveled 

southbound with U.S. gang members (Zilberg, 2004). Not everyone returning from the 

U.S. falls into a neighborhood controlled by their gang once they are back in El Salvador. 

That is the case of Gato, a veteran of the 18
th

 Street Gang, interviewed by Zilberg (2004), 

who now lives in a neighborhood controlled by MS-13, a rival gang, in San Salvador. It 

is strange and perhaps dangerous for a member of a rival gang to “navigate this terrain” 

of hostility and violence, as Zilberg explains (2004, p.763). Gato describes how he had to 
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confront former friends and neighbors to explain why he decided to join the rival gang. 

Even though they have the same roots and share a past in the neighborhood, his former 

friends are not homeboys but sworn enemies (Zilberg, 2004). Weasel, the other gang 

member interviewed by Zilberg (2004), said that his deportation to El Salvador felt like 

being sent to a different planet, and the reactions and disapproval of people on the street 

only aggravated that feeling. Although the interviewees were not involved in gang 

activities upon their arrival to El Salvador, the consequences of the geographical division 

led to the murder of one of the interviewees. Risk of homicide victimization is just one 

more of the many problems immigrants face when they are returned to their home 

country. It is possible to say that acculturation works in both directions and the lack 

thereof affects people migrating north and south (Zilberg, 2004). It is possible that the 

opportunities for someone who is actively involved in a gang with cliques in El Salvador 

are different than those available to gang members who are searching for alternative 

opportunities for success away from gang life. 

The problem of transnational gangs begins with the deportation of gang members 

back to their home countries, regardless of the ties these individuals have with the host 

country (Rogers, 2003). A lot of responsibility is placed on the actions of the authorities 

of the United States regarding the growth of gangs in other countries. Since thousands of 

individuals in the United States have ties to countries in Central and South America 

(Manwaring, 2005), it is easy for criminal networks to grow by using pre-existing 

relationships with citizens of these regions. The deportation of gang members -as a way 

to confront the problem of transnational gangs- creates more problems than it solves 

(Rogers, 2003). The following issue that must be discussed includes the migratory 
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patterns of these individuals, a topic that has been largely ignored by previous research.  

Maras pose a significant threat to social stability in Central and North America, by 

expanding at a considerably fast rate throughout Mexico and the United States (SIDA, 

2008). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



50 
 

 

CHAPTER IV 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Scope of the Current Study 

While immigration into the United States and the impact of immigration on 

criminal activities have been  common research topics over the last decade, immigration 

of individuals with criminal backgrounds or gang affiliation has not been thoroughly 

analyzed. This project aims to analyze the motives behind the migration of Salvadoran 

gang members at an individual level through the application of in-person interview 

surveys.  

Research Hypotheses 

The primary purpose of this study is to understand the motive for the departure of 

gang members from their home country and how those motives and patterns differ 

between gang members, gang associates and non-gang members. The key hypotheses are: 

Hypothesis 1: Gang members are significantly more likely to migrate with the 

intention to expand their gang and their criminal networks. 

Hypothesis 2: People with no relationship or association to a gang are 

significantly more likely to migrate with the intention to better their economical 

situation and living conditions. 

Hypothesis 3: Gang members and gang associates are significantly more inclined 

to violate migratory regulations than non-gang members. 

Analyses were conducted to determine whether the participants entered legally or 

illegally into the United States, the amount of times they entered the United States 

illegally, whether or not they have been detained for illegal entry into the country, how 



51 
 

 

many times they have been deported from the United States, if there exists any 

correlation between their gang-status and the reason for their apprehension by 

immigration authorities, and the reason for their migration into the country. 

Data Collection Procedures 

The current study consisted of primary data collected by interviewing citizens 

from El Salvador who were detained by immigration authorities. Data were collected at 

two different Immigration and Customs Enforcement detention centers in Santa Ana, and 

Lancaster, California
9
. The interviewees answered an in-person interview survey that 

included questions about immigration, victimization, criminal activities, gang 

relationships and social networking. Subjects who admitted active or former gang 

membership or gang association were selected from the initial sample to be compared 

with non-gang members; the data collected from these individuals were used to examine 

the motives behind their migration and the patterns of travel. 

Each center where the interviews were conducted provided the research team with 

a list of the available male and female Salvadoran citizens in custody at their facility. The 

list only provided the name, nationality and degree of dangerousness of the detainees, 

along with their internal identification number. The available detainees were transferred 

in groups of 15-20 to a waiting area near a room that had been assigned by Immigration 

and Customs Enforcement for the research project. When the interview room had been 

prepared for data collection, the staff at the facility started bringing groups of four male 

or female detainees to meet with the team of researchers. Each detainee met individually 

                                                      
9

 Data collection for the present study was reviewed and approved by Arizona State University’s Human 

Subjects Review Board (Protocol # 1101005860) and Sam Houston State University’s Institutional Review 

Board (Protocol # 2011-06-005) 
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with a researcher who introduced him/herself and asked them the language of their 

preference (e.g. English or Spanish).  

As a characteristic of their nationality, many of the detainees were non-English 

speakers; the instrument was translated to Spanish to enhance the participation rate.  For 

example, 220 participants (55.7%) did not speak English at the time of the interview and 

completed the interview in Spanish. Each member of the research team spoke Spanish 

fluently, which increased their rapport with the detainees and prompted greater sharing of 

information during the interview. When the language preference of the detainee was 

established, the researcher invited the detainee to participate in the study by explaining 

the research project. 

The detainees were told that the project was funded by the Federal government 

through Arizona State University with the intent to understand cliques and gangs of 

Salvadoran immigrants in the United States. When the project had been explained, the 

subject was verbally read the consent script included in the front page of the survey and 

he/she was asked for their consent to participate in the survey. For anonymity purposes 

the interviewees were not asked to sign the document; instead, consent was obtained 

verbally to protect respondents’ identities. Detainees were given the opportunity to 

decline participation, and were permitted to refuse answering any questions that made 

them feel uncomfortable without affecting the delivery of the incentive. It was clearly 

explained that no benefits would result from their participation with the exception of 

receiving a candy bar. A managing staff member at one of the detention facilities 

explained that the compensation was appropriate and it did not cause coercion. The same 

type of candy was available to all detainees for purchase from the center, so the 
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participants could not be singled out from the population. However, as a preventive 

measure, the candy was to be eaten by the participants in the interview room. 

Once the subject agreed to participate, the research supervisor assigned a unique 

numerical identifier to the detainee’s instrument to ensure anonymity. There were no 

identifying data in the instrument traceable to the interviewees.  The interviewees had no 

contact with the data collection instrument. Each question was read aloud to the 

participant to ensure full understanding. Once an answer was provided, the investigator 

recorded the response in the survey instrument. In the case of open ended questions, the 

researchers were instructed to record the answers as accurately as possible. 

For the protection of the research team, one or two correctional officers remained 

present during the interview.  However, the correctional officers remained at a distance 

from the participants so they could not hear or read any information provided by the 

respondents. To ensure anonymity, it was necessary that the correctional officers did not 

have access to the information that was being collected. The staff at the detention 

facilities had no participation in the data collection process and never had contact with 

the completed instruments. 

Data Collection Instrument 

The instrument utilized to collect data from the Salvadoran immigrants consisted 

of eight sections (see Appendix A). Each section addressed particular topics of interest to 

the research team. The first part of the instrument was a cover sheet where general 

information was recorded, such as the date of the interview, year of birth of the 

interviewee, gender, level of confinement, country of origin, citizenship, reason for 

apprehension, agency and place of apprehension, whether or not the interviewee spoke 
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English, the facility at which the interview was taking place and the consent of the 

interviewee to participate in the survey. 

The second section of the instrument collected general demographic information, 

including education, citizenship, residence, family, income level, and source of income. 

The sources of income were divided into legitimate and illegitimate, such that the 

interviewee specified the amount of money received from both sources. The third section 

focused on self-reported victimization during the 12 months prior to apprehension. The 

fourth section addressed use of firearms, their possession and transport, as well as the 

means of acquisition over the lifetime of the subject. The fifth section of the instrument 

focused on criminal involvement in the 12 months before being apprehended.  

The sixth section was comprised of gang-related questions. It asked the 

participants to provide information regarding their gang relationships, whether they were 

active or former gang members or if they had any type of gang association or friendship.  

If the answers to the initial three gang questions were negative, the rest of the gang 

section was omitted and the interview would continue with the seventh section: social 

networks. This section analyzed the social structure surrounding the interviewee by 

asking him/her about the ten most important people in his/her life and assigning a 

numerical value to each individual. 

Finally, the eighth and last section of the instrument focused on immigration. The 

section was divided into two parts, the first included a general section that addressed how 

many times the interviewee had entered the United States illegally, how many times 

he/she had been deported, means of entry, reason for entry, and methods for avoiding 

arrest. The second part of the immigration section asked the participant specific questions 
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regarding their last journey from El Salvador into the United States, dividing the trip into 

segments from one city to another.  This part of the interview, called an “Immigration 

Grid” (Appendix B) consisted of 38 open ended questions that required the participant to 

be as detailed as possible regarding the travel from his or her place of residence in El 

Salvador to the United States. 

Measures 

Demographic Characteristics 

 The initial data collected from the participants reflected demographic information. 

The country of origin was the first important data collected, because if the participants 

were not of Salvadoran citizenship they had to be excluded from the survey. The gender 

and age of the participants were recorded on the first page of the instrument along with 

their Level of Confinement (Level 1, Level 2 or Level 3), the reason for their 

apprehension (Criminal Charge, Deportation, Papers Revoked, Other) and the language 

of their preference (Do you speak English? Y/N). Finally the facility where the 

participants were approached was selected from a list of 7 possible options (See 

Appendix A).  

Gangs 

Gang membership was measured with affirmative responses to the item: “Are you 

currently a member of a clique?” If their answer was negative, the following question 

asked was “Are you a former member of a clique?” This item allowed the researchers to 

identify active and former gang members
10

. In the event of the participants providing a 

negative answer to both of these questions, respondents were asked “Are any of your 

                                                      
10

 Due to the limited number of active gang members, individuals who admitted former or current gang 

membership were categorized as “Gang Members” for this project. 
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friends currently members of a clique?” If the answer to the third question was positive, 

then the participants were asked “How many of your friends are currently members of a 

clique?” To which they could respond “All of them,” “Most of them,” “Half of them,” or 

“A few of them”
11

. When the respondents admitted friendship with gang members they 

were categorized as “Gang Associates.” Then the individuals were asked specific open 

ended questions regarding gang membership such as “What is the name of the clique in 

the United States?” and “What is the name of the clique in El Salvador?” the location of 

the clique in either country, and the gang to which the clique belongs to.  

Previous research has grouped gang involvement responses under four primary 

categories: non-gang members, current gang members, former gang members and 

associate members or non-gang members with some level of gang involvement (Curry, 

Decker & Egley, 2006; Decker & Curry, 2000). Curry, Decker and Egley (2006, p.283) 

supported their classification by arguing that “any status that is defined by the social 

space between gang member and nonmember should be differentially associated with 

delinquency.” They also mentioned a local police department using the term “gang 

associate” to describe individuals who are known to be associated with a gang, but are 

not identified as gang members. They argued that gang membership is not essential for 

individuals to be familiar with the criminal effects of full gang membership (Curry, 

Decker & Engley, 2006). Decker and Curry (2000) found that current membership, 

former membership and associates do not reflect statistically significant differences in 

their responses regarding the activity of the gang. Based on Decker and Curry’s 

argument, this study recognized gang association when respondents reported having any 

                                                      
11

 All respondents who admitted friendship with gang members were asked specific questions regarding the 

cliques to which their friends belong. 
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friends who were active members of a gang. Since they contend that no statistical 

differences exist between different levels of involvement, former and active gang 

members were grouped under a single gang member category.  

Immigration 

Several questions were used to assess immigration. For example, participants 

were asked: “How many times have you entered the USA unlawfully?” “How many 

times have you been detained in the US for illegal entry?” and “How many times have 

you been deported from the US?” The responses were recorded in a numerical scale 

comprised of four columns with the numbers 0-9 on each. The instrument then illustrated 

a legend saying “For the next set of questions, I want you to think about the last time you 

entered the United States. This includes whether you entered legally or illegally.” The 

first question after the statement was read was “What day did you arrive in the US?” 

Although it was difficult for many of the respondents to answer the question accurately, it 

was necessary to probe for an estimate
12

. The following question asked “On this most 

recent trip to the US, how old were you when you arrived?.” In some cases the 

respondent would remember the exact age they were at the time, when the answer was 

not accurate they would be asked their year of birth and that number would be subtracted 

from the year of entry that answered in the previous question.  

Once the date of entry to the United States had been established, the participants 

were asked “how did you enter the United States?” to which they could choose from nine 

                                                      
12

 When participants did not remember the exact date of entry they would be asked “Were you a child or an 

adult?,” which allowed the researcher to estimate a year. Then, if possible, a short conversation was started 

to help the participant remember the year. In order to establish the month of entry it was necessary to ask 

the detainee whether the weather was cold or warm. Depending on their answer it was possible to establish 

the proximity of the date to a holiday such as Christmas, New Years, 4
th

 of July or their birthday. When the 

date was not remembered, the day of entry was filled as 00. Similar techniques were used when probing for 

more information was necessary. 
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responses, including: “entered with immigrant visas issued by the U.S. state department,” 

“admitted as a refugee seeking asylum,” “entered with student, work, or long-term visa,” 

“entered the U.S. with non-immigrant visa and overstayed,” “entered the U.S. without 

documents,” “entered with false documents,” “used another person’s documents,” 

“other,” and “refused.” 

To measure the reason behind their migration to the United States, respondents 

were asked the following open-ended question: “Why did you decide to come to the 

United States on this most recent trip?”Given that many respondents provided similar 

answers regarding the reason for their departure from El Salvador, responses were 

categorized (Table 1). For example, answers such as “Came as a kid,” or “My family 

brought me here when I was young” were grouped under the variable “Came with family 

(Age < 12).”  Table 1 presents a detailed explanation of how the answers were coded. 

The identification of criminal groups along the U.S.-Mexico border and 

determining whether those groups are part of a gang or other organizations was assessed 

with the following question: “On this most recent trip, did any individual or organization 

assist you in crossing the border into the U.S.?” The response options were dichotomous 

(e.g., yes/no), and included a probe for information regarding whether or not they were 

helped by cliques of their gang to cross the border into the United States. Participants 

were then asked “On this most recent trip, were other things smuggled with you?” This 

question allowed for “yes” or “no” answers, probing for additional information in case of 

an affirmative response.  
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Table 1 

   Reason for Migration Responses and Coding Categories 

    Coding Category   Examples of Original Responses 

    
Came with family (Age<12) 

Came as a kid 

"My family brought me when I was young" 

    Came with family (Age>12) "I came with my mom when I was a teenager" 

    

Reunite with family 

"My parents sent for me" 

"My mom missed me" 

"My mom was already here" 

    

   

Better jobs 

Better opportunities 

 

To find a better place to live 

   

Better living conditions 

    

Escaping the war 

Running from the war 

Running from the military 

Fear of the guerilla 

    

Running from a gang 

Running from a gang 

Gang threats 

Fear of victimization by a gang 

    

   

Fear of reprisals 

Avoid persecution Avoiding death squads 

   

Fear of persecution 

    Avoid legal action Avoiding legal prosecution 

    

   

"Fear of my safety" 

Unidentified threat "My life was in danger" 

   

"I feared for my life" 

    

   

Expansion of criminal network 

Criminal network Recruitment 

   

Other criminal activities 

    

   

"I already lived here" 

Return to the U.S. "I work in the US" 

   

"I had gone on vacation" 

    Tourist Entered the country with a tourist visa 

    
Other 

"Came to donate an organ" 

"Came to a funeral" 

 

Analytic Plan 

In order to examine the motives behind the migration and means of entry of 

Salvadoran immigrants into the United States, it was necessary to conduct a series of 
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statistical tests. Simple descriptive statistics were utilized to analyze the sample of 

Salvadoran detainees. Frequencies and descriptive statistics were observed to establish 

the category under which the individuals were placed by their level of gang involvement 

(non-gang members, gang associates and gang members). One way ANOVA and 

Tukey’s post hoc tests were conducted to find the variance between the groups regarding 

demographic information, the motives for their migration, means of entry into the United 

States, and violations of immigration regulations.  
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CHAPTER V 

RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics 

The total number of Salvadoran detainees available for interviewing according to 

the official lists of the facilities was 449. Of those detainees invited to participate, 22 

were ineligible because they had already been interviewed in previous data collection 

sessions for this study, and an additional 3 detainees were excluded because they were 

not of Salvadoran nationality. Of the 424 eligible Salvadoran detainees, 11 were not 

located at the time of the data collection due to various reasons (e.g. court dates, medical 

appointments) and 18 refused participation. This resulted in a response rate of 93.1% 

(n=395). Table 2 presents the descriptive information for the sample.  

Among the full sample, males comprised 92.4% of the sample (n=365) and 

females accounted for the remaining 7.6% (n=30). The ages ranged between 18 and 63 

with a mean of 34.7. Most of the participants preferred to answer the survey in Spanish 

(n=220; 55.7%). The reasons for apprehension varied within the sample; 207 (52.4%) 

individuals were apprehended for criminal charges, 123 (31.1%) were detained for 

immigration violations leading to deportation, and 28 (7.1%) were detained for 

revocation of their papers. The majority of the detentions took place in the city of Los 

Angeles, California and its vicinity
13

. All participants were awaiting deportation at the 

time of the interviews.  

 

                                                      
13

 The respondents were asked the location of their apprehension. Many responses provided the name of the 

city where they had been arrested, others gave reference points and many just provided the name of 

neighborhood. The wide variety of responses made it difficult to present a chart of the location of their 

arrest. 
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Table 2 

Demographic Information 

    Full Sample   

    (n=395; 100%)   

Sex     

 
Male 365 (92.4%) 

 
 

Female 30 (7.6%) 
 Age 

  
 

Range 18-63 
 

 
Mean (S.D.) 34.7 (9.3) 

 Language 
  

 
Spanish 220 (55.7%) 

 
 

English 175 (44.3%) 
 Reason for apprehension 
 

 
Criminal Charge 207 (52.4%) 

 
 

Deportation (no other charge) 123 (31.1%) 
 

 
Papers Revoked 28 (7.1%) 

 
 

Missing Responses 37 (9.4%) 
 Gang Involvement 92 (23.3%) 
 

 
United States 74 (18.7%) 

 
 

El Salvador 32 (8.1%) 
 Level of confinement 

  
 

Level 1 76 (19.2%) 
 

 
Level 2 224 (56.7%) 

 
 

Level 3 73 (18.5%) 
 

 
Not Available 22 (5.6%) 

 Facility 
  

 
Mira Loma 236 (59.7%) 

 
 

Santa Ana 155 (39.2%) 
   Missing Responses 4 (1.1%)   

 

Among the entire sample, 92 (23.3%) participants were identified as having some 

level of gang involvement, whether by active membership, former membership or being 

friends with gang members (see Table 2). Seventy four (18.7%) individuals with some 

level of gang involvement admitted association with a gang in the United States. Thirty 

two (8.1%) participants recognized being involved with a gang in El Salvador. Twelve 

participants admitted simultaneous gang involvement in El Salvador and the United 

States. The detainees were assigned a level of confinement based on their criminal record 

and behavior. Level 1 reflects an administrative or immigration violation, thus assigning 

them a low level of confinement, and seventy six (19.2%) participants were held on this 
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level. Level 2 is generally assigned to individuals charged with a misdemeanor, and 224 

(56.7%) of the participants were detained under this category. Level 3 is a felony or 

another aggravated offense which required the highest level of confinement and held 73 

(18.5%) of the deportees who participated in the survey. The subjects were interviewed at 

one of two Immigration and Customs Enforcement facilities in California including Mira 

Loma (n=236; 59.7%) and Santa Ana (n=155; 39.2%).  

Table 3 presents the descriptive characteristics by gang membership status. Two 

hundred and ninety eight (75.4%) interview participants denied any relationship to a 

gang, whereas 49 (12.4%) participants admitted gang association and 43 (10.9%) claimed 

current gang membership. The three groups were comprised primarily of men. Non-gang 

members were significantly more likely to be older than gang members and gang 

associates, and no significant differences were found between the two groups that 

admitted gang involvement. The majority of those individuals who admitted gang 

membership (n=28; 65.1%) and gang associates (n=28; 57.1%) preferred English for the 

interview instead of Spanish, compared to the majority of non-gang members (n=114; 

38.3%) who did not speak English. The contrasts for the reason behind their 

apprehension were significantly different for the groups. Gang members (n=31; 72.1%) 

were more likely to be detained for criminal charges than non-gang members (n=140; 

47%); similarly, gang associates (n=33; 67.3%) were significantly more likely to be 

apprehended for criminal charges than non-gang members. In contrast, non-gang 

members (n=104; 34.9%) were more likely to be detained for deportation than gang 

members (n=7; 16.3%).  
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Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics by Level of Gang Involvement 

    
No Gang 

Involvement 
  

Gang 

Associates 
  

Gang 

Members 
  

Significant 

Contrasts 

    (n=298; 75.4%)   (n=49; 12.4%)   (n=43; 10.9%)     

Sex         

 
   

 
Male 272 (91.3%) 

 
47 (95.9%) 

 
42 (97.7%) 

  

 
Female 26 (8.7%) 

 
2 (4.1%) 

 
1 (2.3%) 

  
Age 

    
 

  
  

Range 19-63 
 

18-59 

 
18-51 

 
 

 
Mean (SD) 36.1 (9.3) 

 
30.4 (8.7) 

 

29.9 (7.8) 
 

NG>GM; 

NG>GA 

Language 
   

 
  

 
 

Spanish 182 (61.1%) 
 

21 (42.9%) 

 
15 (34.9%) 

  

 
English 114 (38.3%) 

 
28 (57.1%) 

 

28 (65.1%) 
 

GM>NG; 

GA>NG 

Reason for apprehension 
   

 
   

 
Criminal Charge 140 (47%) 

 
33 (67.3%) 

 

31 (72.1%) 
 

GM>NG; 

GA>NG 

 

Deportation (no 

other charge) 
104 (34.9%) 

 
11 (22.5%) 

 

7 (16.3%) 
 

NG>GM 

 
Papers Revoked 22 (7.4%) 

 
2 (4.1%) 

 

4 (9.3%) 
  

 
Missing Responses 32 (10.7%) 

 
3 (6.1%) 

 
1 (2.3%) 

  
Country of Gang 

Affiliation    

 
   

 
United States N/A 

 
39 (79.6%) 

 
35 (81.4%) 

 
GA>GM 

 
El Salvador N/A 

 
23 (46.9%) 

 
9 (20.9%) 

 
GA>GM 

Level of confinement 
   

 
   

 
Level 1 62 (20.8%) 

 
8 (16.3%) 

 
3 (7%) 

  

 
Level 2 179 (60.1%) 

 
27 (55.1%) 

 
17 (39.5%) 

 
NG>GM 

 
Level 3 42 (14.1%) 

 
10 (20.4%) 

 

20 (46.5%) 
 

GM>NG; 

GM>GA 

 
Not Available 15 (5%) 

 
4 (8.2%) 

 
3 (7%) 

  
Facility 

   
 

   

 
Mira Loma 173 (58%) 

 
35 (71.4%) 

 
25 (58.1%) 

  

 
Santa Ana 123 (41.3%) 

 
13 (26.5%) 

 
18 (41.9%) 

  
  Missing Responses 2 (0.7%)   1 (2.1%)   0 (0%)     

One-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) using Tukey HSD indicate significant differences among non-

gang members (NG), gang associate (GA), and gang members (GM).Statistical significance at p<.05 

 

The participants with gang involvement in the United States were more likely to 

be gang associates than gang members. The same differences apply to gang involvement 

in El Salvador. Eleven respondents acknowledged gang involvement in both countries 

and one respondent admitted simultaneous membership to gangs in the United States and 

El Salvador. No significant differences were found between the groups confined in Level 
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1, however, non-gang members were more likely to be held in Level 2 than gang 

members, and gang members were more likely to be detained in Level 3 than gang 

associates and non-gang members.  

Gang Affiliation 

In order to determine the gang to which the participants belong, it was necessary 

to group answers based on their allegiance. Answers like Mara-Salvatrucha, MS-13, 

Mara-13, or Mara-Salvatrucha 13 were grouped into one single variable that has been 

labeled as MS-13 to identify members of Mara Salvatrucha 13, or MS-13. Other answers 

like 18
th

, M-18, 18, Barrio 18 and 18
th

 St were grouped under 18
th

 St to denominate “18
th

 

Street Gang.” In many cases, answers including the number 13 were given, but due to the 

nature of the gang it is impossible to assume gang relationships between MS-13 and other 

groups that might have just adopted the number as an independent identifier of a certain 

group. The number 13 has been documented to be a reference to the Mexican Mafia (La 

Eme) because the letter M is the 13
th

 letter in the alphabet (Diaz, 2009; Logan & Bain, 

2006). Answers that denoted any gang other than MS-13 or 18
th

 Street were coded as 

“Other gang.” Two respondents in this study claimed to have been associates of both 

rival groups: MS-13 and 18
th

 Street. The motives behind the migration of these 

individuals were evaluated independently of their gang-relations.  

Table 4 presents the number of gang associates and gang members who 

acknowledged membership to either MS-13, 18
th

 Street or other gangs. Twenty three 

associates (46.9%) acknowledged involvement with Mara Salvatrucha-13. Similarly, five 

associates (10.2%) acknowledged involvement with 18
th

 Street gang. Two gang 

associates (4.1%) claimed to be friends with MS-13 and 18
th

 Street gang simultaneously. 
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Nineteen associates (38.8%) were friends with other gangs. In contrast, 14 (32.6%) gang 

members admitted membership to MS-13 and 4 (9.3%) claimed membership in 18
th

 

Street. No gang members claimed membership to both groups simultaneously. Twenty 

five (58.1%) gang members admitted involvement with other gangs.  

Table 4 

Gang Affiliation 

      
Gang 

Associates 
  Gang Members   

      (n=49; 12.4%)   (n=43; 10.9%)   

 
MS-13 

 
23 (46.9%) 

 
14 (32.6%) 

 

 
18th St 

 
5 (10.2%) 

 
4 (9.3%) 

 

 
MS-13/18th St 

 
2 (4.1%) 

 
0 (0%) 

 
  Other gang   19 (38.8%)   25 (58.1 %)   

Note: No statistically significant differences emerged between the groups. 

Immigration 

 

Table 5 displays the motives behind the migration of Salvadoran deportees. The 

most common reasons for non-gang members to migrate involved seeking better 

opportunities (n=91; 30.5%), escaping the war (n=40; 13.4%) and avoiding an 

unidentified threat (n=40; 13.4%). In comparison, the primary reasons for the migration 

of gang associates were “Escaping the War” (n=9; 18.4%), “Running from a gang” (n=8; 

16.3%) and “Better Opportunities” (n=8; 16.3%). Gang members identified the search for 

better opportunities as the primary reason for their departure (n=7; 16.3%), along with 

reuniting with their family (n=6; 13.9%), escaping the war (n=6; 13.9%), and running 

from a gang (n=6; 13.9%).  
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Table 5 

Reasons for Migration 

      
No gang 

association  

Gang 

Associates  
Gang Members 

 

      (n=298; 75.4%)   (n=49; 12.4%)   (n=43; 10.9%)   

Came with family (Age 12 

or less) 
9 (3%) 

 
6 (12.2%) 

 
5 (11.6%) 

 

Came with family (13 or 

over)  
10 (3.3%) 

 
2 (4.1%) 

 
2 (4.6%) 

 

Reunite with family 
 

30 (10.1%) 
 

5 (10.2%) 
 

6 (13.9%) 
 

Better opportunities 
 

91 (30.5%) 
 

8 (16.3%) 
 

7 (16.3%) 
 

Escaping the war 
 

40 (13.4%) 
 

9 (18.4%) 
 

6 (13.9%) 
 

Running from a gang 
 

31 (10.4%) 
 

8 (16.3%) 
 

6 (13.9%) 
 

Avoid persecution 
 

15 (5%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

4 (9.3%) 
 

Avoid legal action 
 

0 (0%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

Unidentified threat 
 

40 (13.4%) 
 

1 (2%) 
 

2 (4.6%) 
 

Criminal network 
 

0 (0%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

Return to the U.S. 
 

12 (4%) 
 

5 (10.2%) 
 

3 (6.9%) 
 

Overstayed Visa 
 

4 (1.3%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

Other 
  

12 (4%) 
 

4 (8.1%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

Don't know 
 

1 (0.3%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

2 (4.6%) 
 

Refused     2 (0.7%)   0 (0%)   0 (0%)   

 

The reasons for migration presented in Table 5 provide a detailed image of the 

motive for the migration of the interviewees. However, some categories include very few 

cases and made it difficult to conduct simple tests to determine the statistical significance 

of the apparent differences. It was necessary to collapse some responses into broader 

categories. The categories that relate to family or a better life were condensed into 

“Quality of life.” Answers related to fear of gangs, fear of the military or guerilla or 

escaping the war were categorized into “Fear of Victimization,” If the answers related to 

expanding criminal networks or avoiding legal consequences for crimes in El Salvador, 

they were summarized under “Criminal motives.” Finally, other answers that related to 

the individual entering the country to return to a residence or for travel were categorized 
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into “Legal entry.” This allowed for a better analysis of the motives of the migration of 

the participants and to find any statistically significant differences between non-gang 

members, gang associates and gang members as established in the first hypothesis. Table 

6 exemplifies the motives for departure from El Salvador in a more concise manner, 

which also allowed for further analysis and comparison. The summarized reasons for 

migration show that most answers can be grouped into the three categories created for the 

analyses, showing that there are no statistically significant differences between the 

migrations of the groups.  

Hypothesis 1: Gang members are significantly more likely to migrate with the 

intention to expand their gang and their criminal networks. 

The first hypothesis focused on the motives behind the migration of gang 

members, and it posited that gang members migrate with the intention to expand their 

gang and their criminal networks. The information presented on Table 6 provides data to 

test this hypothesis. 

Table 6 

Summarized Reasons for Migration 

      
No gang 

association 
  

Gang 

Associates 
  

Gang 

Members 
  

      (n=298; 75.4%)   (n=49; 12.4%)   (n=43; 10.9%)   

      
 

Quality of Life  137 (45.9%)  21 (42.8%)  20 (46.5%) 
 

Fear of Victimization  129 (43.3%)  18 (36.7%)  18 (41.9%) 
 

Criminal Motive  0 (0%)  0 (0%)  0 (0%) 
 

Legal Entry  28 (9.4%)  9 (3%)  3 (7%) 
 

Unknown/Refused   4 (1.3%)  0 (0%)  2 (4.6%)   

Note: No statistically significant differences emerged between the groups. 
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After analyzing the data it was clear that no respondents admitted that the motive 

of their migration into the United States was to avoid legal action against them or to 

expand their criminal networks. This finding provides evidence to refute the first 

hypothesis. When comparing the reasons behind the migration of non-gang members, 

gang associates and gang members, it is clear that the primary reasons for the migration 

of non-gang members and gang members are very similar.  

Hypothesis 2: People with no relationship or association to a gang are 

significantly more likely to migrate with the intention to better their economical 

situation and living conditions. 

The second hypothesis posited that non-gang members migrate with the intention 

to better their economical situation. This hypothesis was not supported by the findings. 

The primary reason for the migration of non-gang members is to search for better 

opportunities (n=91; 30.5%), although neither the information displayed in Table 5 nor 

Table 6 provide sufficient evidence to consider this a significant finding.  

Hypothesis 3: Gang members and gang associates are significantly more inclined 

to violate migratory regulations than non-gang members. 

The third hypothesis states that gang members are significantly more likely to 

violate migratory regulations than non-gang members. Table 7 and Table 8 provided data 

to test this hypothesis. Table 7 presents the details of the entry of the deportees into the 

United States. Although every detainee interviewed was awaiting deportation, they had 

not necessarily entered the country illegally. The categories of entry were divided into 

two primary sections: legal entry and illegal entry. The age of non-gang members at the 

time of their entry (either legal or illegal) into the United States varied from 1 to 51 years 
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(Mean=22, SD=9.7). Gang associates’ ages ranged from less than one year to 45 

(Mean=15.8, SD=8.9) and the age of gang members at the time of entry ranged from less 

than one year to 31 (Mean=12.3, SD=8.3). Non-gang members were significantly more 

likely to be older when entering the United States than gang associates and gang 

members.  

Table 7 

Entry into the United States 

      
No gang 

association 
  

Gang 

Associates 
  Gang Members   

Significant 

Contrasts 

      (n=298; 75.4%)   (n=49; 12.4%)   (n=43; 10.9%)     

Age when entering the U.S. 
        

 
Range 

 
1-51 

 
0-45 

 
0-31 

  

 
Mean (SD) 

 
22  (9.7) 

 
15.8 (8.9) 

 
12.3 (8.3) 

 

NG>GA; 

NG>GM 

Legal Entry into the U.S. 
 

35 (11.7%) 
 

7 (14.3%) 
 

8 (18.6%) 
  

 
Immigrant Visa 

 
22 (7.4%) 

 
4 (8.2%) 

 
3 (6.9%) 

  

 
Admitted as a refugee 

 
2 (0.7%) 

 
0 (0%) 

 
1 (2.3%) 

  

 
Student, work or long term 

Visa  
4 (1.3%) 

 
2 (4.1%) 

 
0 (0%) 

  

 
Overstayed a non-

immigrant visa  
7 (2.3%) 

 
1 (2%) 

 
4 (9.3%) 

 
GM>NG 

Illegal Entry into the U.S. 
 

260 (87.2%) 
 

41 (83.7%) 
 

33 (76.7%) 
  

 
Without documents 

 
245 (82.2%) 

 
39 (79.6%) 

 
26 (60.5%) 

 
NG>GM 

 
False documents 

 
4 (1.3%) 

 
1 (2%) 

 
4 (9.3%) 

 

GM>NG; 

GM>GA 

 
Another person's documents 

 
1 (0.3%) 

 
0 (0%) 

 
0 (0%) 

  

 
Other 

 
10 (3.4%) 

 
1 (2%) 

 
3 (6.9%) 

  
          
 

Refused 
 

1 (0.3%) 
 

0 (0%) 
 

0 (0%) 
  

  Missing   2 (0.7%)   1 (2%)   2 (4.7%)     

One-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) using Tukey HSD indicate significant differences among non-

gang members (NG), gang associate (GA), and gang members (GM).Statistical significance at p<.05 

 

A small percentage of respondents entered the United States lawfully. The only 

significant finding in this category is that gang members are more likely to overstay the 

time allowed to remain in the United States than non-gang members when entering the 

country with a non-immigrant visa. The majority of the respondents from the three 

categories admitted entering the country illegally. Non-gang members were significantly 
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more likely to enter the country without any documentation than gang members. 

However, gang members were significantly more likely than non-gang members and 

gang associates to use false documents to cross the United States border.  

Although not statistically significant, Table 7 shows that gang members were less 

likely to enter the United States unlawfully (n=33; 76.7%) than gang associates (n=41; 

83.7%) or non-gang members (n=260; 87.2%). It is interesting that non-gang members 

are more likely than other groups to violate immigration regulations when crossing the 

border between Mexico and the United States. Nonetheless, data showed no significant 

differences between the proclivity of non-gang members and gang members to violate 

migratory regulations. The means of entry into the United States are similar for the three 

groups presented in the analyses. No evidence emerged to support the hypothesis that 

gang members and gang associates are more likely to violate migratory regulations than 

non-gang members.   

Each of the respondents was being held in custody by ICE for an immigration 

violation at the time of the interviews. As shown in Table 8, the number of unlawful 

entries into the United States is similar for non-gang members, gang associates and gang 

members. There are no significant differences between the groups regarding illegal 

entries into the country. When analyzing the number of detentions for unlawful entry the 

results were similar. There are no significant differences in the number of detentions 

between non-gang members, gang associates and gang members. Likewise, non-gang 

members, gang associates and gang members show no significant differences regarding 

the number of times deported from the United States. The third hypothesis posits that 
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gang members and gang associates are significantly more inclined to violate migratory 

regulations than non-gang members. Table 8 displays the data to test this hypothesis. 

Table 8 

Immigration Violations 

  
   

No gang 

association  

Gang 

Associates  

Gang 

Members 

        (n=298; 75.4%)   (n=49; 12.4%)   (n=43; 10.9%) 

Unlawful entry to the U.S. 
      

 

 
0 

  
25 (8.4%) 

 
6 (12.3%) 

 
9 (20.9%) 

 
1 

  
230 (77.2%) 

 
37 (75.5%) 

 
29 (67.4%) 

 
2 

  
30 (10%) 

 
4 (8.2%) 

 
4 (9.3%) 

 
3 or more 

  
11 (3.7%) 

 
1 (2%) 

 
1 (2.3%) 

 
Missing 

  
2 (0.7%) 

 
1 (2%) 

 
0 (0%) 

Detentions for unlawful entry 
     

 

 
0 

  
147 (49.3%) 

 
22 (44.9%) 

 
23 (53.5%) 

 
1 

  
114 (38.2%) 

 
24 (48.9%) 

 
15 (34.9%) 

 
2 

  
26 (8.7%) 

 
2 (4.1%) 

 
4 (9.3%) 

 
3 or more 

  
10 (3.4%) 

 
0 (0%) 

 
1 (2.3%) 

 
Missing 

  
1 (0.4%) 

 
1 (2%) 

 
0 (0%) 

Times deported from the U.S. 
     

 

 
0 

  
250 (83.9%) 

 
44 (89.8%) 

 
35 (81.4%) 

 
1 

  
34 (11.4%) 

 
2 (4.1%) 

 
7 (16.3%) 

 
2 

  
8 (2.7%) 

 
2 (4.1%) 

 
0 (0%) 

 
3 or more 

  
6 (2%) 

 
0 (0%) 

 
0 (0%) 

  Missing     0 (0%)   1 (2%)   1 (2.3%) 

Note: No significant differences emerged between the groups. 

The data shown on Table 8 provides no evidence to support the hypothesis 

regarding the violation of migratory regulations. Although gang associates seem to be 

more likely to be detained for entering the country unlawfully in one occasion (n=24; 

48.9%) than non-gang members (n=114; 38.2%) and considerably more likely to be 

detained than gang members (n=15; 34.9%), no significant differences emerged between 

non-gang members, gang associates and gang members regarding unlawful entry into the 

United States, detentions for unlawful entry or deportations from the country. It is 
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important to note that although gang members are subject to more deportations as a result 

of legislative actions, the number of deported gang members is not statistically 

significantly higher than the number of deported non-gang members or gang associates. 

Table 9 features the percentages of detainees receiving help to cross the border. 

Almost half (n=148; 49.7%) of the non-gang members admitted having been helped by 

an individual or organization when crossing the border. Twenty seven gang associates 

(55.1%) admitted receiving assistance to enter the United States and 25 (58.1%) gang 

members admitted receiving help. Although not statistically significant, gang members 

appear to be more likely to receive help crossing the border than non-gang members or 

gang associates. However, the missing responses from gang members raise the question 

regarding whether or not those individuals were helped to cross the border and whether 

those findings would be statistically significant. 

Table 9 

Assistance Crossing the Border 

      
No gang 

association  

Gang 

Associates  
Gang Members   

      (n=298; 75.4%) 
 

(n=49; 12.4%) 
 

(n=43; 10.9%)   

Did anyone help you cross the 

U.S. border?       

 
Yes 

 
148 (49.7%) 

 
27 (55.1%) 

 
25 (58.1%) 

 

 
No 

 
121 (40.6%) 

 
12 (24.5%) 

 
4 (9.3%) 

 
  Missing   29 (9.7%)   10 (20.4%)   14 (32.6%)   

Note: No significant differences emerged between the groups. 

Only one active gang member admitted receiving help from a homie, while the 

rest of the sample received help from strangers, “Coyotes,” friends, or family members. 

Four interviewees acknowledged being smuggled into the country along with other 

things. One was brought in with fruit, one with other people, one with marihuana (no 
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description of the amount was provided), and one admitted being smuggled along 

women, drugs and weapons. 
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CHAPTER VI 

DISCUSSION 

 The primary objective of this project was to examine the motives behind the 

immigration between gang members, gang associates and non-gang members from El 

Salvador into the United States. The hypotheses suggested that the motive for the 

migration of Salvadoran gang members would include an expansion of their criminal 

networks, while non-gang members would migrate in search of better opportunities and 

implement their lifestyle. The data collected at the two ICE facilities in California 

allowed for analyses of the motives behind the migration of gang members. Analyses 

were conducted to determine the relationship between the level of gang involvement 

(non-gang member, gang associate or gang member) and the motives for migration, 

means of entering the country and proclivity to violate immigration regulations.  

Summary of Findings and Comparison with Previous Studies 

Hypothesis 1: Gang members migrate with the intention to expand their gang and 

their criminal networks. 

The analyses conducted to determine the relationship between gang membership 

and motives for migration produced no significant results. The first hypothesis presented 

established that gang members migrate with the intention to expand their criminal 

networks. The results of the analyses showed that none of the gang members admitted 

departing from El Salvador with the intention to establish relationships with other gang 

members, expand their current clique, start a new clique, or for economical benefits 

deriving from illegal activities. After comparing the motives for the migration of gang 

members to the motives for the migration of non-gang members and gang associates, it is 
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clear that the principal motives for the migration of all groups are similar: finding a better 

quality of life. The data do not support the first hypothesis. 

On the other hand, previous research suggests that illegal immigrants tend to be 

younger than 18 years when entering the country (Butcher & Piehl, 1998), and thus may 

be at greater risk of being involved with criminal activities (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 

2983). The findings of this project support that statement. The mean age at the time of 

entry into the United States of non-gang members was 22 years of age, whereas the mean 

age of gang members was 12.3 and gang associates 15.8.  According to Hirschi and 

Gottfredson (1983) teens are prone to having higher offending rates than adults, which 

would explain why individuals entering the country at a younger age reported gang 

membership more frequently. It is possible that although gang members did not migrate 

for expansion of their networks, they migrated for better opportunities before they 

became gang members and joined their gang once they were living in the United States, 

which is contrary to research that has argued that foreign born youth are less likely to be 

involved in criminal activities than natives (Butcher & Piehl, 1998; Martinez & Lee, 

2000; Martinez, Stowell & Lee, 2010; Ousey & Kubrin, 2009). It has been argued that 

Central American gang members are foreign born, but have become gang members in the 

United States after entering the country at a young age (Logan & Bain, 2006). The 

current study could not establish the causality of gang membership and immigration, 

further research must be conducted to determine the relationship between the two events.  

Furthermore, the evidence that disproves the first hypothesis of crime expansion also 

refutes the validity of the Alien Conspiracy Theory presented by Williams and Roth 

(2011).  The Alien Conspiracy Theory explains that transnational criminal organizations –
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such as MS-13- are the result of immigrants “transplanting […] preexisting criminal 

cultures and behaviors [into] America” (Williams & Roth, 2011, p.302). No participants 

of this project admitted that the motive for their migration was the expansion of their 

criminal networks, thus the theory may not apply to this particular group of immigrants.  

 Finally, the lack of evidence to suggest that gang members depart from El 

Salvador with the intention to expand their gang is contrary to Maxson’s (1998) argument 

that the migration of gang members contributes to gang proliferation. On the other hand, 

the same lack of evidence may be used to discredit Vittori’s (2007) and Papachristo’s 

(2005) explanations of gang expansion by the migration of individual members for 

recruitment. Furthermore, research has argued that Salvadoran gang members migrate for 

fear of retaliation by vigilante groups (Seelke, 2010), although the results do not provide 

enough evidence to support this assumption. Nonetheless, the data suggest, in agreement 

with previous research (Cruz, 2010), that gang members migrate due to an imitation of 

contemporary social processes. 

Hypothesis 2: People with no relationship or association to a gang are 

significantly more likely to migrate with the intention to better their economical 

situation and living conditions. 

The second supposition was that people with no relationship or association to a 

gang migrate with the intention to better their economical situation and living conditions. 

Of the 298 individuals interviewed who did not admit gang association or membership, 

91 (30.5%) claimed to have entered the United States in hopes of finding better living 

conditions, economical benefits and a higher quality of life. This percentage is nearly 

double than the percentages found for of gang associates (16.3%) and gang members 
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(16.3%) when asked the same question. Nonetheless, when the answers were grouped 

into the categories, the percentages of non-gang members migrating to the United States 

for a better quality of life (45.9%) were not significantly different than the percentage of 

gang associates (42.8%) and gang members (46.5%) who migrated for the same reason. 

A similar pattern was seen for fear of victimization as a motive for migration. The 

evidence does not support the hypothesis that individuals with no gang association are 

more likely to migrate for economical reasons than individuals with gang involvement. 

Though research has found that youth join maras searching for economical 

stability (Logan and Kairies, 2006; U.S. Congressional Research Service, 2007), the 

findings of this project suggest that members of maras continue to migrate in search for 

economical steadiness. This finding suggests that maras do not necessarily provide their 

members with the stability they desire in their home country and therefore migrate in 

search of better possibilities for economical development.  Furthermore, studies have 

reported that a significant number of gang members wish to leave the gang and search for 

better economical and educational opportunities (SIDA, 2008) or to provide support for 

their families (Goubaud, 2008), which supports the results of this project. Gang members 

migrate for economical betterment and the possibility of achieving economical stability. 

Whether they do so by joining a clique in the United States or pursuing lawful 

employment is yet to be analyzed.  

Hypothesis 3: Gang members and gang associates are more inclined to violate 

migratory regulations than non-gang members. 

The third hypothesis was tested through two different questions. The first question 

analyzed for this purpose was the means used by the deportees to enter the country. The 
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assumption was that gang members and gang associates were more likely to use illegal 

means, while non-gang members would enter the country legally. No statistical 

significances were found to determine a true difference between the groups (Table 7). 

However, the percentages of individuals violating migratory regulations were higher 

among non-gang members (87.2%) than gang associates (83.7%) and considerably higher 

than gang members (76.7%).  The supposition that gang members and gang associates are 

more likely to violate immigration regulations was not supported by statistically 

significant findings. Nevertheless, the differences between the percentages of gang 

members who had never entered the country unlawfully (20.9%) is much higher than the 

percentage of gang associates who had never entered the United States illegally (12.3%) 

and more than 10% higher than the non-gang members who never entered the country 

through illegal means (8.4%). In conclusion the analyses did not provide evidence to 

support the third hypothesis. The defiant attitude against authorities and the lack of 

respect for the law that has been described in previous research (Elbert, 2010; 

Manwaring, 2005) has no apparent effect on the proclivity of gang members to violate 

migratory regulations when entering the United States. Although researchers have 

expressed concern of the constant threat that criminal organizations pose and how 

immigration of criminals aggravates problems resulting from illegal immigration into the 

United States (James, 2005), the evidence found through this study does not support 

those statements. 

Limitations of the Study and Implications for Future Research 

Despite the important contributions made by the current study, some limitations 

are worth noting. The accessibility to research subjects through a detention facility 
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creates noteworthy obstacles for the current study. The availability of subjects was a 

decisive factor in the size of the original sample. Every participant in the study was in 

custody of Immigration and Customs Enforcement awaiting deportation. Immigration 

authorities explained that they continuously send groups of immigrants back to their 

home country, thus availability of subjects would be dependent on when the studies were 

to be conducted. However, the scheduling of the interviews at the first location was done 

in a timely manner and allowed for a larger sample (n=236; 59.8%). The sample at the 

second location was also of a considerable size (n=155; 39.2%). Among the entire 

sample, a small number of gang members were identified, so it was necessary to group 

current and former gang members into one category to compare with gang associates and 

non-gang members. The number of gang members who participated in the project, though 

useful, was smaller than needed to conduct more advanced statistical analyses. 

Furthermore, Curry, Decker and Egley (2006), as well as Decker and Curry (1996) based 

their analyses on juvenile populations. Although their classification of non-gang 

members, current gang members, former gang members and associates has proved useful 

for the purpose of the present study, the interaction between adults may be different than 

the interaction between youths. The interaction with gang members must be further 

studied to determine if the classification may be further applied to adult samples. 

The representativeness of the sample can be considered a limitation of the study. 

While all Salvadoran citizens under custody of I.C.E. were invited to participate in the 

survey, it is difficult to determine whether or not they are representative of the entire 

population of Salvadoran nationals in the State of California, in the United States, or 

representative of their cliques or gangs. Also, it is not uncommon for inmate samples to 
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have lower response rates (Fox, Zambrana, & Lane, 2011). Nonetheless, the current study 

featured a relatively high response rate (93.1%). Therefore, the data collected may be 

representative of the available population of immigrants in custody of immigration 

authorities. Another limitation of the current study is the age of the respondents. Due to 

the nature of the locale where the interviews took place, each respondent was at least 18 

years old, leaving the juvenile population automatically excluded from this study.  

Due to their immigration status and the nature of the deportation process, it is 

possible that the number of deportees on detention facilities may have underreported their 

offending behavior. The strain and frustration of being detained and facing deportation 

may have influenced the subjects to minimize or conceal their wrongdoing during the 

interview.  Particularly with gang members, it is possible that they attempted to conceal 

the real motives behind their departure from El Salvador. Furthermore, some of the 

participants expressed concern about sharing information due to fear of further legal 

consequences. The researchers assured the participant of their anonymity, and built 

rapport with the detainees to diminish tension and attempt to collect as much information 

as possible.  The validity of data collected through self-report instruments relies entirely 

on the respondents’ desire to provide honest information, although respondents may 

under-report or over-report previous activities, research suggests that detainees will 

generally provide truthful information about their criminal activities (Fox, Zambrana, & 

Lane, 2011; Peterson, Braiker, & Polich, 1981).  

Future research must address the issues presented above. It is necessary to 

continue research on the motives behind the migration of gang members, for which it is 

essential to have a larger sample. Finally, it is important to conduct further research on 
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foreign-born juvenile gang members to understand their acculturation process and the 

motives for joining a gang, and how these motives differ from native-born gang 

members, which will allow us to further understand cultural differences between  gangs 

in different countries.  
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

Illegal immigration is a sensitive issue that has gained considerable attention in 

contemporary United States. It is clear that the flow of immigrants from Latin America 

has displaced Europe as the origin of the majority of the immigrants in the United States 

(Martinez, Stowell & Lee, 2010). Legislative responses created a constant flow of 

immigrants to and from Central America, many of whom are gang members. The primary 

objective of this study was to understand the motives behind the migration of gang 

members into the United States and how those motives vary between gang members, 

gang associates and non-gang members. In-person interview surveys were answered by 

Salvadoran immigrants being held at I.C.E. detention facilities in California. These 

instruments provided data to study the reasons for their migration and to support the 

findings of this project. 

The data collected from Salvadoran deportees did not provide evidence to find 

statistically significant differences between active gang members, gang associates and 

non-gang members regarding immigration motives and means of entry into the United 

States. The data and the analyses have failed to find significant evidence to support the 

three hypotheses presented for this project. There are no statistically significant 

differences between the motives behind the migration of gang members, gang associates 

and non-gang members (Table 5). Similarly, no significant differences were found within 

these groups regarding the reason for their migration from El Salvador into the United 

States (Table 6), the means of entry into the country (Table 7), or the violations of 

immigration regulations (Table 8). 
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The migration of individuals with criminal records or involvement in criminal 

activities will remain to be a concern for immigration authorities. However, the results of 

the analyses should be interpreted with caution with respect to the policy-oriented 

implications. For example, this cross-sectional study is based upon a relatively small 

sample from one state.  The findings show gang members and gang associates migrate for 

the same reasons as non-gang members. Legislators may consider this information when 

addressing the entry of foreigners into the United States, although additional research 

should be conducted (e.g., replications and extensions of this study) before relying upon 

the findings to inform policy.  

The activities of gangs like Mara Salvatrucha-13 and Barrio 18 continue to be 

prevalent in Central American countries, and the migration of workers from Central 

America remains an important issue in the United States. Although immigrants are being 

deported back to their home countries, gang members and non-gang members continue to 

attempt to return to the United States in search for a higher quality of life. In order to find 

a solution to the problem of transnational gangs such as MS-13, the United States 

government and its Salvadoran counterpart must address the issue together. It is 

important to continue studying the migration of individuals into the United States through 

the southern border and their possible relation to gangs or other criminal organizations. 

The availability of research focusing on the migration of Central American gangs 

is limited. Though there are theories regarding the migration of gangs within a country 

(Maxson, 1998), very few studies have addressed the migration of gangs across 

international borders (Cruz, 2010; Papachristos, 2005; Vittori, 2007). The findings of this 

project are contrary to the theories presented by Cruz (2010), Vittori (2007) and 
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Papachristos (2005) regarding the migration of gang members for expansion and 

recruitment. Seelke (2010) argued that Salvadoran gang members leave their country to 

avoid retaliatory actions from the government and vigilante groups. The current study 

found evidence to partially support Seelke’s perspective, although further research must 

be conducted with a larger sample to provide statistically significant evidence. Future 

research must be conducted on active members of the maras to learn more about their 

networks, the operation and communication between their cliques, their transnational 

activities and the organization of their groups across international borders and within 

prisons, as well as their motivations and gang lifestyle. Another aspect of gangs that must 

be addressed is the nationality of members within these groups and the relationship 

between the age of entry into the country and the initiation with the gang. No research 

has been conducted to analyze the nationality of gang members belonging to maras in the 

United States.  

Although the media attention on the mara problem has not been as prevalent as it 

was in the early 2000s, there is no evidence to support the assumption that these Central 

American groups have disappeared or lost any strength. Theories addressing the 

evolution of gangs have been presented (Sullivan, 2006). These theories explain how 

gangs evolve from a street level into transnational criminal organizations, and have 

compared the evolution of MS-13 to other non-state combatants such as terrorists and 

mercenaries. The internal functioning of these groups has allowed them to recruit 

individuals from societies suffering from social ailments, such as El Salvador. It is 

important for researchers and law enforcement agencies to conduct research on the 

known members of these groups to understand the future of maras in Central America 
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and the United States, and how these gangs present a future threat to entire communities 

and the national security of the United States.  
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 The consent script states that the information disclosed will not be available to anyone other than “ASU 

research staff.” At the time of the data collection I was hired by Arizona State University to participate in the 

process, officially making me ASU’s research staff.  
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