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Abstract 

Asylum seekers are those who propose that they are refugees but whose claim to refugee 

status has not yet been verified by the receiving country. These asylum seekers travel from Central 

American countries to the United States. They often unwillingly leave their home countries feeling 

endangered and move north only to face a complicated and long admissions process conducted by 

arbitrary clerks and consisting of multiple steps in order to get a government certificated status as 

a refugee and further obstacles afterwards. Here, we decided to critically analyze the historical and 

current situation they have been facing so far. Based on the research we have completed, we 

deduced that what awaits Central American refugees even after the admission is legal 

discrimination, insufficient access to health insurance (as proven by comparatively low rates of 

insurance and lack of access to medical services), institutional discrimination, and lack of 

assimilation - mainly because of cultural differences and language barriers, mental health problems 

such as PTSD, and human trafficking. We argue that the reasons for these consecutive obstacles 

include the difficulty that the government and citizens of the United States have in distinguishing 

asylum seekers from normal immigrants. With the implication being that asylum seekers are 

legally entitled to protection in the United States under the Refugee Convention.   
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Introduction 

Refugees are people who are outside of their countries of citizenship because they have 

sufficient evidence for fear of persecution, and are unable to obtain sanctuary or protection from 

the country they are fleeing. Before being recognized as refugees, individuals are called asylum 

seekers. Refugee status under the 1951 Convention is declaratory, which means that as soon as 

you meet the definition you are a refugee (Hathaway). States don’t have a duty to adjudicate 

refugee status; they must simply provide protection to all refugees. States have chosen to 

adjudicate refugee status because they want to limit access to refugee protections to only those 

they deem actually meet the definition. To gain an understanding of what has been studied in 

related academic fields, our literature review examines articles about different aspects of obstacles 

faced by refugees and asylum seekers in the United States, both in general and, more specifically, 

those from Central America. These aspects include the legal process of obtaining asylum status, 

access to health care in the United States, discrimination and assimilation in the society, trauma 

and mental health disorder caused by past experiences, and vulnerabilities due to human trafficking 

and human smuggling. We will begin with putting into perspective the legal system used for 

attaining refugee status. 

 

Literature Review  

The legal process of obtaining asylum status in United States has been very difficult, 

because it has been very hard to distinguish asylum seekers and normal migrants who simply 

pursue economic prosperity. Looking at the historical trend of the U.S. policy towards the asylum 

seekers, Rosenblum and Brick say that prior to World War II, migration within North America 

consisted primarily of short-term, seasonal flows between central Mexico and the US Southwest, 
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demanded by the agricultural sector and construction. However, starting in 1965 the US 

Immigration and Nationality Act established allocation limits to the number of migrants coming 

from a particular country because of surging numbers of immigrants. Susan Gzesh notes that the 

year of 1980 marked the opening of a decade of public controversy over U.S. refugee policy 

because the large scale migration to the United States from Central America began this year. 

Even though some of them should be entitled as asylum seekers, the Reagan administration 

denied Salvadoran, Honduran, and Guatemalan immigrants, characterizing them as “economic 

migrants” and stating that the governments of those countries are not violating the human rights 

of their citizens. However, it was impossible to stop unauthorized migrants, including asylum 

seekers, from entering the United States illegally. Also noted by Rosenblum and Brick, in 1986, 

public pressure to act on the issue of illegal immigration created a law to authorize the unauthorized 

immigrants. This contributed to the increase of immigration inflows. However, it is pointed out 

that it is impossible for the United States to maintain the ongoing policy for immigrants 

considering the increasing demand to migrate into the United States. Michael McBride notes that 

“[a]lthough the 1990s have witnessed unprecedented immigration and refugee flows, many 

receiving countries in the West, including the US, have begun to apply more restrictive policies as 

a result of perceived threats to their economies and cultural homogeneity”(289). 

Among the multiple impediments encountered by prospective Central American refugees 

trying to enter the US are systematized gang violence, structural discrimination and legal 

limitations towards political asylum. 

By delving into three disparate aspects of Central American immigrants’ lives—work, 

family and schooling, Menjívar and Abrego discuss how US immigration law and criminalization 

not only target Central Americans, but also creates both structural and political violence within 
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their communities. The article also cites personal testimonials obtained from undocumented 

Honduran, Salvadoran and Guatemalan immigrants in the microcosmic Los Angeles metropolitan 

area that further support the hypothesized link between unjust immigration law and increased 

violence. Similarly, Sparks indicates that US circuit courts systematically associate and 

stereotypically classify Central American male refugees as being members of violent gangs having 

branches in LA, while contrarily, many of these refugees are in fact seeking to escape from these 

same gangs in their native countries. Consequently, this results in the automatic denial of legal 

entry of Central American refugees into the country that often leads to their homicides and/or 

separation from their families. Furthermore, Gonçlves-Peña states that local street gangs or maras 

within the U.S. act against Central American refugees by politically influencing their asylum 

claims and perpetuating preexisting structural representations of Central Americans as being 

dangerous outsiders. Most importantly, the article defines how only “a person who is outside any 

country of such person's nationality... and who is unable or unwilling to return to, and is unable or 

unwilling to avail himself or herself of the protection of, that country because of persecution or a 

well-founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a 

particular social group, or political opinion” can be designated refugee status, thus presenting the 

central legal barrier that Central American refugees face. 

Ultimately, Menjívar, Abrego and Sparks’ emphasis on the correlation between stringent 

immigration law and increased violence significantly supplements Gonçlves-Peña critique on the 

legal limitations of the definition of political asylum, presenting a cogent analysis and overview 

of the legal obstacles faced by Central American refugees. 

         Next, it should be noted that, within the United States of America, ten percent of the 

nation’s population was born outside of the United States’s borders. One may consider the 
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difficulties associated with traveling from territory to territory, which in the process may expose 

the immigrants to conditions that may influence health concerns. It also should be considered that 

there may exists prior health issues in the lives of the immigrants. According to Bacaner, the 

overall predisposition to infectious and noninfectious illnesses is increased due to multiple pre-

existing medical problems, in addition to the fact that most migrants tend to be either very young 

or very old which increases their vulnerability to illnesses. 

The Migration Policy Institute constructed a meta-analysis of access to healthcare for 

immigrants and their children within the United States of America. Disturbing numbers are 

rendered and reflect social injustices toward immigrants and children of immigrants who are 

themselves citizens of the United States of America. The data gathered and evaluated within the 

United States of America illustrates that immigrants are approximately sixty-percent likely to be 

uninsured; whereas, citizens are approximately twenty-percent likely to experience the state of 

being uninsured. This data shows us that immigrants within the United States of America are forty 

percent more likely to experience the state of being uninsured, thus allowing for them to easily be 

overlooked for proper health care services. Hopefully, in the future it will become easier for 

migrants and refugees alike to receive medical care. As of now, access to health care is one of 

those obstacles that the Government should push to overcome. 

While access to medical care or lack thereof is clearly an issue for incoming refugees, there 

are also societal consequences to being foreign in the culture of the United States. Central 

American refugees and asylum seekers face problems in almost every aspect of their lives, and the 

root cause for these problems of discrimination are the perceptions that individuals and institutions 

have of refugees and asylum seekers and the consequent discrimination. These issues engender 

problems and difficulties in assimilating into American society. Shemak explores and exposes how 
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the discrimination that refugees and asylum seekers from Central America face are not only from 

the individuals they come into direct contact with but also the institutions they have to deal with 

given their status. Discrimination is something that has been codified into this country’s 

immigration law and law enforcement’s conduct. Manifestations of this discrimination can be as 

subtle as the entire process being in English, a language that many refugees are not comfortable 

enough with to understand and complete the paperwork. Although translators will be there for 

assistance, there are still communication barriers.  

Furthermore, Schoenholtz, Schrag and Ramji-Nogales find that approval of an application 

often has little to do with the strength of the application or the level of persecution the applicant 

faces in their native country. In many cases, the most important moment in an asylum case is the 

instant in which a clerk randomly assigns the application to an adjudicator. They also highlight the 

discrimination applications face at multiple levels within the process. As a nation that values 

“equal justice under law”, it is incredible that we accept and perpetuate a system that places 

applicants’ lives and liberty in the hands of adjudicators who could rule based on predilections or 

personal preferences. This bolsters Shemak’s argument that discrimination is not only societal but 

is also institutionalized and is often overlooked or ignored. On the other side, it is also important 

to acknowledge that refugees and asylum seekers do face discrimination on an everyday basis in 

their daily social interactions. Without a proper support structure from the societies asylum seekers 

live in and the institutions they have to interact with, the discrimination causes problems with 

assimilation and puts a seemingly insurmountable obstacle before them. 

Bohmer and Shuman explore the phenomenon where there is a disconnect between the 

image of the U.S. that proclaims itself as the permanently unfinished nation, a nation welcoming 

asylum seekers, and the country’s actual practices which tend to disenfranchise immigrants. While 
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as individuals and as a nation we say we want to provide a safe haven for those fleeing persecution, 

we tend to secure our borders and limit the influx of Central American refugees and asylum 

seekers. Therefore, while communities may sometimes profess their welcoming nature, their actual 

attitudes toward refugees and asylum seekers are often discriminatory, hindering the crucial 

process of assimilation, and thus creating another obstacle for asylum seekers and refugees to 

overcome. 

Not only is it difficult to be accepted into the culture of the host country, it can also be 

difficult to recover from the horrifying situations they have experienced in the past. Hovey focuses 

on the research of others and their findings related to immigrants and suicide, post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD), and anxiety. Many of the stresses that Central American and Mexican American 

immigrants were in direct relation to their relocation. He notes that the additional stress of forced 

migration may cause elevated levels of distress and lead to thoughts of suicide or self-harm. The 

research explored gender-specific instances of terror and post-traumatic stress disorder as a result 

of sexual assault during migration and after resettlement in the United States. Hovey comments 

that “the trauma experienced by Central American women is not a single, isolated event. It is a 

pervasive terror, with no beginning, middle, or end” (126). While Hovey’s research is important 

and relevant in showing the direct connections between migration from Central America to the US 

and depression, suicide and self-harm, he fails to fully address the multitude of factors that lead to 

and influence this. Some aspects that he fails to address are the prevalence of depression and PTSD 

in child migrants and minors and how sexual assault and abuse against vulnerable populations such 

as women and children affect their mental health and ability to integrate into a new society. 

Children are the ones who most often suffer from this change as they are put into direct contact 

with children in the new culture who challenge their notions of norms, values, and citizenship. 
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There is often a disconnect between migrant children and their parents which makes it difficult for 

children to cope with these differences and to have a support system. This is due to the fact that 

their parents are similarly struggle in different ways to integrate and assimilate to the host culture 

and society. This is often in addition to any psychological conditions that were acquired in their 

home countries before migration. 

Kaltman identifies traumas that are not typically screened for in the United States and also 

factors that may enhance and impact these struggles in various ways. His article also sought to 

determine whether or not certain mental health disorders and traumas were prevalent in particular 

cultures and/or subpopulations. Social upheaval in Central American countries including drug-

related crimes, political violence, social instability, and interpersonal violence leads to a variety of 

traumas that are not typical in the US. Due to the strong linkage between trauma and mental health 

disorders, this is a field of study that needs to be further explored and studied to properly address 

the needs of these immigrants that are only growing in number. A major concern underscored by 

Kaltman is whether the United States is able to properly address the scope of trauma that certain 

immigrants from this region of the world face. While Hovey’s piece discusses the stressors of 

migration more broadly, Kaltman’s piece provides a more in-depth look into how these issues are 

being addressed in the U.S. and the effectiveness of institutions already in place to deal with these 

sorts of traumas. It is clear that there is a need for culturally appropriate and acceptable services to 

be made available to Central American migrants including more inclusive child services. 

Furthermore, along with mental vulnerabilities, asylum seekers put themselves at risk when 

attempting to get themselves to safety in other countries. When analyzing the particular obstacles 

for a Central American, or any person for that matter, to gain entry into the United States, we need 

to examine the specific vulnerabilities these Central American refugees face when attempting to 
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gain refugee status. Central American and Mexican refugees have experienced human trafficking 

or experience human smuggling at high levels in the United States. As previously stated, these 

asylum seekers already face considerable risk due to the fact of their persecution. The process of 

gaining refugee status when the individual has been a victim of human trafficking or human 

smuggling is a complicated one. 

Defined by the Human Smuggling and Trafficking Center, “human smuggling is the 

facilitation, transportation, attempted transportation or illegal entry of a person across an 

international border, in violation of one or more countries laws” (Human Smuggling and 

Trafficking Center, 2006). Even though it is a crime, the person(s) being smuggled gives consent 

to the human smugglers. While human trafficking “specifically targets the trafficked person as an 

object of criminal exploitation. The purpose from the beginning of the trafficking enterprise is to 

profit from the exploitation of the victim. It follows that fraud, force or coercion all plays a major 

role in trafficking.”(Human Smuggling and Trafficking Center, 2006) Both forms of crimes make 

refugees and asylum seekers particularly vulnerable. Brolan points out that one reason for refugees 

depending on the smugglers is that they have no other means to reach safety, and the other reason 

is that the process of legal migration is time-consuming (2002). It brings the danger of involvement 

in illicit criminal activities, including drug trafficking and arm trade, traumatic experience after 

being raped or suffering from violence, risk of being deported back home, and exploitation. 

Squillante (2014) describes the “special evil” of human traffickers severely exploiting 

innocent and vulnerable victims, including “abduction, rape, sexual enslavement, forced 

prostitution, beatings, and starvation.” To enjoy protection from the U.S. government, they have 

to obtain refugee status first. However, according to the Asylum Law, they have to prove that the 

previous or future persecution arises from being a member in any of the protected grounds, which 
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includes race, religion, national origin, political beliefs, or a particular social group. The last group 

is vaguely defined and, in fact, is hard to prove for the refugees (Squillante, 2014). 

Thus, it becomes a hurdle for the victims of sex-trafficking to get refugee status as well as 

protection in the U.S. Additionally, Di Chio seeks to answer whether or not refugees can “take 

advantage of the protection recognized in the Geneva Convention relating to the status of Refugees 

by the state on whose territory they are” present (2009). It is important to note that the United 

States has ratified the Geneva Convention, thus it must carry out the necessary measures to provide 

protection to asylum seekers who belong to any of the protected groups, and especially paying 

attention to female asylum seekers who are victims of trafficking and vulnerable. In this article Di 

Chio points out ways in which countries can deny victims of trafficking refugee status and how 

these asylum seekers are not guaranteed protection in accordance with the United States’ 

international obligations. 

 

Analysis and Discussion of Findings 

As stated in the introduction, the main focus for this paper is "asylum seekers" to the United 

States especially from Central American Countries, such as Salvadoran, Honduran and 

Guatemalan. From the research, we learned that the root of the problem is the difficulty of 

differentiating asylum seekers or refugees from other types of immigrants. 

Because United States citizens have mixed feelings towards the impacts of immigrants, 

asylum seekers and refugees on economics and cultural homogeneity, the situation faced by 

asylum seekers from Central America is actually complicated. To tackle the increasing number of 

immigrants, the American government has enforced the law to define the allocation of a number 

of immigrants to the United States in accordance with their geographic origin and background. 
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However, because of this difficulty of distinguishing those asylum seekers from normal 

immigrants who simply pursue economic prosperity, asylum seekers have had to face many 

obstacles for a long time. Particularly, some of them have not been able to be legally admitted to 

the United States, even though they deserve to be admitted, consideringthat their mother countries 

are violating the human rights of their citizens or failing to provide adequate protection.  

Even after they have entered and been admitted as refugees, what tortures refugees is 

discrimination and prejudice. For example, Central American male refugees are perceived as being 

members of violent gangs, even though those refugees, are escaping from gangs in their 

motherland. Because of this prejudice and inefficient laws, they are treated unfairly. 

Also, due to this cultural and political discrimination, they also suffer from health issues. 

The overall predispositions to infectious and noninfectious illnesses is a serious problem. The data 

collected by the Migration Policy Institute reveals that immigrants are approximately sixty-percent 

likely to be uninsured; whereas, citizens are approximately twenty percent likely to experience the 

state of being uninsured. This makes it impossible for some refugees to access health care service. 

Equitable access to health care is one of those obstacles that the government should push to 

overcome. 

The problem that asylum seekers are facing is not limited to access to medical care. Central 

American refugees and asylum seekers are bothered by problems in all of the aspects of their lives. 

It would be uncomfortable to stay in a culture in which everyone speaks English, obviously not 

their mother tongue, and in which everyone has a prejudice towards them.  

Quite noticeably, as mentioned earlier Bohmer and Shuman discuss the process of actual 

assimilation for Central American refugees in the US by delving into their social acclimatization 

and integration efforts. Though Central American refugees and asylum seekers are supposedly and 
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idealistically “welcomed” into US society as per official sources, in truth there is extensive internal 

hypocrisy as American citizens are subliminally hostile to these newcomers. With the U.S. alleged 

to be a “permanent unfinished nation,” there is hypothetically room for any outsider to come and 

contribute to the American dream. This is not so in reality. Central American refugees are the 

prime witnesses to this illusion, given the amount of violence, legal barriers and discrimination 

they face while attempting to enter the US. 

Significantly, while delving into the psychological and emotional predicaments 

encountered by these refugees, very strikingly dark concepts such as “PTSD” or “Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder” appear in our minds. Adding on to the existing difficulty of adapting to an entirely 

different and divergent host culture like that of the U.S., Central American refugees have to also 

withstand psychological drawbacks that can permanently scar their personalities. The idea of 

forced migration further exacerbates this “mental trauma,” since it also differs by gender and 

socioeconomic class. Grappling with gender discrimination and violence such as sexual assault, 

these migrants ascend to a stage of near absolute mental agony where they may even consider 

extreme steps like self-harm or suicide (Hovey, 2015). In contrast, the ostensible “pervasive terror” 

that Hovey alludes to may not even be that ubiquitous within the refugee population as it fails to 

glance more profoundly into the effect it has on children, women with disabilities and other 

minorities within the Central American asylum seekers’ population. Importantly, children are 

among the most impressionable and flexible of all refugee demographics since they can be easily 

influenced by external environments, like change in neighborhood. Children have little ability to 

control their condition. So while these children and other minorities are threatened by possible 

alienation, detachment and negative health effects, their overall well-being is adversely affected 

irrespective of their immigration status. Similarly, as even Kaltman points out there is a lack of 
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reporting and a somewhat taboo approach to discussing trauma among refugees that directly 

correlates to social unrest and increased likelihood of mental disorders. 

Lastly, Squillante and Brolan try to explore the realm of human trafficking and the legal 

and political complications associated with it that are quite alarming. The “specific evil” behind 

human traffickers exploiting innocent refugees is certainly pertinent to the innocent Central 

American refugee communities who directly suffer at the hands of these smugglers. Despite 

international regulation attempts like the Geneva Convention and US Law reforms, these refugees 

inevitably are denied their deserved rights of protection and asylum, reemphasizing the multiple 

weaknesses in the refugee legal system in the United States. 

 

Implications and Suggestions for Further Research  

         The implications to our research suggest that it is difficult for Central Americans to gain 

access to refugee status. This could be because of particular conflicts are not designated as 

‘dangerous’ enough for refugees. Additionally, when Central Americans do gain refugee status, 

they often struggle due to mental and physical traumas they may have endured in their home 

country, as well as limited access to health care. Refugees also struggle to assimilate as they are 

subject to social and racial discrimination.  

         All of our research implies that the U.S. refugee/asylum seeker laws do not adequately 

support the lives of those that are fleeing conflicts. The U.S. should make an effort to authorize 

more social programs for refugees and asylum seekers when they enter the United States to further 

enhance their abilities to integrate into American society. These state-sponsored programs should 

provide these refugees and asylum seekers with language classes, culture classes, financial classes, 

as well as improved mental health facilities, among other things. These new and improved 
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programs will help the most marginalized populations find success in their new lives rather than 

fall back into the troubles that had brought them to the safety of the U.S. in the first place. In 

addition, this finding draws attention to the obstacles in the legal process of getting refugee status, 

suggesting that people can form agencies or organizations that represent the Central American 

refugees to speak for them and strive for their benefits. These organizations can also become a 

strong force in pushing for judicial reform. On the other hand, the U.S. government should revise 

the law to benefit more Central American refugees since many of the asylum seekers have been 

deprived or oppressed in their original countries or suffer from exploitation and abuse after being 

trafficked in the U.S.  

         Furthermore, we would suggest that researchers engage in targeted studies of Central 

American refugees’ experiences before and after coming to the United States. This would help 

assess the changes in the standards of living of these people and their personal feelings on the 

immigration system we have in place here. We would also like to propose a study that assesses 

discrimination on a personal as well as an institutional level—essentially, the directionality of the 

discrimination. This would mean assessing if individuals make the legal system discriminatory or 

whether it is the other way around. This would better help us solve the issue. Spectators of the 

current election cycle would also attest to the fact that the environment into which refugees are 

coming is changing. We would thus also propose research that looks into the impact of the existing 

political climate on the two forms of discrimination mentioned above. Moreover, studying the 

effectiveness of federal, state and local action in combating the obstacles that Central American 

refugees face will better help us optimize the process for this extremely vulnerable group of people.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is clear that Central American refugees, for the most part, do not leave 

their home countries willingly. The prospect of packing up one’s entire life, bringing family or 

leaving family behind, is a difficult decision to begin with, but sometimes staying is not an option. 

People are seeking asylum as refugees in order to flee persecution from their government, political 

entities, cartels, or other threats to their lives. As we have learned, attempting to enter the United 

States as a refugee is a complicated process and is composed of multiple hurdles for these 

individuals to overcome. The lengthy legal process, legal discrimination, access to health care, 

socio-structural discrimination and lack of assimilation, mental health problems, and human 

trafficking are all but a small collection of difficulties and vulnerabilities that Central American 

asylum seekers face when attempting to reach freedom and a chance for a safe life. There are many 

aspects in which the government can improve upon, such as giving vulnerable individuals greater 

access to health care as well as shortening the tedious legal process.  
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