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Abstract
The phenomenon of migration can influence vulnerability among family mem­
bers, including teenagers who assume roles they are not ready to perform. The aim 
of this paper is to identify behavioral problems in teenage children of migrants 
and non-migrants from Xalapa, Mexico. The cbcl 6-18 years and the question­
naire on factors related to behavioral problems and migration were administered 
to a representative sample of 2 371 high school students ages 13 to 17 years. The 
results show that this is an at-risk population that is particularly vulnerable since 
over 40 percent of adolescents have some sort of problem such as aggression, anxi­
ety or introversion. The types of problems identified and the relationships found 
concerning demographic variables and migration are discussed.

Keywords: 1. behavior problems, 2. cbcl 6-18, 3. family, 4. drugs, 5. Xalapa, 
Mexico.

Estado psicológico en jóvenes de secundaria hijos 
de padres migrantes y no migrantes

Resumen
El fenómeno migratorio puede influir en las condiciones de vulnerabilidad entre los 
miembros de una familia, incluidos los hijos adolescentes, que pasan a asumir roles 
para los que no están preparados. El interés es identificar los problemas de conducta 
en adolescentes hijos de padres migrantes y no migrantes de Xalapa, México. Se 
aplicó el cbcl 6-18 años y el cuestionario sobre factores relacionados con problemas 
de conducta y migración a una muestra representativa de 2 371 estudiantes de se­
cundaria de entre 13 y 17 años de edad. Los resultados indican que se trata de una 
población en riesgo, especialmente vulnerable porque más de 40 por ciento de 
los adolescentes tienen algún problema como agresividad, ansiedad e introversión. 
Así mismo son abordados los tipos de problemas identificados y las relaciones con 
variables demográficas y la migración.

Palabras clave: 1. problemas conductuales, 2. cbcl 6-18, 3. familia, 4. drogas, 
5. Xalapa, México.

* Text originally written in Spanish.
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Introduction

Nowadays, economic, social, political and environmental changes 
impact individuals and society in general, meaning that human 
beings implement mechanisms to adapt to new conditions. This 
is by no means easy, since in some cases, it directly affects the 
decision-making process to achieve their goals, one of which is to 
improve their living conditions. Until the mid-20th century, since 
the states with the highest migration rates were those adjacent 
to the United States, Veracruz was not considered a state with a 
migrant tradition, especially because in the early to mid-20th cen­
tury, it was a state that required labor from other states to work in 
its agriculture, industry and oil. Over time, it has gradually come 
to be considered one of the main states with high emigration 
rates, due, among other things, to the economic crisis, particu­
larly since the 2001 recession. The coffee crisis has also triggered 
migration in the state of Veracruz (Mestries, 2003; Quesnel, and 
Del Rey, 2003).

Migration creates benefits. However, it also has other implica­
tions: migrants’ health deteriorates as a result of the great physical 
strain to which they are subjected by their employers (Busta­
mante, 1988). Psycho-emotional aspects are altered when a fam­
ily member emigrates to another state in Mexico or outside the 
country, affecting relations between family members and friends. 
According to reports from previous studies on these issues, the 
mental health of those who stay behind and those who leave may 
be affected (Chaney, 1985). The United Nations International 
Children’s Emergency Fund (unicef) reports that migration has 
a negative impact on Latin American children, since they experi­
ence family disintegration and a lack of protection (Pierri, 2006).

The migratory phenomenon may influence the vulnerability of 
family members. Teenagers, whether only children or with young­
er siblings, together with parents, assume different roles within 
the family nucleus. Thus, if either or both parents migrate, other 
members of the nuclear family assume roles they are usually not 
qualified to perform, resulting in frustration, anger and depres­
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sion, impaired school performance or even dropping out. Ado­
lescents may be attracted to groups of teenagers with whom they 
share ways of thinking, feelings and attitudes, with unhealthy 
forms of expression such as vandalism, drug use, and other self-
destructive behaviors (Mummert, 2003). The nuclear family is 
considered a “Primary group formed by parent(s) and child(ren) 
and possibly other relatives linked by multiple, varied bonds who 
support and help each other on a reciprocal basis and perform 
several functions for their mutual benefit and that of society” 
(Ribeiro, 2000). Other functions include child raising and chil­
dren’s primary socialization to develop their psychosocial identity 
(Macías, 1994).

During adolescence, deviations may occur, or even psychologi­
cal disorders that must be treated promptly. Hence the interest in 
identifying behavioral problems in high school students as well as 
the factors that may be associated with these problems. 

The Psychosocial Impact on the Migrant’s Family

Behaviors and Syndromes in Teenagers

Several studies have reported gender differences in terms of indi­
vidual disorders, the rate of problems being considerably higher 
in male than female teenagers (Wolff, and Ollendick, 2006). Al­
though statistics show that behavioral and mental problems are 
similar between men and women, there are clear differences by 
sex and age in regard to depression (who, 2003), which is more 
common in women, whereas addictive substance abuse and an­
tisocial personality problems are more common in men. Sex dif­
ferences in depression levels emerge during adolescence (Wade, 
Cairney, and Pevalin, 2002).

When a relative emigrates, family dynamics are negatively al­
tered, impacting the mental health of some of its members. This 
is exemplified in a study conducted in two communities in Oa­
xaca, where it was found that families with a migrant relative had 
a greater incidence of psychological disorders such as anxiety, 
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depression, domestic violence and alcoholism. Moreover, a higher 
percentage of those who emigrate are parents and their male sons 
(Aguilar-Morales et al., 2008).

Another study to identify the psychosocial effects of interna­
tional migration on the mental health of migrants’ teenage chil­
dren was conducted by Moya and Uribe in 2007 at the Centro de 
Estudios Epidemiológicos de Zacatecas, in Mexico. The sample 
consisted of 310 teenage children of migrants living in rural com­
munities in that state. To this end, a test was administered to 
identify the psychological characteristics of depression. The re­
sults showed that there is no direct correlation between depression 
symptoms and being the child of a migrant. Instead, teenagers 
displayed these symptoms when one or both parents worked out­
side the home. The authors add that in these communities the el­
ements that contributes to the generation of depressive symptoms 
in the migrants’ young children are a result of the conditions of the 
rural contexts in which families are left. In addition to studying, 
young children work to support their families; the father is absent 
due to international migration, and the mother’s role is changing.

It is important to note that anxiety and depression are among 
the behaviors classified by Achenbach (2001) as internal behavior 
(see table 1). Moreover, Jones et al. (2002) found that external 
behavioral problems are the result of poor parenting coupled with 
maternal depression, which is directly related to internal behav­
ioral problems. This is understandable since when the mother 
stays behind, she assumes responsibility for the entire family. For 
some mothers, being solely responsible for the burden of parent­
ing coupled with the husband’s insecurity can lead to certain 
emotional disorders such as depression.

Other studies have shown that both introversion and somatiza­
tion—considered internal syndromes by Achenbach (2001) (see 
table 1)—occur almost twice as often in women as in men. Sara­
son, and Sarason (2006) found that for women, the likelihood of 
depression is twice as high as it is for men, since they tend to offer 
more emotional and material support, which produces equal or 
greater stress. One possible explanation suggests that hormonal 
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factors—implicit in the menstrual cycle—and the increase of de­
pression symptoms in women, might be affecting mood as well as 
the expression of somatic distress.

The Migrant’s Family

The guidelines governing the type of interaction between mem­
bers of a family group constitute a growing source of interest for 
those engaged in the study of the family, by virtue of their impli­
cations for the lifetime of its members, in addition to the fact that 
the family serves as a mediator in various social processes, such as 
migration in this case.

The fact that many families disintegrate is a consequence of 
migration. This leads to the creation of a new form of fragmented 
family, called “transnational family” by Falicov (2007), which has 
advantages and disadvantages for both those that leave and the 
rest of the family, which remains in the country. They may dis­
play symptoms that may be related to the departure of this rela­
tive since their everyday lives are altered.

Whereas in the past, those who emigrated were exclusively par­
ents—males—nowadays it is teenager offspring of either sex and 
mothers who in many cases are single, who abandon their chil­
dren or, at best, leave them with relatives or neighbors in their 
community, as reported by Garduño (2008). In this respect, the 
author adds that the Pew Hispanic Center reports that 42 percent 
of women who migrate are aged between 30 and 44 and 28 per­
cent are aged between 18 and 29 with 30 percent belonging to 
other age groups.

When wives are left behind, they often experience various 
fears about their partners, which begins with their departure, 
such as: wondering whether they will be able to reach their des­
tination; whether they will be healthy, where they are going to 
live or with whom; whether they will abandon their families or 
fail to send remittances and whether they will form a new fam­
ily, or become involved in drugs or alcohol. In this case, they are 
the ones who deal with any problems that occur at home, while 
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coping with the economic situation in the first few months be­
fore the first remittances arrive (Salgado, and Maldonado, 1993; 
Salgado, 1994, 1996).

As one can see, when one parent migrates, other members of 
the nuclear family assume roles they are not usually qualified to 
perform. In the event that both parents leave, children may be 
looked after by other family members or neighbors, creating a 
feeling of abandonment, frustration, anger, depression in children 
and adolescents, reflected in a decline in school performance or 
dropping out, or feeling attracted by peer groups with whom they 
share ways of thinking, feeling, attitudes and unhealthy forms of 
expression such as vandalism, drugs, and other self-destructive 
behaviors as noted by Mummert (2003).

On his return, the spouse creates emotional tension in the fam­
ily, since during his absence, family members’ roles were adjusted. 
The mother, who is usually distressed, tries to restore the father to 
the same role he had before he emigrated and serves as a mediator 
between him and the children. This situation is rejected by the 
teenagers since they are no longer willing for the father to take con­
trol of their lives. Another source of distress for wives is that they 
may become pregnant only to be abandoned again (Rouse, 1991).

The feeling of abandonment experienced by migrants’ children 
and its respective consequences, exacts a high emotional toll in 
exchange for the family’s economic well-being since maternal or 
paternal figures cannot be replaced by other relatives or guardians. 
This situation is responsible for another of the costs of migration: 
lack of references. Not having family models or the transmission 
of their cultural values coupled with the absence of guidance and 
support for healthy psychosocial development, as noted by Pina­
zo, and Ferrer (2001), creates inadequate socialization that alters 
social networks and the learning of socialization.

The new cognitive-behavioral patterns impact family members 
who experience changes in the way they dress, which is uncom­
mon in rural Mexico or use drugs (Pinazo, and Ferrer, 2001). The 
next session refers specifically to family relationships as well as 
the impact of parental migration on the family’s mental health.
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Family Relations

From the time of the formation of the couple, the family undergoes 
a series of processes that can strengthen or destroy it, which in­
clude various factors that affect the family group and each of its 
members: the process whereby the couple meets, the stages of fam­
ily development, the interpersonal relationships of the couple and 
between them and their children, the forms of communication 
and the expression of emotions will all determine whether the 
family is functional or dysfunctional.

Depending on its composition, the family is either called nucle-
ar, with parents and children, or extended, with parents, children 
and other relatives. The latter form of organization is more com­
monly observed in areas with low socioeconomic status in urban 
settings and rural communities, due to the need to support each 
other economically and organize for farming and/or livestock ac­
tivities (Tuirán, 2001). In the past, the coexistence of both types 
of families was common. Nowadays, parents decide to live alone 
with their children in order to be responsible for raising them. Al­
though this is ideal, in many households where migration occurs, 
children, or children and their mothers, may make the decision 
to cohabit with the extended family in order to help them with 
their children as regards responsibilities, decision-making and fi­
nancial aspects.

Another key factor in families’ lives concerns the rules of coex­
istence. These constitute their inner strength, which enables them 
to indicate the path to be taken to achieve the harmonious devel­
opment of the family as a group and of each of its members. Some 
of these rules are for general observance and others are private. 
However, it is important that they all emanate from the fam­
ily nucleus, mainly from the parents who convey them to those 
involved, regardless of age. There are also implicit rules (particu­
larly related to the transmission of culture and social norms) that 
should be explained to prevent misunderstandings and achieve 
the personal commitment of each member of the group. Having 
clear, explicit rules allows the family to advance towards a process 
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of development (Yedra, and González, 2002:31). This situation 
may or may not be adversely affected by the absence of one or 
both parents.

The psychosocial functions performed by a family should not 
be overlooked; Macías (1994:143-145) distinguishes the follow­
ing: 1) satisfaction of biological needs of subsistence and physi­
cal well-being; 2) promoting ties of affection and social union; 
3) facilitating the development of individual identity linked to 
family identity; 4) providing models of psychosexual identifica­
tion; 5) acquisition and integration of the social roles associated 
with social structure and organization; 6) initiating and promot­
ing learning and creativity in children; 7) transmission of values, 
ideology and culture.

It should be noted that values are learned through experience, 
particularly in the family of origin. It is not enough to teach them 
or talk about them; they must be lived on a daily basis and, as 
some authors such as Yarce (2004:13) have pointed out, they are 
still alive in our society and are necessary to ensure quality of life 
in people and families. Teenagers may have a more or less clear 
idea (conceptually) about values but they refer to them as desirable 
things or situations that are worth living (González, 2007:159).

In addition to this, there are certain situations faced by today’s 
families: the variety and availability of addictive substances which 
teenagers may use from an early age, exacerbated by the phenom­
enon of the migration of one or both parents. 

Use of Addictive Substances

The status of addictive substance use in Mexico is similar to that 
in the rest of the world and the city of Xalapa is no different, 
as shown by the data reported by Villatoro, and Medina-Mora 
(2002:127), who report a consistent increase in drug use, espe­
cially cocaine, tranquilizers and amphetamines among the stu­
dent population and show how this problem has evolved over the 
past fifteen years.

In the south of the country, alcohol has been considered the 
gateway drug for 85 percent of users, according to information 
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provided by ngos and the Centros de Integración Juvenil (cij) 
(Secretaría de Salud-dge, 2003); likewise there has been an in­
crease in the number of users among teenagers, coupled with a 
decrease in age of onset. It has been found that some put forward 
the use of addictive substances to ten and even eight years, with 
alcohol or ecstasy, according to declarations by the coordinator of 
Prevención y Atención a las Adicciones of the Secretaría de Edu­
cación y Cultura del Estado de Veracruz (Morales, 2004). For 
many, onset occurs before the legal age for purchasing products 
such as tobacco and alcohol, and it has been recognized that in­
creased consumption occurs among students ages 16 or older, ex­
cept for those who use inhalants, whose consumption is common 
among those under 16. 

More recently, the Centro de Integración Juvenil and the Sis­
tema de Información Epidemiológica del Consumo de Drogas 
(siecd) presented semiannual data from the second half of 2004 
to the first half of 2009, as reported by users under treatment at 
the Centro de Integración Juvenil in Xalapa (cij-siecd, 2010). In 
the first half of 2009, alcohol continued to be the most commonly 
consumed substance (80.2 %), followed by tobacco (70.3 %) and 
marijuana (69.2 %). This preference was maintained in all the six-
month periods investigated, both for ever use and for consump­
tion in the past 30 days. 

According to Pinazo, and Ferrer (2001:108-109) risk factors can 
be found in at least four levels: individual, family, peer group and 
community. Regarding the first, they mention drug use by mod­
els (such as parents); seeking new sensations; low religiosity; low 
self-acceptance; poor academic performance and unawareness of 
the harmful consequences of drug abuse.

Regarding the family level, they mention: ineffective family in­
fluences; a history of alcoholism, drug use by parents and older 
siblings, and lack of warmth between parents and children. Like­
wise, these authors note that social and environmental variables 
may be predictors of drug use, noting that family breakdown can 
lead to inadequate socialization by altering the variables related to 
social learning.
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School Environment

Schools have been recognized as one of the key micro-social areas 
due to the considerable number of hours teenagers spend in them 
every day. Attention should be paid to aspects of students’ perfor­
mance and development that may be indicative of certain prob­
lematic situations, such as: lack of motivation to study, dropping 
out, marginalization, problematic family situations and, in gen­
eral, problems of social adjustment of their population, in order to 
be able to guide them toward healthy behavior. Moradillo (2002) 
argues that school becomes a powerful development factor for 
teenagers when interpersonal relations between teachers and pu­
pils are good, with an active, participatory style of work and clear 
regulations involving democratic values and discipline. For his 
part, Becoña (2002), emphasizes the control teachers must exert 
over their students through close monitoring and treatment in ac­
cordance with the evolutionary stage they are undergoing, which 
promotes students’ holistic development.

Method

A quantitative, cross-cutting method was used to analyze issues 
with a psychosocial impact on the migrant’s family, the behav­
ioral and social problems of the teenage children of migrants and 
non-migrants; the impact on the family and family relationships, 
and their impact on the school environment. The data were sub­
jected to a chi square (X 2) statistical test and univariate and bi­
variate analysis.

Subjects

The total population of high schools in Xalapa consisted of 54 
schools divided into four categories: telejunior high schools, of­
ficial junior high schools, private schools, technical schools and 
others. In order to obtain a significant statistical sample, a ran­
dom method was used with the following formula:
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The sample consisted of 2 371 teenagers from the city of Xala­
pa, Veracruz, Mexico, whose ages ranged between 12 and 17, be­
longing to different geographical areas in the city. The result was 
a sample of 36 high schools with a reliability of 95 percent, dis­
tributed as follows: 13 telejunior high school, five official junior 
high schools, 11 private high schools, five technical colleges and 
two other types of school.

After obtaining the sample of schools, the sample of students 
was obtained by using the same formula, with a result of 2 371 
of the 15 715 students enrolled. On the basis of these results, the 
questionnaires were proportionally distributed by schools and 
by shift (morning and evening) where appropriate. The student 
sample was distributed as follows: 516 at telejunior high schools, 
696 at official junior high schools, 266 at private schools, 709 at 
technical and 184 at other schools.

Overall, 51.64 percent of the students interviewed were female 
and 48.36 percent male, of whom 32.29 percent were studying in 
the evening shift, and 67.71 percent in the morning. As for age, 
14.46 percent were 12, 33.78 percent were 13, 36.65 percent were 
14, 12.64 percent were 15 years; 2.06 percent were 16 years, and 
a minority of them were 17, accounting for 0.43 percent of the 
sample.

Instrument

Two instruments were used for the data collection:

1. Questionnaire on the behavior of children ages 11 to 18 years, 
drawn up by Thomas Achenbach (2001). This is a standardized 
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instrument that allows behavioral/emotional problems to be eva­
luated, based on descriptions. The checklist for child behavior 
used in this research is a 112-item questionnaire to be answe­
red by the young people themselves. It is designed to identify 
syndromes of problems that tend to occur together. The names 
of the seven syndromes are considered brief descriptions of the 
items comprising them rather than diagnostic labels. Table 1 
shows the syndromes and their respective behaviors.

2. Questionnaire on factors related to behavior problems and mi­
gration. This instrument consists of an introduction-explana­
tion to place the person answering the survey. The first part 
contained questions concerning general information about the 
informant while the second consisted of 16 open and closed 
questions grouped into three dimensions: school environment, 
family relations and migration. 

Both instruments (the Achenbach questionnaire and the ques­
tionnaire on factors related to problem behaviors and migration) 
were administered to each of the participants at their schools.

Results

Behaviors and Syndromes in Adolescents

The data showed that 13.75 percent of the student population 
attending school in the city of Xalapa were young people, one 
or both of whose parents were migrants in the United States. Of 
these, in 65 percent the father was a migrant, followed by the 
mother (12 %) and low percentage, two (2 %) and 20 percent did 
not answer. They were also asked about how they felt about the 
father’s absence, to which 40 percent replied that they felt bad; 
30 percent said that they felt good and only five percent said that 
they were indifferent.

Regarding the behavior problems reported by young people 
themselves, overall, 59.9 percent can be said to be within the normal 
range, 16 percent in a borderline range (outside the norm without 
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Table 1. Behaviors Comprising the Various Syndromes 
on the Achenbach Scale (Self-Report for Children)

Syndrome Behaviors

Internal
Anxious depressive Cries a lot, fearful, afraid of school, afraid of making 

mistakes, must be perfect, feels unloved, feels devalued, 
is nervous, apprehensive, feel very guilty, conscious, 
suicidal thoughts, concerns

Introvert Experiences very little enjoyment, prefers to be alone, 
does not talk, secretive, shy, listless, sad, introverted

Somatization Nightmares, dizziness, very tired, aches, headaches, 
nausea, sight problems, skin problems, stomach 
problems, vomiting

External
Rule-breaker Drinks alcohol, lack of guilt, breaks rules, bad friends, 

lies, cheats, prefer older friends, moves away, sets fire 
to things, steals at home, steals outside the home, 
sweats, obsessed with sex, smokes tobacco, plays truant, 
uses drugs

Aggressive behavior Very argumentative, badly behaved, attention-seeking, 
destroys his things, destroys other people’s things, is 
disobedient at home, is disobedient at school, gets into 
fights, hits people, shouts a lot, stubborn, mood swings, 
suspicious, very annoying, temperamental, threatens 
others, noisy

Other problems

Social problems Dependent, solitary, does not get along with others, 
jealous, other people want to annoy him, accident 
prone, they make fun of him (her), unpleasant, clumsy, 
prefers younger people, language problems

Thought problems He cannot get certain thoughts out of his mind, he 
gets hurt, hears things, cuts his skin, repeats actions, 
sees things, sleeps less, hoards things, strange behavior, 
strange ideas, trouble sleeping

Attention problems Behaves like a small child, fails to finish things, cannot 
concentrate, cannot stay still, confused, daydreams, 
impulsive, poor academic performance, inattentive

Source: Drawn up by the authors based on “Child Behavior Check List/11-18 Youth Self-Report” 
(Achenbach, 2001).

Migraciones Internacionales 25_.indd   169 7/1/2013   2:13:51 PM



Migraciones Internacionales, Vol. 7, Núm. 2, julio-diciembre de 2013170

being clinical), while 24.1 percent of the respondents were located 
within the clinical range. Likewise, table 2 shows the syndrome 
in relation to the group. The syndrome with the highest percent­
age—in the clinical range—is aggressive behavior in both groups.

This finding corroborates what studies such those by Farring­
ton (1989), Trianes (2000), Tattum and Lane (1989), Whitney and 
Smith (1993) show regarding aggressive behavior in age groups, 
which is understandable given the stage of transition in which 
youth is located, characterized by behaviors such as disobedience, 
being demanding, rebelliousness, among others, which could be­
come a problem of adaptation at a later age.

Table 2. Syndromes in Adolescents

Syndromes
Normal* Borderline* Clinical* Chi square

Non-
migrant Migrant Non-

migrant Migrant Non-
migrant Migrant Value gl p

Anxious 
depressive 81.8 75.5 11.1 13.3 7.2 11.1 8.257 2 .016
Introversion 85.5 83.6 9.4 10.8 5 5.6 .851 2 .653
Somatization 85.3 76.5 8 12.4 6.8 11.1 16.159 2 0
Social 
problems 82.3 75.5 8.3 12.1 9.4 12.4 8.612 2 .013
Thought 
problems 85.8 83.9 7.8 8 6.4 8 1.358 2 .507
Attention 
problems 85.5 78.6 9.1 12.1 5.4 9.3 11.294 2 .004
Rule-breaker 81.3 74.6 13.9 16.1 4.8 9.3 12.595 2 .002
Aggressive 
behavior 77.1 70.3 12.3 15.5 10.6 14.2 7.159 2 .028
*Percentage.
Source: Drawn up by the authors based on “Child Behavior Check List/11-18 Youth Self-Report” 
(Achenbach, 2001).

There are statistically significant differences between the chil­
dren of non-migrant and migrant parents, since the latter have a 
higher percentage in the clinical range in behaviors such as anxi­
ety, somatization, social problems, attention problems, aggressive 
behavior and rule-breaking (see table 2). They become silent, un­
sociable and do not engage in group activities.
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In a second analysis, the chi square test was used to study the 
dependence or independence between sociodemographic variables 
(sex and age) and syndromes (see table 3). A statistically signifi­
cant difference was observed in relation to sex and certain syn­
dromes, since males in the clinical range have a greater percentage 
of behaviors such as introversion, somatization, aggressive behav­
ior and rule-breaking, while a higher percentage of females fall 
within the clinical range of attention problems.

In relation to age and syndromes, the χ2 test shows a difference 
in introversion syndromes (χ2 = 26.098, gl = 10, p < .05) social 
problems (χ2 = 24.436, gl = 10, p < .05) thought problems (χ2 = 
26.141, gl  = 10, p < .05), attention problems (χ2 = 36.362, gl = 10, 
p < .05) and aggressive behavior (χ2 = 54.703, gl = 10, p < .05), 
showing that young adults (between 16 and 18) have higher per­
centages in the clinical range of these syndromes.

Table 3. Gender-Related Syndromes

Syndromes
Normal* Borderline* Clinical* Chi square

Male Female Male Female Male Female Value gl p
Anxious depressive 79 82.1 12.8 10.3 8.1 7.7 4.164 2 .125
Introversion 83.2 86.8 10.1 9.3 6.6 3.8 10.051 2 .007
Somatization 84.2 83.5 4.9 12.3 10.9 4.3 71.404 2 0
Social problems 82.1 80.2 7.7 10.1 10.2 9.7 4.25 2 .119
Thought problems 85.2 85.8 7.1 8.6 7.7 5.6 5.629 2 .060
Attention problems 86.3 82.6 9.5 9.8 4.2 7.7 12.92 2 .002
Rule-breaker 80.6 79.6 12.8 15.9 6.6 4.4 9.428 2 .009
Aggressive behavior 74.1 77.8 12.9 12.7 13 9.5 7.48 2 .024
*Percentage.
Source: Drawn up by the authors based on “Child Behavior Check List/11-18 Youth Self-Report” 
(Achenbach, 2001).

The Migrant’s Family

Family relations

In addition to undertaking the analyses presented above, the 
chaid segmentation algorithm (Chi Square Automatic Interaction 
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Detection) was administered, due to the large number of variables. 
A special situation often emerges in which one of them in particu­
lar plays a key role, the purpose of this article being to attempt to 
explain it using the rest of the variables. This was done using the 
variables contained in the questionnaire on factors related to be­
havior problems, which identified the best predictors, on the basis 
of which subgroups were created that could potentially explain 
the dependent variable. In this respect, it was found that the best 
predictors of behavior problems were teens whose parents had bad 
or fair couple relationships and also had bad relations with their 
families. This is confirmed by the fact that 60.32 percent of the 
sample reported having family, school and/or behavior problems. 

According to Papalia, Wendkos and Duskin (2005), there are 
three main parenting styles: authoritarian, flexible with authority 
and permissive. When the adolescent children of migrants were 
asked about the type of family (parents) they thought they had, 
70 percent said flexible with authority, 20 percent said authoritar­
ian, and nine percent said permissive. These data are similar to 
those obtained from those whose parents are not migrants. The 
only striking fact is that 16 percent of the latter regard their fami­
lies as authoritarian, which may indicate the need of the parent 
who stays at home to assert her authority, which in turn leads her 
to exercise greater control over the children.

In order to prove a possible relationship or dependence of this 
aspect on certain sociodemographic characteristics (age and sex) 
of the participants, the chi square test was administered, which 
showed that teenagers’ opinion of their family type depends on 
gender (χ2 = 30.200, gl = 2, p < .05). Thus 77.5 percent of females 
report that their families are flexible, whereas only 67.5 percent 
of males have this opinion. No statistically significant differences 
were detected regarding age (χ2  = 11.151, gl = 10, p > .05).

A total of 45.4 percent of teenage children of migrants regard 
the relationships in their families as fair to poor. As shown in ta­
ble 4, the data reveal a difference of 12.6 percent percentage points 
of those compared with those whose parents are non-migrants 
(32.8 %). In this respect the chi square test shows a significant 
difference (χ2 = 19.737, gl = 2, p < .05).
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Regarding their opinion about their parents’ couple relation­
ship, there was also a significant difference (χ2 = 21.465, gl = 2, 
p < .05), since 48.6 percent of migrants’ adolescent children de­
scribed it as fair to poor, whereas only 37.9 percent of those whose 
parents have not emigrated share this view (see table 4). At this 
point, one should consider the absence of either or both parents 
due to the fact that they have migrated and their influence on the 
way they relate to each other.

As one can see, for migrants’ teenage children, the way they 
regard their families is directly linked to the opinion they have of 
their parents’ relationship.

Adolescents who experience the absence of one or both of their 
parents due to migration, reported that household rules are clear, 
either always (49 %) or sometimes (44 %), and just the seven per­
cent reported a lack of clear family rules. This results are equal to 
those reported by adolescents whose parents have not emigrated.

Teenagers were asked to rate the extent to which they consider 
that some family functions are fulfilled in their own families, 
yielding the following results. Regarding the function associated 
with the satisfaction of subsistence needs and physical well-being, 
most participants, who were migrants’ children, said that this was 
achieved, in contrast with what was reported by the children of 
non-migrants. 

In regard to the promotion of the bonds of affection and so­
cial union, through which the expression of emotions is taught, 
teenagers believed that this was achieved in their families, as 
shown in the table 5.

Table 4. Family Relations and Parents’ Couple 
Relations (Percentage)

Relations with the family Parents’ relationship
Migrant Non-Migrant Migrant Non-migrant

Good 54.6 67.2 51.4 62.1
Fair 42 30.3 32.7 29.3
Poor 3.4 2.5 15.9 8.6

Source: Drawn up by the authors based on the questionnaire on factors related to behavior problems 
and migration.
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Table 5. Expressions of Love and Affection (Percentage)

Expression Migrant Non-migrant
None 3.7 1.8
Little 8.6 5.4
Some 18.1 17.9
Quite a lot 25.2 26.4
A lot 42.9 47.7
No answer 1.5 0.8

Source: Drawn up by the authors based on the questionnaire on factors related to 
behavior problems and migration.

These data show that the majority of both the children of mi­
grants and non-migrants considered, in most cases, that the func­
tion of the expression of affection in the family in which they 
live is fulfilled to a great extent, in keeping with the findings of 
specialists in the field (Macías, 1994:143-145).

As for the teachings related to forms of socialization, migrants’ 
children, the majority of whom are adolescents, felt that this was 
achieved to a certain extent or quite a lot, followed by those who 
thought that this was achieved to a great extent. At the same time, 
however, 14.7 percent of them judged this function to be poorly 
performed and while 5.2 percent declared that it was not achieved 
at all. In the case of students with non-migrant parents, the high­
est percentage was located in the categories of quite a lot and a lot 
(see table 6).

Table 6. Teachings Regarding Types of Social Relations (Percentage)

Relation Migrant Non-migrant
None 5.2 2.7
Little 14.7 7.1
Some 28.2 24.
Quite a lot 27.9 34.1
A lot 22.1 30.8
No answer 1.8 1.3

Source: Drawn up by the authors based on the questionnaire on factors related to 
behavior problems and migration.
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These data reveal the importance of the family in the acquisi­
tion and integration of the roles played in society as well as the 
social integration processes and ways of relating to others within 
a social organization.

Table 7. Promoting Learning and Creativity (Percentage)

Migrant Non-migrant

None 4 2.2
Little 9.2 5.2
Some 26.1 21.8
Quite a lot 33.1 33.3
A lot 24.8 36.2
No answer 2.8 1.2

Source: Drawn up by the authors based on the questionnaire on factors related to 
behavior problems and migration.

As shown in table 7, in terms of promoting learning and cre­
ativity in children, the majority of teenagers reported that this is 
a function that is achieved to quite a large extent in their families. 
The data show the disadvantages faced by students with one or 
both parents absent due to the phenomenon of migration: pro­
moting engagement in school activities declines, which in turn is 
related to academic performance (shown below in table 10).

Table 8. Teaching Values and Healthy Types 
of Behavior (Percentage)

Migrant Non-migrant

None 7.7 1.1
Little 2.1 2.8
Some 16 12.7
Quite a lot 28.8 28
A lot 43.3 54.6
No answer 2.1 0.8

Source: Drawn up by the authors based on the questionnaire on factors related to 
behavior problems and migration.
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One of the greatest acquisitions in the family is the one linked 
to the axiological structure of its members, as well as the ideology 
and patterns of the culture in which they are immersed. Teenag­
ers (migrants’ children) considered, in most cases, that this func­
tion is performed to a great extent in their families, since 43.3 
percent are included in the category of  “a lot” and 28.8 percent in 
the category of “quite a lot”. In the case of teenagers whose parents 
have not emigrated, 54.6 percent felt that this task was performed 
to a great extent (see table 8).

Use of Addictive Substances

In order to address the issue of substance use, teenagers were 
asked about their use in their families. It is worth mentioning 
that in 14.3 percent of migrants’ children, alcoholism was pres­
ent and that two percent mentioned the use of another drug (2 % 
did not answer, and 1 % mentioned another problem unrelated 
to the purposes of this study). These data are consistent with the 
situation reported by certain authors such as Pinazo, and Ferrer 
(2001:108-109), Velasco (2000:55), Vielva (2001:139) regarding 
the fact that addiction in teenagers is influenced by the consump­
tion of addictive substances by their parents or older siblings as 
well as by the lack of a warm parent-child relationship, which 
includes genuine emotional expressions as well as consumption 
habits and inappropriate models (Vega-Fuente, 1998:19).

Thus, in the data on tobacco, nearly a third of the young chil­
dren of immigrants (28.5 %) reported having used it at least once 
while 12.6 percent said that they had done so several times, show­
ing that 41.1 percent have used this substance at least once. Thus, 
69.5 percent of students whose parents have not emigrated have 
not used tobacco, which is a statistically significant difference 
(χ2 = 18.429, gl = 2, p < .05) (see table 9).

In the case of alcohol use, the data are linked to those reported 
for the presence of alcoholism in their families: 14.3 percent re­
ported problems of this nature and, as shown in table 8, 52 per­
cent of these teenagers have used this substance at least once in 

Migraciones Internacionales 25_.indd   176 7/1/2013   2:13:53 PM



oliva-Yedra-Rivera-González-León/Psychological State of High School Students 177

their lives. A statistical analysis revealed significant differences 
(χ2 = 13.630, gl = 2, p < .05), showing that the non-migration of 
parents helps keep teenagers away from alcohol.

Table 9. Tobacco and Alcohol Use (Percentage)

Tobacco use Alcohol use
Migrant Non-migrant Migrant Non-migrant

Once 28.5 20.3 35.7 26.2
Several times 12.6 10.2 16.3 16.6
Never 55.5 69.5 46.8 55.9
No answer 3.4 0 1.2 1.3

Source: Drawn up by the authors based on the questionnaire on factors related to behavior problems 
and migration.

The data regarding the use of other drugs (it should be noted 
that, given the age range of the participants in the study, the use 
of all substances is illegal) found that only 4.6 percent (with mi­
grant parents) reported having used them once while 2.5 percent 
reported that they had used them on several occasions, showing 
that 92.9 percent had not used this type of substances. Among 
students whose parents have not emigrated, this figure is 96.6 
percent. Once again, using the χ2 confirmed a significant rela­
tionship between substance use tobacco (χ2 = 170.853, gl = 10, 
p < .05), alcohol (χ2 = 141.482, gl = 10, p < .05) and other drugs 
(χ2 = 70.888, gl = 10, p < .05) and teenagers’ age, showing that age 
is a factor that significantly influences the consumption of addic­
tive substances.

School Environment

The data show that teenagers believe school can be a factor of 
development due to the interest shown by teachers towards their 
students, since they pay special attention to the problems that 
occur.

In this respect, the majority of the students surveyed declared 
that their schools were friendly places (53 %), while 37 percent 
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thought that they were authoritarian. Conversely, nine percent of 
respondents found them indifferent. These views include teenag­
ers’ relationships with their teachers and head teachers. 

As for teenagers’ academic performance, the data indicate that, 
both for those who have one parent absent due to migration and 
for those who do not, most have a grade point average of between 
7 and 8 (see table 10). However, there is a lower percentage of 
students with an average of 9 and 10 among the former. 

Table 10. Grade Point Average of Pupils Surveyed

Grade point average Non-migrant Migrant
9-10 25 16
7-8 69 79
6 or less 6 5

Source: Drawn up by the authors based on the questionnaire on factors related to 
behavior problems and migration.

Conclusions

The results indicated that 40 percent of these young people, rep­
resenting the sum of those with borderline and clinical levels, are 
at risk, since they display some kind of problem that requires at­
tention. The most frequently identified problem is aggressiveness. 
The syndromes: introversion and somatization, were observed 
more frequently in female than male adolescents. Behaviors such 
as anxiety and introversion appear more frequently among the 
children of migrant parents than among young people in general.

This underscores the need for prevention and early interven­
tion for young people at risk, an issue that does not seem to have 
been addressed given the lack of services of this nature for chil­
dren and youth, since it is in these spaces that the risk factors to 
which they are exposed could be reduced.

Aggressiveness was one of the behaviors with the highest inci­
dence. These findings corroborates several studies showing this 
result, which is understandable given the stage of transition at 
which young people are located, characterized by behaviors such 
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as disobedience, being demanding and rebelliousness, among oth­
ers, which could become a problem of adaptation at a later age.

Regarding the relationship between gender and syndrome, both 
introversion and somatization in females occurred almost twice as 
often in males. One possible explanation suggests that hormon­
al factors could contribute to the higher frequency of depression 
symptoms in women, particularly due to the hormonal changes 
implicit in the menstrual cycle, which might be affecting mood 
as well as the expression of somatic distress. 

The strongest relationship between these variables (family, 
school and addictions) regarding the expression through behav­
ioral problems among young people proved to be the family, spe­
cifically those involving relations between parents and within the 
family. This suggests the possibility that the fact that a young per­
son has behavioral or school problems may be directly related to 
poor relations between his or her parents and within the family. 
This confirms the fact that the family continues to be the most 
influential factor in young people’s behavior.

A good relationship between the members of a couple is impor­
tant when it comes to agreeing on guidelines for raising children. 
However, this becomes difficult when one or both parents are ab­
sent due to migration. In this respect, the study results show that 
the father’s absence negatively impacted the teenager’s relation­
ship with his mother and the rest of the family. In many cases, 
it is the custom for fathers to establish family rules and in their 
absence, mothers are forced to assume this responsibility, which 
is an extremely difficult situation. Another factor that hinders 
the relationship with the parent who stays behind (usually the 
mother), is when she seeks employment, in order to contribute to 
the family upkeep when remittances fail to arrive, a situation that 
also impacts teenagers’ school performance.

The physical and emotional distance between parents and their 
children leads teenagers to seek acceptance and a sense of belong­
ing to a new group or to escape the emotional state of sadness, 
loneliness and abandonment that may predispose young people to 
approach groups addicted to harmful substances such as alcohol, 
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tobacco or drugs. This situation is more likely to occur when 
there is evidence of relatives with the same addictions. 

The characteristics acquired the family when one or more of its 
members migrate strains relations between parents, turning the 
absence of one or both into intrafamilial distancing, an adverse 
situation caused by the lack of communication and new family 
experiences. Based on the idea of the family as the basis of chil­
dren’s mental health, migration may produce a risky situation in 
this regard, since it creates a greater likelihood of the expression 
of emotional and behavioral problems in children.
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