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ABSTRACT
Understanding individuals’ encounters with Customs and Border Protection
(CBP), the largest law enforcement agency in the United States, is an important
theoretical and policy-relevant issue. Travelers entering the U.S. through ports of
entry may generalize their experiences with border officials to local law enforce-
ment, and thus, negative experiences at ports of entry may reduce travelers’
willingness to cooperate with police and report victimization. Existing studies,
however, have primarily examined unauthorized border crossings rather than
travelers’ port of entry experiences. This study uses grounded theory and quali-
tative data to explore the perceptions and experiences of 191 young adults who
discussed how individuals are treated when crossing the U.S.-Mexico border at
land ports of entry. Findings show that participants reported perceptions and
experiences of discrimination based on physical appearances, language differ-
ences, and nationality. Participants also described border officials engaging in
routine law enforcement behaviors, including poor policing practices.
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Introduction

In the post 9/11 landscape, anti-migrant sentiments have grown increasingly hostile among segments
of the United States (U.S.) government and population (Dear 2013), especially under the current
presidential administration. Much of this hostility has targeted Mexico, portraying the country as
responsible for a myriad of problems the U.S. faces on its domestic front, including crime and drug
use, and the closing of manufacturing plants in the Rust Belt. When Donald Trump first announced
his presidential bid, he declared:

When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending you. They’re sending people
that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re
bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people (Hee Lee 2015: para. 1).

From the campaign trail, Trump routinely promised to build “a big, fat, beautiful wall” along the
U.S.-Mexico border at Mexico’s expense (Finnegan 2016: para. 6). After his election, Trump
requested $18 billion to fund the proposed border wall over the next decade (Gambino 2018).
Trump also placed approximately 800,000 people at risk for deportation, as their protected status
under the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program will expire over the next couple
of years (Robbins and Dickerson 2018). Under the orders of U.S. Attorney General Jeff Sessions, the
Trump Administration manufactured the separation of children from parents seeking asylum at the
U.S.-Mexico border (Domonoske and Gonzales 2018). Most recently, Trump shut a quarter of the
federal government down for 35 days in a failed attempt to secure $5.7 billion to build his wall
(Collins, Fritze, & Jackson, 2019). This was the longest shutdown in U.S. history.
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Many consider Trump’s rhetoric and policies to mischaracterize the reality of the U.S.-Mexico
border (Heyman 2013). Others, however, have welcomed the increased marginalization of migrants
under the new administration. The current director of Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE), for example, thanked Trump for having “taken the handcuffs off of law enforcement” (Bedard
2017: para. 1). The perception that Trump has authorized migrant-related law enforcement to
operate without oversight or accountability is concerning given the documented abuses some U.S.
Customs and Border Protection (CBP) officers have perpetrated (ACLU-New Mexico 2015).
Although CBP is the largest law enforcement agency in the U.S., with 59,221 employees in
fiscal year 2016 (U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017a), little is known about the agency’s day-
to-day interactions with U.S.-Mexico border- crossers. This is because much of the existing literature
focuses on unauthorized border crossings rather than authorized border crossings at ports of entry
(De Leon, Gokee, and Schubert, 2015; Heyman 2012). Some evidence suggests that this oversight
may have inadvertently fostered an environment conducive to human rights abuses at ports of entry
(ACLU-New Mexico 2015; ACLU-Texas 2016).

Although policymakers such as Trump have justified changing border policing practices to better
prevent unauthorized migrants from entering the U.S., there is no reason to assume that migrants
are the only individuals who may be negatively impacted by port-of-entry policing practices.1

Indeed, border officials may view the current climate toward migrants as a license to treat port-of-
entry travelers as they please without consequence. This possibility is worth investigating given that
a similar organization, the Transportation Security Administration (TSA), was granted the discretion
and authority to inspect airport travelers with virtually no oversight after the September 11, 2001
terrorist attacks (Brill 2016). Harrington (2014), a former TSA employee at Chicago’s O’Hare airport,
and other insiders have provided detailed accounts of the abuses TSA officers perpetrated in the
name of preventing terrorism. Thus, it is possible that border officials may engage in similar abuses
of power toward port-of-entry travelers in the name of preventing unauthorized migrants from
entering the country. For this reason, the present study broadly focuses on the population of
individuals who cross the U.S.-Mexico border at ports of entry rather than just the migrant
subpopulation.

When discussing the U.S.-Mexico border, it is important to note that the majority of individuals
who enter the U.S. travel through land ports of entry rather than cross between ports. In fiscal year
2016, the U.S. Border Patrol apprehended 404,870 unauthorized migrants trying to enter the
U.S. along the U.S.-Mexico border (Department of Homeland Security 2016).2 In contrast, U.S.-
Mexico land ports of entry admitted an average of 688,757 travelers and 282,350 private vehicles
each day during fiscal year 2016 (U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017a).3 The number of
individuals entering the U.S. through U.S.-Mexico land ports of entry has also grown in recent years,

1Police departments across the country, for example, first started using Special Weapons And Tactics (SWAT) teams in the 1960s
and 1970s specifically for hostage and riot situations (Kraska and Kappeler 1997). By the mid-1990s, however, SWAT teams were
being used primarily for drug raids (Kraska and Kappeler 1997). In the 2000s, some police departments regularly authorized
SWAT teams to participate in situations where they were not necessary (e.g., serving arrest warrants with no anticipated risks to
law enforcement; Culosi 2014). Although SWAT teams were not originally intended to serve arrest warrants that posed a minimal
risk to law enforcement, their purpose nevertheless evolved over time. As a result, SWAT teams have accidentally killed
individuals such as Salvatore J. Culosi Jr. (Jackman 2011). The same principle applies to port-of-entry policing practices. Even
if the implementation of port of entry practices is considered justifiable on the basis of preventing unauthorized migrants from
entering the U.S., there is no guarantee that these practices will not also have a spillover effect on non-migrant port-of-entry
travelers.

2This figure reflects only those migrants Border Patrol apprehended and does not include those who crossed successfully without
being detected. This figure also does not include contact with Border Patrol or other law enforcement that did not result in
apprehension.

3These figures include individuals who legally cross the U.S.-Mexico border at ports of entry for a whole host of different reasons.
Thus, it would be inaccurate to characterize everyone who crosses the U.S.-Mexico border at ports of entry as a migrant, Indeed,
we do not cite these figures here to support such a contention. Instead, we cite these figures to demonstrate that U.S.-Mexico
ports of entry process a high volume of traffic on a daily basis, thereby justifying the need to study how these individuals
(whoever they may be, and whatever their reason for crossing the U.S.-Mexico border at a port of entry) are treated by border
officials.
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although these numbers have yet to return to pre-9/11 levels. In 2017, 42.3 million pedestrians
entered the U.S. through U.S.-Mexico land ports of entry, up from 39.9 million in 2010 (Bureau of
Transportation Statistics n.d.). Similarly, in 2017, 143.6 million personal vehicle passengers drove
77.9 million personal vehicles into the U.S. through U.S.-Mexico land ports of entry, up from
125.7 million passengers in 64.0 million vehicles in 2010. These numbers support broadening
research efforts to include the study of border-crossing experiences and policing practices at U.S.-
Mexico ports of entry.

Understanding U.S.-Mexico border travelers’ perceptions and experiences of their interactions
with CBP at ports of entry is important for several reasons. First, despite CBP’s status as the largest
law enforcement agency in the U.S. (U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017a), scholars have
rarely studied travelers’ perceptions and experiences of their interactions with CBP. Second, the
limited research on CBP’s treatment of border-crossers – especially the work of Sarabia (2015),
Chavez (2008), and Rosas (2006) – focuses almost exclusively on how CBP treats unauthorized
immigrants, rather than how CBP treats U.S.-Mexico port-of-entry travelers (Heyman 2012). The
total number of individuals who entered the U.S. through U.S.-Mexico ports of entry during the
average day in fiscal year 2016, however, outnumbered the total number of unauthorized individuals
apprehended while entering the U.S. during the entire 2016 fiscal year (Department of Homeland
Security 2016; U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017a). The sheer volume of traffic processed at
U.S.-Mexico ports of entry, therefore, suggests that research is needed in this area. Third, real or
perceived shifts in the political climate may influence how the border is enforced, resulting in
increases or decreases to the number and type of problematic policing practices CBP officers engage
in. The previously discussed comment from the current ICE director suggests that this may be the
case (Bedard 2017: para. 1).

The contributions mentioned above are particularly salient because CBP officers may be the first
or only U.S. law enforcement contact to which many port-of-entry travelers are exposed.
Consequently, the quality of this interaction may shape travelers’ later attitudes toward local police
and government officials in addition to influencing their willingness to cooperate with police or
report victimization experiences (Seghetti 2016). This resonates well with recent scholarship that has
focused on the process of legal socialization and the importance of procedurally-just contacts with
law enforcement to help shape and support the legitimacy of the law (Tyler 1990; Tyler and Trinkner
2018). Prior research has shown that positive contacts with law enforcement and other justice system
personnel are related to legitimacy which, in turn, protects against antisocial behavior (see Fagan and
Piquero 2007; Piquero et al. 2005; Tyler 2003). For these reasons, it is imperative that CBP officers
provide the highest quality services possible by upholding professed U.S. values like equality, fair-
ness, justice, and respect for human rights (ACLU-Texas 2016; Revitalize Not Militarize n.d.).4 The
present study examines narratives from 191 young adults who traveled through U.S.-Mexico ports of
entry in order to understand their perceptions and experiences of crossing the border, and how the
apparent racialized treatment travelers receive may vary based on personal or situational character-
istics (see Chacón and Coutin 2018; Ortiz and Telles 2012).

U.S. customs and border protection

The U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) was established on March 1, 2003, under the
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) (U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017b). In
creating the CBP, several previously independent agencies and programs merged to form
a single, centralized organization responsible for policing the border (U.S. Customs and Border
Protection 2017c). CBP officers are responsible for enforcing agricultural laws, customs, and

4We use the term “professed” here because Coates (2015), Glaude (2016), and others have presented compelling arguments that
suggest these ideals are less consistently applied to interactions involving people of color in the United States – and likely were
never intended to be applied to such interactions in the first place.
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immigration; preventing human, drug, and contraband trafficking; and preventing terrorists from
entering the U.S. (U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017d). CBP is estimated to have more
than 60,000 employees (Cruz and Payan 2017), and operates on an annual budget that exceeds
$15 billion (U.S. Customs and Border Patrol 2017c). Consequently, CBP is the largest law
enforcement agency in the U.S. (Cruz and Payan 2017). The most recognizable CBP offices
include Air and Marine Operations, the U.S. Border Patrol, and the Office of Field Operations
(U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017a).

Although the U.S. Border Patrol is prominently featured in news coverage and receives the most
political attention, the Office of Field Operations (OFO) accounts for the greatest number of CBP
employees. OFO operates on a yearly budget of $5.2 billion, and employs more than 28,000 individuals
(U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017d). The principal objective of OFO is to maintain safety along
the U.S. border by monitoring and inspecting individuals, vehicles, and goods that pass through
U.S. ports of entry (U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017c). Ports of entry are “locations where
people legally enter or leave the country by land, air, or sea” (The Pew Charitable Trusts 2015:6).

Pedestrians and personal vehicles may cross the U.S.-Mexico border at any of 26 land ports of
entry. Twelve ports are located in Texas, two are in New Mexico, and six are in Arizona and
California each. According to the Bureau of Transportation Statistics (n.d.), 42.3 million pedestrians
entered the U.S. through these 26 land ports in 2017. That same year, 77.9 million personal vehicles
brought 143.6 million people to the U.S. through these ports, and 171,896 buses transported
1.7 million people. Because the U.S. Border Patrol receives a disproportionate amount of CBP’s
resources, OFO is chronically short-staffed, and “vast lines of overheating cars and sweltering
pedestrians” characterize many U.S.-Mexico ports of entry (Heyman 2012:267; Meyer, Isacson,
and Scorpio, 2016).

Entering the U.S. at ports of entry

For most individuals, the process of entering the U.S. through land ports of entry begins by applying
for a visa at a U.S. Consulate or Embassy in their home country (Seghetti 2016). Following this,
individuals present themselves at a port of entry for primary inspection (also known as preclear-
ance). During primary inspection, OFO officers scrutinize individuals’ travel documents and ask
clarifying questions to determine their eligibility for entering the U.S. (Seghetti 2016). The names of
individuals are also checked in a federal database to determine whether they have been previously
flagged for overstaying a visa, entering the county without authorization, or committing a crime. If
OFO officers feel it is necessary, they may search persons, vehicles, or possessions without establish-
ing reasonable suspicion or obtaining a warrant (19 C.F.R. 162.6). Primary inspection has three
potential outcomes: (1) individuals are admitted into the U.S.; (2) they are denied entry; or (3) they
are referred to secondary inspection.

Secondary inspection consists of pulling pedestrians or personal vehicle passengers aside for
additional questioning (Seghetti 2016). In many cases, individuals sent to secondary inspection are
placed in holding cells similar to police interrogation rooms and subjected to intense periods of
questioning, often without explanation (Heyman 2001). OFO officers typically divert individuals into
secondary inspection for appearing suspicious or being flagged in the federal database (Seghetti 2016).
The Random Compliance Examination (COMPEX) program also subjects some individuals to sec-
ondary inspection by randomly alternating between green and red traffic lights, with red lights
indicating that an individual has been chosen for secondary inspection (Ortiz and Contreras 2011;
Seghetti 2016). In fiscal year 2013, the latest year for which data exists, 12.3% of individuals seeking to
enter the U.S. through a land port were diverted into secondary inspection (Seghetti 2016). Although
OFO officers can deny travelers admission into the U.S. for “any reason,” the majority of individuals
are ultimately admitted, with only 5 out of every 10,000 travelers turned away (Seghetti 2016:11).

Understaffing and long wait times at ports of entry create an environment where OFO
officers may be more likely to use cognitive heuristics rooted in racial and national stereotypes
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to assess individuals’ eligibility for entry (Chavez 2011; Heyman 2009). This possibility is
amplified by requiring OFO officers to police individuals’ intentions (e.g., determine if they
intend to overstay their visa or work in the U.S.). Policing ports of entry is further complicated
by the fact that drug smugglers and individuals attempting to reenter the U.S. after a prior
deportation are frequently indistinguishable from other travelers. This is because drug smugglers
do not appear visually or behaviorally distinct from other travelers, and previous deportees may
use stolen or forged traveler documents to pass federal database checks. Short-staffed OFO
officers, therefore, are tasked with accurately isolating a small group of deviant individuals from
the physically and behaviorally identical law-abiding multitudes, all under pressure to keep
traffic steadily moving (Heyman 2001). The stress of this mission, combined with personnel
shortages, creates a logistical challenge that increases the likelihood that some OFO officers may
act on explicit or implicit biases. The types of legal decision-making OFO officers engage in is
vulnerable to the same biases that characterize general information processing, such as focusing
on information consistent with pre-existing beliefs and ignoring evidence to the contrary
(McEwan 2003).

Abuses of power at U.S. ports of entry

Some border officials display explicit or implicit biases against “Mexican-looking” travelers because
they think individuals who fit this profile account for a disproportionate amount of border violations
(ACLU-New Mexico 2015; ACLU-Texas 2016; Heyman 2009:385; Saldivar 2017). Because U.S.-born
Latinxs, Spanish speakers, and Native Americans all share some readily identifiable characteristic
(e.g., language, accent, or skin tone) with Mexican nationals at first glance, they are often treated as
“guilty by association” (Amnesty International 2012; Levario 2012:122). Thus, human rights viola-
tions along the U.S.-Mexico border tend to be disproportionately concentrated among dark-skinned
travelers with prominent Latinx features, regardless of their U.S. residency or citizenship status
(ACLU-New Mexico 2015; ACLU-Texas 2016). Research by Ortiz and Telles (2012) supports this
assertion, as the authors reported that darker-skinned Mexican Americans disclosed a greater
number of discrimination experiences than lighter-skinned Mexican Americans. The authors also
found that, in general, darker-skinned men self-reported more experiences of discrimination than
lighter-skinned men.

The Texas and New Mexico American Civil Liberties Unions have documented numerous abuses
perpetrated against border-crossers at U.S.-Mexico ports of entry (ACLU-New Mexico 2015; ACLU-
Texas 2016; Saldivar 2017). Trinidad Muraira de Castro, for example, was aggressively interrogated for
10 hours alongside her two daughters and one-month-old granddaughter. During interrogation,
Trinidad falsely confessed that her daughters had been born outside the U.S. and were not
U.S. citizens. OFO officers used this coerced “confession” to bar Trinidad’s daughters from entering
the U.S. (American Civil Liberties Union 2012). Similar tactics have been used to turn others away at
U.S.-Mexico ports of entry, including the theft and destruction of legal documents authorizing entry to
the U.S. (American Civil Liberties Union 2012; Chavez 2011; Huspek, Martinez, and Jimenez 1998).

Some travelers have also been subjected to physical violence at U.S.-Mexico ports of entry (Sabo
et al. 2014). In one case, an OFO officer repeatedly asked Trosky Vasquez the same series of
questions, which he voluntarily answered. As the OFO officer continued asking the same questions,
Trosky protested that he had already answered all of the officer’s questions. At this point, the OFO
officer ordered Trosky out of the car. When Trosky asked for an explanation, the officer violently
handcuffed him and rushed him into secondary inspection, where he was repeatedly physically and
verbally assaulted (American Civil Liberties Union 2012). A second traveler, Cruz Marcelino
Velazquez Acevedo, suffered cardiac arrest when an OFO officer knowingly ordered Cruz to drink
liquid methamphetamine that Cruz claimed was apple juice. Cruz died after his body temperature
reached 105 degrees and his heartbeat climbed to 220 beats-per-minute (Phillips 2017).
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Other travelers have experienced severely intrusive body searches stemming from port-of-entry-
related incidents. In one case, OFO officers transported Jane Doe, a middle-aged U.S. citizen, from
a U.S.-Mexico port of entry to a local U.S. hospital, where medical staff voluntarily and consistently
violated Doe’s body in search of drugs. At no point did OFO officers obtain any evidence to support
their suspicion. A thorough account of this incident was described in an ensuing lawsuit (Jane Doe
v. The El Paso County Hospital District 2013:2):

First, government agents stripped searched Ms. Doe and made a visual and manual inspection of her genitals
and anus. Finding nothing, Defendants next subjected her to an observed bowel movement. When that
procedure yielded no evidence of drugs, Defendants X-rayed Ms. Doe. Having found nothing, Defendants
next shackled Ms. Doe to an examining table and inserted a speculum into her vagina, performed a rectal exam
on her, and conducted a bimanual cavity search of her vagina. Still not satisfied, Defendants subjected Ms. Doe
to a CT scan and again found no evidence of drugs.

Medical staff violated Doe’s privacy by allowing OFO officers to observe the entire incident from
inside the room, and by leaving the door to the hallway open so that individuals passing by could
look in. In the following weeks, the hospital billed Doe for more than $5,000 to cover the costs of the
involuntary medical procedures. At least a couple of other women have experienced similar treat-
ment from OFO officers and hospital staff (Bustillos v. El Paso County Hospital District 2016;
Cervantes v. United States of America 2016). These examples suggest that some border-crossers face
discrimination and/or human rights violations at U.S.-Mexico ports of entry.5

Current study

To date, scholars have largely focused on unauthorized migrant experiences in the U.S. and
neglected border-crossing experiences at U.S.-Mexico ports of entry (De Leon, Gokee, and
Schubert, 2015; Heyman 2012). This oversight may inadvertently foster an environment conducive
to human rights abuses at ports of entry. As national discourse and scholarship has not devoted
much attention to examining how border officials treat U.S.-Mexico port-of-entry-travelers,
researchers need to document the everyday realities travelers encounter at ports of entry in order
to better understand the shape and scope of the problem, as well as encourage transparency and
accountability (Huspek, Martinez, and Jimenez, 1998; Saldivar 2017). Studies of this nature are
timely in the present political climate, and especially warranted given that the number of pedestrians
and personal vehicle passengers entering the U.S. through U.S.-Mexico land ports of entry has
increased by 2.4 million and 17.9 million, respectively, from 2010 to 2017 (Bureau of Transportation
Statistics n.d.). Developing an understanding of these interactions and experiences is also important
from a theoretical and policy perspective – the former regarding the legal socialization process
surrounding law and social control systems, and the latter regarding legal enforcement procedures.
The present study explores the perceptions and experiences of young adults who discussed how
border officials treat U.S.-Mexico land port-of-entry-travelers.

Data & methods

Data for the current study are derived from a larger project designed to examine whether individuals
who were more oriented toward U.S. culture expressed greater death penalty support than indivi-
duals who were more oriented toward Mexican culture (Updegrove, 2018). A random sample of
college students enrolled in two public Texas universities, one of which resides along the U.S.-

5Although we highlight these specific instances of abuse, we do not mean to suggest that they are routine occurrences at U.S.-
Mexico ports of entry – especially given the high volume of traffic that is processed daily at these ports. Instead, we present
these cases of abuse to demonstrate that at least a few OFO officers have abused their authority on at least one occasion, and
therefore the topic appears to warrant further exploration. Without a public database containing the number of reported abuses
experienced at port-of-entry border crossings, we cannot speculate on how rare or frequent these events may (or may not) be.
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Mexico border, was obtained for this project during fall 2017. Courses were selected according to
a random number generator, and surveys were administered both in class and online. Students
absent from class on the day the survey was administered were sent a follow-up email containing the
online survey link. The resulting sample for this project was representative of both universities’
enrollment bodies.6

Students were asked whether they had ever crossed the U.S.-Mexico border at a border checkpoint.
Of the 1,609 students who responded to this item, 972 indicated that they had crossed the U.S.-Mexico
border at least once in their lifetime. These 972 students were asked four open-ended questions:

(1) When crossing the U.S.-Mexico border at a border checkpoint, have you ever been treated
differently than those around you? (If yes, please describe your experience).

(2) When crossing the U.S.-Mexico border at a border checkpoint, have you ever witnessed
someone around you being treated differently than everyone else? (If yes, please describe the
experience).

(3) When crossing the U.S.-Mexico border at a border checkpoint, have you or someone around
you ever been harassed or mistreated by an individual in authority? (If yes, please describe
the experience).

(4) When crossing the U.S.-Mexico border at a border checkpoint, have you or someone around
you been treated differently by an individual in authority based on race, ethnicity, or
country of origin? (If yes, please describe the experience).

Of the 972 students who had crossed the U.S.-Mexico border at least once in their life, 191 provided
a response to at least one of the four open-ended questions (11.9% of the original sample of 1,609
participants; 19.7% of individuals who had crossed the U.S.-Mexico border at least once in their life).
Compared to the sample who had crossed the U.S.-Mexico border at least once in their lifetime but
declined to give a qualitative answer (n = 781), participants who gave a qualitative response (n = 191)
were significantly older (by a year), less likely to be non-Latinx White, and more likely to cross the
U.S.-Mexico border at least once a week. No gender differences existed among participants who gave
a qualitative response and those who did not. Unsurprisingly, participants who attended the
university located along the U.S.-Mexico border were more likely to provide a qualitative response
than participants who attended the university located further away from the border.

Of the 191 participants in the final sample, 108 (56.5%) answered the first question, 112 (58.6%)
answered the second question, 74 (38.7%) answered the third question, and 81 (42.4%) answered the
fourth question. The average participant responded to 1.96 of the four questions, with participants
more likely to have responded to the first two questions. Fifty-nine percent of participants were
female; the remaining 41% self-reported as male. Eighty-eight percent of the sample was Latinx, with
7% non-Latinx White, 1% non-Latinx Black, and 4% non-Latinx of another race. Regarding age, 79%
of the sample was 24 years old or younger. Finally, 30% of the sample reported being in a committed
relationship.

6According to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (n.d.), University 1’s enrollment body was 53% female and 47%
male during fall 2016, the latest year for which data exists. 83% of those enrolled were Latinx, 6% were non-Latinx White, 2%
were non-Latinx Black, and 9% were non-Latinxs of another race. 76% were age 24 or younger. In the present study, the
subsample of participants from University 1 (n = 840) was 58% female and 42% male. 84% were Latinx, 7% were non-Latinx
White, 3% were non-Latinx Black, and 6% were non-Latinxs of another race. 82% were age 24 or younger. Thus, the
demographic composition of the responses received from University 1 appears to reflect the demographics of University 1’s
enrollment body from fall 2016. According to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (n.d.), University 2’s
enrollment body was 62% female and 38% male during fall 2016. 22% of those enrolled were Latinx, 51% were non-Latinx
White, 18% were non-Latinx Black, and 9% were non-Latinxs of another race. 84% were age 24 or younger. In the present study,
the subsample of participants from University 2 (n = 769) was 65% female and 34% male. 34% were Latinx, 41% were non-
Latinx White, 16% were non-Latinx Black, and 9% were non-Latinxs of another race. 94% were age 24 or younger. Similar to
University 1, the demographic composition of the responses received from University 2 appears to reflect the demographics of
University 2’s enrollment body from fall 2016, with the caveat that individuals from University 2 in the sample were more likely
to be Latinx and less likely to be non-Latinx White.
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Because the present study is qualitative in nature and relies on respondents’ narratives about their
border-crossing experiences, it is important to consider the sample size used. Qualitative researchers
contend that saturation is often achieved at relatively low levels and generally requires no more than
60 participants (Bernard 2000; Charmaz 2014 ; Creswell 1998; Morse 1994). Specific to the analytic
strategy used in this study (i.e., grounded theory, discussed in the section below), Morse (1994)
recommends a sample size between 30 and 50 participants, Creswell (1998) recommends a range
between 20–30, and Charmaz (2006) suggests that 25 participants is a satisfactory sample size.
Because narratives from the present study emerge from 191 participants, the sample size is large
enough to allow for identification, descriptive redundancy, and theoretical saturation.

Data analysis

Qualitative data from the question prompts discussed above are used to identify thematic narratives as
they relate to differential treatment experiences of individuals crossing the U.S.-Mexico border at land
ports of entry. To do so, the present study relies upon the systematic methods of Glaser and Strauss’
(1967) grounded theory approach to qualitative analysis. A thorough examination of the data was
undertaken in order to assign codes to phenomena and identify themes that repeatedly appeared. The
lead author systematically read each participant’s responses to the four open-ended questions while
performing a line-by-line text analysis of the various answers. Analysis operated in an inductive
framework; coding was substance derived and not resulting from preconceived notions or categories
(Charmaz 2014). The initial text analysis yielded summaries of the main points contained in each
response (Mayring 2014). Responses with similar main points were grouped together into initial
categories. During early stages of the coding process, it was necessary to create additional initial
categories to group similar main points together. Detailed notes were written during this process to
ensure reliability and to assist in the next step, the constant comparison method (Glaser and Strauss
1967). Constant comparison involves determining whether codes and themes identified in one response
apply across responses (Charmaz 2014). For example, as the coding process progressed, new categories
were only added if the main point of a participant’s response could not be subsumed under an already
existing initial category. The constant comparison step – a feature of qualitative research that enhances
both reliability and validity – is vital to the process because it assists in theory development during each
step of analysis (Charmaz 2014; Morse et al. 2002). Categories were not mutually exclusive, and many
responses met criteria for inclusion in multiple categories.

Given the objectives of this study, the emphasis in note-taking was on highlighting the experi-
ences of individuals crossing the U.S.-Mexico border at land ports of entry. Using Glaser and Strauss’
(1967) approach allows for the use of systematic strategies centered on the idea of theory develop-
ment from research grounded in data, rather than deducing testable hypotheses from existing
theories (Charmaz 2006; Clark 2005). As a result, the scope and focus of initial categories naturally
evolved as more main points were added to each category. This resulted in some early themes being
abandoned, other themes being revised, and still other themes being created midway through the
initial coding process. Thus, after the entire set of responses had been coded through once, each
response was coded a second time to ensure that it had been properly assigned codes according to
the evolved, finalized categories. As a final step, categories that shared broad similarities with other
categories were reorganized as subcategories under the umbrella head of more general, overarching
themes. Overall, this methodology is well suited for the data in this study given the underdeveloped
nature of port-of-entry border-crossing research.

Results

Five broad, overarching themes regarding differential treatment were identified in participants’ percep-
tions and experiences of crossing the U.S.-Mexico border through land ports of entry. As Table 1
indicates, each theme contains several subcategories. The first major theme identified is discrimination
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based on physical appearances or social/ascribed characteristics (n = 62). The second major theme
identified is language-based discrimination (n = 26). The third major theme identified involves
discrimination based on individuals’ nationality (n = 55). The fourth major theme identified consists
of common law enforcement behaviors perceived or experienced while crossing the border (n = 63).
Finally, the fifth major theme identified describes perceived problematic behaviors OFO officers
engaged in that may constitute poor policing practices or, in a few instances, human rights violations
(n = 72). Below, we describe the subcategories that fall under each of these broader overarching themes.

Discrimination based on physical appearances/social-ascribed characteristics

Colorism
Thirty-nine participants described perceived differential treatment from OFO officers based on the
color of border-crossers’ skin. This differential treatment resulted in individuals with lighter skin
being processed efficiently with minimal delays, and individuals with darker skin being treated
suspiciously and subjected to extended questioning.7 Juan,8 a 27-year-old Latino, described the
following experience: “Being a light skin Mexican-American man, I get mistaken for looking
White. Other family members are considerably darker than I and often sometimes are not treated
as well as myself.” Another participant reported that, “The darker shade of brown [a border-crosser’s
skin is], the ruder the [OFO] officer behaves.”

Ben, a 23-year-old White male, was able to pass through ports of entry quickly with minimal
interactions when all of the passengers in his car were light-skinned, but had a different experience
when transporting passengers of color. In his response, he stated, “Only if I have a passenger who is
Black, Hispanic, or Asian will the [OFO] officer acknowledge the vehicle, as if they were solely
looking for non-White passengers.” A 53-year-old Latina described receiving better treatment from

Table 1. Major themes and subcategories for U.S.-Mexico port-of-entry travelers’ perceptions and experiences of
treatment by border officials (N = 191).

Theme N %

Discrimination based on physical appearances/social/ascribed characteristics 62 32.5%
Colorism 39 20.4%
Mexican/Latinx features 7 3.7%
Age 4 2.1%
Possessions 12 6.3%
Other appearance-based biases 13 6.8%

Language-based discrimination 26 13.6%
English proficiency 16 8.4%
Foreign accent/pronunciation 7 3.7%
Other language-based biases 5 2.6%

Nationality-based discrimination 55 28.8%
Mexican versus American nationalities 37 19.4%
ID documentation/legal status 23 12.0%

Law enforcement behaviors 63 33.0%
Heightened scrutiny/interrogation 22 11.5%
Person/vehicle/possessions searched 15 7.9%
Detained/arrested 25 13.1%
Confronting illegal behavior 8 4.2%
Militarization 2 1.0%

Perceived Problematic behaviors 72 37.7%
Rude behavior/harassment 50 26.2%
Entitlement/lack of empathy 13 6.8%
Theft/loss of property 3 1.6%
Victimization 11 5.8%

7A related strand of research has examined the perceived stereotypicality of Black defendants and found that, to the extent that
people perceive Black defendants to be more stereotypically Black, they are more likely to be sentenced to death in cases
involving a White victim (Eberhardt et al. 2006).

8All names are pseudonyms used to protect participants’ privacy.
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OFO officers because of her lighter skin: “If I cross alone, I have no problems. But when I used to
cross with my ex-husband, who happens to look very Mexican (dark skin), we were always asked too
many questions, and even had our car inspected.”

Several participants described receiving better treatment from OFO officers when traveling with
a light-skinned person. For example, Maria, an 18-year-old Latina, recounted lengthier interactions
with OFO officers when her family traveled without her light-skinned stepfather: “My stepfather is
White while I’m Hispanic; crossing without him takes longer for officers to let us go through.
Crossing with him guarantees the officer to give us one look and let us cross.” Thus, for many
participants, possessing lighter skin yielded privileges not afforded to darker-skinned individuals.
These privileges included being viewed less suspiciously, being treated with more respect, not having
their legal status or documents questioned, being asked few (if any) questions, being less likely to be
searched or sent to secondary inspection, and ultimately, passing through ports of entry quicker than
their darker-skinned peers. As Maria’s case demonstrates, even proximity to light-skinned indivi-
duals can ease the suspicion with which some OFO officers regard darker-skinned individuals.

Mexican/Latinx features
Similar to colorism, seven participants reported the perception that OFO officers profiled travelers
who possessed prominent Mexican or Latinx physical features. According to these respondents,
appearing Mexican or Latinx increased OFO officers’ suspicions that border-crossers were transport-
ing drugs or unauthorized to enter the United States. As Juanita, an 18-year-old Latina, put it,
“Hispanics are always thought to be smuggling something in.” OFO officers were also perceived to
treat U.S. Latinx citizens as “guilty by association” for appearing indistinguishable from their
Mexican national counterparts (Levario 2012:122): “The border patrols [OFO officers] are mean to
those who look Mexican, even though they are U.S. citizens and they are crossing [the border] to go
to school. They [OFO officers] are the worst.”

Another participant noted OFO officers appeared to discriminate against “people with strong
Hispanic physical characteristics.” This suggests that some OFO officers may hold explicit or implicit
biases against individuals who appear more stereotypically Mexican or Latinx. Julio, a 34-year-old
Latino, observed that, “Sometimes for simply having Hispanic features, you may be treated differ-
ently.” The experiences of Paulina, a 53-year-old Latina, captures the apparently arbitrary nature of
some OFO officers’ discrimination: “They [OFO officers] usually treat me better because I look
Anglo (I have fair skin and light color eyes), but if they notice I’m Mexican, their attitude changes in
a negative way.” Here, Paulina described OFO officers abruptly switching their behavioral scripts as
soon as they noticed her Mexican features.

Age
Four participants perceived OFO officers to treat elderly individuals with greater suspicion.
Responses suggest that some OFO officers may become frustrated with older border-crossers who
cannot speak or understand English. Alternatively, some OFO officers may mistreat older border-
crossers because the language barrier reduces the likelihood that victims will report the abuse.
Isabella, an 18-year-old Latina, observed that, “Being a young U.S. citizen and fluent in English,
I seem to receive better treatment than elderly Mexican people who are non-English speakers.” Other
participants perceived the quality of interactions with OFO officers to vary based on “age group,”
with “elderly people” receiving lower quality interactions.

Possessions
Twelve participants described differential treatment based on the clothes travelers wore, how poor or
wealthy they appeared, or the type of car they drove. Camila, a 22-year-old Latina, reported a history
of harassment and unnecessary questioning whenever she crossed the border. She interpreted this
pattern of behavior as: “[Me] being a young Hispanic female, driving alone – driving a vehicle I feel
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he [the OFO officer] determined I could not afford and therefore it had to be stolen or provided for
illegal purposes.”

In general, participants perceived that poor people were treated with contempt, and people who
displayed wealth through possessions were profiled as drug smugglers who could only afford their
possessions through a criminal lifestyle. Lucia, a 20-year-old Latina, felt as if “most Mexicans who
clearly are of a lower social status are treated rudely most of the time.” Another participant reported
being “profiled for my attire and my vehicle.” Javier, a 26-year-old Latino, noted that OFO officers
“dislike that you have certain materialistic things such as a brand new car.” However, participants
also communicated that “people with raggedy cars got treated different,” too. Thus, both meager and
grandiose displays of wealth were perceived to correspond with poorer treatment from OFO officers.

In this context, Javier also highlighted the power that OFO officers hold to either grant or deny
individuals entry to the U.S., stating “by the way they [border-crossers] dressed or they look, they
were denied permits [to cross the border].” One participant observed OFO officers automatically
send two men dressed in traditional Arabic clothing to secondary inspection. This suggests that some
OFO officers may exhibit biases against Middle-Eastern travelers in addition to travelers who share
features with negative Mexican stereotypes.

Other appearance-based biases
Thirteen participants mentioned other experiences where physical appearances appeared to play
a role in how OFO officers treated border-crossers. Arianna, a 20-year-old Latina, highlighted how
an individual’s perceived gender can shape their interactions with OFO officers, stating, “if you don’t
have males with you, you are much more likely to be treated differently.” Olivia, a 38-year-old
Latina, told the following story: “I have literally been told by a customs agent [OFO officer] that ‘girls
who look like me tend to be drug smugglers.’ I get pulled over by customs almost every time I cross
back into the U.S.” Another individual discussed being treated suspiciously “because of his tattoos,”
which may indicate that some OFO officers view tattoos as a sign of drug cartel or gang involvement.
Roberto, a 19-year-old Latino, recounted an experience where OFO officers put his health issue on
display for their personal amusement: “One [OFO] officer started to make fun of my heart pulse,
because I have a pretty fast pulse – most of the time my hands are shaking. So when I told him about
my health issue, he started to laugh and called other officers to come and see.”

Language-based discrimination

English proficiency
Sixteen participants reported that some OFO officers expected border-crossers to speak English
during their interactions. Rosa, a 21-year-old Latina, appeared to express resentment at the fact that
English was assumed to be the default language for interactions with OFO officers, saying, “They
expect Mexican people to speak English. If that’s the case, why can’t they learn Spanish too????”
Another participant observed that, “officers are very rude and disrespectful to people that do not
speak English.” This resulted in some non-English speakers experiencing lengthier interactions with
OFO officers: “The customs agents [OFO officers] tend to be more interrogative of my parents who
do not speak English than with my sisters and I, who are fluent English speakers.” Micaela, an 18-
year-old Latina, similarly reported, “My parents are always treated different just because of their lack
of the English vocabulary.”

Along the same lines, participants perceived OFO officers to view English-speakers with less
suspicion and often permit them to cross the border with minimal interruptions. As one participant
stated, “My fluent English has led me to pass through [the border] fairly easily.” In some instances,
speaking fluent English appears to signal in-group membership (as a U.S. citizen) and allay OFO
officers’ suspicions:
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I don’t feel like I have been treated differently, but my experience is unique to me since I speak “perfect”
English despite my appearance. When I come up you can see the prejudice in their [OFO officers’] eyes because
of my brown skin, but once I speak in English they treat me fairly well. I have met many people and my own
mother [who] have been treated unjustly because either they don’t speak English or they speak it with difficulty.

On the other hand, participants perceived some OFO officers to profile dark-skinned individuals not
fluent in English as unauthorized migrants: “if you are a brown citizen but happen to not speak
‘good English,’ they get treated like they are trying to cross illegally even though they are American
citizens.” Other participants reported similar experiences: “my grandparents do not speak any
English and oftentimes are questioned whether or not they became actual citizens even though
they have all their documentation and are providing it.”

Foreign accent/pronunciation
Seven narratives indicated that knowledge of the English language was not always sufficient to escape
OFO officers’ suspicions. Some OFO officers also scrutinized the perceived quality, authenticity, and
extent of travelers’ English skills. Participants perceived border-crossers who spoke with thick
Mexican or Latinx accents, struggled with English vocabulary, or used broken English – forming
incomplete or very basic English sentences – to be subjected to more rigorous vetting procedures.
One participant, for example, reported hearing an OFO officer tell a border-crosser that they “didn’t
sound American enough.” On some occasions, it appears that border-crossers were sent to secondary
inspection because of their accents:

The person was of a darker skin complexion with a heavy Mexican accent and was searched top to bottom of all
of their belongings. This person was questioned and searched vigorously and after being escorted to a private
room [secondary inspection], and authorities discovered that this person was “clear,” then the person was
released.

Finally, other participants perceived OFO officers to engage in differential treatment based on
travelers’ “enunciation of phrases in the English language.”

Other language-based biases
Five participants reported receiving differential treatment for language-related reasons, but did
not elaborate further on their experiences: “I know the [OFO] officers were doing their job, but
I feel that since we are not from America, we look and talk different. So it somehow gives them
more of a reason to put us on the spot.” Survey responses also indicated that OFO officers
engaged in language-related discrimination when they encountered names uncommon in the
U.S.: “My first cousin is half Arabian and half Mexican, and we were held at the border for way
longer than usual because of his last name.” Additionally, some OFO officers who initially
established warm rapport with travelers after viewing their U.S. citizenship documents abruptly
changed their demeanor after hearing border-crossers speak: “When the [OFO] officers saw my
American citizen passport they treat[ed] me with respect, but when they heard me speak they
stop[ped] being courteous with me.”

Nationality-based discrimination

Mexican versus American nationalities
Thirty-seven participants perceived OFO officers to treat travelers differently based on whether they
were (or appeared to be) U.S. citizens: “I have been in a travel bus with people from Mexico and I got
asked only my name and if I was American while everybody else got questioned and asked for some
sort of ID.” The above example illustrates how some OFO officers regard individuals who appear
American as inherently trustworthy and undeserving of suspicion (to the point of not requiring
personal identification).
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In contrast, some OFO officers appeared to express skepticism that individuals with dark skin or
prominent Mexican or Latinx features could possibly be from the United States:

When I was literally a child about 9 years old, they [OFO officers] took [me] down [out] of my dad’s car and
questioned my nationality and where I was born. They allowed my dad to get to me later, [and] I was scared;
however, I did not show that because I knew I was telling the truth.

As one participant observed, “People are treated differently based on their skin color and what side
of the border they are born [on].” For some participants, being born in the U.S. is enough to allay
OFO officers’ suspicion – if they also have light skin.

My father and I do not look alike; he’s dark skinned, and I am white skinned. Like I said before, I have noticed
that he gets treated differently when he crosse[s] the border; he always gets checked, they ask him a lot more
questions. He is a big man, so people tend to be afraid of him for some reason, but he is the best father in the
world, and it depresses me to know that he is treated differently because of the place he was born. I am Mexican
too, just born in the U.S., but I grew up in Mexico, speaking only Spanish for a long time and went to high
school in Mexico City. However, others just tend to assume that I am only an American because of the way
I look.

One easy (and flawed) way for OFO officers to determine an individual’s nationality is to check their
vehicle’s license plate. According to Julia, an 18-year-old Latina, “When the license plates are
Mexican, they [border-crossers] usually get treated very rudely and get inspected more.” Emily, a 19-
year-old Latina, similarly stated, “Cars with license plates from Mexico will be questioned more and
almost always sent to get their vehicles checked.” One participant observed that “The U.S. Customs
[OFO officers] think they can speak to Mexican people in whatever way they want and that is not
okay. We are still people!!” Another participant considered OFO officers to treat Mexicans worse
under the current presidential administration, saying “They treat Mexicans differently now that
Trump is president and threaten to take away their visas.”

ID documentation/legal status
Twenty-three participants perceived OFO officers to discriminate against travelers based on the type
of documentation they presented. The types of legal identification OFO officers accepted included,
but were not limited to, passports, permanent resident cards (i.e., green cards), and unexpired
immigrant visas (U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2007). Lucia, a 21-year-old Latina, observed
that “When they [border-crossers] have their green card, they are asked more questions than they
usually [are].” Participants without passports reported being harassed by OFO officers: “When
I cross with someone without a passport they [OFO officers] start treating us like we’re dumb and
they ask a lot of questions, which is understandable but at the same time unnecessary.” Another
participant commented: “me and my family were treated in [a] rude and aggressive manner because
we did not have a passport, even though it was for a funeral and too last minute to get a passport.”
A third participant noted: “Hispanic friends crossing by walking, the darker their skin and having
the blue book passport are interviewed longer than my Hispanic light-skinned friends with a card
passport.” Miguel, a 20-year-old Latino, observed that “People with Mexican visa[s] are treated
like second class [sic] citizen[s], or even sometimes abused by the border officers.”

Law enforcement behaviors

Heightened scrutiny/interrogation
Participants also described OFO officers engaging in common law enforcement practices. Twenty-
two participants described OFO officers subjecting “suspicious” border-crossers to intense scrutiny
during primary inspection and to outright interrogation in secondary inspection. One participant
perceived OFO officers to “talk like they want the person to feel guilty.” Another participant
witnessed a fellow border-crosser undergo intense questioning from OFO officers who “kept getting
in his face” despite answering their inquiries.
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Heightened scrutiny was often the result of ethnic and national biases, but OFO officers also
relied on other factors, such as travelers’ criminal history. One participant described his uncle being
treated differently because he had a prior felony conviction that appeared in the federal database.
Another participant described a lengthy exchange with an OFO officer who interrogated him after
finding three brand new Apple iPhones lying on his vehicle’s backseat. The OFO officer mistakenly
thought he was trying to bring the phones into the U.S. without properly declaring them to Customs,
but the phones had been purchased in the U.S., and therefore did not need to be declared to
Customs upon reentry (the participant was driving back into the U.S. to return the phones). Another
example of a situation that draws OFO officers’ suspicion is described as follows: “One of the officers
asked me directly what address was I using in order to study in the U.S.; she asked because it is
known that a lot of students that come from Mexico use the address of their relatives in order to be
able to register in a school.”

Person/vehicle/possessions searched
Fifteen participants described OFO officers searching travelers, their personal vehicles, and their
belongings. OFO officers are legally able to conduct these searches without establishing reason-
able suspicion or obtaining a warrant (19 C.F.R. 162.6). Participants reported experiences ranging
from normal searches to more extensive proceedings. One participant, for example, stated, “My
parents and I had to get out of our car and be searched.” Carlos, a 27-year-old Latino, witnessed
multiple searches: “Students, workers, I have seen being mistreated. Border Patrol agents [OFO
officers] make them open their lunch and look inside to see what they have.” Participant
narratives indicated that those subjected to searches often have darker skin or appear visibly
Mexican or Latinx: “[OFO officers] looked at every White person’s drivers license for a few
seconds and gave it back, but to the Mexicans they had to take out their passports, their luggage,
and be searched head to toe.” Araceli, a 21-year-old Latina, described witnessing a more intense
search:

If the [OFO] officer is particularly racist they will make the person basically strip to check them. They did this
to my grandfather; they made him lift up his shirt because they were convinced he had something under his
shirt. My grandfather complied, but the officer was still rude.

Bob, a 52-year-old White man, recounted a story of an OFO officer searching his car in retaliation
for laughing at a joke the OFO officer had found offensive.

Detained/arrested
Twenty-five participants described witnessing OFO officers detain travelers in secondary inspection
or arrest them. On some occasions, ethnic biases appeared to play a role in arrest and detainment
decisions: “I got held back to secondary; they patted me down and asked me a bunch of personal
questions. Well, my White girlfriend got waved through.”

Some participants’ experiences suggest that gender may also play a role in OFO officers’ detain-
ment decisions:

I have been sent to the side [for secondary inspection] several times; especially being a female I have been
questioned. The worst experience I had was this past summer when I traveled to Mexico in a car full of females.
I have never been questioned the way I was that time.

Jeff, a 20-year-old White male, witnessed OFO officers arrest his father and take him to secondary
inspection after the federal database mistakenly identified him as a convicted felon. Many partici-
pants perceived secondary inspection as a long and frustrating process:

There have been several occasions in which my family and I have been taken to a back room [secondary
inspection] for additional questioning while crossing the border. The backroom I am referring to has chairs
with handcuffs attached, and although I have never personally been handcuffed, I have been made to wait for at
least an hour while my documents are checked each time I’ve been taken there.
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Participants described secondary inspection as a pseudo police interrogation, as OFO officers spoke
“loudly and harshly.” On some occasions, secondary inspection appeared warranted. One partici-
pant, for example, described witnessing OFO officers direct a driver into secondary inspection after
finding drugs in his car. On other occasions, however, OFO officers appeared to use secondary
inspection without justification:

They [the participant’s friends] were kept at the checkpoint for more than 8 hours by the authority or officers
even though my friends had all the required documents to enter the U.S.; they had their passports and I-20s.
But they were still kept there waiting and the officers checked them physically and also had their phones
checked. They were asked if they had any Muslim friends.

Confronting illegal behavior
Eight participants perceived OFO officers to treat individuals differently because they were engaging
in deviant or illegal behavior. One participant, for example, attributed the differential treatment her
dad received to the fact that he tried crossing the border using a stolen identity. Another participant
witnessed OFO officers treat an individual differently because “the guy that was driving at the
moment of the checkpoint was drunk.” Other participants also observed OFO officers treat drunken
travelers differently. Pedro, a 19-year-old Latino, witnessed OFO officers single an individual out
because “the guy had weed on himself and the dogs caught him.” Thus, in some situations, OFO
officers’ differential treatment of border-crossers appears preceded by witnessing travelers engage in
deviant or illegal acts.

Militarization
In two cases, participants commented on OFO officers acting or appearing like military soldiers.
U.S. law enforcement units around the country have become increasingly militarized over the past
several decades (American Civil Liberties Union 2014), and the U.S.-Mexico border is no exception
(Dunn 2001; Heyman 2012; Heyman and Campbell 2012). Brittany, an 18-year-old White female,
witnessed “armed forces surrounding them [border-crossers] and taking extra precaution.” A second
participant described a similar incident: “One time a young Mexican lady was cuffed and about 10
officers surrounded her. Seems pretty extreme for a lady no heavier than 130 pounds.” In both
incidents, OFO officers appeared to respond to situations with force and weaponry far in excess of
what was called for (at least at face value).

These shows of intimidation are consistent with militarization. An American Civil Liberties
Union (2014:3) report, for example, noted that the “militarization of policing encourages officers
to adopt a ‘warrior’ mentality and think of the people they are supposed to serve as enemies.” Kraska
(2007:504) defined militarization as “adopting and applying the central elements of the military
model to an organization or particular situation. Police militarization, therefore, is simply the
process whereby civilian police increasingly draw from, and pattern themselves around, the military
model.” Kraska (2007:504) identified four characteristics of militarization: (1) the degree of military
equipment and technology used; (2) the degree of military customs and beliefs present in the
organization; (3) the degree of military structure adopted by the organization; and (4) the degree
of militaristic behaviors organization members engage in, including “highly aggressive and punitive
operations such as some zero-tolerance initiatives.” This form of militarized intimidation is con-
sistent with the coercive model of compliance and control, which scholars have demonstrated to be
a counter-productive way of promoting support for the law and legal system (although some
policymakers may come to believe they are tools that law enforcement must use at the border). In
contrast, the consensus model stresses the importance of developing a framework and positive
interactions with justice officials in order to help build supportive attitudes and values toward the
law (Tyler and Trinkner 2018:219).
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Perceived problematic behaviors

Rude behavior/harassment
Fifty participants described situations where they perceived OFO officers to have acted in rude or
offensive ways, or harassed travelers waiting to cross the border. One participant noted that OFO
officers routinely engaged in “microaggressions.” Microaggressions are words or behaviors that
subtly communicate an individual’s inferior social status relative to another, more privileged
group (Smith, Allen, and Danley 2007). Another participant recounted “Being yelled at like
a soldier in the military because I answered my phone while waiting in line for custom agents.”
Some perceived harassment incidents took the form of lectures:

While coming back to the U.S. my friends had their passport but I did not, I just had my ID and birth
certificate. He [the OFO officer] went [on] about saying how it is because of people like me that make America
fail because we are “never prepared.” I am making those around me, including my friends, waste time by having
him look me up in the [federal database] system. I felt it was rude and irrelevant; as long as I have any source of
document it should not be a problem, and he did not have to bring me down for him to work less. It is his job
to check for undocumented people, and it is not my position to make his job easier.

Similarly:

I was once, what I consider to this day to have been, irrationally and unprofessionally questioned. I was asked
things such as “why are you crossing through this checkpoint if you live on the other side of town? Is that not
just a waste of gasoline?” and when I asked to be properly interrogated or to have someone else properly
interrogate me, the response was “this is MY interrogation, and this is what I want to know” repeated to me
well over six times. I was asked multiple times if there was anything in my vehicle such as drugs or alcohol;
I answered no various times, to which I got a chuckle and an “okay, well I hope you’re not lying.”

Fernando, an 18-year-old Latino, recounted an incident from his childhood:

The story of my mom not yet being a citizen and all three of us siblings being American struck a curiosity in the
officers that something was off, so they would ask us and my mom [to] sing the national anthem or [answer]
history questions which none of us knew because we were small and not that far along in history or being able
to memorize important events.

On some occasions, OFO officers appeared to lash out when their expectations were not met:

There was one time that I was crossing [and] the [OFO] officer asked me a question in Spanish. I answered in
English [and] he got mad and demanded me to answer to him in Spanish since I was Mexican.

A second participant similarly reported what he perceived as harassment:

My girlfriend was warned by the U.S. Customs that for not saying she has a bag of chips from Mexico she was
going to get her visa taken away when she was asked if she had anything to declare from Mexico. I have crossed
various times with potato chips in my hand and they have never told me anything.

At other times, some OFO officers appeared to go out of their way to disparage Mexico:

[OFO officers were] rude and sarcastic with me when ask[ing] why I had gone into [Mexican border city]. [I]
let them know that I had only gone for ten minutes to pick up a travel permission slip in order to go visit
[another Mexican city]. I handed over the slip to prove that I had the piece of paper and was then told (very
rudely) “I didn’t ask for the paper, I don’t want that thing, that is from Mexico.” I felt very disrespected.

Antonio, a 22-year-old Latino, reported witnessing a similar incident: “One of my friends needs
to buy contraceptive pills in [Mexican border city] for a treatment, so when she came back to the
U.S., one of the officers told her ‘It’s too bad that you don’t want to make babies here in
the U.S.’“

Entitlement/lack of empathy
Thirteen participants also perceived some OFO officers to act superior to border-crossers, and with
impunity:
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I do not have a passport (because there is not a penalty in place if you do not have one) and I am always
lectured every single time I cross the border by the agents. I feel it is unnecessary because there is nothing they
can do about it, they just want the power trip.

A second participant told the following story: “A lady was assaulted by an [OFO] officer. The officer
started yelling to the lady, who was being very respectful, then ripped her off [of] her belongings and
cuffed her just to show off.” Other participants reported feeling intimidated by OFO officers: “They
talk with such power, like if they were better than any of us, and they make people feel bad and
nervous so that they can accuse you of whatever they want.” As this participant recognized, some
OFO officers intentionally intimidate border-crossers, then use travelers’ fear and nervousness to
justify additional questioning and sending them to secondary inspection. Eduardo recounted one
such perceived abuse of power:

My friend who attends [U.S. border city university] with me is a Mexican citizen and lives in [Mexico border
city], and he has a student visa that allows him to cross daily to the United States. He once tried to cross on
a Saturday and an [OFO] officer did not let him pass because the officer stated that he did not have the correct
visa to cross to the United States on a Saturday. He had to go to another bridge, and the officer in the other
bridge told him that with his visa he could cross and travel around the U.S. as many times as he needed and
wanted. So, maybe the officer in the other bridge decided not to let my friend cross because he felt like it.

Another participant described a perceived abuse of OFO officers’ authority: “I had LASIK surgery,
which has made my eyes sensitive to light. [A] Border Patrol agent [OFO officer] demanded
I remove my sunglasses even after stating it was for medical purposes.”

Theft/loss of property
Three participants described OFO officers stealing or destroying their property: “Around 2011–2012,
authorities had us get out of the car for [secondary] inspection and simply took our belongings from
the car such as our purses and never gave them back.” Another participant described witnessing
OFO officers “removing and tearing apart passport cards.”

Victimization
Eleven participants described OFO officers engaging in behaviors that may constitute human rights
violations. The United Nations has published a Universal Declaration of Human Rights (2015).
Article 5 of this declaration states that “No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or
degrading treatment or punishment” (United Nations 2015:12). The following experiences appear to
describe incidents that do not conform to the ideals articulated in Article 5. One participant, for
example, described seeing “people get yelled at and even assaulted.” Another witnessed a young
border-crosser “being forced to chug drugs,” which ultimately resulted in the minor’s death.9 Still
another participant observed “a whole team of Customs [officers] jump towards a guy that was being
taken out of his vehicle and slammed down.” Raul, a 21-year-old Latino, witnessed an OFO officer
“stop a car with a family [in it] and start to punch the male adult in the face while their family was
watching inside the car.” Another participant perceived an OFO officer to have lashed out after his
ego was bruised, saying “Around five years ago, an officer threw a Latino student into the floor
because he ordered him to stop horsing around and the student answered back to him.” Other
participants relayed lengthier stories of witnessing and experiencing what they perceived to be
victimization:

9It is unclear whether this participant was referring to having personally witnessed the Cruz Marcelino Velazquez Acevedo incident,
or a separate case with similar features. Given that the Cruz incident occurred at the San Ysidro Port of Entry connecting Tijuana,
Mexico to San Diego, California (Phillips 2017), the participant may have been describing a separate incident, as all participants
were currently attending college in Texas. Alternatively, the participant may have been describing watching the released
surveillance footage that showed Cruz drinking the liquid meth, despite the survey question prompts clearly asking participants
about their personal experiences and observations “When crossing the U.S.-Mexico border at a border checkpoint.”
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I have been held in [secondary] inspection for hours despite the fact that I had answered all their [OFO officers’]
questions, I had given them my social security number, [and] I had identified myself. They accused my brother of
swinging a bat at an officer (we were on our way to play baseball with my father’s family as a Christmas tradition we
have); however, that was impossible because hewas leaning on the bat. They beatmy brother, they threatened to beat
me as well when I ran to protect him. I ran [to] the bridge to theMexican side, I spoke to authorities and tomy father
who was waiting on the other side, but by the time we went back to get my brother, he had been let go.

Amistad, a 25-year-old Latino, also recounted witnessing what he perceived to be an aggressive
encounter with OFO officers:

Someone I used to be friends with went to buy some snacks from the sellers near the bridge while I and other
friends waited in line and saved his spot. We were headed to a party. When he came back an officer confronted
him and accused him of cutting in line and asked him to go with him. Despite explaining that he was with us and
we were just saving his spot, the officer continued arguing. Eventually more officer[s] showed up, and then the
original officer that had confronted us pulled on my friend’s shirt and slammed him to the ground. We were kept
back by other officers as they dragged our friend off. After about an hour he was let go, [and] someone that
looked like a manager apologized for the incident. We chose to go home instead of going to the party.

Discussion

This exploratory study examined the perceptions and experiences of young adults who discussed how
border officials treat U.S.-Mexico land port-of-entry travelers. Using a large sample of young adults who
had experiences with land port-of-entry border-crossings, we found that participants reported facing
perceived discrimination based on the color of their skin, having prominent Mexican or Latinx physical
features, being older, and owning possessions that communicated unusual wealth or poverty. Non-
English speakers, English as a second language (ESL) speakers, and participants with thick Mexican or
Latinx accents also reported facing discrimination. Furthermore, participants perceived OFO officers as
treating U.S. citizens better than Mexican nationals, in addition to discriminating against persons who
provided identification other than a U.S. passport. Participants also described differential treatment
when OFO officers engaged in common law enforcement behaviors including intense questioning,
interrogation, person and property searches, detainment, and arrest. In a couple instances, OFO officers’
engaged in behaviors associated withmilitarization. This lends some credence to the notion that CPB has
become increasingly militarized over the years (Dunn 2001). Finally, participants perceived some OFO
officers to have acted rudely, harassed travelers, displayed entitlement and a lack of empathy, stolen or
destroyed personal property, and – in a few instances – violently victimized border-crossers.

These findings are important for several reasons. First, they indicate that some individuals who
cross the U.S.-Mexico border at ports of entry witness or experience what they perceive to be
discrimination or abuses of power from border officials. Although some may argue that these
behaviors could be justified by aspects of the situation unknown to the observer, this does not
negate the fact that incidents like these can be jarring to witness out of context. It is worth pointing
out that many of the incidents participants described in this study are far less severe than the high-
profile episodes recounted in the Texas and New Mexico ACLU reports (ACLU-New Mexico 2015;
ACLU-Texas 2016; Saldivar 2017) and other outlets (American Civil Liberties Union 2012; Chavez
2011; Huspek, Martinez, and Jimenez, 1998). Nevertheless, these incidents still reflect an approach to
law enforcement that appears more coercive than consensual in nature, and therefore is likely to be
a less effective method for fostering compliance and legitimacy (see Tyler 1990).

OFO officers may be the first or only U.S. law enforcement contact to which many port-of-entry
travelers are exposed. Thus, border-crossers who witness or experience what they perceive to be
discrimination or mistreatment from OFO officers may develop negative views more broadly toward
law enforcement and project these views onto local and state police, as well as other government
representatives (Seghetti 2016). These procedurally-unjust interactions undermine the legal sociali-
zation process, which is critical not only with respect to gaining compliance with the law and legal
actors, but also more generally with respect to creating and maintaining effective and productive
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citizen-officer interactions. Consequently, local law enforcement agencies seeking to build strong
partnerships with communities may have to work harder to overcome some community members’
unfavorable impressions of law enforcement because of their negative encounters with OFO officers.
This is particularly true when considering the experiences of communities of color (especially Black
American communities; President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing 2015), but also increasingly
with respect to migrant communities. The process of navigating ports of entry, with the potential to
be subjected to unjust interactions with law enforcement officials, may undermine the legal socia-
lization process for both U.S. citizens and non-citizens alike.

A second finding of importance is that, as a service provider (Cruz and Payan 2017; Yeh 2017),
OFO was perceived to be performing less than satisfactory by some respondents. These findings are
no doubt partially due to the enormity of the task OFO faces, as well as budgeting and understaffing
issues (Heyman 2001; Meyer, Isacson, and Scorpio, 2016). Nevertheless, OFO’s challenges extend
beyond these concerns. Many U.S.-Mexico ports of entry are overly militarized in the post-9/11
landscape, and, as demonstrated above, some OFO officers display anti-Mexican and anti-Middle-
Eastern biases. Furthermore, President Trump’s incendiary remarks against Mexico have increased
ongoing political tensions over whether Mexico is a valuable neighbor and trade partner that helps
the U.S. live up to its ideals, or the source of many of the U.S.’s problems (Partlow 2018; Zedillo
2018). The mistreatment and discrimination these participants described witnessing or experiencing
at U.S.-Mexico ports of entry is likely the product of all these forces colliding. Just as legitimate fears
of terrorism were used to justify authorizing the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) to
act with little-to-no oversight at airports post 9/11 (Harrington 2014), the current hyperfocus on
unauthorized migrants entering the U.S. threatens to create (or maintain) an environment where
racial, ethnic, and national biases can thrive at the border in the name of security.

A third, related finding is that Customs and Border Protection, the largest law enforcement agency in
the U.S. (U.S. Customs and Border Protection 2017a), is not immune from similar incidents of racial
profiling and discrimination as have plagued smaller state and local police departments in recent years.
Highly publicized incidents of systematic discrimination in Ferguson,Missouri (U.S. Department of Justice
2015) and Baltimore, Maryland (The Baltimore Sun 2018), for example, resulted in national and interna-
tional calls to reform local U.S. law enforcement agencies (Amnesty International 2015; United Nations
Human Rights Council 2015). Findings from the current study call tomind the Task Force on 21st Century
Policing, which had been established under the previous president Barack Obama. This Task Force
recognized that police often treat communities of color unfavorably, and called for law enforcement
agencies to work toward increasing their awareness of biases (President’s Task Force on 21st Century
Policing 2015). Two main points are worth highlighting from the report. First, it recommended that “law
enforcement culture should embrace a guardian – rather than a warrior – mindset to build trust and
legitimacy both within agencies and with the public” (President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing
2015:1). Second, “if police are to carry out their responsibilities according to established policies, those
policies must reflect community values” (p. 2).

Under the former Obama administration, the U.S. began to acknowledge the shortcomings of law
enforcement in their interactions with communities of color. This acknowledgment was accompanied by
calls for increased accountability and oversight of police. Unfortunately, the need for similar calls of
accountability and oversight at U.S.-Mexico ports of entry has been largely overlooked by scholars
(although see Saldivar 2017). Nevertheless, findings from the present study suggest that some aspects of
the OFO bear further investigation. Although it is too soon to tell, future research may reveal that OFO
culture requires reshaping and stands to benefit from implementing elements of other domestic law
enforcement reform efforts. OFO officers are often one of the first formal contacts border-crossers have
with the U.S., and as such serve an important diplomatic function in addition to their role as law
enforcement officers. Consequently, OFO culture should discourage the warrior mindset and instead
train officers to have a diplomat-oriented mindset in keeping with the recommendations from the Task
Force on 21st Century Policing, and with the legal socialization literature more generally (e.g., Tyler and
Trinkner 2018). This training should also emphasize the importance for OFO officers to demonstrate
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and uphold professed U.S. values like equality, fairness, justice, and respect for human rights (ACLU-
Texas 2016; Revitalize Not Militarize n.d.). OFO officers who embrace these U.S. ideals will ensure they
are engaging in behaviors and practices that “reflect [the] community values” of U.S.-Mexico border
communities (President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing 2015:2).

The fourth and final finding worth highlighting is that of the 972 individuals who had crossed the
U.S.-Mexico border at a port of entry at least once, only 191 elected to provide a response to the open-
ended question prompts (19.7%). This raises questions regarding self-selection and self-report meth-
odologies, which do not necessarily capture the behavior of OFO officers, but instead the perceptions of
their behavior. To the first point, it is possible that non-responders had different experiences than those
who chose to respond. This may be the case, as individuals who had especially negative experiences
likely welcomed an outlet to describe their experiences and draw attention to what they perceived to be
problematic treatment. In contrast, individuals satisfied with their treatment at U.S.-Mexico ports of
entry may not have seen a need to provide feedback intended to improve a service they already
considered satisfactory. Thus, the narratives of perceived discrimination and mistreatment that parti-
cipants provided belong to a proportionally small subset of all participants in this study who had crossed
the U.S.-Mexico border at a land port of entry at least once. As such, these narratives may not be
generalizable to the overall population of U.S.-Mexico port-of-entry travelers.

Nevertheless, qualitative approaches facilitate the extensive examination of the topic under discussion
(Gerbert et al. 1999) – an aspect of research that is arguably as important as generalizability. Tewksbury
(2009:55) suggests that qualitative strategies help to “paint a picture of wholeness” by helping explain the
numerous factors that shape individual experiences. The ability to gain an in-depth understanding about
the phenomenon of interest in the present study, therefore, helps to minimize some of the potential
limitations regarding generalizability (Tewksbury 2009). To the second point, as with most qualitative
techniques, limitations exist when research relies on self-reported data. For example, participants may
censor their responses in order to provide what they consider more socially acceptable answers. They
may also provide misleading responses due to poor memory recall, or not be as knowledgeable about the
topic under study as the researcher assumes they are (see Stone et al. 1999 for a discussion of the
limitations of self-report data). Furthermore, the survey-based nature of the present study did not permit
a more in-depth data collection based on experiences and perceptions that may be better attained
through focus groups or interviews, though these methods face limitations as well.

It is also worth noting that a review of participants’ responses indicate that some participants may
have perceived the four questions asked in this study to be fundamentally similar and asking the
same question four different ways, resulting in later questions being left blank. For example, one
participant wrote “explained” for a later question, suggesting they had already answered this
question with their response to the first question. Another participant wrote “AGAIN…” to a later
question before reiterating their response to the first question, indicating they felt the later question
was repetitive. Similarly, a participant began their response to a later question with, “Like I said…”
Yet another participant began responses to two separate questions after the first question with “like
I said earlier…” and “also like I explained earlier…,” respectively. An additional participant took the
same approach, beginning responses to two questions after the first with “As previously stated…”
and “already stated…” Other responses included “The same as previous question,” “Please see
previous questions,” “same as before,” “see previous example,” and “I just gave my explanation in
the previous question.” Some participants also copy-and-pasted the same response to all four
questions, and others told the same story in slightly different ways in response to the four questions.
Thus, while the questions were designed to capture different themes and experiences, future research
efforts should expand on the range and phrasing of questions presented to participants.

In closing, the present study emphasized the importance for researchers to shed light on travelers’
border-crossing experiences at U.S.-Mexico ports of entry by demonstrating that a subset of travelers
experience what they perceive to be discrimination and mistreatment from OFO officers. To date,
researchers have largely focused on unauthorized migrants’ experiences in the U.S. (e.g., Becerra
et al. 2017; Garcini et al. 2017). This focus is understandable given that migrants’ unauthorized status
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in the U.S. renders them uniquely vulnerable to victimization (Comino, Mastrobuoni, and Nicolo,
2016). The majority of individuals who enter the U.S., however, do so through U.S.-Mexico land
ports of entry rather than clandestine crossings between ports. The sheer volume of border traffic
entering the U.S. through U.S.-Mexico ports of entry – 42.3 million pedestrians and 143.6 million
personal vehicle passengers in 2017 (Bureau of Transportation Statistics n.d.) – makes these
individuals (both migrants and U.S. citizens) a compelling population for study. Given the anti-
Mexican and xenophobic sentiments emanating from the current President's administration, there is
a danger of repeating previous abuses of power that have been well-chronicled in the literature and
media. One way to improve accountability from the OFO is for scholars to shed a light on how
everyday travelers are treated when they cross the U.S.-Mexico border.

We conclude by encouraging social scientists to examine the broader picture of law enforcement
operations at the southern border and across different races and ethnicities. This picture cannot be
complete without accounting for border-crossing experiences and policing practices at U.S.-Mexico
ports of entry. Information from this study and future work should be used to form a requisite
knowledge base geared toward informing policy and practice at border-crossings in order to ensure
procedurally-just interactions with the law, which research has identified as an effective method for
gaining compliance and improving legitimacy (Tyler 1990). This is an issue that spans many
different types of marginalized communities, and in particular – as shown in our study – Latinx
communities that are disproportionately affected by anti-Mexican stereotypes. Stereotypes about the
criminal or illegal nature of migrants and Latinxs have existed for quite some time, despite a lack of
evidence that these communities are more likely to offend or bring unique problems and social ills
with them to the United States (see e.g., Bersani et al. 2014, 2018; Ousey and Kubrin 2018). One of
the major challenges the United States faces in the twenty-first century is how to reshape these
popular misperceptions to fit the facts. This challenge only grows in importance as the
U.S. experiences continued increases in the Latinx and foreign-born populations that appear poised
to transform the U.S. into a majority-minority country by the year 2044 (Colby and Ortman 2015).
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