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Psychosocial Stressors Associated With Mexican
Migrant Farmworkers in the Midwest United States

Cristina G. Magaña1 and Joseph D. Hovey1,2

Although estimates suggest that there are upwards of 5 million migrant farmworkers in the
United States, scant research has explored the stressors associated with their lifestyle. Contrary
to previous work, the present study directly explored migrant farmworkers’ own perceptions
of what is difficult in their lives. The purposes of the present study were to qualitatively explore,
from a phenomenological standpoint, the stressors associated with living as a migrant farm-
worker in the Midwest United States; and to determine the stressors that were most strongly
related to symptoms of anxiety and depression. The findings indicated that 18 stressors were
commonly experienced by the migrant farmworkers and that the farmworkers experienced
overall elevated levels of anxiety and depression. A number of stressors that were not pre-
viously reported in the literature were identified. The stressors of “rigid work demands” and
“poor housing conditions” were significantly associated with higher levels of anxiety and “low
family income/living in poverty” and “rigid work demands” were significantly associated with
depression. Implications of findings and prevention strategies are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Definition and Demographic Characteristics
of Migrant Farmworkers

It has been estimated (1, 2) that U.S. agricul-
tural growers employ between 3 and 5 million mi-
grant farmworkers annually. It has been further esti-
mated (3) that 80% of migrant farmworkers in this
country are of immigrant status and that over 90%
of these individuals are of Mexican origin. Migrant
farmworkers are individuals who migrate from one
locale to another to earn a living in agriculture. They
generally live in the southern half of the country dur-
ing the winter and migrate north before the planting
or harvesting season.
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Migrant farmworkers usually travel through one
of three agricultural streams (4). The Western stream
comprises primarily Mexican immigrants who re-
turn to Mexico, southern California, or Arizona af-
ter the harvest season (5, 6). The Midwestern stream
comprises primarily Mexican individuals who mi-
grate from south Texas and Mexico (7, 8). The
Eastern stream begins in Florida and runs along the
east coast. It comprises various ethnicities: primarily
Mexican individuals, as well as Central Americans,
South Americans, Puerto Ricans, and African
Americans (2, 9).

Besides ethnicity and the migration patterns of
farmworkers, other characteristics differentiate the
streams. For example, there are differences in the
types of crops (e.g., field crops such as dry beans and
cucumbers in the Midwest; fruit crops such as citrus
in the west coast) that are most commonly harvested
in each stream (8, 10). Generally, there are better
housing conditions in the Western stream (2). In ad-
dition, the Western stream—through California—is
more heavily traveled than the Midwestern stream
that runs through Ohio and Michigan. Upwards
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of 300,000 migrant farmworkers work in California
(5, 6, 11) and over half of these individuals work in
California’s central valley (5). This compares to the es-
timated 14,000 migrant farmworkers in Ohio (7) and
the 40,000 migrant farmworkers in Michigan (8).

As a further comparison, according to the 2000
census (12), 38% of individuals in Fresno County
are of Mexican descent. For the data collection ar-
eas in the present paper, the percentage of individu-
als of Mexican descent range from 1.5% in Monroe
County, Michigan to 5.4% in Sandusky County, Ohio.
The above statistics likely translate into more support
services for farmworkers in California’s central val-
ley. For instance, central California may provide for
a greater social network and more Spanish-friendly
churches, media, and other community resources in
comparison to southeast Michigan and northwest
Ohio. Spanish-speaking migrant workers in central
California may thus encounter less language barriers
than do Spanish-speaking migrants in the Midwest.

Difficulties Associated With the Migrant
Farmworker Lifestyle

Several authors (e.g., 1, 3, 13–15) have noted diffi-
culties that appear to be associated to life as a migrant
farmworker. For example, most migrant farmworker
families live in poverty, earning less than $7,500 per
year. Because the migratory lifestyle may lead to dif-
ficulties in meeting the educational needs of children,
the average education level of migrant farmworkers
is sixth grade. Few migrant farmworkers have consis-
tent health care, due to low income and lack of insur-
ance benefits, and thus they suffer among the most
severe health problems of any group in the United
States. Furthermore, migrant farmworkers are often
faced with social and geographical isolation, discrimi-
nation, and abuses by employers and supervisors. Al-
though migrant workers typically live in labor camps
provided by their employers, the housing and sani-
tation are often substandard. Finally, migrant farm-
workers are often exposed to dangerous work con-
ditions. The occupational health problems of migrant
farmworkers include pesticide poisoning, heat stroke,
eye and musculoskeletal injuries, noise-induced hear-
ing loss, and machine-related injuries. Farm labor has
the highest incidence of workplace fatalities in the
United States.

It seems that the above conditions associated
with the migrant farmworker lifestyle would place mi-
grant farmworkers at risk for psychological distress.
However, this list of possible stressors may not be

comprehensive given that there is a lack of research
that directly questioned migrant farmworkers about
what they perceived to cause stress in their lives. The
present study therefore set out to explore the migrant
farmworkers’ own perceptions of the stressors they
have experienced.

The Mental Health of Mexican-Origin
Migrant Farmworkers

While there is growing research regarding the
mental health of Mexican immigrants (e.g., 16–18),
sparse information exists regarding the mental health
of Mexican-origin migrant farmworkers. In a sam-
ple of adult Mexican migrant farmworkers in cen-
tral California, Alderete et al. (19) examined the
influences of education, income, social support,
acculturation level, language conflict, worries over
legal residence status, and discrimination on depres-
sive symptomatology. They found that very low accul-
turation levels and high instrumental and emotional
support were related to lower depression; and that
greater discrimination was associated with higher de-
pression. Alderete et al. concluded that continued ex-
posure to acculturative stressors in U.S. society may
lead to a deterioration in the mental health of migrant
farmworkers.

In an earlier study, Vega et al. (20) examined
psychological distress among adult Mexican Farm-
workers in central California through the use of the
Health Opinion Survey (HOS). The HOS is a mea-
sure of general psychopathology that has been used to
screen for chronic mental disorders, stress reactions,
and poor physical health. They found that reduced
health statuses and an occurrence of environmental
stressors over the past year were associated with high
distress levels. Furthermore, they found that individ-
uals aged 40–59 years reported elevated distress when
compared to other age groups. They conjectured that
Mexican farmworkers are at an especially high risk
for health problems during their middle ages because
of continuous occupational and life hazards that may
progressively degrade their health and functional ca-
pacities. When comparing their findings with those
from other national samples, Vega et al. concluded
that Mexican farmworkers are at a greater risk for psy-
chological distress than are educated urban Mexican
Americans and the general population.

To our knowledge, Vega et al. (20) was the
first published study to examine predictors of mental
health in Mexican farmworkers in the United States.
However, their findings were limited in a few respects.
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First, in their reported analyses, they did not dis-
tinguish between migrant farmworkers and seasonal
farmworkers (who live in one location throughout
the year). Thus it is not possible to infer whether
migrant farmworkers are at greater risk for health
problems, due to their migratory, unstable lifestyle.
Second, Vega et al. assessed for general stressful life
events. Therefore, their data did not capture stressors
that were specifically associated with being a migrant
farmworker. Finally, the HOS is a measure of gen-
eral psychological distress and thus does not measure,
for example, the specific symptoms of anxiety or de-
pression, which are two common reactions to stressful
events.

White-Means (21) explored the relationship be-
tween work productivity and physical and mental
health in a sample of predominantly Latino/a mi-
grant farmworkers in rural New York. White-Means
assessed mental health with a general index of well-
being. Her findings suggested that poor mental health,
more so than poor physical health, served to signifi-
cantly decrease farmworkers’ wages. She concluded
that providing mental health services for migrant
farmworkers can enhance their earning potential and
thus increase their overall quality of life.

Hovey and Magaña (22) explored psychosocial
predictors of anxiety and depression among immi-
grant Mexican migrant farmworkers in Ohio and
Michigan. They found that 38% of farmworkers
reached caseness (indicating the presence of poten-
tially significant depression) on the Center for Epi-
demiologic Studies—Depression Scale (CES-D) (23).
Typically about 20% of individuals from general pop-
ulation samples reach caseness on the CES-D. They
furthermore found that 30% of farmworkers reached
caseness on the anxiety scale of the Personality As-
sessment Inventory (PAI) (24). It is estimated that
16% of general population individuals will reach case-
ness on this scale. Hovey and Magaña found that high
acculturative stress, low self-esteem, family dysfunc-
tion, ineffective social support, low religiosity, and a
lack of control and choice in the decision to live a
migrant farmworker lifestyle were significantly asso-
ciated with high levels of anxiety and depression.

The existing research suggests that difficulties in-
herent in the lifestyle of migrant farmworkers poten-
tially contribute to psychological morbidity and poor
mental health. Given these findings, it appears im-
portant that researchers explore the stressors experi-
enced by migrant farmworkers and the influence of
these stressors upon the mental health of the migrant
farmworkers.

Purposes of Present Study

The present paper reports qualitative findings
from the sample that produced Hovey and Magaña
(22). As noted, in addition to quantitatively examin-
ing predictors of anxiety and depression among mi-
grant farmworkers, we decided to directly question
the farmworkers about their own perceptions of the
difficulties they have encountered. We decided this
was necessary because we, as outsiders, could not
assume that we knew all that was stressful in their
lives. The purposes of the present study were twofold:
to qualitatively—through interviews of participants—
identify the stressors associated with being a migrant
farmworker in the Midwest United States; and to
explore the associations among migrant farmworker
stressors to anxiety and depressive symptomatology.
In specific, we were interested in determining the
stressors that were most strongly related to symptoms
of anxiety and depression.

METHODS

Participants and Procedures

The participants were 75 migrant farmworkers
(38 females, 37 males) of Mexican descent in the
northwest Ohio and southern Michigan area. The
participants’ ages ranged from 16 to 65 (M = 29.01;
SD = 11.01). Forty-four percent of the participants
were aged 16–25 years; 26.7% were 26–35; 20% were
36–45; and 9.3% were 46–65 years old. A majority
of the participants were married (56%); 32% were
never married; 8% were living together; and 4% were
either divorced or separated. The sample reported a
low overall level of education; 84% completed less
than 12 years of formal education. Low overall lev-
els of income were reported; 69.4% of participants
earned less than $15,000 annually.

Sixty percent of the participants were first-
generation (immigrants); 33.3% were second genera-
tion; and 6.7% were third generation. The number
of years living in the United States for the immi-
grant participants ranged from 1 to 35 (M = 11.70;
SD = 9.04). Nearly half of the immigrant participants
(46.5%) had lived in the United States for more than
10 years. In regards to migrating for the purposes
of doing farmwork, during the agricultural season
at the time of the interviews, 77.5% of participants
migrated with family; 5.6% migrated with friends;
12.7% migrated with family and friends; and 4.2% mi-
grated alone. Eighty-three percent of the participants
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reported being Catholic and attending church at least
once per month. However, most participants (62.7%)
reported attending church less frequently during
the summer harvest season due to their busy work
schedule.

The data were collected during the 1998 sum-
mer harvest season. Participants were recruited from
labor camps, a migrant rest center, and an apart-
ment complex. Local community agencies who had
well-established ties to this population aided in
the recruitment process. Participation was voluntary,
anonymous, and confidential. Following consent, the
qualitative interview was conducted in either Spanish
(52%) or English (48%), according to the partici-
pant’s language preference. After the qualitative in-
terview, participants were asked to complete a self-
administered battery of questionnaires. In instances
where participants were illiterate or preferred to have
the researchers’ assistance, the researchers read the
questionnaires to the participants. Most participants
completed the study within 1 h. Each participant was
compensated $20 for her or his participation.

Measures

This study was part of a larger research project
with additional goals. The measures and procedures
relevant to this portion of the study will be discussed
here. For details regarding the quantitative portion of
the project, please see Ref. (22).

Exploratory Interview

An exploratory qualitative interview was con-
ducted individually with each participant. The foci
of the interviews were to obtain contextual descrip-
tions of perceived stressors in the migrant farmworker
lifestyle and the coping mechanisms employed in re-
sponse to the stressors. This was achieved through
an open-ended interview format so as to generate
data in the participants’ own words. The first part of
each interview consisted of demographic and work-
related questions (e.g., age, ethnicity, marital status,
place of birth, religious preference, history of employ-
ment including farmwork, annual patterns of migra-
tion, reasons for choosing farmwork). The participant
was then asked to talk about the stressful experiences
that she or he had encountered as a migrant farm-
worker. Once the participant generated and described
each stressor, the participant was asked how she or he
coped with the particular stressor. Each participant

was questioned about stressors to the point where she
or he did not generate more responses. Each interview
was audio-recorded and transcribed.

Personality Assessment Inventory (PAI)

The anxiety scale of the Personality Assessment
Inventory (PAI) (24) was used to measure clinical fea-
tures of symptomatology related to anxiety disorders.
The scale includes 24 items rated on a 4-point scale
(false, not at all true to very true). Higher scores indi-
cate higher anxiety levels. Examples of items include
the following: “I often have trouble concentrating be-
cause I’m nervous”; “I am so tense in certain situa-
tions that I have great difficulty getting by”; “When
I’m under a lot of pressure, I sometimes have trouble
breathing”; and “I usually worry about things more
than I should.” The accepted caseness threshold is
a T score of 60, which represents one standard de-
viation above the mean score in the census-matched
standardization sample. Caseness signifies potentially
significant anxiety symptomatology that may impair
functioning. It is estimated that 16% of individuals in
the general population will reach caseness. The scales
have been found (24–26) to have adequate internal
consistency reliability, test-retest reliability, and con-
struct validity among general and Mexican American
samples. The Cronbach alpha for the present study
was .91.

Center for Epidemiologic Studies—Depression Scale

The CES-D (23) was used to assess depressive
symptomatology. The CES-D measures level of de-
pressive symptoms over the past week and consists
of 20 items rated on a 4-point scale (rarely or none
of the time to most or all of the time). Possible scores
range from 0 to 60, with higher scores indicating a
higher degree of depressive symptomatology. Case-
ness is reached with a score of 16 or higher, sug-
gesting that the participant is at risk for depression.
It is estimated that approximately 20% of individ-
uals in the general population will reach caseness.
The CES-D was selected for use in this study be-
cause it is one of the most widely used measures of
psychological distress in community samples and has
been found (e.g., 16, 19, 27, 28) to have good inter-
nal reliability and construct validity among Mexican
Americans. The Cronbach alpha for the present study
was .80.
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Translation

The Spanish version of the PAI (29) used in the
present study was translated by Psychological Assess-
ment Resources, Inc. The CES-D had been previously
translated (16, 30) into Spanish through the double-
translation procedure (31). The qualitative interview
questions were developed in English by the second
author and translated into Spanish by the first author
who consulted with other bilingual professionals on
the accuracy of the translation.

Data Analyses

The data analyses are presented in three steps.
First we present the results of content analyses that
were performed to identify migrant farmworker stres-
sors along with the coping responses that were uti-
lized in response to the stressors. Second, in an effort
to estimate the sample’s overall level of anxiety and
depressive symptoms, we report descriptive statistics
for anxiety and depression. Next we present the asso-
ciations among the migrant farmworker stressors to
anxiety and depressive symptoms. In specific, we used
point-biserial correlations to analyze the association
between the identification of each stressor to anxiety
and depression. The point-biserial correlation (rpb) is
a test that analyzes the association between a dichoto-
mous variable and a continuous variable (32). For the
purposes of our analyses, we coded each stressor vari-
able as follows: 0 = stressor was not identified by the
participant; 1 = stressor was identified by the partici-
pant. Finally, for each stressor variable that was signif-
icantly associated with anxiety and/or depression, we
report its eta square (η2) value as an estimate of the
strength of the stressor’s influence on anxiety and/or
depression (33).

RESULTS

Migrant Farmworker Stressors

In order to systematically analyze the interview
data, content analyses of each interview were con-
ducted to identify the specific stressors and their as-
sociated coping mechanisms. Two graduate student
research assistants—trained in content analysis by
a clinical psychologist—independently analyzed and
coded stressors from the interviews conducted in
English (n = 36). Through an examination of each
interview transcription, they first developed themat-
ically independent categories as well as an opera-

tional definition for each category. Following this ini-
tial analysis of the data, the raters met with the present
researchers to discuss the category names and def-
initions they had generated. Once concurrence was
reached on the category names and the definitions
were fully operationalized, the raters coded the stres-
sors (0 = stressor not reported; 1 = stressor was re-
ported) from each interview using the agreed upon
category names and definitions. The interrater reli-
ability, calculated as a percentage agreement, indi-
cated a high degree of agreement between the raters
(90%). The raters met with the present researchers to
reach consensus on the stressors in which there were
disagreements.

Two trained bilingual raters conducted a separate
content analysis on the Spanish interviews (n = 39).
Spanish stressor categories were equivalent to the
English stressor categories. The interrater reliability
analysis for the Spanish interviews also revealed high
agreement (95%) between the raters.

Eighteen stressors emerged from our analyses.
Table I shows the percentages of participants who ex-
perienced each stressor. The most common stressors
and their associated coping responses are presented
in detail below.

Being Away From Family and Friends. Separa-
tion from family and friends who were living else-
where at the time was reported as one of the most
stressful aspects of being a migrant farmworker.
When asked how they coped with this stressor, par-
ticipants reported that they called loved ones on the
phone and wrote them letters.

Rigid Work Demands. Rigid work demands were
those difficulties resulting from the structure of the
work environment (e.g., working long hours; having
no days off; working while it is raining). The most
typical coping response was to “just put up with it.”
“Nothing can be done about it.”

Unpredictable Work/Housing and Uprooting.
This category represented both the unpredictable na-
ture of finding work or housing, and the feeling of
instability due to constantly being uprooted. With re-
gards to work being unpredictable, some participants
reported looking elsewhere for employment while
others stated that they did not do anything and simply
waited for work to pick up. To offset the instability of
constantly finding and leaving housing, the farmwork-
ers reported that they stayed with friends/relatives or
in the Migrant Rest Center, their vehicle, or parks.
They also reported that they looked for homes to rent
outside of the migrant camps and they searched for
work that included free housing.
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Table I. Stressors Identified by Migrant Farmworkers

Total Female Male
[N = 75 (%)] [n = 38 (%)] [n = 37 (%)]

Being away from family or friendsa 38.7 26.3 51.4
Rigid work demands 38.7 39.5 37.8
Unpredictable work/housing and uprooting 38.7 35.6 45.9
Low family income/poverty/poor pay 37.3 34.2 40.5
Poor housing conditions 36.0 47.4 24.3
Language barriers 33.3 23.7 43.2
Education of self or children 25.3 31.6 18.9
Hard physical labor 25.3 26.3 24.3
Lack of transportation/unreliable transportation 25.3 21.1 32.4
Exploitation by employer 14.7 13.2 16.2
Lack of daycare 14.7 18.4 10.8
Geographical isolation 10.7 10.5 10.8
Limited access to medical care 10.7 10.5 10.8
Discrimination 9.3 7.9 10.8
Undocumented status 9.3 2.6 16.2
Acculturating to new environment 8.0 2.6 13.5
Worries about socialization of children 5.3 10.5 —
Paperwork for social services 4.0 7.9 —

aMales vs. females χ2(1, N = 75) = 5.0, p < 0.05.

Low Family Income/Living in Poverty/Receiving
Poor Pay. Limited financial resources made it diffi-
cult for the farmworkers to purchase necessary items
such as food, clothing, and medical care. To cope with
this, they asked for assistance from government agen-
cies and charities, limited their consumption in order
to save as much money as possible, and borrowed
money.

Poor Housing Conditions. Substandard living
conditions were another common source of stress.
Participants living in migrant camps frequently re-
ported the lack of stoves and running water in the
homes. In addition, they noted that toilet and shower
facilities were often outdoors and were frequently
broken, dangerous, and infected with bacteria. Other
housing concerns included poor insulation, leaky
roofs, having to share their housing with other families
thus leading to feelings of being overcrowded, and the
lack of air conditioning, heaters, public phones, and
laundry facilities. Most of the participants reported
that they felt they could not do anything to change the
conditions. Making their living situation more com-
fortable by creative methods was the only reported
coping response suggested by the participants.

Language Barriers. Limitations with the English
language made it difficult to seek assistance at medi-
cal care settings, social service agencies, and shopping
centers. Nearly all the participants who noted this
stressor asked others—including their children—to
interpret for them. Only a few farmworkers had taken
English classes.

Educational Stressors. Participants reported wor-
ries about the education of themselves and their chil-
dren. To cope with these concerns, participants in-
volved their children and/or themselves in remedial
schoolwork such as enrolling in summer school or
night classes, staying after school for tutoring, migrat-
ing after their children finished the school year, and
leaving before the end of the harvest season so that
their children would not miss the beginning of the
school year.

Hard Physical Labor. Hard physical labor repre-
sented those difficulties due to the actual work itself
(e.g., difficult physical nature of work; health conse-
quences related to work such as heatstroke, allergies,
chronic back pain, asthma, and rashes; not having
enough water to drink while in the fields). In coping
with this, over half of the participants who reported
this stressor said that they did not do anything. Oth-
ers coped by using positive thinking, working faster,
thinking about having time off in the winter, using
humor, and taking short breaks.

Lack of Transportation and Unreliable Trans-
portation. The farmworkers coped with these difficul-
ties in a variety of ways. Those individuals who did
not own a vehicle stated that they received rides from
friends or family when migrating and worked where
the employer provided transportation. As protective
measures against unreliable vehicles, other partici-
pants did preventive maintenance on their vehicles,
traveled in tandem with other vehicles, and stopped
often in rest areas.
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Exploitation. Exploitation by employers and
crew leaders included being paid a lower hourly
wage than the amount that was agreed; not be-
ing paid on time; inaccurate amounts in paychecks;
and being excessively charged for supplies. Nearly
half the participants who endorsed this stressor ap-
proached their employer to resolve the inaccuracy.
Others found another job as a way to cope with the
exploitation.

Lack of Daycare. This stressor represented the
farmworkers’ worries over not having anyone to care
for or to supervise their children when they were
working. Nearly half the participants who reported
lack of daycare used informal arrangements (having
older children and extended relatives care for the chil-
dren). Other reported coping strategies included for-
mal daycare arrangements, bringing children to work,
and missing work in order to care for children.

The other less commonly reported stressors are
listed in Table I. To help clarify the distinction among
some of the remaining stressors, the following defin-
ing characteristics are given. “Geographical isola-
tion” represented those stressors associated with be-
ing physically isolated (e.g., difficult to meet people;
no place for grocery shopping). “Undocumented sta-
tus” represented concerns about working and living
in the United States without proper documentation.
“Acculturating to new environment” included stres-
sors such as the lack of familiar foods, cultural ac-
tivities, and Spanish media. “Worries about social-
ization of children” represented participants’ worries
about possible negative influences on the socialization
of their children (e.g., drug use; less moral values of
friends of children). “Paperwork for social services”
represented difficulties in completing the necessary
paperwork to receive services via federally funded
government programs.

In comparing the reporting of each stressor
across gender, more males than females identified be-
ing away from family and friends [χ2(1, N = 75) =
5.0, p < 0.05] as a stressor. No gender differences
were found for the other stressors.

Anxiety and Depression

Table II lists the means and standard deviations
for anxiety (PAI) and depression (CES-D). The sam-
ple reported a relatively high overall level of anxiety
symptoms (M = 56.2) in comparison to the mean of
50.5 found (24) in the census-matched standardiza-
tion sample [t(74) = 3.8, p < 0.0005]. Thirty-one per-
cent of participants (39% of females; 22% of males)

Table II. Participants’ Mean Scores and Standard
Deviations on Measures of Anxiety and Depression

Mean (SD)

Anxiety Depression

Overall 56.1 (12.7) 14.4 (9.3)
Females 58.7 (12.7) 14.6 (8.8)
Males 53.3 (12.3) 14.2 (9.9)

reached caseness on the anxiety scale with a score of
60 or more.

The sample also revealed a relatively high level
of depressive symptoms. Thirty-nine percent of par-
ticipants (42% of females; 35% of males) reached
caseness on the depression scale with a score of 16
or greater. When using a more conservative caseness
threshold score of 24, 17% of the sample (18.4% of
females; 16.2% of males) reached caseness.

The Relationship of Migrant Farmworker Stressors
to Anxiety and Depression

The identification of rigid work demands (rpb =
0.28, p = 0.008) and poor housing conditions (rpb =
0.30, p = 0.005) were significantly associated to high
levels of anxiety symptoms. The identification of rigid
work demands (rpb = 0.15, p = 0.10) and low family
income/living in poverty (rpb = 0.21, p = 0.03) were
associated to high levels of depressive symptoms. The
identification of the other stressors were not signif-
icantly associated with anxiety or depressive symp-
toms.

η2 values of 0.01, 0.06, and 0.14 typically repre-
sent small, medium, and large effect sizes, respectively
(26). Accordingly, both rigid work demands (η2 =
0.08) and poor housing conditions (η2 = 0.09) had a
medium to large influence on anxiety; and rigid work
demands (η2 = 0.03) and low family income/living in
poverty (η2 = 0.05) had a small to medium influence
on depression.

DISCUSSION

This study generated valuable information re-
garding the stressful experiences of migrant farm-
workers from a very unique perspective: their own.
As indicated earlier, although the conditions associ-
ated with being a migrant farmworker would seem to
place migrant farmworkers at risk for psychological
distress, previous research has not directly questioned
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migrant farmworkers about their perceptions of the
stressors they have experienced. The present findings
therefore provide critical information that allows for
a more in-depth awareness of those factors that con-
tribute to stress in migrant farmworkers, and how mi-
grant farmworkers cope in reaction to stress.

Qualitative Narratives of Stressors Associated
With Migrant Farmwork

We give narrative examples of some of the stres-
sors to portray the sense of richness and individual
experience that qualitative data bring. The narratives
also serve to highlight our discussion and to further
underscore the differences in characteristics among
the stressors.

Being away from family and friends was one of
the most commonly mentioned stressors despite the
fact that 91% of participants reported that they mi-
grated with family members and/or friends. Salgado
de Snyder (34) has studied the migration patterns of
Mexican migrants and has found that individuals of-
ten leave family members behind in order to maximize
the earning power of the family. For example, it is not
uncommon for a father to migrate with a son of work-
ing age while leaving his wife and younger children at
their home base. The following is the narrative of a
44-year-old male who migrated to the Midwest with
his son:

When it comes to family what is hard is when you
call them and they say that they want us to come
back because they want to see us. It is not easy to say
when we will go back because we don’t know if we
will see each other again. Since I am already here, I
may as well deal with the absence a little longer so
that they have food to eat in Mexico because it is too
hard to make money in Mexico . . . . It feels terrible
when you know family members are sick in Mexico
and you don’t know if you will have work so that you
can help them.

In the next narrative, a 36-year-old male de-
scribes how painful it has been for him to migrate
alone:

It is difficult coming here without my family. I cry be-
cause of the loneliness and because there is nobody
to talk to. You can’t just walk up to someone and
carry on a conversation. It makes me feel like a stray
vagrant. I get this hopeless feeling—a helpless feel-
ing. You want to make friends with somebody and
you can’t because everybody knows that you are just
temporary and just passing through, so they don’t
trust you. They don’t want to take the responsibility
of helping you.

As noted earlier, the farmworkers coped with
separation from loved ones by talking on the tele-
phone and writing to family and friends. However, the
geographical isolation and lack of money and trans-
portation made it difficult to write or telephone as
often as they desired.

Although rigid work demands was identified by a
large percentage of participants in the present study,
it had not been identified as a stressor by previous
authors. Moreover, in the present sample it was sig-
nificantly linked to higher anxiety and depression.
Included under rigid work demands were those in-
stances in which the employer showed inflexibility in
allowing the farmworker to take days off or to leave
the field when the weather conditions worsened. For
example, according to a 29-year-old female, “When
it’s raining you have to work.” “And lightning, even if
it’s lightning you have to be picking.” A 22-year-old
male adds,

Here we have to work even if it rains. The weather
is so different here because it rains and then the sun
comes out. Our clothes get wet and then it dries on
our bodies and that is bad for our health.

As indicated earlier, participants frequently felt that
they had to “just put up” with the rigid work demands
since “nothing can be done” about them.

Unpredictable work and housing was another
stressor that was frequently mentioned by present
participants yet had not been documented as such by
previous work. Unpredictable work and housing was
also significantly associated with higher anxiety. The
following narrative is an example of unpredictable
work. Here, a 43-year-old female talks about the in-
consistency of work:

The work every year is not the same. Because of the
weather, sometimes there is good work and some-
times there is not. Two years ago, it didn’t rain and we
didn’t make as much money as we did in other years.
Sometimes the storms bring hail and then there isn’t
anything left (to pick)—very damaging.

In the next narrative, a 28-year-old female de-
scribes her difficulties in finding housing:

What is most stressful is when we don’t have any-
where to live. If they don’t let us live in the camp,
then we have to find a place to live or a place to rent.
Even when we got here, they gave us this small dirty
house. Last year they gave us one with running water
but this year they gave us this one. I don’t like this.

Similar to rigid work demands, participants felt
they could do little to offset the inconsistent nature
of work and housing. Moreover, they felt little could
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be done about negative housing conditions once they
did find a place to live. These stressors were viewed
by many as inherent in their lifestyle. A 43-year-old
male reacts to his housing situation:

I am not comfortable there. It is a large ranch where
200 people live. There are only three bathrooms. We
can’t wash dishes in our room. You have to bring
water in a bucket into your room and wash with that.
We can’t wash where we shower nor where we use
the bathroom. There is only one washing machine for
200 people and it broke yesterday and today it is not
working. How can I wash my clothes? It is a problem.

Given living situations such as these, it is not surpris-
ing that poor housing conditions was significantly as-
sociated with higher levels of anxiety.

The next narrative is an example of low family
income/living in poverty. As noted, the identification
of low family income/living in poverty as a stressor was
significantly associated with higher depression levels.
In this narrative, a 48-year-old female states,

I get so worried that my head hurts in thinking about
how I am going to save enough money to make the
truck payments. The payments are $500. We have
to make enough money for the payments. I feel so
worried and desperate.

The final narrative is an example of language bar-
riers. As highlighted in this narrative from a 27-year-
old male, not being able to effectively communicate
in English can have serious health repercussions:

Not knowing English is stressful. At times we have to
take our little girl to the hospital at night and we have
to first find an interpreter to go with us. It is tough.
At times I take my dictionary to be able to go buy
the prescriptions that the doctor gives.

Of the above stressors, language barriers had
the most consistent coping response: asking others
to interpret. In fact, parents oftentimes asked their
children—who were more quickly acquiring the char-
acteristics of the new culture and language—to serve
as interpreters at locations such as health care settings,
social service agencies, and shopping centers. Relying
on children for translation purposes, however, may
be problematic in several respects. Children translat-
ing for parents may alter the dynamics of the parent–
child relationship. For example, elevating a child to
a greater position of power in the family may bring
shame to the parents and may diminish parents in
the eyes of their children. Translation responsibilities
may also be beyond what is culturally expected for
children at their stage of psychosocial development.
Finally, because young children may lack the matu-

rity and language skills to accurately understand and
interpret what the parents and other adults are say-
ing, they often provide for poor quality interpreta-
tion. The consequence of this may be harmful, such
as a health care situation in which the parent and
the provider miscommunicate about symptoms and
treatment.

Several of the stressors (e.g., rigid work demands
and housing conditions) reported in this study have
undertones of abusive and exploitative work prac-
tices. A relatively small percentage of participants,
however, identified exploitation as a stressor. Some
growers (people who own and/or operate the farms)
and crew leaders appeared to hold a “protective
stance” toward the migrant workers that in some ways
places them at their mercy. For example, it was com-
mon for the growers to decide who gains entry to the
camps, thus restricting outsiders’ access to the migrant
farmworkers. In addition, in bad weather, it was the
growers—who often disregarded the opinions of the
workers—who decided when to start and end work.
It was our observation that many farmworkers were
either unaware of their rights as U.S. workers to fair
work and living practices (and were thus unaware of
being exploited), or they felt there was little they could
do to capitalize on their rights.

Model of Stress

Individuals feel some degree of stress when they
encounter demands that require them to change in
some manner (35). A stressor is the event that creates
the demands and a stress response is the individual’s
reaction to the demands. According to Lazarus (36),
the stress response is influenced by the way people
cognitively appraise both the stressors and their ca-
pacity to effectively react to the stressors. Individuals
who appraise an event as threatening are likely to
experience greater stress than individuals who sense
they have the ability to respond constructively to the
event. Coping occurs when individuals change their
cognitions and behaviors in an attempt to manage the
particular external or internal demands that they ap-
praise are taxing their adaptive resources.

Implicit in this stress model is the notion that two
individuals may experience the same stressor(s) with
equal frequency and duration, yet may not experience
the same level of stress. Two migrant farmworkers,
for example, may encounter the same set of migrant
farmworker stressors yet experience different levels
of migrant farmworker stress. This is because one of
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the farmworkers may appraise the stressors as rela-
tively more threatening, thus inducing more stress.

This points to a limitation in our study. Although
we were able to generate a set of stressors and asso-
ciated coping responses that were commonly experi-
enced by the migrant farmworkers, due to the qualita-
tive nature of our data, we were not able to assess the
severity of stress that resulted from these specific stres-
sors. Without an assessment of the appraisal of mi-
grant farmworker stressors, it is not surprising that we
found a relative lack of association among the identifi-
cation of stressors and greater anxiety and depression.
In order to more precisely explore the relationship of
migrant farmworker stress to anxiety, depression, and
other mental health indicators, future research should
develop measures that assess both the type of stressors
experienced by migrant farmworkers and the level of
stress experienced in response to the stressors.

Inactive Coping, Anxiety, and Depression

As highlighted earlier, in response to several of
the stressors, many participants reported an inactive
coping style. The migrant farmworkers frequently per-
ceived the stressors as external, uncontrollable, and
unchangeable. This was especially evident in reaction
to rigid work demands, poor housing conditions, hard
physical labor, exploitation, and unpredictable work.
A common response to these stressors was that “we
just put up with it” or something similar. This type of
response likely represents the chronic nature of these
stresses (this is how life is; there’s nothing we can do),
and given their chronicity, migrant farmworkers may
have difficulty identifying immediate mechanisms for
coping. Put differently, chronic migrant farmworker
stress may lead to a learned helplessness (37) among
some of the farmworkers. And this inability to avoid
the ongoing stress may create a sense of hopelessness
among the farmworkers, and thus a susceptibility to
anxiety and depression.

The relatively high overall levels of anxiety and
depressive symptoms found in the present sample
were therefore not surprising. Over 30% of the farm-
workers reached caseness on the anxiety scale (PAI)
and nearly 40% reached caseness for depression
(CES-D). As a comparison, it has been estimated (23)
that 18–20% of individuals from general population
samples reach caseness on the CES-D. As a further
comparison, Vega et al. (38) noted the very high preva-
lence of depressive symptoms found within their sam-
ple of Mexican immigrants. They found that 42% of
their sample reached caseness on the CES-D.

Research Limitations and Directions
for Future Research

Further limitations of the present study include
its limited sample size, its single-informant self-report
methodology, and its cross-sectional design. Because
settlements in the Midwest by Mexican origin individ-
uals are not as prevalent as in other areas of the coun-
try (4), social networks and social support systems—
which are important in the successful adaptation to a
new society—in the Midwest may not be as highly de-
veloped. The stressors reported by the present sample
may thus differ somewhat from those experienced by
farmworkers in other migrant streams.

Future research should focus on increasing
the study’s generalizability. This includes examining
whether the reported stressors in this study are also
present in farmworkers in other migrant streams. In
addition, longitudinal research is needed that more
clearly addresses the adaptation process in the mi-
grant lifestyle, including the relationships among inac-
tive coping, hopelessness, and distress. Finally, given
the elevated levels of anxiety and depressive symp-
toms that were found, future research should fully
examine the etiology of anxiety and depression in this
population.

Clinical Implications and Considerations

In the area sampled, currently there are few
prevention, treatment, and educational opportuni-
ties available to migrant farmworkers. The present
findings however suggest the need for prevention,
treatment, and education services for migrant farm-
workers, especially in relation to those daily experi-
ences that may contribute to negative psychological
functioning. Possible preventive and treatment strate-
gies include the establishment of support groups at
the campsites, where migrant farmworkers can talk
about their difficulties and learn successful ways of
coping with them. In addition, mental and physical
health screening programs are needed to assess and
adequately refer migrant farmworkers to appropri-
ate services, given the detrimental impact of men-
tal disorders on the physical health and functioning
of individuals. Part of the referral process can in-
clude psychoeducation detailing the impact of poor
mental health on work productivity. This might in-
crease the level of motivation for farmworkers to
follow-through with referrals and treatment. In ad-
dition to farmworkers receiving appropriate physi-
cal and mental health services, it is important for



P1: IZO

Journal of Immigrant Health pp798-joih-462394 March 8, 2003 14:53 Style file version Oct. 20, 2000

Stressors in Migrant Farmwork 85

growers to be aware of the impact that these stres-
sors have on the well-being of their labor force. It is
hoped that such awareness will serve as an impetus for
change.

The following are suggestions for possible areas
of outreach education. Because transportation diffi-
culties were reported by one-fourth of the sample, it
is important that outreach efforts consistently target
each migrant camp.

Because only a small percentage of the present
sample reported concerns about their undocumented
status, it is possible that many of the migrant farm-
workers were eligible for government aid programs.
Particularly helpful would be assistance in filling out
the appropriate applications for aid in addition to ed-
ucating farmworkers about retaining the appropriate
documentation that would qualify them for services.
Several of the women interviewed described frustra-
tion with government agencies and saw them as bur-
densome and not helpful. Few had been successful in
qualifying for government services despite being el-
igible and many resorted to nonprofit organizations
and churches for aid that could have been provided
by government agencies.

Several of the stressors reported by the present
sample deal with the lack of information regarding
their rights as residents of this country. For example,
although some farmworkers recognized that the liv-
ing conditions, work demands, and health care prob-
lems were abusive, few farmworkers reported know-
ing where to seek the proper authorities to resolve
their concerns. One way of addressing this issue would
be to provide legal aid workshops in Spanish and
English—at the migrant camps, church communities,
or nonprofit organizations—that aim to educate farm-
workers on available legal recourses, regardless of the
migrant farmworkers’ legal status. Organized labor
organizations have had some success in reducing the
incidences of abuse (4). However, despite the pres-
ence of a labor union in the region where the data were
gathered (4), none of the participants reported mem-
bership in the union. It may be fruitful for agencies
working with migrant farmworkers to network with
local labor unions in hopes of alleviating exploitation
and abuse.

Many farmworkers were unaware of outreach
services that were available to them. For example,
when participants discussed difficulties associated
with traveling and medical care, many did not know
about the existence in the area of a Migrant Rest
Center that provided free lodging and medical care
for migrant workers. More effective dissemination of

information regarding the available services to mi-
grant workers is thus necessary.

The migrant farmworkers’ perceptions and ex-
periences that health care providers do not want to
serve them hinder them from actually seeking nec-
essary services. What is needed here is a coordina-
tion of services among the providers that serve this
population. Many individuals in the present sample
had specific destination and departure states and had
been migrating in the same pattern (e.g., south Texas
to a specific location in Michigan and back again) for
many years. With this type of information, it might
be feasible for states to work together in facilitating
the transfer of records so that continuous health care
can be provided. In addition, seminars that educate
service providers on the health care needs of migrant
farmworkers (e.g., the need for bilingual staff and the
importance of cultural sensitivity) may eventually in-
crease the migrants’ utilization of services.

Participants who reported language difficulties
frequently expressed a desire to learn English. Many
individuals however were not aware of English classes
being offered. Of the individuals who knew where
English classes were offered, many could not attend
due to their work demands or transportation diffi-
culties. A potential way in which educational institu-
tions could alleviate this problem would be to estab-
lish fieldwork projects where students such as Span-
ish majors would provide English classes at migrant
camps. Not only might this prove to be a valuable
experience for the students, but this would be incred-
ibly beneficial for migrant farmworkers—especially
because some of the other stressors appear to be me-
diated by their limitation with the English language.

CONCLUSIONS

Our findings indicate that migrant farmwork-
ers experience very harsh living and working con-
ditions. The chronic nature of migrant farmworker
stressors may create a sense of learned helplessness
among some farmworkers, thus leading to reduced
coping and an increased susceptibility for anxiety
and depression. Because of their mobility, provid-
ing services to migrant farmworkers is a challenge.
However, if we are to improve the quality of life
for these individuals who are a vital clog in the
U.S. economy, collaborative work among employ-
ers, health care providers, social service organiza-
tions, universities, and the farmworkers themselves is
imperative.
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