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3. Based on your experience as a Border Patrol agent, what do 

you perceive were the greatest threats to homeland security?  

The unknown/Nature of the job/

Porous border/Got aways/Terrain/

Tunnels  
Lack of cooperation other 

countries /Politicians/ Former 

Administration/ Management  
Terrorism/Asylum  

Manpower 

Guatemala/Honduras/EL Salvador 

& People released  

Northern Border / Alien and Drug 

Smuggling/ General Public/ Lack of 

Training  

 
Figure 3. Responses to Question 3. 

The former agent with prior law enforcement experience shared a diverse 

perspective in comparison to that of all other participants. He described the greatest threat 

to homeland security as the lack of cooperation from other governments. “We provide a 

lot of aid to a lot of countries and I just feel like they could do a much better job assisting 

us in our mission to ensure the public safety here.” He further stated that a lot of people 

who would like to do the United States harm could use the visa waiver program and or a 

visa to enter into the country and to further their plan. This participant’s unique 

perspective directly related to the primary themes of this question to include politics and 

terrorism/asylum. 

While encountering terrorism may not be an everyday occurrence for agents in the 

field, the diversity of the individuals they encounter can vary. One participant shared that 

she believes terrorism to be the biggest threat to national security, due to lack of 
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manpower. In her experience along the Southwest Border, she has encountered illegal 

immigrants from North Africa and Bangladesh who paid up to $40,000 to be smuggled 

through the effective and most desolate routes. She further believes that these individuals 

are often granted asylum if apprehended and is unaware of how they would be fully 

vetted without properly identifying them; having documentation neither verifies their true 

identify nor provides a basis to research foreign criminal history. She further stated “we 

may not have any terrorist threats when we talked to them initially before we pass them 

on for them to claim asylum. But, if you look at further research now the Canadians are 

saying Bangladesh is associated with terrorism.” Different station locations along the 

Southwest Border see an influx of illegal immigrants from varying locations, family 

units, and unaccompanied juveniles. Specific border locations are preferred for various 

reasons, to include the following: smuggling fees, accessibility into the United States, and 

likelihood to evade arrest.   

One agent responded by stating that based on his experience, the greatest threat to 

homeland security is twofold. One reason is a lack of training for agents. Secondly, he 

elaborated on the porous nature of the border by stating “if people are in fact bringing 

weapons of mass destruction or any kind of material over the border, it's a needle in a 

haystack to find, and their methods are far more advanced than ours.” In further 

supporting his own opinion, he stated that the nefarious cartel criminal terrorist 

organizations are “on all the time – we were on 8-10 hours a day and we don't really 

change our methods (operations).” This participant suggested that the Border Patrol does 
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not readily change its methods and its adversaries’ methods are perceived to be superior 

to that of the agents. 

A former agent with prior military experience stated that the ignorance of the 

general public and the politicians is the greatest threat to national security. “It's a lack of 

coverage (manpower) and also the lack of the intestinal fortitude of representatives to 

actually allow us to enforce the law, let the patrol agents actually defend themselves, 

actually protect themselves, and get their job done.” He gave an example: if an agent is 

getting rocked, the agency would have preferred rather than defend himself, that the 

agent run away and avoid confrontation. He explained that it was assaultive individuals 

(smugglers) activity, specifically “running drugs, people, criminals, terrorists, and 

whatever else they wanted to smuggle because they were very aware of our policies and 

had insiders.” He further mentioned that the northern border is at great risk due to being 

wide-open. This is an example of how a lack of manpower, a porous border, and political 

impacts can hamper agent’s jobs and national security. 

The second participant with prior military experience shared a different view of 

terrorism crossing into the United States through the Southwest Border. A reason for 

different viewpoints could stem from working on different specialty units and locations 

along the Southwest Border. He stated, “I never felt like terrorism was a huge concern as 

far as terrorists coming in, because of the cartels – making billions. They're billion dollar 

corporations. They know if they allow that, we are capable of shutting down the border.” 

Based on his experiences, he believes people coming from and traveling though 

Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador are the greatest threats to national security.  
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One participant described the greatest threats to national security as illegal 

immigrants being released into the public after apprehension, despite prosecutorial efforts 

by agents. He stated, “people that we were required to let go of (release) we gave them a 

Notice to Appear. We would basically take these people who had criminal records or 

unknown criminal affiliations and walk them out the front door of the station and tell 

them that they had to report to court on X date in the future and some of those people 

were given court dates three, four, five years down the road and they're just allowed to 

live in the United States freely until they have that court date.” Moreover, he stated “All 

we knew was a little bit of information that we were able to gather on them at the station 

and know as long as they didn't have any felony history in the United States, they were 

free to go.” This is not only a national security threat example but this participant also 

shared the sentiment of why try hard to effect an arrest if they were simply being released 

into society. 

Agents often lacked information to know if individuals about to be released had 

any foreign criminal history. One agent stated “during our questioning, if they told us no, 

we had no way of proving that they were telling the truth.” This former agent continued 

to describe the challenges faced when interacting with certain illegal immigrants who 

were dishonest about their true identity. “There were a number of times we catch people 

and they would give us a name and date of birth, but once we took their fingerprints it 

would come back saying that they had already been arrested in the US using a different 

name and a different date of birth. Sometimes people use six, seven different identities. If 

they're lying about their identity, be willing to bet that they're lying about their criminal 
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issues as well.” This interview response provides insight into the complexities of national 

security threats and agent’s lived experience. 

One participant perceived that management acted more like politicians than caring 

leaders. “They kind of lose sense of the day-to-day operations and what it is to be an 

agent and come up with these ideas that may seem good on paper.” He felt that 

management should support agent decision-making, which could make agents less 

apprehensive and anxious about doing their job properly. In addition, this participant had 

concerns about the unknown nature of the job stating, “you never know who's coming 

across [the border] and what their intentions are, especially countries that are known to 

harbor terrorists.” This is an example of how the unknown nature of the job may be one 

of the primary national security threats, given the perceptions of agents in the field who 

are living the experience. 

The following themes relate to former agents’ sentiments concerning “what we 

don’t know that we don’t know:” nature of the job and porous Southwest Border. One 

participant spoke about the inability of knowing the location and actual number of 

individuals entering illegally into the United States, stating, “there’s no proven method to 

knowing exactly how they are getting in, where they are getting in and who is getting in. 

We don't know how many got away. Somebody could have crossed with a dirty bomb 

five years ago. We'd have no idea because he could have just been one of the thousands 

of attributed got-aways.” The term porous border receives significant attention when 

discussing threats to homeland security. Throughout many interview results in this study 

the complexity of the porous border is a reoccurring theme. 
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One participant stated that in his experience the greatest threat to homeland 

security is “not knowing what we don’t know.” He elaborated on this point by stating 

“it's the threats that get away,” meaning they are unknown, unidentified, and unaccounted 

for. He said, “we would see them from a couple of mountain ranges away and catch a 

glimpse of them. We would get over there and could not find them – they just kind of 

disappeared.” Describing the challenges of not knowing what you don’t know, he also 

described the complexities of tunnels. “They could smuggle through a device one piece at 

a time. Who knows what they're bringing in?” In addition to the challenges posed by the 

terrain and tunnel smuggling activity, this participant shared insight into approximately 

how many people are identified. “We were catching anywhere from 10 to 50 percent and 

in groups of 20 to 30 to 50 – we were only getting about half the groups that came 

through.” The interviews suggest that, from a security perspective, when there are so 

many who evade arrest and with such a porous physical border, perhaps greater attention 

should be paid to these threats perceived by agents in the field. 

Politics played a key role in the experience of some participants. One agent stated 

that the former presidential administration (2009-2017) was the greatest threat to national 

security. He elaborated, stating that during his experience in the field, it was evident that 

the former administration and political climate “promoted leadership that had no desire to 

properly protect the country and properly enforce the laws.” Agents were directly 

impacted by the political sway of the presidential administration. 

One participant described her experience of becoming an agent as eye opening, 

saying “I joined the Border Patrol and my eyes were open to the fact that national 
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security is not at all enforced to the level that I felt like it needed to be.” She described 

the treatment people receive by cartel members as they are smuggled across the borders, 

asserting that “you have people making billions of dollars on the black market, shuttling 

these people (illegal immigrants), shuffling them across the border from babies all the 

way to 90-year-olds putting their lives in danger, taking advantage of them, raping them, 

starving them, giving them no access to clean food or water and making them hike days 

on end in the desert.” To conclude she stated that, “there's that element of putting those 

people in harm’s way and taking advantage of them as well as charging them thousands 

upon thousands of dollars to supposedly smuggle them to their location in the United 

States.” Why this type of “nefarious activity” cannot be stopped is clearly a concern of 

many of the participants. 

The same participant shared a few different responses to this question, elaborating 

on known complexities. She said that the unawareness should not stop with the idea of 

human smuggling but rather understand that along with it comes the violence that 

surrounds drug smuggling. “Drug smuggling brings a whole other side of violence and 

crime because drugs are typically guarded by guns and guns mean bandits and ex-

military or militia type trained individuals and ultimately bringing drugs into the society 

– that's a whole other element of crime.” Having mentioned the porous nature of the 

border, she also said “the fact that if people can be shuffled across the border so easily 

and drugs can be shuffled across the border so easily, then what about weapons? 

Weapons of mass destruction, the chemical components, it goes on and on. If there's a 

will there's a way, and it can very easily be done because the borders are very porous and 
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there are not enough agents.” Her interview concluded with her statement, “smuggling 

and terrorist activity can easily take place on the southwest border because it is so vast 

and so porous; they are actually professionals at what they do.” Agents’ experience 

suggests that they have ongoing concerns that the Southwest Border is a vulnerability, in 

terms of national security. 

This question brought about diverse answers in regards to the greatest threat to 

national security. All other question and participant responses correlated to a few specific 

themes. The most common theme present in the response to the greatest threats to 

homeland security was the unknown, nature of the job, porous border, got-aways, terrain, 

and tunnels. The second theme was terrorism and those seeking asylum. 

Question 4: Bureaucratic or Political Problems 

I asked the following question: Based on your experience as a Border Patrol 

agent, do you perceive any threats or dangers due to bureaucratic or political problems? 

This was the first question in the interview where a participant stated that they did not 

have a response. While other participants provided lengthy responses to this question. For 

those who needed prompting, I employed additional probes to address issues surrounding 

mixed messages from leaders, contradictory policies/implementation, changes in national 

or presidential policy/political appointees, and or other management problems. The 

distribution of responses to Question 4 are illustrated in Figure 4. 
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4. Based on your experience as a Border Patrol agent, do you 

perceive any threats or dangers due to bureaucratic or political 

problems?   

Low morale 

Presidential administration /

Napolitano/Political sway/

Administration impacts/ NTAs  

Assaults/AUSA/ Overtime pay  

Brian A. Terry/ Fast and Furious/ 

Manpower/ Okay w Got aways  

 
Figure 4. Responses to Question 4. 

Responses to Question 4 included: the themes: low morale included -Internal 

hiring details/ Management (kingdom building)/ Not able to arrest locals/Management 

worried about liability (lack of support use of force) versus agents best interest/ 

Management just for pay/ Lack of trust in leadership from station managerial level.  

Not all participants had an opinion or shared a response to this question. The one 

participant with previous law enforcement experience responded by saying that he did not 

have a response. One participant stated that she felt the impacts of certain enforcement 

capabilities curtailed due to political and managerial problems. She stated, 

“bureaucratically they didn't want you to go out and just clean up the streets of illegals in 

the neighborhoods that we were working.” The participant continued on, saying, “It 

makes you feel like your hands are tied. Your job is to enforce immigration law and 

you're in an area which is known for border crossings and other illegal activity.” She 
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believed that this is an example of why morale was low among agents. These experiences 

paralleled the two participants with prior military experience in regards to political 

climate impacts on agents. 

A participant with former military experience prior to becoming an agent 

compared the Bush and Obama administration, “under President Bush the job could be 

done and under President Obama hands were tied and assaults increased because the 

AUSA wouldn’t charge them.” He further mentioned that during the prior administration 

(2009-2017) “there wasn't the enforcement.” Elaborating further, he explained that it was 

“super frustrating because guys [illegal immigrants] knew once they got through and past 

us, the defensive line, essentially they were free to go.” He said, “they would get released 

on their own recognizance and nobody was going to come forward when they missed 

their court date.” In addition to the challenges seen by agents he mentioned “ICE really 

got their hands tied under that administration (2009-2017). There wasn't the 

enforcement.” He summed up his response by saying that in all aspects agents were 

massively and rapidly impacted by the political climate. Another participant with former 

military experience stated that in his area of operations, there was a lack of prosecutorial 

consequences from the AUSA office for instances of assaults against Border Patrol 

agents. As a result, these individuals, most often foot-guides, became more “brazen” over 

time resulting in a more dangerous operating environment for agents. While participants 

shared many politically driven experiences it ultimately lead to the theme of decreased 

morale amongst these former agents.  
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Agents shared, issues pertaining to management also lead to decreased morale. 

One former agent shared his frustration with management promoting people based on 

nepotism as opposed to merit. He complained of not being able to use his skills and 

talents because there was no accountability in the internal hiring process (details and 

management). He said that this led to colleagues ill-prepared for leadership being placed 

in positions of power, resulting in situations where “when you need your backup, they're 

not there” because they were not familiar with operating under pressure or re-allocating 

resources when needed. He further described that the “catch and release with the Notice 

to Appear (NTAs), arresting people and letting them go, that was definitely a political 

issue and frustrating for agents.” This participant’s two-fold response provided insight 

into the complexities of how presidential administration level and station level politics 

directly impacted agent’s experiences. 

One participant shared his experiences with his former management stating that 

due to a decrease in manpower, they had to centralize their efforts closer to town, 

disregarding areas further east and west. When agents were made aware of potential illicit 

activity in these unmanned areas, the participant shared how the situation would unfold, 

stating that he would “go ahead and answer that traffic and then a supervisor would get 

out on the radio and say, no, you stay in town.” He said that when agents were attempting 

to apprehend a group of illegal immigrants or drug traffickers and were about to work 

past their scheduled shift, they would be called in from the field because no additional 

hours could be worked. He described this experience as a “shame and a disgrace because 

when they would go in back to their station, there would be no one to cover them so 
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basically those people are just running freely (not apprehended).” He said “you're never 

going to get in trouble for not catching bodies versus going over your hours.” This 

example illustrates the perception of agents that management would place importance on 

following station rules over enforcement objectives of the Border Patrol. 

One participant shared his frustration with inaccuracies in reporting the 

appropriate amount of nefarious activity in his area of operation. A certain reporting 

system was used to make it appear that the station area of operation was 100 percent 

effective (apprehensions at 100 percent), which agents knew was not the case. “The stats 

affect everything” he stated. Agents would not get assigned to areas that were reported as 

controlled, thus solidifying the 100 percent effectiveness nature of that area. This resulted 

in the loss of an overtime budget, less training, and less funding overall. He further 

mentioned the impacts of the statistics on “funding, training, pay, hours, quality, and 

life.” He said, “those stats are what justify the need for everything so when the stats show 

secure, everything stops – even down to details (internal jobs/assignments).” He added, 

“we would get details based on the fact that there was so much traffic (illicit). We don't 

get details anymore. So you're overworked or you're underfunded. It was ridiculous.” It 

was clear that some respondents felt that statistics were being used to support misguided 

management objectives and to serve political agendas, rather than fill the mission 

objectives.  

One former agent described management as “kingdom-building” where 

promotions were not always based on merit, skill, and education. He described 

promotional system as lacking credibility, nepotistic, and seniority driven. “You could 
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have someone who essentially just sat in their truck for 10 years and succeeded in not 

getting fired,” alluding to situations where agents with more seniority would be promoted 

regardless of his work ethic, job skills, education, or other potentially valuable attributes. 

He remarked that management in his station appeared to be unable to make decisions and 

were more concerned with legal or political liability as opposed to “effectively enforcing 

the law.” Some interviews clearly indicated a frustration with management and leadership 

and a difference in perspective about values around enforcement.   

In the application process to become an agent, a college degree is not a 

requirement. This does not mean, however, that there are no agents with advanced 

degrees. One participant suggested that due to a lack of education and training, agents are 

left vulnerable when it comes time to responding to a use of force situation and how to 

accurately document the encounter. Meaning many agents lack policy knowledge and the 

education to properly create the required memorandum. He further elaborated that it 

seemed management had a misunderstanding of what certain policies were, stating 

“agents had a fear of not knowing exactly how they should respond in less lethal 

situations due to contradictory messages from leadership.” He further described how this 

lack of support and policy knowledge can lead to dangerous situations for agents 

potentially questioning actions in the field. In situations where one needs to act quickly 

and correctly, and determine the appropriate level of force that needs to be used “you're 

in the middle of nowhere and you have 10 dudes around you – you’re fighting for your 

life.” He suggested that this is not an ideal time to second guess training and one does 

what one can to defend oneself. One critical comment about management was: “I would 
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say by and large they don't want to work in the field anymore and are not good at it to 

begin with or they see it as a way to make money out of doing other jobs.” Training and 

management themes repeated during interviews illustrated the complexities agents face in 

potential deadly force situations. 

A lack of trust in leadership at the station managerial level to the presidential 

administration level (2009-2017) is the overarching theme in the following example. This 

participant continued in saying “I'll never forget, Napolitano who was the secretary of 

homeland security at the time gave a speech the same year that Brian Terry was killed. 

She gave the speech in El Paso, Texas saying that the border was safer than it had ever 

been before. I just felt so angry and somewhat betrayed by that statement.” She 

elaborated in explaining that officials don't want the border to “look unsafe or out of 

control under their watch, everybody's trying to make things look good and always prove 

to their superiors that they're doing a good job.” This is an example that leadership can 

portray whatever image suits their needs and political agenda. 

One participant stated the greatest threats and dangers to homeland security were 

due to bureaucratic or political problems of the former president (2009-2017). He 

remembered when apprehending illegal immigrants “if the administration wanted them 

released unlawfully they would. You couldn’t enforce the laws.” He explained that as an 

agent apprehending these individuals he felt in the middle of it. He clarified in explaining 

that agents were required to follow the guidelines provided by senior staff regardless of 

the laws they were sworn to uphold. These guidelines would trickle down from 

administration level and directly impact the agents’ ability to do their job. 
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The response to this question brought out an array of responses that directly 

related back to either the presidential administration at the time (2009-2017), politics at 

the station level, or assaults, training/lack of education, and the majority of these 

responses hampered morale amongst agents. When administrations change, agents 

perceive that they are directly affected. 

Question 5: Isolation From Friends, Family, and Home Community 

I asked the following question: Did you perceive any threats or dangers posed to 

you because of isolation from friends, family, or your home community? Two 

participants stated they did not have any experiences to share on this topic. For those who 

needed prompting, I employed additional probes to address issues surrounding: emotional 

or physical stressors and how they were able to cope? The distribution of responses to 

Question 5 are illustrated in Figure 5. 

 
Figure 5. Responses to Question 5. 
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All 11 participants were from locations other than where they were stationed. The 

majority of participants missed their support systems and throughout the entirety of their 

career they looked for ways to get back home. The one participant with former law 

enforcement experience prior to the Border Patrol stated that while he missed his support 

system, the real reason that he left his position was due to the Border Patrol’s lack of 

mobility. He further elaborated on this point and shared that the Border Patrol would 

“overlook your training and experience that you brought to the agency and pick someone 

with more seniority.” He stated, “I also wanted to go someplace where I felt like my 

talents would be better utilized.” The theme of location and lack of mobility are evident 

in this former agent’s response. While the location was not ideal, the fact that he was a 

previous law enforcement official and was unable to obtain internal positions/details at 

his station due to a lack of Border Patrol seniority, where he could have used his talents, 

skills, and abilities, he ultimately left. 

A few participants shared struggles that impacted family life based on available 

housing locations in an acceptable distance from their station. One of the female 

participants stated that she was able to create a sense of community with her colleagues. 

She said that many of her male counterparts struggled from high divorce rates. 

Elaborating further, she stated spouses were “taking their children out of the area because 

of lack of good schooling, people didn't want their children to grow up in the border areas 

– a lot of depressed agents because of their home situations.” One agent stated, “I think it 

would've been very hard to raise a family out there being so far away from family.” In 
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order to cope he passed the time by applying to different agencies in order to get back 

home as soon as possible. There are several themes present throughout this answer to 

include location and family. 

One participant with prior military experience before the Border Patrol stated that 

because he lived in an urban area, he was able to leave work at work and “get lost in the 

crowd.” He mentioned that there were many agents who lived in other locations that 

struggled and that there were plenty of agent suicides that came in waves. Another 

participant with prior military experience simply stated, “I missed home, but I was never 

miserable there.” Even though the two former military participants shared different 

viewpoints on this topic, their responses were consistent with other participants. 

One participant shared that the job takes a toll on the quality of life. “Your quality 

of life in the patrol was horrible,” he stated. “I miss it, but I would never go back to it.” 

This participant shared that he did use the assistance of a counselor and spoke with EAP, 

when having issues adapting to the job and working “crazy” hours. He mentioned that 

suicide rates, divorce, and alcoholism are common in the patrol. He further stated that 

while he was not concerned for his personal safety, his personal life was very difficult. In 

response to this question one participant shared that his commute was at least 1.5 hours in 

each direction. Another participant shared a similar sentiment and simply stated “drive 

time.” Commute was a common theme amongst participants, issues such as a lack of 

decent, safe, and affordable housing near their stations was to blame.   

One female participant shared “I didn't really know what I was getting myself 

into” because she did not have any prior law enforcement or military experience before 
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the Border Patrol. Due to the changes in shifts and sleep irregularity, she stated that 

relating to the job, she struggled with depression. The irregular shifts made this 

participant feel unable to be a functioning part of society due to the inability to attend 

church services and other normal outings. In addition to shift work her commute and 

keeping in shape consumed the majority of her free time. “I just wanted to go to sleep and 

I didn't necessarily want to actively do anything to hurt myself, but I think I got to a point 

where I just was okay if I just slept all the time and didn't want to participate in my life 

anymore, was more of just in survival mode.” 

This participant had a friend (agent) commit suicide, “It was very upsetting 

because as much as suicide is talked about in certain lines of work, it still hits you hard 

because you realize that we're all vulnerable even if we're trying to act tough and act 

adequate and strong and able to do the job.” She completed her answer to this question in 

saying  “it's not a normal job.” The primary theme based on this interview question was 

divorce/alcoholism/location. The secondary themes were suicide and commute/drive 

time. 

While the themes of home life, commute, suicides, and lack of mobility were 

evident throughout these responses. Suicide, divorce, and location concerns mentioned by 

participants all directly impacted agents’ desire to remain in their location and ultimately 

their position as an agent. Minor changes such as career advancement opportunities could 

increase agents’ morale and potentially retention rates.  
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Question 6: Additional Thoughts on Personal Threats or Dangers 

I asked: Is there anything else you would like to share about the threats and 

dangers posed to you personally as a Border Patrol agent? This question mirrors Question 

1; it simply gave the participants the opportunity to elaborate on any earlier remarks. For 

those who needed prompting, I employed additional probes to address issues 

surrounding: the border or any general thoughts they may have had. The distribution of 

responses to Question 6 are illustrated in Figure 6. 

 

6. Is there anything else you would like to share about the threats 

and dangers posed to you personally as a Border Patrol agent?  

Wild wild west/dangerous 

job/miles from backup/nature 

of the job  

Prior administration/Impacted 

by politics / Public unaware  

Divorce rate was high/ Lead to 

child custody battles/ 

Suicides/Alcoholism  

Vehicle accidents /Court 

proceedings/ Personal info/

VLC and training post situation 

(reactionary vs proactive)  

 
Figure 6. Responses to Question 6. 

The safety and security of Border Patrol agents is best understood through 

interviews where agents are able to share their experiences. One of the female 

participants from this study referred to the border as “a very dangerous place – the Wild-

Wild West.” She discussed encounters with illegal immigrants in the field, stating that 



94 

 

these groups take extreme measures to remained undetected, and if found, they will do 

whatever they need to do in order to escape, to include assaulting agents. “They hate 

you,” she emphasized. She described the border as “out of control” and that the public is 

completely unaware of the situation there. “I think that these people think politically 

about immigration reform and if they actually saw what really goes on down there and 

how people are getting across, they would have a better insight of what's actually going 

on because as a female agent or as an agent in general we've lived it.” She further 

described what has happened to agents and risks of doing their job. “It’s very dangerous 

what's happening and there's a lot of agents that lives are at risk every single day.” The 

themes: lack of public awareness, dangerous border, and assaults are evident throughout 

this response. 

One participant with former military experience prior to the Border Patrol 

described threats posed to him personally, “We were so heavily impacted by politics and 

all the stress of the job.” He discussed that the divorce rate was high, which led to child 

custody battles and suicides. He described how this could impact an agent’s financial 

stability; starting with heavy drinking which lead to vehicle accidents, and divorce to 

include child support. He stated his financial stress “was more stressful to me than going 

out and having bad guys on the side of a mountain in the dark.” It is important to note 

that due to this participant’s prior military experience, this may be why financial stress 

versus apprehending a criminal on the side of a mountain at night weighed on him more 

heavily than it would for an agent without military experience.  
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One participant shared his frustration with the lack of accurate apprehension 

reporting and how this in turn had an impact on his personal security as an agent. “We 

had been told not to report people who got away from us,” he said. He elaborated how 

this worked out logistically, stating “we were told instead of reporting they had gotten 

away, to report them as being turned over to a different station and that made it look in 

the books that they were still in the process of being worked. So we (station management) 

were able to report at the end of our shift that we were close to 100 percent apprehensions 

in our area.” He further stated that falsifying the number of apprehensions had an impact 

on agents, as “it made it look like we didn't need any additional manpower and didn't 

need any additional equipment because we obviously had everything we needed to be 

able to catch everybody.” In conclusion he said, “So had those numbers been reported 

appropriately, there's a possibility that we could have had additional manpower and 

equipment to be able to protect us.” This is an example of how a qualitative study is ideal 

for this topic versus a quantitative study, where numbers could be manipulated.  

One agent described threats as ever changing because once something happens to 

an agent, they change protocol for the short-term; it is a reactionary versus a proactive 

approach. “We might get a VLC (computer based training) or the use of force (a required 

quarterly training) might be geared to that quarter or two based on the particular incident 

that happened but there's no real change.” He described a sense of feeling alone, stating, 

“you go out there you're pretty much alone, you're overworked, you're tired and stressed.” 

He described sleep deprivation as a personal safety issue, stating, “You're working the 

midnight shift your sleep schedule is off.” He mentioned there were a lot of vehicle 
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accidents at his station. It is important to note that there are shift rotations that stations 

require. Some stations require these changes on a monthly basis while others it can be 

quarterly as an example.  

Agents are required to wear velcro nametags adhered to their uniforms with their 

first initial and last name visible. To some agents this may be a security issue; one agent 

has another example of personal security concerns relating to his name being public. One 

former agent stated that because he had been in a number of court proceedings, he was at 

risk personally because his name and identity were publically available. This is example 

of how agents’ personal information makes them feel vulnerable. 

The following two participants shared an example of how their personal security 

was impacted. One participant simply stated that “you're out there and you're by yourself 

and miles and miles from backup.” One other participant shared that the prior 

administration (2009- 2017) “promoted illegal immigration” and he found this to be a 

threat. He further mentioned, “The biggest enemy is ourselves, and the bureaucracy, and 

red tape.” These two examples of politics and lack of backup were not uncommon 

responses among participants.  

One agent described how she felt in survival mode everyday. She elaborated, 

“feeling vulnerable and feeling threatened and feeling in danger, I just have to survive for 

today,” were her common sentiments on the job. Additional stressors noted were the 

physical border threats, internal agency conflicts, and management. She described a level 

of heightened awareness due to elements that surrounded the job. “I even at times felt I 

was in danger just riding in the vehicle with a fellow agent driving because they're 
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driving erratically and the truck is old and the tires are bald. I felt like everything was 

dangerous.” This participant elaborated on additional potential threats of the job as the 

desert, terrain, weather, heat stroke and needing air support as a few examples. While 

participants touched on a variety of personal threats, it is important to note that most of 

these concerns have secondary or tertiary impacts. Often times these impacts have 

negative implications on their home life. 

It is important to reiterate that this question mirrors that of Question 1, in that not 

everyone provided a response. The second participant with prior military experience and 

the former law enforcement official participant both stated that they had nothing specific 

to elaborate on in response to this question. In conjunction with one other participant who 

also stated that he had nothing to further mention for this question. The common themes 

for this question were elements relating to the job to include (wild-wild west/dangerous 

job/miles from backup/nature of the job) and external politics (prior 

administration/impacted by politics / public unawareness). 

Question 7: Additional Thoughts on Threats or Dangers to National Security 

I asked the following question: Is there anything else you would like to share 

about the threats and dangers posed to national security from a Border Patrol agent 

perspective? This question mirrors Question 3; it allowed participants to share any 

additional experiences they may have had. For those who needed prompting, I employed 

additional probes to address issues surrounding: the border or any general thoughts they 

may have had. The distribution of responses to Question 7 are illustrated in Figure 7. 
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7. Is there anything else you would like to share about the threats 

and dangers posed to national security from a Border Patrol 

agent perspective? Probes: On the border? In general? 

We just don't know what we don't 

know/Who is coming in/ One day 

something bad will happen  
Northern border/Terrorist threats 

porous border/ Terrorist crossing 

in mountains  
(Politics) Being allowed to do job  

Agents lack of getting back home  

Illegal immigration  

 
Figure 7. Responses to Question 7. 

This study was specific to the Southwest Border, however, some participants had 

experience along the Southwest and Northern border alike. One participant stated that the 

lack of manpower and the border in general is the greatest threat to homeland security. 

She went on to say “I think that the biggest threat to national security is the northern 

border, especially due to lack of manpower up there, but also due to the lack of 

infrastructure up there; there's no fences, there's no walls.” She returned her thoughts 

back to the Southwest Border and shared that people from China and Bangladesh are 

“paying $40,000,” referring to the smuggling fees. In her response she stated that for 

someone who wanted to remain undetected, it would be much easier to fly to Canada and 

obtain access to the United States that way due to the porous northern border, thus 

solidifying her opinion of the northern border being the biggest threat to homeland 

security. While the borders and infrastructure are different along the Northern and 
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Southwest Border, it is also important to look at immigration requirement standards (or 

ability to remain anonymous) in Mexico and Canada, as any potential illegal immigrants 

who cross either border would have to enter into one of those two countries before the 

United States.  

One participant with former military experience prior to the Border Patrol stated 

that the biggest threats to homeland security continue because agents are not allowed to 

do their job. “If we're allowed to do our jobs and we're allowed to find the bad guys and 

get the bad guys out of the country, hit targets that they (agents) want to hit, but they 

(agents) can't because they're not allowed to.” He gave the example of the gangs in 

sanctuary cities. In conclusion he said, “We need to be allowed to use the tools that we 

have.” This participant’s example demonstrates when he was an agent, agents felt 

hampered by the administration and politics. 

Throughout the research findings, the prior military participant’s experiences 

were similar with the majority of the other participants with one exception in Question 6. 

The other participant with military experience prior to Border Patrol stated that he 

believed manpower and the porous border to be one of the greatest threats to national 

security. “We don't know the unknown that could potentially come across the border.” He 

further mentioned, “Terrorist organizations could easily take advantage of the anonymity 

especially along the southwest border.” Another suggestion that he made was to allow 

agents to transfer back to their home region. Many agents mentioned that feeling stuck 

along the Southwest Border was a primary reason for leaving. For them, “stuck” means 
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both a lack of internal agency mobility and external, with no opportunity to get back 

home. 

Manpower was a reoccurring theme throughout participants’ responses in national 

security and personal security threats and dangers. One agent suggested that the secluded 

nature of his area of operation, such as mountainous regions, were not properly staffed 

and this was an area where “high value crossers” would cross to remain undetected. He 

described high value crossers as “aliens from special interest countries, specifically with 

known terrorist ties.” He described that people from Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq had 

been apprehended in those desolate areas. “You never saw them crossing downtown - 

they were always out in the mountains in the harder to reach areas.” This comment 

suggests that these people were attempting to remain anonymous by crossing in areas 

where they were not expecting an agent’s presence. 

While politically, illegal immigration is at the forefront of news media, the reality 

of agents’ lives and the dangers they face conducting their jobs are rarely mentioned. One 

participant stated that illegal immigration is the biggest threat to national security. Having 

lived it as an agent, he had a new sense of awareness and what illegal immigration 

entails. One former agent simply stated, “We just don't know what we don't know.” 

Another participant stated that the biggest threat to national security stems from “being 

stretched thin and not knowing who is coming into the United States.” He further 

mentioned that the Border Patrol lacked proper investigative capabilities. An additional 

participant mirrored the above sentiment by sharing “something's going to happen really 
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bad one day.” These comments concerning border anonymity stem from the difficult 

reality of accounting for a known unknown. 

The last response to this question shared similar viewpoints with other 

participants and also highlighted how an uneducated public negatively impacts the border 

based on their naïve viewpoints. One participant shared that there was a feeling that 

something was going on, but agents were not made privy to sensitive information. She 

said, “I just got the sense that there was more going on or more that can be addressed.” 

Based on her experience she noted “I think that the average American citizen has no idea 

whatsoever what's really going on at the borders and don't realize how potentially 

dangerous they are to our national security.” In addition to the unknown this participant 

also shared that the trafficking of people done by the cartels is a threat because there is a 

much bigger network to look at as far as operations. While this participant brought up 

three separate ideas, her in-depth explanation about American citizens not knowing what 

is going on at the border highlights the opinion that even though immigration is in the 

news the reality of the border remains obscured. 

The unknown nature of the border was the overarching theme from participants 

for this question. As a researcher I ask myself, is the reason for such ambiguity due to the 

lack of manpower along the Southwest Border? Agents mentioned the terrain throughout 

their responses as being a challenge to traverse and therefore unable to see what lies 

ahead? Are the camera technologies stations are equipped with not sufficient? Herein lies 

an example of the complexities that Border Patrol agents face in their line of work and 

why the unknown nature of the border remains the biggest threat to national security. One 
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participant stated that he had no additional experiences to share about this topic. The 

other three primary themes amongst these responses related to terrorism, lack of 

relocation, and agents being able to do their job. 

Question 8: Suggestions or Recommendations for DHS or Border Patrol 

I asked the following question: Do you have suggestions or recommendations to 

DHS/ Border Patrol to improve agent’s personal security?  Similar to that of Question 2, 

participants were quick to answer this question without pause. There were no probes for 

this question. All participants did provide a response to this question. The distribution of 

responses to Question 8 are illustrated in Figure 8. 

 

8.  Do you have suggestions or recommendations to DHS/ Border 

Patrol to improve agent’s personal security? 

Job relocation program/ 

Retention/Feeling stuck/ 

Increase morale 

BP management lack of 

movement/ Limited ability to 

diversify experiences/

Assignments not merit based  
Add more use of force training 

hands on/Address lack of 

manpower/Pay reform issues 

Hoarding information / Border 

apatrol as a stepping stone/ 

Catch and release/Commute/ 

Extended leave for moms 

 
Figure 8. Responses to Question 8.  

Participants shared their recommendations and some also explained why they left 

the Border Patrol. The participant with former law enforcement experience shared two 
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separate recommendations for the Border Patrol. “The agency has clearly demonstrated a 

need, yet they won't let people who could truly help them execute their mission.” He 

suggested that if employees were able to work at a location that suited them and their 

family such as a “voluntary relocation program” this would increase morale and they 

could retain employees who would not want to leave the agency. Lastly, he suggested, “If 

DHS did a much better job of inter-agency coordination and cooperation the department 

as a whole would be much better.” He mentioned that “hoarding information” does not 

help employees carry out the mission. This participant shared a perspective that was not 

commonly found amongst responses but does have specific applicability to increase 

agents effectiveness, inter-agency coordination, and not allowing the hoarding of 

information. His response could have come from his prior law enforcement experience in 

that it worked for his previous agency. No other participant mentioned this 

recommendation and again it is important to highlight that no other participant had 

former law enforcement experience prior to the Border Patrol. 

The inability to retain agents is a stumbling block for the Border Patrol as 

evidenced by participant’s responses. One of the former female agents shared that if the 

Border Patrol offered the “opportunity for people to transfer to different locations easier, 

the flexibility to move around a little bit more, I think it would keep more people in the 

agency.” She stated that a lot of colleagues, including her, left their position because they 

felt stuck. Having worked in a desolate area, the inability to move around made it feel 

like there was “no way to get out.” In addition to the location issues, the Border Patrol 

pay reform act caused her pay to decrease, thus increasing her financial stress. She 



104 

 

concluded by saying “I think that the Border Patrol is a great stepping stone to get into 

law enforcement - it’s a whole different form of law enforcement; the line (border) is one 

of the more dangerous areas.” This participant and one other share a similar sentiment in 

that the Border Patrol is unlike most other common law enforcement departments, 

comparing it to a military entity. 

One participate with former military experience prior to the Border Patrol stated 

that agents needed more training. He clarified by saying, “hands on training” not 

computer based VLC training. In order to increase “officer presence and confidence” he 

recommended bolstering training efforts in “use of force training.” He stated that it is 

important that this training initiative focus on how to “deescalate” in use of force 

situations. The second participant with military experience prior to the Border Patrol 

shared a different recommendation than his colleague. He stated the stationary camera 

towers in his area of operation (station) need to be repaired. He mentioned that this 

technology was a huge asset but was not 100 percent operational. “Just updating that 

technology so you have an eye in the sky at all times,” he said, would increase agents’ 

safety. He also recommended that the station increase manpower to allow for partners in 

the field. This participant stated that the reason he left the Border Patrol was “to come 

home.” This example provides insight into low retention rates and why agents leave their 

position.     

One participant had a suggestion that he prefaced by saying that “even though the 

union would not go along with it, put the best agents in the best places based on ability 

rather than seniority or friendships with supervisors.” He described this as his biggest 
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issue with the Border Patrol and how it contributed to the reason he left the job to go back 

home. One other participant shared that he would recommend, “enforcing the laws that 

are on the books” as opposed to the “catch and release program” that he experienced as 

an agent. He also discussed increasing manpower stating, “So you can spend zillions of 

dollars on all this wonderful technology, but at the end of the day you need able-bodied 

agents on the ground that can go and effect an arrest.” He described the need for 700 

agents at his station yet they had 400. “Just think of how more effective you can be with 

full staff” he added. “You just feel stuck and there's no point in trying because this is all 

we got.” This participant was describing the lack of manpower and backup. He shared 

feelings of being trapped and how there was no ability to promote and feeling stuck along 

the Southwest Border because internal movement was seniority based.  

The inability for agents to relocate was one of the primary reasons that so many 

agents left their position. One agent recommended that the Border Patrol “take the money 

that you're spending on recruitment and create a system that gives agents a way to get to a 

location they want to be at.” He described how that would work logistically saying “if it 

means spending several years at the location but then you have your top three (locations); 

whatever you need to do to get people a better quality of life is going to improve 

retention and therefore improve your quality of life.” He stated some agents have family 

members who live in different states because their duty station area is not conducive to 

families and lacks amenities. He also shared that training efforts could be bolstered. The 

current training he mentioned is insufficient to appropriately equip agents, adding that 

“you can't do an academy and then do a quarterly training four times a year and expect 
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these guys to know what they're doing or be prepared for situations (in the field).” While 

training is essential and was a common theme throughout some of the interview 

questions, having limited training does not benefit agents. In order to make training 

effective, it needs to be repetitive and frequent to build confidence in agents and their 

ability to know how and when to use specific training they’ve received. 

One participant shared that pay-cut issues have impacted agent morale. He made a 

few recommendations, questioning why the Border Patrol would create new stations in 

somewhat desolate areas along the border in which agents have to commute. He said, “I 

would relocate certain stations towards major metropolitan areas wherever the guys can 

actually live.” He further elaborated on this point and shared that “the days of hiring 

cowboys for the Border Patrol are somewhat over. They need to realize that they have a 

more diversified workforce coming on that isn't exactly comfortable just living in the 

middle of nowhere.” He further responded with “build the wall - that's going to be 

extremely effective” as another recommendation based on his experience. This 

participant mentioned that he left the job because “when you top out at a GS-12 (a 

specific level of pay) and there isn’t any other opportunity for mobility, the only logical 

next step is to leave.” He described it as a “dead end.” This is an example of how the lack 

of mobility for this participant lead to having low morale. 

One participant recommended a change in leadership, using Eric Holder as an 

example of manipulation. This participant stated that he left the Border Patrol because 

there were no opportunities to promote and “a lack of leadership that deserve to be in the 

spot.” He mentioned that he has a Master’s degree in intelligence studies and speaks four 
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languages, yet this still did not get him promoted even though management had none of 

these skills (no advanced degrees or foreign language skills). Another participant shared 

that his commute was challenging, long. Secondly, his concern for the Border Patrol and 

overall national security is that “something's going to happen really bad one day,” thus 

highlighting the unknown nature of the border and potential risks regarding national 

security. Not all participants shared recommendations but rather indicated areas that in 

their opinions needed addressing. 

Interviewee responses to the last question revealed a few insightful ideas. One 

participant shared that a relocation program would be ideal for the Border Patrol in order 

to retain employees. She elaborated on the importance of families having access to good 

schools and such accommodations, which is currently lacking in certain station locations 

along the Southwest Border. This participant shared that if there was a long-term leave 

program for woman who wanted to raise their infants and then return to work this may 

allow for female positions to be retained. “I'm not talking about paid leave, I'm talking 

about a leave of absence or a time away to have children, stay at home with babies for a 

period of time and then to be able to go back to work - currently that's not feasible.” 

While there is maternity leave this idea is a different aspect of extended leave. This 

participant mentioned that pay reform, increased manpower, and lack of mobility are also 

areas of needed attention. 

Summary 

In Chapter 4, I summarized how my research findings answered the research 

question. Research question: How do Border Patrol agents who work along the United 
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States Southwest Border perceive threats and dangers to their personal safety and to 

homeland security? There are examples throughout the interviews where participant’s 

responses and or recommendations correlate with other participants concerns in separate 

interview question. Looking at Question 1, the participant with former law enforcement 

experience shared that “increased database access” could augment Border Patrol 

operations and increase agents’ safety. While in Question 2, a female participant 

explained why she believed terrorism to be one of the greatest threats to homeland 

security stating that there was not a way to fully vet the people who were coming into the 

country to claim asylum as an example. These overarching themes and potential solutions 

to real problems could provide insight for policy makers illustrating where there is a 

disconnect between headquarters policy and actual field implementation for agents along 

the border. 

Throughout the eight interview question responses, I was able to appropriately 

answer the research question through former agents responses pertaining to their lived 

experiences. In Chapter 5, I will reiterate the purpose and nature of this study provide 

further interpretations of the study, describe any limitations, and expound upon 

implications for positive social change. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Border Patrol agents put their lives at risk for the job they do. This begs the 

question of why these federal employees are such an understudied, misunderstood, and 

perhaps disregarded part of law enforcement. There are a plethora of federal agencies in 

which peer-reviewed research is available. Why is the Border Patrol, the primary national 

security agency along the United States’ borders, marginalized? 

I started this qualitative phenomenological study thinking that agents had issues 

with morale, concerns about potential terrorism infiltration along the border, and mobility 

challenges. My assumptions were confirmed through research. The point was not to 

prove what I had thought, but to explore the understudied area of agents’ lived 

experience. Could it be that these individuals, who risk their lives for their profession, 

continue to face the same adversity day after day due to poor field implementation of 

inadequate, reactionary mandates from headquarters? While this study may be of vital 

importance to policy makers and senior officials, it should also be important to taxpayers 

who consistently pay for the training of new agents due to high turnover rates. 

If I took the interview results and created a description of a day in the life of a 

Border Patrol agent, it might look something like this:  

An agent arrives at work a few minutes early to check email because a recent 

announcement indicated that a transfer to the Northern Border was available. The 

agent soon learns, however, that several hundred colleagues applied for the same 

transfer, with only two spots available. During muster, the agent is told that due to 

lack of manpower, agents will be working without partners for the evening. 
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Tensions are high because the agents are receiving less pay due to pay reform 

issues. Moreover, it is the holiday season and agents are far from family, and the 

current “catch-and-release” protocol requires them to release most of the people 

they apprehend after bringing them to the station. 

Agents receive their assigned work locations and vehicle keys for the evening. 

The agent attempts to check out a long-arm rifle and night-vision goggles from 

equipment issue, all of which have already been handed out. Once in the parking 

lot, the agent conducts a safety inspection of the truck, finding that the prior agent 

did not refuel it, it has been driven 2,000 miles over the recommended mileage for 

an oil change, one tire needs air, and all four tires have insufficient tread for the 

mountainous terrain. The agent blames low morale for other colleagues’ neglect 

of the truck. Only 30 minutes into the shift, while the agent is still in the station 

parking lot, broken communication comes over the truck radio from the camera 

operator, who has spotted what appears to be a group of 15–25 individuals in the 

agent’s first assigned area, which will require an hour-long truck ride and a 4-mile 

hike through unforgiving, mountainous terrain. The camera operator says that he 

does not know if the people in the group are drug smugglers, and due to the 

location, radio communications are spotty and he will not have visual for long. He 

also warns that just last week in that area, a group of seven individuals was 

arrested smuggling 350 pounds of marijuana, and a group of 40 illegal immigrants 

were apprehended, one of whom resisted arrest and assaulted an agent. Agents are 
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made aware that air support is unavailable, the horse patrol unit cannot traverse 

that area, and no extra canines are on shift to assist. 

This means that an agent who has no partner, a truck with bald tires, no night-

vision goggles, and no long-arm rifle is expected to respond to that mountainous 

area with spotty radio communication capabilities and apprehend an unknown 

group of 15-25 individuals, walk them safely back to the vehicle, and return to the 

station before the shift ends due to overtime restrictions.  

This story exemplifies why this study is important. Before the agent in this scenario is 

even out of the station parking lot, the agent already faces a multitude of challenges due 

to the bureaucratic inertia and political sway that affect the current operational 

environment. Further scholarly research on this topic could transform the Border Patrol 

culture and enhance national security. 

The themes of this study included manpower, assaults, elements/unknown nature 

of the job, politics/presidential administration, and lack of mobility. Eight interview 

questions were asked of each of the 11 participants. Based on these agents’ lived 

experience, it is evident that proper care and attention have not been placed on those 

tasked with securing the Southwest Border. 

This study had a dual purpose: to broadly explore the themes that emerge from 

agents’ lived experience and to focus on agents’ lived experience and perceptions of 

threats and dangers. This research could result in a decreased gap in literature as well as 

present options for positive social change in this arena. There is limited scholarly 

research available on this specific topic, thus threatening the literature review and 
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providing challenges for researchers. In this chapter, I interpret the research findings, 

detail any limitations of the study, address the positive social change potential of the 

study, and provide recommendations for future research.  

Interpretation of the Findings 

The participant with previous law enforcement experience did provide 

recommendations that other participants did not; however, his experiences were similar to 

those of the other participants. The participants with previous military service did not 

vary from the other participants. There were no outliers within the interview results. The 

findings of this study extend knowledge in this discipline by adding to the extant 

literature concerning this topic. Tangible improvements to Border Patrol agents’ lives and 

working conditions along the Southwest Border could ultimately create positive social 

change within the communities that agents serve, as well as in their agency and their own 

lives. 

The research question for this study was the following: How do Border Patrol 

agents who work along the U.S. Southwest Border perceive threats and dangers to their 

personal safety and to homeland security?  

Limitations of the Study 

 A phenomenological research approach can have natural limitations in reliability 

and challenges in data interpretation when compared to other methodologies. In order to 

work through these limitations, I documented the processes used to maintain reliability 

and proper data interpretation. For example, toward the aim of proper data interpretation, 

I included quotes in my results to accurately portray what my participants shared. 
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Another possible limitation of this study was that it focused specifically on the Southwest 

Border, as opposed to the Northern Border or territories of the United States. There were 

no limitations on gender or race within the study. There were two female and nine male 

participants. Participants were Caucasian, African American, and Hispanic. The benefit 

of conducting this research with a phenomenological approach rather than other potential 

methodologies was that the former afforded the opportunity to focus on agents’ lived 

experience.   

Recommendations 

A phenomenological approach was ideal for learning about the specific lived 

experience of participants; this type of study could be duplicated to focus on any specific 

area of agents’ lives. For positive social change, there is a need for duplication in 

research and policy recommendations alike. As indicated in Chapter 2, the available 

scholarly research on agents’ lived experience was scarce. Most of the available literature 

posed an external perspective, and results were primarily approached quantitatively. 

Although a few ethnographic studies provided some insight into the job of a Border 

Patrol agent, phenomenological research has been limited. The results of this qualitative 

study may be useful for researchers who are looking for scholarly research specific to 

agents’ lived experience from an insider’s viewpoint. 

I would recommend that this study be repeated to expand the number of people 

sampled. Studies could focus on the specific experiences of women, given some of the 

specific insights from female respondents in this study. A broader quantitative study 

could also be done to validate the qualitative work I completed. Studies could be done, 
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similarly, on the Northern Border or island states and territories, or studies could be done 

comparing the experiences of Border Patrol agents and park rangers assigned along the 

border, given their similar locations. I would propose studies that look in greater depth at 

issues of terrorism infiltration and the porous border. Further research on employee 

retention and morale could alleviate the continual training burden and address the lack of 

manpower. Lastly, research that focuses on policy, ensuring that it is applicable at the 

field level, would also augment available scholarly literature and could promote positive 

social change. 

Implications 

This study could influence executive leadership in such a way that it serves to 

promote positive social change at the station level, thus transforming the future 

experience and retention of Border Patrol agents. According to interview results, the 

overriding perception is that policies from headquarters are neither translated nor 

implemented well at the local, station level. This research can be used to better 

implement polices at the field level in a proactive versus reactionary fashion. Future 

Homeland Security studies programs could be impacted by my research and encourage 

further study in areas that have limited exposure.  

Positive social change implications will come as a result of decision makers 

becoming aware of some of the problems identified in this research. Administrators and 

policy makers, after they take the findings into consideration, may be able to make 

changes in the system. These secondary and tertiary positive implications might include 

cost savings through the reduction of turnover, long-term improvements in morale and 
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national security through the provision of better staffing, and the reduction of injuries and 

risks. Other positive social change implications may include overall improvement in 

national security, greater awareness of the potential of terrorist infiltration through the 

porous border, and overall improvement of morale and safety. 

Conclusion 

The career of a first responder, more specifically a law enforcement officer, is rife 

with negative publicity, dangerous work, and usually thankless clientele. The U.S. Border 

Patrol is no exception; these agents may perhaps even experience these stressors to a 

particularly great degree, due to the human suffering and danger that they encounter on a 

daily basis. The agents in this organization regularly risk their lives to ensure the safety 

and security of not only the citizens of the United States, but also those whom they 

encounter in the field. Although agents may not be looking for recognition or even 

acknowledgement, their livelihood, safety, and familial environment could be greatly 

improved by minor agency changes. This study affords insight into an understudied 

group of individuals who are the backbone of national security along the Southwest 

Border of the United States and who risk it all for the protection of citizenry as well as 

adversaries. 
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Appendix: Interview Questions 

Introductory and brief demographic questions will be asked initially: How long were you 
an agent, Were you always assigned to the Southwest border, How old were you when 
you became an agent, when did you leave the border patrol, why did you leave, did you 
ever leave and come back to your position, are you male or female, how far did you live 
from your station? 
 
1. Based on your experience as a border patrol agent, what do you perceive were the 
greatest threats to your personal security? Probes: What about equipment? Training? 
Duty assignments? Partners/teamwork? Environment? Perpetrators/civilians? Others? 
 
2. When did you feel most in danger? (What made you believe this was a danger, how 
were feeling at that time, describe what you were thinking at this time.) 
  
3. Based on your experience as a border patrol agent, what do you perceive were the 
greatest threats to homeland security? Probes: Terrorist infiltration? Drug cartels? 
Smugglers? Visa overstays? Others? 
 
4. Based on your experience as a border patrol agent, do you perceive any threats or 
dangers due to bureaucratic or political problems?  Probes: Mixed messages from 
leaders? Contradictory policies or implementation? Changes in national or presidential 
policy/political appointees? Other management problems? Others? 
 
5. Did you perceive any threats or dangers posed to you because of isolation from friends, 
family, or your home community? Probes: Emotional of physical stressors? How did you 
cope? Others? 
 
6. Is there anything else you would like to share about the threats and dangers posed to 
you personally as a border patrol agent? Probes: On the border? In general? 
 
7. Is there anything else you would like to share about the threats and dangers posed to 
national security from a border patrol agent perspective? Probes: On the border? In 
general? 
 
8.  Do you have suggestions or recommendations to DHS/ border patrol to improve 
agent’s personal security? 

 


