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Current Research Objectives 

Interrogat
e

The definition of trauma and its evolution in immigration law as tools of exclusion and 
inclusion 

Compare Immigration law’s understanding of trauma with the evolution of the term in other 
disciplines (e.g., psychology, neuroscience, anthropology) 

Trace The evolving role of medical and mental health professionals in the adjudication of 
trauma in immigration proceedings  

Document The current practice of how immigration forensic assessments are conducted by 
mental and medical professionals and their different professional expectations with 
lawyers 

Assess The impact of forensic immigration assessments in shifting outcomes, norms, and 
practices in immigration law

Identify  The immigration norms, policies and practices that require reform based on a deeper 
understanding of trauma across disciplines and across cultures  

Develop Culturally responsive assessment measures to conduct forensic immigration 
evaluations.



Our Progress to 
Date
https://compassioninimmigration.faculty.ucdavis.edu/

 Phase I:  2018-2019

 First: Interdisciplinary 
Convening: Focused 
Groups 

 Report: Stakeholders 
Perspectives Report: Focus 
Group Findings on Migrant 
Legal-Mental Health 
Intersectionality 

 Second: Interdisciplinary 
Convening: Main Findings 
and Next Steps 

 Phase II:  2020-2022

 Survey 

 Publications: 

Trauma as Inclusion by Raquel E. 
Aldana, Patrick Marius Koga, Thomas 
O’Donnell, Alea Skwara, Caroline Perris 
:: SSRN

Taming Immigration Trauma by Raquel 
E. Aldana :: SSRN

 Expanding collaborations—
Cornell Workshop Sept. 23 

https://diversity.ucdavis.edu/sites/g/files/dgvnsk731/files/inline-files/Aldana%20Koga%2C%20Migrant%20Legal%20Mental%20Health%20Focus%20Group%20Report.pdf
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4087777
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4167269
https://forms.gle/UMSTN9B8GfCCFwnR9


Preliminary Survey Findings



Survey Respondents - Attorneys

Employment Setting Frequency Percent

Private legal practice 44 45.83

Nonprofit immigration clinic 31 32.29

Other nonprofit organization 19 19.79

Law school immigration clinic 15 15.62

Other (please list): 4 4.17

Government (for example
Department of Homeland Security or Office of 
Refugee Resettlement)

1 1.04

Refugee resettlement agency 1 1.04



Survey Respondents - Evaluators

Employment Setting Frequency Percent

Private practice 36 69.23

Nonprofit organization 21 40.38

Other (please list): 4 7.69

Hospital 3 5.77

Professional Degree Frequency Percent of Cases

Clinical psychologist 
(PhD/PsyD)

13 35.14

LCSW 13 35.14

Other: 5 13.51

LPC 4 10.81

LMFT 2 5.41

Psychiatrist (MD) 1 2.70



Takeaways



When, Why, and in What Types of 
Cases are Assessments Being Sought?



Impact of Mental Health Evaluations on 
Case Outcomes

Response Frequency Percent

Most of the time 33 44.00

About half the time 19 25.33

Sometimes 19 25.33

Always 4 5.33

Never 0 0

Response Frequency Percent

Helps the case a lot 39 72.22

Helps the case some 9 16.67

I'm not sure/don't know 5 9.26

Doesn't affect the outcome 1 1.85

Hurts the case a little 0 0

Hurts the case a lot 0 0



How Often do Immigration Attorneys 
Include Mental Health Forensic 
Assessments?

Response Frequency Percent

Fewer than 10% of my cases 21 21.88

50% to 75% of my cases 17 17.71

25% to 50% of my cases 15 15.62

10% to 25% of my cases 12 12.50

Depends on the type of case or client: 12 12.50

75% to 90% of my cases 9 9.38

In about 50% of my cases 6 6.25

Greater than 90% of my cases 4 4.17

Response Frequency Percent

Yes, I would include them in a greater 
proportion of cases

60 62.50

No, I am satisfied with the current 
proportion of cases

29 30.21

Unsure 4 4.17

Yes, I would include them in a smaller 
proportion of cases

3 3.12



Factors Limiting Proportion of Forensic 
Assessments 



What Types of Cases are Assessments 
Sought For?



Why are Assessments Sought? What is 
Evaluated?



Role of Mental Health Diagnoses

Reason Frequency Percent

Validation of past harm/cruelty/hardship 
claims

70 89.74

Prediction of future 
behavior/needs/hardship

57 73.08

To explain behavior 57 73.08

Assessment of credibility 52 66.67

To explain missed filing dates, failure to 
appear, or other

44 56.41

Potential of rehabilitation 28 35.90

Other (please explain): 7 8.97

Reason Frequency Percent

Validation of past 
harm/cruelty/hardship claims

32 86.49

To explain behavior 29 78.38

Prediction of future 
behavior/needs/hardship

27 72.97

Assessment of credibility 23 62.16

To explain missed filing dates, failure to 
appear, or other

18 48.65

Potential of rehabilitation 16 43.24

Other (please explain): 4 10.81



Why is this Problematic?



Knowledge about Current Psychological 
Research on Trauma
Response Frequency Percent

Moderately knowledgeable 40 51.28

Slightly knowledgeable 21 26.92

Very knowledgeable 9 11.54

Not knowledgeable at all 7 8.97

Extremely knowledgeable 1 1.28

Response Frequency Percent

Very knowledgeable 18 48.65

Extremely knowledgeable 9 24.32

Moderately knowledgeable 8 21.62

Slightly knowledgeable 2 5.41

Not knowledgeable at all 0 0

Response Frequency Percent

Slightly knowledgeable 14 37.84

Moderately knowledgeable 11 29.73

Not knowledgeable at all 5 13.51

NA/I am not able to asses 
this

4 10.81

Very knowledgeable 3 8.11

Extremely knowledgeable 0 0



Perceptions of Adjudicator Knowledge 
about Current Psychological Research on 
Trauma
Response Frequency Percent

Not knowledgeable at all 32 41.03

Slightly knowledgeable 31 39.74

Moderately knowledgeable 10 12.82

NA/I am not able to asses 
this

5 6.41

Very knowledgeable 0 0

Extremely knowledgeable 0 0

Response Frequency Percent

Not knowledgeable at all 12 32.43

Slightly knowledgeable 12 32.43

NA/I am not able to asses 
this

9 24.32

Moderately knowledgeable 3 8.11

Very knowledgeable 1 2.70

Extremely knowledgeable 0 0



Takeaways



Determining Credibility



Potential Indicators of Credibility



Factual Consistency in the Personal Story



Temporal Consistency in Described 
Sequence of Events



Consistency across Interviews, 
Declarations, etc.



Vignettes: Use of Different Credibility 
Indicators (by evaluators)



Vignettes: Reservations about Credibility 
Criteria



Takeaways



Thank you 
realdana@ucdavis.edu

acskwara@ucdavis.edu
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