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[bookmark: _Toc228881822][bookmark: _Toc2082677637]Introduction
The research question is how U.S. involvement in the Northern Triangle of Central America (Guatemala, Honduras, & El Salvador) has affected migration from the region. The core problem to be solved is understanding the mechanisms through which U.S. interventions (military, political, economic) contribute to instability, humanitarian crises, & mass migration outflows, challenging the view that Central American instability is simply a local issue generally unrelated to U.S. policy.   
Historical U.S. interventions, from Banana Wars in the 1800s & Cold War coups to post-9/11 counternarcotics aid like CARSI & Merida (Bartilow, 2014), have prioritized security & anti-communism, often supporting militarized regimes & weakening civilian institutions (Blanken & Sullivan, 2017; Dimant et al., 2022). The NTCA faces overlapping humanitarian crises, like gang violence (e.g., MS-13), poverty, gender-based violence, & natural disasters (e.g., Hurricane Mitch), which drive migration as families flee life-threatening conditions rather than seek economic opportunity. Related literature documents U.S. aid correlating with human rights declines & violence spikes, yet deterrence policies like border walls exacerbate risks on migration routes (Solano & Massey, 2022; Musalo & Lee, 2017). 
Few comparative, longitudinal studies examine all three NTCA countries together, differential impacts of Cold War versus modern interventions, or local adaptations/resistance to U.S. actions. Gaps continue in household-level analysis of those who stay versus those who migrate, intersections of violence, poverty, displacement, internal displacement, & community resilience amid cyclical crises. Conventional wisdom often ethnocentrically dismisses NTCA instability as inevitable or unrelated to U.S. policy, focusing on border enforcement over root causes.
This work provides a comparative, longitudinal analysis tracing U.S. involvement to weakened institutions, heightened humanitarian crises (violence, rights abuses), & sustained migration, countering deterrence-focused narratives by arguing U.S. actions sow the instability it now combats. It integrates theory (state fragility, fungible aid) with mechanisms: (1) military aid erodes civilian governance, enabling violence, human rights abuses, etc.; (2) these humanitarian crises push survival migration. This offers policy implications for rethinking aid, recognizing U.S. responsibility, & prioritizing protection over securitization.
To develop this argument, I will first introduce the research question by framing the problem of U.S.-catalyzed institutional weakness and humanitarian crises, defining key terms, and previewing how historical and modern forms of U.S. involvement relate to migration from the NTCA. I will then review the literature on U.S. intervention, humanitarian crises, and migration in order to identify the gap this study addresses. The following theory section develops the causal framework linking intervention, weakened civilian governance, humanitarian crises, and migration, while introducing the working hypothesis used in the analysis. Next, the research design will explain the mixed-methods approach, combining comparative time-series analysis with process tracing. The results section then presents the empirical patterns and evaluates them in relation to the working hypotheses, before the conclusion considers the broader implications of the findings. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881823][bookmark: _Toc1413204129]Theory
In this section I first synthesize key literature to position this study within scholarship on U.S. interventions, NTCA humanitarian crises, and migration drivers, highlighting pivotal sources and gaps addressed by my mechanisms. I then integrate state fragility theory with migration push factors, detailing three causal mechanisms: (1) U.S. military aid weakening civilian institutions via fungibility; (2) institutional erosion spawning violence and crises; and (3) crises forcing migration. Lastly, I derive testable hypotheses (H1: aid-crisis links; H2: crises-outflows) with expected graph patterns to guide empirical analysis in Results. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881824][bookmark: _Toc1303165043]Literature Synthesis
	U.S. interventions in the Northern Triangle of Central America (NTCA), spanning Banana Wars economic coercion, Cold War coups, and post-9/11 counternarcotics, have prioritized security over governance, funneling fungible military aid that empowers militaries at civilian institutions’ expense. Early patterns set by U.S.-backed right-wing regimes in Honduras/El Salvador reinforced this, yielding militarized states with impunity (Musalo and Lee, 2017). Post-Cold War, “missions other than war” blended aid with surveillance (Forner, 2024), while Merida enhanced military monitoring (Bartilow, 2014; Botello, 2009). Consequences include institutional erosions: Bartilow (2014) empirically links counternarcotics aid to human rights declines in democracies; Dimant et al., (2022) and Blanken and Sullivan (2017) show military assistance enables repression over accountability, as leaders reallocate funds from courts/services to force. 
	These dynamics spawn humanitarian crises. Weak oversight lets gangs (MS-13) and cartels exploit power vacuums, blending violence, poverty, and exclusion (especially gender-based abuses and childhood recruitment) (Carlson and Gallagher, 2015; Cuneo et al., 2021). State failures compound this: limited services heighten vulnerability, with forensic data revealing state-perpetuated trauma and protection denials (Cuneo et al., 2021). Natural disasters (e.g., Mitch) and economic shocks amplify, but violence/poverty intersections drive multidimensional emergencies (Solano and Massey, 2022; Carare et al., 2023). 
	Migration follows as a survival response, not mere opportunity-pull. NTCA outflows surged post-2011 (unaccompanied minors doubling by 2014), propelled by gang threats over jobs (Carlson and Gallagher, 2015; Obinna, 2019). IMF analysis ties shocks/violence to emigration spikes, even amid U.S. deterrence (Carare et al., 2023). Routes via Mexico’s “corridor of death” (Frontera Sur/Remain in Mexico) worsen risks, securitizing asylum (Cabral, 2024). Critiques fault deterrence for ignoring U.S.-fueled root causes, violating refugee norms (Musalo and Lee, 2017; Dadhania, 2023). 
Key gaps in the literature remain. Literature fragments NTCA cases, underuses longitudinal comparisons (Cold War v. modern aid), and neglects local agency/resistance (Forner, 2024; Solano and Massey, 2022). Household stay/migrate dynamics, internal displacement, and community resilience remain slim, as do mechanism-traces from aid fungibility to outflows (Dimant et al., 2022; Innes et al., 2024). These gaps motivate the need for a comparative, longitudinal framework that connects U.S. intervention, humanitarian crisis, and migration across the NTCA.
[bookmark: _Toc228881825][bookmark: _Toc547452301]Theory Overview
State fragility and foreign intervention theory provide a foundation for understanding how external powers (like the US) can reshape domestic governance and security in the NTCA. In this study, that theoretical framework explains how U.S. involvement can weaken civilian institutions, intensify humanitarian crises, and increase migration pressures over time.
Fortier’s (2023) review of Trisko Darden’s Aiding and Abetting: US Foreign Assistance and State Violation, concluded that there is compelling evidence to suggest that foreign aid can undermine human rights when states use the assistance to reinforce their repressive structures rather than building democratic institutions. Blanken and Sullivan’s (2017) work on analyzing countries after conflict found empirically that higher levels of military aid tend to correlate with increased human rights violations and repression, because military aid can make suppressing dissent more feasible.  
This pattern is particularly severe in the context of the NTCA. During the Cold War, the US provided Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador with military aid, and continued sending security assistance with a focus on counternarcotics to the region post-9/11. Rather than helping these countries build more stable and democratic governments, the aid strengthened their military and police forces, which generally operated without civilian oversight or accountability, therein lies the problem (Bartilow, 2014; Dimant et al., 2022). The result of this was a legacy of militarization where governments relied on force over law, and security forces that could, and did, operate with impunity.  
Research on migration shows that people leave their home countries when conditions become unbearable or life-threatening (Dadhania, 2023; Musalo & Lee, 2017; National Immigration Forum, 2021) Violence, persecution, poverty, and government failure to protect citizens are the most significant pushes towards migration. Studies of the NTCA confirm this. People are migrating because of violence, lack of employment opportunities, and insecurity as opposed to migrating to the US simply in search of better opportunity – they are being pushed from the NTCA with more force than they are being pulled towards the US (Carare et al., 2023).  
This study is rooted in the theory that historic US involvement in the NTCA worsened existing humanitarian crises, which led to a significant increase in migration from the region. In other words, instead of helping improve stability, US actions contributed to worsened institutional weakness and insecurity, which in return made migration a widespread necessity. With this theory in mind, the following sections explain the specific reasons and mechanisms supporting the claim. The diagram below summarizes my theoretical model: 
[image: A diagram of a humanitarian crisis]
Diagram 1: U.S. involvement [image: Arrow Right with solid fill]weakened government[image: Arrow Right with solid fill]humanitarian crisis[image: Arrow Right with solid fill]migration, with interacting factors (crime, economy, disasters)
The diagram highlights the central causal pathway proposed in this study, which is that U.S. involvement contributes to the emergence or exacerbation of humanitarian crises that subsequentially drive migration from the NTCA. It also incorporates additional factors, like crime, government capabilities, economic conditions, and natural disasters, that are commonly known to influence migration independently. This structure reveals both the primary intervention pathway and contextual amplifiers of migration pressure.
The model shows that U.S. involvement may shape several of these factors directly, while these factors also interact with each other in ways that may intensify humanitarian crises and/or drive migration. Together, the diagram illustrates how both direct and indirect effects of U.S. involvement can heighten instability and ultimately increase migration pressures. These dynamics frame the testable hypotheses developed below. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881826][bookmark: _Toc316604834]Mechanism 1: U.S. Military Aid Weakens Government Institutions
Despite the claimed intentions to improve security and governance, US military aid often leads to weaker government institutions, more corruption, and greater human rights abuses in recipient countries (Dimant et al., 2022; Blanken & Sullivan, 2017). This happens because the aid can be reallocated for purposes other than what the donor intended, known as fungibility, allowing authoritarian leaders or military officials to use these resources to make themselves more powerful instead of building fair or accountable institutions (Dimant et al., 2022). Consequentially, governments that receive this aid experience less pressure to invest in transparent courts or public services and instead rely on the strength of the military and police forced to maintain order and control (Blanken & Sullivan, 2017; Dimant et al., 2022). 
In the NTCA, US military and security aid during the Cold War and again after 9/11 was primarily funneled into police and military forces (Blanken & Sullivan, 2017). These forces functioned with very little civilian oversight, creating militarized governments where military leaders held a significant amount of power, and citizens lacked a voice. This pattern established the institutional weakness central to the study’s theoretical mechanisms. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881827][bookmark: _Toc469358178]Mechanism 2: Violence and Weak Civilian Government Create Humanitarian Crises
This weakened civilian government allows organized crime groups and gangs to fill the power vacuum left by ineffective, or nonexistent, state institutions (Lee, 2023). When states cannot enforce laws, collect taxes, provide basic services, or protect their citizens effectively, criminal groups will often step in to provide these things, although typically in exploitative ways (Lee, 2023). This has been systematically documented in both Mexico and Central America. Areas where local government is undermined or targeted by violence see measurable drops in government capacity and increases in crime (Lee, 2023). 
Weakened civilian oversight and strengthened security forces leading to more crime is, however, not the only significant issue. When this happens, governments often use their increased military capacity to exclude political opposition and marginalize certain groups (Dimant et al., 2022). This exclusion creates struggle and a sense of desperation, making it even easier for gangs and criminal networks to recruit vulnerable new members, especially young people who already have few legitimate opportunities (Lee, 2023; Dimant et al., 2022). Interestingly, this does not create complete chaos, but it does create a new type of order where gangs are in control rather than democratic government. As a result, violence increases, government abuse becomes more widespread, and resources flow to crime and security as opposed to things like education or health (Dimant et al., 2022; Blanked & Sullivan, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc228881828][bookmark: _Toc469543540]Mechanism 3: Humanitarian Crises Drive Migration
As violence, crime, and poverty become everyday realities, people are forced to choose between risking their lives by staying, or migrating (Carare et al., 2023; National Immigration Forum, 2019; Innes et al., 2024). Studies show that increases in unemployment, poverty, and insecurity are directly linked to higher migration from the NTCA, regardless of how strictly the US enforced its border policies (Carare et al., 2023; National Immigration Forum, 2019). This means that decisions to migrate are less about being pulled by the opportunity of a better life in another country and more about being pushed away from unbearable, life-threatening conditions at home (National Immigration Forum, 2019; Innes et al., 2024). 
When governments are incapable or are choosing not to protect their own citizens and external intervention has played a role in creating this insecurity, migration becomes a rational survival strategy (Dadhania, 2022; Carare et al., 2023). International law is increasingly recognizing the responsibility of external actors, like the US, when their actions contribute to the breakdown or even total collapse of state protections, leading to forced displacement (Dadhania, 2022). In essence, the mass migration we are seeing from the NTCA is primarily the result of inhabitants having no other safe option when surrounded by violence, criminal recruitment, and government failure (Carare et al., 2023; National Immigration Forum, 2019; Innes et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc228881829][bookmark: _Toc1989661343]Working Hypothesis
This study teste the theory that U.S. involvement in the Northern Triangle of Central America (NTCA) since the Cold War worsened humanitarian crises, leading to increased migration to the United States. The independent variable (IV) is U.S. intervention, encompassing military aid, political actions, and security cooperation. The dependent variables (DVs) are (1) humanitarian crises (measured via governance, rights, violence, human rights, intentional homicide, poverty) and (2) net migration outflows. In the next section, these variables will be operationalized and H1/H2 will be tested through time-series patterns and process-tracing of critical junctures.
[bookmark: _Toc228881830][bookmark: _Toc181335304]Testable Hypotheses and Expected Graph Patterns
Table 1: Links “Results” graphs to H1 & H2
	Hypothesis
	Statement
	Testable Implication
	Key Figures

	H1
	Countries with higher U.S. intervention levels experience more severe humanitarian crises than those with lower levels.
	Aid spikes correlate with governance declines, rises in intentional, unlawful homicide, rights erosion.
	Fig 1 [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] 2, 3, 6

	H2
	More severe humanitarian crises lead to higher migration outflows than less severe crises. 
	Crisis peaks precede/coincide with net emigration surges.
	Figs. 2-4, 6, 7 [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] 5


Fig 1: Overall Aid From the US to the NTCA; Fig 2: Government Effectiveness; Fig 3: Human Rights Index (HRI); Fig 4: Natural Disasters; Fig 5: Migration; Fig 6: Intentional Homicides; Fig 7: Poverty 
[bookmark: _Toc228881831][bookmark: _Toc1289333127]Research Design 
[bookmark: _Toc228881832][bookmark: _Toc1172105373]Research Design Overview
This research design anchors around the working hypothesis that U.S. intervention worsens humanitarian crises, driving migration from the Northern Triangle of Central America (NTCA). It employs comparative time-series analysis (1980-present) and process-tracing to test H1 (aid correlates with crises) and H2 (crises precede outflows), treating cases comparatively to reveal regional patterns and country variations in intervention timing/intensity. Descriptive figures first map trends, followed by qualitative tracing at critical junctures, ensuring conclusions come from data patterns before interpretation. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881833][bookmark: _Toc1618518013]Case Selection
	Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador form the cases, selected for their shared NTCA regional dynamics under sustained U.S. involvement since the Cold War. This enables comparative analysis of intervention variations (e.g., Guatemala’s 1954 coup versus Honduras’ staging-ground role) against common outcomes like gang violence and outflows. Data citations include ForeignAssistance.gov (aid, 1980-2025), World Development Indicators (homicides, poverty, migration), V-Dem (rights), and EM-DAT (disasters), all publicly available for replication. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881834][bookmark: _Toc1597138002]Variables and Operationalization
Table 2
	Figure #
	Variable
	Explanation
	Range
	Data Source

	Fig. 1
	Overall Aid to NTCA
	Total aid obligations sent to countries in the USD ($) 
	[$1M, $1.4B]
	ForeignAssistance.gov
2026 

	Fig. 2
	Government Effectiveness
	WDI Governance score (0-100)
	[28.4, 49.5]
	World Development Indicators, 2026

	Fig. 3
	Human Rights  Index
	Extent of freedom from government violence and enjoyment of civil liberties (0-1)
	[0.05, 0.84]
	V-Dem, 2026

	Fig. 4
	Natural Disasters
	Number of deaths/1,000 due to natural disasters and number of natural disasters
	[101, 5163484]
	Public EM-DAT, 2026

	Fig. 5
	Migration
	Population outflow in the thousands
	[-4821, -99293]
	World Development Indicators, 2026

	Fig. 6
	Intentional Homicide
	Annual rate of unlawful, intentional killings per 100K
	[7.9, 138.0]
	World Development Indicators, 2026

	Fig. 7 
	Poverty
	% of population living on less than $3 per day
	[3, 51.7]
	World Development Indicators, 2026


U.S. involvement is measured via annual aid obligations (ForeignAssistance.gov, 1980-2025) while humanitarian crises combine homicide, governance, human rights, poverty, and # affected by natural disasters (WDI, V-DEM, EM-DAT) to capture insecurity shaping migration (WDI); table supports replication and pattern matching (H1/H2).
	The DV, migration, is operationalized as net population outflows (WDI, -4,821 to -99,293, 1980-2025) across Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, capturing sustained NTCA emigration pressures. This measure is supplemented by asylum applications and U.S. border apprehension data where available, treating migration as structural displacement from insecurity rather than isolated economic pull. The operationalization (already detailed in the variables table) enables descriptive time-series before interpretive links to crises or intervention. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881835][bookmark: _Toc2004952923]Quantitative Analysis
	The quantitative analysis first describes time-series figures (1980-present) mapping U.S. aid, crises indicators, and net migration across NTCA countries to identify critical junctures (sharp changes like aid spikes or homicide peaks). These raw patterns (e.g., Fig. 1-7) provide empirical anchors without causal claims, spotting regional/common trends and country variations before any interpretation. Description precedes process-tracing, ensuring data drives mechanism tests per H1/H2. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881836][bookmark: _Toc719334326]Process Tracing
	Process-tracing follows quantitative description, applied at critical junctures (e.g., 2014 aid spikes with violence peaks) to probe mechanism plausibility across NTCA countries. It draws on NGO reports (like Human Rights Watch), historical accounts, scholarly analyses, and government archives to reconstruct intervention-crisis links in each case. This interpretive step tests theoretical predictions only where data patterns (Figs. 1-7) show coherence, maintaining the “describe then interpret” sequence. 
	The quantitative and qualitative analyses relate iteratively: time-series trends (Figs. 1-7 first identify critical junctures where U.S. aid, crises, and migration intersect across NTCA countries. Qualitative process-tracing then evaluates if dynamics at those junctures align with theorized mechanisms from the Theory section, testing H1/H2 plausibility through pattern coherence rather than linear causation. This structured dialogue of description guiding interpretation and evidence refining patterns provides the basis for data-grounded conclusions on intervention’s role over time. 
	Conclusions assess H1/H2 support only after quantitative description (Fig. 1-7 trends) confirms pattern coherence, like aid spikes preceding governance declines or homicide peaks. Process-tracing then verifies if mechanisms from the Theory section plausibly explain these patterns across NTCA cases. Policy implications, like reorienting aid from security to civilian institutions, emerge directly from these observed intervention-crisis-migration linkages.
[bookmark: _Toc228881837][bookmark: _Toc602405244]Scope Conditions
	This design has clear scope conditions limiting its claims. Net migration data may undercount undocumented outflows, as it relies on WDI estimates rather than comprehensive asylum applications or U.S. border apprehension series. Confounders like natural disasters amplify humanitarian crises but are treated as interacting factors rather than primary drivers of U.S. intervention effects. The analysis therefore focuses on long-run patterns where intervention consistently precedes crises across NTCA cases. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881838][bookmark: _Toc1071821938]Results
This section presents empirical patterns from the Northern Triangle of Central America (NTCA) time-series data (1980-2025) to test the working hypothesis. Findings are organized to assess H1 (U.S. intervention and humanitarian crises) and H2 (humanitarian crises and migration flows), using Figures 1-7 as descriptive evidence.  
Throughout this section, quantitative figures map long-run NTCA patterns in aid, crises indicators, and migration, identifying critical junctures where U.S. involvement coincides with sharp regional shifts. Qualitative process-tracing from the Research Design section then examines these junctures to assess if ground-level dynamics align with mechanisms from the Theory section, such as militarized aid reshaping institutions. This iterative dialogue (trends guiding case selection, evidence refining pattern interpretation) reveals whether intervention amplifies displacement pressures over time. 
Figures 1-7 present raw quantitative indicators as suggestive pattern evidence rather than as linear causal proof, asking whether aid flows, governance, homicides, rights, poverty, disasters, and emigration move coherently with Theory predictions across NTCA cases. Divergences (e.g., falling homicides amid high migration) signal overlapping insecurities requiring closer qualitative scrutiny rather than hypothesis falsification. Steep shifts mark critical junctures for process-tracing, locating where U.S. policy appears to reshape structural displacement conditions. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881839][bookmark: _Toc1643551976]Figures and Descriptions
Overall Aid to NTCA
[image: ]
Figure 1
Figure 1 shows U.S. aid obligations to Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador (the NTCA) peaking during the 1980s Cold War era (up to $1.4 billion annually) and surging again post-9/11, with notable fluctuations through 2020 (ForeignAssistance.gov, 1980-2025). This pattern confirms that intervention was episodic but recurrent across periods, providing the temporal variation needed to test whether aid timing aligns with subsequent institutional weakening and migration spikes.
Government Effectiveness
[image: ]
Figure 2
Figure 2 shows government effectiveness scores (World Development Indicators, 1996-2024) remaining persistently low across the NTCA with declines during the late 1990s, and post-2000s and aid surged intervention periods accompanied by stagnation. This trajectory supports H1 by associating higher intervention intensity with institutional weakening rather than the governance improvements aid programs claim to deliver.
Human Rights Index  (“HRI”)
[bookmark: _Toc225522387][bookmark: _Toc227939964][image: ]
Figure 3
Figure 3 shows V-Dem Human Rights Index scores (1980-2024) fluctuating across the NTCA, with notable declines or stagnation aligning with periods of intensified U.S. security aid. These trends lend further support to H1, as human rights erosion tracks intervention timing more closely than random regional variation would predict. 



Natural Disaster Occurrence and Severity
[image: ]
Figure 4
Figure 4 shows EM-DAT natural disaster mortality across the NTCA with major spikes from Hurricane Mitch (1998) and recurring earthquakes/climate events layering onto intervention periods (1980-2025). These disaster peaks amid ongoing aid flows illustrate how external shocks compound the institutional weaknesses and humanitarian pressures created by U.S. interventions, amplifying migration drivers.  
Migration
[image: ]
Figure 5
	Figure 5 shows consistently negative net migration across the NTCA (World Development Indicators, 1980-2025), with outflow accelerations during periods of heightened aid and overlapping crises. This directly supports H2: humanitarian crises generated by institutional weakness produce sustained emigration rather than balanced population flows. 
Intentional Homicide Rates
[image: ]
Figure 6
Figure 6 shows extreme homicide rate peaks across the NTCA (WDI, 1990-2023) – El Salvador 10.6/100k (2015), Honduras 83/100k (2011), Guatemala ~40/100k – amid security aid expansions, followed by partial declines buy elevated baselines. These violence spikes layering onto governance declines provide direct evidence for Mechanism 2, as institutional weakness enables the crime waves that create humanitarian crises. 
Poverty Rates
[image: ]
Figure 7
Figure 7 shows persistently high poverty rates across the NTCA (WDI, 1986-2024) with mid-2010s temporary dips (Guatemala ~8%, Honduras ~20%, El Salvador ~6%) but no sustained declines despite aid fluctuations. This persistent deprivation amid institutional weakness reinforces the humanitarian crisis conditions that drive migration under H2. 
Working Hypothesis Review
This subsection assesses ground-level empirical patterns across Figs. 1-7 for coherence with the Theory section’s three mechanisms, without theoretical explanation or causal claims. U.S. aid shows three junctures (Fig. 1: 1980s Cold War peaks, 2003-4 Honduras surge, 2014-20 fluctuations) coinciding with post-2010 violence peaks (Fig. 6: El Salvador ~61, Honduras ~72, Guatemala ~40.9 per 100K), persistent institutional weakness (Fig. 2: 28.4-49.5 scores across NTCA), human rights variation (Fig. 3: 0.05–0.84, El Salvador low, Honduras late increase, Guatemala recovery), disasters (Fig. 4: Mitch 1998 + recurring events), and poverty persistence (Fig. 7: 3–51.7%, mid-2010s dips but no sustained decline, Guatemala 7 years only). These overlapping crises appear alongside consistently negative migration flows (Fig. 5: -4,821 to -99,29) across all three countries through 2024. Country-specific cases from the Theory section (Honduras Battalion 3-16 in the 1970s-80s, Guatemala 1954 coup + civil war, El Salvador Atlacatl Battalion + gang deportations) provide documented historical context for intervention periods matching Fig. 1 peaks, completing the data-theory pattern review. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881840][bookmark: _Toc941829897]Summary
	This section documents time-series patterns (1980-2025) across seven figures testing hypothesis coherence for Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. U.S. aid obligations (Fig. 1) show three junctures (1980s Cold War, 2003-4 Honduras surge, 2014-20 fluctuations) amid persistent governance weakness (Fig. 2: 28.4-49.5), mixed human rights trajectories (Fig. 3: El Salvador low, Honduras late increase, Guatemala recovery; 0.05–0.84), disaster spikes (Fig. 4: itch 1998+), consistently negative migration (Fig. 5: -4.78k to -99k), post-2010 homicide peaks (Fig. 6: e.g., El Salvador ~61/100k, Honduras ~72/100k, Guatemala ~40.9/100k), and poverty persistence despite mid-2010s dips (Fig. 7: 3–51.7%, Guatemala data limited to 7 years). These raw NTCA patterns, with full graph notes and sources in Appendices A-G, form a self-contained empirical foundation. The following Descriptive Patterns and Hypothesis Tests subsection then assesses how they align with the Theory mechanisms without adding new theoretical claims. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881841][bookmark: _Toc308896277]Descriptive Patterns and Hypothesis Tests
	Time-series analysis across Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador from 1980-2025 reveals descriptive patterns consistent with the predictions of both H1 and H2. U.S. aid obligations align temporally with governance stagnation, human rights fragility, homicide surges, and net migration outflows. These patterns cluster at specific critical junctures identified in the mechanisms section: 1980s Cold War military assistance, post-9/11 Merida/CARSI funding spikes, and the 2009 Honduras coup stabilization period. Honduras shows Contra-era basing and subsequent Merida funding aligning with Battalion 3-16 atrocities (184 disappeared/killed, late 1970s-88) and peak homicide rates of 82/100k (Bartilow 2014; Carroll, 2009). Guatemala’s post-1954 CIA coup trajectory included U.S.-backed Rios Montt operations contributing to 200k deaths (83% Maya) across 1,200 village massacres (Trantos, 2024; Gaffey, 2020). El Salvador received 1980s military assistance that armed the Atlacatl Battalion for the El Mozote massacre amid 75k total war death, followed by 1990s deportations planting U.S.-formed gangs MS-13 and Barrio 18 in El Salvador (Solano and Massey, 2022; Bartilow, 2014). 
U.S. Intervention and Institutional Weakening (H1)
Time-series patterns across Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador align with H1's prediction that U.S. military aid weakens government institutions. Elevated aid obligations (Fig. 1) coincide with persistent governance weakness (Fig. 2) across all three countries, representing Cold War aid flows that worked to militarize security forces while lacking civilian controls. Honduras' U.S.-backed Contra basing aligned with Battalion 3-16 operations, Guatemala's 1954 CIA coup set conditions for 200k deaths under U.S.-supported forces, and El Salvador's 1980s military assistance armed Atlacatl Battalion for El Mozote amid 75k war dead (Carroll 2009; Trantos 2024; Solano & Massey 2022). Post-9/11 Merida Initiative aid flows cluster with sustained institutional stress rather than recovery, consistent with Bartilow’s (2014) finding that counternarcotics aid across 32 Americas countries (1984-2005) produces a “democracy penalty” through militarized policing without judicial reform. Human rights indicators remain fragile (Fig. 3) across these periods. These alignments across critical junctures provide descriptive support for H1’s fungibility prediction. 
Institutional Weakness leads to Humanitarian Crises (H1)
	Governance weakness documented in Fig. 2 coincides with humanitarian crisis indicators across the NTCA, supporting H1’s prediction that weakened civilian government will create humanitarian crises. Honduras reached homicide rates of 82/100k during periods of sustained U.S. security assistance while 2020 storms displaced 4.6 million (Solano & Massey, 2022). Guatemala’s post-war trajectory left an estimated 1.5 million displaced (Trantos, 2024; Gaffey 2020). El Salvador saw MS-13/Barrio 18 emergence from 1990s U.S. deportations (Solano & Massey, 2022). Homicide rates across the region reached as high as 138/100k (Fig. 6) while poverty persisted (Fig. 7, reaching 51.7%), patterns consistent with the mechanisms documentation of state institutions as militarized, unaccountable, and weak at providing protection or livelihood support. These intersecting indicators reveal complex crisis environments where institutional failure compounds violence, economic deprivation, and environmental vulnerability across all three countries. 
Humanitarian Crises lead to Migration Outflows (H2)
	Net migration outflows (Fig. 5) follow humanitarian crisis clustering across the NTCA, providing descriptive support for H2’s prediction that humanitarian crises drive migration as a survival response. REDODEM shelter network data (2013-2019, n=204,702 migrants) documents 89.3% citing threats as primary drivers, with Hondurans comprising 76.1% of cases during their 36.3/100k murder rate peak (Solano & Massey, 2022). Doctors Without Borders surveys of nearly 500 NTCA migrants found 40% fled direct attacks, threats, extortion, or gang recruitment, while 43.5% reported losing relatives to gang violence in the previous two years (National Immigration Forum, 2019). Climate shocks amplified these pressures as “dry corridor” droughts halved 2015 coffee yields and 2020 storms created immediate humanitarian emergencies displacing 4.6 million Hondurans (Solano & Massey, 2022; National Immigration Forum, 2019). Mexico’s migration routes sustained these flows despite 70,000 Central Americans disappeared (2006-2016) and 7,216 documented U.S.-Mexico border deaths (1998-2020), with U.S. diaspora networks facilitating 63% of northward flows (Solano & Massey, 2022). These patterns reject economic opportunity narratives in favor of survival-driven displacement responsive to intersecting institutional failures across all three countries. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881842][bookmark: _Toc258556422]Country Specific Process Tracing
	Country
	Cold War Phase
	Post-9/11 Phase
	Key Crisis Indicators
	Figure Alignment

	Honduras
	Contra base [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Battalion 3-16
	2009 coup stabilization [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Merida
	Low governance, homicide peaks
	1, 2, 6

	Guatemala
	1954 CIA coup [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] civil war
	Post-1996 aid without accountability
	Low governance, high poverty
	1, 2, 7

	El Salvador
	Atlacatl Battalion [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] civil war
	U.S. deportations [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] gangs in El Salvador
	High migration, homicide peaks
	1, 5, 6


Table 3: Intervention-crisis sequences across NTCA countries
This table illustrates mechanism operation through country-specific intervention sequences from the Cold War period through 2025. Cold War militarization established governance voids (Fig. 2) across cases that post-9/11 counternarcotics aid failed to resolve, with crisis peaks systematically driving migration outflows. Honduras demonstrates acute violence escalation, Guatemala entrenched exclusion, and El Salvador gang amplification, all of which align with Results indicators.  
Guatemala
Guatemala offers a clear example of how U.S. intervention can produce the long-term institutional weakness that later feeds humanitarian crisis and migration. The 1954 CIA-backed coup against President Jacobo Arbenz demonstrated U.S. prioritization of anti-communist containment over democratic development, establishing a pattern of support for authoritarian regimes across the Northern Triangle of Central America (Musalo and Lee, 2017; Solano and Massey, 2022). This intervention helped elevate military power over civilian authority, creating a legacy of militarization where security forces operated with limited accountability (Musalo and Lee, 2017; Solano and Massey, 2022). 
Those institutional effects became particularly acute during periods of intense conflict. U.S. Cold War-era support contributed to thousands of displaced people fleeing violence and economic degradation, initiating sustained patterns of undocumented migration that persist today (Solano and Massey, 2022). Weak civilian governance exacerbated these dynamics, as military and police forces (strengthened through U.S. aid) prioritized control over protection, allowing organized crime and insecurity to flourish in the resulting power vacuums (Bartilow, 2014; Blanken and Sullivan, 2017). 
The resulting humanitarian crises directly fueled migration as a survival strategy. High levels of gang violence, gender-based violence, poverty, and state failure to provide protection pushed families, especially women and children, to flee, consistent with broader NTCA patterns (Cuneo et al., 2021; Musalo & Lee, 2017; National Immigration Forum, 2021). Guatemala illustrates this study’s core mechanism: U.S. interventions weakened institutions (Dimant et al., 2022; Blanken and Sullivan, 2017), enabling overlapping crises that made migration a rational response to life-threatening conditions rather than mere economic aspiration (Carare et al., 2022; Solano and Massey, 2022). 
Honduras
Honduras illustrates how sustained U.S. military support during the Cold War created institutional legacies of militarization that later amplified humanitarian crises and migration pressures. During the 1980s, the U.S. provided extensive military aid, totaling in the hundreds of millions in training, equipment, and logistical support, and positioned Honduras as a forward operating base for operations against leftist movements in Nicaragua and El Salvador (Musalo and Lee, 2017; Bartilow, 2014). This assistance elevated military influence over civilian governance, sidelining democratic institutions and establishing patterns where security forces prioritized regional U.S. strategic goals over domestic accountability or public welfare (Blanken and Sullivan, 2017; Dimant et al., 2022). 
These dynamics intensified across decades as U.S. policy priorities shifted but tactics remained consistent. Post-Cold War counternarcotics programs, increased through Nixon’s War on Drugs and formalized under initiatives like the Merida Initiative, funneled additional military training surveillance technology, and funding to Honduran security forces (Bartilow, 2014). Rather than bolstering civilian-led governance, this aid reinforced a security apparatus that frequently operated with impunity, even as organized crime networks expanded amid economic stagnation and weak state presence (Forner, 2024). Weak civilian institutions struggled to fill the resulting power vacuums, allowing gangs like MS-13 and drug cartels to dominate territories, extort communities, and recruit vulnerable youth while state responses emphasized militarized crackdowns over sustainable protection or development (Lee, 2023; Blanken and Sullivan, 2017). 
The resulting humanitarian crises directly drove migration outflows as a method of survival. Gang violence, extortion, gender-based coercion, poverty, and chronic gaps in education, healthcare, and basic services created interlocking threats that devastated families, particularly women and unaccompanied children who faced forced recruitment or assault (Carlson and Gallagher, 2015; Cuneo et al., 2021; National Immigration Forum, 2021). By the early 2010s, these pressures manifested in sharp rises in unaccompanied minors crossing into the U.S., with Honduran outflows doubling amid homicide spikes that outpaced regional averages; conditions where fear for physical survival consistently outweighed any economic “pill” from the north (Carlson and Gallagher, 2015; Carare et al., 2023). Honduras therefore exemplifies this study’s core mechanism as well: U.S. interventions fostered militarized governance detached from civilian needs (Dimant et al., 2022; Bartilow, 2014), enabling overlapping crises of violence and deprivation that rendered migration as a necessary flight from existential threats, rather than a choice for opportunity (Solano and Massey, 2022; Musalo and Lee, 2017). 
El Salvador
El Salvador demonstrates how U.S. intervention entrenched military dominance during civil conflict, creating institutional fragility that sustained humanitarian crises and migration long after the war ended. During the 1980s civil war, the U.S. provided over $6 billion in military and economic aid to the Salvadoran government, supporting right-wing regimes against leftist insurgents while prioritizing anti-communist containment over democratic reform or civilian protection (Musalo and Lee, 2017; Solano and Massey, 2022). This massive assistance strengthened security forces that operated with minimal oversight, establishing a militarized governance model where military power overshadowed fragile civilian institutions and accountability mechanisms (Blanken and Sullivan, 2017; Dimant et al., 2022). 
These patterns persisted and evolved through subsequent decades. Post-war counternarcotics initiatives and security cooperation (building on Cold War foundations) channeled further U.S. training, equipment, and funding to police and military units, often reinforcing repressive structures amid rising gang activity and economic inequality (Bartilow, 2014; Forner, 2024). Weak civilian governance failed to curb the resulting power vacuums, enabling groups like MS-13 (many founded by Salvadoran deportees from U.S. prisons) to proliferate through extortion, forced recruitment, and territorial control, while state responses relied on aggressive policing that exacerbated community insecurity rather than resolving root threats (Lee, 2023; Carlson and Gallagher, 2015). 
The compounded humanitarian fallout pushed migration as a survival strategy for families. Extreme gang violence, gender-based coercion, poverty, and state incapacity to protect citizens created conditions where daily life became untenable, driving record outflows that peaked with unaccompanied minors surges in 2014 (Cuneo et al., 2021; Carlson & Gallagher, 2015; National Immigration Forum, 2021). Economic shocks and violence spikes further amplified emigration, with push factors like existential fear consistently dominating over any U.S. economic pull (Carare et al., 2023). El Salvador validates this study’s mechanism: U.S. interventions cultivated militarized institutions decoupled from civilian welfare (Dimant et al., 2022; Bartilow, 2014), fostering complex crises that transformed migration from opportunity-seeking into desperate flight from pervasive violence and state failure (Solano and Massey, 2022; Musalo and Lee, 2017). 
Cross-Case Comparison
Across Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, U.S. interventions followed distinct timelines (the 1954 coup, 1980s Contra base operations, 1980s civil war support) but nonetheless produced convergent outcomes: militarized governance that weakened civilian institutions and enabled humanitarian crises of gang violence, state impunity, and economic exclusion (Musalo and Lee, 2017; Blanken and Sullivan, 2017). While country-specific triggers varied, the shared mechanism holds, demonstrating that security assistance fostered power vacuums that criminal networks exploited, driving survival migration when state protection failed (Dimant et al., 2022; Solano & Massey, 2022). These patterns challenge deterrence-focused policies by emonstrating how past interventions continue shaping present outflows. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881843][bookmark: _Toc974168341] Theoretical Synthesis 
	The country-specific sequences in Table 3 integrate three complementary theoretical frameworks explaining U.S. intervention effects across the NTCA. Blanken & Sullivan’s (2017) moral hazard modal manifests consistently in Cold War militarization patterns documented across all three countries. Bartilow’s (2014) “democracy penalty” most precisely captures counternarcotics aid amplification of violations during democratic transitions, as seen in Honduras’ post-2009 coup stabilization and El Salvador’s post-war democratization, where militarized policing expanded without judicial reform. Dimant et al.’s (2022) fungibility analysis explains why post-9/11 Merida flows failed to produce governance recovery despite stated capacity-building objectives. These frameworks converge on institutional voids that Mechanism 2 crises exploit, systematically driving Mechanism 3 survival migration. This analysis bridges intervention literature with migration push factor research, positioning NTCA patterns as regional examples of broader security assistance dilemmas. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881844][bookmark: _Toc1365613103]Conclusion 
[bookmark: _Toc228881845][bookmark: _Toc1261277749]Political Implications
	NTCA finding challenge the prevailing U.S. deterrence policy paradigm by documenting intervention as a structural crisis generator rather than stabilizer across four decades. Merida-style security assistance reproduces rather than resolves Cold War governance fragility, while border externalization sustains Mexico’s “corridor of death.” Policy reform requires fundamental reorientation from militarized policing toward civilian institution-building, judicial oversight, and climate adaptation capacity. This directly aligns with McGovern’s (2019) recognition of the U.S.’s “moral obligation” for conditions created by decades of foreign policy decisions. Refugee recognition frameworks demand expansion beyond 1951 Convention standards to address compounded violence and climate-driven survival migration (Solano & Massey, 2022). This structural nature of this policy failure across 45 years suggests securitization paradigm exhaustion requiring accountability-centered assistance models. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881846][bookmark: _Toc1200909076]Research Gaps and Future Questions
	Several critical gaps remain for future investigation. Household-level analysis cannot determine why identical crisis exposures across NTCA communities yield divergent stay-versus-migrate decisions, a micro-foundation essential for mechanism refinement. Net migration estimates systematically undercount internal displacement patterns preceding international outflows. Post-2020 political trajectories (particularly El Salvador’s Bukele-era gang crackdown versus continuing NTCA institutional stagnation) remain unexamined against the 1980-2025 patterns documented here. 
	The analysis raises three significant questions for subsequent research. First, does the intervention-crisis-migration causal chain generalize beyond the NTCA to other U.S. assistance recipients (Haiti, Columbia, Afghanistan, etc.)? Second, how do local resistance movements and civil society networks mediate intervention effects across otherwise similar cases? Third, can targeted civilian institution-building reverse multi-decade governance trajectories after sustained militarization, or do path dependencies render these reforms structurally infeasible? 
[bookmark: _Toc228881847][bookmark: _Toc572918403]Methodological Limitations
	The descriptive time-series approach reveals consistent patterns but cannot establish formal causation through modeling or confounder controls. Aggregate indicators Across Figs. 5-7 mask critical household level migration decision-making and internal displacement preceding international outflows. The three-case NTCA focus constrains generalizability beyond shared regional dynamics under sustained U.S. intervention; additional cases could test mechanism scope conditions. Qualitative evidence drawn from NGO reports, historical accounts, and scholarly analyses risks bias without systematic source analysis. These methodological constraints position findings as structured comparative evidence of pattern coherence rather than definitive causal identification. 
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[bookmark: _Toc228881849][bookmark: _Toc1501436723]Appendix A: Overall Aid Notes (Figure 1)
Figure 1 displays annual foreign assistance obligations (USD millions) to Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador from 1980-2025, sources from ForeignAssistance.gov. Key trends include 1980s Cold War peaks (Guatemala ~$1.4B max), a 2003-2004 Honduras surge, and 2014-2020 fluctuations reaching recent multiyear total highs of ~$3.3B (Guatemala), ~$2.6B (Honduras), and ~$2.3B (El Salvador). 
Data Details:
· Source: ForeignAssitance.gov [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Data [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Export “Country Summary” CVS
· Y-Axis: USD millions (log scale for readability, raw linear in graph)
· X-Axis: Annual obligations 1980-2025
· Replication: Visit foreignassistance.gov and select the “Data” tab [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] download country summary CVS [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Sort for obligations to Guatemala/Honduras/El Salvador and aggregate by year in R/Excel
· Notes: Includes economic, security, and humanitarian aid; excludes loans/private funding. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881850][bookmark: _Toc1466446870]Appendix B: Government Effectiveness (Figure 2)
Figure 2 shows government effectiveness scores (percentile ranks) for Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador from 1980-2025, revealing persistent weakness in 28.4-49.5 range across all three countries. Scores reflect public services delivery, policy formulation/implementation quality, and government credibility, with no sustained improvement despite aid surges. 
	Data Details:
· Source: World Bank World Development Indicators (WDI) governance indicators dataset
· Y-Axis: Percentile rank (0-100; higher = better governance; scaled 28.4-49.5 in graph)
· X-Axis: Annual 1980-2025 (interpolated where gaps exist)
· Replication: World Bank DataBank [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] “Worldwide Governance Indicators” [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] filter “Government Effectiveness” for Guatemala/Honduras/El Salvador [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Download CSV [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Plot in R
· Notes: Percentile rank relative to global sample; recent 2020-2023 declines visible across all NTCA countries
[bookmark: _Toc228881851][bookmark: _Toc2073685774]Appendix C: Human Rights Index (Figure 3)
Figure 3 tracks Human Rights Index scores for Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador (1980-2025), showing mixed trajectories: El Salvador ~0.8 for roughly 20 years then sharp decline beginning in 2016, Honduras late-period increases, and Guatemala showing stagnation with a late drop/recovery. Higher scores indicate better protection from forced disappearances, killings, imprisonment, and torture. 
Data Details:
· Source: World Bank DataBank “Human Rights Index 
· Y-Axis: Index score (0-1 scale; 0.05-0.84 graphed range)
· X-Axis: Annual 1980-2025 (interpolated where gaps exist)
· Replication: World Bank DataBank [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] “Human Rights Index” [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Filter Guatemala/Honduras/El Salvador [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Download CSV [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Plot in R
· Notes: El Salvador’s 2016 decline aligns with Bukele-era policy shifts. Honduras shows post-2015 gains. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881852][bookmark: _Toc1164439427]Appendix D: Natural Disasters (Figure 4)
Figure 4 shows annual counts of natural disaster events in Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador (1980-2025), highlighting spikes like Hurricane Mitch (1998) and later events across geophysical, meteorological, hydrological, and climatological categories. Events include earthquakes, tropical cyclones, floods, droughts, and epidemics clustered around known NTCA crises. 
Data Details:
· Source: Public EM-DAT “Natural” classification for Guatemala/Honduras/El Salvador
· Y-Axis: Total affected persons (log scale due to extreme outliers)
· X-Axis: Annual 1980-2025
· Replication: Public EM-DAT [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Select “natural” classification for and filter for Guatemala/Honduras/El Salvador and select pre-2000 data [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Download CSV [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Plot in R
· Notes: Data source notes pre-2000 data are in particular subject to reporting biases. Hurricane Mitch (1998) dominates Honduras/Guatemala. Later floods/droughts continue to have significant effects despite aid. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881853][bookmark: _Toc1021956999]Appendix E: Migration (Figure 5)
Figure 5 displays consistently negative net migration for Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador from 1980-2024. El Salvador shows the most severe emigration (-70k to -100k range), Guatemala maintains steady outflows (~-40k), and Honduras has the shallowest declines (-5k to -20k), with all countries exhibiting net emigration throughout the entire period. 
Data Details:
· Source: World Bank DataBank “Net migration”
· Y-Axis: Net migration (persons; negative = net emigration)
· X-Axis: Annual 1980-2024
· Replication: World Bank DataBank “Net migration” [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Filter Guatemala/Honduras/El Salvador [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Download CSV [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Plot in R
· Notes: No positive migration years; El Salvador consistently highest emigration while Guatemala is consistently significantly lower than both others. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881854][bookmark: _Toc2021434697]Appendix F: Intentional Homicide (Figure 6)
Figure 6 displays intentional homicide rates (per 100,000 people) for Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador from 1990-2023. All three countries show post-2010 peaks with El Salvador reaching ~138/100k, Honduras ~83/100k, Guatemala ~45/100k, followed by declines but remaining elevated compared to global norms. 
Data Details:
· Source: Work Bank DataBank “Intentional homicides (per 100,000 people)”
· Y-Axis: Homicides per 100,000 people
· X-Axis: Annual 1990-2023
· Replication: World Bank DataBank “Intentional homicides” [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Filter Guatemala/Honduras/El Salvador [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Download CSV [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Plot in R
· Notes: Peak violence coincides with 2010s aid surges; recent declines visible but rates remain high. 
[bookmark: _Toc228881855][bookmark: _Toc1152885030]Appendix G: Poverty (Figure 7)
Figure 7 displays poverty headcount ratios at $3.00 a day (2021 PPP, % of population) for Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador from 1986-2024. All three countries show overall declines from 40-50% ranges but with fluctuations, mid-2010s dips, and Guatemala having the most limited data coverage (7 years shown). 
Data Details:
· Source: World Bank DataBank "Poverty headcount ratio at $3.00 a day (2021 PPP) (% of population)"
· Y-Axis: Poverty rate (% of population)
· X-Axis: Annual 1986-2024 (gaps exist, particularly for Guatemala)
· Replication: World Bank DataBank “Poverty headcount ratio at $3.00 a day (2021 PPP) (% of population)” [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Filter Guatemala/Honduras/El Salvador [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Download CSV [image: Arrow Right with solid fill] Plot in R
· Notes: Guatemala data limited to 7 years (1986, 1989, 1998, 2000, 2006, 2014, 2023); persistent poverty despite aid flows and mid-2010s reductions
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