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Introduction
As the debate over comprehensive immigration reform takes place in the U.S. Congress, under-
standing the nature of immigration to the United States has perhaps never been more relevant 
than it is today. At the time of this report’s writing, the U.S. Senate recently completed ham-
mering out the specifics of a reform bill that was sent to the House, where many still remain 
skeptical as to the bill’s priorities, appropriateness, cost, and utility.

The bill, called “The Border Security, Economic Opportunity, and Immigration Moderniza-
tion Act,” is built around three core provisions: the extension of legal status to undocumented 
immigrants—and an eventual path to U.S. citizenship; the strengthening of border security; 
and bolstered work programs to facilitate the entry and hiring of both high- and low-skilled 
foreign workers. Given that its passage would impact some 11 million undocumented immi-
grants living illegally in the United States, it is vital to understand the context of immigration 
to this country. What drives migrants to leave their families to find opportunities in the United 
States? And, what determines the nature of migrant flows to the United States?

While it is difficult to discern all of the factors that determine migration flows, the core 
drivers of migration remain well known: job opportunities; a lack of job opportunities or sal-
ary parity for the same job at home; and informal networks that provide jobseekers with infor-
mation on employment opportunities.1 

Mexican migration to the United States has neatly fit this pattern for over 100 years. Since 
the 1940s, demand in the U.S. economy for unskilled and semiskilled workers has significantly 
outstripped supply, creating an opportunity to attract potential migrants. For most of this time, 
U.S. government policy was focused on limiting the number of visas for low-skilled migrants—
keeping the number allowed to enter well below the level of demand increased migration 
flows of undocumented workers. 

At the same time, a population boom in Mexico coupled with growing economic difficulties 
beginning in the 1960s prevented the country from providing sufficient employment—much 

1.  In one survey, most unauthorized migrants returned to Mexico said they were looking for work. 
See Jeffrey Passel, D’Vera Cohn, Ana Gonzalez Barrera, “Net Migration from Mexico Falls to Zero and Per-
haps Less,” Pew Research Hispanic Center, April 23, 2012, p. 2, http://www.pewhispanic.org/2012/04/23/
net-migration-from-mexico-falls-to-zero-and-perhaps-less/. 

Diminishing Mexican Immigration 
to the United States



2  |  CARL MeACHAM And MiCHAeL gRAybeAL 

less well-paying jobs—for the huge number of new entrants into the labor force. Migrating to 
the United States proved attractive for many Mexicans because of proximity, and because the 
border was easy to cross. 

Over time, migration north generated communication networks that transmitted infor-
mation about job opportunities in the United States back home.

These drivers of migration remain relevant. For many Mexicans, there is still a strong in-
centive to migrate to the United States in search of better-paying jobs and improved standards 
of living for themselves and their families. yet several of these drivers have begun to shift. 

While the U.S. economy continues to create an excess of low-skilled jobs (though this saw a 
large dip during the 2008 recession) and communication networks continue to transmit infor-
mation about job availability, the cost of migrating has increased, and the growth of jobseekers 
in Mexico has begun a slow but steady decline. There is clear evidence that the slow recovery 
of the U.S. economy and news about the availability of jobs has ended the “net zero” moment—
the period when as many migrants were leaving the United States as were entering.

Recent research suggests there is growing evidence of increased unauthorized migration, 
that the size of the Mexican-born population in the United States has fully recovered, and that 
the flow of remittances to the south is bouncing back.2 Nonetheless, the supply of Mexican 
workers willing to migrate appears to be on the brink of a significant decline. This is partially 
due to the increased cost of migrating created by changes in U.S. policy and the role of orga-
nized crime in human trafficking. but it also reflects profound demographic and economic 
changes in Mexico that combined can be expected to cut the supply of Mexican workers in the 
not-too-distant future.

As the supply of low-skilled Mexican workers declines—and if U.S. immigration policy does 
not provide the necessary number of visas for low-skilled workers to meet labor market de-
mands—a change of the flow of migrants across the U.S. southern border is more likely. 

While the majority of migrants to the United States have been Mexican, the demographics 
of migrants will shift, becoming majority Central American. This new migration dynamic will 
inevitably change the nature of migration policy, as it will no longer be a binational issue. No 
longer will Mexico be a key factor of this issue; instead, Mexico could prove an important po-
tential partner in developing policy solutions.

2.  Roberto Suro and Rene Zenteno, “Overview: Mexican Migration beyond the downturn and deportations,” 
Mexican Migration Monitor (October 2012), http://www.migrationmonitor.com/1-article/.
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Reasons to Leave Mexico
The motivation to migrate derives from a wide range of fac-
tors but is dominated by the search for better economic op-
portunities abroad. This core driver is aided by the access to 
information about job availability and by the relative ease of 
migrating. 

Economic GrowinG Pains

The first significant wave of Mexican migration to the United 
States began during the Mexican Revolution (1910–1917). 
The violence of the revolution pushed many Mexicans north 
of the border in search of safety. The impact of the revolu-
tion was the elimination of debt peonage, which had tied ag-

ricultural workers to the land for generations. As a result, for the first time in Mexican histo-
ry, the country possessed an agricultural labor force that was free to move anywhere to find 
a new job. This new supply of Mexican workers coupled with the boom in the U.S. economy 
during the 1920s produced a significant migration to the United States. but with the onset 
of the great depression in the 1930s, the flow slowed; in addition, many Mexicans who had 
been working in the United States were deported. 

World War II created a renewed demand for Mexican labor from the United States. With 
a large percentage of the working-age male population occupied as soldiers, the two coun-
tries agreed to create and manage the “Bracero” Program, which created a legal mechanism 
for the United States to import low-skilled Mexican workers. Following the war, many U.S. 
veterans from rural areas returned to live in cities while others took advantage of the GI Bill 
of Rights to obtain a university degree. As a consequence, the U.S. demand for Mexican labor 
continued for a generation after the war. In 1964, the United States terminated the Bracero 
Program to channel the U.S. demand for Mexican labor. But the program was terminated 
without eliminating the country’s economic need for the workers covered by it or making an 
effort to prevent these workers from continuing to cross the border. As a consequence, what 
had been a legal flow of workers was transformed into an illegal flow. 

beginning in the 1970s, however, things began to change. Shifts in the U.S. economy in-
creased demand for low-skilled workers just as more of these workers became available in Mex-
ico. The increase in supply had much to do with problems associated with Mexico’s Import Sub-
stitution Industrialization model of economic development. After generating impressive growth 
rates for nearly three decades, this development model became exhausted by the 1970s. 

BarriErs to EmPloymEnt

Various internal factors seemed to constrain job opportunities as Mexico’s youth bulge 
came of working age. Among them were a noncompetitive commercial environment, an out-
dated agricultural model, and an education system more concerned with protecting its edu-
cator workforce than developing the nation’s human capital. 

Highway sign south of San diego, California.  
Credit: Jonathan McIntosh.  Source:  FLICKR, 
Creative Commons, http://www.flickr.com/
photos/jonathanmcintosh/4059183926/in/
set-72157622469119022.]  
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Until the north American Free Trade Agreement (nAFTA) was implemented in 1994, the 
Mexican government provided subsidies and tariff protections intended to grow native busi-
nesses but in time came to prop up bloated companies offering poor services. Excess govern-
ment spending, through the provision of public-sector employment and the creation and pur-
chase of state-run firms, generated large budget deficits. The national oil company, Pemex, 
sustained the federal budget, which became the principal economic instrument through spend-
ing. When oil prices went up, spending rose. When prices collapsed, they suffered and debt 
became unsustainable.3 Only after nAFTA did a more modern economy flourish that favored 
manufacturing and exports, although it still had to compete with oligopolies from the past.

Until the early 2000s, one-third or more of Mexico’s population lived in rural areas. Al-
though during the boom years from 1940 to 1970 Mexican farmers were sufficiently produc-
tive to feed the growing urban populations and industries, their productivity began to wane 
as the government persistently favored investments away from rural areas, toward the in-
dustrial sector and urban job creation. 

In addition to the problems plaguing the agricultural sector, Mexico’s public education has 
been swamped with a number of structural problems of its own. Compulsory education was 
only extended past the sixth grade in 1992.4 While enrollments have continued to increase, cor-
responding to the growing population, the system has coped by creating split shifts in many 
schools, and by trying to expand distance learning to a technology-starved countryside. 

3.  Timothy J. Kehoe and Felipe Meza, “Catch-up growth Followed by Stagnation: Mexico, 1950–2010,” Working 
Paper 693, Federal Reserve bank of Minneapolis, revised november 2012, pp. 14–16, http://www.minneapolisfed.
org/research/wp/wp693.pdf. 

4.  Tim L. Merrill and Ramón Miró, eds., Mexico: A Country Study (Washington, dC: Library of Congress, 1996).

Figure 1. mexico—Poverty rate Figure 2. mexico—Population Growth and 
total Population Growth rate

Sources: World Development Indicators, The World Bank, 
updated January 17, 2013; CePALSTAT, databases and 
Statistical Publications, Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean.  

Sources: Population – national institute of Statistics and geog-
raphy (inegi), updated July 11, 2012. Population growth Rate – 
Virgilio Partida, citing COnAPO (2002), “demographic transition, 
demographic bonus and ageing in Mexico,” United Nations Expert 
Group Meeting on Social and Economic Implications of Changing 
Population Age Structures, Mexico City, August 31-September 2, 
2005 at http://www.un.org/esa/population/meetings/egMPopAge/
Partida_Figures.pdf.

growth (millions) ––––        –––– growth Rate (%)World Bank ––––   –––– ECLAC
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Likewise, the powerful teachers’ union has, until very recently, controlled teacher hiring, 
resisted educator evaluations, and influenced budgetary decisions at the national level, ham-
pering the system’s improvement. Even given these deeply rooted problems in the Mexican 
education system, however, before the twentieth century, the country’s economy could not 
provide high-skilled jobs for the graduates of the public education system. It was not until then 
that a shortage of human capital began contributing to the excess supply of Mexican labor.

DEmoGraPhic PrEssurE

The early twentieth century saw minimal (and at times even negative) population growth in Mex-
ico. Following the Second World War, however, annual Mexican population growth took off, peak-
ing at 3 percent in the 1960s. This rapid growth brought with it a “youth bulge”—or the swelling 
of the juvenile population.5 The persistent, dramatic growth of the available labor force exerted 
constant pressure on the Mexican economy to create more jobs—a tall order, even in times of ro-
bust growth. Even at those moments when the economy enjoyed strong growth, it time and again 
proved unable to provide sufficient jobs to employ the ever-expanding labor force. And when one 
million or more youths joined the labor force each year with only a fraction of that many jobs 
available, low-skilled jobs in the United States became increasingly appealing.

Drawn to thE unitED statEs 

Mexico’s enormous labor surplus would mean little without jobs available in the United 
States. Without the potential to secure employment, there is little incentive to migrate—as 
evidenced by the significant slowdown of migration during the great depression. demogra-
pher Jeffrey Passel of the Pew Hispanic Center has noted the striking correlation between the 
inflow of Mexican migrants and the U.S. employment rate (Figure 3). 

5.  Un Children’s Fund, “At a glance: Mexico,” http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/mexico_statistics.html.

Figure 3. Mexican Migrant In-flow versus U.S. Employment Rate

inflow in thousands U.S. employment as a percent of the labor force

Sources: Jeffrey S. Passel, “Dealing with the Causes: Mexico’s Economic Policy and Migration,” Presentation at the Center 
for Strategic and international Studies, Washington, dC, January 11, 2011;  U.S. Unemployment Rate, 1990-2010, bureau of 
Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, at http://data.bls.gov/pdq/SurveyOutputServlet.  
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during the economic boom the United States enjoyed in the 1990s, some 300,000 Mexican mi-
grants entered the country each year; the rate of inflow finally peaked at 600,000 in 2000. Af-
ter the terrorist attacks on the United States in 2001 and the shallow recession that followed, 
migration dipped, and then picked up again as the U.S. economy and employment rate recov-
ered. beginning in 2006, the numbers dropped sharply and have since continued to decline. 

Accordingly, the population of unauthorized Mexican migrants living in the United States 
rose steadily from 4.6 million in 2000 to 7.0 million in 2007, and experienced a slight decline 
to 6.5 million in 2010. Their desire to leave their country due to an adverse economic envi-
ronment aside, Mexican immigration to the United States is driven principally by demand 
for labor in the latter; without good jobs available in the United States, migration stalls. And 
when facing fewer job opportunities at home, the migrant flow is enabled by informal net-
works of immigrants within the United States.

Reasons to Come to the United States
Modern patterns of Mexican migration to the United States have their roots in the traditional 
movements both of families across the southwestern border through California, the Rocky 
Mountains, and the western Great Plains, as well as of laborers who sought work on rail-
roads and cattle ranches. But with reform of U.S. immigration policy immediately following 
the bracero program, including, for example, the immigration and nationality Act of 1965,6 
immigration took on a new focus. 

The new policy stressed quotas and prioritized keeping families together rather than set-
ting up (or maintaining) a flexible system to manage the entry and exit of migrant workers—
even though the U.S. demand for manual labor remained high. The adoption of the Immigra-
tion Reform and Control Act of 1986,7 which provided amnesty for illegal immigrants already 
in the country but more strictly punished employers for knowingly hiring undocumented 
individuals, sought to stymie the inward flow of Mexican migrants.

Ultimately, however, the Act served more to end the circular cycle of migration than it 
did to end it entirely, as the more secure border incentivized migrants to stay in the United 
States. All in all, post-bracero immigration policy did little to reduce the influx of migrants, 
driven as they were by the economic and social conditions outlined in the previous section.

The end of the twentieth century brought the introduction of the immigration Act of 1990 
and the USA Patriot Act of 2001,8 and the implementation of limits on legal migration, cap-
ping unskilled temporary worker visas and increasing detentions of unauthorized entrants. 

But even these measures did not deter undocumented job seekers from entering the 
country. As the U.S. economy rapidly expanded, the demand for labor grew still larger. As 

6.  Public Law 89–236.
7.  Public Law 99–603, known as Simpson-Mazzoli after Senate sponsors Alan K. Simpson of Wyoming and Ro-

mano L. Mazzoli of Kentucky.
8.  Public Laws 101–649 and 107–56.
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a result, many opted to head north. Of those that sought unauthorized entry into the United 
States, 95 percent made it, even given increased border patrol. And once the migrants were 
in the country, the tortuous exit and reentry path combined with the prospect that Congress 
might again grant immigrants amnesty likely prompted them to stay.

This pattern remained strong until the U.S. demand for labor fell as the economy slipped 
into deep recession in 2008. nearly five years later, the economy continues to stagnate. The 
annual growth rate is still below 2 percent, and unemployment, though now trending down-
ward, is still above 7 percent—high for normal standards. 

As domestic unemployment rose and fewer jobs—even in manual labor—were available 
for migrants when the recession hit, migration flows dropped correspondingly. For the first 
time, the Mexican-born population living in the United States declined from a peak of 12.6 
million to 12 million.9 The 80 percent of migrants who had traditionally worked low-paying 
jobs in the construction, transportation, and services sectors faced tougher economic straits 
than they had in the past.10 As the construction industry contracted, many found themselves 
out of work.11 When the cost of living in the United States remained much higher than in 
Mexico even during the recession, migrants increasingly preferred returning to the now 
more stable Mexican economy rather than continuing to reside illegally in the economically 
troubled United States.

Even at moments when the U.S. economy suffers through rough patches, wage disparity 
still contributes to Mexican immigrants’ desire to stay in the United States. Though many would 
prefer to return to Mexico—to their families and culture—there remains a large wage gap be-
tween Mexico and its northern neighbor, whereby workers earn higher wages in the United 
States for the same labor. in 2009, for instance, the wage gap between Mexico’s nominal manu-
facturing hourly wage and the equalized wage in the United States was 77 percent.12 For this 
reason, once immigrants secure a job on the U.S. side of the border, it’s less attractive for them 
to return to their country of origin—even if they are able to find a similar job at home.

Reasons to Stay in Mexico
While decreasing U.S. demand for labor has certainly contributed to the slowed inflows of 
Mexican migrants, so, too, have substantial changes within Mexico. Gradual adoption of 
structural reforms, improved competitiveness in the global economy, and more favorable 
domestic demographics have together slowed the growth of the Mexican labor supply even 
as they have sped up the growth of the economy—and, concurrently, of the country’s middle 
class. And as Mexico continues along this trajectory, its role as a supplier of low-skilled labor 

9.  Passel et al., “Net Migration from Mexico Falls to Zero and Perhaps Less,” p. 11.
10.  See “Figure 7: industry of employment, by nativity and Sex, 2009” in Kate brick, A.e. Challinor, and Marc 

Rosenblum, “Mexican and Central American Immigrants in the United States” (Washington, DC: Migration Policy 
institute, June 2011), p. 11, http://www.migrationpolicy.org/pubs/mexcentamimmigrants.pdf.

11.  ibid., p. 12.
12.  The wage gap between nominal and equalized wages are converted in terms of purchasing power parities, 

and expressed in percentages. Jus Semper Global Alliance, “Wage Gap Charts: Manufacturing production-line wag-
es,” december 2011, http://www.jussemper.org/Resources/Labour%20Resources/WgC/Resources/Wage%20gap%20
charts.pdf.
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to the United States will likely continue to decline.

rEForm in mExico

in the 1970s, as the statist policies that guided Mexico’s development over the previous two 
decades came under fire, the Mexican government embarked on what would be gradual 
but persistent economic reform, seeking to better accommodate a growing population and 
desires for increased political and economic freedom. Though that effort has suffered some 
significant setbacks over its 40-year history, Mexico has remained on the reformist path. in 
so doing, it has slowly but surely secured economic payoffs, including the development of 
cutting-edge technology in the context of an increasingly competitive economy whose solid 
growth rate currently exceeds Brazil’s.

The reform began as the Mexican population challenged the authoritarian character of 
the ruling institutional Revolutionary Party (PRi). Following disastrous peso devaluation in 
1982, business leaders joined the push for change, demanding neoliberal economic reforms.13 
And after another financial crisis in the late 1980s, President Carlos Salinas de gortari initiat-
ed policies designed to open Mexico’s economy in what would eventually grow into the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (nAFTA).14 

Though the Mexican economy suffered through further financial crisis due to a severe 
capital flight and devaluation in 1995, the better management of the country’s fiscal policy 
enabled it to bounce back more quickly than in the past. Simultaneously, NAFTA bolstered 

13.  See Francisco e. gonzález, Dual Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: Institutionalized Regimes in Chile and 
Mexico, 1970–2000 (baltimore, Md: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008), pp. 79–83.

14.  Trade between the two countries more than doubled between 1994 and 2003. U.S. exports to Mexico ex-
panded by 91 percent and Mexican exports to the United States rose by 179 percent. See J.F. nornbeck, “nAFTA at 
Ten: Lessons from Recent Studies,” Congressional Research Service, February 13, 2004, p. 2, http://fpc.state.gov/
documents/organization/34486.pdf.

Figure 4. U.S. Apprehensions of Unauthorized Migrants: 2000-2011

 All  ––––    Mexican  ––––               Central American ––––

Sources: Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, (2000-2011) immigration Statistics, U.S. department of Homeland Security, 
http://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics.  



diMiniSHing MexiCAn iMMigRATiOn TO THe UniTed STATeS  | 9

trade with the United States—a commercial tie that proved pivotal for strengthening the 
Mexican economy. Amidst this sweeping economic reform, President Ernesto Zedillo laid 
plans for the country’s first free and fair general elections, ending 71 years of one-party rule.

While political and economic reform had already come a long way from just 30 years be-
fore, President Vincente Fox, the national Action Party (PAn) candidate inaugurated in 2000, 
faced the tough reality that the government would be far from able to generate enough jobs 
for the large young population entering the workforce. In an attempt to mitigate this immi-
nent problem and expand cooperation with the United States, Fox proposed a set of agree-
ments with the northern ally that would have allowed for the free movement of labor be-
tween the two countries.

Far-reaching as this reform would have been, the U.S. government had more pressing 
concerns, as Fox’s proposal was finalized just days before the terrorist attacks of September 
11, 2001. And although border cooperation between the two governments increased, it was 
primarily concerned with tightening security, sharing counterterrorism intelligence, and 
combating drug trafficking—not with providing a legal avenue for the Mexican labor to fill 
the U.S. labor shortage.

Though Fox’s efforts to reform U.S. immigration policy fell flat, his administration suc-
cessfully worked to strengthen the Mexican economy. Under his leadership, Mexico sta-
bilized the peso, reduced inflation to single digits, cut foreign debt, and invested in so-
cial programs. The country also bolstered its health care system and boosted educational 
achievement through increased funding for schools.15 Both economic and political reforms 
surged forward throughout his presidency, keeping Mexico on a trajectory toward growth 
and stability.

Fox’s successor, Felipe Calderón, came up against escalating violence between rival drug-
trafficking gangs and the government—violence for which his administration is most re-
membered. Even during this turbulent period, however, Calderón pushed forward extensive 
economic reforms, including the elimination of some 16,000 federal rules or regulations af-
fecting commerce, the reduction of tariffs, and the first major restructuring of Mexico’s labor 
code since its enactment in 1931.16 Calderón’s labor reform streamlined the hiring and termi-
nation of workers, allowed for new-hire trial and training periods, better protected against 
discrimination, provided for hourly wages, and ended the “closed shop” (or union member-
ship) requirement.17 In short, despite the drug-violence challenges that plagued his adminis-
tration, Calderón pushed economic and political reform further forward.

15.  Carlos Luken, “Mexico continues to advance under Vicente Fox,” Mexidata info, September 26, 2005, http://
mexidata.info/id619.html. 

16.  “Looking back on the Calderón years,” The Economist, november 22, 2012, http://www.economist.com/blogs/
americasview/2012/11/felipe-calderón-his-presidency-mexico?zid=309&ah=80dcf288b8561b012f603b9fd9577f0e.

17.  See Stephen Johnson, “Mexican Labor Reforms—What do They Mean,” CSIS Hemisphere Focus, December 
17, 2012, http://csis.org/publication/mexican-labor-reforms-what-do-they-mean.
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TodAy: A MoRE GlobAlly CoMpETITIvE MExICo

Compared to global and U.S. economic prospects, Mexico’s 
potential now looks favorable. Following the 2009 reces-
sion, the economy rebounded with 5.5 percent growth in 
2010—and although growth slowed in 2011, it stabilized be-
tween 3 and 4 percent. That growth is expected to continue, 
with projected growth for 2013 estimated at 3.3 percent.18 

More notably, Mexico seems to be gaining a competi-
tive edge in manufacturing. For much of the past decade, 
China’s manufactured goods ate into Mexican exports 
to the United States. Now, as wages grow in China, labor 
costs there have begun to approach those of Mexico’s. And 
when factoring in transportation costs, Mexico’s proxim-

ity to the United States has helped it regain its competitive edge. While stagnant wage growth 
in Mexico may not be a boon for its workers, it has helped many Mexican export sectors, es-
pecially in the automotive and electronics industries, where it has boosted new job creation. 
Those industries have also benefited from foreign investment. One Japanese car manufacturer 
recently shifted its low-cost car production to Mexico, making Mexico the fourth-largest car 
manufacturer in the world. And flat-panel televisions are now being assembled in Juárez, even 
as a wireless headset manufacturer closed its plant in China and announced a US$30 million 
investment in Mexico last year.

Current President Enrique Peña Nieto was inaugurated amidst this manufacturing boom 
and Mexican economic growth. He signaled his intention to continue along Mexico’s trajecto-
ry of reform early on; the day after his inauguration, he released the Pacto por México, a doc-
ument articulating his promises to cooperate on 95 reform themes. Showcasing a new spirit 
of political cooperation, he coaxed the leaders of all three of Mexico’s major parties to sign 
on. Ten days later, he sent a package of education measures to the congress that would strip 
the powerful educators’ union of its influence over teacher hires and school budgets. And 
in February 2013, the government underscored the point by arresting elba esther gordillo, 
leader of the 1.4 million strong teachers’ union, on suspicion of embezzling some US$200 mil-
lion in funds for her personal use.19 In a recent development, Peña Nieto and the Mexican 
Congress signed a reform opening Mexico’s telecommunications sector to competition, and 
further changes that would permit foreign investment in Pemex, the state petroleum monop-
oly, are anticipated later this year.

Among other plans designed to turn Mexico into one of the world’s most promising mar-
kets, Peña Nieto has promised to enact tax reforms, develop an aggressive trade strategy to 

18.  “Mexico’s economy will grow 3.3 pct in 2013, OeCd says,” Fox news Latino, november 27, 2012, http://la-
tino.foxnews.com/latino/news/2012/11/27/mexico-economy-will-grow-33-pct-in-2013-oecd-says.

19.  Randal C. Archibold and Elizabeth Malkin, “Powerful Mexican Teachers’ Leader Accused of Embezzle-
ment,” New York Times, February 27, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/28/world/americas/elba-esther-gordil-
lo-mexican-teachers-leader-accused-of-embezzlement.html?_r=0. 

Mexican workers; credit CiMMyT, FLiCKR, 
Creative Commons, at http://www.flickr.
com/photos/cimmyt/7798631622.  
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better compete with China, and push for Mexico’s accession to the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) trade agreement of Pacific Rim nations.20

chanGinG DEmoGraPhics

As Mexico’s economic prospects continue to 
brighten, its shifting demographics present a 
more modest, but certainly hopeful, future—
one that may well have profound effects on 
the flows of Mexican migrants to the United 
States. On one hand, Mexico’s population 
growth rate, which reached upwards of 3 per-
cent in the 1960s, has steadily declined—and, 
according to World Bank statistics, it was just 
1.2 percent in 2011. That slowed rate alone, 
and the declining youth bulge associated with 
it, should translate into a significantly de-
creased pressure on new workforce entrants 
to migrate elsewhere.

On the other hand, the changing population 
growth rate implies that the average age of Mexico’s populace will advance as time passes—
a reality that will test public health and social support networks, likely within as little as 
20 years. Moreover, Mexico will need a younger, better educated workforce to maintain its 
own productivity. And high poverty rates, particularly in rural areas, are not to be ignored.21 
Nonetheless, the Mexican government’s recent investments in education, the economy’s ro-
bust growth, and the demographic changes generated by slowing population growth rates 
will likely combine to put less pressure on Mexicans to move northward, decreasing their mi-
gration to the United States.

EvolvInG CITIzEn SECURITy And ThE RUlE oF lAw

Despite common misconceptions, personal security has not proven to be a major factor in 
sending Mexican migrants north. Though violence related to drug trafficking began to esca-
late in 2007, northward migration flows were—and remained—on the decline. There have, 
certainly, been substantial and frequent shifts in the Mexican government’s attempts to cur-
tail drug trafficking and the violent conflict associated with it. And while the success of those 
efforts may well be relevant to the country’s ability to attract foreign investment and expand 
employment, citizen security itself has played little to no role in determining the cross-border 

20.  The Trans-Pacific Partnership is a proposal for an expanded version of a trade agreement that now in-
cludes Brunei, Chile, New Zealand, and Singapore. The proposed pact would add Canada, Malaysia, Mexico, Peru, 
the United States, Japan, and Vietnam. 

21.  See World bank, “Mexico,” http://data.worldbank.org/country/mexico. Also, “Mexico: National Socio-Demo-
graphic Profile,” CePALSTAT, databases and Statistical Publications, economic Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean (eCLAC), United nations, http://interwp.cepal.org/cepalstat/Web_cepalstat/Perfil_nacional_social.
asp?Pais=Mex&idioma=i.

Figure 5. mexico–Population Growth rate

Source: “Mexico,” Data, The World Bank, http://data.
worldbank.org/country/mexico.  
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flows of Mexican migrants. As such, there is no reason to expect the ongoing conflict to obvi-
ate the downward trajectory of the Mexican supply of migrant labor.

The Changing Nature of Migration
Mexico’s poor and undereducated have not been the only ones looking for work in their na-
tive country. Migrants from bordering Central American states compete as well, although the 
numbers probably add up to less than a half of 1 percent of the overall population. Notably, 
the country’s international migrant stock doubled from 1980 to 1990. Contributing to the rise 
were refugee inflows as Central American countries endured the effects of civil conflict. 

Overall migrant stock decreased when peace accords were struck. As violent crime waves 
began to overwhelm el Salvador, guatemala, and Honduras in the late 1990s, migration 
picked up again. Some Central Americans may have been on their way to the United States 
and Canada accompanying Mexicans from southern states such as Chiapas and Veracruz 
who were beginning to migrate as well. However, other data suggests that a portion of these 
refugees may have stayed in Mexico, although no one knows how many. Surveys of undocu-
mented Central Americans who arrived in the United States suggest that many share similar 
backgrounds with their Mexican counterparts, in that they come from rural areas and have 
less than high school educations.22 As long as Mexican migration to the north remains at cur-
rent levels, this could mean a direct competition for low-skilled jobs amongst Mexican and 
Central American immigrants. 

Mexico has always been a destination for immigrants who, like nearly a million U.S. citi-
zens, want to live or retire there. However, its territory has also become a pass-through for 
third-nationals seeking entry to the United States, some from as far away as Asia, Africa, and 
the Middle East. Still, by most accounts, Central Americans comprise the largest group of mi-
grants entering and transiting Mexican territory. 

With employment prospects currently improving in Mexico, some of these migrants may 
decide to stay. On Mexico’s southern boundary, there is a history of cross-border commerce 
and legal seasonal visitation for agricultural work in Mexican states like Chiapas, Oaxaca, 
and Veracruz—and during the conflicts of the 1980s, guatemalans and Salvadorans sought 
refuge in Mexico. Following peace agreements in Central America, regular migratory move-
ments resumed as more Central Americans left war-ravaged economies to seek work in the 
north (Figure 6).

Although economic growth has been robust in Central America’s northern triangle states 
of el Salvador, guatemala, and Honduras, their demographic characteristics resemble those 
in Mexico that, two decades ago, promoted outward flows. guatemala and Honduras still 
have robust population growth rates and youth bulges.23 The average years of schooling 

22.  brick et al., Mexican and Central American Immigrants in the United States, pp. 7–8.
23.  national socio-demographic profiles at CePALSTAT, databases and Statistical Publications, economic 

Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (eCLAC), United nations, http://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/
Web_CePALSTAT/perfilesnacionales.asp?idioma=i.



diMiniSHing MexiCAn iMMigRATiOn TO THe UniTed STATeS  | 13

in the three nations are extremely low.24 Current statistics show poverty rates in El Salva-
dor and guatemala above 45 percent, while they are more than 65 percent in Honduras. 
As of 2010, 21 percent of the workforce was employed in the agriculture sector in el Salva-
dor; some 31 percent works in that capacity in guatemala, and 36 percent of workers toil in 
the agriculture in Honduras.25 by comparison, only about 13 percent of the labor force now 
works in agriculture in Mexico.

Economic growth is more varied for the northern triangle states, but growth rates for all 
three appear to have slowed over the past four years.26 Meanwhile, educational attainment, 
poverty rates (Figure 7), and sectorial employment statistics all suggest that upward econom-
ic growth has not yet resulted in sufficient progress for these nations’ poor. This situation 
has led to crime waves that make the three northern triangle states some of the most violent 
places in the world. in 2011, the homicide rate in Honduras was 91.6 per 100,000 people—
the highest in the world.27 Most assaults, murders, and robberies occur in poor urban areas 
where rural youth come seeking work.

On one hand, as mentioned above, fewer Mexicans are likely to migrate north—though 
this change may come slowly—in the coming years. On the other hand, security threats and 
unemployment in these three Central American countries raise the likelihood of their pop-
ulations’ migrating. Given the similarities between Mexican and other Central American 

24.  Robert barro and Jong-Wha Lee, “educational Attainment for Population Aged 15 and Over,” barro-Lee 
educational Attainment dataset, 2010, http://www.barrolee.com.

25.  national socio-demographic profiles at CePALSTAT, http://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/WEB_CEPAL-
STAT/perfilesnacionales.asp?idioma=i.

26.  World bank, “World databank: World development indicators,” http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/
editReport?ReQUeST_SOURCe=search&CnO=2&country=Hnd&series=&period=. 

27.  “intentional homicide, count and rate per 100,000 population (1995–2011),” UnOdC Homicide Statistics, 
United nations Office on drugs and Crime, http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/homicide.html. 

Central American migrants board a freight train outside Tenosique, Tabasco near the Mexico-Guatemala border to ride 
what they call La Bestia (the beast) north in search of work. Photo:  Migration in Tenosique;  Credit:  Marilyn Alvarado 
Leyva, Repositorio Península, Creative Commons, FLiCKR at http://www.flickr.com/photos/78592498@n02/7284704006/
sizes/l/in/photostream.
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immigrants looking for jobs in the United States, workers from the northern triangle states 
will be motivated to replace the ones that once came from Mexico. That said, the demand for 
labor in the United States remains pivotal in driving migrant flows. As such, Central Ameri-
can immigrants will replace Mexicans only as long as the demand for manual labor in the 
United States remains high enough to drive illegal entry.

Mexican authorities are well aware of the complicated social and economic situation of 
these Central American countries. In fact, Mexico has shown increasing willingness to help 
Central American neighbors.

in 1996, it hosted the first of many meetings of the Regional Conference on Migration—a 
vice-ministerial forum that discusses humanitarian and security aspects of Central and North 
American movements.28 in 1998, it consolidated various foreign aid efforts under its new insti-
tute for International Cooperation to improve outreach to Central American neighbors. Arriv-
ing in office in 2000, President Vicente Fox promised a development initiative called Plan Pueb-
la-Panamá, intended to help Central America, as well as Mexico, build a foundation for greater 
prosperity through large infrastructure projects. And in 2004, Mexico joined the Central Ameri-
can integration System (SiCA) as an observer to coordinate on regional security issues. 

Still, much of the difficulty experienced by el Salvador, guatemala, and Honduras that 
would impact migrant flows have to do with improving the quality of political leadership, 
growing institutional capacity, modernizing and streamlining regulatory frameworks, and 
changing old antipathies toward rule of law that would help boost economic activity and, in 
turn, job growth at home. These are generational projects that will primarily require sus-
tained local commitment. Still, partnerships will be needed from North American neighbors, 
as well as other countries in Latin America that have developed free-market economies and 
established accountable, democratic political systems. Moreover, as Mexican migration to its 

28.  Members include: belize, Canada, Costa Rica, the dominican Republic, el Salvador, guatemala, Honduras, 
Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, and the United States. See Regional Conference on Migration, “General Information,” 
http://www.rcmvs.org/Descripcion.htm.

Figure 6. Central American Migrant Flows in Mexico (thousands)

From statistics on Central American migrants detained in Mexico, on the U.S. border, and estimates of those who entered the 
United States.  Source: gustavo Mohar, “U.S.-Mexico Migration – The new Landscape,” presentation at Center for Strategic 
and international Studies, Washington, dC, February 9, 2013, http://csis.org/event/us-mexico-migration-new-landscape.  
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northern neighbor fades and Mexico becomes more of a labor partner of the United States, 
the two can work together to tackle Central American issues in a joint effort. 

Conclusion
In closing, it is imperative that we realize three things: 

 ■ First, the drivers of migration are well understood. Little incentivizes migration more 
than a lack of opportunities at home, their availability abroad, and access to the infor-
mation about and means to take advantage of those opportunities. 

 ■ Second, after a long history of Mexican-dominated southern immigration to the United 
States, a gradual effort to reform Mexico’s economy portends a sea change in the coun-
try’s excess supply of labor—and thus of the demographic makeup of the immigrants 
entering the United States. And as Mexicans play a decreasing role in migratory pat-
terns, they will likely be replaced by their Central American neighbors, who themselves 
face domestic conditions not dissimilar to Mexico’s in recent decades. 

 ■ Finally, as these patterns shift, it is in both Mexico’s and the United States’ interest to 
work together with Central American countries to address those challenges Mexico is 
beginning to overcome, but are now borne by its Central American counterparts.29

Though it may not have always been apparent, Mexico has been on a trajectory to reduce 
inequality and create a modern democracy since the Mexican Revolution in 1910. Along the 
way, some ventures such as land tenure and the creation of state-run business proved mis-
guided, while others, like import substitution strategies to jump-start native industries, were 
employed beyond their usefulness. 

Vestiges of colonial rule in the form of corruption, clientelistic practices, and impunity 
impeded the formation of a government by the people and for the people at all levels. Mex-
ico’s democratic constitution limits elected officials from seeking consecutive terms to ward 
off dictatorship, yet the country had single-party rule from the 1930s until 2000—which itself 

29.  See below for a full set of recommendations for the United States and Mexico moving forward.

Figure 7. northern Triangle poverty Rates (percent of population)

 el Salvador        guatemala      Honduras

42.5 53.7
66.2

Source: Data, The World Bank at http://data.worldbank.org.
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contributed to the formation of an entrenched class of political insiders, kept local govern-
ment weak, and depressed feelings of national ownership on the part of many citizens.

To the extent that current trends in Mexican economics and politics can be extended—to 
further open the economy, develop human capital, and ensure that more citizens have a per-
sonal stake in their country—pressures driving migration based on an exhaustion of domes-
tic opportunities will decrease. What has historically seemed to be an intractable problem 
between the United States and Mexico is, for the first time, showing signs of easing—and may 
well continue to recede as we move forward.

Nevertheless challenges remain. Upwards of one-third of Mexicans live below the pov-
erty line, and many continue to see few available opportunities at home. While Mexico is a 
resource-rich country well able to mitigate these problems on its own, the United States can 
provide assistance by quietly affirming successful reforms and encouraging the Peña nieto 
government to carry out its promises to boost competitiveness, curb corruption, improve ed-
ucation, and further rural development. Moreover, the United States would be well served by 
continuing to provide material support for more effective governance at the state and local 
levels and by aiding Mexico’s efforts to strengthen law enforcement and the judicial system—
all of which benefit Mexican and U.S. security.

Still of concern are residual migrant flows through Mexico on the part of Central Ameri-
cans, as many try to escape criminal violence, poverty, and poor job prospects still farther 
south—and, to some extent, in countries beyond North American shores. Key to dealing with 
the inevitably changing demographics of migrant groups is helping countries of origin con-
front the root problems that incentivize their citizens to leave. To the degree that long-term 
support for Mexican political and economic reforms has helped to alter the incentives mi-
grants face, similar actions on the part of the United States and Mexico can help affect pros-
perity and alleviate migratory pressures in Central America.

Efforts toward comprehensive immigration reform would create an important, reli-
able legal framework for immigration flows. The bill currently being debated in the Senate 
has three core provisions: the extension of legal status to undocumented immigrants—and an 
eventual path to U.S. citizenship; the strengthening of border security; and bolstered work pro-
grams to facilitate the entry and hiring of both high- and low-skilled foreign workers. Each of 
these three carries distinct implications for the future of immigration to the United States.

By extending legal status to the 11 million undocumented migrants already living with-
in U.S. borders, the bill would send a clear message to those migrants—the vast majority of 
whom have actively participated in the labor force and paid taxes despite their illegal sta-
tus—that their contributions to the country are valued. And, from a more hard-headed per-
spective, doing so would enable them to participate more thoroughly in the economic and 
political life of the country, providing invaluable contributions to both. There are those that 
raise concerns that extending legal status to undocumented migrants only encourages more 
illegal immigration in the future, implying future rounds of amnesty as well. While this con-
cern may well be legitimate, the bill currently being considered brings with it improvements 
in border security meant to counteract that effect. By further securing the southwest border, 
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the new legislation renders largely moot many of the concerns that amnesty would encour-
age immigration down the line.

Finally, the bill’s plan to bolster work programs for both high- and low-skilled foreign 
workers is pivotal to immigration patterns. As discussed above, the Bracero Program of the 
1940s was uniquely successful in that it encouraged the circular flow of migrant labor—
rather than permanent immigration. By providing seasonal or temporary jobs to workers at 
times of peak U.S. demand for labor, the program was able to meet that demand without sub-
stantially increasing the population of permanent migrant residents in the United States.

Recommendations
From conflict to lack of economic opportunity, the conditions that drive migrant flows are 
costly. Origin countries lose talent and productive potential. Destination countries, while 
benefiting from legal flows, are burdened with unauthorized entrants ill-prepared to live in 
unfamiliar circumstances. 

As history shows, identifying solutions is not easy. The sense of urgency often falls on the 
destination country—hence U.S. insistence on easing migratory flows through improved bor-
der security. In recent years, senior U.S. leaders have pursued a subtler track, encouraging 
their Mexican counterparts in their efforts to strengthen economic performance at home. Over 
time, these efforts have resulted in a strategic trade agreement, supported more careful man-
agement of the Mexican economy, and affirmed Mexican efforts to carry out further reforms.

Looking forward, the United States should continue support for measures that will make 
Mexico more competitive and reduce economic imbalances. 

For its part, Mexico should continue to press forward to exploit its creative potential and, at 
the same time, strengthen domestic rule of law to encourage foreign investment. Both coun-
tries should take advantage of the current lull in migratory pressure to adopt policies that 
channel migrants into safe, legal pathways. Finally, both should cooperate in supporting securi-
ty, governance, and economic reforms in Central America as migrants from El Salvador, Guate-
mala, and Honduras still cross borders to seek safety and jobs in Mexico or the United States.

For thE unitED statEs

Patient, long-term encouragement for political and economic reforms has proven the most 
effective means of reducing unauthorized migration movements. The smaller the economic 
disparities between source and destination countries, the less pressure there is on the popu-
lation to migrate. 

Senior officials in the george H.W. bush and Carlos Salinas administrations were aware 
of this when they established a working relationship that culminated in NAFTA.30 Thanks to 
the cooperative spirit on both sides, momentum continued for an ongoing series of economic 
and electoral reforms. 

30.  gonzález, Dual Transitions from Authoritarian Rule, pp. 192–3.
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The objective now should be to keep that momentum going. even though mexico remains 
nationalist and proud toward its northern neighbor, it is more willing to accept advice and 
assistance from the United States than ever before—something propelled by calderón’s ad-
ministration and continued by Peña nieto thus far. contrary to mexico’s standpoint, given 
that mexico is doing well economically and that it is becoming a leader in the international 
community, the U.S. congress has become reticent about providing assistance. both legisla-
tive and executive branches in the United States should be encouraged to continue support-
ing mexico. given these conditions, the United States should:

 ■ discretely encourage ongoing reform efforts and share information that would make 
mexico’s economy more competitive, focusing on ways to strengthen property rights, 
improve local governance, and bolster education, all of which could further open eco-
nomic and job opportunities.

 ■ continue security cooperation under the mérida initiative, especially in the administra-
tion of justice to make law enforcement more effective and to strengthen governance 
at the local level where it is weakest. as criminal system reforms near completion, the 
United States should offer to share its experience on civil procedures and improving 
the commercial code.

 ■ Deepen its partnership with Mexico and multilateral financial institutions to promote 
better border security, governance, and economic reforms in central america in an ef-
fort to ease the pressures that drive the region’s citizens to migrate.

For Mexico

Thanks to more effective fiscal and monetary management, as well as an expanding network of 
free-trade agreements (mexico is now part of 12 such agreements with 44 countries), mexico end-
ed its late-twentieth century of financial crises, sustained modest economic growth since the late 
1990s, emerged from the 2009 global recession still plaguing its biggest trade partner, the United 
States, and for two years has posted a growth rate exceeding that of brazil. however, more change 
is needed to develop the kind of broad prosperity that will keep significant numbers of workers 
from migrating to escape still-high rural poverty levels. mexican policymakers should consider:

 ■ Further expanding trade relationships. mexico should strive to better connect itself 
with Pacific and Asian markets through the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). Aside from 
Japan, mexico does not currently have any far-reaching free-trade agreements with 
asia. an institutionalized agreement like the TPP will diversify mexico’s export and 
import sources while strengthening foreign direct investment (Fdi) from nations aside 
from the United States. likewise, mexico should push for its inclusion in the Transat-
lantic Trade and investment Partnership (TTiP) between the United States and the eu-
ropean Union. The eU-U.S. trade relationship is the largest in the world,31 and although 
Mexico already benefits from low tariffs and strong FDI stemming from a trade agree-

31.  european commission, “Transatlantic Trade and investment Partnership (TTiP),” June 2013, http://
ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/in-focus/ttip/.
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ment with the eU, having access to a €2 billion market with minimal regulations would 
boost mexico’s economy and global competitiveness.

 ■ reforming the currently uncompetitive oil industry. lawmakers should push for 
changes to allow foreign investment in Pemex, the state-owned oil company, to create a 
public-foreign partnership, and to detach it from serving as a direct source of revenue 
for the federal budget. a more productive and globally competitive oil industry would 
not only bolster mexico’s development, but also have substantial spillover effects in in-
novation and employment. President Peña nieto should be encouraged to move for-
ward with the oil industry reforms proposed in his Pacto por México in december 2012.

 ■ improving local governance and rule of law. in 2011, mexico ranked in the 25th per-
centile in political stability, and between the 25th and 50th percentile in both rule of 
law and corruption.32 This lack of good governance undermines not only democracy 
and social justice, but also the market economy. Foreign investors are and will con-
tinue to be reluctant to enter rural zones—even those with abundant natural resourc-
es—when facing corruption and lackluster protection of property rights. Preventing 
economic activity to flourish in these areas will then hinder their development, and un-
employment as well as poverty will persist. To improve the situation, the federal gov-
ernment should support the state and local governments providing what is necessary 
for the latter to raise more of their own revenue and to implement and enforce exist-
ing laws. Trust in the justice system will improve citizen security and promote a better 
business climate.

32.  The percentile indicates mexico’s ranking among all countries in the world. World bank, “World gover-
nance indicators,” http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/sc_chart.asp.
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