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Abstract 

Recently released data from the 2010 Mexican Census shows a large increase of return-migrants from 

the United States. This paper intends to measure age, gender and educational selectivity of Mexican 

return-migrants from the US during the period 2005-2010. Focusing on the differences in return before 

and after 2008, we aim to contribute to the understanding of the impacts of the adverse environment of 

late 2000s. We address three main research questions:  Are Mexican returnees living in 2010 in Mexico 

selected by sex, age and education? Can we observe a particular selectivity pattern during the 2008-

2009 recession? How do selectivity patterns differ by gender? Using recent data from both countries 

(the Mexican and US censuses of 2010, and the ACS) we estimate emigration rates to Mexico of 

Mexican-born in the United States by sex, age and educational level.  We pay special attention to 

educational level in order to make appropriate comparisons.   

 

Extended abstract 

 

Introduction 

 The decision to return depends not only on the migratory experience itself but on the economic, 

social and political conditions both in Mexico and the United States (Lindstrom, 1996; Reyes, 1997; 

Reyes & Mameesh, 2002; Riosmena, 2004). Much has been speculated about the impacts of the late 

2000s financial crisis and economic recession on migration (Orozco, 2009; Rendall, Brownell & Kups, 

2011) as well as the anti-immigrant environment characterized by border and interior enforcement and 

recent legislation changes, for example Arizona’s SB1070 law, (Cornelius & Lewis, 2006; Massey, 2005; 

París Pombo, 2010). Researchers agree on the substantial reduction of immigration flows from Mexico 

to the United States; however, regarding return-migration flows to Mexico, opposing findings have been 

reached (Rendall, Brownell & Kups, 2011). 

 Return migration is embedded in two interrelated selection processes: emigration and return. It 

is well known that migrants are not randomly selected (Borjas, 1987; Lindstrom & López Ramírez, 2010; 

McKenzie & Rapoport, 2010). Selectivity of return migrants has received much less attention in the 
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literature and some evidence shows that the selectivity of the return is inversely related to the selection 

of the arrival (Borjas & Bratsberg, 1996). A recently published article shows that selection of Mexican 

emigrants from the US differs from that of non-Mexicans in terms of economic integration, age and 

gender (Van Hook & Zhang, 2011). Using data from 1996 to 2009, the authors do not find a strong 

association between education and return; economic factors such as employment, poverty and welfare 

were unrelated to return migration.  

 Data from the recently released 2010 Mexican Census shows a large increase in the number of 

returnees, compared with previous trends. Return migration showed a decreasing trend until 2005. In 

absolute numbers, return migration defined by residence five years ago decreased from 290 thousand 

people in 1995, to 267 thousand people in 2000 and to 242 thousand returnees in 2005. However, in 

2010, the Mexican census showed a sharp increase on return migration with 994 thousand returnees 

that were living in the US in 2005. Whether this constitutes a significant change in the Mexico-US 

migration patterns or a temporary change in the trend merely due to period effects is still to be 

understood.  

 In this paper we study age, gender and educational selectivity of return migrants during the 

period 2005-2010.  Focusing on the differences in return before and after 2008, we aim to contribute to 

the understanding of the impacts on selection processes of the adverse environment during those 

times. An innovation of this study is its use of the most recent data sources from both countries, not 

only the Mexican and United States censuses of 2010, but data, like the American Community Survey, 

with numbers that are consistent to the 2010 US census.  Special considerations will be addressed in 

order to allow for the appropriate comparability between data sources from both countries. 

Selection and return 

 The research questions that we will address are the following: 

Q1. Are Mexican returnees living in 2010 in Mexico selected by sex, age and education?  

Q2. Are these selection patterns different for those returnees that arrived to Mexico before and 

after the 2008 crisis? 

Q3. How do selectivity patterns differ by gender? 

 In the case of Mexican-US migration, previous historical flows have been characterized by the 

temporary or circular migration of male workers. As time passed, these seasonal patterns transformed 

into immigration and settlement. Women and children joined family members through chain migration, 

either undocumented or through family reunification procedures. These processes, along with 

immigration policy, affected the settlement of undocumented migrants (Riosmena, 2004). Settlement 

and return migration patterns have historically differed by gender, being women less likely to engage in 

circular migration and more likely to settle (Lowell, Pederzini & Passel, 2008; Van Hook & Zhang, 2011). 

Also, an analysis using data from the 2005 Mexican Population Count find that returnees are selected by 

sex and age (Masferrer & Roberts, 2009). 
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 In terms of age, the return for retirement of workers in older ages and the phenomenon of the 

‘salmon-bias’ effect in mortality differentials has been well documented in the health and migration 

literature, for example (Aguilera, 2004; Wong, Palloni & Soldo, 2007). Besides age, life course and family 

components such as marital status and presence of kin in either country, have shown to affect the 

decisions to return and selectivity (Van Hook & Zhang, 2011). 

 Thus, our first hypothesis is that there are gender differences in the overall patterns of return 

migration selectivity. We expect an interaction of age and gender as well. For example, we expect older 

men to be more likely to return than older women due to different family and economic responsibilities. 

In terms of age, we expect emigrants to be selected showing larger numbers of returnees in working 

ages or ages where migrants are overrepresented. In terms of educational selection of returned 

migrants, we do not expect to find a clear pattern, since other familiar and context factors  seem to play 

such an important role (Van Hook & Zhang, 2011).   

 However, once we consider year of return, we expect differences in selection patterns before 

and after 2008. Thus, our second overall hypothesis is that we expect age and gender differences in 

selectivity in these time periods, but no change in education selectivity.  This is partially supported by 

the idea that the financial crisis and economic recession affected mainly employment, income and 

poverty rates, but did not change the returns of education in the labor market. Additionally, Van Hook 

and Zhang (2011) find weak effects of economic integration on the selectivity of return.  

 In absolute numbers, return migration to Mexico from the United States has increased in the 

2010 data. However, previous research found declining return in previous years (Alarcón, Cruz, Díaz-

Bautista et al., 2008; Masferrer & Roberts, 2009; Passel & Cohn, 2009). It is possible that the sharp 

increase in the absolute numbers of emigrants during the period does not imply a change in the 

selectivity patterns of returnees. A recent publication shows declining return by age and education 

(Rendall, Brownell & Kups, 2011). Using data from the National Survey of Occupation and Employment 

(ENOE), the authors find a notorious decline in return in male migrants in working ages with less than 

college education and a decline in total return migration immediately after the triggering of the global 

financial crisis (fourth quarter of 2008). This could partially be explained by the fact that working 

migrants were aware of the fact that the economic situation in Mexico was also stressed by the impacts 

of the US recession. 

 We are interested in understanding the types of migrants that decided to sit the crisis in the 

United States instead of leaving it. This could be partially explained by the adverse legal and political 

environment characterized by enforcement, deportations, and anti-immigrant legislation that has had 

the impact of locking people in the US that would have otherwise returned home (Massey, 2005). 

Therefore, even if the economic context is adverse, we expect that the migrants that decided to sit the 

crisis are those with relatively better economic positions. We expect human capital to deter emigration 

in times affected by the economic recession. We expect a strong role of social networks in supporting 

migrants during the crisis, just like they do in other stages of the migration process, like in self-selection 

(McKenzie & Rapoport, 2010). Ironically, those in better economic conditions are also more likely to 

hold documents that would allow them to go back to the US while the economic situation ameliorates.  
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Data and methods 

 The nature of the problem of studying selection processes of Mexican return migration from the 

US makes the use of data from both countries imperative. In this paper, we use the ten percent sample 

of the 2010 Mexican census, as well as the United States 2005 and 2010 American Community Survey. 

The 2010 American Community Survey is the first US dataset to be weighted to the new results from the 

2010 US Census.  Comparisons of 2010 Census counts with previous population estimates suggest that 

there are notable differences in the number and geographic distribution of the Hispanic population 

(Passel & Cohn, 2011) and sizable differences in some age cohorts.  As such, the 2010 ACS may yield 

somewhat different results than previous analyses.  We also plan to incorporate new weights on 

previous surveys, including the 2005 ACS that will increase consistency with the 2010 census results.   

 In order to explore our research questions we estimate emigration rates to Mexico of Mexican-

born population by educational level for women and men separately. Where sample size allows, we will 

calculate emigration rates by age group as well. We will restrict our analysis to civilian non-

institutionalized population. Special considerations will be addressed in order to have comparable data 

for educational levels in both countries. Specifically, we will focus on the following comparisons. 

 (Mexicans living in US in 2005 and in Mexico in 2010) / (Mexican born population living in US in 

2005) by age, sex and educational level. 

 (Mexicans living in US in 2005 that returned to Mexico in 2005-2007) / (Mexican born 

population living in US in 2005) versus (Mexicans living in US in 2005 that returned to Mexico 

in 2008-2010) / (Mexican born population living in US in 2005) by age, sex and educational 

level. 
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