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Engines of Immigration: Stocks of Human and
Social Capital in Mexico*
Julie A. Phillips, Rutgers University

Douglas S. Massey, University of Pennsylvania

Objective. We seek to measure stocks of migration-specific human and social
capital available to Mexican immigrants and to quantify their effect in promoting

out-migration to the United States. Methods. We use data from the Mexican
Migration Project to measure the share of people in western Mexico who have
been to the U.S., who are socially connected to someone who has migrated to the
U.S. in the past, and who are socially connected to someone living in the U.S. at
the time of the survey. Results. We find that 40% of household heads from this re-

gion - and 20% of all persons of labor force age - have been to the United States
at least once in their lives. In addition, 25% of household heads have an immediate family member currently living in the United States; 61% have a member of
their extended family living north of the border; and 37% report knowing a friend
in the U.S. at the time of the survey. All told, 73% of household heads in western
Mexico are socially connected to someone living north of the border, and 81% at
least know someone with U.S. experience. Conclusions . These extensive stocks of
human and social capital lead to very high probabilities of out-migration over the
course of a Mexican's life and suggest that migration to the United States may continue even as economic pressures to migrate diminish.

Mexican migration to the United States is the largest sustained international movement anywhere in the world. During the 1960s, legal Mexican
immigration totaled 430,000 persons; but in the 1970s, it grew to more
than 680,000, and by the 1980s, it reached the remarkable figure of 3 million (U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service [INS], 1992). Woodrow
and Passei (1990) estimate that another 800,000 Mexicans arrived without
documents between 1980 and 1990, and official statistics reveal that some
12 million entered the United States as temporary visitors (INS, 1992).
During the first half of the 1990s, 2.2 million legal Mexican immigrants
* Direct all correspondence to Douglas S. Massey, Population Studies Center, University of

Pennsylvania, 3718 Locust Walk, Philadelphia, PA 19104-6298 (fax: 215-898-2124; e-mail:
dmassey@lexis.pop.upenn.edu). All data used in this analysis are publicly available for replication at the Mexican Migration Project Web site (http://pop.upenn.edu/mexmig/). The

authors will share coding information with those wishing to replicate the study. The authors
thank the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation and the National Institute of Child Health

and Human Development for their generous support of this research.
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Zahniser, 1996). Despite Massey and Espinosa's (1997:987) bald asser
that human and social capital are "widely diffused throughout Mexico
however, no study has actually documented this fact. To date there h
been no attempt either to count the relative number of Mexicans with
experience, or to determine the share who have some tie to a current
former U.S. migrant. If these numbers are both small, then the poten
for future emigration will be limited no matter what the effect of U.S
perience or social ties on the odds of out-migration; but if either of
numbers is large, the potential for future migration is considerable.
In this paper we draw upon a unique data set to describe the stock
migration-relevant human and social capital available to residents of w
ern Mexico. After presenting the average level and distribution of U
experience among Mexican residents, we document the kind, number,

range of social ties they have to current and former U.S. migrants. We the

estimate a model to predict, from prior experience and social connecti
the odds of U.S. migration and use the model to estimate the annual pr

ability of emigration typical for men in western Mexico today.

conclude by considering the implications of our analysis for the futur

Mexico-U.S. migration and discuss how results might be generalize

Mexico as a whole.

Data

Our data come from the Mexican Migration Project (MMP), which in

1982 and successive years from 1987 to 1994, surveyed two to five
Mexican communities annually using simple random-sampling methods.
The surveys were generally conducted in December and January, when seasonal migrants return to Mexico and are available for interviewing. The
sample size was typically two hundred households, unless the community
had fewer than five hundred residents, in which case a smaller number of

households was selected.

The thirty-eight communities analyzed for this study are all located in
western Mexico and were not chosen using probability mechanisms, but
were purposely selected to incorporate a variety of population sizes, geographic situations, ethnic compositions, economic bases, and migratory

experiences (see Massey, Goldring, and Durand, 1994; Massey and

Espinosa, 1997). Information about the communities and samples is summarized in Table 1. The communities vary in size from under 300 persons
to almost 3 million, yielding an average size of around 92,000 inhabitants.
Although our sample is not strictly representative of the states of western
Mexico, it contains a broad cross section of households and communities
in the region and yields a remarkably representative profile of its international migrants (Zenteno and Massey, 1999).
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TABLE 1

Mexican Communities Sampled for Study of Savings and Remittances of
Migrants to the United States
Mexican Sample U.S. Sample
State and Rounded 1990 Refusal Sample Sampling Sample Sampling
Urban Rank Population Rate Size Fraction Size Fraction
Colima

City 24,500 .087 200 .102 20 .028
Guanajuato

Metro area* 868,000 .119 200 .232 0 .000
Metro area* 363,000 .057 200 .100 20 .999

City* 52,000 .034
City 33,000 .072
City 24,000 .127
City 21,000 .047

200
200
200
200

.256
.072
.113
.053

20
15
15
20

.121
.023
.217
.047

Town 17,000 .057 200 .073 20 .816
Rancho 1,500 .085 150 .605 20 .999
Rancho 1,000 .029 100 .699 10 .999
Jalisco

Metro Area* 2,870,000 .048 200 .241 16 .227

City* 74,000 .074 201 .119 20 .052
City 31,000 .044 200 .113 20 .038

Town 12,000 .038 200 .105 20
Town 5,000 .115 200 .250 20
Town 3,500 .038 200 .392 20
Rancho 3,000 .010 200 .375 15
Rancho 3,000 .038 106 .183 14
Rancho 2,000 .037 94 .215 6
Rancho 1,000 .029 100 .467 7

.228
.642
.127
.260
.159
.144
.425

Michoacán

Metro area* 493,000 .083 200 .056 20 .098
Metro area* 217,000 .083 200 .184 13 .065

City 32,000 .037 200 .029 20 .009

Town 7,000 .057 200
Town 7,000 .015 200
Rancho 6,500 .050 200
Rancho 2,000 .152 150

.139
.104
.143
.335

20 .248
20 .020
20 .035
20 .999

Nayarit

City 20,000 .045 200 .045 20 .012

Town

11,000

.010

200

.074

20

.014

San Luis Potosí

Metro Area* 526,000 .048 200 .232 0 .000

City* 42,000 .052 200 .278 0 .000
City 23,000 .024 200 .580 20 .090
Rancho
Rancho

1,000
1,000

.000
.000

200
102

.302
.999

0
0

.000
.000

Zacatecas

Metro area* 100,000 .142 239 .127 10 .147
Town 7,500 .127 365 .213 20 .017
Rancho 2,000 .063 149 .512 10 .164
Rancho

"Sample

of

urban
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The Mexican community samples were supplemented with nonrand
surveys of out-migrants from each community who were located and
terviewed in destination areas of the United States. Questionnaires w
generally administered during the summer following each winter's su
The U.S. samples were gathered using snowball-sampling methods an
cused on migrants who had settled north of the border permanentl
no longer returned to Mexico regularly. The total binational sample

tains information on 7,143 households surveyed in Mexico and

households interviewed in the United States.

The questionnaire gathered data on the social, economic, and demographic traits of all household members, including basic information on
first and last trips to the United States (year of departure, duration of trip,

U.S. destination, U.S. occupation, wages earned, documentation, and total
number of trips made). For each household head, the questionnaire also
obtained detailed information on the range of social connections to current
and former U.S. migrants. From these data we developed several measures
of human and social capital to use in our analysis.
Migration-specific human capital "consists of skills, knowledge, and
abilities acquired as a direct result of participation in the U.S. economy"
(Massey and Espinosa, 1997:948). We proxy it with three basic indicators:

the number of U.S. trips, cumulative U.S. experience, and total time
elapsed since the last U.S. trip. As trips accumulate and experience grows,
we expect the odds of taking a successful U.S. trip to rise (yielding an easier border crossing, a better job, higher earnings, and fewer problems
generally). The more time elapsed since the last U.S. trip, however, the less
useful we expect experience obtained on prior trips to be. Like other forms
of capital, human capital depreciates over time.
Social capital stems from connections to current or former U.S. migrants. In this analysis, a current migrant is defined as someone living in
the United States at the time of the survey, and a former migrant is someone who has been to the U.S. at some time in the past. In order to capture
qualitative differences in social capital stemming from differences in the
closeness of social ties, we considered three kinds of social relationships:
ties to immediate family members (parents, siblings, and grandparents),
ties to extended family members (aunts, uncles, cousins, and in-laws), and
ties to friends (nonfamily social relations).
We focus our study on those most at risk of taking a trip to the United
States - persons of labor-force age - and pay particular attention to household heads, about whom we have the most detailed information on social
capital. In describing the quantity of U.S. experience and the range of so-

cial ties to U.S. migrants, we use data from the Mexican community
samples alone; but when we estimate statistical models to predict the probability of out-migration, we include data from the U.S. surveys to avoid
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TABLE 2

Indicators of Migration-Specific Human Capital among Respondents Surveyed in
Thirty-Eight Communities of Western Mexico
Persons 15-64 Household Heads

Human Capital Indicator MMP Adjusted MMP Adjusted
Made at least one U.S. trip 19.6% 15.7% 40.5% 32.4%

Of those with at least one U.S. trip:

Percentage with legal papers 24.9% - 22.3%
Mean number of trips 3.6 - 4.8
Mean months of U.S. experience 50.0 - 57.1
Mean years since last U.S. trip 7.8 - 13.0
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order to err on the conservative side, we compute an alternative set o
ures that deflate the MMP estimates by 20%.
The adjusted figures are presented in separate columns of Table 2
succeeding tables. Even allowing for an overstatement of experience
MMP data, the incidence of migratory experience in western Mexic
substantial. Under this conservative adjustment, about one-third of
household heads are estimated to have made at least one trip to the U

States, and 16% of those aged 15-64 are gauged to have done so.

Zenteno and Massey found no significant difference between the c
teristics of migrants enumerated in the ENADID and the MMP, we d
adjust the remaining figures in Table 2.
Table 3 shows the complete distribution of U.S. migrants by numb
trips, total months of migratory experience, and years since last trip

TABLE 3

Distribution of Migration-Specific Human Capital among Respondents Surveyed
in Thirty-Eight Communities of Western Mexico

Persons Aged 15-64 Household Heads
Human Capital Indicator (%) (%)
Number of Trips

1

45.0
32.3
19.2
19.3
3
trips
9.3
11.0
4
trips
6.0
7.4
5
trips
3.8
5.2
6-10 trips 9.3 13.0
11-20 trips 5.8 8.7
>20
Trips
1.6
3.1
N
4,202
2,850
Months
of
U.S.
2

trip

trips

0-6 months 20.3
7-12 months 15.9

20.0
15.5

1-2 years 17.3 16.7
2-5 years 21.1 19.6
5-10 years 13.8 13.4
11-20 years 9.0 10.7
>
20
years
2.6
4.2
N
4,110
2,820
Time
since
Last
<
1
year
24.1
19.0
1
year
10.7
6.5
2-5 years 22.9 17.0
6-10 years 14.3 13.9
11-20 years 17.2 18.6
> 20 years 10.8 25.1
N
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these figures are unadjusted since the
grants rather than the incidence of m
distributions are skewed, with concen

tails extending outward to the righ
(64.2%) report only one or two prior
and 19% have two); but a significant

trips, indicating a pattern of recurren
working-age migrants reported maki
States, with 9% reporting 6-10 trips,

reporting 20 or more! Reflecting the ske

mean number of trips is 3.6, whereas

The fact that the distribution of U.S. ex

bution of U.S. trips suggests that s
durations. Only 36% of persons age
experience of one year or less (20%
ported 7-12 months). In contrast,

between one and two years of U.S. ex
had 5-10 years, 9% had 11-20 years, a
years total in the U.S. As a result, the
years) is again considerably greater th
For a substantial share of working-ag
atively recent: roughly a quarter (24%
prior year, and over a third (35%) left
23% had been to the United States wi
jority of those with migrant experie
experience at least once in the five yea
Distributions of migration-specific h
among household heads than among
concentrations in early intervals and f
hold heads are older than workers in g

number of trips (4.6), but they also
working-age persons had gone to the
43% of household heads had done so.

self, the distributions observed for
persons are very similar.

In sum, Tables 2 and 3 indicate that a

depreciated migration-specific hum
western Mexico. Nearly 41% of all

working-age persons have been to the
spectively, under our conservative adju

more than four years of U.S. exper

migrants, this experience remains quit
ing-age migrants, and a quarter of mi
to the U.S. sometime within the past t
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tion policy the United States chooses to pursue, therefore, Mexicans
count on a substantial reserve of migration-specific human capital t

able their continued movement back and forth across the border.

The Stock of Social Capital
Table 4 shows the percentage of household heads who reported having
immediate family members, extended family members, and friends living in

the United States, as well as the percentage in each group with U.S. experience, along with an alternative set of estimates deflated by 20%. For each
category, we also report the average number of such ties (without any corresponding adjustment). Looking at these figures, we see that the stock of

social capital potentially available to western Mexicans is even greater
than the stock of human capital. Whereas only 41% of household heads
have actually been to the United States, nearly 60% report an immediate
family member with U.S. migratory experience (48% under the conservative adjustment), and a quarter report an immediate relative living in the
U.S. at the time of the survey (20% more conservatively).
When we cast our net more broadly by considering extended family
members, we find that 67% of heads report having a more distant relative

TABLE 4

Indicators of Social Capital Accessible to Household Heads Surveyed in ThirtyEight Communities of Western Mexico
Percentage with Tie

MMP Adjusted Mean Number
Indicator

of

Social

Capital

Connection to Someone with

Prior U.S. Experience

Immediate family 59.6 47.7 3.4
Extended family 66.9 53.5 13.8
Friend

47.4

37.9

11.6

Any social connection 81.1 64.9 28.8

Connection to Someone Living
in the U.S.

Immediate family 24.7 19.8 2.0
Extended family 60.7 48.0 10.9
Friend

37.3

30.2

8.3

Any social connection 72.7 58.2 19.2
Number

of

cases

Note:
Immediat
cludes
aunts,
u
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with U.S. experience and 61% report ex
der (54% and 48%, more conservativel
also said they knew friends who had
servatively), and well over a third had
conservatively). All told, 81% of hous
port that someone in their immediate
friends has been to the United States
three-quarters (58% conservatively) sa
presently living north of the border.

Among those with a social tie to a cur

ber of ties was also impressive. On

reported having 3.4 immediate family
members, and 11.6 friends with U.S. e
29 potential contacts for advice on cr
making one's way in the United State
average of 2 immediate family membe
and 8.3 friends living in the United St
total of 19.2 different persons potent
sistance during and after arrival.
Such stocks of social capital persist o
tion policy the United States chooses
implementing more restrictive borde
serves of social capital that have now
five decades of continuous transnatio

and Singer (1995), there have been m
Mexico to the United States since 19
holds in our sample are connected to

they know an average of 19 persons li
der. Even if we deflate our estimate t
of migratory experience in the MMP,
still have a social tie to a current or fo
Under the current legal framework,
that this social capital will promote a
States, since Congress has allocated the

relatives of those already legally present

migrants admitted to the United Stat
1995, for example, 44% were relative
atives of permanent resident aliens (I
legal immigrants presently enter the U
someone who is already here.
Table 5 illustrates the degree to whic
mentum into the process of Mexico-U

different categories under which a Mexic

visa under U.S. immigration law. We t
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TABLE 5

Potential Access to U.S. Immigrant Visas by Members of Households Surveyed
in Thirty-Eight Communities of Western Mexico

Percentage with Kinship Tie ^
MMP Adjusted in Base
Visa Category under U.S. Law (%) (%) Category
Unrestricted Visas

Wives with U.S. -citizen husbands 0.5 0.4 11,614
Husbands with U.S.-citizen wives 0.4 0.3 12,178

Minor children with U.S.-citizen parent 0.4 0.3 18,500

Parents with U.S.-citizen child 0.2 0.1 13,462
Numerically Restricted Visas
First preference
Unmarried adult children with

U.S.-citizen parent 0.5 0.4 4,699
Second preference
Wives with legal husbands 12.6 10.1 11,614
Husband with legal wives 4.9 3.9 12,178
Unmarried minor children with

legal parent 10.0 8.0 18,500

Fourth preference

Married child of U.S.-citizen parent 0.8 0.6 11,243

Fifth preference

Adult with U.S.-citizen sibling 2.7 2.2 15,969

Any

Visa

Category

dents
wives

in
in

a U.S. citizen and are thus entitled to receive a residence visa without nu-

ea
ou

merical restriction (i.e., they can enter the country right away). Among
husbands in our sample, 0.4% have a citizen wife, and 0.4% of the minor
children we enumerated likewise have a citizen parent. Among all parents
in our sample, 0.2% have a citizen child.
The potential number of entrants in numerically unrestricted categories is

not great because most of those who are eligible for a visa in these categories have already received one and emigrated. In contrast, the potential
for future immigration among persons falling into numerically restricted
categories is considerably larger, as many have long backlogs. Some of the
people shown in this panel have probably already applied for a visa and are
simply waiting to receive it. Although the percentage of unmarried adult
children with a citizen parent (the first preference category) is small at
0.5%, the corresponding percentages in the second and third preference
categories are considerably greater: the share of wives with legal resident
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alien husbands is 13%; the percentage o
is 5%; and the percentage of minor ch
The final two preference categories (m
and adults with citizen siblings) are al
tively; but when cumulated across all
percentage of the Mexican population
some provision of U.S. law. According
the population of western Mexico prese
to the United States by virtue of a kin
resident alien. Deflating this estimate
of migratory experience yields a figu

base population of 18 million people

some 1.45 million potential legal immi

Migratory Momentum

Our descriptive analysis plainly show
specific human and social capital has a

more than five decades of continuous movement back and forth across the

border. There is nothing the U.S. government can do to erase this reserve
of U.S. experience or to sever the myriad social ties between Mexican residents and U.S. migrants. These key resources will dwindle only through
the pressure of mortality and the passage of time. Under virtually any scenario, large stocks of migration-specific human and social capital will exist
for years to come and can be expected to continue promoting high levels
of out-migration to the United States for the foreseeable future.
To quantify the potential for continued emigration latent in the Mexican
population because of the accumulation of human and social capital, we
estimated the model shown in Table 6. Specifically, we pooled our U.S. and

Mexican surveys and selected all household heads who were present in
Mexico one year prior to the survey date. That is, in order to be included
in the estimation, U.S.-based household heads had to be living in Mexico
one year before the survey date. As nearly all of those interviewed in the
United States were long-term settlers with years of U.S. experience, this re-

quirement excluded all but 115 U.S. respondents from the analysis. While
these U.S. cases are included to eliminate the effects of selection bias, estimates change very little when they are excluded (sent upon request).
Given that few heads were female, we restricted attention to males to fa-

cilitate interpretation. We created a dichotomous variable that equaled 1 if
the subject went to the United States at any time during the prior year and

0 otherwise. Using a logit model, we regressed this outcome on the number
of U.S. trips, total years of U.S. experience, and a series of dichotomous so-

cial-capital indicators: whether or not the respondent had immediate
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TABLE 6

Logit Model Predicting Odds of Migrating to the United States during the Year
Prior to the Survey among Male Household Heads from Thirty-Eight Mexican
Communities

Outcome: Left for U.S.

Variable

В

SE

Demographic

p

Contro

Age 0.017 0.025 0.503
Age squared -0.0007* 0.0003 0.013

Migration-Specific Human Capital

Number of prior trips 0.319* 0.019 0.000
Number trips x years since last trip -0.049* 0.004 0.000
Years of U.S. experience 0.084* 0.012 0.000
Social Capital
Immediate family with U.S. experience 0.171 0.140 0.221
Extended family with U.S. experience 0.780* 0.226 0.001
Friends with U.S. experience 0.487* 0.178 0.006
Immediate family living in U.S. 0.719* 0.116 0.000
Extended family living in U.S. -0.223 0.197 0.257
Friends living in U.S. -0.152 0.160 0.345
Intercept
Pseudo

Number

*p

-2.879*

R2

of

<

0.524

0.344

0.001

cases

.05

family
with
experience,
not
he
had
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To get a sense of the migratory mome
man and social capital that now exist
the average male household head in ou
tics, at the time of the survey the typ
years of U.S. experience over the cours
which occurred about six years ago. Hi
nection to someone with U.S. experien
members, 0.70 for extended family m
respect to social contacts living in the
0.26 for immediate family members, 0

and 0.50 for friends.

Inserting these averages into the equat
from 18 to 40 (the migration-prone age
nual migration probabilities that begi
Deflating the schedule of annual migr
age yields an adjusted schedule that be
by age 40. That is, given the average
and social capital now observed among
Mexico, the chances of leaving for the
quite high - at least 8% - and at most
Of course, the odds of out-migration
ual characteristics depart from the av
over the course of a lifetime, men in
experience a substantial cumulative pro
States. It is thus not surprising to fin

merated in the MMP data, nearly h

States. In sum, the chances are very hig
the United States at some point over the

accounting for the MMP's possible over
in the population.
Our analysis thus suggests that stock

social capital that have already accum

serve as powerful engines of emigration
dramatic changes in the binational poli
of the game along the border, the Uni
tion of large-scale Mexican immigrati
course, a process of self-reinforcing h
mulation cannot propel an increase in m
As Massey, Goldring, and Durand (199
of migration continues long enough, n
saturation. . . . [as] virtually all who r
connected either to someone living abr
foreign experience ... [at which point]
dynamic momentum for growth."
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The key empirical question, then, is how far Mexico is from th
of network saturation. The community-level data presented by
Goldring, and Durand (1994) suggest that the out-migration pro
reach an upper asymptote when about 50% of the total popul
been drawn into international migration. Given that Zenteno and
(1999) analysis of national survey data found that in 1992, only
Mexicans over the age of 12 had been to the United States, ther
ously much unrealized potential for a continued expansion of m
between the two most populous countries in North America.
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