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MEXICAN MIGRATION PATTERNS SIGNAL A NEW IMMIGRATION REALITY: 
Fewer Mexicans are Entering the U.S., Fewer Are Leaving,  

and Mexican American Births Now Outpace Immigration from Mexico 
 
Much of what we thought we knew about immigration is changing, and the new reality means 
we need to think differently about how we approach immigrants and immigration reform in the 
United States.  Unauthorized immigration has clearly paused, and three-fifths of unauthorized 
immigrants have been in the United States for more than a decade.  Immigrants are becoming 
more integrated into U.S. communities.  Given these trends, now is the time to seriously consider 
comprehensive immigration reform. 
 
New data from the Pew Hispanic Center, the RAND Corporation, and other sources provide 
useful information about the state of immigration today.  Although most of this data deals with 
Mexican immigrants as a whole and not just the unauthorized, it is a useful indicator of what is 
taking place in the unauthorized population.  More than half (55 percent) of Mexican immigrants 
in the United States are unauthorized, and roughly three-fifths (59 percent) of all unauthorized 
immigrants are from Mexico.1 
 
The new data indicate that fewer Mexican immigrants are arriving in the United States due to the 
poor condition of the U.S. economy, greater economic opportunities in Mexico, and increased 
challenges and risks when crossing the border.  However, despite years of increased spending on 
immigration enforcement,2 including record-setting numbers of deportations under the Obama 
Administration3—and despite the impact of a recession and persistently stagnant labor market in 
the United States—fewer Mexican immigrants are leaving the country now than in years past.  
Plus, the Mexican American population continues to increase, and Mexican immigrants in the 
United States have become the parents of a new generation of Mexican Americans.  In other 
words, Mexican immigrants are staying and they are becoming more and more integrated into 
U.S. society.   
 
Fewer immigrants are coming to the United States from Mexico. 
 

 According to Princeton University sociologist Douglas Massey, data collected by the 
Mexican Migration Project indicate that “the rate of new undocumented migration from 
Mexico dropped to zero in 2008 for the first time in 50 years.”4 

 
 An August 2011 report from Mexico’s National Statistics Institute says that migrant outflows 

from Mexico have fallen to “almost nothing.”  Only 0.09 percent of Mexico’s population 
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migrated between March 2010 and March 2011—which is 83 percent less than the outflow of 
0.53 percent of the population in 2006 and 2007.5 

 
 According to a July 2011 report by the Pew Hispanic Center, “the number of Mexicans 

annually leaving Mexico for the U.S. declined from more than one million in 2006 to 
404,000 in 2010—a 60% reduction.”6 

 
 This decline is due to a number of factors: the grim U.S. job market since the recession of 

2008, increased U.S. border enforcement, strong economic growth and increasing job 
opportunities in Mexico, and the dangers involved in being smuggled into the United States 
by violent criminal cartels.7 

 
 Declining fertility rates in Mexico are likely to mean a continuation of this trend.  According 

to the Pew Hispanic Center, in 1960, the fertility rate for women in Mexico who were in their 
child-bearing years was 7.3 children per woman.  By 2009, the fertility rate in Mexico had 
fallen to 2.4.  According to Pew, “The sharp decline in fertility rates in Mexico in the past 
half-century is consistent with the demographic changes that often occur when countries 
undergo periods of rapid economic growth and modernization.”  

 
Fewer Mexican immigrants already living in the United States are returning to Mexico. 
 

 A July 2011 study from the RAND Corporation found that, despite improved economic 
conditions in Mexico and worsened conditions in the United States, fewer Mexican 
immigrants returned to Mexico in 2008 and 2009 than in the two years before the recession.8 

 
 RAND found declines in return migration among “male migrants and all 18- to 40-year-old 

migrants with less than a college education,” as well as a decline in total return migration in 
the fourth quarter of 2008 (the beginning of the global financial crisis).  The study found that 
return migration to Mexico during the fourth quarters of 2006 and 2007 totaled 117,120 and 
133,490, and the numbers dropped to 95,238 and 79,959 during the fourth quarters of 2008 
and 2009.9 

 
 This reinforces the conclusion of a 2009 Pew study that “data from U.S. and Mexican 

population surveys provide no evidence that an increased number of immigrants have left the 
United States to return to Mexico since 2006.”10 

 
 The RAND study suggests that the drop in returns may be due to the fact that many 

immigrants do not return home until they have accumulated some predetermined level of 
savings—even in the midst of an economic downturn.11 

 
 According to estimates by the Department of Homeland Security, three-fifths of unauthorized 

immigrants have been in the United States for more than a decade.  Roughly 42 percent of 
unauthorized immigrants in the country as of 2010 had arrived during the 1990s, and another 
19 percent during the 1980s.12 
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Mexican immigrants are the parents of the next generation of Mexican Americans. 
 

 The 2011 Pew report finds that there has been a “surge in births among Mexican Americans” 
over the past decade, and that this surge “is largely attributable to the immigration wave that 
has brought more than 10 million immigrants to the United States from Mexico since 
1970.”13 

 
 Immigrants are more likely to be of child-bearing age, and tend to have more children, than 

native-born Americans.  As a result, between 2006 and 2010, more than half (53%) of 
Mexican American births were to parents who had migrated from Mexico.14 

 
 Due to the increase in births and decline in new immigration, “births have surpassed 

immigration as the main driver” of population growth among Mexican Americans.15 
 

 The Pew report found that “in the decade from 2000 to 2010, the Mexican American 
population grew by 7.2 million as a result of births and 4.2 million as a result of new 
immigrant arrivals.”  This fundamentally alters the pattern of the previous two decades, in 
which immigration outweighed or equaled births in the growth of the Mexican American 
population.16 

 
Conclusion 
 
The most recent data on Mexican migration to and from the United States is an important 
reminder that migration patterns change over time—and that immigration policies must change 
as well.  Fewer Mexicans are migrating to the United States, fewer Mexican immigrants in the 
United States are returning home, and immigrants from Mexico are parents to a new generation 
of Mexican Americans who are U.S. citizens.  These trends suggest that our immigration policies 
must transition away from the current enforcement-only efforts to drive out unauthorized 
immigrants.  We need a more nuanced set of policies that help immigrants who are already living 
here to fully integrate into U.S. society.   
 
Endnotes 
                                                 
1 Pew Hispanic Center, Mexican Immigrants in the United States, 2008 (Washington, DC: Pew Hispanic Center, 
April 15, 2009), p. 1. 
2 Immigration Policy Center, Immigration Enforcement in a Time of Recession: Explaining the Recent Decline in 
Unauthorized Migration (Washington, DC: American Immigration Council, September 9, 2010). 
3 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Office of Immigration Statistics, Immigration Enforcement Actions: 2010, 
June 2011. 
4 Douglas S. Massey, “It’s time for immigration reform,” CNN.com – Global Public Square, July 7, 2011. 
5 Associated Press, “Mexico says immigration outflow drops to ‘almost nothing,’” August 8, 2011. 
6 Pew Hispanic Center, The Mexican-American Boom: Births Overtake Immigration (Washington, DC: July 14, 
2011), p. 3. 
7 Damien Cave, “Better Lives for Mexicans Cut Allure of Going North,” New York Times, July 6, 2011; Philip E. 
Wolgin and Ann Garcia, “What Changes in Mexico Mean for U.S. Immigration Policy,” Center for American 
Progress, August 8, 2011. 
8 Michael S. Rendall, Peter Brownell, and Sarah Kups, Declining Return Migration From the United States 
to Mexico in the Late-2000s Recession: A Research Note (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, July 9, 2011). 
9 Ibid. 

http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/144.pdf
http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/47.pdf
http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/docs/Enforcement_During_Recession_090910_0.pdf
http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/docs/Enforcement_During_Recession_090910_0.pdf
http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/enforcement-ar-2010.pdf
http://globalpublicsquare.blogs.cnn.com/2011/07/07/its-time-for-immigration-reform/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/americas/mexico-says-immigration-outflow-drops-to-almost-nothing/2011/08/08/gIQAxYJi2I_story.html
http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/144.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/07/06/world/americas/immigration.html
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2011/08/mexico_immigration.html
http://www.rand.org/news/press/2011/07/13.html
http://www.rand.org/news/press/2011/07/13.html


 4

                                                                                                                                                             
10 Jeffrey S. Passel and D’Vera Cohn, Mexican Immigrants: How Many Come? How Many Leave? (Washington, 
DC: Pew Hispanic Center, July 22, 2009), p. 1. 
11 Michael S. Rendall, Peter Brownell, and Sarah Kups, Declining Return Migration From the United States 
to Mexico in the Late-2000s Recession: A Research Note (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, July 9, 2011). 
12 Michael Hoefer, Nancy Rytina, and Bryan C. Baker, Estimates of the Unauthorized Immigrant Population 
Residing in the United States: January 2010 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Office of 
Immigration Statistics, February 2011), p. 2. 
13 Pew Hispanic Center, The Mexican-American Boom: Births Overtake Immigration (Washington, DC: July 14, 
2011), p. 2. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 

http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/112.pdf
http://www.rand.org/news/press/2011/07/13.html
http://www.rand.org/news/press/2011/07/13.html
http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ois_ill_pe_2010.pdf
http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ois_ill_pe_2010.pdf
http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/144.pdf


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


