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Abstract 
  

Mexico is positioned to move from the 3rd to the 4th stage of demographic transition 
within the next 15 to 20 years. Once this occurs the population will begin to decrease. There are 
many factors that will influence the rate of change and the final Total Fertility Rate (TFR), such 
as economic conditions, social policy and violence. However, the transition will occur and it will 
change the number of Mexicans that migrate. There will be less migration to the United States 
and this will have implications for policy both in the United States and Mexico.  
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I. Introduction 
 

 Mexico and United States, as bordering countries, have closely tied economies and 

population flows. Differing economic conditions in the two countries have created specific 

economic and migratory relationships. According to the United States Census Bureau, Mexico 

sends the largest portion of immigrants to the United States, compared to any other country 

(Grieco 2). This close relationship has been contentious at times, and policies to influence 

economic exchange and movement have been enacted in both countries. Mexico and the United 

States have also built expectations about the benefits of their relationship. Those benefits include 

reliance on remittances, exports and filling labor gaps. However, changes in migration could alter 

those benefit structures. Migratory changes may occur because the demographic characteristics of 

the Mexican population will undergo a significant transformation of the age structure of the 

population over the next 40 years, and in fact, a major transition has already begun and has 

become evident.  

 The main hypothesis of this paper is that the flow of migration from Mexico will have 

decreased by 2050, due to demographic changes. If current fertility, mortality and economic 

trends continue at the same rate, there will be fewer people able to migrate and possibly more 

incentives to stay in Mexico. This is because as the Mexican population becomes generally older 

and more educated (Partida-Bush 483), there may be less of a surplus population willing to 

migrate. 

Migratory changes will impact both the United States and Mexico, and in order for the 

needs of people and national economics to be met, both countries must begin preparing now. 

Mexico will first have the challenge of reducing wage disparities between states, employing a 

workforce that is still growing, and then sustaining an aging population. The United States could 

have gaps in sectors traditionally occupied by Mexicans. This paper will attempt to answer how 

Mexico’s demographic transition, coupled with polices and economic conditions of the United 
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States and Mexico will shape the migratory landscape. It will also address some of the changing 

needs and challenges of both countries, and provide recommendations for policy.  

II. Literature Review/Theoretical Basis 
 

 This paper will first examine demographic transition theory and Mexico’s current 

population statistics. Secondly, a review will be conducted of the demographic characteristics of 

migrants. Finally this paper will examine policies in the United States and Mexico that influence 

migration or Mexican health and opportunities. All of these topics have been researched 

individually but this paper will expand the dialogue by exploring the intersection of demographic 

change, migration and policy. There is little peer-reviewed work published which theorizes about 

the consequences of a demographic transition on migration for Mexico and the corresponding 

policy implications. 

1. Demographic Transition  
 

Firstly, a demographic transition is characterized by a mortality and then fertility decline. 

The transition is grouped into four phases. In the first stage death rates begin to reduce, though 

still fluctuate. This is because improvements in public wellbeing are being made, but the 

population is still vulnerable. For example, an increase in food prices could lead to additional 

mortality in this phase.  The second phase is dramatic, as it is a coupling of declining birth and 

death rates, where death rates drop to a low and fairly constant level. For many countries, the 

second phase coincided with the European industrial revolution. In this phase, the rate of natural 

increase is the greatest, because the birth and death rate are the most divergent (Population 

Reference Bureau 3). During the second phase, infant death becomes less common, and people 

live longer, as many aliments become treatable. This is made possible by improvements in 

sanitation, water purification and medical innovation. Particularly, infants under one year are very 
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sensitive to issues of unclean water and poor sanitation, so their survival is important in this 

transition. As presented by the Population Reference Bureau, the third and fourth phases are 

characterized primarily by further declines in fertility (as children are surviving). The third phase 

is also tied to increasing urbanization, where the value of a large family decreases. In the third 

phase birthrates near the replacement level, which is 2.1 children per woman. The last, or fourth 

phase, is characterized by low or very low birth rates and very low death rates. Much of this is 

due to modern medical infrastructure and enhanced living standards (3). 

Demographic transition theory was first developed to describe the process that European 

countries were exhibiting starting in the 19th century. While the theory still applies to developing 

countries, the original predicted pattern was not completely generalizable. The onset of fertility 

and mortality declines could not be fully predicted (Teitelbaum 421-424). While many countries 

have not completed the transition, researchers theorize that most countries will complete a similar 

shift to low fertility and mortality.  

No two countries have followed identical paths to transition, because there are so many 
possible combinations of nuptiality, fertility, mortality, and migration at each stage of the 
transition. However, this diversity is not irreconcilable with the [possible] universality of 
the transition. (Kirk 386) 
 
Since many countries make the transition, it will be possible, in the scope of this paper, to 

utilize these patterns to examine how the changes in population could impact migration. In fact, 

migration changes the onset of fertility and mortality decline, as stated by Kirk. The guidelines 

that have been established for predicting population change can be examined and applied to 

Mexico’s current situation. By examining where Mexico is in the transition, the future 

composition of the population can be projected.  

2: Characteristics of Migrants  
 

The second item to consider is the characteristics of individuals that migrate. The age 

structure of the Mexican population will be a factor in future migratory trends. Researchers have 

5 



found that migration is not uniform over a person’s lifetime. There are two main groups of people 

that migrate: dependent and independent. Families migrate with dependent children, which is why 

there are higher rates of young children migrating. For those that migrate independently, they are 

mostly young, and the peak age is around age 22 (Castro and Rogers 5-34). Bustamente et al. 

have examined and investigated the characteristics of Mexican migrants. They find that Mexican 

migrants differ from other international migrants due to geographical proximity and that the 

purpose of migration influences the characteristics of migrants. For example, there is a difference 

between cyclical migrants and more long-stay migrants. While the composition of migrants is 

dynamic, most tend to be young men seeking agricultural work. There is also a large young 

cohort seeking professional training (93-159).  

The age of the population also changes push and pull factors, which could lead to 

measurable impacts on migration. For example, healthier people are more likely to migrate, as 

demonstrated in the healthy migrant effect of Mexicans in the United States. As Lee describes, 

there are theoretical characteristics of migrants that make movement more likely. Important to 

this paper is his conclusion that individuals migrate during specific life stages in response to 

negative and positive factors (55-56). As a population ages the medical needs of the population 

also increase, which in turn makes migration more difficult and less economically advantageous. 

It would be less likely that older people would be able to respond to economic incentives in the 

same way that younger people can.  

3: Policies of the United States and Mexico 
 

Thirdly, policy is a primary consideration in considering migratory trends. While there 

are economic incentives that encourage migration, policies have been enacted to restrict that flow, 

and research has been done to predict the results of those policies.  For example, the Immigration 

Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986 brought increased national preoccupation with Mexican 

migration. In generating support for this legislation, former President Regan tied national security 
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to immigration by portraying the border as an out-of-control area that needed to be subdued with 

forcible action. While his goal may have been to reduce migration, instead when Congress passed 

IRCA, it suppressed the flow of seasonal migration. Crossing the border became too costly for 

many Mexicans, which also deterred migrants from returning to Mexico once they were in the 

United States.  This led to immigrants settling in the United States, and bringing their families as 

well (Durand et al. 518-536). Furthermore, American economic policies indirectly change 

migration. For example, the current recession, which in part is due to economic policy choices, 

has decreased the amount of illegal migration to the United States (Fix et al. 1-3). 

Policies in Mexico also need to be considered in this paper. Mexican health policies will 

continue to influence health status and fertility. Furthermore, due to Mexico’s educational 

policies, the number of educated people is growing faster than overall population growth, but 

Mexico is having difficulty creating jobs for such individuals (Zúñiga and Molina 3-5). In 2007, 

Mexico also began to pursue a national development plan, an initiative of the current president, 

Felipe Calderón, which furthered efforts to increase sustainable human development (Plan 

Nacional de Desarrollo 2007-2012). Since the population is slowly becoming more educated, the 

attraction of low wage jobs will decrease. Flows of migration will also then depend on how 

sufficiently the Mexican economy can create jobs.  

As shown, research has been done on the impact of policy, items that affect migration, 

the current status of the Mexican population, and demographic transition theory. The remainder 

of this paper will examine the application of this research in managing current and future public 

policy challenges.  

III. Methodology  
 

 As demonstrated in the literature review, there is a gap in academic investigation on how 

population trends, coupled with policy, will influence future migration patterns. Furthermore, an 
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in-depth analysis of Mexico’s demographic transition and the factors that influence rates will help 

create a picture of the future. Since Mexican migration has been studied in-depth in many 

contexts, and so has the impact of United States’ migration policy, comparing both trends and the 

effect on each other is possible. This paper will attempt to answer some of the policy needs and 

discuss what the demographic transition will look like based on current projections.   

Governmental and quasi-governmental bodies have also collected data on population and 

economic trends. Data will be used to put Mexico’s current and future situation into context with 

policy needs. While the analysis may be limited because original data was not gathered, further 

analysis of current trends will be sufficient for making recommendations. Resources and data will 

be drawn from a literature review of relevant academic works from the United States and Mexico. 

These items will be supplemented by publications and aggregated data from the United States 

Census Bureau, the Mexican Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía, the United Nations 

and the World Bank.  

IV. Mexico’s Demographic Transition 
 

1. Mexico’s Stage of Transition  
 

Mexico’s current stage of the demographic transition can be used to speculate on the 

direction of population trends. There is sufficient demographic data on the Mexican population 

because the government collects fertility and mortality data, and conducts censuses. Based on the 

stages of the demographic transition theory, Mexico is in the third stage, in which fertility and 

morality have declined. This phase is often characterized by some of the biggest changes, such as 

an aging of the population. When Mexico enters the final stage of the transition, the population 

has the potential to decrease further and perhaps rapidly. 
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Each demographic stage can be mapped to certain development indicators. The third 

stage of the demographic transition is important because well being increases. For example, 

generally accepted indicators of the third stage include female access to medical care and 

education. Such advances indicate social and economic progress, as there are countries still in the 

first phase of transition. As the Population Reference Bureau can demonstrate, all of these stages 

are currently present around the world. Countries in the first phase include Afghanistan and 

Uganda. In the third stage with Mexico, is most of South America, the Caribbean, Southeast Asia 

and many other countries scattered in the other continents. Countries with very similar fertility 

and mortality rates to Mexico include Argentina, Iran, Turkey and Indonesia (3-14). These are all 

countries that have become highly urbanized, but are not defined as “most developed countries” 

by the United Nations. The countries in the fourth stage include Japan, Italy and Germany, among 

others (Population Reference Bureau 2).  

The significance of the countries in the fourth stage is that they have the oldest 

populations. Countries differ in the rate of aging, so there is not a uniform, predictable decline. 

Many of the countries in the fourth stage have inverted population pyramids, where there are 

more old people than young. In such countries, the economy does not need to grow in order to 

maintain the employment needs of the working age population, as the percentage of people in that 

age range decreases. But greater pressure is put on the working age generation to pay for services 

for the aging, such as pensions and healthcare. Mexico’s population may exhibit similar 

characteristics but is behind in the transition, as compared to the most developed countries. Many 

factors will influence that rate, which will be discussed in the proceeding sections.  

2. Current Fertility  
 

Current and future fertility rates will determine the composition of the population, and 

how those rates change will also establish Mexico unique demographic structure. That is why 

specific details of the population’s transition are important, as the rates will determine how 
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quickly the population ages, and how inverted the population pyramid may become. A rapid 

change in the composition of the population could put a large burden on the government. It is 

predicted that Mexico’s transition will be rapid, compared to European countries, but that the 

population will not collapse in the same way that the Japanese population is predicted to (World 

Population Prospects, the 2010 Revision, United Nations).  

Since Mexico is a geographically large country, rates of development and the 

corresponding fertility rates have been unequal. The country itself has a north/south divide in 

terms of development and urbanization. Such development is directly attached to differing 

fertility rates. As of 1995, all of Mexico has reached a medium level of development. This mean 

36.3 to 52.2% of the population is urbanized, as defined by access to modern education, 

infrastructure and healthcare. Much of northern and central Mexico has high or very high rates of 

development, where 87.5% or more of the population is urbanized (México en el siglo XX, 

INEGI). To equalize fertility rates, economic distribution also needs to be more equitable.  

 Currently, the fertility rate is at or below replacement level in parts of the country. 

Starting in the late 1960s, the national fertility average has fallen from around 6.0 children to 2.3 

children per woman. This has had a dramatic influence on the composition and expansion of the 

population. The rate of fertility decline has also accelerated as Mexico has progressed through the 

transition, though as noted, fertility rates are unequally distributed cross the county. The northern 

states and the Federal District have lower fertility rates than many of the central and southern 

states. As the following table illustrates, 43% of the population lives in regions with fertility at 

replacement levels. The 224 municipalities, with a Total Fertility Rate (TFR)1 of <2.2, only 

                                                            
1The total fertility rate is the sum of age-specific fertility rates for women, when age is given in single 
years. ∑ is the sum of age-specific rates and Fx is the age-specific rates for the age group x, x+1. The TFR 
is a standardized measure because age-specific rates are multiplied by a standard population, typically 
1,000. It then gives a hypothetical fertility history, taking into account an estimated number of births per 
1,000 if they had lived through there entire reproductive years and were subject to age-specific fertility 
rates. (Palmore and Gardner 91-93). 
TFR= 5[∑5FX(1,000)]  

x 
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represent 9.2% of the total number of municipalities, which highlights the influence of 

urbanization. The remaining 57% of the population has a TFR above replacement levels, though 

many of these regions are close to replacement levels. 

Table 1 : Fertility Rates by Municipality 

Number of Municipalities 

 

Percentage of Population Total Fertility Rate (TFR)

224  43% <2.2 children per woman

1036   38% 2.2 – 3.0 children per woman

1183  19% >3.0 children per woman

Data Compiled from Tuiran et al. article, 489

  

This comparison, illustrated in relation to development and social factors, shows how 

regions of Mexico with larger metropolitan areas and higher levels of female education and work 

force participation have the lowest fertility rates. In contrast, the regions that are more rural and 

have higher numbers of the indigenous population, with lower scores on the indexes of human 

development, have higher fertility. High fertility regions also correspond to areas where infant 

mortality is above the national average (Tuiran et al. 490-492).  

The density of population in low fertility areas may increase, but regional fertility 

differences will still be important in determining the growth of the population. Most of the 

population resides in areas of lower fertility, and only 19% of the population has a fertility rate 

above 3.0. Internal migration trends within Mexico indicate that people are also moving from 

high fertility areas to low fertility zones. However, according to the Instituto Nacional de 

Estadística y Geografía (INEGI), much of Mexico’s internal migration is cyclical. People move in 

and out of highly urbanized areas. Still, there has been a consistent flow of individuals into 
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Mexico City, northern and central Mexico and a lesser amount to the parts south, though this flow 

may be decreasing (INEGI N.p.).  

3. Future Population Levels 
 

There are many factors that will influence Mexico’s actual pace through the demographic 

transition, which will be discussed in length in the proceeding sections. The United Nations 

makes assumptions about those factors in order to make reliable predictions of population change. 

Those assumptions may or may not hold true for Mexico’s situation. The United Nations creates a 

mid-range projection based on current trends in Mexico (this projection will be used to analyze 

policy and create recommendations in this paper, though alternative possibilities will be 

explored). It should be noted that Mexico’s National Population Council has a few disagreements 

with the United Nations about when replacement levels will be reached, due to differing views on 

the effectiveness of Mexico’s population policies, based on worldwide comparison.  

In order to discuss possible alternative projections, some key points of the United Nations 

methodology need to be discussed. The United Nations has a method to officially create the 

median-variant of the predicted population. There are seven other projections for 2050: low, high, 

constant-fertility, instant- replacement-fertility, No-AIDS, constant-mortality and zero-migration. 

Of the many assumptions made for the median projection, a few that are important to this paper 

will be noted. The current political configuration of a country is considered but the regional 

population situation is taken into account when making longer-term projections. Regional 

situations are important because fertility, mortality and international migration are interrelated, 

but independent assumptions about each are used. For example, the current rate of migration in a 

country is assumed constant into the future. Emerging or potential crises are also not considered 

because developing a reliable method for predicting the outcome or occurrence of such events 

would be highly unreliable (United Nations, Long Range Population Projections ii-15).  
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Assuming Mexico’s current conditions will remain fairly stable, fertility levels will 

continue to decline and life expectancy will increase. In 2011 Mexico’s TFR was 2.3 and the 

current rate of natural increase is 1.4%2 (Population Reference Bureau 7).  As Partida-Bush 

explains, in a study in 2006, a national TFR of 1.85 children per women might occur in 2030, 

which is below replacement (Partida-Bush 285-307). Previous United Nations studies, in 2002, 

which included work of Partida-Bush, estimated that the TFR would be at 1.7 by 2030 or 2025 

and remain constant until 2050. It is also possible that a TFR of 1.68 could be reach by 2030, 

based on projections of Mexico’s National Population Council. (United Nations, Completing the 

Fertility Transition). While these differences in estimates seem minimal, they represent great 

differences in the total number of people. As these differing projections indicate, there is no 

question that Mexico will begin to experience population reductions. However, the degree of that 

reduction and exactly when it will occur is an item of contention and constant revision among the 

leading experts on the subject.  

In addition to decreases in population, life expectancy is increasing, due to reductions in 

infant mortality and increased access to modern medical care. Currently the Mexican average life 

expectancy is 74.2 years for men and 79.1 for women. The most recent projections indicate that 

in 2050 life expectancy for men will be 79.3 years and for women it will be 83.6, which is similar 

to current rates in Japan (Partida-Bush 285-307). Therefore, more of the individuals that are born 

can be expected to live to older age. 

Before moving on to factors that could change these projections, the implications for 

migration should be noted. If these rates remain constant, then in this period the relationship 

between Mexico and the United States will be fundamentally altered. Migratory patterns will look 

very different, as the growth of the population will be decreasing. Therefore, there will be less of 

                                                            
2 The rate of natural increase is than measured by the number of births minus the number of deaths, divided 
by the midyear population, times k (Palmore and Gardner, 30-107). 
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a surplus population. Between 2025 and 2050, it might be advantageous for both countries to 

examine policy. 

4. Factors Influencing Population Increase  
 

Due to the disagreement in the rate of Mexico’s actual demographic transition, it is 

illuminating to examine how specific attributes of Mexico will influence those projections. The 

median-variant is taken by the United Nations because there are factors that could influence either 

population growth or reduction. In the following section those items will be considered. Mexico’s 

current political and social environment will be taken into account as factors influencing 

population change.  

 There are numerous types of crises that could set back Mexico’s demographic transition, 

which are not considered in the median projection. Due to the fact that the lowest rates of fertility 

correspond to higher rates of development, population predictions are dependent on anticipated 

progress. If major unfavorable changes were to occur in current economic trends and targeted 

social policies, then population reductions may not happen as naturally. For example, if Mexico 

were to be hit with a major and prolonged recession, then further urbanization may stop.  Or if 

current violence prevented the government from providing services, then education levels could 

drop, or infant mortality could increase. Each of these examples could result in higher fertility 

levels.  

According to the World Bank and the CIA World Fact Book, Mexico’s unemployment 

rate was about 5.2% in 2009, peaked at 5.4% in 2010 and is estimated at 5.1% today. This does 

not include underemployment or informal employment, which is estimated around 25%. This rate 

is not as extreme as it could be, considering current world economic conditions, though again, it 

does not capture all of the population. While unemployment is relatively under control, Mexico 

still has the challenge of helping move much of the population out of poverty. As of 2008 47.4% 

of the population was living below the poverty line.  This rate has fluctuated greatly, with a few 

14 



recent peaks and dips, being 50.0% in 2002, decreasing to 42.6% in 2006, then increasing again 

(World Bank). Much of these fluctuations represent difficulty that the Mexican government has 

had in growing the economy to meet the needs of the population, which will not begin to 

substantially decline for about 15 years. From 2000 to 2015 it is estimated that Mexico will need 

to create 800,000 new jobs per annum. That number will gradually reduce until 2025 or 2030 

(Partida-Bush 305).  

The types of jobs that Mexico is also able to create and how well the country can regulate 

minimum wage violation will also be important. Mexico’s Federal Minimum Wage is determined 

by geographical regions, which recognize different development levels. There are groups A, B 

and C, which divide regions by municipality in order to capture very localized difference in 

employment sectors. Area A has the highest minimum wage at $62.33 pesos per day, which is 

about $4.87 U.S. dollars a day. Group C has the lowest rate at $59.08 pesos per day, which is 

around $4.60 U.S. dollars per day (SAT: Salarios Mínimos). Since these wages are considerable 

less then the United States’ minimum wage, there will continue to be a migratory pull to the 

United States for low-wage and even high skill jobs. However, this current situation will not 

prevent fertility reductions, even with some individuals receiving rather meager wages, if women 

have access to family planning and resources to keep newborns healthy. While it would be 

preferable to have more income equality and a stronger middle class will further reduce fertility, 

fertility rates still could be achieved.  

In addition to Mexico’s own population there are immigrants that come to Mexico. These 

individuals also need employment opportunities and could increase poverty rates. If there are not 

jobs or migration outlets to the north, then Mexico could face additional undocumented 

immigration challenges, which could put additional stress on services and development goals. 

According to the 2010 Mexican census, the foreign-born population has increased by 15% since 

the 2000 census. However, foreign migrants only comprise 0.9% of the total Mexican population 

(INEGI: Informativo Oportuno 2), which is a small percentage in comparison to the United States 
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that has a 12.5% foreign-born population (Grieco 2). Most of the immigrants reside in northern 

and central Mexico, where there is more developed industry and tourism. Additionally, 76.8% of 

the foreign-born population residing in Mexico are citizen of the United States and most of those 

individuals are students, young children, retirees or individuals belonging to religious 

organizations. The next five countries that send the most people are Spain, Colombia, Argentina, 

Cuba, Honduras and Venezuela and they make up another 8.2% of foreigners residing in Mexico 

and many of these individuals are short-term residents (INEGI: Informativo Oportuno 2-4). 

Therefore, while Mexico should not ignore immigration, the influence of foreign migrants from 

less developed regions is small compared to the over population of migrants and the total 

Mexican population.  

It should be noted that in terms of the impact on the United States the number of migrants 

from all other Latin-American countries is about equal to all Mexico migrants (29.8% Mexican 

migrants to 23.2% from the remainder of all Latin-America, as a percentage of all migrants to the 

United States). However, not all of these individuals are coming through Mexico and in relation 

to Mexico each of these countries is sending a small portion of individuals. Therefore, it is 

reasonable to speculate that changes in Mexico fertility levels and migratory patterns will have 

more of an impact on internal development within Mexico and on migration to the United States.  

Not only does Mexico need to grow to maintain employment for native Mexican’s and 

immigrants, the country also needs to avoid a major recession. If Mexico were to experience 

prolonged, major economic issues due to world market conditions, it would not be able to employ 

much of the working age population. Emigration would then still play a major role in Mexico’s 

work force condition. If there were not sufficient emigration then greater numbers of Mexicans 

could fall into extreme poverty, which would undermine progress in fertility reductions. Some 

issues with economic growth may be controllable with policy within Mexico. Or economic goals 

simply may not be possible due to international economic conditions, especially in the United 

States and Europe.  
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A major hindrance to Mexico’s development could be economic stagnation in the United 

States, as economic issues in the United States create two challenges for Mexico. The first is that 

the current surplus population in Mexico would not have an immigration outlet. As Douglas 

Massey explains, Mexican migration to the United States occurs because of rapid development in 

Mexico. Migration is in a sense, a reaction to disruptive economic changes occurring because of 

development. Compared to numbers of Europeans that migrated to the United States, the numbers 

of Mexican migrants are in the middle range of those that have previously migrated. Meaning 

comparatively the numbers of Mexican migrants are within a normal range, considering other 

historical migratory patters. Furthermore, when Mexico reaches modern development standards 

that flow will diminish (402). However, since there are still parts of Mexico in development an 

outlet for that population is still needed, in the near term. Though Massey has also indicated 

regional migration within Mexico may be a sufficient outlet.  

Secondly, stagnation in the United States could hinder Mexico’s development due to 

export reductions. The United States is currently Mexico’s main trading partner. As of 2010, 80% 

of Mexico’s exports came to the United States. Mexico exports to the United States more than it 

imports, with a current trade surplus of 72.5 billion dollars, in 2009 (Villareal 2-22). Therefore, 

Mexico’s economy suffered when the United States was at the peak of a recession. However, 

Mexico is actively engaging in policies to increase trade with other countries, particularly in Latin 

American and Asia, but also with Canada and the European Union. Over the past decade 

Mexico’s worldwide trade has increased rapidly, and Mexico currently has trade agreements with 

41 different countries (Villareal 2-22). Therefore, while Mexico’s economy is dependent on U.S. 

markets, that dependency is actively being decreased. Furthermore, while all countries will be 

influenced by world economic conditions, Mexico is building a strong position for itself. There 

will be more discussion on trends in Mexico’s social and economic policies in the proceeding 

sections, but how exactly the world economy will progress in the coming decades is beyond this 

analysis.  
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Mexico has also been dependent on remittances from the United States. According to the 

World Bank, in 2003, remittances were equivalent to 2.2% of the total Mexican GDP and 

represented Mexico’s second largest source of foreign revenue. As of 2006, remittances had 

slipped to the third source of foreign revenue and accounted for $23.1 billion of the Mexican 

GDP. That number reflects a 170% increase over a five year period, which had leveled out as of 

2007 (Cañas 1-5). Remittances have remained around $22.0 billion per year during 2009 and 

2010. Through from 2009 to 2010 remittances increased again by approximately $33 million. 

While this is small increase in relative terms, it could indicate that as the economy in the United 

States begins to recover there will also be an increase in remittances and migration, at least in the 

short term (World Bank Development Indicators N.p.).  

Remittances are now primarily sent through formal channels, such as electronic transfers 

through institutions. Mexico and the United States have regulated remittances as their importance 

has grown and the cost of transferring money has decreased, while the technology available to 

transfer money has increased. Remittances have also increased the number of Mexicans that have 

formal bank accounts. Most importantly, the amount of remittances is also directly tied to recent 

migrants sending money back to their families. The longer a migrant stays in the United States 

the more infrequently they send money (Hernández-Coss 9-21). Therefore, as migration 

decreases from Mexico, so will remittances.  

While there have been a few negative consequences to Mexico due to remittances, such 

as price gouging and other abuse, remittances have helped the Mexican economy. Evidence from 

the World Bank suggests that remittances are often used for daily consumption as well as 

investments, such as starting businesses or buying property. Remittances have also helped to 

alleviate poverty. The money has aided both those that directly receive remittances and the 

communities that benefits from the multiplier effect of the money (Hernández-Coss 25). 

However, remittances are not sent equally across Mexico. Of the 32 federal entities (31 states and 

the Federal District), six states receive more then 51% of all remittances. Those states include: 
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Guanajuato, Jalisco, Michoacán, San Luis Potosí, Zacatecas and el Distrito Federal (Terry 159-

162). These states are in the medium to high range of development. How important remittances 

are to these states, and the rest of the country, will depend on how competitive general Mexican 

wages become in the next few decades. If Mexican internal revenue or direct foreign investment 

is able to compensate for decrease in migrant remittances then the importance of specific kinds of 

income will just shift. If however, Mexico simply loses a source of revenue without other kinds of 

economic growth then development could be curtailed and low-income families would be without 

a major source of revenue.  

 In addition to world economic concerns and changes in remittances, drug related violence 

could also hinder Mexico’s development. Publicly, government officials in Mexico have reported 

contrary evidence on the influence of drug related violence. For example, in March of this year, 

Mexico’s Finance Minister, Ernesto Cordero, told the BBC that violence was not hindering 

economic growth. A growth rate of 5.5% had been achieved. The Finance Minister instead 

blamed delays in economic growth on export reductions to the United States, as he had not 

witnessed reductions in foreign investments in Mexico due to concerns of violence (BBC). 

However, in July of 2011 the deputy governor of Mexico's central bank, Manuel Sanchez 

acknowledged that violence was suppressing GDP growth. He was clear that Mexico was still 

growing but that regions with the most violence should be growing more. Decreases in tourism 

had specifically reduced growth in violent areas (Fox News Latino).  

Despite these fairly favorable economic reports, the United States Joint Force Command 

had stated, during the mid-2000s, that Mexico was close to becoming a failed state. Due to the 

burden of violence it was believed that the whole of the Mexican government could simply 

collapse. However, as of 2009, the United States Department of State had found that there were 

no regions of Mexico that were ungovernable, and that in fact, the government has been 

successfully combating the drug cartels. Mexican government officials have also stated to the 

United States that Mexico has met none of the criteria of a failed state, and has continued to 
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successfully provide services to the populace.  The United States still contends that corrupt police 

and government officials will be an ongoing challenge, especially since violence has been 

increasing and has included the assassination of high-ranking officials. Must of the violence  

occurred in what has been the developed and economically prosperous northern region of 

Mexico. The United States also believes that the Mexican military is committing human rights 

abuses, though President Calderon contends military forces need to be actively deployed with 

police fighting the drug cartels until at least 2013 (Beittel 1-13). It is also possible that violence 

could encourage women to delay childbirth. 

 Mexico has challenges but many of the major problems that would prevent the country 

from reaching a TFR below replacement levels, are manageable at the moment. While the world 

economy could undo a great deal of progress, Mexico is currently attempting to handle many of 

the country’s social challenges. Additionally there are many counterbalancing factors that could 

further decrease population, as well as Mexican policies that directly or indirectly curb rapid 

population growth. The next two sections will discuss these possibilities.  

5. Factors Influencing Trends in Population Decline 
 

The growth of a population is not determined purely by fertility levels, but by a 

combination of fertility, mortality, migration rates and birth spacing. How these particular 

measures are calculated illuminate factors that determine why fertility declines. Many of these 

measures include assumptions about the realities of the human experience and behavior. By 

examining these measures, one can also compare conditions in Mexico and analyze how changes 

in those conditions would influence population change.  

High levels of migration could add to a substantial reduction in the Mexican population 

over the next 40 years, though currently migration appears to be down. According to the United 

States Department of Homeland Security there were only 327,577 undocumented individuals 

apprehended crossing the border in fiscal year 2011. This is down from 1.6 million individuals in 
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2000 (Department of Homeland Security, Secure and Manage Our Borders). While apprehensions 

are only a proxy for actual migratory figures, such a change is dramatic. Since there is still 

considerable movement, migration will still play an important role in shaping the population. 

Migration can decrease the number of women in a population able to have children. The 

general fertility rate is k times the number of births in a given year, divided by the midyear 

population of women of ages typically 15-44 or 15-49 (Palmore and Gardner 73-74). This is so 

the rate only includes women that can theoretically have children. As one can image, the larger 

the population, the more women in this age category exist, and the faster the population has the 

potential to grow. Therefore, if female migration were to increase or decrease, the population in 

Mexico would also change. This would impact the population more significantly if women with 

higher fertility rates were more likely to migrate. However, data indicates that the poorest 

Mexicans (those typically with higher fertility) do not migrate to the United States but rather 

migrate internally within Mexico, or stay in their current location. Those that migrate to the 

United States are just below the income levels of the middle and upper class rural Mexicans 

(Arizpe 643-674).  

Furthermore, women still tend to only migrate if they are following their husbands. 

However, daughters of men that have migrated appear to now be more willing to migrate, and 

follow the patterns of their parents or male siblings. The authors believe that more Mexican 

women, as a percentage of the total population, will migrate (Cerrutti 187). Since this is a more 

recent trend, there may be an increase of women in Mexico delaying or forgoing childbearing for 

economic incentives abroad (or within the country). If this is in fact true, projections of Mexico’s 

population may be too high.  

If a woman delays childbearing the number of children she will have most likely 

decreases. Research has shown that the probability of having more children is not consistent over 

a lifetime. On average, most women have children during their 20s and not all women live 

through all their reproductive years (Palmore and Gardner 73-93). Therefore, if women chose to 
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migrate instead of having children during their peak reproductive years, then even if they return 

to Mexico they will probably have fewer children. Such trends could further decrease the 

Mexican population. 

The idea that women delay childbirth when they migrate in order to pursue economic 

opportunities is supported by multiple research studies. This is true even if they are following 

their husbands, and especially when migrating out of Mexico.  For example, a study found that 

migrant women were more concerned about becoming financially secure than about having a 

family. As predicted, women with more resources or who were in committed relationships were 

more able to plan or delay a family, as well (Christensen et al. 221-227). Another study by 

Wilson et al. also found that new immigrants to the United States felt a greater need to plan their 

pregnancies and were more apprehensive about motherhood in the United States.  They expressed 

that involvement in the child’s life seemed more challenging because of language barriers when 

interacting with doctors or educational professionals. Additionally, an important point to note 

from this article is that women indicated that migration itself influenced the degree to which they 

felt they should plan pregnancy (Wilson 641–651). Therefore, if migration itself is a factor in 

deterring motherhood then internal or external migration would have similar effects.  

As this last example indicates, there is a circular relationship between migration and 

population changes. Each has the ability to influence the other. Migration can help lower fertility 

levels and low fertility levels may decrease migration.  

Migration to the United States may also be speeding up fertility declines, as remittances 

from the United States has in some communities decrease infant mortality, which in turn 

decreases the number of children desired.  Hamilton et al. found that a woman’s own migration, 

as well as higher levels of migration in a community leads to better infant health outcomes, 

primarily due to remittances. Women were susceptible to health issues related to migration, but 

the effects of greater income had a larger impact on improving health and birth outcomes. They 

found that migration had a much larger positive effect on women in rural areas than in urban 
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areas.  One of the leading differences between the two groups is that rural women are much more 

likely to be uninsured and have lower income (Hamilton et al. 123-142). This study demonstrates 

how health outcomes in Mexico can be greatly improved by the addition of a few resources, 

which is a position that the current president of Mexico, Felipe Calderon is firmly advocating. 

Therefore, policies in Mexico (which will be further discussed in the proceeding sections) that 

improve women’s access to resources have the potential to decrease fertility levels. The impact of 

those policies will also determine how quickly Mexico enters into the final stage of demographic 

transition.  

Finally, delaying childrearing increases generational intervals, which slows down the rate 

of population growth, as it takes longer for a woman to replace herself. In addition to migration, 

many social changes also make this possible. Many women in Mexico are marrying later, 

probably due to increased workforce participation, which gives them an economic alternative to 

marriage. Mexico also has waged campaigns to increase contraceptive usage. María Cosío-Zavala 

has been able to correlate women’s empowerment with an increased use of contraceptives. 

According to a national family planning survey, she found that an increase in women’s family 

decision-making power has led to a rapid drop in fertility. While more study is needed, women’s 

empowerment most likely goes beyond limiting family size, but to generally delaying marriage 

and childbirth. Mexican use of modern contraceptives is currently at 70%, which some believe is 

the highest as the rate will get because of other worldwide rates (United Nations, Completing the 

Fertility Transition).  

 Mexico’s population policy has the objective for the country to be at population 

replacement levels (stable fertility) by 2005 or 2025, and increased contraceptives use is an 

important aspect of the policy. However, it is unclear how effective those policies have been 

(Completing the Fertility Transition). It is debatable whether direct policies to influence fertility 

are effective. However, policies that have help women’s general empowerment have been critical 

to population changes. 
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Further disagreement is found in the study of Mexico’s population policy. In order for 

Mexico to reach replacement levels, 73.5% of married women need to use contraceptives, which 

is believed feasible because contraceptive use has increased annually by 0.7% since 1997. 

However, in creating future projection the United Nations only officially accepts an annual 

increase in contraceptive use of 0.3%. Tuiran et al. hold firm to their conclusion of a 0.7% annual 

increase because they have found evidence that Mexico’s policies to reach unmet needs and 

provide contraceptive education will have an impact. Currently in urban areas 98% of women are 

aware of at least one method, whereas in rural regions only 90% are (Tuiran et al. 8-10). This is 

another example of how the United Nations’ estimates may be conservative.  

V. Analysis of Mexican Policies That Promote Demographic Change 
 

 There are also a handful of domestically focused, important economic and social policies in 

Mexico that will influence development and the rate of demographic change. Some of these 

policies are reflective of major changes Mexico has made in the past 30 years, in order to deal 

with economic issues and spur development. There are also policies that have been created in 

times when the Mexican economy has been flourishing, in order to address many of Mexico’s 

income inequality issues.  

 During the 1980s Mexico had a debt crisis due to declining exports to world markets, 

particularly the United States. Many structural adjustment programs were instituted during that 

time, and reform took place in waves through the 1990s.  One of the most important changes that 

could have hindered the demographic transition was that health care was decentralized to the 

states and spending, at the time, was cut.  The leading political party PRI (Partido Revolucionario 

Institucional/ Institutional Revolutionary Party) was also trying to maintain legitimacy during this 

period, and then lost national elections in 2000.  Lisa Mills conducted a study on the effects of 

these policies and concluded that these structural changes hurt the health status of many Mexicans 
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because of the uneven wealth of different Mexican states.  She found that many rural regions of 

the country had difficulty providing services. However, many negative health consequences were 

avoided in the 1980s and 1990s because many different NGOs maintained services, especially in 

indigenous regions. Remittances to Mexico from the United States also led to an improvement to 

overall health status during the 1980s and 90s (Mills 487-500). These findings are consistent with 

those previously mentioned, in that small amounts of additional income have helped Mexicans 

access services in underserved areas, which has thus continued to aid fertility decline.  

 The important connection to be made from the Mills’ study, is however, that the success of 

Mexican health and development policies will sharply determine the future makeup of the 

country. Mills, writing in 2006, theorized that new policies were beginning to help improve 

Mexico’s health status, though her analysis was primarily retrospective. Since there are still major 

disparities within the country, the future TFR will be determined by how successful many of the 

current policies are. Some places in Mexico, such as Mexico City, have modern health 

infrastructure similar to the United States, which can accommodate the needs of those under the 

poverty line. Other regions are underserved and thus are vulnerable to policy fluctuations. 

Fertility projections could change if policy improvements are unsuccessful. Therefore, it is 

important to analyze the success of Mexico’s current policy endeavors. Such policies will shape 

future migration, fertility and mortality.  

 The previous Mexican president, Vicente Fox, was elected in 2000 and held the presidency 

until 2006. He belongs to PAN (Partido Acción Nacional, National Action Party). Fox enacted a 

few critical polices, specifically targeted at women and children. One is Arranque Parejo en la 

Vida (An Equal Start to Life), which encouraged women to deliver babies with trained 

professionals. According to the Secretaría de Salud, the provision led to some of the first 

comprehensive maternal health statistics, as universal reporting to the federal government was 

mandated. Access to modern care is also the most effective way to reduce maternal and infant 

death, around the time of birth. The second major policy, enacted in 2003, was intended to 
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implement universal insurance coverage, Seguro Popular (People’s Insurance). Finally 

Oportunidades (Opportunities), enacted in 2003, was a renewal and expansion of the conditional-

cast-transfer (CCT) program, Progresa, enacted in 1997, which aims to combat extreme poverty 

by focusing on building human capital. 

 The current Mexican president, Felipe Calderón, was elected in 2006, and like Fox he is 

also a member of PAN and holds a similar ideology. As noted in the literature review, he enacted 

a national development plan. Therefore, in this analysis, two main policies of Fox and a 

comprehensive view of Calderón’s policies will be examined for their effectiveness in improving 

equality, job promotion and health status of Mexicans. Specifically, Seguro Popular, 

Oportunidades and the National Development Plan have possibly the greatest influences in 

reducing fertility levels. These policies are particularly important in shaping the next few decades 

and thus will be discussed in more detail.  

1) Further Analysis of Seguro Popular  
 

 Seguro Popular is specifically targeted at the self-employed and seasonally employed 

workers (Frenk 2009).  This program is probably having a large impact on the health of migrants 

since it gives them an option for insurance. Programs such as the Seguro Popular give individuals 

the critical small increase in services, similar to additional income. Furthermore, according to 

Mexican Secretary of Health the leading causes of maternal death are related to diseases 

correlated with hypertension and general obstetric issues (Secretaría de Salud Federal, 2011).  

Improved medical services can reduce problems associated with both issues.  

 According to a WTO bulletin, by 2007 the program had insured 20 million previously 

uninsured Mexicans, with the ultimate goal of reaching 50 million in total (Frenk 2009). Further 

study conducted by King et al., (which was commissioned by Mexican Ministry of Health), in 

2009, six years into the program, found that the poor were successfully being reach and there was 

a reduction in “catastrophic expenditures” experience by individuals seeking healthcare, which is 
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the main issue of the program is attempting to prevent. Another goal of the program is to increase 

the quality of healthcare and connect individuals to high quality health institutions. This has also 

been successful, of  

Seguro Popular enrollees, 69% rated their quality of health services as very good or 
good…and 85% reported that programme benefits were explained by programme officials 
in a manner that was clear or very clear. Furthermore, 94% reported that they were treated 
well during the affiliation process and 97% planned to enroll again in the follow-up period 
(1452).  
 

However, the program is still not reaching the some of the poorest, and those that are receiving 

Oportunidades benefits are often not aware that they also qualify for this service (King 1447-

1453). Despite these drawbacks the program is improving the heath status of many of Mexicans. 

As long as the government continues to invest in this program, Mexico will continue to see 

improvements, especially if efforts are made to reach unmet needs. All in all, this program and 

the efforts of the Mexican government to provide comprehensive healthcare services, indicate 

Mexico will be well on track to meet replacement levels.  

2) Further Analysis of Oportunidades and Educational Development  
 

 Oportunidades had around 5 million households enrolled by 2008. While it is a much 

smaller program than Seguro Popular, it targets the poorest Mexicans and aims to increase human 

development indicators such as educational attainment, nutrition and health. Significant research 

on the effectiveness of this program has been done. While many authors provide 

recommendations to improve the program, the overall consensus appears to be positive. For 

example, a study conducted by Leroy et al. found that the program has made significant 

improvements in all of its main goals (education, nutrition and health). They also believe further 

outreach has the potential to improve the program (638-640). 

 Oportunidades is also not acting in isolation. There are many other Mexican policies that 

aim at improving educational attainment, especially of the poor. While the full scope of Mexico’s 

educational policies will not be discussed, it should be noted that many have made a notable 
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impact. In particular the Compensatory Program has increase education levels in many poor 

communities. For example, a study by Gertler et al., has found that AGE, a portion of the 

Compensatory Program, that empower parents to help with the direction of choosing school 

locations and improving quality in rural communities, has both decreased grade failure rates and 

the repeating of grades by 7.4% and 5.5% respectively. However, this was only in the moderately 

poor communities, not the extremely poor (1-12), which further highlights the need of 

Oprotunidadas to work in conjunction with other educational reforms.  Though in the areas where 

educational programs have been successful, it is speculated that new opportunities are 

suppressing the need to immigrate. For example, the New York Times interviewed a young man, 

who lives in Agua Negra, named Angel Orozco. He stated “I’m not going to go to the States 

because I more concerned with my studies,” and his sentiment is confirmed by Douglas Massey 

who has found that the desire to immigrate to the United States is at the lowest levels since 1950 

(Cave et al.).  

 The direct influence of Oportunidades and other educational improvement programs on 

fertility reductions is a bit opaque. The causation between education, development and fertility is 

very complex and multi-directional. As Hanushek and Wößmann find, the quality of education 

and general cognitive ability of the population is what leads to actual economic development (66-

88). This is why programs that also ensure educational quality are critical for development.  

 Furthermore, the full effects of Oportunidades on fertility cannot be completely measured 

yet, as there is not a full cohort of young people in the height of their reproductive years. While 

there are beneficiaries that are of reproductive ages, the children that were targeted for their 

whole lives (who attended more school and received better nutrition) are still young. A good 

proxy is to analyze the effects of the program, is on the female household heads that receive the 

funds. Feldman et al., have found Oportunidades does increase the contraceptive use of women 

who previously had less autonomy (those with more autonomy were already had a higher rate of 

modern contraceptive use) (59-60). These findings are promising as the children beneficiaries 
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could be expected to follow the trends of the parents and perhaps “improve” upon them. Thus 

Oportunidades may be significantly helping to reduce fertility levels.   

 While Oportunidades is having a positive impact on the poor, the overall success of the 

education system has been broader. According to Zúñiga and Molina, the amount of professionals 

who have migrated to the United States has been increasing and this is consistent with the overall 

level of professionals in Mexico. There are also more immigrants that have completed high 

school.  The percentage of individuals with intermediate education has grown by 25%, and the 

percentage of individuals with higher education has increased 21%, in the last five years. Due to 

the focus the Mexican government has put on higher education, in the past decade, individuals 

with bachelors degrees has risen by 63% (1-11). Furthermore, according to the World Bank, the 

percentage of those that are enrolled in school has increased rapidly. The gross ratio of total 

enrollment increased 94% from 2001 to 2009 (World Bank, Data By Country). These increases 

can be attributed both to programs such as Oportunidades, and a general investment in education. 

Mexico still faces many challenges with teacher quality and national education data collection but 

the current trajectory seems promising.  

3) Further Analysis of Plan Nacional de Desarrollo  
 

 Mexico’s National Plan of Development (PND) may or may not be effective in improving 

future conditions. However, impacts of the plan that have already been implemented can be 

discussed, as well as the possible benefits in the intentions of the plan. As discussed, the anti-

poverty programs that are part of the plan’s focus have positive impacts and Mexico has been 

able to maintain a healthy economic growth rate. There are also other aspects of the plan that 

could help Mexico enter the fourth phase of the demographic transition.  

 The PND has furthered initiatives of maternal health, child health, and health access for 

migrants. Part of the plan takes a holistic approach to migrant health, focusing on issues from 

infectious disease to mental health. As part of the PND, programs in the United States have begun 
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operating to help the Mexican diaspora access healthcare services while abroad. Ventanilla de 

Salud (Windows of Health) is a program run through the Mexican Consulates in the United 

States. The goal of the program is to connect migrants with services at reduced costs, maintain a 

culture of preventions and distribute health information.  Many of the consulates also have clinics 

that can provide basic diagnostic services (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores. Ventanilla de 

Salud, 2010). Such program will ensure the health status of migrants, thus those that return to 

Mexico will have had a greater chance of actively engaging in family planning.  

 There is also promise in the other intended goals of the PND. The plan is fairly 

comprehensive. The plan attempts to address issues from environmental sustainability to security, 

to equal opportunity. It recognizes the need to grow the economy in order to employ the whole 

population and provide social security nets in times of need. The plan also aims to position 

Mexico as an effective player in the world economy, but more importantly to ensure the internal 

strength and accessibility of the democracy (Plan Nacional de Desarrollo 2007-2012). As this 

paper has discussed, all of these items are important. Mexico may or may not achieve these goals, 

but if such direction is any indication of the future path of the country then Mexico will be a very 

different country by 2050. The country will have a much lower rate of immigration and fertility 

will be comparable to the most developed counties.  

VI. Implications of the Demographic Bonus  
 

 As the proceeding sections have shown, most of the evidence points to the fact that 

Mexico’s population will begin to stabilize and decrease in the next few decades. While there is 

still some debate about when exactly that will occur, analysis of Mexico particular situation 

indicates that median population projections are reasonable and perhaps a bit liberal. Mexico will 

experience a period of population growth, followed by an aging of the population. This transition 
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represents the key change in policies priority within the county.  This transition is however, not a 

distant phenomenon, but rather has already begun. 

The demographic bonus represents the last chance Mexico has to save for the future, and 

create policy that will be able to support an aging population, with and increasing dependency 

ratio. According to the Mexican National Population Councils report on the “Demographic 

Transition, Demographic Bonus and Aging in Mexico,” Mexico will have its lowest dependency 

ratio (highest number of people of working age) between 2006 and 2028. This period represent 

the last wave of higher fertility, with correspondingly low sustained mortality. It is also the last 

major infusion of female participation in the labor market. 

The working-age population will increase by almost 27 percent between 2000 and 2015 
but only 3.8 percent in the following 15 years, and it will decrease by 9.5 percent in the 
next two decades. During the same periods, the number of older adults will continue to 
rise by 76.3, 83.3 and 63.2 percent, respectively (Partida-Bush 290). 
 

During these years the country will need to maintain economic growth to employ the largest 

number of people in the work force. After the current period, the population will age, as 

reproduction moves to below replacement levels. By 2030 (possibly before) any increases in the 

working age population with cease (Partida-Bush 285-300). Since Mexico’s economy is growing 

this could increase the demand for labor in Mexico. Between this and additional educational 

opportunities, the incentives to migrate will not be the same, especially because illegal migration 

can put additional hardship on individuals both financially and socially.  In fact, as Douglas 

Massey told the New York Times, “no one wants to hear it, but he flow [of illegal Mexican 

migration to the United States] has already stopped….For the first time in 60 years, the net traffic 

has gone to zero and is probably a little bit negative” (Cave). That is, there are very few people 

that are making a first-time trip to the United States and more are returning to Mexico than 

staying in the United States. 

1) Future Migration 
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Migration in Mexico is partially dependent on the surplus population that results from 

population growth. Since Mexico has a negative net migration rate, the population will decrease 

more rapidly as fertility continues to drop, and if migration rates stay the same. In 2010, Mexico’s 

current rate of net migration is -3 per 1,000 people, with a current population of 114.8 million 

(Population Reference Bureau 7). 

Research done by Partida-Bush confirms that migration could add to the decrease in the 

total Mexican population. His study shows that while migration already adds to a decrease in the 

population, it has not yet been enough to reduce the growth of the population, as fertility is still 

high enough to “replace” those that migrate. This could change. For example, 

[i]t is estimated that territorial mobility – principally, of Mexicans to the United States – 
is currently reducing the population of the country by 0.4 percent per annum….If the 
fertility, mortality and migration rates forecast for 2050 were to remain unchanged, the 
intrinsic growth rate of the stable population would eventually be -0.78 percent (4).  
 

This could be unusual as there will be a reduction in population driven both by fertility decline 

and emigration. This finding requires particular investigation because it represents a major pull 

factor in Mexico. The possibly higher demand for labor within Mexico could equate to higher 

wages or an influx of labor from other countries to Mexico. Therefore, assuming current 

migration trends from Mexico to the United States will remain constant is unrealistic. 

The Mexican government also believes that these changes will occur and be beneficial to 

Mexico. José Ramón Lorenzo, First Secretary to the United Nations from Mexico has reported 

that Mexican officials believe that both emigration decline and population decline will occur. 

Fertility and infant mortality rates will continue to fall as predicted. This will put less pressure on 

the educational system and the need for economic growth. The reduction will allow the 

government to provide better education and healthcare, both in terms of coverage and quality. 

Since there will be less pressure for jobs there will also be less of an incentive to migrate abroad. 

In anticipation the government has also begun to reform the pension system (United Nations, 

Completing the Fertility Transition). Both of these factors will help cement Mexico as a fully 
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developed country. The reduction in need will also put less pressure on Mexico’s social services, 

thus freeing up portions of the Mexican budget and providing opportunities for further 

investment. However, Mexico will have to adjust to a decrease in remittances. Such reduction 

might mean that social services will still need to play an intrinsic role in ensuring economic 

equality, though the importance of remittances will depend on the wage potential of Mexicans 

during this transition.    

VII. Implications for United States/Mexican Relations  
 

1) United States Policies on Immigration  
 

 Policy-makers in the United States have not considered the demographic changes 

occurring in Mexico when crafting migration policies. Furthermore, the restrictedness of 

immigration policy in the United States has undoubtedly impacted migration, but perhaps not in 

the way that many policies intended to. Therefore, the importance of United States immigration 

policy in shaping future trends may be less relevant. Trends basically indicate there will be less 

migration. How this will influence the demand for labor in the United States depends on growth 

and needs of the economy in America.  

As discussed in the literature review, there has been direct anti-Latino immigration 

rhetoric for the past 25 years. The Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) did not decrease 

migration; it just made crossing the boarder too costly, which deterred migrants from returning 

home.  This has lead to immigrants settling in the United States with their families.  Additionally, 

employer restrictions in IRCA simply pushed down wages, instead of deterring hiring (Durand et 

al. 518-536). The changes to immigration in the past 25 years have been to increase their 

restrictedness and to put greater resources towards patrolling the border. According to the United 

States Department of Homeland Security,  
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since 2004, the number of civilian “boots on the ground” along the Southwest border has 
increased by nearly 85% to more than 17,700 Border Patrol Agents today….An 
additional 1,200 National Guard troops have been deployed along the Southwest border 
as a bridge to longer-term enhancements in border protection (N.p).  
 

One could conclude these policies continue to deter return migration. However, if IRCA is any 

indication, simply making it more difficult to reach the United States is probably not the main 

reason for decreased migration. 

 Furthermore, there have been a host of policies intended to make life difficult for 

immigrants in the United States. For example, Durand et al., give the example of Proposition 187 

in California, which stripped undocumented migrants from receiving public health, education or 

social support services (519-531). Other states have followed suit and then there has also been a 

wave of English only zones and document checks such as that in Arizona. These policies might 

be effective because they increase the desirability of Mexico. However, for those that are well 

rooted in the United States these policies may just marginalize a major section of the population, 

resulting in more harm than benefit, as long-term migrants may not have a place to return to. 

2) Mexicans in the United States  
 

 Migration from Mexico has been a prominent feature in shaping the population of the 

United States during the past few decades. Since many migrants settled permanently in the United 

States, their stay will continue to shape dynamics between the United States and Mexico. This is 

because the future Mexican population in the United States will be primarily comprised of the 

decedents of migrants.  

According to Taylor et at., between 2000 and 2010 the Mexican-American population 

(Latinos born in the United States with Mexican ancestry) surpassed the immigrant Mexican 

population. The growth of the population for the past decade has been 7.2 million Mexican-

Americans and 4.2 million new Mexican immigrants.  
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Between 2006 and 2010 alone, more than half (53%) of all Mexican-American births 
were to Mexican immigrant parents. As a group, these immigrants are more likely than 
U.S.-born Americans to be in their prime child-bearing years (2). 
 

Therefore, in the decades to come, most of the “Mexican” population in the United States will be 

citizens. 

Mexicans in the United States are also helping to reduce the country’s old age burden. 

For the most part, fertility decline is seen as desirable. But the aging of the baby boom population 

puts a major burden on many of the United States entitlement programs. According to the United 

States Census Bureau, “more than half of the growth in the total population of the United States 

between 2000 and 2010 was due to the increase in the Hispanic population” (2) One-in-four 

births in the United States were to Hispanic parents. This is due to two reasons: 1) the Mexican 

population is comparatively younger and 2) Mexicans have the highest fertility rate in the United 

States (and are the only group with a fertility rate above replacement). The average number of 

children Mexican women in the United States have in their life-time is 2.5. Non-Mexican 

Hispanics have 1.9, whites 1.8, blacks 2.0 and Asians 1.8 (Taylor 5). Therefore, in the future 

much of the increase in the population of the United States will be of Mexican-American citizens. 

This has the potential to change the relationship between the two countries and between ethnic 

groups in the United States.  

VIII. Recommendations  
 

1) For Mexico  
 

 Mexico is positioning itself to reach many of its development goals. Overall, Mexico 

should plan to enter the last stage of demographic transition. How quickly that will occur will 

depend on the effectiveness of economic and social policies. Therefore, there are three main 

recommendations for the country: 
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1) Mexico should continue to invest in achieving universal healthcare coverage. 

Reduction in maternal and infant mortality will be the most effective in reducing fertility. 

Programs such as Seguro Popular ensure people receive care, which helps maintain productivity 

and minimizes the devastating effects of illness on the family’s resources. However, healthcare, 

pension programs and other policies directed at old age care should be constructed so that an 

aging of the population is considered. If the aging of the population cripples Mexico’s 

development then the improvements in the next couple decades will be for naught.  Therefore, 

utilizing and saving funds from the demographic bonus is imperative. In terms of specific policies 

Mexico should: 

• Put surplus revenue into reserve funds to help offset future increases in debt to pay for 

old age services.  

• Keep national debt low so that any debt is focused on development programs, instead of 

government maintenance. 

• Structure pension programs’ age eligibility and payouts in anticipation of a larger 

dependency ratio and set taxes rates considering these needs.  

• Begin a national discussion on the limits of medical treatment for end of life care. While 

all policies should ensure that people have access to live saving treatments when quality 

of life is likely, and hospice services so the end of life is comfortable, there can be 

reasonable limits put on spending for end of life treatments.  

 2) Anti-poverty and educational programs should remain a main focus, as reducing 

income inequality is imperative for development. These policies are having a positive effect 

and will help ensure the future prosperity of the country. These policies are important because 

they both lead to fertility reduction and increase the general wellbeing of the populace. Some 

ways to improve policy include: 
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• Invest heavily in education from early education to higher education. This includes 

investments in facilities, measurement, and teacher training. Focus educational reform at 

the local level to ensure the needs of different regions are met. Once educational 

attainment and quality is relatively equal across the country then focus on national 

benchmarks and standards.  

• Ensure rural and heavily indigenous areas have access and information for programs 

such as Oportunidades and Seguro Popular. As the economy grows put additional 

revenues towards lowering eligibility requirements in order to expand services.  

• Continue to invest in public health infrastructure, such as public hospitals and 

professional training that focuses on social service to underserved areas. 

 3) Further efforts to diversify Mexico’s export market are imperative. Mexico will avoid 

some economic instability by not being primarily dependent on the market of the United States. 

Mexico should also aim to have innovative and unique exports. If Mexico is less dependent on 

the United States then the country may also have a stronger bargaining position. This may help 

reduce issues caused by the United States, such as the flow of weapon to drug gangs, and ensure 

the trade agreements are equitable.  

• Continue to negotiate trade agreements with counties outside of North America and help 

Mexican companies promote their products to foreign markets by offering tax 

forgiveness and by sponsoring diplomatic trade missions.  

• Put pressure on the United States to renegotiate NAFTA, in order to allow for more 

protections of key sectors and workers.  

• Invest in scientific, technological and agricultural development in order to develop new 

novel industries.  

2) For the United States 
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 The United States’ relationship with Mexico has been important in shaping conditions 

within the country. Since the countries share a large border and have been sufficiently intertwined 

economically and socially, it will be advantageous for the United States to ensure positive 

relationships with Mexico and the Mexican-American population. Therefore, three policies 

recommendation are presented, two pertaining directly to immigration policy and one with trade.   

 1) Policies in the United States are being enacted without considering changes happening 

in Mexico. This will not be advantageous for the United States in the long-run. Policies need to 

be flexible in order to anticipate and adapt to the needs of businesses in the United States. Labor 

shortages could result in companies looking to other countries, or to productivity reduction in 

agriculture or other sectors typically occupied by migrant labor. Some suggestions include: 

• Make applications for permanent resident status for professionals on H-1B3 visas a 

simpler and faster process. If an employer wants to hire an individual that is reaching the 

end of the visa period, a green card application should only take a few weeks and only 

require minimal amounts of documentation. This will ensure professionals with needed 

skills will stay in the United States and will not cost employers significant legal fees. 

Even if an employer is not sponsoring an application, self-petitions should be simple 

enough that a person with specialized skills would only need to use minimal legal 

services. Such measures will help retain the country’s intellectual capacity. 

• In addition to policies that penalize employers for hiring undocumented immigrants, 

ensure that there are sufficient H-2A and H-2B4 visas available. This will also reduce the 

incentive to hire undocumented workers and better protect all workers.  
                                                            
3 “H-1B Persons in Specialty Occupation, which requires the theoretical and practical application of a body 
of highly specialized knowledge requiring completion of a specific course of higher education. (65,000). 
This category also includes fashion models and Government-to-Government research and development, or 
co-production projects administered by the Department of Defense (100).” (United States Department of 
State, Temporary Worker Visas).  

4 H-2A Seasonal Agricultural Workers/ H-2B Temporary or Seasonal Nonagricultural Workers (United 
States Department of State, Temporary Worker Visas).  
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 2) Furthermore, in the coming decades the population of illegal migrant will not be 

comprised primarily of newcomers but of those that have been in the United States for decades. 

They need to be integrated into the society in an effective manner. This is especially important 

because of their citizen children and children that were brought to the United States before they 

were at the age of consent, whom the United States has a responsibility towards. Therefore, there 

needs to be a path to legal-residence, even if it does not include full citizenship. Some policy 

changes could include: 

• The passage of the Dream (Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors) Act, 

which would give non-resident children access to hire education benefits, similar to 

citizens and then after educational goals were achieved allowing those individuals to live 

in the United States (United States, Bill Summary & Status 107th Congress, S.1291). The 

bill was first introduced in the United States Senate in 2001 and subsequently has been 

lobbied for and presented to State Legislatures. It ensures that children that did not 

choose to come to this country, and may have no or few connections in their country of 

origin, can stay in their community and pursue higher education. This would benefit the 

United States, both by increasing the educated workforce and by better integrating these 

young people into the country.  

• Create a worker forgiveness program that would allow undocumented immigrants to step 

forward, without fear of deportation, and begin a path to permanent residency or 

naturalization. Certain fees or application requirements could be associated with this 

process but it should not require the individual to return to their country of origin. 

Eligibility should be very transparent and once eligibility requirement are met, a stay of 

deportation should be enacted. The program should be directed at long-stay migrants that 

have been honorable members of the community.  
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 3) The United States should not let immigration/border policy damage potential trade 

relationships with Mexico. As Mexico builds trade relationships with other countries there 

will be increasing competition with American goods. Ensuring positive relations with Mexico 

will help secure advantageous trading agreements. This has not been a concern for the United 

States as it has a much larger economy than Mexico.  Mexico’s GDP is $1.04 trillion, 

compared to the United States’ $14.58 trillion GDP (World Bank, GDP By Country). 

However, it should be a consideration. Some policy measures that would ensure positive 

diplomatic relationships include: 

• Focus on policies, such as NAFTA, that make trade within North America beneficial for 

both countries.  

• Collaborate closely with the Mexican government on the methods and treatment of 

deportees and their children.  

• Ensure border policies recognize the needs of both countries. The resources of the United 

States that are direct at the border should focus attention on preventing illegal exchanges 

into Mexico, such as guns.  

IX. Conclusion 
 

 This paper has demonstrated that Mexico is in the midst of a significant demographic 

change that will place over the next 40 years. Mexico’s relationship with the United States will 

also change accordingly. These changes include a major reduction in fertility, which will lead to 

less of a surplus population in Mexico and thus will suppress the need for immigration. Policies 

in the United States and Mexico will also shape the desirability of migration, depending on how 

favorable the United States is to migrants, compared to new development opportunities in 

Mexico.   
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 Despite challenges that could hinder Mexican progress, such as violence, corruption and 

the need for economic diversification, there are also many notable improvements being made in 

the health and education sectors. Due to efforts to improve the Mexican economy and general 

societal wellbeing, many of the major problems may be minimized in the coming decades. 

Coupled with anti-poverty programs and a focus on economic development, Mexico will most 

likely meet the desired developmental goals.  
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