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Executive Summary 
The flow of immigrants from Mexico to the United States has declined sharply 
since mid-decade, but there is no evidence of an increase during this period in the 
number of Mexican-born migrants returning home from the U.S., according to a 
new analysis by the Pew Hispanic 
Center of government data from 
both countries. 

The Mexican-born population in 
the U.S., which had been growing 
earlier in the decade, was 11.5 
million in early 2009. That figure 
is not significantly different from 
the 11.6 million Mexican 
immigrants in 2008 or the 11.2 
million in 2007. (Figure A-1) 

The current recession has had a 
harsh impact on employment of 
Latino immigrants, raising the 
question of whether an increased 
number of Mexican-born residents 
are choosing to return home. This 
new Hispanic Center analysis finds 
no support for that hypothesis in 
government data from the United States or Mexico. 

Mexico is by far the leading country of origin for U.S. immigrants, accounting for 
a third (32%) of all foreign-born residents and two-thirds (66%) of Hispanic 
immigrants. The U.S. is the destination for nearly all people who leave Mexico, 
and about one-in-ten people born there currently lives in the U.S.  

Patterns of migration between the U.S. and Mexico are varied. Many immigrants 
come from Mexico to settle permanently, but large numbers also move both ways 
across the U.S.-Mexico border throughout the year, sometimes staying for only a 
few months, a pattern known as circular migration. Mexican-U.S. migration also 
tends to be seasonal, with larger northbound flows in the spring and summer and 
larger southbound flows in the fall and winter. 

This report examines whether the recent annual volume of movement between the 
U.S. and Mexico has gone up or down in either direction. It relies on major 
national population surveys from Mexico and the U.S., as well as on U.S. Border 
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Patrol apprehension figures. No single source presents the full picture of 
migration flows between the two countries, but the three sources examined here 
point to similar conclusions. 

Data from population surveys taken in the U.S. and Mexico indicate that in recent 
years there has been a large flow of migrants back to Mexico, but the size of the 
annual return flow appears to be stable since 2006. Mexico’s National Survey of 
Employment and Occupation estimates that 433,000 Mexican migrants returned 
home from February 2008 to February 2009. For the same period in 2007-2008, 
440,000 did, compared with an estimated 479,000 from February 2006 to 
February 2007. 

As for immigration to the U.S. from Mexico, data from several sources attest to 
recent substantial decreases in the number of new arrivals. 

The inflow began to diminish in 
mid-2006, and has continued to do 
so through early 2009, according to 
an analysis of the latest available 
population surveys from both 
countries. This finding is 
reinforced by data from the U.S. 
Border Patrol showing that 
apprehensions of Mexicans 
attempting to cross illegally into 
the United States decreased by a 
third between 2006 and 2008. 

Immigration flows from Mexico, 
like those from other countries, 
surged in the late 1990s. 
Immigration flows dropped by 
2002 before beginning to grow 
again in 2004. But the slowdown in 
immigration after 2006 was such 
that by 2008, flows were down at 
least 40% from mid-decade. The change was driven largely by unauthorized 
immigrants; flows of legal permanent residents have been steady this decade. 

The recent downturn in immigration from Mexico has been steep—a conclusion 
based on data from multiple sources. The evidence on emigration is not as clear-
cut, but appears to point to a stable outflow to Mexico. It remains to be seen 
whether either trend points to a fundamental change in U.S.-Mexico immigration 
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patterns or is a short-term response to heightened border enforcement, the 
weakened U.S. economy or other forces. 

There is no single direct measure of immigrant arrivals. One particular challenge 
in measuring the influx of Mexicans is that most Mexican immigrants are 
unauthorized, including 80% to 85% of Mexicans who have been in the U.S. for 
less than a decade. As for departures, the U.S. does not track emigration, so any 
U.S. data can be obtained only indirectly. This analysis draws its conclusions 
from three data sources (for more information on methodology, see Appendix B): 

• The Census Bureau’s monthly Current Population Survey was used to 
extract estimates of the size and level of change of the Mexican-born 
population in the U.S. without regard to legal status The analysis focused 
on arrivals since 1990 because this measure offers the most reliable 
sample for examining current immigration flows. This group has leveled 
off at 7.4 million in 2009 (Figure A-2). 

• Mexico’s National Survey of Employment and Occupation (ENOE, by its 
Spanish acronym), a household survey, has provided quarterly estimates 
of migration to and from Mexico since 2006. Nearly all Mexicans who 
leave the country go to the United States.  

• The Department of Homeland Security’s Office of Immigration Statistics 
reports trends in apprehensions by the U.S. Border Patrol. This analysis 
focuses on apprehensions of people born in Mexico crossing into the 
United States. 
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A Note on Terminology 

The terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” are used interchangeably in this report, as are 
the terms “foreign born” and “immigrant.”  
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No Evidence Mexican Immigrants Are Leaving 
Recent 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. 

Mexico’s National Survey of Employment and Occupation, which began in 2006, 
has released data through the first three months of 2009. It offers data on flows 
into and out of Mexico. Estimates from the survey are released quarterly.1  

The survey asks each household in the survey whether any members returned 
from abroad since the previous quarter. Because migration flow is both seasonal 
and circular, some of the same 
people might be counted as 
outflow in one quarter and inflow 
in another. 

Although there is variation from 
quarter to quarter, on an annual 
basis, the number of arrivals 
home has not increased for any 
year-to-year period since the 
Mexican survey began in 2006. 
From February 2006 to February 
2007, an estimated 479,000 
Mexicans returned home from 
other countries, mainly the U.S. 
For the same period in 2007-
2008, 440,000 did. For the 2008-
2009 period, 433,000 did. 

The Current Population Survey, 
conducted monthly by the U.S. 
Census Bureau, includes data on 
the foreign-born population. 
While not an ideal vehicle for 
measuring immigration or 

                                                      
1 In the Mexican survey, the first quarter is defined as February to May; the second quarter is May to August; the third 

quarter is August to November; and the fourth quarter is November to February of the subsequent year. In this analysis, 
quarterly flow sometimes is abbreviated as the last month of that quarter – e.g., February 2009 for the fourth quarter of 
2008. 
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emigration, the CPS includes data about an immigrant’s year of arrival in the U.S. 
After adjusting the estimates to ensure that all years were consistently weighted, 
data were extracted for Mexicans who arrived since 1990 to examine changes in 
the number moving to and from the U.S. 

Emigration is estimated by subtracting new arrivals and deaths during the year 
from the change in the Mexican-born population for that year.2 These estimates of 
annual migration flows from the Current Population Survey average slightly less 
than 100,000 per year for 2001-2008. There is no indication of substantially 
higher outflows in 2007 or 2008; estimates for these years are close to average. 

Another approach to assessing emigration flows is to examine changes over time 
in the size of arrival-year groups. It is to be expected that the size of each group 
would decline slowly over time as some immigrants return home and some die 
(although mortality is relatively low for recently arrived immigrants because they 
are younger than the overall U.S. population). 

Detection of trends is 
complicated by the random 
nature of sampling variability in 
the CPS, but in general, the Pew 
Hispanic Center analysis finds 
that there has not been a greater-
than-expected decline in the size 
of arrival-year classes. The one 
exception is the 2004-2005 entry 
group, which shows a 
statistically significant decline 
between 2008 and 2009. 

                                                      
2 Because emigration is estimated as the difference of two components that are themselves estimated as differences, its 

variance is a function of the variances of all four components. The resulting standard error can be quite large—in excess 
of 150,000—compared with the estimate of emigration, meaning that changes in emigration must be even larger to be 
statistically detectable. 
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Fewer Mexican Immigrants Are Arriving 
Immigration from Mexico to the U.S., especially unauthorized immigration, 
began to drop off in mid-2006, and that pattern has continued into 2009, 
according to population surveys in both countries and U.S. enforcement data. 

By the period spanning March 2008 to March 20093, the estimated annual inflow 
of immigrants from Mexico—about 175,000 as estimated from the Current 
Population Survey—was lower than at any point during the decade and only about 
half of the average for the previous two years (Table 2). 

Annual immigration from Mexico has risen and fallen several times during the 
decade, according to CPS estimates. For example, immigration dropped by about 
one-third, from 570,000 for March 2000-March 2001 to an estimated 397,000 for 
March 2002-March 2003. For the three-year period of March 2003-March 2006, 
Mexican inflows nearly regained their previous levels and averaged about 
550,000.4 Since then, immigration from Mexico has decreased substantially, 
dropping almost 40% to an annual average of about 350,000 for March 
2006-March 2008 and continuing with the sharp decline noted for the most recent 
year. 

Mexico’s National Survey of Employment and Occupation (ENOE), which asks 
questions of each household in its sample about people who departed for other 
countries, shows a similar pattern. The flow out of Mexico, more than a million 
for February 2006-February 2007, declined by more than 20% to about 814,000 
for the same period in 2007-2008. It decreased by another 20% to about 636,000 
for the same period in 2008-2009 (Table 1). 

Although the changes over time are similar to those shown in the CPS, the flow 
levels reported by the Mexican survey are quite a bit higher because the 
two surveys are not measuring the same group of migrants. The CPS is designed 
to measure people whose principal residence is in the U.S. and who are settled on 
a long-term or permanent basis. The Mexican survey, meanwhile, provides 
estimates for a broader group of migrants. They include Mexicans who come to 
the U.S. for short periods and may return home within weeks or months. Some 

                                                      
3 Measures reported here are based on differences in recent arrivals from Mexico as measured by CPS averages of 

January-April from one year to the next. So the results from January-April 2009 CPS measure immigration from roughly 
March 1, 2008, to March 1, 2009. 

4 Because of the range of error for individual flow estimates calculated from population differences, the three annual flow 
estimates for 2003-2004, 2004-2005 and 2005-2006 are not significantly different from one another. Thus, we report 
based on their average. 
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people counted as leaving Mexico in one quarter may be included in the count of 
returnees in a subsequent quarter. Those “circular” migrants may not appear in the 
CPS. 

ENOE, the Mexican survey, measures migration flows on a quarterly basis, but 
because migration to and from the U.S. is highly seasonal, it is not appropriate to 
track quarter-to-quarter changes in the number of Mexicans leaving for the U.S. 
However, annual data show that number of people leaving Mexico has declined 
each quarter on a year-to-year basis. 

Apprehensions by the U.S. Border Patrol of Mexicans attempting to enter the 
United States illegally show a pattern very similar to that in the CPS and ENOE 
data. The number of apprehensions declined by about one-sixth from fiscal 2006 
to fiscal 2007 followed by a similar percentage decline in 2008. By fiscal 2008, 
the number of Mexicans apprehended by the Border Patrol—662,000—was 40% 
below the mid-decade peak of 1.1 million in 2004. 

The total number of 
apprehensions in 2008—
724,000—was at the lowest 
level since 1973. More than 
90% of people detained by the 
Border Patrol are Mexican. 

Apprehensions by the Border 
Patrol are not a direct measure 
of immigration for a number of 
reasons. First, apprehensions 
include an unknown number of 
people detained more than 
once. Second, they represent 
only the people prevented from 
entering and not those who are 
successful. Finally, to some 
degree the number of 
apprehensions is a function of how many agents the Border Patrol places at the 
border and how successful they are at apprehending clandestine border crossers. 
The Department of Homeland Security, which oversees the Border Patrol, 
cautions that “the relationship between the number of border apprehensions to 
either the number of attempted illegal entries or the number of successful illegal 
entries is not known.” 

The Border Patrol attempts to stop illegal entries to the U.S. and does not 
generally apprehend unauthorized immigrants who are leaving the country, so the 
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data address only inflows to the U.S. Nonetheless, the apprehensions data provide 
an indicator of the magnitude of the flow across the border that tends to rise and 
fall with the number of successful entries and with immigration levels. The record 
year for apprehensions was 1986, just before enactment of the Immigration 
Reform and Control Act, which allowed several million unauthorized immigrants 
to legalize their status and instituted stricter enforcement.  

These data do not address the reasons for the drop in apprehensions. A 
Department of Homeland Security fact sheet suggests that the decrease could be 
due to factors including the weakening U.S. economic growth as well as stepped-
up border enforcement. The threat of being caught could discourage some would-
be immigrants from attempting to enter the U.S. Some scholars suggest that 
stepped-up enforcement also could discourage unauthorized migrants from 
leaving the U.S. for home visits, because they would risk capture when they tried 
to re-enter.
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Appendix A: Additional Figures and Table 
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Appendix B: Methodology (Forthcoming) 

 

 

 

 

Pew Hispanic Center   EMBARGOED FOR 12:01AM EDT, July 22, 2009 


	Executive Summary
	A Note on Terminology
	About the Authors
	Recommended Citation
	Acknowledgments

	No Evidence Mexican Immigrants Are Leaving
	Fewer Mexican Immigrants Are Arriving
	Appendix A: Additional Figures and Table
	Appendix B: Methodology (Forthcoming)

