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The largest wave of immigration in history from a single country to the United States has come to a standstill. After
four decades that brought 12 million current immigrants—most of whom came illegally—the net migration flow from
Mexico to the United States has stopped and may have reversed, according to a new analysis of government data from
both countries by the Pew Hispanic Center, a project of the Pew Research Center.
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The standstill appears to be the result of many factors, including the weakened U.S. job and housing construction
markets, heightened border enforcement, a rise in deportations, the growing dangers associated with illegal border
crossings, the long-term decline in Mexico’s birth rates and broader economic conditions in Mexico.

It is possible that the Mexican immigration wave will resume as the U.S. economy recovers. Even if it doesn’t, it has
already secured a place in the record books. The U.S. today has more immigrants from Mexico alone—12.0 million—
than any other country in the world has from all countries of the world.  Some 30% of all current U.S. immigrants were
born in Mexico. The next largest sending country—China (including Hong Kong and Taiwan)—accounts for just 5% of
the nation’s current stock of about 40 million immigrants.

Looking back over the entire span of U.S. history, no country has ever seen as many of its people immigrate to this
country as Mexico has in the past four decades. However, when measured not in absolute numbers but as a share of the
immigrant population at the time, immigration waves from Germany and Ireland in the late 19th century equaled or
exceeded the modern wave from Mexico.

Beyond its size, the most distinctive feature of the modern Mexican wave has been the unprecedented share of
immigrants who have come to the U.S. illegally. Just over half (51%) of all current Mexican immigrants are
unauthorized, and some 58% of the estimated 11.2 million unauthorized immigrants in the U.S. are Mexican (Passel
and Cohn, 2011 (http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/02/01/unauthorized-immigrant-population-brnational-and-state-trends-

2010/) ).
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The sharp downward trend in net migration from Mexico began about five years ago and has led to the first significant
decrease in at least two decades in the unauthorized Mexican population. As of 2011, some 6.1 million unauthorized
Mexican immigrants were living in the U.S., down from a peak of nearly 7 million in 2007, according to Pew Hispanic
Center estimates based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau. Over the same period, the population of authorized
immigrants from Mexico rose modestly, from 5.6 million in 2007 to 5.8 million in 2011.

The net standstill in Mexican-U.S. migration flows is the result of two opposite trend lines that have converged in
recent years. During the five-year period from 2005 to 2010, a total of 1.4 million Mexicans immigrated to the United
States, down by more than half from the 3 million who had done so in the five-year period of 1995 to 2000. Meantime,
the number of Mexicans and their children who moved from the U.S. to Mexico between 2005 and 2010 rose to 1.4
million, roughly double the number who had done so in the five-year period a decade before. While it is not possible to
say so with certainty, the trend lines within this latest five-year period suggest that return flow to Mexico probably
exceeded the inflow from Mexico during the past year or two.

Of the 1.4 million people who migrated from the U.S. to Mexico since 2005, including about 300,000 U.S.-born
children, most did so voluntarily, but a significant minority were deported and remained in Mexico. Firm data on this
phenomenon are sketchy, but Pew Hispanic Center estimates based on government data from both countries suggest
that 5% to 35% of these returnees may not have moved voluntarily.

In contrast to the decrease of the Mexican born, the U.S. immigrant population from all countries has continued to
grow and numbered 39.6 million in 2011, according to the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey.

In addition, the number of Mexican-Americans in the U.S.—both immigrants and U.S.-born residents of Mexican
ancestry—is continuing to rise. The Mexican-American population numbered 33 million in 2010.  As reported
previously (Pew Hispanic Center, 2011 (http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/07/14/the-mexican-american-boom-brbirths-
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overtake-immigration/) ), between 2000 and 2010 births surpassed immigration as the main reason for growth of the
Mexican-American population.

The population of Mexican-born residents of the U.S. is larger than the population of most countries or states. Among
Mexican-born people worldwide, one-in-ten lives in the United States.

This report has five additional sections. The next section analyzes statistics on migration between Mexico and the
United States from data sources in both countries. The third uses mainly Mexican data to examine characteristics,
experience and future intentions of Mexican migrants handed over to Mexican authorities by U.S. law enforcement
agencies. The fourth, based on U.S. data, examines trends in border enforcement statistics. The fifth looks at changing
conditions in Mexico that might affect migration trends. The report’s last section looks at characteristics of Mexican-
born immigrants in the U.S., using U.S. Census Bureau data. The appendix explains the report’s methodology and data
sources.

Among the report’s other main findings from these sections:

Changing Patterns of Border Enforcement

In spite of (and perhaps because of) increases in the number of U.S. Border Patrol agents, apprehensions of
Mexicans trying to cross the border illegally have plummeted in recent years—from more than 1 million in 2005 to
286,000 in 2011—a likely indication that fewer unauthorized migrants are trying to cross. Border Patrol
apprehensions of all unauthorized immigrants are now at their lowest level since 1971.

As apprehensions at the border have declined, deportations of unauthorized Mexican immigrants–some of them
picked up at work sites or after being arrested for other criminal violations–have risen to record levels. In 2010,
282,000 unauthorized Mexican immigrants were repatriated by U.S. authorities, via deportation or the expedited
removal process.

Changing Characteristics of Return Migrants

Although most unauthorized Mexican immigrants sent home by U.S. authorities say they plan to try to return, a
growing share say they will not try to come back to the U.S. According to a survey by Mexican authorities of
repatriated immigrants, 20% of labor migrants in 2010 said they would not return, compared with just 7% in
2005.

A growing share of unauthorized Mexican immigrants sent home by U.S. authorities had been in the United States
for a year or more—27% in 2010, up from 6% in 2005. Also, 17% were apprehended at work or at home in 2010,
compared with just 3% in 2005.

Demographic Trends Related to Mexican Migration

In Mexico, among the wide array of trends with potential impact on the decision to emigrate, the most significant
demographic change is falling fertility: As of 2009, a typical Mexican woman was projected to have an average 2.4
children in her lifetime, compared with 7.3 for her 1960 counterpart.

Compared with other immigrants to the U.S., Mexican-born immigrants are younger, poorer, less-educated, less
likely to be fluent in English and less likely to be naturalized citizens.

http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/07/14/the-mexican-american-boom-brbirths-overtake-immigration/
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About this Report

Thi report analze the magnitude and trend of migration flow etween Mexico and the United tate; the experience and
intention of Mexican immigrant repatriated  U.. immigration authoritie; U.. immigration enforcement pattern;
condition in Mexico and the U.. that could affect immigration; and characteritic of Mexican-orn immigrant in the U..

The report draw on numerou data ource from oth Mexico and the U.. The principal Mexican data ource are the
Mexican decennial cenue (Ceno de Polación  Vivienda) of 1990, 2000 and 2010; the Mexican Population Count (II
Conteo de Polación  Vivienda) of 2005; the urve of Migration in the Northern order of Mexico (la ncueta ore
Migracíon en la Frontera Norte de México or MIF-Norte); the urve of Demographic Dnamic of 2006 and 2009 (ncueta
Nacional de Dinámica Demográfica or NADID); and the urve of Occupation and mploment for 2005-2011 (ncueta
Nacional de Ocupación  mpleo or NO). The principal U.. data ource are the Cenu ureau’ Current Population
urve (CP) monthl data for 1994 to 2012; the CP Annual ocial and conomic upplement conducted in March for
1994 to 2011; the American Communit urve (AC) for 2005-2010; U.. Cenue from 1850 to 2000; U.. order Patrol
data on apprehenion at the U..-Mexico order; and the U.. Department of Homeland ecurit, Office of Immigration
tatitic on legal admiion to the U.. and alien removed or returned. The report alo ue data from the World ank
and the United Nation Population Diviion.

Thi report wa written  enior Demographer Jeffre Pael, enior Writer D’Vera Cohn and Reearch Aociate Ana
Gonzalez-arrera. Paul Talor provided editorial guidance in the drafting of thi report. Rakeh Kochhar and Mark Hugo
Lopez provided comment on earlier draft of the report. eth Motel and Gariel Velaco provided reearch aitance.
Gariel Velaco and ileen Patten numer-checked the report. Marcia Kramer cop edited the report text and Appendix A.
Moll Rohal cop edited the report’ methodolog appendix.

A Note on Terminology

ecaue thi report view migration etween Mexico and the U.. from oth ide of the order, decription of “immigrant”
and “emigrant” or “immigration,” “emigration,” “migration flow” pecif the countr of reidence of the migrant or the
direction of the flow.

United States:

“Foreign orn” refer to peron orn outide of the United tate, Puerto Rico or other U.. territorie to parent neither of
whom wa a U.. citizen. The term “foreign orn” and “immigrant” are ued interchangeal in thi report.

“U.. orn” refer to an individual who i a U.. citizen at irth, including people orn in the United tate, Puerto Rico or
other U.. territorie, a well a thoe orn elewhere to parent who are U.. citizen. U..-orn peron alo are decried
a “U.. native.”

The “legal immigrant” population i defined a people granted legal permanent reidence; thoe granted alum; people
admitted a refugee; and people admitted under a et of pecific authorized temporar tatue for longer-term reidence
and work. Legal immigrant alo include peron who have acquired U.. citizenhip through naturalization.

“Unauthorized immigrant” are all foreign-orn non-citizen reiding in the countr who are not “legal immigrant.” Thee
definition reflect tandard and cutomar uage  the Department of Homeland ecurit and academic reearcher. The
vat majorit of unauthorized immigrant entered the countr without valid document or arrived with valid via ut taed
pat their via expiration date or otherwie violated the term of their admiion.

U.. cenue and urve include people whoe uual reidence i the United tate. Conequentl, migrant from Mexico
who are in the U.. for hort period to work, viit or hop are generall not included in meaure of the U.. population.
“Immigration” to the United tate include onl people who are intending to ettle in the United tate.
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“Removal” are the compulor and confirmed movement of inadmiile or deportale alien out of the United tate
aed on an order of removal. An alien who i removed ha adminitrative or criminal conequence placed on uequent
re-entr.

“Return” are the confirmed movement of inadmiile or deportale alien out of the United tate not aed on an order
of removal. Thee include alien who agree to return home.

The U.. Department of Homeland ecurit ue the term “removal” rather than “deportation” to decrie the action of it
Immigration and Cutom nforcement (IC) and Cutom and order Protection (CP) to expel foreign national from the
U.. “Deportation” are one tpe of removal and refer to the formal removal of a foreign citizen from the U.. In addition, a
foreign citizen ma e expelled from the U.. under an alternative action called an expedited removal. Deportation and
expedited removal together comprie removal reported  the U.. Department of Homeland ecurit.

Mexico:

In Mexican data, “U.. orn” refer onl to peron orn in the United tate and not to the citizenhip at irth.

“Return migration” i a concept aed on a cenu or urve quetion aout prior reidence, pecificall reidence five ear
efore the cenu or urve. A “return migrant” to Mexico i a peron who lived outide of Mexico (uuall in the U..) five
ear efore the cenu or urve and i ack in Mexico at the time of the urve.

“Recent migrant” are identified through a quetion in Mexican cenue and urve that ak whether an memer of the
houehold have left to go to the U.. in a prior period, uuall the previou five ear. The recent migrant ma e ack in the
houehold or elewhere in Mexico (in which cae the have “returned” to Mexico) or the ma till e in the U.. or in another
countr.

“U..-orn reident with Mexican parent” are people orn in the United tate with either a Mexican-orn mother or father.
The Mexican data ource do not have a direct quetion aout the countr of irth of a peron’ mother and father.
Conequentl, parentage mut e inferred from relationhip to other memer of the houehold. Aout 89-91% of U..-orn
children in the Mexican cenue can e linked with one or two Mexican-orn parent, aout 2% can e linked onl with non-
Mexican parent, and the remaining 7-9% are in houehold without either parent.

Both:

“Adult” are age 18 and older. “Children,” unle otherwie pecified, are people under age 18.

1. Ruia ha 12.3 million reident who are claified  the United Nation a immigrant, ut the vat majorit were orn in countrie that had een a part of

the oviet Union prior to it reakup in 1991. ↩

2. Pew Hipanic Center taulation of 2010 American Communit urve (1% IPUM). ↩
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