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further incentivizing Mexican migration to the US. Without any real attempts to address these push factors by either 

country, the region experienced rapid growth in the number of undocumented Mexicans seeking opportunities 

in the US, more permanent settlement of these migrants within the US, and ultimately, family members, wives 

and children, crossing the border to reunite with the original migrants and make homes in the US. By 2007 the 

estimated number of undocumented Mexicans living in the United States peaked at 6.9 million, representing 54% 

of all undocumented foreigners. (Passel et. al., 2019)

Beginning in the final years of the 20th century and escalating during the mid 2000s, a new phenomenon of 

out migration emerged. With removals and returns falling about two thirds from the peak of 2009 (DHS, 2008-

2019), voluntary exit has increased and become the dominant form of exit (Gonzalez-Barrera, 2015). Interviews of 

these voluntary returnees attribute their decisions to a combination of homesickness, a desire for reverse family 

reunification, and the sense that a growing Mexican economy affords them opportunities that were not available 

to them at the time of their migration to the United States (Gonzalez-Barrera, 2015). At the same time, the flow 

of Mexicans to the US which peaked in 2000 at 770,000 per year, slowed to less than 100,000 in 2019 (Passel et. 

al., 2019), possibly due to the same economic reasons motivating returnees as well as growing anti-immigrant 

sentiment in the US and increased border security. Net migration became negative for the first time in history 

between 2005 and 2010 (Passel et. al, 2012). As a result, in 2017 the number of undocumented Mexicans living in 

the United States had fallen to 4.9 million, less than half of all undocumented foreigners in the country (Passel et. 

al, 2019). In the past several years, this pattern has shown signs of reversing. The Pew Research Center (Gonzalez-

Barrera, 2021) estimates a small annual net positive immigration rate for the period 2013-2018 due to a decrease in 

Mexicans exiting the US with entrants remaining stable during the period. Further, Mexican apprehensions at the 

border have been increasing since 2017 for the first time since 2003, a signal that this positive rate may persist and 

even increase. In sum, even with changing patterns of immigration at the US southern border, Mexico remains the 

dominant source of immigrants both at the US border and in its interior.

II . Who are the Migrants?

This report draws on surveys and interviews conducted between June 2018 and June 2019 with 413 repatriated 

migrants in Mexico City. While the sample is not a random sample of returning migrants in Mexico City, much less 

Mexico, it provides a snapshot of a cohort. The surveys and interviews were conducted in a workspace near the 

Monument of the Revolution, in the downtown center and in close proximity to several call centers. Our sample 

looks similar to the full population of repatriated Mexicans in some ways (gender and age) but very different in others 

(time in the US). The returning migrants we talked to are overwhelmingly male (84%), not because undocumented 

migrants are overwhelmingly male but because run-ins with ICE occur at traffic stops, at work, at school, and in rare 

cases at jail, all places populated more by undocumented men than women. They are young, with a median age at 

return of 24, although the women were on average five years younger than the men (See Table 1).2 

The repatriated migrants we spoke to stand out in terms of their longevity in the United States3. A large majority 

went to the US as children (82 %) and returned as adults. The median age at migration was 7 and median years in 

the US was 15.5. A majority spent more than half of their lives in the US. Even the folks who came to the US as 
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IV . Challenges upon Return

Returning migrants confront myriad challenges that severely constrain their ability to adapt, integrate and thrive in 

Mexico. (see Figure 3). The migrants we spoke with return to Mexico ill prepared to assimilate. Often in the rush to 

leave or in the chaos of a sudden run-in with ICE, they do not have the time, opportunity, and forethought to collect 

the necessary documents required for new Mexican documentation. Even those who have time to prepare are 

not able to find accurate information about what is required. Upon arrival in Mexico, they encounter a seemingly 

indifferent government and an antagonistic society. There are very few government programs and only a handful 
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the situation often requires obtaining a power of attorney that is complicated to procure from Mexico. In 2015 the 

Mexican Department of Education (SEP) lifted the requirement that students enrolling in public schools ((Diario 

Oficial de la Federación 2015) produce notarized transcripts, yet other stringent requirements remain. The second 

roadblock involves the lack of equivalency between a US and a Mexican high school diploma. Mexican high school 

degree requirements are more rigorous than basic prerequisites for high school graduation in most US states and 

more closely aligned with an honors curriculum taken by US students seeking admission to a selective college or 

university. Unable to certify their US credentials and forced to repeat years of high school, university seems beyond 

reach, and many postpone, drop out or give up on the idea of studying in Mexico.

C . Employment

Completing the paperwork required to work in the private sector is cumbersome for Mexican citizens, but especially 

burdensome for repatriated migrants. Having grown up outside Mexico, they frequently return without several or, 

at times, any of the requisite documents. They may not possess a valid birth certificate; at times they don’t know 

their CURP (a unique number given to every Mexican at birth); they need to get an official Mexican ID (a Voter ID, 

passport or license) in order to obtain an NSS, an official social security number/card; and they must procure a tax 

ID number (known as an RFC, or Registro Federal de Contribuyentes, number). Obtaining each requires navigating 

a bureaucratic maze that includes visits to different national and local government offices, a process that can drag 

on for months and even years, severely hampering an already difficult and frustrating job search.

Once paperwork is secured, migrants face a foreign job market where they have little understanding of how to find 

job opportunities that fit their skills. The majority of survey respondents (55%) struggle to find employment, while 

even those who manage to do so, stress difficulties applying professional skills acquired in the United States to the 

Mexican labor force. Those who land jobs are mostly consigned to employment in a burgeoning call center industry 

that welcomes their English language skills and familiarity with US cultural conventions. The work is adequately 

paid relative to other jobs they might find, but requires long hours, imposes strict rules and offers little opportunity 

“When I applied for Mexican universities, they told me I would have to restart my high school over and that 

my ACT and my SAT weren’t accepted. I would have to do their admissions tests. So I applied to Australia and 

New Zealand and Canada, and I got in all three of them in various universities, and I chose Canada.” —Melani

“And when I got here (Mexico), it’s like, no paperwork, no driver’s license, no identification. I had a harder 

time getting a driver’s license, getting my voter registration, which is the main source of ID here, a tougher 

time here than I did getting ID in the United States. And I was illegal in the United States.” —Ben

“They tell you, ‘Well, this [transcript] is not valuable right here.’ It’s like, for us, it’s like telling us you never went 

to school down here. Well, what else can I do to prove to you? Yeah, it is kind of rare for someone to tell me my 

high school diploma is valuable down here, when I fought so hard to get my high school diploma.” — Hugot
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for advancement. Those migrants who want to use the entrepreneurial skills they developed in the US are unable 

to find the start-up capital that was more accessible to them in the US through both governmental programs and 

small business loans.

D . Family Separation

A majority of returned migrants in our sample have relatives living in the US, and over a quarter have children who 

are US citizens (See Table 3). These separations create challenges on both sides of the border. For the migrants 

themselves, leaving behind close family members, children in particular, creates extreme sadness and despair, 

depriving them of an emotional support system. Their plight also triggers a ripple effect on families and communities 

left behind. The financial and emotional hardship returnees endure exacerbate the psychological, social and 

economic strains already felt by their US children, potentially impacting behavioral outcomes related to education, 

employment and crime. There is little recourse for these families as the US does not allow reentry to migrants, even 

for short visits, for at least ten years. Travel by minors to see deported parents requires acquiring a US passport 

which is bureaucratically complicated when one parent is confined to Mexico. US born children brought to Mexico 

by a repatriated Mexican parent while their other parent remains in the US also face serious bureaucratic hurdles. 

To continue their schooling, participate in extracurricular activities, and become eligible for government assistance, 

children over the age of 14 require a notarized birth certificate that an often-estranged parent is reluctant to provide.

“I got here on March 15. And since it was election time, they stopped issuing the only identification that a 

Mexican citizen can have to do anything—to open a bank account, to rent a house, to get a passport, to get 

a driver’s license. That identification we cannot get because they are in elections and we are not allowed to 

get in until the election is over, which is in July. Ever since March, I haven’t been able to get an identification 

where I can reestablish my life precisely because I cannot open a bank account, I cannot get a job.” —Juan A

Everything is a disaster. I was two years in bed with depression. My first two years, I just don’t want to live. 

So, thanks to my family, they help me and said, “Your kids needs you. You can’t just die in bed.” So I went 

to see a psychiatrist, and they give me medication. —Rocio

“My kids, I’m telling you, my kids have daddy issues real bad. Probably my son will end up in prison one 

day. And that really sucks.” —Julio Cesar

“When I was over there (in the U.S.), I wanted to do a lot of things, but I wasn’t able to do them because 

I didn’t have papers. And it’s the same way right here with my son. He wants to do a lot of things and 

sometimes he’s not able to do them. Even to enroll in sports, he doesn’t have that option, because they ask 

about background.” —Rodrigo
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H . Resilience Against the Odds

Many migrants tell stories of eventual resilience as they overcome seemingly insurmountable roadblocks and, in 

fits and starts begin to carve a life for themselves in Mexico. Although still concerned about crime and insecurity 

in Mexico, they relish the opportunity to live without the constant fear of apprehension and deportation. These 

extraordinary personal success stories shed light on the enormous potential that this group holds for Mexico. 

Deportees who ran afoul of the law in the United States find redemption as they make a fresh start. Those who 

decided to return out of frustration at the dearth of educational and professional opportunities available to them in the 

United States complete the requisite courses, exams and paperwork enabling them to enroll at universities and find 

jobs that allow them to showcase their talents. There are even some who express a determination to contribute to 

the country of their birth through social activism or pursuit of elected office. And yet, behind every story of resilience, 

there are countless others of despair, failure and wasted talent that policy reform has the potential to rectify.

“ I started off going to help with construction work and all of this stuff. People would tell me all the time 

like, “Hey, you know English, man. You know English real good. You should be doing something with that.” 

I’d be like, “Yeah, yeah, I should.” But in me, I was scared. I never walked in an office to work. If I walked in 

an office or something, it was just probably to deliver to some guy that was buying from me. I never, ever 

thought about that in my life. I’d rather face five tattoo guys in an alley before I had a conversation in the 

coffee room.”—JC who runs training programs in call centers

“So getting here to Mexico, my goal was to destroy myself. My goal was to get mugged in the middle of the 

street. There will be times where I literally walked around the state of Mexico 3:00 4:00 in the morning just 

in the middle of the street just looking for trouble. I wanted somebody to find me. I wanted somebody to...

you know all these dangerous streets that people were telling me. I wanted, I don’t know I wanted to just 

destroy myself.” —Angelo

“Your freedom, you gain your freedom, to be honest. You’re not afraid here. You’re not afraid of anyone 

coming up to you  and saying, “Oh, you’re a wetback. Oh, you don’t belong here.” Because this is your 

country. I think, as a person, you gain calmness. You don’t have to be afraid anymore,” —Joana

“My plan is, I want to have enough money so I can build houses out of plastic. Not in the center because 

it’s already big enough. I want to build houses out of plastic in the outside parts of the city where it’s really 

rural. And help back the community. And be able to provide houses that they are able to afford. But these 

are also houses that are good for the environment—to have a decent home. Because not a lot of people 

here have that. Supposedly the law here says that every Mexican citizen has a right to have a decent house. 

And now they don’t follow that. So, I want to be able to provide it to the community. “ —Juan
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These programs fail to address the needs of most of our survey respondents. Between 37% and 54% of our 

sample did not reenter Mexico through official reception centers that would have rendered them eligible. Of the 

196 survey respondents who were deported and would have returned through official reentry processing, only 79 

(40.3%) reported receiving any assistance upon entry. The overwhelming majority were granted only immediate 

assistance, notably food and transportation to their final destination, although 13% also received information about 

shelters. The individuals who qualified for assistance with their job search found it impossible to transfer the human 

capital skills acquired in the US to the marginalized communities where the subsidies could be used. Finally, the 

six-month window for claiming reintegration assistance was too brief. The migrants in our project described psycho-

social distress that paralyzed them for several years rather than months.

Mexican Consulates have failed to serve their envisioned pre-departure assistance role. According to 2018 data 

compiled by the 
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ID Acquisition

Launch a campaign to guide prospective returnees and repatriated migrants, as well as migrant advocacy 

organizations in the US and Mexico, through the bureaucratic process of obtaining documents required 

for establishing an ID and gaining employment in the private or public sector.
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VI . Conclusion

Currently roughly 70,000-80,000 deportees and individuals obtaining voluntary departure return to Mexico each 

year, a number that excludes those who leave the US voluntarily which, according to our survey sample, adds 
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Endnotes
1 See Pew Research Center report on Net Migration between Mexico and the US, July 8, 2921. https://www.pewresearch.org/short-

reads/2021/07/09/before-covid-19-more-mexicans-came-to-the-u-s-than-left-for-mexico-for-the-first-time-in-years/
2 The 2018 Yearbook of Migration and Remittances, Mexico (Arenillas et.al., 2018) documents that the full set of migrants returning to 

Mexico in 2017 was even more predominantly male (91%), but the gender discrepancy had been growing over the preceding 10 years. 
The median age of the returning men and women was slightly higher than in our sample (25-29 age range) but, as we observe, women 
were on average a bit younger than men.

3 According to the 2018 yearbook, 38% of the repatriated Mexicans in 2017, compared to 97% in our sample, had lived in the US for more 
than a year. However, the yearbook estimates are likely to include a lot of repeat migrants and migrants who never stray far from the 
border; new PEW estimates (Passel et.al., 2019) reveal that a majority (66%) of adult undocumented Mexicans have lived in the US for 10 
years or longer.

4 These numbers are calculated for the 2019 respondents, where the majority of forced expulsions (71%) were imposed on migrants who 
were picked up for a traffic violation, a misdemeanor, or just being in the wrong place at the wrong time We did not ask about why the 
migrant was picked up by ICE in the 2018 survey, but we imagine the patterns are similar since the 2019 and 2018 respondents look 
alike on almost every dimension. Of the 23 individuals picked up for more serious crimes, only 2 committed violent crimes and the rest 
committed felonies which usually translated into selling drugs.

5 A testimony to our respondents’ fluency is that more than 97% of our in-depth interviews were conducted in English, often by individuals 
with no Spanish language skills.
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