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Forward

Mexicans in the United States do not represent an immigration issue. They have formed 
an established community of 36 million people, almost as big as the African American 
community, and most of them are Americans by birth. In fact, there are no new Mexican 
immigrants entering the United States, their number has stabilized and remained relative–
ly unchanged since 2005.

There is no doubt that this community has prospered but it is undeniable that many of 
its members face an unequal access to public services in comparison to the rest of the 
population.

This disadvantage reinforces the misconceptions that some people have that the Mexican 
community is not integrated to the American society, that it is alien to the values that have 
forged The United States. 

Nothing could be more wrong. Mexicans are hard-working people that abide the law, speak 
English, pay their fair share of taxes and contribute to the prosperity of this country. But 
with better opportunities they can add more to the well-being of America, they just need 
better education, access to health services, political representation that matches their 
demographic weight and better job opportunities.

Not doing so is consciously leaving behind an important part of the American society. A 
prosperous America can only be achieved if everyone is included. The goal of this book is 
precisely to raise awareness of the importance that Mexicans have for the United States 
and to advocate for the fairness of giving them better opportunities to thrive, so they can 
be part of the so praised American dream.
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Introduction

T he United States is a country that was built and developed by immigrants. It is impos-
sible to imagine this nation without the migration of millions of British, Germans, 

Italians, Polish, Irish, as well as the wave of Hispanic and Asian migration that began in 
the 20th century and continues today. The immigrant influence is apparent everywhere: 
immigrants or their children founded over 40% of the high-tech companies1. First and 
second-generation immigrants account for one-third of the physicists, engineers, and doc-
tors in the country. Foreign-born citizens represent 60% of the construction workers and 
a vast majority of the agricultural work force . Immigrants created even iconic American 
staples, such as hamburgers.2

The Current Population Survey 2017 indicates that 44.5 million immigrants reside in the 
United States, the highest number ever in absolute terms. They account for 13.7% of the 
total population, a proportion that has increased since 1970 to become the highest rate 
since 1910 (see chart 1).

Chart 1
American born population, foreign-born population and percentage of total population  

for the United States, 1850 to 2017.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census of Population, 1850 to 2000,  
and the American Community Survey, 2010 and 2017.

1 U.S. Department of State: https://www.state.gov/j/prm/migration/

2 Ozersky, Josh. The Hamburger: A History. Yale University Press, 2008



10 Jorge Santibáñez, Arcelia Serrano, Oscar Gómez, Saúl Salazar, Alonso Santibáñez, Erasmo Soto

Europeans dominated the first wave of immigration; from 1850 to 1900 they represented 
at least 85% of the total immigrant population, and from 1900 to 1970, they accounted for 
more than 60% of it (see chart 2). Their integration was not easy. Many times, they were 
perceived as a threat to society, and as possessing values that were very different from 
Americans. In similar fashion to other countries with high immigration levels, Europeans 
were often rejected for speaking a foreign language, practicing other religions, and occu–
pying jobs that were seen as belonging to Americans. Their presence was believed to cause 
an increase in criminal activities and danger. Despite these wrongful perceptions, early 
European immigrants and successive generations formed communities that gradually 
integrated into American society to the point that German, Polish and Italians surnames 
are seen as completely American today. 

Around the 1930´s, the population of Hispanic immigrants started to increase. By 1990, the 
number of Hispanic immigrants was almost twice that of Europeans and by the year 2000, 
Hispanics represented half of the total number of foreigners in the U.S. This proportion has 
remained stable, though still far from the overwhelmingly European dominated immigra-
tion represented during the 18th century and the early 19th century (see chart 2). 

Chart 2
Foreign-born population in the U.S. by region of birth, 1850 to 2017.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Reasons for immigration to the U.S. are varied. In many cases, immigrants are leaving 
countries that do not provide the opportunities for a stable life, access to public services, 
or steady jobs with decent salaries. Violent threats from organized crime can also be a 
harsh reality that force them to escape from their countries. 
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However, there are millions of immigrants who were not fleeing poverty and dangerous 
conditions in their home countries. The economic and social characteristics of the Unit–
ed States have attracted millions of immigrants that did not live on meager conditions 
in their countries; the American economy demanded work force that was not available 
within the country and authorities deliberately allowed, sometimes illegally, the entrance 
of millions of foreigners that were lured by the American dream and foresee a brighter 
future here. Over time, they formed families and communities that functioned as centers 
for newcomers seeking labor opportunities or family reunion. 

Mexicans in the United States are part of this long immigrant history. Their concentration 
in the United States, and the extended period that they have resided there, has turned 
them into a fundamental component of American society. This is not just an exodus or an 
expulsion of Mexicans out of their own country, but an attraction to economic, political 
and social factors found in the U.S., which cannot be explained solely by the geographic 
proximity of the two countries, or by the lack of developmental opportunities in Mexico. 
The United States deliberately sought out Mexican workers to expand the economic devel–
opment of the country. Therefore, the arrival and establishment of this community into 
the U.S. over the past 50 or so years is a consequence of free market forces and the growth 
of social and family networks. This has occurred without the framework of official policies, 
institutions or community-specific measures. It has led to the formation of an established 
community that comprises 36.2 million people of Mexican origin in the United States: 11.6 
million born in Mexico and 24.6 million born in the United States, who are, consequently, 
American citizens. 

Unfortunately, there are several misconceptions about the Mexican community that have 
hindered its integration, as was the case for earlier European immigrants. Mexicans are 
often perceived as outsiders who will never truly be Americans. These perceptions are 
obsolete and shortsighted. Mexican immigrants are law-abiding individuals who share 
American values and often pay more in taxes than what they receive in social benefits. 
They have contributed to the wealth and prosperity of the U.S. 

The problem is completely different, and it has to do with an unequal access to opportu-
nities for this community in comparison to the rest of the population. Despite the better 
opportunities that exist for Mexicans in the United States, overall they still have limited 
access to education and health services, and their income is lower than that of other com-
munities. Mexican immigrants are politically underrepresented, and many of its members 
live with the fear of being deported or separated from their families, losing everything that 
they have worked for in this country. 

A change in perception is needed. The United States must recognize the important role the 
Mexican community plays in its society. That its members are not going back to Mexico, 
their country is the United States, their main language is English, their values are Ameri-
can, and that they are not costly or perilous for society. It is in America’s best interest to 
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provide Mexican immigrants with equal access to the same opportunities, education and 
health services that other groups are afforded. An increase in their political representation 
is also needed, as well as better job opportunities and protection from labor injustices. Not 
doing so will leave the Mexican community behind and obstruct its capacity to contribute 
economically, culturally and socially to this country. 

Why it is important to support the Mexican community in the United 
States?

Here are some facts about Mexicans in the United States:

 y They share the same values as Americans: they are hard working, law-abiding taxpayers 
who speak English.

 y They are no longer an immigration issue:  the number of Mexican immigrants has stabi-
lized and remained relatively the same since 2005 (11 million vs. 11.6 million).

 y They represent an important part of the U.S. economy: the natural skills of Mexican 
workers have mingled with American traditions of hard work and created an integrated, 
modern, adaptable and efficient share of the U. S. labor force. Demographically speak–
ing, Mexican workers are younger on average than their American counterparts and will 
continue contributing to the U. S. labor market.

 y They do not have access to the same opportunities as the rest of the population: seve-
ral quality of life indicators such as education, health, political participation, show that 
Mexicans in the U.S. score below the population average in the United States.

 y They have a lot of potential: with access to better opportunities, they can contribute 
more through participation in the economy, in the sciences, in politics, etc.

 y They are numerous: 36.2 million people of Mexican origin reside in the United States, 
almost as big as the African American community, which has 39.6 million people, and 
twice the size of the Asian community, which has 17.8 million people.

 y The majority are U.S. citizens: nearly 70% were born in the U.S. and overall they are 
younger than most other ethnic groups in the country. 

 y They are the future of America: 7 out of 10 members of this community are 30 years old 
or younger, and their average age is smaller than that of White non-Hispanics, Asians 
and African-Americans.

This book seeks to raise awareness of the challenges the Mexican community faces in dif–
ferent realms. We hope that this information can shape the policies that will unlock better 
opportunities for them; this is the mission of Mexa Institute, and this book in particular.
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The structure of the book is as follows: in the first part we will cover the basic statistics 
of the Mexican community in the U.S. In the second section, we will provide a detailed 
analysis of the principal challenges or difficulties facing this population in relation to the 
following issues: 

 y Migratory situation

 y Political representation

 y Education

 y Health

 y Labor

 y Economic potential

We have no doubt that with access to equal opportunities, the Mexican community will 
help the United States continue to thrive as the great nation it is. Investing in the Mexican 
community is investing in a better future for America.
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Basic statistics about the mexican community in the United States

 

C urrently, 320.4 million people live in the United States, among them 55.7 million are 
 of Hispanic origin (18%), the majority of Hispanics are Mexican (63%), numbering 36.2 

million, and representing 11.3% of the total population of the United States.3

It is important to clarify that what has traditionally been understood as the community 
of Mexican origin in the United States, is made up of those who self-identify as Hispanics 
and, within the Hispanic category further identify as Mexicans, either because they were 
born in Mexico or because one of their parents or grandparents have origins in Mexico. 
Thus, the United States Census Bureau records the categories of Hispanic and Mexican 
origin by self-identification of the interviewee. There is no official record, nor is there any 
documentation requested to verify what has been stated for the Census or in other sources 
of official statistics.

In order to adequately analyze and comprehend the community of Mexican origin in the 
U.S., it should be divided into two large groups: 

a) Mexicans born in Mexico. This population has now climbed to 11.6 million (32% of the 
Mexican community in the United States):  

 y 3.38 million are naturalized Americans (29% of the total born in Mexico).

 y 3.3 million are permanent residents (28.6%).4

 y 400,000 live in the United States with some type of work visa (3.5%).

 y 3.95 million are undocumented immigrants (34.2%), meaning that they have no 
documents authorizing their stay.5

 y 548,000 are beneficiaries of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals or DACA 
program, which grants a temporary stay to those who were brought to the U.S. by 
their parents when they were younger than sixteen years old and who meet certain 
requirements established by the American government (4.7%).6

3 U.S. Census Bureau (2017). Current Population Survey (CPS).

4 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, “Immigration statistics” Accessed at https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statis-
tics/lawful-permanent-residents

5 Up until 2014, different sources showed that there were around 5.6 million undocumented Mexicans living in the United 
States. By 2018, the figure is estimated to be 3.95 million, based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau and the Department 
of Homeland Security. The reduction in undocumented Mexicans is the result of a combination of phenomena, such as the 
reduction of the migratory flow of Mexicans toward the United States, the increase in deportations, and changing migratory 
status, for example, going from being an undocumented immigrant to an authorized permanent resident, by marrying a U.S. 
citizen or permanent resident.

6 For more information, consult the website: https://www.dhs.gov/topic/deferred-action-childhood-arrivals-daca 
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b) Mexicans born in the United States. They are American citizens with Mexican ancestry, 
with a population of 24.6 million (68% of the Mexican community).

Compared with the size of other population groups residing in the United States, the popu-
lation of Mexican origin (36.2 million) is equivalent to a fifth of the White population (201.1 
million), very close in size to the total of African Americans (39.6 million) and almost dou-
ble that of the Asian-origin population (19.4 million).

Between 1990 and 2017, the Mexican-origin population grew 172%, well above the rate of 
increase in the White population (8%) and the Black population (32%), but below that of 
the Asian population (193%) and non-Mexican Hispanics (188%). The growth is primarily 
due to the increase in the number of Mexicans born in the United States and is not related 
to the mass influx of Mexican immigrants, because the number of Mexican immigrants has 
stabilized (See Table 1).

Table 1.  
Number of People of Mexican Origin in the United States,  

by Place of Birth, 1980-2017 (in millions).

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (1980-2017).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

The average age of Mexican-born immigrants to the U.S. is 43 years old, with a slight major–
ity of men (53%). In comparison, the average age of Mexicans born in the United States, is 
23 years old, a considerably younger group, with a slight majority of women (50.3%).

The composition of the Mexican population by age group, as can be seen in Table 2, shows 
the bulk of the population born in Mexico is between 25 and 49 years old (6 out of 10), or 
working age, while the group born in the United States skews younger with 6 out of 10 
between 0 and 24 years old. 
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Table 2. 
Percentage Distribution of People of Mexican Origin in the U.S.,  

by Age Group and Place of Birth, 2017.

Source: Compiled by the authors based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2017).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

Approximately six out of every ten people of Mexican origin live in California, Texas or Ari-
zona. Residing in California and Texas are 12.6 million and 9 million Mexicans, respectively, 
making up a third of the population in each state. Mexicans also make up a third of the 
population in Arizona and New Mexico.

According to projections made by the U.S. Census Bureau, it is estimated that by the year 
2030 the Hispanic population will make up 21% of the total national population and 26% 
of the total national population by the year 2050.7 If the population growth by Mexicans 
remains constant, this would mean that by 2030 they will represent 15% of the U.S. popu-
lation and by the year 2050, people of Mexican origin will represent 18% of the population. 

Out of total households in the United States (126.5 million), eight percent (9.9 million) 
have at least one member of Mexican origin, and in the majority of these households (9.8 
million) that person is the head of household or spouse. 

7 U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division (2017). Projections for the United States: 2017-2060. https://www.Census.gov/
data/tables/2017/demo/popproj/2017-summary-tables.html (Accessed in March 2018).
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Households that have at least one person of Mexican origin have very diverse makeups. 
Every day, people who were born in Mexico live together with people born in the U.S., natu-
ralized citizens, permanent residents, undocumented people, and people of other nation–
alities. Sixty-five percent of people of Mexican origin born in the United States have at least 
one parent who comes from a different national origin. At least 38 different nationalities 
are estimated to be represented living in homes with at least one person of Mexican origin. 
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1. The Migratory Situation of Mexicans in the  
United States

Since 2003, the migration of Mexicans to the United States has been decreasing. In 2013, 
Mexico stopped being the leading country of origin of new immigrants entering the U.S.,8  
being surpassed both by China with 147,000 immigrants, and India with 129,000. Mexico 
came in third place with 125,000.9 Furthermore, the number of Mexicans returning to 
Mexico has increased in recent years, due to the economic crisis of 2008-2009 and the 
increase in deportations. These factors have helped to stabilize migration and the net 
balance of Mexicans crossing the border is practically zero. 

The 11.6 million Mexican immigrants to the U.S. represent 27% of total immigrants into the 
United States, which makes it the largest immigrant group, followed by immigrants from 
India with 2.5 million, representing 6% of the total, and the 1.9 million Chinese immigrants 
which equals 4.5% of total immigrants.10

The Mexican immigrant community is made up of 29% naturalized U.S. citizens, 28.6% 
permanent residents, 3.5% with some type of non-immigrant visa (excluding tourist visas), 
34.2% are undocumented and 4.7% are in the DACA program (Deferred Action for Child-
hood Arrivals). 

The type of life that Mexicans have in the United States is determined by their immigration 
status; it is not the same to be undocumented as to be a permanent resident. Undocu–
mented people live in constant fear of being deported, they have no work permits and the 
jobs that they have access to are unstable, poorly paid and do not provide any type of social 
security, and they are frequently victims of abuse due to their uncertain status; on the 
other hand, permanent residents have social security, can freely travel within and outside 
of the United States, and can even become U.S. citizens. 

8 The U.S. Census Bureau defines new immigrants as foreign-born individuals who resided abroad during the year prior to 
their entry, including lawful permanent residents, temporary nonimmigrants, and unauthorized immigrants.

9 Muzaffar, Chishti, and Hipsman Faye. “In Historic Shift, New Migration Flows from Mexico Fall Below Those from China 
and India,” Migration Policy Institute, May 21, 2015,  www.migrationpolicy.org/article/historic-shift-new-migration-flows-
mexico-fall-below-those-china-and-india

10 U.S. Census Bureau (2017). Current Population Survey (CPS).
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Chart 1.1. 
Percentage Distribution of Mexican Immigrants in the U.S., by Migratory Status.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

The following description outlines the main migratory categories into which the Mexican 
community can be divided. The importance of this exercise lies in seeing what can be done 
to help Mexicans to have a more solid immigration status, allowing them to live with more 
certainty and improving their opportunities for development. 

First, we will discuss temporary visas for Mexican workers, which are mostly intended 
for agricultural workers; and then we will discuss visas for investors. The second section 
addresses undocumented Mexicans and Mexicans protected by DACA, the program that 
allows beneficiaries to work and protects them from being deported. The third section 
focuses on permanent residents, who can become American citizens if they meet certain 
requirements, but whose application rates for citizenship tend to be low and slow com-
pared to migrants from other nations. The fourth part of this section concentrates on 
naturalized American citizens of Mexican origin who, at least in terms of their migratory 
status, have joined American society, although their integration is not complete, as they 
still remain an isolated group. 

Mexican Workers with Temporary Visas  

Between 2010 and 2016, twenty percent of the total yearly temporary visas issued by the 
U.S. for non-immigrants were for Mexicans. The number of visas of this type issued to 
Mexicans increased by 326,000 between 2010 and 2016, which represents a 63% increase.
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Chart 1.2.  
Number of Temporary Work Visas Issued to Mexicans by the U.S.  

and the Percentage of Total Visas this Represents.

Source: U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS). 

The majority of temporary work visas for Mexicans are issued for agricultural workers. 
Considerably fewer visas are granted for jobs that require more training and specialization 
(for example, H1B visas).

Chart 1.3.
Number of Temporary Work Visas Issued to Mexicans by the U.S.,  

by Visa Type and Year of Issuance (2010-2016).

Source: U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services. (USCIS).
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The Undocumented Mexican Population 11

Mexico is the country of origin for just under 4 million undocumented immigrants in the 
United States. Despite the uncertainty in which they live, they are not interested in return–
ing to Mexico, because they have roots in the United States: their family, their jobs, and 
their homes are all based in the States. Although these undocumented workers contribute 
to the economic, social and cultural enrichment of the U.S., they live in a constant state 
of fear and insecurity, given that they can be deported at any moment; moreover, these 
workers do not enjoy the same opportunities to thrive that the rest of the population does: 
they have no access to quality services, such as education, health care and decent housing, 
and their work options are limited to poorly paid (and often uncertain) jobs, leaving them 
at a disadvantage.

This situation can and should be changed with the provision of better services and oppor-
tunities to improve the growth of those who make up this community. The United States 
should implement programs with the objective of reducing the vulnerability of undocu-
mented people and freeing them from the fear in which they live on a daily basis. 

DACA Program

The program called Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), allows undocument–
ed young people, who were brought to the U.S. as children by their parents, to work and 
protects them from possible deportation, at least temporarily.12 Since its creation in 2012, 
there have been approximately 800,000 beneficiaries; however, the latest numbers from 
the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) indicate that by August 2018, there 
were approximately 699,350 active recipients. In other words, 100,000 people who were at 
one time beneficiaries of this program are no longer currently involved, either because they 
did not renew their permits, or because they were denied, or because they changed migra-
tory status, primarily to permanent residency through marriage with American citizens.  

11 Due to the nature of this issue there are few sources of information about the undocumented population. All the available 
figures are estimates based on the sources consulted and the methodology used to arrive at said estimates.

12 President Donald Trump ordered an end to the program in September 2017 through an executive order; nevertheless, a 
lower court later ordered to accepting new applications and processing applications for the program. 
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Chart 1.4.
Number and Percentage of Active DACA Recipients, by Country of Origin 

(Figures as of August, 2018).

Source: U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS).

The overwhelming majority of DACA recipients are Mexicans, 79.8%; followed by Salva-
dorans, 3.8%; Guatemalans, 2.6%; Hondurans, 2.4%; Peruvians and South Koreans, 1.4%. 
More than a quarter of DACA beneficiaries live in California (29%), followed by Texas (16%), 
Illinois and New York (5% each). The Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim metropolitan area 
in California is where the greatest number of DACA beneficiaries are located, 13% of the 
total, followed by the New York-Newark-Jersey City metropolitan area with 7% and Dallas-
Fort Worth-Arlington, with 5.3%. The average age of DACA recipients is 24 years old and 
four out of five are single.

According to data from the Migration Policy Institute,13 while DACA recipients between 15 
and 32 years old are nearly as likely to be enrolled in post-secondary education as American 
citizens (18% vs. 20%), they are less likely to complete this level of education (4% vs. 18%). 

The majority of DACA recipients (64%) are part of the U.S. workforce: fifty-five percent 
work, while only 8% are unemployed, furthermore, one third of them work and study 
at the same time, which demonstrates their effort and determination to secure a better 
future and, consequently, to contribute to the development of what has now become their 
own country. 

Lastly, DACA recipients are more likely to have office and administrative jobs than undoc–
umented youth who are not beneficiaries of the program, the majority of whom hold 
jobs in the construction sector. Moreover, working DACA recipients are concentrated in 
different industries than non-Hispanic Whites: arts (museums, cultural activities), hospi-
tality (accommodations, food and beverage services), and entertainment (23% vs. 8.4% 

13 Zong, Jie, et al. 2017. A Profile of Current DACA Recipients by Education, Industry, and Occupation, (Washington DC: 
Migration Policy Institute, Nov. 2017), www.migrationpolicy.org/research/profile-current-daca-recipients-education-indus-
try-and-occupation
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non-Hispanic Whites); retail (14% vs. 11%); construction (11% vs. 6.6%); and social services, 
health and education (11% vs. 23.2%).14

Even though they are in the country without documents, DACA holders did not make the 
decision to migrate. They grew up in the United States and, therefore, are more familiar 
with the U.S. than with their country of origin. They are de facto Americans.

Mexican Permanent Residents in the U.S.

Mexico is the country with the most native-born citizens who are also lawful permanent 
residents in the United States. Priority to obtain permanent residency is given to immi-
grants with an immediate relative who is a U.S. citizen or permanent resident; employers 
can also petition the government to bring skilled workers into the country; finally, invest–
ors who invest in new businesses that create jobs can get permanent residency. The USCIS 
admits a determined number of permanent residents yearly. Every year between 2007 and 
2016, at least 13% of the lawful permanent residents were from Mexico, the largest per-
centage of any country by far, followed by immigrants from China and India.

Chart  1.5. 
Number of Permanent Residencies Issued by the U.S. to Mexicans,  

by Year and Percentage of Total Permanent Residencies (2007-2016).

Source: U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service. (USCIS).

The difference between the number of Mexicans who receive their lawful permanent resi-
dency (LPR) and the number of Chinese immigrants who do so (Usually the second largest 
group of LPRs) is significant. Between 2010 and 2017, the smallest difference was in 2011, 

14 Idem
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when Mexico had just 56,000 more lawful permanent residencies issued than China. The 
difference between the two was equivalent to 64% of the total Chinese LPRs that year.

In 2016, approximately 2.6 million lawful permanent residents of Mexican origin qualified to 
become U.S. citizens. Nevertheless, there is a low rate of naturalization as only four out of 
ten initiate the process, while the rate for migrants from other countries is seven out of ten.15 

For many Mexicans, the process of becoming a U.S. citizen is difficult: it involves a costly and 
exhausting bureaucratic process; a decent command of English; and the ability to pass a 
general knowledge exam about the life and culture of the United States. Additionally, many 
people mistakenly think that if they become U.S. citizens they will lose their rights in Mexico. 

Thirty five percent of Mexican permanent residents in the U.S. mention personal obsta-
cles, such as the lack of English fluency, as one of the reasons that they do not apply 
for U.S. citizenship (there were fewer non-Mexican Hispanic permanent residents that 
mentioned this reason, 23%); while 31% of Mexican LPRs claim that they have not applied 
because they are not interested (compared with 16% of the non-Mexican Hispanics); and 
13% encountered financial barriers to start the process, such as the cost of the application 
or the attorneys’ fees.16

In spite of that, the benefits of citizenship greatly outweigh the costs. Three of the impor-
tant benefits are:

1) Citizenship promotes family and social bonds. The Mexicans that become U.S. citizens 
can request residency for their immediate family, such as their spouse, their single minor 
children, and their parents, without having to get on a long waiting list. In addition, they 
can travel without restrictions and can live outside the U.S. and return when they wish. 
Finally, citizens cannot be deported.

2) Citizenship encourages civic participation. Citizens can vote and run for elected office, 
which gives them greater political influence. They can also serve on a jury.

3) Citizenship creates economic benefits. It increases access to better jobs, and thus, to 
better wages; additionally, it bestows the right to receive public benefits that are exclu-
sively for citizens. 

Becoming a citizen is an indispensable step toward building a stronger Mexican community 
in the United States. It means accepting that in order to bring about well-being and pros–
perity, one should completely integrate into the American political and social life.

15 González-Barrera, Ana. Mexican Lawful Immigrants Among the Least Likely to Become U.S. Citizens (Washington DC: Pew 
Research Center, 2017), www.pewhispanic.org/2017/06/29/mexican-lawful-immigrants-among-least-likely-to-become-u-
s-citizens/

16 Idem.
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Naturalized Americans of Mexican Descent
Despite the length of time they may take to begin the naturalization process, Mexicans 
are the largest nationality group, in absolute terms, to have become citizens of the Unit–
ed States. Since 2010, Mexicans represent at least 10% of total naturalizations each year, 
followed by immigrants from India and the Philippines. Overall, immigrants from these 
three countries make up around one fourth of the total naturalizations per year.

Chart 1.6. 
Number of Mexicans Naturalized in the U.S.,  

by Year and Percentage of Total Naturalizations that They Represent.

Source: U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS).

Beginning in 2010, the number of new naturalized U.S. citizens of Mexican descent began to 
consistently increase, while the naturalized natives of India and the Philippines decreased 
and held steady respectively. In 2010, there were 67,000 new naturalized U.S. citizens of 
Mexican descent; that number increased by 54% until it reached 103,000 in 2016. The 
number of new Indian naturalized U.S. citizens was 61,000 in 2010, but by 2016, the figure 
had decreased by 24%. Filipino naturalization has remained relatively constant; in 2010 
there were 35,000 new Filipinos that naturalized U.S. citizens, while that figure had risen 
to 41,000 by 2016, an increase of 16%.

Chart  1.7. 
Number of Naturalizations, by Country of Origin and Year (2010-2016).

Source: U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS).



31Mexicans in the U.S.: An Opportunity for America 

Assessment of the principal challenges facing the mexican community in the U.S.

Conclusions 

Seven out of 10 members of the Mexican community are in fact Americans. The others 
have various immigration statuses, from undocumented to legal permanent residents. A 
stable immigration status is the one of the most important factors for the Mexican com-
munity, since it provides security and access to better opportunities. This is especially true 
for DACA recipients (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals) who, for all intents and pur-
poses, are Americans. They speak English, have been educated in the United States, and are 
active participants in the culture and society of this country. Furthermore, the U.S. is the 
only country they know. Unfortunately, they lack the legal documents to prove this. The 
U.S. government should create a path to legal residency and provide them with the same 
opportunities that other groups are entitled to. Not doing so would be a waste of human 
resources of young Americans that want to build a better country. There is no better time 
to do this, since there are fewer Mexicans entering the country and the net migration has 
stabilized and reached zero. Therefore, fear of an increase of chain migration is completely 
unjustified. 

Legal permanent residents should be encouraged to apply for an American citizenship. In 
the Mexican community, many people do not know that they can become citizens. They 
are not aware of the benefits of doing so, or they do not have access to legal services, 
which are fundamental to this process. By not obtaining U.S. citizenship, especially when 
they have been lawfully residing in the U.S. for many years, they end up being seen as 
second-class citizens. 

Many non-profit organizations support both groups with legal advice and application 
waivers, but this effort has been insufficient. There should be programs aiming to improve 
the immigration status of these two groups; it is good for them and good for America.
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2. Underrepresentation and Political Participation of 
Hispanics in the United States

The U.S. democracy grants its citizens the right to assemble and to organize, so that their 
preferences are reflected in the election results and, consequently, in the rules governing 
daily coexistence between the public and the private. However, the level of political repre-
sentation of the Hispanic population has not allowed them to access the political power 
that corresponds to the size of their demographic. 

The causes of this political underrepresentation are clear: the mechanisms for fair repre-
sentation are defective. For example, the population Census and the efforts to redraw 
electoral districts have become tools for exclusion that impede Hispanic candidates from 
appearing on the ballot.17  Additionally, the electoral laws in some states undermine par–
ticipation by Hispanics and violate federal laws such as the Voting Rights Act.18

This section presents a tally of the political representation that Hispanics have achieved 
in the United States. Studying and understanding this material allows for planning, design 
and implementation of programs focused on achieving greater participation of Hispanics 
voters and candidates with the objective of improving Hispanic representation and polit–
ical influence that serves their interest in matters of education, economics, health and 
social justice. 

Fair political representation of Hispanics and, therefore, of Mexicans in the United States 
should be a priority for both countries. The benefits of better representation are real and 
tangible; rectifying the political underrepresentation of Hispanics in the United States 
would result in a stronger civic culture, which could be used to defend Hispanic interests 
and that of the governments of their origin countries. This strengthened civic culture can 
be very useful when political discourse becomes offensive, violent and humiliating toward 
Hispanics in general and Mexicans in particular. Similarly, Hispanics would be able to resist 
when the U.S. government tries to weaken the institutions and public policies that improve 
their standard of living. 

The political power of Hispanics is an issue of extreme relevance since, as will be seen later, 
they are the demographic group with the highest growth rate, representing the largest 
minority in the country, whose electoral relevance will become progressively more influen-
17 Grofman, Bernard. Race and Redistricting in the Twenty-first Century. Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2005.
O’Hare, William P., et al. “The Invisible Ones: How Latino Children Are Left Out of Our Nation’s Census Count.” Child Trends, 
Inc, (2016): 1–17.

18 Hajnal, Zoltan, Nazita Lajevardi, and Lindsay Nielson. “Voter identification laws and the suppression of minority votes.” 
The Journal of Politics 79.2 (2017): 363-379.
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tial. However, the findings of our assessment are worrisome and it is evident that the need 
to increase political representation of Hispanics is urgent.

This section tackles political underrepresentation at the local, state and federal levels, and 
of the executive, legislative and judicial branches as of November 2017. In order to measure 
this underrepresentation, we created the Index of Political Underrepresentation of Hispan–
ics in the U.S.19, which can be understood as the difference between the representational 
percentage of Hispanics in political bodies and their percentage in the general population.

The average amount of Hispanic political underrepresentation at the different govern-
mental levels by Hispanics was found to be 535%. This means that there should be more 
than five times the number of Hispanic representatives than are currently in office. In some 
positions, the indexed value of underrepresentation reaches 1,412%, reflecting the need for 
14 times more representatives than are currently in office.

Descriptive Representation

Descriptive representation occurs when popularly elected officials reflect the physical,20  
ethnic, or racial characteristic of their own voters.21 This type of political representation is 
of great importance for minorities,22 especially for Hispanics, since that is the only way that 
they feel part of the deliberative democracy.23 According to studies,24 popularly elected 
officials who share an ethnic or racial origin with their voters, include more culturally diverse 
content in their legislation, they also participate more often in legislative committees 
relevant to the minority group.25 Additionally, the political representation of minorities 
positively affects the civic life of the country;26 an example of this is increased participation 
in elections when candidates from some ethnic or racial minority appear on the ballot.27

19 The index was compiled by the authors with data from National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials 
(NALEO) (2017) National Directory of Latino Elected Officials.  https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/naleo/pages/1402/
attachments/original/1512779367/2017_National_Directory_of_Latino_Elected_Officials.pdf#page=3

20 Williams, Melissa S., Voice, trust, and memory: Marginalized groups and the failings of liberal representation. Princeton NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2000.

21 Pitkin, Hanna F. The concept of representation. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967.

22 Pantoja, Adrian D., and Gary M. Segura. “Does ethnicity matter? Descriptive representation in legislatures and political 
alienation among Latinos,” Social Science Quarterly 84.2 (2003): 441-460.

23 Mansbridge, Jane. “Should blacks represent blacks and women represent women? A contingent yes,” The Journal of Poli-
tics 61.3 (1999): 628-657.

24 Tate, Katherine, and Sarah Harsh. A Portrait of the People: Descriptive Representation and Its Impact on U.S. House Members 
Ratings. Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2005.

25 Griffin, John D., and Brian Newman. “The unequal representation of Latinos and whites,” The Journal of Politics 69.4 
(2007): 1032-1046.
-Griffin, John D. “When and why minority legislators matter,” Annual Review of Political Science 17 (2014): 327-336.

26 Hayes, Matthew, and Matthew V. Hibbing. “The Symbolic Benefits of Descriptive and Substantive Representation,” Politi-
cal Behavior 39.1 (2017): 31-50.

27 Barreto, Matt A., Gary M. Segura, and Nathan D. Woods. “The mobilizing effect of majority–minority districts on Latino 
turnout,” American Political Science Review 98.1 (2004): 65-75.
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Descriptive representation of the Hispanic minority in the United States is still not propor-
tional to its demographic size and, therefore, it is still far from reaching its corresponding 
political influence; nevertheless, it is possible to confront this huge gap through the imple-
mentation of measures that increase the political participation of Hispanics at all levels.

Electoral Power of Hispanic Voters

According to the Current Population Survey from 2017, conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau, 
55.7 million Hispanics reside in the United States, representing approximately 18% of the 
total population.28 In 2016, the total number of Hispanics eligible to vote was 27.3 million, 
representing 11.3% of the total eligible voting population in the U.S.29

Studies show that the number of Hispanic residents in the United States will increase to 
about 119 million by 2060. This is an increase of 108% in 43 years. By that time, 28.6% of 
the U.S. population will be Hispanic, which will result in an increased number of Hispanic 
voters.30

The increase in Hispanics on electoral rolls is a very impactful occurrence for the commu-
nity and for the political order in American society. The Hispanic eligible voting community 
will increase by 40% between 2016 (27.3 million) and 2030, when it will reach 40 million. 
Likewise, it is forecast that each year, 800,000 Hispanics born in the United States will 
come of age and become potential voters. Additionally, it is thought that conditions in the 
interim years will cause naturalization rates among the Hispanic population to increase at 
a much faster rate.31

In percentage terms, Hispanics in the United States already make up an important electoral 
force, such as the concentrated population seen in some states. The primary ones are: 
New Mexico, which is home to the largest percentage of Hispanic voters, with 40.4% of 
total voters; followed by Texas and California with nearly one third of voters (28.1% and 
28% respectively); Arizona and Florida have around one in five voters that are Hispanic 
(21.5% y 18.1% respectively); in Nevada, Colorado, New York and New Jersey the percentage 
of Hispanic voters is approximately 15% of total voters, while in Connecticut and Illinois, 
Hispanics make up 10% of total voters. 

On a national level in the U.S., participation among Hispanics is low. In 2012, less than half 
(48%) of eligible Hispanic voters participated in the presidential election; in 2016 participa-
tion levels remained stable at 47.6%. Non-Hispanic Whites however participated at a rate 

28 U.S. Census Bureau (2017). Current Population Survey (CPS). Accessed at www.bls.gov/CPS/

29 Pew Research Center. Mapping the Latino Electorate by State, 19 Jan. 2016, www.pewhispanic.org/interactives/map-
ping-the-latino-electorate-by-state/

30 Colby, Sandra L. and Jennifer M. Ortman, “Projections of the Size and Composition of the U.S. Population: 2014 to 2060,” 
U.S. Census Bureau (2014) Current Population Reports, P25-1143, Washington, DC, 2014.

31 Taylor, Paul, et al. “An Awakened Giant: The Hispanic Electorate is Likely to Double by 2030,” Pew Hispanic Center, (2012).
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of 64.1% and African Americans voted at a rate of 66.6%. Asians are the only important 
minority group whose participation is less than Hispanics; 46.9% of Asians went to the 
polls.

Almost half (44%) of the 27.3 million Hispanic voters are young, born between 1981 and 
1996. In 2012, only 37.8% of that age group voted, while non-Hispanics voted at a rate of 
53.9%. Moreover, only 50% of Hispanics are registered to vote. 

Finally, studies show that since the majority of Hispanics live in states where elections are 
not contested, many prefer not to go to the polls, since they think that their participation 
is not critical.

Hispanic Descriptive Representation 

In the Federal Legislature: Senate

In the Senate, Hispanics occupy 4% of the seats, significantly less than the 11.3% of total 
Hispanic voters. The index of underrepresentation calculates this at 282%, in other words, 
there should be 11 senators or nearly three times the current number of Hispanic senators 
for there to be fair representation. Blacks occupy only 3% of the Senate and make up 11.9% 
of the electoral rolls. Alternatively, Asians are not underrepresented, as they comprise 
3.6% of the electoral rolls and 3% of the Senate. Finally, non-Hispanic Whites are overre-
presented by 148%, since they make up 62% of the electoral rolls and are represented by 
92% of the legislators in the upper house.

In the Federal Legislature: House of Representatives  

The House of Representatives is the body of Congress that up to the present day has had a 
higher representation of minorities who tend to promote more community-focused local 
agendas. These agendas are often obstructed once they reach the Senate. Hispanics have 
been unable to achieve equitable representation, along with the African-American and 
Asian populations.  

In the House of Representatives, a total of 34 Hispanic representatives have been elected, 
accounting for 7.8% of the 435 seats. In order to achieve representation in accord with their 
political numbers, there should be fifteen more Hispanic congress members, for a total of 
49. The index of underrepresentation in this instance is 144%.

In contrast, African Americans occupy 46 seats, making up 10.5% of the House, very close 
to their 11.9% on the electoral rolls. A twelve-congress person, or 2.75% of the House, 
close to the 3.6% of their representation on the electoral rolls, currently represents Asians. 
Finally, non-Hispanic Whites have an overrepresentation of 124%, since their population is 
62% of the electorate and their political presence in the lower House is 77%.
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In the State Legislature

At the state level in the U.S., there are a total of 7,383 legislators: 1,972 officials in the 50 
state Senate chambers, and 5,411 representatives in the 49 state houses. Hispanic commu-
nities are represented by 66 state Senators and 279 state Representatives. This is equal to 
3.3% and 5% of the electoral rolls, respectively. 

In order to achieve fair representation, there should be 186 Hispanic state Senators, almost 
triple the sixty-six that are currently elected. In the case of the State representatives, the 
difference is 251%. Hispanics need 421 more representatives to reach an equitable presence. 

Chart 2.1 and Map 2.1 show the difference that exists between the size of the Hispanic 
population and its political representation in the state Houses of Representatives. Their 
representation should be doubled in California, Nevada and Florida, meaning there is a 
discrepancy of around 200% between what the population is and the number of represen-
tatives they have. In Arizona, the disparity is 174%, while in other states with a high con-
centration of Hispanics, like Colorado, New York and New Jersey; it is greater than 200%. 
The average underrepresentation of Hispanics in the state houses of the ten states with 
the largest Hispanic population is 194%.

Chart 2.1. 
State Representatives, by Percentage of Hispanic Legislators,  

Hispanic population and the Difference between the Two.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2017).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).
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Map 2.1.
Index of Hispanic Underrepresentation in the State Houses, by State.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2017). Current Population Survey (CPS) 
and the National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO).

The difference that exists between the Hispanic population and its political representation 
in the state senates can be seen in Chart 2.2 and Map 2.2. In California, Arizona, Texas, 
Nevada and Florida, the underrepresentation ranges from 160% to 290%; in other states 
like Utah, Rhode Island, North Carolina, Connecticut and Maryland, the gap is close to 
500%. The average underrepresentation in the ten states with the largest Hispanic popu-
lation is 216%.  

Chart 2.2. 
State Senators, by Percentage of Hispanic Senators,  

Hispanic Population and the Difference between the Two.

 Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2017). Current Population Survey (CPS).
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Map 2.2.
Index of Hispanic Underrepresentation in the State Senates, by State.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2017). Current Population Survey (CPS) 
and the National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO).

Executive Power in the States: Governors and Members of the Cabinet  

By October 2018, Nevada and New Mexico are the only states with governors of Hispanic 
origin. Susana Martinez is the governor of the 2,086,000 residents of New Mexico. The 
Latino population in this state numbers 994,000 of which 47.7% (328,000) are voters. In 
Nevada, Brian Sandoval governs 2,839,000 residents, among which 789,000 are Hispanic 
and, of those, 328,000 are registered voters (41.6%), representing 17.2% of total voters. 
In the category of state governments, the political underrepresentation of Hispanics is 
almost 300%, in other words, there should be six Hispanic governors rather than the two 
that are currently serving.

Nevertheless, Hispanic representation in state governments is greater than that of Blacks. 
At this date, African Americans are not represented in any governor’s office, by any mem-
ber of their community, in any of the 50 states. On the other hand, Asian Americans can 
claim a governor of Japanese origin, David Ige, who is the governor of Hawaii.

Within the state executive branch, there are important seats, which directly impact the 
interests of the population. Some of these popularly elected offices are: agricultural com-
missioner, secretary of state, auditor, attorney general, lieutenant governor, etc. At this 
time, eleven out of 748 of these positions are occupied by Hispanics, representing 1.5% of 
the total. The significant and glaring underrepresentation of Hispanics in the state execu-
tive branch is greater than 750%. Hispanics should hold 82 positions in state cabinets to be 
fairly represented in this category. 
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Local Public Administration: Counties and Municipalities 

Of the approximately 58,818 county officials around the country, Hispanics occupy 519 
positions, representing barely 0.8% of the total. The underrepresentation of Hispanics at 
the county level reaches worrisome levels, with an index of underrepresentation great–
er than 1,200%. The number of Hispanic county officials needed to achieve an equitable 
representation would be 6,646, very much higher than the current 519 positions. 

Municipal officials work very closely with the local population. Their decisions, preferences 
and understanding of social problems make a great impact. Included in this category are: 
municipal employees, council members, vice mayors, file clerks and city clerks. Across the 
U.S., there are approximately 262,489 elected county officials, Hispanics have a represen-
tation at this level of 0.8% or 2,119 of these county positions; the underrepresentation is 
nearly greater than 1,200%, as there should be 29,661 Hispanic elected county officials to 
reach an equitable balance. The geographic distribution of Hispanic officials at the munici-
pal level is shown in Map 2.3.

Map 2.3
Number of Hispanic Officials, by Municipality .

Source: Compiled by data from the National Association of Latino Elected  
and Appointed Officials (NALEO) (2017).
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Judicial Power in the States: Judges and Law Enforcement Officials

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics,32 there are 3,012 Sheriff’s Departments in the 
U.S., forty-seven (1.5%) of which are led by Hispanics. Looking at the population num-
bers of the Hispanic community, there should be 340 Hispanics occupying those seats. The 
underrepresentation index for sheriffs is 750%.

Judges are equally important, since the administration of justice is under their purview. 
There are several dozen types of judiciaries in the United States including city court, 
Supreme Court, superior court, municipal court, metropolitan court, county court, magis-
trate, district court, civil court, etc.  According to the National Center for State Courts 
(NCSC),33 there are around 9,200 state judges and 678 federal judges. Hispanics occupy 834 
judgeships, giving them an 8.4% share of representation.  The underrepresentation is much 
lower on this judiciary level, yet there are still 282 too few judiciaries run by Hispanics to 
achieve an equitable representation. 

School Boards: The Administration of Public Schools

Positions in school administration and other public education entities are a point of entry 
for parents and amateur politicians into the world of public administration. For Hispanics 
especially, it is important to be heard and to become active agents in distributing the over 
600 billion dollar budget that is currently invested in public schools in the United States 34 
Board members carry out administrative and supervisorial tasks that benefit more than 
52 million children. At this date there are more than 14,000 boards of education, in which 
more than 90,000 members participate. Hispanics have secured 2,473 of these positions, 
representing barely 2.7% of the total. The underrepresentation for this position is 410%. 
Hispanics would need to quadruple their 2,473 positions in order to obtain the equitable 
representation of 10,170 school board members.

Conclusions 

Hispanics in the U.S. are fighting for fair political representation, by and for their own 
community. Their political power is growing year by year, while their demographic num-
bers remain healthy and strong. The annual growth of the voting age population together 
with increasing naturalization trends will allow for a continuous development of political 
power in the Hispanic community.

32 Public Citizen, “Federal District Judges Are Vastly Outnumbered by State Judges”, 2003. http://www.citizen.org/sites/
default/files/federaldistricjudgesvastlyoutnumberedbystatejudges.pdf    

33 National Center for State Courts, (NCSC) http://www.ncsc.org 

34 Hess, Frederick M., and Olivia Meeks. “School Boards Circa 2010: Governance in the Accountability Era,” Washington DC: 
Thomas B. Fordham Foundation & Institute, 2010.
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An average political underrepresentation of 535% represents a red flag for the healthy civic 
participation of the Hispanic community in the United States. It is important that the U.S. 
government, with the help of civil society organizations, support greater participation by 
U.S. Hispanics to run for office at the federal, state and local levels. A more civically en - 
gaged Hispanic community would boost its development rapidly.

Table 2.1.  
Political Underrepresentation of Hispanics at the Different Levels of Government.

Level of Government Index of Underrepresentation

Federal Legislators: House of Representatives 282%

Federal Legislators: Senate 144%

State Legislators: Houses of Representatives 194%

State Legislators: State Senates 216%

State Executive Power: Governors 300%

State Public Administration: Counties 1,412%

State Public Administration: Municipalities 1,412%

State Judicial Power 134%

Law Enforcement: Sheriff’s Department 750%

School Councils,Nationwide 410%

National Average 535%

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the National Association of Latino  
Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO).
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3. Education of Mexicans in the  
United States 

Education is one of the main paths to a prosperous life, especially in economies where 
specialized knowledge takes on greater importance to getting a well-paying job. Unfortu-
nately, Mexicans in the United States, both those born in Mexico, as well as those born in 
the U.S., have educational levels that fall below the level of other population groups. 

High rates of school absenteeism among Mexican-born students in the U.S. are concen-
trated at opposite ends of the educational spectrum; in preschool and in higher education. 
There are other factors Mexicans face in the U.S. education system: unfamiliarity with the 
education system, parents lacking the capacity to guide their children, and their limited 
knowledge of technological tools.

For Mexicans born in the United States, absenteeism is also concentrated on the oppo-
site ends of the educational spectrum, although to a lesser extent than for those born in 
Mexico. One of the main problems this group faces is poor access to college. This is large–
ly due to high tuition costs, unfamiliarity with standardized tests, and the need to leave 
school at an early age to help financially support their families.

It would be in the U.S. government’s best interest to assist Mexicans with programs that 
would facilitate their access to quality education. A better-educated community not only 
has access to better jobs and higher pay, but will also be healthier, with lower rates of 
public assistance and higher civic engagement. It is clear that education provides benefits 
that go beyond economic ones. 
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Chart 3.1 
Population Pyramid of the Mexican-Origin Community in the United States, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2106).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

In order to properly study the Mexican community in the U.S., it requires dividing it into 
two groups: those born in Mexico and those born in the United States, since they have very 
different characteristics and needs. Below, we will look at members of the Mexican-origin 
community that are of school age and those that are beyond school age.

Born in Mexico
This population is 42 years old on average, that is, in the middle of their productive years. As 
can be seen in Chart 3.2, the ages of the immigrants are concentrated in the middle of the 
pyramid, meaning that a greater proportion of the adults are working age, seven out of ten 
are between 25 and 54 years old. 

Chart 3.2. 
Population Pyramid of Mexican Immigrants in the United States, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).
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This population pyramid demonstrates that the majority of the population born in Mexico 
is beyond school age and is now in their productive stage of life, but this does not mean 
there is no need for educational services in the community, as will be shown in this chapter.

School Age
In the American school system, school age begins at three years old with preschool and 
ends around 22 years old with college. When analyzing this age range on the pyramid, it can 
be seen that only 9.5% of Mexican immigrants, which equals 1.1 million, are school age, a 
very low percentage compared to other population groups (see Chart 3.3).

Chart 3.3.
Percentage of School Age Population in the U.S. (3 to 22 years old), by Population Group, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

Among the Mexican-born population, four out of ten school-age youth have been absent 
from the educational system for at least three months, which indicates they may have 
dropped out of school, (see Chart 3.4). Compared with other population groups, the Mexi-
can-born population presents a much higher rate of absenteeism, 36% of those that are of 
school age do not attend school (395,000), while with other Hispanics, Whites, Blacks or 
Asians, their rate of absenteeism is less than 20%.

Chart 3.4.
Percentage Distribution of the School-Age Population in the U.S. (3 to 22 years old), by School 

Attendance and Population Group, 2016 .

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S.  
Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).
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It can also be seen that Mexicans are more likely to attend public schools than other popu-
lation groups, including other Hispanics; almost none of Mexicans have access to private 
school.

Moreover, four out of ten minors do not attend preschool, one out of every ten teenagers 
does not attend high school, and seven out of ten young adults do not attend college. This 
is a dangerous. trend, since lack of higher education leaves this population at a great social 
and economic disadvantage (see Chart 3.5).

Chart 3.5.
Percentage of School-Age Mexican Immigrants in the U.S. (3 to 22 years old)  

who do not Attend School, by School Level, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

Among the Mexican population currently enrolled in the education system, six out of ten 
are in high school or college (see Chart 3.6). Therefore, support programs for this popula-
tion should be focused on promoting continued study and finishing these higher levels of 
schooling, which will lead them to more and better opportunities in the U.S. labor market.

Chart 3.6. 
Percentage Distribution of School-Age Mexican Immigrants in the U.S. (3 to 22 years old),  

by School Level Attended, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).
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Beyond School Age

Alternatively, there is a segment of the population that has surpassed school age and, 
therefore, should have already finished their studies. Of those born in Mexico, 90.5% fall 
into that category, which equals to 10.4 million people. According to the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the appropriate age to start analyzing 
educational attainment is 25 years or older, since by this age one should have reached the 
level of higher education.

With this in mind, a comparative analysis was done by creating four categories by popula-
tion group the categories are: less than one grade of school; basic education equivalent to 
primary and middle school; high school; and higher education or college. 

Results show that compared with other population groups, Mexicans in the U.S. have a 
greater proportion of people with only a basic education (not necessarily completed), and 
a much smaller proportion of people with some level of higher education (See chart 3.7).

Chart 3.7. 
Percentage Distribution of the U.S. Population (25 Years or Older), who Reached at Least One Grade 

of the Designated Educational Level, by Population Group, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

Undoubtedly, the lack of a higher level of schooling increases difficulties for the Mexican 
community in different spheres, such as the workplace, since those without education can-
not compete for qualified job positions which lead to better wages; this lack of education 
also limits their ability to recognize issues that affect their development, such as the impor-
tance of education for their children, or the importance of civic participation, ranging from 
getting American citizenship, to exercising the right to vote; it also affects their integration 
and fosters the construction of negative discourse against them.
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Americans of Mexican origin
Having an educated population is in the U.S.’ best interest. The government is obligated to 
provide educational services to all communities, and Mexican-Americans are no exception. 

Mexican-Americans are very young compared to other ethnic groups; their average age is 
barely 23 years old (see chart 3.8).

Chart 3.8.
Average Age by Population Group, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

The population pyramid in Chart 3.9 has a wide base, which shows a majority of younger 
people, in this case seven out of ten people of Americans of Mexican origin are less than 30 
years old. On the opposite end are the older adults, whose percentage of the population is 
minimal, barely 4.3%.

Chart 3.9.
Population Pyramid of People Born in the U.S. of Mexican Origin, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).
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School Age

The population of Mexican origin born in the United States is the group that has a larger 
proportion of people of school age, half of them should be enrolled at some educational 
level; in absolute terms, there are 12.5 million school-age children (see Chart 3.10). In the 
other population groups, that number is less than a third of the total.

Chart 3.10. 
Percentage of the U.S. Population of School Age (3 to 22 years old), by Population Group, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

Only two of every ten Mexicans of school age do not attend school; this behavior is rather 
similar to other Hispanics, Whites and Blacks. Among the Asian American group, the per-
centage of absenteeism is the lowest, where only one out of ten (see Chart 3.11) children 
are not attending school.

Chart 3.11.
Percentage Distribution of the U.S. Population of School Age (3 to 22 years old), by School 

Attendance and Population Group, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).



50 Jorge Santibáñez, Arcelia Serrano, Oscar Gómez, Saúl Salazar, Alonso Santibáñez, Erasmo Soto

Currently, 2.3 million Mexicans born in the United States do not attend school. Little more 
than half the young people who should be studying for a Bachelor’s degree are not doing 
so, and are falling behind. (See chart 3.12).

Chart 3.12. 
Percentage of the U.S. Born Population of Mexican Origin of School Age (3 to 22 years old)  

that Do Not Attend School, by School Level, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

There are approximately 10.2 million Mexicans born in the United States that attend 
school, seven out of ten are studying at the basic levels of education, two out of every ten 
are in high school and one out of every ten is in college (See Chart 3.13).

Chart 3.13. 
Percentage Distribution of the U.S.-Born Population of Mexican Origin of School Age  

(3 to 22 years old), by School Level Attended, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).
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Beyond School Age 

Around 9.1 million Mexicans born in the United States are 25 years or older, or beyond 
school age, however, not all of them made it to high school or college. As can be seen in 
Chart 3.14, members of this group were less likely than others to enroll in college, placing 
their enrollment levels way below the White and Asian population. Despite being native-
born American citizens, they remain at a disadvantage compared to other groups. This 
phenomenon is directly related to the educational level that their Mexican immigrant 
parents reached.  

Chart 3.14. 
Percentage Distribution of the U.S. Population (25 years or older) who Reached at Least One Grade 

of the Designated Educational Level, by Population Group, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

The importance of analyzing the Mexican community by place of birth can be seen from 
this data, because the two groups have different needs, therefore, the areas of responsi-
bility must be differentiated. Accordingly, it is essential to set up programs and measures 
specifically to serve each group.  

Conclusions  

Identifying shortcomings in the educational services provided to the Mexican population 
is the first step to improving conditions. In the U.S. education system, educational attain-
ment correlates positively with income, health and general life satisfaction. Failing to pro-
vide basic education for the already disadvantaged Mexican majority communities results 
in a lifelong struggle and increases the risk of becoming dependent on social services.



52 Jorge Santibáñez, Arcelia Serrano, Oscar Gómez, Saúl Salazar, Alonso Santibáñez, Erasmo Soto

Labor markets in the United States are quickly changing, and demand employable work–
ers with the ability to develop skills, experience and expertise necessary to move forward.  
Unfortunately, the Mexican-origin community in the United States, both those born in 
Mexico as well as those born in the U.S., have educational levels that are below the average 
of other population groups, leaving them at a disadvantage in the job market. 

This chapter identified high rates of absenteeism as one of the main challenges facing the 
Mexican-origin community both in preschool and higher education levels.  Other factors 
include unfamiliarity with the American education system, parents’ lack of knowledge 
about how to guide their children, and limited knowledge of technological tools. High 
tuition costs, difficulties passing standardized exams and the need to work during school 
hours are further factors that contribute to this phenomenon.

Only through community programs directed towards these specific issues will the Mexi-
can-origin community achieve a more secure access to quality education. This will in turn 
result in better wages, jobs, health and overall life satisfaction.
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4. Insufficient Health Access for Communities of Mexican 
Origin in the United States

The community of Mexican origin in the United States does not enjoy equal access to 
health care services. From reviewing of the data of the 2017 Current Population Survey, 
we learn that the Mexican-origin community is the minority with the greatest percentage 
(18%) of people without access to health care services. This amounts to 6.5 million people. 
This community is underserved to a higher degree than any of the other principal minori-
ties in the U.S. Their lack of health care services is 3.5 times larger than the Asian commu-
nity, 1.3 times larger than the non-Mexican Hispanic population, and 0.5 larger than the 
African-American community. The problem of unequal access to health care services is not 
new; these inequities have existed for several decades. In 1995, there were 6.6 million peo-
ple of Mexican descent without access to health care services; today that number remains 
unchanged.

The literature suggests different explanations to this tragic phenomenon. There is evidence 
that, because of fear or lack of knowledge of their rights, people with uncertain immi-
gration status tend to avoid interactions with health care institutions. Additionally, many 
times they cannot afford the high costs of medicine, clinics and hospitals. Furthermore, 
since many Hispanics are employed at jobs requiring long shifts, they often postpone seek– 
ing medical attention. This community also tends to perceive the health care system in 
corrective terms, rather than preventive terms. Finally, there are no policies in place to 
eradicate these attitudes, or solve the underlying issues. It is this absence of public policies 
focused on tending to the health care needs of the Mexican community that adds to the 
inequalities in access. 

The Mexican community in the United States is comprised of two groups: those born in 
Mexico, and those born in the United States. Both groups require their own targeted public 
policies and strategies, but they also need to be treated in a comprehensive manner since 
the health problems of these communities have causes that include cultural, social, educa-
tional, and economic aspects, and these groups are constantly interacting with one other. 

In this section, we analyze the Mexican-origin community by its sociodemographic char–
acteristics, the numerical dimension of the inequality that it faces, and its needs and chal–
lenges in relation to health care. The objective of this analysis is to inform key players in the 
United States and Mexico about the situation, so that they can design supportive measu-
res and programs, and also to help them make better decisions. 
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Having access to trustworthy information will benefit both societies, for example, if the 
U.S. participated in health care provision to its migrant community, there would be a direct 
benefit for its society, since they would save public resources that could then be allocated 
to other areas. In short, they would have a more informed community with better health 
care practices, and better strategies to focus and expand these services.

Quantifying the Access to Health Care Services in the Mexican 
Community

In the United States, health care coverage is increasing. From 1995 to 2017, coverage 
expanded from benefitting 84.8% of the population to 90.8%; nevertheless, data from 
2017 showed that there are still 29.4 million people without access to any health care 
services, among them are over 6.5 million people of Mexican-origin, nearly two out of 
ten,35 or 18% of the Mexican community does not have medical services.

The lack of access to health care services takes on new meaning when compared by 
year (1995, 2000, 2010 and 2017), and with other populations (non-Mexican Hispanics, 
non-Hispanic Whites, Blacks, Asians and others). Over the last two decades, the Mexi-
can-origin population has had the largest percentage of people without access to health 
care services. For instance, in 2017, 18% of Mexicans did not have access to health care 
services while the numbers for white non-Hispanics was 7%.

Chart 4.1. 
Percentage of People without Access to Health Care Services,  

by Population Group and by the Years 1995, 2000, 2010 and 2017.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (1995-2017).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

35 U.S. Census Bureau (2017). Current Population Survey (CPS).
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Finally, when analyzing the lack of health care access in the Hispanic community, data 
from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey (2017) shows that for every ten 
Hispanics without access to health care, seven belong to the Mexican-origin community.

Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Mexican Community in the 
U.S. without Access to Health Care Services

When comparing the community of Mexicans living in the U.S. but born in Mexico with the 
community of Mexican origin born in the U.S., it is possible to see that each group requires 
focused health care policy measures that differentiate the two groups. Theoretically, that 
is how it should be; each country should attend to its citizens based on the duties and re–
sponsibilities of its own legal framework. Nevertheless, it must be remembered that these 
communities constantly interact and are very closely linked. With this in mind, data from 
2017 shows that it will be necessary to carry out several measures to benefit 2.8 million 
persons of Mexican origin born in the United States, and a little more than 3.7 million 
Mexican immigrants (see Chart 4.2).  

Chart 4.2.
Mexican-Origin Community in the U.S. without Access to Health Care Services,  

by Place of Birth, 1995-2017.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (1995-2017).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

Born in Mexico

Mexican immigrants are one of the population groups with the poorest access to health 
care services in the United States. In spite of the fact that in relative terms population of 
Mexican origin is getting increased access to medical services, going from 47.4% in 1995 
to 68.1% in 2017, in absolute terms the results do not look so good. In 2017, there were 
3.7 million Mexican immigrants without health care services, which is more than the 3.5 
million tallied without health care in 1995. 
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On average, six out of every ten people without access to health care from 1995 to 2017 
were men. Over a little more than 20 years, the lack of access to health care services by 
age group has shown rather significant variations. Between 1995 and 2010 the young adult 
group (15 to 29 years old) was the group with the largest percentage of people without 
access to care, on average six out of ten did not have health care; however, in 2017 the per-
centage decreased to 40%, which is similar to the adult (30-39 years old) level of coverage. 
While it is true that over the past 20 years the percentage of children with access to medi-
cal services has increased, it is worrisome that in 2017 there is still a quarter of children 
lacking health care services. In the case of older adults, one out of every ten (see Chart 4.3) 
does not have access to health care

Chart 4.3.
Mexican Immigrants in the U.S. without Access to Health Care Services, by Age Group, 1995-2017.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (1995-2017).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

Mexicans Born in the U.S.

According to the 2017 Current Population Survey of the U.S. Census Bureau, the Mexi-
can-origin population born in the United States is the group with the largest percentage 
(11.6%) of people without access to health services, more than African Americans (10.8%); 
Asian Americans (7%); other Hispanics (8.9%); and non-Hispanic Whites (6.7%). These 
American citizens deserve equal access to medical services.

Between 1995 and 2010 the number of people of Mexican origin without access to health 
services increased by 1.8 million, going from 3.1 million to 4.9 million. However, by 2017 the 
number had decreased to 2.8 million.  Also by 2017, the percentage of men without access 
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to health care services was 12.1% while the percentage for women was 11.1%. However, 
the 11.1% of women without coverage is more than what women from other population 
groups like non-Hispanic Whites (6%), Blacks (9.3%), and Asians (6.4%) experience, and 
is also greater than the lack of coverage the community of non-Mexican Hispanics (8.2%) 
experience. 

Access to health care services has increased for all groups, although in different propor-
tions. For example, between 1995 and 2010 approximately one third of children, young 
adults, and adults (30-39 years old) did not have access to health care services; by 2017 
it had decreased to approximately 10%. Similarly, between 1995 and 2010, one quarter of 
middle-aged adults (40-59 years old) was lacking medical services, but by 2017 only about 
10% of adults were without health care. In 1995, 10.7% of older adults did not have medical 
services; by 2017 that percentage had decreased to 4.2% (see Chart 4.4).

Chart 4.4. 
Percentage of People of Mexican Origin Born in the U.S. without Access to Health Care Services,  

by Age Group, 1995-2017.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (1995-2017).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

Health Needs of the Mexican Community

Several health issues plague the Mexican community in the United States. All of them 
require urgent attention.  Excess weight and obesity present a very serious problem for 
community members over 20 years old: 77.1% of women are overweight or obese, while 
among men the figure reaches 79.6%. As a comparison, 68.5% of the non-Hispanic White 
community is overweight or obese, according to data from 2011-2014.36 Additionally, eight 

36 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Office of Minority Health. Statistical Reports. 
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percent of Hispanic mothers report that they received prenatal care later than required or 
did not receive it at all; among White non-Hispanic mothers this figure was only 4%. 

Diabetes is present within the Hispanic community. 12.2% of Hispanics 18 years or older 
suffer from this chronic condition. Among non-Hispanic Whites the number is 7.3%.37 

There are other health problems that afflict the Mexican-origin community in the United 
States, but little is known due to a lack of visibility of the population and the confidential–
ity of health care information. Some of these problems revolve around addiction, violence, 
mental health problems, poor eating habits, lack of physical activity, hypertension, poor 
infant health, sexually transmitted diseases, dental diseases, etc.

Conclusions 

The Mexican community in the U.S. has the largest percentage (18%) of people without 
access to health care services compared to other population groups. This is equivalent to 
6.5 million people, which in absolute terms has not changed much since 1990. This group is 
3.5 times less likely than the Asian community and 1.3 times less likely than the non-Mexi-
can Hispanic community to have health care access. Among the principal reasons for the 
poor access to health care are the vulnerable migratory status, deterring interaction with 
health care institutions; the high costs of medical care and medicine; long work shifts that 
make it difficult to receive medical attention; and the absence of public policies facilitating 
access to medical services.

Narrative change is necessary; the U.S. should understand that it is in its best interest to 
provide the same health access to its Mexican-origin community than to the rest of the 
population, no more and no less. The first step is to understand the dimension of the prob–
lem, which is the purpose of this chapter, and then to promote preventive care for this 
community. The benefits are several: less absenteeism in the workplace, a decrease on the 
use of medicines, reduced doctor and emergency room visits. In sum, a healthy Mexican 
community is better for America.

37 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Office of Minority Health. Statistical Reports. 2014. 
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5. The Need of Workers of Mexican Origin  
in the United States

One of the inherent values of the American society is that of working hard in order to 
succeed. Mexicans in America have worked hard and keep doing so in order to have bet-
ter opportunities in this country. The natural skills of Mexican workers have mingled with 
American traditions of hard work, creating an integrated, modern, adaptable and efficient 
share of the U. S. labor force. Demographically speaking, Mexican workers are younger on 
average and will keep on complementing the U. S. labor market. 

Recent data from the U.S. Census Bureau indicates that there are 150 million people 
currently employed in the U.S., of which 65% (99 million) are non-Hispanic Whites; 16.4% 
(24.8 million) are Hispanic, and 15.2 million of those Hispanics are of Mexican origin; 11% 
(16.5 million) are Blacks; and 6% (8.9 million) are of Asian origin.38 

The American economy and society have experienced structural changes in the compo-
sition of the labor force since the 1970’s. Such changes include an aging workforce and a 
growing proportion of non-White and immigrant workers who were more likely to work in 
low-skill, low-quality jobs. These jobs are, nonetheless, necessary for the economy and the 
U.S. market has played the role of attracting Mexican workers in order to fill the gaps in 
the American labor force. 

Currently, there are less non-Hispanic white workers available in the labor market and they 
are older on average. For several decades, the non-Hispanic White population between 25 
and 54 years old has been decreasing. In 1990, 76% of non-Hispanic Whites were between 
25 and 54 years old, by 2017 only 60% of them fell into that group.39 Moreover, if you look at 
the average age of workers, non-Hispanic Whites are the group closest to retirement, with 
an average age of 44 years old. By contrast, the average age of workers of Mexican-origin 
is thirty-eight.40 

Mexican workers are of extreme importance to the American economy and society. Not 
supporting this share of the labor force will have huge implications. Sectors such as the 
agriculture and construction, which have been traditionally not sought by White American 
workers, need the work of Mexicans. Physically demanding jobs in the field or construction 

38 U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS). https://thedataweb.rm.Census.gov/ftp/cps_ftp.html

39 U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS). https://thedataweb.rm.Census.gov/ftp/cps_ftp.html

40 U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS). https://thedataweb.rm.Census.gov/ftp/cps_ftp.html
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sites need young workers. White American workers will not be able to perform these jobs 
since they’re older and there are not enough native workers willing to perform these jobs. 

Given that demography plays an important role in the number and characteristics of avail–
able workers, and due to decreasing numbers, aging and disinterest of native workers, the 
U.S. labor market has adapted by articulating niches and demand for workers of Mexican 
origin and, in this way, has avoided the collapse of certain economic sectors.

Integrating these workers more effectively, guaranteeing them labor rights and allowing 
them to develop skills could serve the U.S. in ways that would benefit the entire society. 
These Mexican workers would help sustain an aging population and would give significant 
advantages to the U.S. economy as a whole.  These workers have certain skills that make 
the sectors where they work more competitive. Where would the hospitality industry be in 
America if Mexican workers were not available? In order to integrate them, it is necessary to 
identify where the Mexican workers are, the role they play, and the main problems they face. 

Characteristics of Industries in the States with the Most Mexican 
Workers
Chart 5.1 shows the six U.S. states with the greatest number of Mexican workers, totaling 
11 million. These states are Arizona, Texas, California, New Mexico, Nevada and Illinois. In 
each of these states, Mexican-origin workers represent the second largest labor force, just 
behind the non-Hispanic White group.

Chart 5.1 
Percentage of Workers by Population Group in Arizona, Texas, California, New Mexico, Nevada, 

Illinois and the Rest of the States.

Source: Compiled with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).
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Arizona, Texas and California are the prototypical states for Mexican immigration. Due to 
the importance of these states in the economic development of the United States, it helps 
to determine the geographic scope of their labor market niches in order to design specific 
measures to support the workers of Mexican origin. 

A labor market niche exists when a group of workers of a certain origin or trait are notably 
demographically overrepresented in a specific occupation, and their participation in the 
labor market does not reflect the distribution of this group in the general population. For 
example, if 10% of employed people were of Mexican-origin, it would be expected in a 
labor market without niches that approximately 10% of the workers in every occupation 
would be of Mexican-origin. If the percentage of a certain people in specific fields is nota-
bly higher, then this sector would represent a niche for these workers. Most general labor 
sectors with a large number of workers have niches.

When the nationwide percentage of Mexican workers in an occupation surpasses the av–
erage percentage of workers in the same job, plus twice its standard deviation, this can 
be called a labor market niche; there is always a 3% chance of this happening randomly. 
Taking into consideration that workers of Mexican-origin in the U.S. labor force represent 
10%, under the above described method; occupations with more than 27.8% of a specific 
demographic group would be considered niches.

The following are some characteristics of labor markets employing Mexican-origin work–
ers in the prototypical states of Mexican immigration: Arizona, Texas and California. 

We observe labor niches not only in occupational sectors but also in specific geographical 
areas with huge importance to the U. S. economy. Since Mexican workers are more likely 
to work in the states mentioned above, and tend to be employed in specific sectors, there 
is very little chance that these workers could be in fact replaced or substituted. 

Building Roads and Keeping Restaurants Neat: Workers of Mexican Origin in 
Arizona

In the state of Arizona, there are 3.6 million workers currently employed, 31% of this work–
force (or 945,000 workers) are of Mexican-origin. Of those workers, 58% are men and 42% 
are women. The average annual salary in Arizona is $47,000 dollars, with non-Hispanic 
White workers earning $58,000 dollars and Mexicans $30,000 dollars.41 Chart 5.2 shows 
the main labor market niches for Mexican workers in Arizona. For example, people of 
Mexican descent make up 86% of workers in road maintenance, 82% of dishwashers and 
77% of cleaning service workers.  

41 U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS). https://thedataweb.rm.Census.gov/ftp/cps_ftp.html)
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Chart 5.2. 
Percentage of Employed Persons by Population Group and Occupation with Over 30%  

Mexican-Origin Workers in Arizona. 

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

In general, minimal education is required for Mexicans who work in these niche occupa-
tions. Recent data from the U.S. Census show that none of those who work in road main-
tenance have a university degree and only 22% have made it to the first year of high school. 
This trend can also be observed in other niche occupations; for example, 38% of dishwash–
ers have a fifth or sixth grade level of elementary school education.42 Regardless of what 
educational background they may have, the Mexican-origin workforce is fundamental to 
Arizona´s economic development. 

Mexican-Origin Workers in Texas: Keeping Roads Safe and Working Long Shifts 

In the state of Texas, there are 12.7 million workers currently employed, and 28% of them (or 
3.6 million) are of Mexican-origin. Fifty-seven percent of these workers are men and 43% 
are women. The average annual salary of Texas employees is $51,000 dollars. Non-Hispa-
nic White workers earn an annual salary of $60,000 dollars, while those of Mexican origin 
earn $37,000 dollars per year.43 Chart 5.3 shows the main labor market niches in Texas.  

42 U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS). https://thedataweb.rm.Census.gov/ftp/cps_ftp.html)

43 U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS). https://thedataweb.rm.Census.gov/ftp/cps_ftp.html
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Chart 5.3. 
Percentage of Employed Persons by Population Group and Occupation with Over 30%  

Mexican-Origin Workers in Texas. 

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

Similar to Arizona, Mexican workers in Texas take on jobs that require little expertise, such 
as cleaning, dishwashing and road maintenance. According to the occupational profiles 
published by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, long workdays and night shifts character–
ize these jobs. 

Savvy Hands for Excellent Food and Wine: Mexican-Origin Workers in California

The state of California has the greatest number of currently employed workers: 18.1 million. 
Around 29% of these workers (or 5.2 million) are of Mexican origin, making California 
the state with the largest Mexican workforce. The gender representation breaks down to 
58% men and 42% women in California. The average annual salary in the state is $56,000 
dollars. Non-Hispanic Whites have an annual income of $70,000 dollars, while the average 
income for workers of Mexican origin is $33,000 dollars.44 Chart 5.4 shows the main labor 
market niches in California. 

44 U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS). https://thedataweb.rm.Census.gov/ftp/cps_ftp.html
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Chart 5.4.
Percentage of Employed Persons by Population Group and Occupation with Over 30%  

Mexican-Origin Workers in California. 

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2106). Current Population Survey (CPS).

Eighty-four percent of agricultural workers in California are of Mexican origin. The state´s 
agriculture and wine industries would collapse without Mexican descent workers. Other 
industries in California, such as the restaurant industry, could not prosper without the help 
of Mexican labor: 65% of cooks, 71% of dishwashers, and 53% of food preparation workers 
are Mexican. 

Implications and Characteristics of Mexican Workers

The overrepresentation of workers in specific occupations, or the existence of a niche, can 
be explained by several factors: 

 y Workers from other population groups do not want these jobs (in this case the non-His-
panic Whites). 

 y Workers’ skills fit certain niche jobs and dependence is then created for this economic 
activity. 

 y Due to changing demographics in the U.S., there are not enough workers to fill the 
amount of available jobs; the number of non-Hispanic Whites who participate in the 
labor force is declining. 
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In general, working conditions of employees of Mexican-origin are less favorable than 
those of non-Hispanic Whites. They are primarily employed in sectors that require physical 
strength, long hours, night shifts, or outdoor work. Although the Mexican workforce is 
slowly beginning to integrate into occupations that require more technical training, this 
integration is certainly going to increase in the next decades. 

The existence of labor niches in the U.S. labor market indicates the complimentary pres–
ence of Mexican workers. Due to the different skill-sets and characteristics of Mexican-ori-
gin workers they are not increasing labor market competition and do not affect American 
worker’s wages. 

In sum, Mexican workers contribute to the U.S. economy greatly since they:

1) are not only workers but also consumers. 

2) have little direct impact on the wages of American workers. Most studies indicate that 
a 10% increase in the stock of labor force changes natives’ earnings by between –2% 
and +2%.45 

3) omplement, rather than compete with, American workers.

Appropriate support and action can contribute to providing greater stability to both the 
workers and their employers, thus benefitting American society as a whole. Finally, these 
measures can help members of the Mexican-origin community to receive better wages, 
and, therefore, have an opportunity to contribute greatly to America.

The Main Challenges for Mexican-Origin Workers

Integration into the U.S. labor market, which guarantees rights and opportunities for pro-
motion and stability, can benefit workers and the economy as a whole. Nevertheless, the 
current situation of Mexican workers shows that they are facing challenges with regard to 
their health, documentation, certification and workers’ rights: 

 y Around 12% of Mexican-origin workers are unauthorized.46

 y 14.1% live below the poverty line. 

 y In 16.5% of Mexican-origin workers’ households, only limited English is spoken.47 

 y An estimated 16.2% of the Mexican-origin population has no health insurance, com–
pared to 6.7% of the non-Hispanic Whites.48

45 Roodman, David, “The Domestic Economic Impacts of Immigration”, September 2014.

46 Passel, Jeffrey y D’Vera Cohn, “Share of Unauthorized Immigrant Workers in Production, Construction Jobs Falls Since 
2007,” Washington DC: Pew Research Center, 2015.

47 Buknor, Cherrie, “Hispanic Workers in the United States,” Center for Economic and Policy Research, November 2016.

48 Barnett, Jessica C. and Marina S. Vornovitsky, “Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2015,” Current Population 
Reports, September 2016.
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Conclusions  

Workers of Mexican-origin are significantly younger than non-Hispanic White workers. 
These Mexican-origin workers do not displace the native workforce. The entire economy 
depends on them, particularly for certain niches of the labor market that rely on Mexican 
hands.

In economically vital states such as Arizona, Texas, California, New Mexico, Nevada and 
Illinois, the size of the Mexican labor force is second only to the non-Hispanic White work–
force. 

Currently, one out of every ten workers in the U.S. is of Mexican origin. The modernization 
of the U.S. economy and its capacity to face new challenges relies greatly on the profes-
sionalization of the labor force. A more prepared Mexican labor force will allow the U.S. to 
face current challenges such as the insufficient labor force, the aging population, and the 
transformation of different economic sectors. 
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6. Economic Potential of the Mexican Community in the 
United States

In the United States, there is a perception that Mexican immigrants are a drain on U.S. 
society, that is, that they use public goods and services, but do not contribute to the coun-
try’s economy. Nothing could be further from the truth, and in practice this negative per-
ception becomes an obstacle for integration. Therefore, it is important to change these 
perceptions, showing that Mexicans contribute to the economy, pay taxes, and are an 
important market for American products and services.

This section presents some examples of the broad economic potential of the U.S.-based 
Mexican community, with the intention of convincing the government to support poten-
tial programs and appropriate measures for this community.

The Contributions of Mexicans to the U.S. Economy

Business

According to the Survey of Business Owners (SBO) published by the U.S. Census Bureau in 
2012, there were 27.63 million businesses in the United States, of which 1.62 million (or 6% 
of the total), belonged to people of Mexican origin (see Chart 6.1). It is worth noting that 
Mexican-origin businesses in 2007 were just 4% of the total.

Comparing this data with numbers from the general population, it is obvious that there is 
an underrepresentation of Mexican business in the United States. Mexicans represent 10% 
of the population, yet they own barely 6% of the businesses. The trend is similar for people 
of other Hispanic origins, they make up 16% of the population, but they only own 12% of 
the businesses.
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Chart 6.1.
Number of Businesses by US Total, Hispanic-Owned, and Mexican-Owned (in millions),  

in 2007 and 2012.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2007 and 2012).  
Survey of Business Owners.

Alternatively, non-Hispanic Whites own 70% of businesses, but they represent 66% of the 
total population, in other words, they are overrepresented in this category.

This happens even in the states with a high percentage of Hispanic and Mexican population.  
In California, people of Mexican origin make up 31% of the population, but own only 16% 
of the businesses; in Texas, 33% of the population is of Mexican origin, but they only own 
24% of the businesses. There is room for growth for Mexicans to open more businesses.

When comparing the increase in the number of businesses among different population 
groups, it can be seen that over five years, Mexican-owned businesses increased by more 
than 50%, a figure higher than that for African Americans and Asian Americans. While the 
number of businesses held by non-Hispanic Whites actually decreased (see Chart 6.2). 

Chart 6.2.
Business Growth Rate, by Owners’ Population Group, 2007 and 2012.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2007 and 2012).  
Survey of Business Owners.
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Seven out of every ten businesses owned by people of Mexican origin are located in Cali-
fornia or Texas, two out of ten are in Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, Nevada, Illinois, New 
York, Washington, Georgia and Florida, and one out of ten Mexican-owned businesses are 
in the remainder of the states.

Of the 1.62 million Mexican businesses: 

 y 9% have paid employees.

 y 91% do not have paid employees.

This means that 91% of these businesses could be family businesses (classified as micro- 
businesses), or they may have either informal or undocumented employees and do not 
report them on their records, presumably due to risks of deportation or of penalties for 
their establishments.

Mexican businesses in the U.S. employ a total of 1.3 million people, with an average of nine 
employees per business. They report annual sales of $204.7 billion dollars. Average annual 
sales for these businesses are $126,000 dollars. The counties with the most sales recorded 
by Mexican-origin businesses are Los Angeles County, California, followed by Harris County 
and Bexar County in Texas.

Buying Power, Income and Housing

The purchasing power of Hispanics has increased, reaching $1.4 trillion dollars annually49 
by 2016, which is higher than that of African Americans with their buying power of $1.2 
trillion dollars, and the Asian American spending of $890 billion. Mexicans who spend 
$980 billion annually are the main reason for this increase (see Chart 6.3).

Chart 6.3 
Buying Power of Mexicans in the U.S., 1990-2016 (Billions of dollars).

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from Jeffrey M. Humphreys, “The Multicultural Economy, 2017,” 
Selig Center for Economic Growth, Terry College of Business at the University of Georgia.

49  Jeffrey M. Humphreys, “The Multicultural Economy, 2017,” (Selig Center for Economic Growth, Terry College of Business, 
University of Georgia).
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This increased purchasing power has occurred despite the fact that Mexicans have the 
lowest yearly income, on average, $31,268 dollars,50 which is 10% less than African Amer–
icans earn, 54% less than non-Hispanic Whites, and 70% less than Asian Americans (see 
Chart 6.4). Nevertheless, this has not stopped Mexicans from increasing the number of 
homes they purchase. 

Chart 6.4. 
Average Annual Income, by Population Group, 1990-2016 (in dollars).

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (1990-2016).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

Currently, in the United States there are 126.5 million households, of which 9.9 million are 
of Mexican origin, or 8% of the national total. Mexicans feel an obligation to buy a family 
home. For those who make up this community, life revolves around the family and the 
children’s inheritance and, consequently, at least half of these families live in their own 
home or are paying it off (see Chart 6.5). 

It is worth noting that in some states, such as Maryland, Vermont, Alaska, New Mexico, 
Ohio, Mississippi, Kansas and Virginia, more than 60% of Mexican families own the homes 
where they live or are in the process of paying them off.

50 U.S. Census Bureau (1990-2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

 Mexican Origin Blacks Non-Hispanic Whites Asians
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Chart 6.5. 
Percentage of Mexican-Origin Households who Own their Home,  

or Are in the Process of Paying it Off, 1990-2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (1990-2016).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

The percentage of Mexican homeownership falls below the level of Whites and Asians, 
but is higher than that of Blacks. Seven out of ten Whites and six out of ten Asians are 
homeowners or are in the process of paying off their home, the percentage for Mexicans 
is five out of ten (see Chart 6.6), so here would be an area of opportunity for government 
entities to provide financial counseling.

Chart 6.6 
Percentage of Households that Own their Own Home, or Are in the Process of Paying it Off,  

by Population Group, 2016.

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016). Current Population Survey (CPS).

Nationwide, there are 5.2 million homes owned by Mexicans, with an average value of 
$212,000 dollars, ($4.1 million pesos). Through home buying, Mexicans have contributed 
more than $1.1 billion dollars to the U.S. economy. The table below shows the ten states 
where Mexicans own a large number of homes, plus the median and total home value of 
those homes.
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Table 6.1
Homes with Mexican-Origin Owners, by Selected States, Number of Homes,  

Median Value and Total Value, 2016.

State Number of Homes
Median Value  

(dollars)
Total Value  

(dollars)

California 1,508,936 352,232 531,496,086,500

Texas 1,556,837 135,590 211,091,401,200

Arizona 368,225 153,291 56,445,566,760

Illinois 280,848 168,476 47,316,187,530

Colorado 127,528 193,561 24,684,514,270

New Mexico 119,655 149,247 17,858,031,900

Washington 99,848 263,894 26,349,200,520

Florida 91,035 203,027 18,482,643,730

Nevada 84,211 188,662 15,887,445,230

Georgia 83,566 153,980 12,867,473,730

Source: Compiled by the authors with data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016).  
Current Population Survey (CPS).

Paying Taxes

According to the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy (ITEP) 2017,51 undocumented 
immigrants pay over $11 billion yearly on state and local taxes (income taxes, property 
taxes, sales tax and consumption tax), with Mexicans paying nearly $5 billion of that total.

Only half of undocumented immigrants file their tax returns annually. It should be noted 
that it is possible to file a return without a social security number if the person has an 
individual identification number, but many do not file the paperwork, probably for fear 
of being located by immigration authorities. Nevertheless, even if immigrants do not file 
taxes, they still pay taxes through payroll deductions and sales taxes.

Ironically, undocumented immigrants pay more taxes, 8% of their income,52 than immi-
grants with work permits who receive more benefits, since nationally they pay a lower tax 
rate of 5.4%.53

51 “Undocumented Immigrants State and Local Tax Contributions”, Institute on Taxation & Economic Policy, 2017 accessed at 
https://itep.org/wp-content/uploads/Spanish-2017-Undocumented-Immigrants-State-and-Local-Tax-Contribrutions.pdf

52 The lower the income, the higher the effective local and state tax rate. Combining all the state and local income taxes, 
sales tax and special taxes that Americans pay, the average effective local and state tax rates by group are 10.9% for the 
poorest individuals and families, 9.4% for the middle 20% of the population and 5.4% for the wealthiest 1%.

53  Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, “Who Pays? A Distribution Analysis of the Tax System in All 50 States, 2015.” 
Accessed at https://itep.org/wp-content/uploads/whopaysreport.pdf 
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The average annual income of an undocumented family is $30,000 dollars. If they were 
paid proportionally instead of the low salaries that they currently receive because of their 
immigration status, their earnings would be an average of $54,000 dollars annually and, 
consequently, more taxes would be paid nationwide.

Conclusions 

Even though the Mexican community in the United States has great economic potential, it 
does not correspond to its demographic weight. For example, Mexicans represent 10% of 
the population in the United States, but they only own 6% of the businesses. The disparity 
is even more noticeable when you consider that the great majority of Mexican businesses 
are concentrated in two states, California and Texas. Likewise, the annual income of Mexi-
cans in the U.S. and their purchasing power is less than most other population groups.

In spite of the fact that Mexicans’ economic level is below their potential, they still con-
tribute significantly to the United States. For example, they pay billions of dollars in taxes 
and make up one of the most dynamic segments of the home buying market in the country. 
However, they could contribute even more if they were to get proper support to develop 
their abilities and were given better opportunities. This community should have the same 
access to public services as other groups, so they can thrive and continue working for the 
betterment of this country. This is an American community, and they are eager to contrib– 
ute even more than what they do now, but they need access to quality education, health 
services, and decent job opportunities in order to do so.

The goal is to fully unleash the potential of this community, to give them all the opportu-
nities they deserve, because a strong Mexican community is necessary if we want to see 
America thrive.
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