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Foreword

Inequalities represent an issue of great social and political significance due not only to the way they 
impact the lives of each person, but also because of their serious consequences for communities’ economic 
performance, social inclusion, and solidarity. Social and economic inequalities in Mexico have decreased 
since the second half of the 20th century; however, as shown in this document, they are still severe.

The study of inequalities in our country is a central focus of research at El Colegio de México. This 
agenda includes analyses of the origins and evolution of inequalities, of interactions among the various 
environments that produce inequalities, as well as of the political, economic, and institutional processes 
that shape them. As part of its efforts to support El Colegio’s research, the Fundación Colmex established 
an alliance with BBVA Bancomer, which decided to foster the study of inequalities, consistent with its 
belief in providing truthful information, and its aim of working towards a better future for the people.

Inequalities in Mexico 2018 is the first outcome of this alliance, presenting an independent and rig-
orous examination, the goal of which is to enhance public debate on the subject of inequalities during 
the 2018 electoral race. The document emphasizes the fact that inequalities overlap and inform one 
another, thus the need of interdisciplinary perspectives in order to develop novel and effective initia-
tives to address them.

We trust this collaboration will lead the way for future studies of other inequalities from both his-
torical and contemporary perspectives, contributing to a deeper understanding of this fundamental 
challenge facing Mexican society.

Presidency,
El Colegio de México Fundación Colmex

Presidency, Board of Directors,    
BBVA Bancomer
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María Basilio was born on April 4, 1970, in a Mixe 
indigenous rural community, near Matías Romero, Oaxaca, 
where there was no school. Her father always thought that 
for her to become a “good woman,” it was not necessary for 
her to attend school, but to perform, instead, those activities 
deemed adequate for women: housework and caregiving. 
María is illiterate, married a construction worker, and has 
four children who did not finish high school. 

María Basilio migrated to Mexico City in 1985. After leaving 
Oaxaca, she has endured discrimination and abuse. María 
is a faultless and devoted worker.  For over 20 years her 
work-day has lasted 10 hours doing household tasks. She 
earns 300 pesos a day, does not have health insurance, 
and does not have the right to a pension. After working sev-
eral years in the United States, María’s husband returned to 
Mexico and has had a hard time finding a good job.

INEQUALITIES IN MEXICO / 201818

RED DE ESTUDIOS SOBRE DESIGUALDADES I EL COLEGIO DE MÉXICO



Matilde Arriba was born on April 4, 1970, in 
Ensenada, Baja California. Her parents, a doctor and a nurse 
who worked in a public hospital, always emphasized the im-
portance of studying and encouraged her to learn English. 
Matilde studied law at the state university, married a lawyer, 
and has two daughters who attended bilingual schools.

Matilde Arriba has worked in the Federal Judicial Branch 
for over 20 years and receives a daily salary of 1,500 pe-
sos; she is entitled to all benefits provided by law, plus a 
health insurance plan that covers major medical expens-
es. In Matilde’s own words, this saved her life two years ago, 
when it was discovered she had breast cancer. She proudly 
states her two daughters finished a university degree, and 
that one of them is pursuing graduate education in the 
United States.

María and Matilde are Mexicans who are entitled to the same constitutional 
rights to education, to a gainful employment, and to health protection, among oth-
ers. Nevertheless, fate favored Matilde from birth, and the gaps between them have 
widened throughout their lives. This comparison shows the deep-seated inequality 
of opportunities we find in Mexico every day  
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Introduction

his report examines the way in which inequalities accumulate and interact throughout 
the lives of people in Mexico. A current and retrospective analysis going back to the year 
2000 is developed, aiming at enhancing public debate as well as discussing the political 

platforms of the candidates in the 2018 presidential election. The experts who prepared this 
diagnostic study present it to the citizens and governments of all political parties to ponder 
existing deep inequalities. It does not include public policy recommendations because we con-
sider policy proposals should arise from the joint efforts of society, government, and academia.

This study of inequalities draws on various fields of knowledge with an emphasis on the lega-
cies of inequality and new challenges for equity. To highlight the interdependence and accumu-
lation of these profound differences in Mexico, this analysis takes into account two dimensions 
that intersect both the legacies and the new challenges: gender and territory. Finally, this report 
analyzes how the electoral platforms of the three coalitions contending for the presidency iden-
tify and propose alleviating these stark asymmetries in our country.

In this examination, inequalities are understood broadly1 as the unfair distributions of out-
comes and access to opportunities among individuals or groups. These differences are unjust be-
cause they impact fundamental aspects of the lives of those who are in situations of disadvantage 
due to their social position: the handicapped, racial or ethnic minorities, and women, among 
many others (Braveman 2006, p. 183). Moreover, these inequalities are potentially avoidable 
through a series of public interventions such as fiscal measures or subsidies to redistribute in-
come, gender quotas in legislative assemblies, and universal healthcare systems.

1. Why study inequalities? Beyond poverty

This report distinguishes the study of inequalities from the analysis of poverty levels. These 
concepts are often linked in academic undertakings and public policy documents; however, 
focusing on inequalities gives way to a deeper understanding of the specific social effects of the 
concentration of resources and access to opportunities.

1.1. Distinction between poverty and inequality
In general, the study of inequality and of poverty appear linked because both phenomena tend 
to come hand in hand in the real world. Nevertheless, there are profound differences between 
the two concepts and therefore, their implications are not necessarily the same.

1	 The disparities explored in this work touch upon three perspectives developed in the study of inequality in 
the social sciences: that of opportunities, widely used in economic analysis, its major concern being leveling 
the playing field for individuals to develop their potential; that of outcomes, its basic tenet works around the 
idea of different rewards for similar efforts (Atkinson 2015, p. 11); and finally, the study addresses inequal-
ity’s intersectional character to explore how groups with different characteristics or situations of origin face 
gaps in outcomes and opportunities differently.

T
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In more recent studies, poverty is defined as the lack of resources and of access to opportuni-
ties that excludes both individuals and groups from the minimum desirable levels of well-being 
(Townsend 1979, Nolan and Ive 2011).2 The measurement of absolute poverty is very useful to 
monitor changes in the population segment under a given threshold, which in turn allows for 
the evaluation of efforts oriented towards modifying the living standard of populations with 
fundamental needs (Sen 1983). In contrast, an analysis of the patterns of inequality allows to 
examine these absolute changes from the vantage point of the distribution of opportunities and 
its associated outcomes among different persons.

This is key if we consider, for example, that countries can grow economically and, at the same 
time, maintain inequitable distributions. In these contexts, even if people with lower incomes 
increase their purchasing power, the well-off sectors will benefit more from growth (Ravaillon 
2003, p. 742, Esquivel 2015, p. 28), perpetuating the gaps both in resources and in access to 
opportunities.

1.2. Equity and equality
There is no clear consensus, generally speaking, on the differences between the terms equity 
and equality (Braveman 2006, Whitehead 1985, and Whitehead and Dahlgren 2006). Here, 
by equity we refer to an ethical-normative principle associated to the idea of justice, aimed at 
addressing the needs and interests of people who are different, particularly those who are disad-
vantaged. Underpinning this definition we find the concept of justice, specifically redistributive 
justice, understood as the fair distribution of social resources (Rawls 1985). By equality we 
mean a human right protected by various national and international instruments, supported by 
the principle of nondiscrimination (onu Mujeres 2015).

It is also convenient to mention the difference between formal and substantive equality. For-
mal or de jure equality implies human rights are common to all persons; in other words, it 
denotes an identical treatment for all in terms of access to goods and services, to freedom of 
speech, etc. Substantive equality, on the other hand, deals with the connections regarding out-
comes as well as with guaranteeing disadvantages inherent to certain groups will cease to exist 
thanks to specific actions (onu Mujeres 2015, p. 4). The stories of Matilde Arriba and María 
Basilio, which illustrate the overall analysis of inequalities presented in this report, indicate the 
extent of the efforts still needed in Mexico to attain substantive equality, so that a person’s social 
and economic origins do not determine his or her fortune in adult life.

2	 It is possible to conceptualize poverty in absolute and relative terms. In principle, the measurements of abso-
lute poverty are based on previously determined thresholds, usually established by the cost of a basic needs 
basket, while the relative thresholds consider the position of individuals and households with respect to the 
distribution of resources among the population (Ravaillon 2003, Foster 1998). The distinction presented 
here refers mainly to measurements of poverty closer to the absolute approach and how they contrast with 
the study of relative inequalities, understood in terms of gaps and disparities.
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The determining factors of social position or income level can be divided into two parts: those 
that lie in circumstances beyond personal control, such as the characteristics of the family of or-
igin, and those that fall within the orbit of the individual, such as personal effort. Equality of op-
portunities is achieved when circumstances at birth do not determine the social position acquired. 
In other words, equality of opportunities means everyone starts out from the same initial point, 
an ex ante concept, while equality of outcomes means that positions, income levels, and allocation 
mechanisms can be modified or redistributed, an ex post concept (Nieto 2001, Tilly 2005).

1.3. Social, economic, and political effects of inequalities
Alongside normative considerations that cause concern about social inequalities, several of aca-
demic papers have documented that their patterns lead to a series of severe social and economic 
problems.

A group of studies suggests that high levels of inequality can reduce a community’s social 
capital as well as the levels of trust among citizens (Alesina and La Ferrara 2000 and 2002, Costa 
and Kahn 2003). The underlying mechanism supporting this claim is that extreme asymmetries 
aggravate the differences perceived by citizens of different socioeconomic groups, thus reducing 
the possibilities of socialization and coexistence that, in turn, promote solidarity (Neckerman 
and Torche 2007).

Inequality harms economic growth if it translates into barriers preventing certain sectors of 
society from accomplishing their productive potential (Blanco 2014, Milanovic 2015). This dy-
namics implies that society overlooks the abilities of certain groups, consequently losing talent, 
efficiency, and contributions to economic development. Thus, inequality results in inefficient 
investment in human capital (Esquivel 2015).3 Also, as mentioned by Solís and Boado (2016), 
low social mobility propounds the existence of lasting differences in access to opportunities, 
whereby citizens remain in the same positions, whether disadvantaged or privileged, to later 
bequeath these positions to their offspring.

The study of inequalities is also important given its implications for democracy. The concen-
tration of economic resources in privileged social groups may disproportionately increase their 
ability to influence government agendas and political parties (Gilens and Page 2014). Moreover, 
citizens who belong to disadvantaged sectors may find it difficult to have the time, abilities, 
and resources necessary to participate in associations and political campaigns, and to mobilize 
electorally (Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995). In addition to these detrimental direct effects, 
some studies suggest inequality is detrimental to institutional stability and democratic consoli-
dation in the long term (Karl 2000, Houle 2009).

2. The exploration of inequalities from different analytical perspectives

In the postwar period, there was a widespread assumption that social inequalities stemming 
from both, circumstances and opportunities, would decrease over time. The classic review by 
Kuznets (1955) showed that, even when differences in income increased at first, they would 
diminish with continued economic growth (Goldthorpe 2012). In sociology, it was proposed 
that stratification’s rigidity was giving way to a relatively amorphous socioeconomic hierar-
chy, in which social positions corresponded less to the person’s original background, and more 

3	 While evidence about the relationship between inequality and economic growth continues to be mixed, it 
is possible to identify an emerging consensus in international institutions such as the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund, with respect to the adverse effects of extreme asymmetries for countries’ effi-
ciency and sustained economic growth. See Atkinson (2016, p. 12, on the 2012 speech of Christine Lagarde), 
World Bank (2016, pp. 2-3), Cingano (2014), and Milanovic (2015).
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to educational and occupational achievements (Parsons 1971). Despite these expectations,   
inequalities in opportunities and of outcomes persist the world over, and are particularly seri-
ous in Latin America (Deaton 2015, Grusky and Szelényi 2011, Goldthorpe 2012, Piketty 2015).

Three dominant fields of knowledge can be identified in the study of inequalities: economics, 
sociology, and political science. The first has focused on studying the differences in monetary 
income, the second has examined inequality in social positions, while the third explores the 
institutions or rules of resource allocation, be they monetary or of positions, in addition to their 
effects (Kuznets 1955, Tilly 1998, Boix 2003).

2.1. Our perspective on the study of inequalities
As stated above, unequal income allocation is a common point of departure to review distrib-
utive asymmetries which also allows an initial approach to the Mexican situation. The most 
frequently used indicator to gauge income inequality is the Gini coefficient, which measures 
income concentration in a population; the higher the number, the greater the inequality.4 Figure 
I.1 shows the evolution of this indicator in Mexico as well as in selected Latin American coun-
tries from 2000 to 2015.

The graph shows a reduction in inequality in our country beginning in 2000 and up to 2004. 
According to Lustig (2010), the drop in this period shows, on the one hand, the effect of the 
growth of programs to combat poverty (Alejo et al., 2009) and, on the other, a decrease in the 
wage gap between higher-and lower-skilled workers (Esquivel 2009, Esquivel, Lustig and Scott 
2009). The result is a stagnation of inequality since 2006, as the index has remained stable at 
0.48 during the last decade. Comparatively, while Brazil has historically shown higher levels 
than our country, its Gini coefficient has consistently fallen in recent decades. The reduction 
is also noteworthy in the case of Argentina (0.53 in 2003 and 0.43 in 2014). Chile, in contrast, 
shows an evolution similar to Mexico’s, with persistent levels of inequality.

As will be seen in the following sections, income differences also mirror the accumulation 
of other kinds of inequality, such as disparities in access to education and social mobility, in 
addition to those associated with gender and territory. 

The particular view of inequalities behind this report allows for a further exploration of the 
specific implications of the gaps in access to resources and opportunities in multiple arenas 
beyond income. In this document we develop four key inputs for the diagnosis of these severe 
asymmetries in Mexico: the relational character of inequality, the intersection of its different 
dimensions, their linkages throughout people's lifetime, and the new challenges for equity.

I.	  Inequality’s relational character. In unequal societies, the disadvantages of some parallel 
the prerogatives that others enjoy in terms of positions of relative privilege and greater 
levels of well-being. This phenomenon is linked to patterns of exclusion by which certain 
social groups benefit greatly from resources, abilities, social relations, and even public 
goods, to which other groups have limited or no access (Tilly 1998).5

II.	 As mentioned, examining these differences gives way to comprehending how people 
from certain social groups face extreme and diverse levels of exclusion. With this in 
mind, as explained below, the study incorporates consideration of the intersectionality of 
the disparities experienced by specific social groups.

4	 The Gini coefficient is 1 if only one person holds all the wealth in a given population (perfect inequality) and 
0 if each person has the same amount of resources (perfect equality). The index is a transformation with 100 
as its maximum value.

5	 In turn, these inequalities are reinforced through mechanisms of monopolization of opportunities if groups 
with higher status establish entry barriers in certain areas of social and economic life (Tilly 1998).
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III.	 The analysis of inequalities also allows identification of the way gaps perpetuate through-
out people’s life cycles, including their intergenerational implications. Identifying how 
these asymmetries are linked together contributes to understand the mechanisms through 
which social disparities have a long-term impact on citizens’ social development.

IV.	 Our focus also reveals how certain social and economic transformations have differenti-
ated effects on specific social groups that, in turn, generate new gaps involving resources 
and access to development opportunities. As discussed at the end of this introduction, 
one of the contributions of this study is its analysis of the new challenges for equity in the 
current context of adjustment in global markets and intensification of climate change.

2.2. Accumulation and interdependence of inequalities
This study emphasizes how different sources of inequality are linked and intertwined through-
out people’s lifetimes, that is, they accumulate and behave interdependently. To stress this fact, 
we use “inequalities”, in plural, throughout this document.6

In Mexico, for example, evidence shows that women spend more hours on unpaid care work 
than men.7 Indeed, this inequality is stressed among poor women, as other women, with medium   

6	 An intersectional analysis such as ours is different from traditional studies that try to understand questions 
of diversity beginning with an identity category, such as gender, to which others are added. These analyses 
part from single categories based on a uniform set of experiences that may simply be added to one another to 
understand inequalities. The “additive approach” is very common, but makes it hard to understand the inter-
relationships between broader social differences and individual experiences of discrimination (Hankivsky and 
Cormier 2011). Generally, effective public interventions often pay attention to how initial interest phenome-
na—for example, the heterogeneous performance of girls in standardized achievement tests— intersect with 
other social markers such as belonging to an indigenous community or a low-income bracket.

7	 In 2015, working women in Mexico spent 36 hours of their workweek on unpaid work, while working men 
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Figure I.1� Evolution of the Gini coefficient (2000–2015)
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and high incomes, subcontract them to do these chores, which enables these higher-income 
women to spend more time on paid work. Thus, the difference in income between the first 
group and the second becomes even greater (Oliveira and García, 2012).

In gender studies, intersectionality has proven useful to examine these interdependences as 
it allows to consider the mutual intertwining of several stratification arenas (Crenshaw 1991, 
Walby et al. 2012). With an intersectional perspective, gender, social class, or nationality are 
not analyzed as independent arenas of stratification; instead, attention is paid to the way these 
arenas shape one another. In other words, emphasis is placed on how inequalities articulate and 
connect with each other (Roth 2013).

The intersectionality approach shows that there are no universal formulas to solve complex 
inequalities. For example, young people who do not study or work are far from being a homo-
geneous group, as their levels of schooling and income vary (Maravilla 2013), thus, it is hard to 
imagine that a single type of public intervention could address their situation effectively. Fur-
thermore, this approach holds that interventions are not neutral, as not everyone experiences 
them in the same way; relevant differences and common needs must be considered both in the 
design and implementation of any possible intervention. Finally, intersectionality makes it clear 
that focusing on only one area of stratification (such as gender or income) leads to false classifica-
tions that do not necessarily reflect the realities of people’s lives (Hankivsky and Cormier 2011).

3. Inequalities in Mexico 2018

The differences between the life stories briefly described at the beginning of this report reflect 
the tangible inequalities in our country. Figure I.2 shows the gaps observed in indicators linked 
to key dimensions in the lives of María Basilio and Matilde Arriba.

María grew up in a rural community, where the proportion of students who achieve an ad-
equate learning proficiency is lower than in urban public schools (7% versus 28% in reading 
tests). This hinders a successful participation in the labor market, in a context in which women’s 
participation continues to be low, as only 45% of women have paid jobs.

Access to quality employment is also differentiated: 67% of officers and managers, such as 
Matilde, enjoy comprehensive labor benefits in terms of health, housing, maternity leave, and 
retirement savings; in contrast, only 40% of the workers in personal services, which include 
domestic work, have benefits.8

Women who, like María, are born in less well-off strata, tend to remain in the same socioeco-
nomic situation as their household of origin: 55% of women who are born in the lowest-income 
quintile succeed in moving up to the next stratum in their adult life, in comparison with 75% 
of men in the same situation. Because of the increase in return migration, men who previously 
sent remittances, such as María’s husband, have returned to Mexico and face greater difficulties 
entering the formal labor market: among male returnees, only 39% who work in subordinate 
positions, enjoy labor benefits.

only spent 15 hours on these activities (see box G3 “Unpaid work and gender inequality,” compiled by au-
thors based on inegi 2015).

8	 The picture is even more discouraging if we consider the specific characteristics of domestic work in Mexico. 
According to figures reported by the Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare (stps), 98% of domestic workers 
do not have access to health services in the social security systems. This percentage is smaller in the case of 
men in the same field of work (83%), which shows that female domestic workers face an exacerbated level 
of exclusion (stps 2016, p. 63). Estimates were made with data from the National Survey of Occupation and 
Employment (enoe) for the second quarter of 2016.
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3.1. Key dimensions of inequalities in 2018
As mentioned, this report is divided into three sections: legacies of inequality, new challenges 
for equity, and an analysis of this issue in the electoral agendas. The dimensions of analysis of 
each section is discussed below.

3.1.1. Legacies of inequality
Several social science studies have allowed tracking the fluctuations and persistency in 
resources and opportunities distribution in Mexico. In this literature, three dimensions 
have acquired central importance: educational opportunities (Arnaut and Giorguili 
2010, Blanco, Solís and Robles 2014, Gil Antón 2010), income disparities (Gollás 1979, 
Cortés 1996), and the various labor market conditions (Solís 2012, Escoto and García 
2016, Mora 2007). Attention to these areas is based on the widespread and lasting nature 
of the effects of inequalities over these dimensions for a series of objectives considered 
desirable in a society. These include, among others, community trust and solidarity, sus-
tained economic growth, and generalized political participation.

Given the importance of competences acquisition for a successful participation in la-
bor markets and for social mobility, this report begins with an analysis of inequalities in 

Source: �Compiled by the authors using data from oecd (2015), Campos Vázquez (2016), the enoe 2017, Masferrer, Sánchez 
and Rodríguez Abreu (2017).
Note: �Percentages of reading achievement are taken into account for language performance (those with Level 3 or higher 
in the pisa test). Percentages for mobility correspond to the proportion of people who are born in quintile 1, lowest income, 
who are able to climb to the next quintile.

Figure I.2� Some key dimensions involving inequality in Mexico
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education. While there has been important progress in elementary education provision, 
Mexicans still face diverse challenges regarding learning proficiency and high school 
completion. Lags in educational achievement and school desertion are associated to re-
source disparities, different expectations around education, and the educational institu-
tions characteristics, which is why identifying the most vulnerable sectors as well as the 
elements that perpetuate these inconsistencies is fundamental.

When speaking of income and social mobility inequality, we refer to the distribution of 
economic goods and services, taking labor income as point of departure. We also take into 
account the effects gender divisions have in the economic realm, to identify the specific 
challenges women face. Social mobility patterns are also examined since they are relevant 
to observe the extent of generational transfer of social inequalities in our country. This is 
important because the more these asymmetries intensify, the less social mobility there will 
be, and personal development will continue to be tied to a person’s social stratum of origin.

The third legacy refers to the characteristics of work in Mexico. This issue is approached 
from the perspective of the quality of employment opportunities. We seek to explore to 
what extent the creation of jobs in Mexico has translated into better living conditions 
for working people and their families. The disparity of opportunities to access quality 
employment has a decisive impact on the reproduction of social differences. Therefore, 
this section analyzes how the dynamics of labor integration have evolved, emphasizing 
unemployment and discouragement, job characteristics, and wages.

3.1.2. New challenges for equity
The second section studies the new challenges the country faces in order to guarantee 
equity among its inhabitants. In the first place, this report explores the transformation 
of return migration flows from the United States to Mexico. This analysis focuses on the 
profile of people who return to the country, their destinations, and the conditions they 
find. The social and economic effects of migration interact with preexisting inequalities, 
besides intertwining with cross-cutting dimensions such as gender and territory. The 
section offers a detailed overview of the variation in return patterns and the challenges 
of successfully integrating return migrants.9

The second challenge deals with the consequences of climate change. It is likely that 
the environmental risks associated with this phenomenon will generate new inequalities 
and deepen other social disparities, such as those connected with gender and schooling. 
Therefore, it is imperative to recognize the sectors most vulnerable to environmental 
risks, the socio-environmental contexts of each case, and to design effective public poli-
cies that specifically address the differentiated challenges of climate change.10

3.1.3. Gender and territory
Our study looks at two dimensions, gender and territory, that intersect both, the lega-
cies of inequality, and the new challenges for equity. It is important to emphasize how 
the situation we have described also reflects the interdependence and accumulation of 
disparities, suggesting differentiated scenarios for Mexicans, depending on their gender 
or place of origin.

9	 For a more in-depth look at the relationship between migration an equity, see Castillo (2008), Caicedo Riascos 
(2010), Puyana (2009), and Muñoz García, Oliveira and Stern (1977).

10	 To delve into the effect of climate change on various social dimensions from a local and international per-
spective, see Lezama (2018).
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Following the numerous research efforts on the intersectionality of inequalities from a 
gender the perspective (García 2004, Pacheco 2014, Szasz and Rojas 2008, Oliveira 2007 
and Tepichín 2011), this report explores the disparities in opportunities and outcomes 
for men and women. To highlight our findings, there appear informational boxes at the 
end of each section. These show specific gaps and challenges women and men face to 
achieve key objectives during their lifetime.

The second cross-cutting dimension is associated with the characteristics of people’s 
places of origin. Territorial disparities play out, first, in the variation of regional eco-
nomic development which translate into different structural conditions that impact the 
achievement of desirable objectives. Second, citizens have differentiated access to public 
goods, as well as a different interaction with state institutions depending on the place 
where they live. The boxes about territorial inequalities at the end of the sections illus-
trate both mechanisms.11

3.1.4. Inequalities in the electoral agenda
Finally, the report analyzes the positions on equality shown by parties and coalitions 
contending in the 2018 federal elections. Our goal was to find out how the topic was 
covered in the electoral agenda. To this end, we explored the significance and treatment 
given to inequalities in the platforms of the three coalitions, contrasting them with the 
positions of the parties in each of the alliances. We close this section with a review of 
the proposals geared towards addressing the severe social asymmetries studied in this 
report.
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Education plays an essential role in social mo-
bility and equal opportunity as educational 
credentials are basic to gain access to most 
skilled labor positions. The development of 
complex learnings and abilities is essential for 
improving personal opportunities in an in-
creasingly globalized world marked by techno-
logical innovation. In addition to its economic 
returns, education plays a very relevant role in 
matters related to health, fertility, gender equi-
ty, and democratic citizenship, among others.

In recent years, almost every nation has 
sought to enhance their basic educational sys-
tem to include increasing quantities of children 
and young people. Mexico has been no excep-
tion. Throughout the 20th century, access to ed-
ucation has broadened such that it represents an 
“educational revolution,” like never before. Just 
as in developed countries, education has be-
come an important means of access to income, 
power and status, thus, the object of the popula-
tion’s growing aspirations.

Education is seen as a meritocratic institu-
tion that offers equal opportunities to express 
and develop individual talent, separating a 
person’s social destiny from his or her ori-
gins, so that success depends solely on effort 

and ability. Nevertheless, it is a “double-edged 
sword,” as individuals’ social backgrounds and 
the living conditions of their families restrict 
education’s potential to equalize opportu-
nities. That is, the social structure itself that 
education should help make more flexible, 
limits its capacity to even out opportunities 
(Blossfeld and Shavit 1993, Shavit, Yaish and 
Bar-Heim 2007). Schooling has not been able 
to ward off social inequality, despite its  grow-
ing expansion.

This problem exists in developed countries, 
but also in nations such as Mexico, marked by 
sharp and multiple inequalities. Gaining access 
to education, achieving meaningful learning, 
and completing important educational levels 
are processes seriously affected by the material 
and symbolic inequalities in living conditions 
(Blanco 2011, Bracho 1995 and 2002, Fernán-
dez 2004, Muñoz Izquierdo 1998, Solís 2010, 
Solís, Rodríguez Rocha and Brunet 2013). Chil-
dren and young men and women in homes 
with scarce economic and cultural resources 
have fewer possibilities and tools to face the 
material and symbolic demands of the educa-
tional system. In addition, lower-income stu-
dents often attend schools with unsatisfactory   

1   Education

he differentiated challenges that people face in Mexico today reveal persistent legacies of inequality that 

hinder the achievement of an inclusive level of well-being for all. This section covers an overview of prevailing 

inequalities in three fundamental areas: education, income and social mobility, and work. It begins with the 

analysis of disparities in the acquisition of skills, to later explore the patterns of labor market participation, with an em-

phasis on the gaps in wage income and access to quality jobs. The study shows that women, people with the lowest 

income, and indigenous population continue to face greater difficulties than other groups to achieve key objectives 

throughout their lifetime. We also found that closing the gaps in learning and labor income has not necessarily 

meant a substantial improvement for the groups that lag the most. These findings uncover a troubling scenario of 

low social mobility and work precariousness.

T
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infrastructure and poorly trained teachers (inee 
2016a). Consequently, those students develop 
fewer educational skills than their peers who 
enjoy better circumstances which, in turn, neg-
atively impacts the poorer students’ possibilities 
of advancement in the educational system. 

Social and economic inequalities are not 
the only ones that permeate the educational 
system; gender, ethnic and regional differenc-
es also affect the distribution of opportunities. 
During the first decades of the 20th century, 
girls attended school to a much lesser extent 
than boys (Parker and Pederzini 2000) and, 
while their attendance and graduation rates 
leveled around 1990 (Creighton and Park 
2010), there are still striking differences. 
These include achievement in mathematics 
(on average, women do not fare as well [inee 
2016b, oecd 2016]), the selection of careers 
(women tend toward less “technical” careers 
[Buquet, Cooper, Mingo and Moreno 2013]), 
as well as the returns from education (women 
are employed less than men and have lower 
incomes). In part, these differences show the 
persistence of gender stereotypes that affect 
individuals’ decisions and the operations of 
the educational system. 

On the other hand, persons who  identify 
as indigenous —historically socially and eco-
nomically marginalized— today, have much 
lower access to education and graduation 
rates than non-indigenous groups, and their 
achievement level is significantly lower (Blan-
co 2017, Creighton, Post and Park 2016, inee 
2017, Schmelkes 2013). For the indigenous 
population, in addition to the effects of cul-
tural marginalization, there are severe conse-
quences that stem from economic backwardness 
and the low quality of the schools they attend 
(Blanco 2017, Santibáñez 2016, Tinajero and 
Englander 2011).

This section summarizes three key indica-
tors that account for the recent situation of   

1	 Based on the analysis of the National Household Income and Expenditure Survey [Encuesta Nacional de 
Ingreso y Gasto de los Hogares, or enigh] of the National Institute of Statistics and Geography (inegi) and 
the Programme for International Student Assessment (pisa).

2	 There is a methodological reason behind this. To build this indicator we use enigh data in place of the estimates 

educational inequality in Mexico: access to 
middle-school education, educational achieve-
ment at age 15, and high-school completion.1 

These indicators are intended to function as 
a synthesis of the main challenges the Mexi-
can educational system faces, from a perspec-
tive that emphasizes students’ trajectories and 
the accumulation of inequalities over time.   
Simultaneously, these indicators cover the three 
essential educational opportunities: access to 
education, acquiring learning proficiency, and 
completing a vital educational level.

Accessing middle-school 
education

During most of the 20th century, the great ed-
ucational challenge in Mexico was the expan-
sion and universalization of access to elemen-
tary education, in the context of the need to 
expand literacy among a growing, scattered, 
and impoverished population. This objective 
was effectively reached by around 2000. In the 
same context, the educational reform of 1992-
1993 established compulsory middle-school 
education for the entire country. Therefore, 
access to middle-school education is an indi-
cator for evaluating whether the educational 
system guarantees a minimum of educational 
rights and establishes a basic benchmark re-
garding inequality of opportunities.

Official figures show an important level of 
coverage and steady advancement in middle 
school. For the 2015-2016 school year, the net 
coverage rate reached 87.5% and timely en-
rollment (students 12 years or under enrolled 
in the first grade), 86.2%. The dropout rate in 
the first year of middle school is 4.4% (inee 
2017).

In this section we examine a stricter in-
dicator of “access” to middle school: having 
completed the first year.2  The most import-
ant reason is that merely having enrolled in 

The development of 
complex learnings 

and abilities is 
essential for improving 
personal opportunities 

in an increasingly 
globalized world.
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a certain grade is a lax criterion for effective 
access. Completing a grade level, in contrast, 
is a more realistic criterion: it shows whether 
the system is able to retain those enrolled and 
fulfill the aim of those who did, providing at 
least one extra year of education.

Figure 1.1 presents privileged groups’ com-
parative advantage regarding access to middle 
school. The graph was obtained by estimating 

by the Education Ministry based on school records (“Formato 911”), and population estimates of the Na-
tional Population Council (Conapo). The first source is not only more reliable, but it avoids some overesti-
mation factors (for example, counting readmissions as first admissions or underestimating the total popula-
tion of school-age youths). The enigh asks for school years completed, not for levels enrolled in.

3	 The pairs compare groups through income (the very high ones of quintile 5/the very low ones of quintile 1), 
type of locality of residence (urban/rural), sex (male/female), and, finally, non-indigenous/indigenous. The 
study utilized four years of the enigh (2000, 2005, 2010, and 2014). The comparison between indigenous and 
non-indigenous is only presented for the years 2010 and 2014 because there is no data for previous years.

4	 To facilitate interpretation, the numerator always corresponds to data for the relatively privileged groups 
(very high income —quintile 5—, urban, men, and non-indigenous). Thus, the graph shows how more 
likely it is to enter middle school for a young woman in these groups, compared to a young woman of the 
“non-privileged” groups (very low income —quintile 1—, rural, female, or indigenous). The age bracket 
studied is 16 to 18, so as to have a group young enough to portray recent processes, but at the same time old 
enough for all the individuals to have had the opportunity to pass their selected educational thresholds.

the proportions’ ratio of four pairs of groups.3 
The ratio is the relation between the proportion 
of access to this educational level of a pair of 
groups, as well as a measure of how much more 
likely it is to access middle school for a per-
son of the group in the numerator compared 
to someone in the group in the denominator.4 
Values greater than 1 indicate a head start for 
the “privileged.” The higher the number, the 

Figure 1.1. �Head start positions of privileged groups vis-à-vis completing the first year of middle-
school. Youth ages 16 to 18 (2000-2014)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using microdata from the enigh 2000-2014.
Note: �Lines represent the values of the proportions’ ratio between pairs of groups. Values over 1 mark a head start of 
privileged groups, the higher the number, the greater the head start.
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greater the advantage or head start; a value of 
2 for the ratio between levels of income indi-
cates that a youth from a high-income family 
(quintile 5) has twice the chance of attending 
middle school than a person with a very low 
income (quintile 1).

In general terms, access to middle school 
had a sustained increase —from 75.7% in 
2000, to 91.2% in 2014— for the age group.5 
The analysis of the proportions’ ratios shows 
that instances of inequality persist. In 2000, a 
youth in the quintile with the highest income 
had a 59% greater chance of going to middle 
school than one from the lowest quintile; this 
difference fell to 23% in 2014. Similarly, the 
advantage for an urban youth over a rural one 
dropped from 47% to 18%. The greater part of 
this decrease occurred between 2000 and 2005, 
after which there has been little to no drop. 

Significant gender differences were not 
found, a trend that remains constant during 
the entire period. Nevertheless, the disadvan-
tage of indigenous-language speakers com-
pared to non-indigenous ones increased from 
29% in 2010, to 38% in 2015.

Acquisition of quality learning 
proficiency by age 15

The development of learning abilities and cog-
nitive competences is one of the key outcomes 
of the educational system, both collectively 
and individually. In particular, the compe-
tences acquired during middle school, strong-
ly affect the possibilities of access to the next 
educational level and the kind of work a per-
son can attain (Fernández and Cardozo 2014, 
Lorenzo 2016).

The Program for International Student 
Assessment (pisa), used in a wide range of 

5	 The figure is slightly above the official estimates of timely enrollment, because in this indicator those who were 
not enrolled at age 12 are allowed to do so at a later age. It is also higher than the net coverage because it does not 
demand students’ enrollment at the typical age to attend middle school, only that they have finished first grade.

6	 This level is above the learning proficiency considered minimally acceptable (level 2).

7	 In all of the cases, the relatively privileged groups were located in the numerator, with the goal of facilitating 
interpretation. For the years 2006-2015, data was used from the three areas of learning. For previous tests, 
although scores exist for all the exams, it is not possible to convert them to levels in all areas.

countries, evaluates educational systems by 
examining the cognitive abilities of 15-year-
old students who take achievement tests in 
language, math, and science, every three years 
since 2000. Results identify the level of knowl-
edge of each student in these areas, and clas-
sifies them in a six-level scale, defined by the 
cognitive skills each demands.

We then compare the differences between 
the percentages of students in different groups 
(for example, males and females) who achieve 
at least level 3 of proficiency in each of the 
tests. The criteria to reach this level are de-
manding because, according to pisa, such stu-
dents demonstrate achieving a “good level of 
proficiency.”6 In the most recent assessment, 
17% of Mexican students achieved scores 
above this threshold in science and math, and 
25% in language. These data clearly show that, 
in general, learning in Mexico is of low quality.

As in the analysis of access to middle school, 
we report on the head start that some of the 
compared groups have in achieving a level 3 
score. This is an indicator of how much more 
(or less) likely it is for a youth in a group to 
meet level 3 requirements vis-à-vis the prob-
ability of a youth in the comparison group to 
accomplish the same.7

Income inequality
pisa includes a socioeconomic index for each 
student, based on the educational and occu-
pational characteristics of their parents, as 
well as on the material goods present in their 
household. Figure 1.2 shows the proportions’ 
ratio between quintiles 5 and 1 of this index.   
A clear tendency towards a decrease of in-
equality in learning is found between 2000 
and 2015, in all areas, save for the exceptional 
data for math in 2003.
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There are several reasons why this result 
should be taken with caution. The first is that, 
despite the drop, high levels of inequality still 
persist (belonging to the very high-income 
group makes it 4 to 5 times more likely to 
achieve good learning proficiency in compar-
ison with youths in the lowest-income group). 
The second reason behind this relative align-
ment is, mainly, a reduction in the youths of 
the top quintile who achieve good proficien-
cy, with no significant growth in the propor-
tion of lower income students who cross this 
threshold.8

This scenario of an unchanged learning 
proficiency average and an improvement in 
equity, comes about in a context of constant 
growth of the proportion of 15-year-olds who 
participate in the educational system (in the 

8	 At any rate, this does not correspond (to freely use a concept coined by Fernando Cortés and Rosa M. Rub-
alcava [1991]) to “educational equality due to impoverishment,” given that a drop in average learning is not 
observed (inee 2016b, oecd 2016). This suggests that among the young people in intermediate quintiles, 
there was an increase in the proportion of those who achieved good proficiency, or that there has been a 
generalized shift of young people, from level 1 (“insufficient”) to level 2 (“sufficient”), two situations that 
compensate for quality worsening in the superior strata.

period evaluated, the percentage rose from 
54.4% to 77.7%). In other words, education-
al inclusion has improved in Mexico without 
losing quality of learning, and even moderate-
ly reducing inequality as well.

Gender inequality
Gender inequalities are far less acute than 
those stemming from socioeconomic origin. 
In many countries affiliated to pisa, young 
men tend to achieve better results in mathe-
matics and sciences, while young women sur-
pass males in language. In 2015, young women 
had a 20% greater chance than young men of 
having good language proficiency, while male 
students had almost a 35% greater chance of 
having good proficiency in math than females 
(Figure 1.3). These differences basically do not 

Figure 1.2. �Head start of the high income group regarding obtaining good or superior scores on the 
pisa test (2000-2015)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using pisa microdata.
Note: �Proportions’ ratio between persons with very high (quintile 5) and very low (quintile 1) socioeconomic indexes. Values 
over 1 mark a head start for the high income group, the higher the number, the greater the head start.
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vary throughout the reference period; there-
fore, we face what could be called a “scenario 
of continuing inequalities” in gender matters.

Inequality due to linguistic status 
The comparison between Spanish speakers 
and speakers of indigenous languages shows, 
in the first place, noteworthy inequalities in all 
areas of learning. In 2015, it was six to seven 
times more likely for a non-indigenous stu-
dent to be in pisa level 3, than for an indige-
nous one (Figure 1.4).

It must be taken into account that, at the 
time of the assessment, the indigenous and 
non-indigenous students who attend school 
had already undergone a selection. Not all 
15-year-olds are part of the educational sys-
tem, an exclusion accentuated in the case of 
indigenous youths. Results suggest that even 
when indigenous youths who remain in school 
up to age 15 constitute a “resilient” group, be-
cause they have been able to overcome the 
disadvantages of their social origins, there is 
no correlation between their permanence and 
achieving levels of learning proficiency even 
close to their peers of non-indigenous back-
grounds. An explanation of this lies in the 
direct relationship between low income and 
poor learning, and in the fact that indigenous 
youths tend to receive education of far infe-
rior quality than their non-indigenous peers   
(Santibáñez 2016).

For methodological reasons, the study was 
limited to the 2006-2015 period,9 during 
which the last assessment found an increase 
in inequality, particularly in mathematics. The 
percentage of non-indigenous students who 
achieve good learning proficiency has not var-
ied significantly between 2006 and 2015 (19% 
to 18%), while the indigenous population has 
seen its good proficiency achievement fall 
from 6% to 2.5%. This last drop might be due 

9	 The pisa estimates for 2000 and 2003 must be taken with special caution, as they could have measurement 
and sampling errors (inee 2016b) that affect the estimates for relatively small groups, such as in the case of 
indigenous youths.

10	 Strictly speaking, the indicator was built with information on those who have completed at least the third 
year of some type of high school (general or technical education, requiring having finished middle school).

to an increase in the inclusion of 15-year-old 
indigenous youths in the educational system. 
That is, the system now serves more disadvan-
taged students, but has been unable to reverse 
the effects of those inequalities associated 
with being indigenous in terms of learning 
proficiencies.

Inequality by type of school zone 
(rural vs urban)
In general terms, the probability that a stu-
dent in an urban school will have good learn-
ing proficiency is three to four times greater 
than that of a student in a rural school (Fig-
ure 1.5), which illustrates the sharp inequality 
that persists between these groups. As in the 
case of linguistic condition, this difference is 
explained by both socioeconomic and educa-
tional system factors. 

There was a reduction in inequality in math 
and a similar trend was found in language and 
sciences, which was reverted in 2015, result-
ing in a balance of persistent inequalities.

Completing high school 

Finishing high school is an essential require-
ment to obtain quality jobs, as well as to have 
access to university education. This is why, in 
2013, the Constitution was reformed to es-
tablish high school education as compulsory 
which, in turn, highly increased the state’s duty 
to guarantee the youth’s right to education. 

In this context, the number of young peo-
ple who finish high school10 is a measure of 
the current state of the Mexican educational 
system, as well as a powerful indicator of the 
inequality of opportunities. These data syn-
thesize the history of accumulation of dis-
advantages for young people in Mexico and 
the resulting variations in access, the dropout 
rate, and quality of learning, and the effect of 

The probability that a 
student in an urban 

school will have good 
learning proficiency 

is three to four times 
greater than that of 
a student in a rural 

school.
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Figure 1.3. �Head start of males regarding obtaining good or superior scores on the pisa test (2000-2015)

Source: Compiled by the authors using pisa microdata.
Note: �Proportions' ratio between males and females. Values over 1 mark a head start for males, the higher the number, 
the greater the head start.

Source: �Compiled by the authors using pisa microdata.
Note: �Proportions' ratio between non-speakers and speakers of indigenous languages. Values over 1 mark a head start for 
non-speakers of indigenous languages, the higher the number, the greater the head start. 

Figure 1.4. �Head start of non-indigenous language speakers regarding obtaining good or superior 
scores on the pisa test (2000-2015)
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all this on decisions regarding continuance in 
the educational system.

Currently, high school is the great filter in ed-
ucational trajectories. The net rate of coverage 
at this level for the 2015-2016 school year was 
59.5%. This  figure shows, above all, that many 
young people who finish middle school do not 
go on to high school11 as well as the high drop-
out rate among those who do enroll (14.4% in 
the 2014-2015 school year [inee 2017]).

The proportion of the population ages 22 to 
24 that finished high school went from 39.9% 
in 2000 to 51.5% in 2015, an increase of al-
most 30%. However, it is important to bear 
in mind that part of this increase is explained 
by the poor quality high school education 
offer, which could cause early abandonment 
(Ramírez 2015, Solís, Rodríguez Rocha and 
Brunet 2013, Weiss 2012 and 2015). Offers 
such as community telebachillerato (high 
schools involving video lessons), as well as 
open and distance learning, seem to privilege 
administrative or quantifiable inclusion, rath-
er than a genuinely educational option.

How is this generalized increase in the 
opportunity to finish high school reflect-
ed in social inequality? Figure 1.6 shows the 
proportions’ ratio among privileged and 
non-privileged groups, similarly to the indi-
cators previously expounded. 

In aggregate terms, inequality is substan-
tially greater than the one observed in access 
to middle school in every dimension consid-
ered, particularly the economic one (the ex-
ception is gender, with virtually identical com-
pletion rates for men and women in the entire 
period). In a very general way, this greater in-
equality may be explained by several factors: 
(a) the accumulation of inequalities in earlier 
periods; (b) the non-compulsory nature of 
this level of education until 2013; this impact-
ed the educational expectations of youths and 

11	 Official figures estimate the absorption of high schools (the percentage of those who, having finished mid-
dle school, enrolled at this level) is 101.1%, an estimate clearly affected by the sources of information and 
the methods of estimation, in the absence of longitudinal data. Solís (2017) reports, utilizing data from the 
2015 Intercensal Survey, a national absorption rate of 80.4% for youth ages 16 and 17. The problem with this 
source, which is also present in the enigh or the Census, is that it underestimates absorption figures because 
it does not record enrollment in the first semester of high school, only the completion of the first year.

their families as well as governmental deci-
sions to expand educational opportunity; (c) 
greater expenditures at this level of education 
(transportation, materials, the cost of fore-
gone wages); (d) greater academic challenges 
for a poorly educated population and the sub-
sequent incidence of academic failure; and (e) 
elements related to the characteristics of life 
at the typical ages for this school level, such 
as students’ increasing independence from the 
family home, as well as competition between 
being a student and other identities.

In contrast, throughout the period, the dis-
parities in opportunities between groups of dif-
ferent incomes have narrowed: in 2000, a young 
person from a high-income family (quintile 5) 
had a probability 5.6 times greater of finishing 
high school than one from a lower-income 
group (quintile 1); in 2015, the rate had reduced 
to 2.6. Although this still can be considered a 
critical inequality, the decrease is worth empha-
sizing. To explain this drop it is basic to bear in 
mind that the observed difference is the out-
come of inequalities accumulated in the course 
of a lifetime; therefore, it is likely that this fall in 
inequality is related to a previous leveling pro-
cess, such as completing middle school.

In conclusion, this section addresses the 
evolution of three key indicators surround-
ing educational inequality in Mexico: access 
to middle school, the status of learning at age 
15, and high school accreditation. Taken as 
a whole, they reveal three essential opportu-
nities for the development of successful ed-
ucational trajectories: access to education, 
obtaining quality learning, and completing a 
level that allows admission to university, thus 
access to slightly skilled employment.

In practice, access to middle school has   
become universal, which has brought about rel-
atively low levels of socioeconomic inequality, 
with no meaningful changes. This expansion 
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Figure 1.5. �Head start of students from urban schools regarding obtaining good or superior scores on 
the pisa test (2006-2015)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using pisa microdata.
Note: �Due to the lack of information about schools, it is only possible to study the 2006-2015 period. Proportions' ratio 
between students in urban and in rural schools. Values over 1 mark a head start for students in urban schools, the 
higher the number, the greater the head start.

Figure 1.6. �Head start for privileged groups to complete high school (2000-2014)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using microdata from the enigh 2000-2014.
Note: �Proportions' ratio among pairs of groups of youth aged 16-18 in Mexico (2000-2014). Values over 1 mark a head 
start for privileged groups, the higher the number, the greater the head start.
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has progressed into higher grades, including 
high school education. In this context, which 
entails an increasingly heterogeneous social 
composition of the educated population, and 
poses larger challenges to educability, it is 
striking that learning proficiency at age 15 
has remained relatively stable, even at low 
levels. It is also worth noting that socioeco-
nomic inequalities' effects on learning have 
decreased despite their remaining at unac-
ceptably high levels. Even so, income differ-
ences produce the largest gaps in educational 
outcomes.

The other dimensions of inequality -smaller 
in scale- produce fewer remarkable changes.   
There are no differences when it comes to 
gender in terms of access to middle school 
or  finishing high school; instead, differences 
are significant in terms of learning proficiency 
and remain constant during the period exam-
ined. The inequalities between rural and ur-
ban areas have diminished in terms of access 
and completing school, but their evolution 
regarding learning proficiency is less clear. 
The differences between indigenous and non-  
indigenous youths have remained constant in 
the brief period evaluated in terms of access 
and completion, but might have increased in 
the area of proficiency.

Among the mechanisms that could explain 
the above processes is the expansion of the edu-
cational offer in middle school and high school, 
as well as a relative improvement in the living 
conditions of the most vulnerable sectors with 
access to education, and, perhaps, the growing 
pressure to obtain results (Rivas 2015).

The overall analysis, nevertheless, shows that 
educational inequalities continue to be severe, 
particularly in relation to learning proficien-
cy and finishing high school. There are social 
and institutional mechanisms that contribute 
to the reproduction of inequalities, or that, at 
least, do not prevent it. Policies such as grant-
ing scholarships to reduce the economic costs 
of attending school still fall short. It is essential 
that government guarantees educational quali-
ty at all levels —from the institutional design to 

the provision of material and human resourc-
es— that do not reflect the socioeconomic dif-
ferences of the space in which students enroll.
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n Mexico, the students who attend public 
schools have different educational experien-
ces depending on the state they live in. In 

addition to the heterogeneity in the quality of 
teaching, there is an important geographic va-
riation in the basic infrastructure of the edu-
cational facilities, which also has an impact on 
learning (Murillo and Román 2011).

For example, sewer service constitutes a min-
imum standard of well-being, as it permits an 
appropriate control of waste and reduces health 
risks. Also, the availability of appropriate bath-
room facilities has been linked to girls’ willingness 
to stay in and take advantage of school (Devnara-
in and Matthias 2011, Sommer et al. 2016). Nev-
ertheless, the provision of national coverage of 
this basic service is far from being reached.1

Figure T1.1 shows the percentage of schools 
with sewage service in the federal entities. The 
states with the most critical shortfalls in their 
educational facilities are Oaxaca, Guerrero, and 
San Luis Potosí, where only a third or less of the 
schools have sewerage.2 The percentage of cam-
puses that have this service is greater than 80% in 
only three entities: Aguascalientes, Mexico City, 
and Tlaxcala. In general, there is a much smaller 

1	 Having a bathroom or latrine does not necessarily mean having access to sewerage systems in the schools. 
According to the definitions of cemabe (2013), access to sewerage means that there are pipes to remove 
waste and dirty water.

2	 The most recent available information is from 2013.

lag in the north of the country; nevertheless, in 
Sonora, Chihuahua, and Tamaulipas, coverage 
is lower (between 48% and 64.3%, according to 
the 2013 survey). If we consider another infra-
structure indicator, such as access to a library in 
a school, we see a smaller coverage and striking 
asymmetries. Figure T1.2 shows the percentage 
of school facilities with a room for a library in the 
states in 2013.

More than half the states in the country have 
coverage of less than 50%. In general, while the 
northern region has relatively high and more 
homogeneous levels in the availability of a li-
brary (with the exception of the states of Sono-
ra and Coahuila), the south presents the lowest 
levels. The central region has the greatest asym-
metries: while Mexico City, Puebla, and Tlax-
cala have relatively high percentages, the State 
of Mexico, Morelos, Querétaro, and Michoacán 
report that less than 48% of their schools have 
a library.

The distribution of these infrastructure in-
dicators shows differentiated patterns of edu-
cational spending priorities in Mexico. These 
expenditure decisions directly affect the school 
lives of the students, both boys and girls.
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Figure T1.1 �Percentage of schools with sewage service by state (2013)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using the 
Schools, Teachers and Students of Basic and 
Special Education Census, cemabe (2013). 
Note: �The ranges of each category are: very 
low from 16.2 to 32.2, low from 32.2 to 48.2, 
medium from 48.2 to 64.3, high from 64.3 to 
80.3, and very high from 80.3 to 96.3.

Figure T1.2 Percentages of schools with a room for a library by state (2013)

Source: Compiled by the authors using cemabe

(2013).
Note: The ranges of each category are: very low 
from 23.2 to 35.4, medium 35.4 to 47.6, high 
from 47.6 to 59.8, and very high from 59.8 to 
71.9.
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n Mexico, the educational attainment of 
men and women has evened out: the average 
schooling of women under 30 is a little great-

er than that of men of the same age group, while 
women ages 60 to 65 studied 1.25 fewer years 
than their male peers (inegi 2015).

Education is a right and also a fundamental 
pillar of social capital, an investment so that more 
people participate in economic activities and the 
production of social wealth. It is crucial to pro-
mote substantive equality not only to eliminate 
obstacles for men and women to reach higher 
educational levels, but also to guarantee the rel-
evance of this schooling and allow insertion into 
the labor market under dignified conditions.

If we examine the group between ages 25 and 
64, the period in which people normally partici-
pate in the labor market, we see that 20.9% of the   

1	 The small localities have 15,000 to 49,999 inhabitants, while the rural ones have fewer than 2,500.

total men and 18.2% of the total women have uni-
versity education. Nevertheless, these percentages 
fall to 18.9% and 16.6% in small localities, and to 
5.5% and 4.9% in rural areas (inegi 2015).1

While differences by sex between the popu-
lation that accesses university education appear 
to be smaller, there are clear asymmetries in the 
areas of knowledge they study. Indeed, gender 
stereotypes are reproduced in these asymme-
tries: women tend to work in fields involving 
care, which include education and health, while 
men concentrate on the exact, natural, and en-
gineering sciences (figure G1.1). The selection 
of university fields (majors), unfortunately, does 
not reflect the comparative advantages of stu-
dents or local labor market characteristics. Ac-
cordingly, as a result of this segregation, we are 
squandering a tremendous potential as a society.

Higher   
education   

and gender 
inequality
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Figure G1.1 �Distribution of women's and men's areas of study in university undergraduate and technology 
programs (2015-2016 school year)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using data from anuies (2017).
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One of the main development objectives in 
modern democracies is to foster a high social 
mobility that allows people who were born 
with limited or no resources to improve their 
living conditions. Various research projects 
have documented that the present inequali-
ty  can negatively affect social mobility in the 
future (Corak 2013). Given that Mexico is, 
comparatively, a country with high econom-
ic inequality, with a Gini coefficient of 0.48 
(World Bank 2018), we face a great risk of an 
even lower social mobility in the future.

The labor market is the main source of in-
come in Mexico, and, as such, it could become 
a force to increase social mobility and reduce 
inequality. This is why, in this section, we ex-
amine social mobility in Mexico together with 
labor market conditions, in terms of partici-
pation in the labor market and labor income. 
This examination’s outcome brings about two 
concerns: in the first place, Mexico has one 
the lowest rates of upward social mobility in 
the world, and, secondly, high levels of wealth 
and poverty are persistent. That is, individu-
als who come from well-off households have a 
high probability of remaining in this situation 
in adulthood, while those persons who grew 
up in contexts of poverty are more likely to 
continue under the same circumstances.

Since in Mexico 74% of income comes 
from the labor market,12 analyzing how peo-
ple join the workforce and how their income 
is distributed is fundamental. It is worth em-
phasizing that an examination of data from 
the Mexican Social Security Institute (imss) 
(for workers formally employed) and from 
the National Survey of Occupation and Em-
ployment (enoe) shows a severe stagnation 
or even a drop in labor income in the last 10 
years (2007-2017), depending on the source.

12	 Considering wage earners and earnings through self-employment, 74% of the income generated in the 
economy, comes from paid work.

This section also discusses the effects of gen-
der on the economy. Mobility figures show that 
women are more likely to drop on the socio-
economic scale if they start from a privileged 
position and, at the same time, those who are 
born in poor households have a greater proba-
bility of remaining marginalized in their adult 
lives. This could be explained by the low labor 
participation of women in the economy, as 
they represent only 38% of the country’s work-
force (oecd 2018). Besides, the percentage of 
working women has stagnated at around 45% 
in recent years. Excluding Arab countries, 
these percentages are among the lowest in the 
world. In terms of income, it is worth high-
lighting that although the gender wage gap has 
fallen since 2000, it is still between 13% and 
15%.

The lack of social mobility   
in Mexico

This section discusses the level of social mo-
bility in the country, with figures from the 
Intergenerational Social Mobility Module, a 
study conducted by the National Institute of 
Statistics and Geography (inegi) in 2016. The 
module seeks to generate information about 
social mobility in Mexico for population ages 
25 to 64. The survey includes retrospective 
questions about the household of origin of the 
interviewee when he or she was 14 years old, 
in particular about whether they had access to 
a specific set of goods and services, and similar 
questions regarding the person’s current situ-
ation. The comparison of the situation in the 
household of origin and the present situation 
of each individual, allows to gauge the level of 
social mobility of the interviewee in terms of 
educational level, employment, and wealth. 

2   Income and mobility
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Below, a chart presents information about mo-
bility in terms of access to goods and services, 
measured through an assets index.13 Once the 
indexes of access have been determined for 
the current household and the one of origin, 
the situation of the parents can be compared 
with that of their children, and social mobil-
ity can be estimated with a transition matrix.   
Figure 2.1 -the results of the matrix- com-
pares the starting and present levels of inter-
viewees.

The horizontal axis shows the quintiles of 
the interviewees’ parents’ access to goods and 
services. The quintiles sort the population 
into five groups, beginning with those persons 
with the least access (quintile 1) up to those 
with greater access (quintile 5). The bars show 
the percentage of the children who come from 

13	 An index of goods and services existing in the household of origin and in the current one is calculated. To 
build the indexes, an analysis of the main components of goods was conducted, using the value of the first 
component as a predictor. The variables used to measure the situation in current home are access to potable 
water, to electricity, having a stove, refrigerator, washing machine, blender, landline telephone, computer, 
VCR, microwave oven, cable television, being the homeowner, owning a business or land or other property, 
automobile, tractor, animals or livestock, bank account, credit card, domestic service, internet, dirt floor, 
hot-water heater, heating, and schooling of the person interviewed. For the household of origin the same 
variables are used, excluding domestic service and dirt floors, internet, hot-water heater, and heating.

households in each quintile where the current 
availability of goods and services corresponds 
to quintiles 1 and 5. 

The figure indicates that if the parents 
(household of origin) were in the most dis-
advantaged group (quintile 1), then 50.2% of 
their children will remain in same quintile 1. 
Only 2.1% of the children born in households 
in this quintile rise socially as adults to the 
quintile with the greatest access (quintile 5). 
If we examine the complete transition matrix, 
we find that the majority of the children born 
in households from quintile 1 (76%) will be in 
the two least favorable quintiles when they are 
adults; these two quintiles add 40% of those 
with the lowest access to goods and services. 
As previously mentioned, in Mexico someone 
who comes from a poverty-stricken household 

Figure 2.1. �Percentage of social mobility (2016)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using the Intergenerational Social Mobility Module 2016, produced by inegi. 
Note: �The information corresponds to 25,129 homes, after eliminating missing values in the relevant variables.
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has a high probability of remaining in similar 
circumstances upon reaching adulthood; peo-
ple born in the group with greatest access to 
goods and services (quintile 5) have a high 
probability of remaining in a well-off position 
in adulthood. 52.9% of the children of parents 
with the greatest access to goods and services 
(quintile 5) remain in the same group, and at 
least  80% remain within the 40% who have 
the greatest access to such goods and services 
(quintiles 4 and 5). Examining the matrix of 
complete transition, it is also evident that peo-
ple who were born in households in the mid-
dle of the distribution (quintile 2 or 3) have a 
greater likelihood of remaining in that status 
than of rising socially.

Figure 2.2 shows an international compari-
son of intergenerational upward mobility, tak-
en as the percentage of those who come from 
homes in the lowest-income group (quintile 1) 
that have been able to rise socially to the high-
est-income group (quintile 5). If there were 

14	 An attempt was made to replicate this result with inegi’s Intergenerational Social Mobility Module but the 

perfect social mobility, we would expect upward 
mobility to be 20%. The country closest to this 
ideal level is Canada, followed by Denmark, 
France, Sweden, and Italy, and, with a little less 
mobility, the United Kingdom and the United 
States. Mexico is in last place, with an upward 
income mobility of 2.1%. This mobility, which 
is extremely low, means the country does not 
have an effective system to equalize citizens’ op-
portunities of access to key goods and services. 
Conversely, the economic origins of Mexicans 
determine, to a great extent, the socioeconomic 
conditions they live under as adults.

In addition to the problem of socioeco-
nomic status immobility, there are differences 
in terms of gender. For example, according to 
Torche (2015), in Mexico, the persistence of 
socioeconomic results is greater in men than 
in women, particularly in families with higher 
incomes. That is, parents transmit their socio-
economic status in a more direct way to sons 
than to daughters.14 The low participation of 

Figure 2.2. � Intergenerational upward social mobility. Selected countries (latest year)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using the following sources: Canada: Corak and Heisz (1999); Denmark: Boserup et al. 
(2014); France, Italy, and Sweden: Alesina et al. (2017); United Kingdom: Blanden and Machin (2008); United States: Chetty 
et al. (2014). Mexico: authors’ estimations based on the Integenerational Social Mobility Module (Módulo de Movilidad 
Social Intergeneracional) 2016, by inegi. 
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women in the labor market in Mexico could 
bear consequences for women’s social mobil-
ity, since those outside the labor market de-
pend on the economic performance of their 
partner to a larger extent.

In Mexico, there is also clear evidence that 
social mobility depends on a person’s place of 
birth. Delajara and Graña (2017) find, using the 
2011 Social Mobility Survey of the Centro de Es-
tudios Espinosa Yglesias, that mobility is higher 
in the northern states, where there are greater 
levels of development, than in southern states.

In sum, it is of great concern that the prob-
lem of low social mobility in Mexico is not 
limited to the high generational persistence of 
socioeconomic status. Groups such as women 
or people born in less-developed regions face 
even larger obstacles in order to improve their 
social and economic situation as compared to 
their context of origin. 

Labor market participation as a 
lever for mobility

The analysis of labor participation used the 
National Employment Survey (ene) for the 
period 2000-2004 and enoe for the 2005-
2017 period, both produced by inegi. These 
surveys include questions about employment 
or unemployment of people over 15, as well 
as about their educational level and labor in-
come, among others. The percentage of work-
ers in the economy as well as their income 
from labor can be found in these databases.15

In this exercise, we also use the imss (Mex-
ican Institute for Social Security) database, 

rates are practically the same between men and women. Nevertheless, a quantile regression shows that 
women attain a lower socioeconomic status in adulthood than men. More research is needed to elucidate 
this difference in results, which may arise due to variation in databases used or to the characteristics of the 
retrospective data.

15	 Database available at http://www.beta.inegi.org.mx/ proyectos/enchogares/regulares/enoe/default.html

16	 Database available at http://datos.imss.gob.mx/. A representative month is used for each quarter (February, 
May, August, and November).

17	 Analysis is restricted to the group of people ages 20 to 64. Workers income is calculated using November 
2017 as the base month for constant pesos. The enoe restricts labor income to full-time workers (at least 35 
hours of work during the week of the survey). All calculations consider the corresponding statistical weights 
for the results to be representative at the national level.

which reports the number of workers in the 
formal sector and their wages.16 This database 
only includes those with paid wages in the 
formal sector, while the enoe gathers infor-
mation on all workers in the country. The ad-
vantage of the former is that the income and 
number of workers is reported directly to that 
institution and, since inaccurate wage report-
ing to imss is illegal, usually this income data 
is more reliable than enoe’s. Furthermore, in 
recent years the question about labor income 
in enoe has had a high level of “no answer,” 
which causes an underestimation of labor in-
come (Campos-Vázquez and Lustig 2017).17

Figure 2.3 shows the percentage of work-
ers in Mexico ages 20 to 64. The percentage 
of male workers has remained stable at a lev-
el close to 85%. Although a drop is seen in 
the percentage after the international crisis 
of 2008, the trend has been slowly recover-
ing since. The proportion of women workers 
increased consistently from 2000 to 2012, to 
later pause at 45%. Besides, only 38% of the 
Mexican labor force is female (oecd 2018). 
Reaching the oecd average of 44% represents 
a huge challenge for Mexico: about 6 million 
women would have to enter the labor force.

In terms of the educational level of the 
women who participate in the workforce, 
those with little schooling are employed less 
than those with a higher level. Nevertheless, 
in relative terms, women with lower educa-
tional attainment have increased their rate of 
participation in the workforce the most (Fig-
ure 2.4). In fact, women who graduated from 
high school and went to university have not 

In Mexico someone 
who comes from 
a poverty-stricken 
household has a 
high probability of 
remaining in similar 
circumstances upon 
reaching adulthood.



INEQUALITIES IN MEXICO / 201852

NETWORK FOR THE STUDY OF INEQUALITIES I EL COLEGIO DE MÉXICO

increased their employment rate since 2005; 
indeed, it could be said that their participation 
has marginally fallen since then.18

Labor income has not increased

Figure 2.5 shows the median monthly income 
of workers, based on imss and enoe databases. 
The median is found exactly in the middle of 
the distribution; that is, 50% of workers have 
this level income or lower. In a country as un-
equal as Mexico, the median is a more realis-
tic and exacting measure of central tendency 
than average income, as the latter necessarily 
falls above the median; that is, it describes 
the higher part of labor income distribution.   
Suffice it to note, as an indication, that in 
Mexico the average is found around the 70th   

18	 This analysis used data from the ene 2000-2004 and the enoe 2005-2017. The percentages of participation 
consider women in the 20-64 age group. Workers are defined as those persons who report at least one hour 
of work in the survey’s reference week.

percentile of the distribution, both in enoe 
and imss data.

The figure shows an increase in workers’ la-
bor income for the 2000-2007 period, accord-
ing to data in imss and enoe. Improvement 
is concentrated in informal workers’ income, 
as it increases from 5,000 to 6,000 pesos in 
the enoe; however, a similar increase is not 
found in imss. From 2007 onward, the imss 
data show that formal sector wages have not 
increased. Indeed, given inflation rates, by 
2017 the real median wage is found at almost 
the same level as in 2007.

The income trend for the group of work-
ers that includes the informal sector is even   
less favorable. Nevertheless, it must be stressed 
that the enoe income survey has become less 
reliable in recent years, possibly because of 

Figure 2.3. �Percentage of women and men who work (2000-2018)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using ene 2000-2004 and the enoe 2005-2017.
Note: �20-64 age group. Those people who reported at least one hour of work during the survey’s reference week are 
considered workers. Estimates represent the value of the first quarter of each year.
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the security crisis facing the country and its 
negative effect on the response rate in various 
polls. With this in mind, it is clear however 
that the fall in labor income is steep: in 2007, 
the median income was a little more than 
6,000 pesos per month, while in 2017 it was 
nearly 5,200, a 13% drop in its real value.

Another important indicator of economic 
inequality is the wage gap between men and 
women, that is, the pay women would have 
to earn to have the same income as men.19   
In 2000, according to imss and enoe, female 
workers made about 20% less in labor income 
than men. This gap has narrowed over time, 
although it is more noticeable among the pop-
ulation in formal employment (imss data). In 
2017, the gap in labor income was between 
13% and 15%. Nevertheless, as in the case of 

19	 Estimated using data from the imss and the enoe surveys, including the ene (2000-2004) and the enoe 
(2005-2017). Analysis only includes paid workers in the 20-64 age group; the enoe considers those persons 
who have worked at least 35 hours in the survey’s reference week, full-time workers.

female labor participation, the reduction of 
the gap has slowed down since 2012. 

Our analysis of social mobility shows con-
clusively that the possibilities for Mexicans 
who are born into poverty to rise on the social 
scale are very limited. Furthermore, expected 
mobility is restricted because workers’ labor 
income has stagnated or, in the worst case sce-
nario, has fallen drastically since 2007 (enoe 
data).

Regarding women, there is also a great-
er probability for them to fall on the income 
scale, to a large extent due to their low partici-
pation rate in the labor market in Mexico (one 
of the lowest in the world). While the average 
salary gap between men and women has nar-
rowed since 2000, there is evidence that this 
trend has stagnated in recent years.

Figure 2.4. �Percentage of working women by educational level  (2000-2018)

Source: �Compiled by the authors based on the ene 2000-2004 and the enoe 2005-2017.
Note: �Only workers with income in the 20-64 age group (imss) and full-time workers with at least 35 hours worked in the 
reference week (enoe). The data is presented in constant 2017 pesos. Estimates represent the values of the first quarter 
of each year.
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The conclusions from this section suggest 
the need for a gender-based approach in labor 
market activation policies. In Mexico, women 
depend to a great extent on intergenerational 
transfers from their parents or on their part-
ners’ income. Moreover, due to the salary gap, 
working women have a lower average income 
than men.
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exicans’ wage expectations are very 
different depending on the federal en-
tity where they work; while the median 

monthly labor income was 6,657 pesos in Queréta-
ro in 2017, it was 4,748 pesos in Puebla. The con-
trast is even greater if we compare Chiapas (3,708 
pesos) with Nuevo León (7,371 pesos).

Figures T2.1 and T2.2 show the median wage 
income by state in 2002 and 2017. The labor mar-
kets in the southern states have the lowest sala-
ries which do not come close to the pay levels of 
the states with greater economic development. 
The highest wages are found in Baja California 
Sur, Mexico City, Nuevo León, and Querétaro. 
Furthermore, there was a fall in labor income 
in seven states —Baja California, Mexico City, 
Jalisco, the State of Mexico, Puebla, Quintana 
Roo, and Tamaulipas— between 2002 and 2017.

As previously discussed, labor market partic-
ipation can be a lever for social mobility. There-
fore, wage differences among states also mean 

1	  The authors analyze data from the Survey on Social Mobility in Mexico 2011 (emovi).

different mobility scenarios for Mexicans. Dela-
jara and Graña (2017) find that the patterns of 
intergenerational mobility vary significantly be-
tween the country’s regions. Their study shows 
that those born into the most disadvantaged 
percentiles of households have a greater proba-
bility of improving their socioeconomic position 
if they grew up in northern states, than if they 
were born in southern ones under similar cir-
cumstances.1

That is, without even taking into account the 
characteristics of the household of origin or in-
dividual efforts, wage and social mobility expec-
tations for people in Mexico are higher or lower 
just because of the simple fact of being born in 
a certain state.

Income and 
territorial 

inequality

T 2

M
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Figure T2.1� Median labor income by federal state (2002)

Figure T2.2 Median labor income by state (2017)

Note: �An average is obtained between incomes reported in enoe and in imss, with weights equal to the proportion of formal workers in each state. 20 to 
64 age group. enoe covers only full time workers (with a minimum of 35 hours of work during the survey’s reference week). A weighted average is used 
because the proportion of workers who do not state their income in the enoe has increased in the past few years.. The yearly ranges of each category 
are: in 2002, very low from 2,968 to 3,806; low from 3,806 to 4,654; medium from 4,654 to 4,923; high from 4,923 to 5,916 and very high from 5,916 
to 7,230. In 2017, very low from 3,708 to 4,828; low from 4,828 to 5,575; medium from 5,575 to 5,925; high from 5,925 to 6,658 and very high from 
6,658 to 7,371.

Source: �Compiled by authors with data from the imss (2017),the ene (2000-2004) and the enoe (2005-2017).
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f the adults who had access to higher 
education, 87.8% of the men participate 
in the economy, in comparison with 

only 69.3% of the women.1 In this select group 
of people with high levels of education, there are 
80 times more women than men whose main 
activity is housework, a figure that raises to 89 in 
small cities.2 This is a cause of concern, because 
20% of the adult Mexican women who went to 
university, more than a million, do not use their 
academic abilities in any paid work. If devoting 
oneself to housework were a free choice, an 
equivalent number of men with university 
education would only do domestic chores, but 
instead the proportion is 0.2% (13,418).

This situation speaks to a great squandered 
potential that is part of the so-called gender 
bonus. As set forth in this section, if women   

1	 The Mid-term Census Survey (Encuesta Intercensal) recorded those who worked the previous week, made 
or sold some product, helped in some business, offered some service for pay, ran their own business, or did 
not work even though they had a job (inegi, 2015).

2	 inegi defines small cities as those with 50,000 to 99,999 inhabitants.

worked outside the home, they could signifi-
cantly increase their household’s income, thus 
improving economic growth and reducing pov-
erty (cepal 2010).

In the Mexican labor market, moreover, there 
is discrimination regarding monthly labor in-
come and differences in terms of work. Figure 
G2.1 shows the income ratio of women com-
pared to men with university education accord-
ing to their work situation. Adult women with 
university education earn 79% of the income of 
men if they work as employees or workers, 68% 
when they are chiefs or employers, and 75% if 
they are self-employed (compiled by authors us-
ing inegi, 2015).

O
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and gender 

inequality
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Figure G2.1� Ratio of women's labor income compared to men's by position held at work. Adults with 
university education (2015)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using data from inegi 2015.
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Equitable access to good jobs is essential to im-
prove people’s quality of life. The Internation-
al Labour Organization (ilo) defines decent 
work as one that generates sufficient income 
to cover basic necessities, is stable, guarantees 
social protection, and takes place in safe condi-
tions (ilo, 1999). Quality jobs have a consid-
erable positive effect on people’s well-being. 
For example, having a contract and access to 
social protection reduces labor uncertainty 
and income instability for families (Rodrik 
2001, Bosch and Maloney 2006), contributes 
to guarantee continuity in children’s schooling 
(Kazianga 2012), and strengthens households’ 
ability to cope with economic and health ad-
versities (Krishna 2012)

Mexico has experienced an erratic and un-
equal economic growth in recent decades, 
with direct consequences for the labor mar-
kets. While unemployment has remained 
low, the jobs created in recent years have 
been increasingly precarious. Precarious jobs 
are characterized by being unstable, lacking 
protections (for example, health or disability 
insurance), and being inadequately paid for 
(Guerra 1994, ilo 1998). Mexico has seen an 
increase in jobs with low pay and in subcon-
tracting, as well as a weakening of social pro-
tection plans and labor regulations (Bensusán 
2006). Moreover, the state does not seem to 
prioritize improvement of the population’s 
living conditions above policies oriented to-
wards increasing international labor market 
competitiveness (Mora and Oliveira 2010).

These market and employment characteris-
tics develop in a context of continuous change 
in the dynamics of Mexican families. Faced with 
limited public social protection coverage, fam-
ilies fulfill social support and protection pur-
poses in times of economic crises (Arriagada 

20	 These dimensions correspond exactly to three key characteristics of decent work: the opportunity to join the 
labor market, access to quality jobs, and adequate pay (Ghai 2003).

2007). The role of the family has also expand-
ed into a growing participation of household 
members in unpaid familiy microbusinesses 
or production units (Rendón 2003, Pacheco 
2004). These types of unpaid or part-time jobs 
have been key to include female and young 
workforce, which has increased in response to 
changes in the composition of families and the 
deterioration of household incomes (Rendón 
2003, García and Oliveira 2006).

This section explores the evolution of the 
characteristics of employment beginning in 
2000, and analyzes its precariousness for dif-
ferent population sectors, as well as changes 
in their income. Indicators in three dimen-
sions allow the examination of the situation in 
Mexico from the perspective of decent work: 
unemployment and discouragement, employ-
ment characteristics, and wages.20 This study 
emphasizes inequalities in these dimensions 
in terms of gender, occupation, and level of 
schooling.

Our findings show that the creation of jobs 
has not translated into greater opportunities 
to access quality positions. The proportion 
of workers who lack contracts and social 
protection has remained constant, while the 
percentage of those paid less than the min-
imum wage has increased. We also see that, 
beginning with the 2008 recession, wages 
have worsened for people with high levels of 
education and for employers, with no sub-
stantial improvement in the income of other 
segments. This has translated into a down-
ward wage convergence.

Entering the labor market

The open unemployment rate is used to ex-
amine people’s opportunities to join the labor 

3  Work

Having a contract 
and access to social 

protection reduces 
labor uncertainty and 
income instability for 

families.
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market.21 This indicator shows the percentage 
of jobless people in the economically active 
population (pea), that is, those persons aged 
15 and older who say they are seeking work. 
In Mexico, the open unemployment rate is 
among the lowest in Latin America (Eco-
nomic Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean [cepal] 2017a). This has been 
explained arguing the lack of unemployment 
insurance at the national level,22 causes job 
loss events to be remedied through activities 
involving low productivity, informality, and a 
lack of social protection. Another reason may 
be the poorer growth of the participation rate 
in economic activity, which reduces pressure 
on employment (cepal 2017b, García 2010).

Figure 3.1 shows the evolution of the un-
employment rate since 2000, by sex and age 
groups. In the first place, the increase in open 
unemployment that occurred in Mexico after 
the 2008 economic crisis, affected the younger 
population that was entering the labor mar-
ket to a greater extent. This affected women 
more intensely, which can be explained by two 

21	 For the analysis of the labor market, data from the National Employment Survey (ene) 2000-2004 and the 
National Survey of Occupation and Employment (enoe) 2005-2017 was used, with information from the 
second quarter of each year.

22	 Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, Uruguay and Venezuela have some kind of unemployment insurance 
(Velásquez 2010).

factors. On the one hand, this seems to reflect 
the greater difficulties women face to achieve 
an effective transition from the school system 
to the labor market  compared with men (ce-
pal 2017a). On the other, the maquiladora ex-
port industry, where a large part of the female 
workforce is concentrated, is the sector that 
lost the most jobs during the crisis.

Secondly, the graph shows that, while the 
level of unemployment has dropped for the 
four groups in the previous three years, the un-
employment rate has not returned to the levels 
seen at the beginning of the first decade of the 
21st century.

Another indicator that allows identification 
of labor market entry opportunities is the per-
centage of the population able to work, but 
claim not to be seeking employment. Those 
interviewed said the reasons they interrupt-
ed their job searches include having failed in 
previous attempts, or thinking they have no 
possibility of finding work.

This population, called discouraged workers, 
is counted as part of the non-economically   

Figure 3.1. �Unemployment rate by sex and age (2000-2017)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using the ene 2000-2004 and the enoe 2005-2017.
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active population (pnea), even though their 
situation stems from scarce labor market op-
portunities. The above hides an important part 
of unemployment in the country (Márquez 
2015). While the discouraged worker popula-
tion was 15.2% in 2005, this percentage rose 
to an average of 19.1% during the 2009-2013 
period, after the recession that began in 2008. 
After that moment, there was an economic 
recovery, followed by another percentage fall. 
In 2017, 16.7% of the employable population 
said it was not looking for work.

Discouragement seems to reinforce aspects 
of gender inequality in relation to workforce 
participation. Data obtained about the main 
activity performed by the discouraged worker 
population shows that, among the youngest 
(ages 15 to 29), men tend to focus on acquir-
ing skills (78.9% continue studying and 10.7% 
take care of their home), while women invest 
less in their education and concentrate on 
domestic activities (47.6% continue studying 
and 51% take care of their home).23 This dif-
ference is probably linked to early maternity 
in women, and to the fact that they are more 
involved than men in the care of younger and 
older family members. The difference in activ-
ities between men and women becomes even 
more noticeable in the “discouraged” middle-  
aged population and among older adults.

Accessing quality jobs

The second dimension of our analysis deals 
with characteristics of employment and work-
ing conditions. More than two-thirds of the 
working population in Mexico are employees 
or paid workers under some type of manage-
ment.24 Between 2000 and 2017, this kind of 
workforce increased moderately, from 63.6% 
to 68.5% among men, and from 64.8% to 
68.1% among women. On the other hand, men 
are more likely than women to establish their 
own businesses and hire workers. Between 

23	 These are the average percentages for the 2014-2017 period.

24	 An employee (or “paid subordinate worker,” the term used in the Spanish original) is a person who works in 
exchange for pay.

2000 and 2017, the percentages of self-employed 
men and women converged at around 22%, 
since there was both, a decrease in men’s re-
sorting to this type of activity, and a slight in-
crease in women’s. 

Women are more likely than men to work 
without pay: in 2017, 6.9% of women and 3.4% 
of men worked without compensation, which 
probably responds to women’s greater partic-
ipation in support of family businesses, gen-
erally subsistence ones. It is noteworthy that 
the 2008 economic recession did not signifi-
cantly affect the proportion of self-employed 
men and women. One reason could be that, 
for the most part, these are quite small-scale 
jobs, particularly linked to the internal mar-
ket, while the greater effect taxed positions in 
large export sector companies such as auto-
mobiles, electronics, textiles, and clothing.

The immediate need to generate income be-
cause of a lack of well-paid employment leads 
many workers to start small businesses or to 
accept jobs in precarious conditions (García 
2010). While there is little open unemploy-
ment in Mexico, examining labor conditions 
reveals the quality of work in the country. Fig-
ure 3.2 describes the working conditions of 
employees in 2000 and 2017. Four indicators 
that reflect different aspects of work precari-
ousness are shown: lack of access to social se-
curity, absence of a contract, earning less than 
the minimum wage, and having a temporary 
contract.

It is a matter of concern that, as shown by 
the figure, the percentage of people with la-
bor income lower than the minimum wage 
increased from 14.4% in 2000 to 24% in 2017. 
Furthermore, the percentage of workers who 
do not have access to social security has re-
mained the same for almost two decades. Al-
most half the workforce in the country contin-
ues to lack the benefits associated with social 
security (44.3% in 2000 and 45.3% in 2017). 
Labor conditions deteriorated, particularly 

Almost half    
the workforce in    

the country continues 
to lack the benefits 

associated with social 
security (45.3%   

in 2017).
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for women, in this period: the percentage of 
female workers without social insurance went 
from 41.2% in 2000 to 48% in 2017.

Labor precariousness is intensely linked 
to employment instability and uncertainty. 
It speaks to the point that the proportion 
of workers without a contract remains very 
high: 45.8% of the workforce in 2000, 44.5% 
in 2017. There is a moderate increase in the 
percentage of women who work without a 
contract (41.9% in 2000, 45.6% in 2017), 
while little significant change is seen for 
men in this period. Finally, the percentage of 
workers with temporary contracts increased 
slightly for the year 2017. These trends indi-
cate that unstable labor arrangements contin-
ue to be very common in Mexico.

25	 The median of hourly income marks the wage level that divides the population in two; 50% of the popula-
tion’s income falls below the median value, and 50%, above. As in the previous section, median income is 
used instead of average income, because extreme values affect the latter considerably.

26	 An employer or boss is defined as an independent worker who employs the services of one or several workers 
in exchange for wages. It should be noted that the businesses referred to for these occupational categories are 
mostly micro-establishments in which it is difficult to distinguish, in terms of income, between the employer 
and his or her employee, who are often members of the same family, or are self-employed. During the period 
of study, between 73.1% and 76.8% of the employers were persons working in micro-establishments, and 
between 7.9% and 12.1% in small establishments.

Receiving adequate pay

Finally, we examine the evolution of labor in-
come from 2000 to 2017 (in constant pesos 
adjusted to 2017 prices). Figure 3.3 shows the 
trend of the real median hourly income of the 
working population for the period of study.25

First we present disaggregated data by 
workers labor category: employers, employ-
ees, or self-employed. In the period before the 
2008 economic crisis, labor income increased 
for the three groups. Employers saw an in-
crease of 17% in the value of their median in-
come between 2000 and 2007, while employ-
ees experienced a 32% rise in the value of their 
median wages, and self-employed workers, 
44%.26 Although we see a larger increase for    

Figure 3.2. �Employees' working conditions (2000-2017)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using the ene 2000-2004 and the enoe 2005-2017.
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both employees and the self-employed in this 
first period, it should be noted that the gap in 
wages between categories is wide. While the me-
dian hourly income for employers was 44.88 pe-
sos in 2000, it was 23.16 for employees, and only 
17.64 for self-employed workers.

Since the crisis and up to 2017, there has 
been a downward trend for the three cate-
gories. The negative impact has been greater 
for the employers, who lost 26% of the value 
of their income, followed by employees, who 
lost 18%, and self-employed workers at 7%. 
After the recession, employers’ income has 
approached that of employees; that is, there 
is a downward salary convergence. And, even 
while the crisis affected the income of employ-
ees and of the self-employed less intensely, 
these were already quite low from the start.

In terms of the worth of their work, the pop-
ulation with high levels of schooling lost the 
most. Figure 3.4 shows that, despite the slight 
drop in real hourly income among persons 

27	 To identify the population in the informal sector, we used enoe’s definition, which classifies informal work-
ers as those who labor in unregistered businesses, as well as those who work in any other kind of business or 
domain not registered with a social security institution (lack of access to health services in a social security 
institution as a labor right is the operative criterion followed).

with primary and middle school education, 
it has remained relatively stable since 2011. 
However, the hourly income of those with 
high school or university education suffered a 
loss of 32% following the economic crisis. This 
differentiated effect may be due to the fact that 
a greater proportion of people with high lev-
els of education work in more modern sec-
tors, often linked to export activities, and are 
thus more exposed to the effects of recession. 
Moreover, various research studies in other 
Latin American countries suggest that the fall 
in wages of this segment can also be attributed 
to a decline in the quality of some high school 
and higher education options (Reyes et. al. 
2013, Lustig et al. 2016). 

Figure 3.5 shows the evolution of wages for 
the working population in the formal and in-
formal sectors.27 Informal work may be a strat-
egy faced with a lack of well-paid and stable 
labor opportunities in the formal sector (Alba 
and Kruijt 1995, Alba and Labazée 2007).

Figure 3.3. �Median of hourly income by type of occupation (2000-2017)   

Source: �Compiled by the authors using the ene 2000-2004 and the enoe 2005-2017.
Note: �Values at 2017 prices.

$25.00 

$38.76 

$23.64 

$0 

$10 

$20 

$30 

$40 

$50 

$60 

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

M
ex

ic
an

 p
es

os
 

Employees

Employers

Self-employed



LEGACIES OF INEQUALITIES

NETWORK FOR THE STUDY OF INEQUALITIES I EL COLEGIO DE MÉXICO

65

Data shows that, during the examined pe-
riod, the income of people in formal jobs is 
moderately higher than for those in infor-
mal positions. Nevertheless, since 2007 there 
has been a sustained deterioration in formal 
worker income (with a loss of 17.8% of its val-
ue) and, by 2017, a convergence of hourly in-
come between workers in both sectors.

In conclusion, this section examines three 
key dimensions that allow the assessment of 
the employment situation in Mexico: em-
ployment and discouragement, employment 
characteristics, and wages. Our findings sug-
gest that while the employment rate has re-
covered in recent years, labor precariousness 
has become obvious. There are inequalities 
associated to activity, gender, and level of 
schooling.

A first indicator of employment deteriora-
tion is the growth of the unemployment rate, 
as it doubled in one year due to the 2008 re-
cession; it reached its highest point in 2012. 
Employment has increased since, but to date it 
has not reached pre-crisis levels. Young people 
of both sexes wound up being the age group 
most affected by unemployment, although the 
proportion of jobless women is still higher.

The lack of work opportunities has also 
been reflected in the increase of the discour-
aged population, which stopped looking for 
work, particularly during the years after the 
crisis. Since 2008, the majority of school-age 
men retreated to the classrooms, while wom-
en withdrew to their homes.

Other signs of the increase in labor pre-
cariousness are inactivity regarding access to 
social security, and the kind of hiring taking 
place. The proportion of persons who earn 
less than a minimum wage has increased by 
over 50% since 2000; the proportion of in-
sured population has not grown, and that of 
those who work with no contract (around 
40% of the workforce) has not changed sig-
nificantly.

In terms of labor income, it is noteworthy 
that employers have experienced the greatest 
loss, probably because of the recession’s im-
pact on many small, self-owned businesses. 
Since the beginning of the economic crisis, 
the real income of those with high school or 
university education has suffered a signifi-
cant loss, while the wages of those with pri-
mary and middle school education have not 
improved.

Figure 3.4. �Median of hourly income by top level of schooling (2000-2017) 

Source: �Compiled by the authors using the ene 2000-2004 and the enoe 2005-2017.
Note: �Constant 2017 prices.
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Both, those who worked in formal and in-
formal conditions improved their income up 
until the 2008 recession, after which a decline 
in pay for both groups was observed. There is 
an income convergence since 2016, mainly due 
to an income decrease among formal workers.
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ifferences in the quality of employment 
are also based on territorial disparities. 
People with similar levels of schooling 

join a labor market determined by its geograph-
ical location. Furthermore, the characteristics of 
their jobs define, to a large extent, the level of 
social protection their families can attain: 58% 
of the people in Sonora have access to services 
linked to social security, while only 27% have 
the same benefits in Puebla.1 Figure T3.1 shows 
the percentage distribution of the population 
with access to social security by state in 2014.

In addition to the wage differences seen in 
box T2, the map displays the wide variations in 
labor conditions people encounter throughout 
the country. In the northern states, in Jalisco, 
Colima, Aguascalientes, Mexico City, and Quin-
tana Roo, over half the population has benefits 
associated with social security.

1	 Data from the Coneval’s 2014 Socioeconomic Conditions Module. 

2	 Coneval classifies the population by its access to social security with the following criteria: (a) A wage-earning 
economically active person has social security if he or she enjoys labor benefits as established in Article 2 of 
the Social Security Law or in section B of constitutional Article 123. (b) In the case of independent workers, 
people are considered to have social security when they have medical services available as a labor benefit 
or through voluntary association with the imss’ compulsory scheme. (c) Access is also acknowledged when 
people have some retirement plan or pension, or are next of kin to a person with social security. Finally, (d) 
people of retirement-age (65 and older) are considered to have social security if they benefit from a pension’s 
social program for senior citizens.

In contrast, the situation in the south of the 
country clearly illustrates the accumulation of 
inequalities: workers in these states receive rel-
atively lower wages (see box T2), have a greater 
labor vulnerability, and lack a system of protec-
tion to face adverse circumstances. If we bear in 
mind that the quality of services offered by the 
Seguro Popular [Popular Insurance] is highly 
heterogeneous among states, concern surround-
ing the situation is even greater (Flamand and 
Moreno-Jaimes 2015).

Given the connections between formal work 
and access to social security, the lack of bene-
fits reflects the differentiated burden informality 
poses on the economies of the states.2 Beyond 
the differences in productivity, these disparities 
reveal labor markets’ different levels of precari-
ousness, as well as differentiated social mobility 
scenarios for Mexicans.

Access to 
social security 
and territorial 

inequality

T 3

D
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Figure T3.1� Percentage distribution of the population with access to social security by state (2014)

Source: �Compiled by authors with data from Coneval's 2014 
Socioeconomic Conditions Module.
Note: �The ranges of each category are: very low from 17.2 to 
27.1, low from 27.1 to 37, medium from 37 to 46.8, high from 
46.8 to 56.7 and very high from 56.7 to 66.6. 
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his section examines unpaid activities 
undertaken by the adult population with 
higher education, particularly the week-

ly time spent on these tasks. On average, adult 
women with university studies spend 43 hours 
on this type of work, almost three times the 
amount spent by men. Women who devote their 
time exclusively to housework, spend 72 hours 
on it a week, while those who work outside 
the home spend only 36 hours doing domestic 
chores, while men in the same situation allocate 15 
hours to it (authors’ calculations based on inegi 
(2015)).

The inequalities by sex for nonpaid work by 
people with university education are expressed 
spatially. Figure G3.1 shows the female-male   
ratio of time spent on housework and caregiv-
ing in the country’s municipalities. There are 171 
municipalities where this ratio is very low, but in 
613 it is greater than 3.5. Nevertheless, there is 
no defined regional pattern; there are bordering 
municipalities with high and low inequality, for 
example, in Yucatán. Public actions geared to-
wards the promotion of substantive equality be-
tween men and women need to consider specific 
local contexts.
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Figure G3.1 �Ratio of weekly time spent on unpaid work, men and women with university education (2015)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using data from inegi (2015). 
Note: The values show the weekly proportion of time spent 
on unpaid activities by women in relation to the time spent 
by men. One indicates time parity. The higher the number, the 
more time spent by women. The ranges of each category are: 
very low from 0 to 0.17, low from 0.17 to 2.16, medium low 
from 2.16 to 2.69, medium high from 2.69 to 3.48, high from 
3.48 to 5.49, and very high greater than 5.49.
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Migration between Mexico and the United 
States is not a new phenomenon, but rather 
the combination of historical, geographical, 
political, social, and economic factors (Du-
rand 2016, Garip 2016, Massey, Durand and 
Malone 2002). Following the Bracero Pro-
gram, for a long time migration from Mexi-
co was predominantly circular, seasonal, and 
male. Nevertheless, as a result of the increase 
in female migration, the appearance of Mexi-
can families in the United States, the incorpo-
ration of migrants into non-agricultural work 
in urban areas, and migration policies that 
have made it difficult to come and go, the mi-
grants’ length of time abroad and settlement 
have increased.

Beyond these changes, which took place 
over several decades, the nature of migration   

28	 Using census and national survey data, we define a return migrant as a Mexican who lives in Mexico today, 
but who lived in the United States five years ago. This definition of return migration differs from that of 
circular migration (or intra-census migration) for the five-year time period considered. Circular migration 
involves individuals who lived in a specific household five years before, then emigrated to come back during 
the five-year period. Information on emigration, returning, and not returning during the five-year period 
is captured in the international migration module of the long-form questionnaire of the 10% sample of the 
Mexican censuses of 1990, 2000, and 2010. Thus, it is not available for 2005 or 2015. This definition tends to 
underestimate migration flows and stocks, as it does not consider the emigration of complete households or 
periods of stay longer than five years.

was transformed in the past ten years due to 
the financial crisis and economic recession 
of 2008, as well as to the increase in deporta-
tions begun under President Obama’s admin-
istration. Since 2009, the net migration rate 
has been almost zero as a consequence of a 
decrease in emigration from Mexico, mainly 
because of economic reasons (Alarcón et al.   
2008, Villarreal 2014), and a increasing num-
bers of return migrants (Gonzalez-Barrera 
2015, Passel and Cohn 2009, Passel, Cohn 
and Gonzalez-Barrera 2012, Zenteno 2012). 
The number of Mexicans who returned from   
the United States28 tripled between 2000 and 
2010, going from around 266,000 to 824,000. In 
2015 this number fell to around 442,000. This 
section examines the migratory changes that 
have been taking place and identifies the main   

4   Return migration and inequality

n addition to the legacies of inequality that interact affecting one another in 2018 Mexico, as discussed in 

the previous section, two processes pose new challenges to equity: return migration and climate change.   

The population that returns to Mexico after living in the United States is a heterogeneous group that faces 

unequal contexts, thus joins the social, economic, and labor spheres in various ways. Return migrants are progres-

sively coming back to marginalized areas where precarious working conditions are more common. On the other 

hand, exposure to phenomena associated with climate change, such as temperature, rainfall, and sea level rises, 

is very heterogeneous. This exposure asymmetry also interacts with the population's varying resource availability for 

adaptation. This differentiated exposure to the risks of climate change tends to deepen preexisting territorial social 

inequalities, as well as those between men and women.

I



INEQUALITIES IN MEXICO / 201874

NETWORK FOR THE STUDY OF INEQUALITIES I EL COLEGIO DE MÉXICO

challenges for the reintegration of those who 
return: Who are the migrants who come back 
from the United States to Mexico? Where do 
they go to in Mexico? What circumstances do 
they find and how do they fit into the munici-
pality they move to?29

Our study shows that Mexicans who return 
after living in the United States are not a ho-
mogeneous group, and that they find unequal 
contexts that bring about different forms of so-
cial, economic, and labor market reintegration. 
There is now a different family return pattern 
compared to previous time-periods: today, 
Mexicans who return have lived in the Unit-
ed States for an extended period and are older, 
while the U.S. migrants who arrive in Mexico 
are mainly a young population, the sons and 
daughters of returned Mexican parents.

In recent years, we also identified a process 
of diversification of destinations returnees go 
to. On the one hand, both small localities and 
big cities have attracted migrants who return 
to Mexico. On the other hand, and in contrast 
with trends seen earlier, now the returnees 
also head to municipalities with greater social 
disadvantages.

Finally, we find return migrants face con-
siderable challenges to effectively participate 
in the labor market and find quality work. 
While there is a perception that returnees are 
inclined to start productive projects upon re-
turning to Mexico, data show the majority are 
wage earners. Precarious working conditions 
are more common in localities with greater  

29	 The aim of the analysis presented in this section is to review the demographic and geographic changes in 
return migration from the United States to Mexico using data from the 2015 Intercensal Survey and from 
Mexican censuses of 2000 and 2010. Some ideas and analysis discussed in greater detail in Masferrer (in press), 
and analyzed for 2015 data in Masferrer, Sánchez Peña and Rodríguez Abreu (2017) are included here.

30	 During the George W. Bush administration (FY2001-FY2009) around 1.56 million Mexicans were deported, 
and during the Barack Obama administration (FY2009-FY2017), this figure rose to nearly 2 million were 
(Office of Immigration Statistics 2015, 2016). The numbers have been increasing. Whereas in fiscal years 
2000 to 2003 around 150,000 Mexicans were deported per year, more than 270,000 were deported annu-
ally since 2009. In 2013 this reached its highest point, at 310,000. During those years, the Great Recession 
seriously eroded economic opportunities in the United States and motivated many Mexicans to return, 
interrupting their migration project (Rivera Sánchez 2013).

social disadvantages, which presents addi-
tional difficulties for the returnees who go to 
these places.

Mexico-U.S. migration   
has changed

Beginning in 1986, the long-standing back-
and-forth nature of Mexican migration 
to the United States changed as a result of 
stricter U.S. border control enforcement pol-
icies (Massey, Durand and Pren 2015). Pre-
dominantly male circular migration, which 
involved returning after a short stay, to the 
Mexican community where migrants’ wives, 
children, or parents lived, was transformed 
as a result of the increase in female migration 
and the varying types of jobs migrants took in 
the United States (Durand 2016).

In 2018, approximately 11.2 million Mex-
icans lived in the United States. The Pew Re-
search Center estimates that almost 80% of 
the 5.8 million undocumented Mexicans have 
lived in the United States more than 10 years 
and that only 7% of the Mexicans without 
documents arrived in the previous five years 
(Passel and Cohn 2016). A large share of the 
undocumented population has created family, 
friendship, and labor networks in the United 
States. While family reunification continues to 
be an incentive for many migrants who return 
to Mexico, a greater number return involun-
tarily because of stricter migration policies and 
a lack of jobs, among other economic factors. 30

Return migrants are a 
heterogeneous group 
due to their previous 

work experience, their 
levels and types of 

education, the skills 
they acquired (formal 

and informal), their 
age and sex, among 
other characteristics.



NEW CHALLENGES FOR EQUITY

NETWORK FOR THE STUDY OF INEQUALITIES I EL COLEGIO DE MÉXICO

75

The flows from the United States toward 
Mexico include both Mexicans by birth and 
immigrants born in the United States or in 
other countries. In 2010, the flow from the 
United States reached a record number of al-
most 1 million individuals age 5 or older who 
had lived there for five years. A comparison of 
these estimates with the totals for deportees31 
shows the numbers of returnees and deportees 
are close for 2010, which suggests an increase 
in involuntary returns (Masferrer and Roberts 
2012). There was a drop in circularity (because 
more migrants are arriving after a long peri-
od of stay in the United States) and growth in 
the involuntary character of returning —due 
to economic and legal reasons— (Alarcón   
et al. 2008, Cabrera-Hernández et al. 2011), as 
well as an increase in the arrival of Mexicans 
accompanied by family members and growing 
numbers of minors born in the United States. 
These transformations represent challenges for 
integration in Mexico and on the other side of 
the border, both for the Mexican population 
and their U.S.-born relatives. In sum, return 
migration is demanding for Mexican and U.S. 
populations, showing the need to develop pub-
lic policy initiatives in both countries.

Although many leave children and spouses 
behind upon being deported or when facing 
economic difficulties, others decide to return 
as a family. In contrast to the general percep-
tion, the majority of people born in the United 
States who live in Mexico are minors who live 
with a Mexican relative. In 2015, eight of ev-
ery 10 persons from the US in Mexico, more 
than half a million, were minors. Indeed, the 
incoming flow of newly born US migrants and 
minors under 18, grew from 148,000 in 2000 
to 316,000 in 2010 and was 183,000 in 2015.

31	 Differences between the number of Mexican arrivals —returnees and immigrants— from the United States 
and the number of deportees may be associated with processes of re-emigration to the United States, errors 
of measurement or underreporting in the Mexican data sources, or due to periods of residence shorter than 
five years.

32	 The comparison of the characteristics of return migrants and non-migrants allows the examination of dif-
ferent processes involving the migratory cycle. The characteristics of those who return determine whether 
they will be seeking work, live with their families, the place they will settle in, and what type of health and 
educational services they will require, etc. The population that decides to migrate often differs from the 
average general population, as will be seen in various examples throughout this section.

The arrival of minors born in the United 
States, often youngsters with limited Spanish, 
poses not only challenges regarding social 
and educational issues, having to do with val-
idating prior school years, but also difficulties 
adapting to a new social context, including 
establishing relationships with fellow students 
and professors (Medina and Menjívar 2015, 
Vargas Valle and Camacho Rojas 2015, Zúñiga 
2013, Zúñiga and Hamann 2008 and 2015). To 
help facilitate these minors’ access to school, a 
measure was adopted in 2015 that eliminated 
the requirement to submit apostilled primary, 
middle, or high school education certificates 
(Jacobo-Suárez 2017).

Mexican returnees from the   
United States

Mexicans return from the United States for 
economic, family, and social reasons. In many 
cases, the presence of a wife or children in 
Mexico, or the illness or death of a relative is 
the reason to come back (Camargo 2002, Van 
Hook and Zhang 2011). Nevertheless, begin-
ning in 2008, studies emphasize the relation-
ship between the economic recession, mainly 
the lack of employment (Granados Alcántara 
and Hernández 2013), and the increase in de-
portations and other anti-immigrant policies 
(Anguiano Téllez, Cruz Piñeiro and Garbey 
Burey 2013, Jardón Hernández 2015, Masfer-
rer and Roberts 2016, Mestries 2013, Rendall, 
Brownell and Kups 2011).

Next, selected demographic characteris-
tics of return migrants and the non-migrant   
population from 2000 to 2015 is explained.32 
Traditionally, migration from Mexico has been 
male; therefore, it is expected that the greater 
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proportion of returnees will be men. Indeed, 
around two-thirds of the total return popula-
tion is male; nevertheless, the proportion of 
women is greater among the returnees who 
are minors (57% in 2015).

The ages of return migrants are in the eco-
nomically productive population bracket. In 
the three years under study, return migrants 
are older, both in terms of the average and the 
median age, than non-migrants. This is obvi-
ously linked to the aging of the Mexican pop-
ulation living in the United States, as well as 
to longer periods of residence and settlement 
abroad. Among the returned population, the 
largest age group between 2000 and 2015 con-
sisted of young adults ages 35 to 44 (18.3% to 
28%) while adults ages 45 to 54 doubled from 
7.4% to 14%.

The age composition of the return migrant 
population means that policies to facilitate 
the returnees’ incorporation according to 
their experience and training should be dif-
ferentiated. Both the age and sex composi-
tions of returnees and of the non-migrant 
population, like their labor participation, 
vary over time. Male returnees have greater 
participation rates in the economically active 
population than non-migrants, particularly 
among men ages 25 to 49. Female returnees, 
however, have slightly lower participation 
rates in the economically active population 
than those of non-migrant women, although 
the rates rise over time and close the gap, 
particularly among ages 30 to 39. These dif-
ferences point to the need to study the factors 
that drive women returnees to enter the la-
bor market in greater detail (Figure 4.1).

Between 2000 and 2015, the proportion of 
returnees who are heads of household grew. 
In 2015, 65.5% of  return migrants were heads 
of household or spouses; in contrast, in the 

33	 The states of Aguascalientes, Colima, Durango, Guanajuato, Jalisco, Michoacán, Nayarit, San Luis Potosí, 
and Zacatecas comprise the region.

34	 In Mexico, return migration can link internal migration and international migration (King and Skeldon 
2010, Lindstrom 1996), as it is possible to study to what extent migrants return to their place or community 
of origin (Masferrer 2014, Masferrer and Roberts 2012) and if young people, for example, are more likely to 
undertake this type of movement (Masferrer 2012).

non-migrant population, the proportion of 
heads of household or spouses did not reach 
50%.

Destinations

The states of the center-west of the country 
are the traditional migration region, as can 
be seen by the strong ties linking migration 
flows with those states (Durand and Massey 
2003).33 In 2000, almost half (47%) of the re-
turn migrants arrived to this region; in 2015, 
this figure was a little more than a third (35%). 
During those 15 years, the northern area of 
the country, another important region for 
Mexico-U.S. migration, steadily attracted a 
quarter of the returns (25% in 2000 and 23% 
in 2015). Nevertheless, both the south-south-
east and central regions increased their rela-
tive participation, from 9% to 17% and from 
18% to 23%, respectively.

The analysis of the total number of Mexi-
can return migrants in 2000, 2010, and 2015 
shows an increase for the period, both in tra-
ditional sending states (Jalisco, Michoacán, 
and Guanajuato) and in other states (Vera-
cruz, Oaxaca, Guerrero, the State of Mexico, 
and Baja California).

The geography of return migration and im-
migration has recently changed (Riosmena 
and Massey 2012).34 New studies emphasize 
the importance of economic and social con-
ditions of return destinations. For example, 
the city of Monterrey is not a typical source of 
emigration, yet it is an important destination 
for returnees who value the economic oppor-
tunities offered by the city (Hernández-León 
and Sandoval 2017, Lindstrom 1996). Social 
networks created between migrants in the 
United States ease this type of return (Rivera 
Sánchez 2013).

Mexicans who return 
have lived in the 
United States for 

an extended period 
and are older, while 

the U.S. migrants 
who arrive in Mexico 

are mainly a young 
population, the sons 

and daughters of 
returned Mexican 

parents.
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Figure 4.1. �Distribution by age and sex and economic participation status of the return migrant and 
non-migrant populations (2015)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using the Intercensal Survey 2015, based on Masferrer et al. (2017).
Notes: �The return migrant population includes Mexicans who lived in the United States five years prior to the survey, while 
non-migrant population was located in the same state at the time of the survey and five years before. *pea=Economically 
active population [Población económicamente activa]. Economic participation status is estimated only for the population 
age 15 and older.
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The relative proportion of non-migrant 
Mexicans who live in localities with more than 
100,000 inhabitants remained stable at 47% of 
the population between 2000 and 2015; in con-
trast, return migrants are more likely to live in   
rural localities of less than 15,000. In fact,   
in 2015, returnees were concentrated in both 
rural areas and large cities: 30% lived in a lo-
cality with fewer than 2,500 inhabitants (while 
one in five non-migrants did) and 35% settled 
in a city with more than 100,000 inhabitants. 
It is indispensable, therefore, to consider the 
rural-urban duality of return migration when 
defining integration policies and programs, 
given the enormous differences between both 
contexts.

Just as there are differences in the type of 
locality the migrants return to, there are also 
inequalities in the conditions they find in the 
return municipalities themselves. By analyz-
ing the Social Gap Index,35 we find that the re-
turnees are more likely than non-migrants to 
live in less marginalized municipalities. Nev-
ertheless, this trend has decreased in recent 
years. In 2010, 15% of returnees lived in a mu-
nicipality with a low, medium, or high social 
gap; in contrast, in 2015, this relative presence 
grew to 20%. With this percentage growth, 
the absolute number of returnees who live in 
municipalities with social shortcomings also 
increased. In sum, in recent years the munic-
ipalities of destination have become much 
more heterogeneous in terms of development.

Economic integration opportunities 

The following section examines return mi-
grants’ integration into the labor market, com-
pared to non-migrant Mexicans. As seen in 
Figure 4.2, the rates of female participation are 
lower than those of males, regardless of their 
migration status. The percentage of inactive   

35	 The Social Gap Index of the National Council for Evaluation of Social Development Policy (Coneval) is an ag-
gregate measure of education, access to health services, basic services, housing living space, and assets in the 
household that allow municipalities to be ranked according to their shortcomings. The index has five tiers, from 
“very high” to “very low,” that are defined so that in each tier the municipalities are as homogeneous as possible 
and, indeed, as different as possible among tiers. The tiers also allow comparisons to be made over time.

women decreases during the period, and the 
employment gap between returnees and non-  
migrants closes. In 2010, the year with the 
greatest number of returnees, the percentage 
of unemployed is 7.5% and, although this fell 
to 5% in 2015, it is greater than it was in 2000. 
In absolute terms, there was an increase in the 
number of male migrants who returned and 
did not find work.

There are considerable differences in labor 
insertion when it comes to the level of de-
velopment of the municipalities of destina-
tion. While no significant differences exist for 
men in terms of municipalities with different   
social-gap levels, there is a clear distance in 
the labor participation of women in munici-
palities with fewer social disadvantages than 
in the rest, situation that heightens over time 
(Figure 4.2). In fact, among women, employ-
ment rates are higher for returnees than for 
non-migrant women.

The general perception that return migrants 
undertake productive projects as self-em-
ployed workers upon returning to Mexico has 
no empirical support: 70% of men and wom-
en returnees participate in the labor market as 
wage earners (workers, laborers, or paid assi-
tants), as happens with the non-migrant popu-
lation (Figure 4.3). Self-employment is, in fact, 
more common among returnees than among 
non-migrant males; nevertheless, there has 
been a drop in this type of employment during 
the period (from 35% to 26%) and a relative in-
crease in formal paid work. One of every four 
returnees and four of every 10 non-migrants 
are formal wage earners. It is worth mention-
ing, likewise, that the proportion of employed 
migrants without the right to health services 
(informal workers) increased between 2000 
and 2015.

Local conditions of the labor market deter-
mine participation patterns both for migrants   

Municipalities of 
destination have 

become much more 
heterogeneous in 

terms of development.
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Figure 4.2. �Percentage of employed return migrants and non-migrants ages 15 to 64, by social gap 
level of the municipality (2000-2015)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using the Population Censuses of 2000 and 2010 and the Intercensal Survey 2015.
Notes: �The return migrant population includes Mexicans who lived in the United States five years prior to the survey, while the 
non-migrant population was located in the same state at the time of the survey and five years previously.
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and for non-migrants. In general terms, the 
greater the social disadvantage, the lesser the 
availability of formal, salaried work. Never-
theless, there are considerable differences in   

the type of employment, depending on the 
migratory status of people. In municipalities 
with fewer social disadvantages, an increase 
in formally employed returnees is found, both 
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Figure 4.3. � Activity and type of employment by migratory status (2000-2015)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using data from the Population Censuses of 2000 and 2010 and the Intercensal Survey 
2015.
Notes: �Population ages 15 to 64. The return migrant population includes Mexicans who lived in the United States five years 
prior to the survey, while non-migrant population was located in the same state at the time of the survey and five years pre-
viously. Work done for oneself is defined as self-employment. Workers with wages are employees, laborers, or paid helpers. 
We distinguish between wage-earning informal and formal workers by considering whether they are entitled to public health 
services (imss, issste, Pemex), excluding Seguro Popular and private insurance.
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for men and women.36 Among women return-
ees, self-employment in municipalities with 
greater social gaps increased from 28.6% to 
37.2%. That is, the labor strategies of return-
ees are heterogeneous depending on the local 
context and these are linked to the possibility 
of transferring abilities —not necessarily for-
mal education—, acquired through the mi-
gratory experience, to the new labor context; 
this is something women seem to achieve in a 
more effective way than men (Hagan, Hernán-
dez-León and Demonsant 2015, Hagan and 
Wassink 2016).

There has been a decline in the female and 
male returnees’ salaries between 2000 and 
2010, which extends to 2015 as well (Parrado 
and Gutierrez Vazquez 2016 and Figure 4.4). 
The wage income gap between both popula-
tions disappears due to a downward salary con-
vergence, closer to the wages of the non-mi-
grant population. In fact, the average monthly 
wage income of male returnees is slightly low-
er than that of non-migrants in 2015, while in 
2000 the former had a considerable advantage 

36	 Male formal employees increased from 27.4% in 2000 to 41.1% in 2015; female formal workers increased 
from 36% in 2010 to 48.1% in 2015.

compared to those who had not migrated. 
Although among return migrants men earn 
more than women, the gender wage gap is still 
greater among non-migrants.

The challenges to integrate 
migrants

Return migrants share, with the rest of the pop-
ulation, many of the labor market challenges 
discussed earlier: difficulties in finding jobs, 
labor informality and work precariousness, 
depressed wages and lower income for wom-
en. They also face additional challenges, as the 
contexts into which they arrive are different 
than those of their departure, such as having 
limited information about available jobs, hard-
ships to prove their work experience abroad, or 
ratifying certifications. In addition, the social 
networks of the returnees may have weakened 
depending on the length of their stay outside 
the country, or because of the criminal stigma 
associated with deportation. Against this back-
ground, the two most important challenges for 

Figure 4.4. �Average monthly income by migration status and sex (2000-2015)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using data from the Population Censuses of 2000 and 2010 and the Intercensal Survey 2015.
Notes: �Graph includes population ages 15 to 64, employed, and earning a wage. Wages are reported in constant 2015 pric-
es. Included in the return migrant population are Mexicans who lived in the United States five years prior to the time of survey, 
while non-migrant population lived in the place where survey was conducted at the time of survey and five years previously.
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the labor reintegration of returnees are the fol-
lowing: return migrants are a heterogeneous 
group due to their previous work experience, 
their levels and types of education, the skills 
they acquired (formal and informal), their age 
and sex, among other characteristics. There 
is a pressing need to establish differentiated 
public policy strategies.

Secondly, there is a growing dissociation 
between the returning moment and the one of 
original migration. In some cases, returning 
to the community of origin, where there are 
strong family ties but few opportunities, can 
limit reintegration. Moreover, a greater vul-
nerability and involuntary returns translate 
into less planning for relocation, reducing the 
possibilities of a successful reintegration.
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amily remittances are one of the Mexican 
economy’s largest sources of foreign cur-
rency and, as we show below, their distri-

bution throughout the country is very unequal. 
Figures T4.1 and T4.2 show the percentage of 
total family remittances each state received, na-
tionwide, in 2003 and 2016.

The most recent data show that the most re-
mittance income is concentrated in central and 
southern states, in particular in Mexico City, 
Guanajuato, the State of Mexico, Jalisco, Micho-
acán, Puebla, and Oaxaca. In fact, Michoacán 
and Guanajuato have established themselves 
as the most important recipients, while Jalisco 
increased its weight in the total distribution of 
remittances in 2016. The states that reported the 
lowest percentage of remittances in both years 
were Baja California, Campeche, and Quintana 
Roo.

The comparison presented in the maps also 
shows a slight increase for the southern region 
in recent years, which can be linked to changes 
in the composition of the migrant population. 
In 2003, remittances were mainly concentrated 

in the central region of the country; in 2016, 
center-south states, such as Puebla and Oaxaca, 
increased their share. During the study period, 
the state that recorded the greatest drop was Ve-
racruz, which went from 6.6% of the total remit-
tances in 2003, to 4.2% in 2016.

How important are remittances to the states’ 
economies? In 2016, Michoacán had an in-
come from remittances equivalent to 11.6% of 
the state GDP, Oaxaca 9.3%, and Guanajuato 
5.4% (Cervantes and Jiménez 2017). Various 
research studies have shown that remittance 
flows have positive effects as they stabilize con-
sumption patterns of the recipient households, 
and promote their inclusion in the banking 
system (Li et al. 2014, World Bank 2015). Nev-
ertheless, a high level of dependence on these 
transfers can increase the vulnerability of com-
munities to external shocks (Barajas et al. 2010, 
Bartolini and Castagnone 2015). So, it is ex-
tremely important to implement targeted poli-
cy strategies to reduce risk in the communities, 
and leverage remittances’ effects as motors of 
economic development.

Remittances 
and territorial 

inequality
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Source: �Compiled by authors using data from the Banco 
de México. Note: The family remittances are reported in 
nominal dollars each year and the percent that each 
state represents of the national total is estimated.
Note: �The share of the remittances received by each 
Mexican state of the nationwide total is estimated using 
family remittances reported yearly in nominal dollars.. 
The ranges for each category are: In 2003: low from 0.1 
to 3, medium low from 3 to 6, medium high from 6 to 8.9, 
and high from 8.9 to 11.8. In 2016: low from 0.2 to 2.7, 
medium low from 2.7 to 5.2, medium high from 5.2 to 
7.7 and high from 7.7 to 10.2.

Figure T4.1 �Percentage distribution of family remittances by state (2003)

Figure T4.2 �Percentage distribution of family remittances by state (2016)
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ccupational gender inequalities persist 
among Mexican returnees, as there 
are 25 times more women devoted to 

household chores than men. Nevertheless, if 
a woman manages to participate in the labor 
market, she is more likely to find better work-
ing conditions than a man. For instance, the 
proportion of women who received a bonus or 
medical benefit as part of her work is a third 
greater than for men in the same circumstances 
(Figure G4.1).

In addition, the inequalities in labor income 
have reduced: female workers earn 99.4% of the 
pay of their male counterparts and female boss-
es and employers earn 86.8% of what men do in 
the same position, while self-employed women 
receive only 3% less than self-employed men.

Special attention should be paid to migrant 
children and adolescents headed to the United 
States, both accompanied and unaccompanied. 
While the majority of migrant minors are males, 

the proportion of unaccompanied girls and fe-
male adolescent migrants increased from 29% in 
2010 to 32% in 2015 (Lorenzen Martin 2016, p. 
197). In 2000, 64.3% of repatriated minors was 
male —the year with the lowest proportion— 
percentage that went up to 84.3% in 2015 (p. 32).

When migration breaks up the nuclear fam-
ily of origin, there are considerable effects on 
the make-up of homes and in minors’ living ar-
rangements. If one or both parents migrate, the 
minor may be separated from one or both par-
ents. The Intercensal Survey (inegi 2015) shows 
there are 1,123,140 minors under age 18 who 
live in a home where they are grandchildren of 
the male or female head of household, but with-
out the mother; 3,885,355 minors who reside in 
a home without the father; and 921,740 minors 
who live with neither parent. These varying liv-
ing arrangements for minors may have particu-
lar implications for women, who take on a great-
er share of caregiving responsibilities. 

G4
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Figure G4.1 �Percentage of return migrants who receive employee benefits (2015)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using inegi 2015.
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Climate change has multiple and profound 
implications for the well-being of the popu-
lation, including variations in rainfall, tem-
perature and humidity that will impact food 
production and health conditions, as well as 
changes in the oceans that will affect sea lev-
els, marine life, and coastal areas (Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change, ipcc, 
2014). There are also predictions about an in-
crease in the number, intensity, and location 
of extreme climate events. These considerable 
changes directly and indirectly affect a variety 
of ecosystems, putting their sustainability and 
the population’s means of subsistence at risk 
(ipcc 2014).

Climate induced changes vary significantly 
across the territory, exposing people to very 
different types and levels of risk. What distin-
guishes climate change from other environ-
mental challenges is its global reach, the spread 
and variability of the risks it brings about and 
their potential to deepen existing inequality, 
inside countries as well as among them (Beck 
2010). Climate impacts depend on preexisting 
conditions of social vulnerability and dispari-
ties in development. That is, risks are added to 
the old inequalities, deepening and generating  
new areas of inequality, both because of dif-
ferences in exposure to climate change among 
population groups, and because of the adap-
tation resources available to them. For exam-
ple, poor homes are more exposed to extreme 
hydrometeorological events (Hallegatte et al.   
2016).1 The conditions of homes and of   
urban infrastructure increase the vulnerabil-
ity of the poor, while the precariousness of 
their material resources limits their ability to 
respond, in the short and long terms, to cli-
mate risks.

1	 In urban settlements, for example, given the high housing costs, families with fewer resources are willing to live 
in areas with a greater situational exposure to risks, such as landslides or floods (Hallegatte et al. 2016, p. 85).

The issue of climate change has been ab-
sent from discussions about Mexico’s marked 
inequalities. While its importance is recog-
nized in development plans and sectoral pro-
grams, it has been circumscribed to the area 
of natural resource management, without 
considering its connections with inequality. 
However, this is an inescapable issue because 
of three central reasons:

The first is because climate change modifies 
the environmental risks we face, altering the 
probabilities of sudden disasters and bringing 
about slow-developing but far-reaching envi-
ronmental change (Nelson, Adger and Brown 
2007). The growing climate risks will expose 
millions of households to greater volatility in 
their ways of life and income, in addition to 
the serious risks posed to public infrastruc-
ture and private investments (Agrawal and 
Lemos 2015, Few et al. 2006). These impacts 
can already be felt today and their costs, both 
in households as in countries, are hastily in-
creasing, stressing inequalities (Hallegatte et 
al. 2015).

The second reason is that existing dispari-
ties in Mexico constrain both the possibilities 
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and 
of adapting to the expected effects of climate 
change. Those who will be affected, when and 
where, will depend not only on the change 
in the planet’s physical systems, but also on 
the socioeconomic changes that take place 
in Mexico. It would be far easier to tackle the 
challenges of climate change in a future con-
text of reduced inequalities, than in one where 
they persist.

Third, the risks implied in climate change 
are extensive and global, therefore, it is nec-
essary to review traditional mechanisms of  
 

5   Climate Change
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public policy design, and redefine the social 
agenda for the coming decades. This section 
discusses these topics and their implications 
for efforts to fight inequality in Mexico.

Greenhouse gas emission trends 
and expected effects for Mexico

Despite Mexico’s commitments to quickly 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, they have   
remained relatively stable in recent years, 
placing the country in the 10th place in global 
emissions (Climate Data Explorer [cait 2018]).    
A frequent argument is that, given its low-
er level of emissions, Mexico does not need 
to make great efforts in terms of mitigation. 
Nevertheless, in relative terms, the country be-
longs to the big greenhouse gas emitters, even 
though its volume is considerably less than 
that of the main emitters (China, the United 
States, and the European Union). Likewise, 
the trend and the makeup of Mexican emis-
sions continues to be worrisome, not only be-
cause the total level has remained essentially 
unchanged since the mid-2000s, but because 
close to 66% of Mexican emissions come from 
the energy sector, where the use of fossil fuels is 
predominant (Figure 5.1). This percentage has 
also remained stable, suggesting a very slow 
transition toward alternative sources of ener-
gy, making emissions reduction costly (Octa-
viano, Paltsev and Gurgel 2015). Faced with 
this data, Mexico committed to making a 50% 
reduction in its expected emissions by 2050. It 
is an ambitious goal, particularly considering 
the modest reduction in recent years. Never-
theless, the contribution of economies such as 
Mexico’s is essential to meet global mitigation 
goals, as reductions by the biggest emitters will 
not be enough (Paltsev et al. 2012).

The trend in global and national emissions 
highlights the difficulty of reducing them and 

2	 rcp (Radiative Concentration Forcing) refers to the concentration level of emissions in the atmosphere 
and can describe different possible future climates. Scenarios predict how climate would change at different 
emission concentration levels. For example, comparing a scenario of high emissions (8.5 rcp) versus one of 
low emissions (4.5) makes it possible to look into the effects of a policy to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 
It should be noted that a level of 4.5 rcp would mean a reduction in the current global trend, that is, it is an 
optimistic scenario.

reaching international goals that would help 
avoid the worst scenarios associated with cli-
mate change. Projections show there will be 
climate changes in the near future that will 
then broaden toward the end of the 21st cen-
tury (ipcc 2013). Natural variations have an 
important influence on climate change; how-
ever, estimates show, with a high degree of 
certainty, that emissions generated by human 
activities also affect climate (ipcc 2013). At 
the global level, in a scenario of high emis-
sions (rcp 8.5),2 average temperatures would 
increase close to 2 degrees by 2050 and 4 de-
grees by 2100, while in a scenario of emission 
stabilization, temperatures would rise around 
1.5 degrees by the middle of the century and 
1.8 degrees by the end of it (knmi 2018). As 
climate is sensitive to the concentration of 
emissions in the atmosphere, a greater con-
centration leads to temperature increases and 
more climatic variability.

Why should we worry today about some-
thing so distant in the future? To begin with, 
because those effects are already taking place. 
Also, because the accumulation of greenhouse 
gases in the atmosphere and many of their ef-
fects will persist for numerous decades, even 
if emissions were to completely stop tomor-
row. This underscores the urgency to take 
action, given the emissions’ lasting effects on 
the environment and on human well-being. If 
the trend of emissions growth continues, we 
could soon reach a critical point that would 
make it very difficult to avoid the most dam-
aging impacts of climate change in the future 
(O’Neill, Riahi and Keppo 2010).

It is necessary to implement a broader 
and stronger set of measures to modify the 
trajectory of the emissions. In Mexico, this 
involves assessing the efficacy of the actions 
taken so far and explicitly considering the un-
equal generation of greenhouse gases so as to   

Climate change 
modifies the 
environmental risks 
we face, altering 
the probabilities of 
sudden disasters 
and bringing about 
slow-developing 
but far-reaching 
environmental 
change.
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disincentivize sectors with greater emissions 
and guarantee the well-being of those with 
fewer resources (Grubler and Pachauri 2009). 
It is also necessary to assess the impacts that 
a more stringent mitigation policy, such as 
that needed to meet current mitigation goals, 
would mean for the Mexican population. 
Some studies find that because of Mexico’s 
strong dependence on fossil fuels, the costs to 
reduce it would be high in the medium term 
(Octaviano, Paltsev and Gurgel 2015); simi-
larly, others find that energy prices would rise, 
affecting consumption in Mexican house-
holds (Ruijven, Escoto and Sánchez 2017). 
Nevertheless, if a policy of mitigation is not 
implemented, the negative impacts could be 
greater in the long run, given the high costs 

3	 Indeed, higher temperatures will be expected if emissions continue to rise instead of stabilizing. The esti-
mates come from the Climate Change Atlas, produced by knmi (2018).

that could come from soil productivity chang-
es or extreme events.

Climate change and expected 
impacts 

Of the many predicted changes due to climate, 
below we concentrate on three: temperature, 
sea level, and rainfall.

Temperature. It is estimated that summer tem-
peratures in Mexico will rise between 2 and 3 
degrees by 2050 and between 2.5 and 4.5 de-
grees by the end of the century (knmi 2018).3 
This estimate is greater than the average global 
rise in temperature. An increase of 25% in the 
number of days with extreme temperatures 

Figure 5.1.� Greenhouse gas emissions by sector. (1990-2014)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using data from cait (2017).
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is expected, even if emissions are stabilized 
(knmi 2018). The heat waves will mean chal-
lenges to public health as well as to economic 
and social activities. This will particularly be 
the case in urban areas, which are also subject 
to the urban heat island effect (ipcc 2014).4

Sea level. The rise in temperature also contrib-
utes to increases in sea levels, as this will ex-
pand the volume of water in the ocean, while 
the melting of the glaciers and polar ice caps 
expands the flow to the oceans. Historical 
data shows that, since 1870, the sea level has 
increased 19 centimeters and that this rise has 
accelerated in recent years (ipcc 2013). It is 
expected that in coming decades it will rise 
even faster, with an average change of at least 
80 centimeters by the year 2100, although it 
is possible it could reach 2 meters, depending 
on the concentration of emissions in the at-
mosphere. There is variation between coasts, 
but similar levels of sea level rise are expected 
in Mexico, where the coastal areas have grown 
dynamically in terms of population and eco-
nomic activity. An increase of this magnitude 
in sea levels would compromise the sources 
of employment in these areas, as most of the 
hotels and infrastructure (roads, boardwalks, 
piers) would be more susceptible to flooding. 
Beach areas would be lost as well, and these 
regions would become more vulnerable to 
high waves and surges during storms.

In the Caribbean region it is estimated that 
sea level will increase a meter (highly proba-
ble according to current predictions), and that 
a third of the hotel complexes will be flooded, 
causing the loss of beaches and touristic attrac-
tions (Scott, Simpson and Sim 2012). Further, 
it is expected that the price of touristic services 
will increase because of the cost of investment 
needed to keep areas attractive as tourist desti-
nations and because of a greater demand for en-
ergy and water associated with climate change 
(Santos-Lacueva, Clavé and Saladié 2017).

4	 Temperatures in urban areas tend to increase more than in rural ones because of the types of materials used 
in construction, vehicle combustion associated with transportation, and the smaller number of wet areas, 
among other factors.

Rainfall. Climatological models also predict 
changes in precipitation and storms, with im-
portant variations by region and season. It is 
expected that heavy rains will increase, partic-
ularly in tropical regions and those of higher al-
titude (ipcc 2013). Additionally, it is predicted 
that there will be stronger winds during rains 
and tropical storms (ipcc 2013). Mexico will 
experience changes in rainfall, with significant 
regional variations, and will be affected by a 
greater number of extreme hydrometeorolog-
ical events. It is expected that, by the year 2050, 
there will be a drop in average rainfall through-
out the nation, but with greater losses in the 
north (Uniatmos 2018). A decline in rainfall 
would pose majorm threats to water systems 
that are already under pressure, exacerbating 
vulnerability in terms of access to water and 
its quality. These negative effects would impact 
numerous areas, from agriculture and food 
security, to energy infrastructure and health 
(Wilder et al. 2013). Other research also pre-
dicts drought increases, particularly in north-
ern Mexico, resulting from a combination of 
deficits in rainfall and temperature rise (Gut-
zler 2013, Magaña, Zermeño and Neri 2012).

The scenarios described above illustrate the 
potential effects climate change would have 
on Mexicans’ economic activities, health, and 
life in general. The effects of climate change on 
agricultural productivity and, consequently, on 
food prices, are also a matter of concern. Some 
studies suggest that agricultural productivity 
will drop in Mexico (Gay et al. 2006, Magaña, 
Zermeño and Neri 2012). Rainfall decline 
would have negative effects because nearly half 
the total crop production is grown on rainfed 
land, and because a greater variability in rainfall 
would affect both, corn and bean production 
(Gay et al. 2006), thus consumption in Mexican 
households, particularly in urban areas where 
almost 90% of the population are net food con-
sumers (Ruijven, Escoto and Sánchez 2017). 
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Developing countries such as Mexico are more 
vulnerable to these effects not only due to their 
climate and greater exposure to extreme events, 
but also because of their limited infrastructure 
and institutional response capabilities.

As the planet has warmed, extreme clima-
tological events have increased in number and 
intensity, as well as in their geographic variabil-
ity and duration (nasem 2016).5 Available data 
show, on the one hand, that the number of hy-
drometeorological disasters —the most com-
mon type in Mexico— have increased in recent 
decades, both in terms of recorded trends by 
autonomous monitoring systems (DesInventar 
2017) and in the official disaster declarations 
by the National Disaster Prevention Center 
[Centro Nacional de Prevención de Desastres]   
(Cenapred 2018) (see Figure 5.2).

5	 It is difficult to attribute the cause of individual disasters to climate change, but recent studies have focused 
on understanding how and to what extent changes in climate systems affect the probabilities of the occur-
rence,as well as the intensity of natural phenomena (nasem 2016).

Between 2000 and 2015, hydrometeoro-
logical events accounted for almost 93% of 
the monetary losses caused by disasters in 
Mexico (Cenapred 2018). A conservative 
estimate of the damages caused by these ca-
tastrophes during those 15 years suggests that 
they represent more than US$27 billion (Ce-
napred 2018). Some studies focusing on other 
countries indicate disasters have an effect on 
inequality given the differentiated losses be-
tween those who are more and less exposed 
to them (Hsiang et al. 2017) and because of 
their varying response capabilities.

New risks, new inequalities

Climate change will have uneven effects on 
the population, both in territorial terms and 

Figure 5.2. �Number of hydrometeorological disasters and assistance declarations (1972-2016)

Source: �Sánchez and De la Torre (2018) using data from Cenapred (2017 and 2018).
Notes: �Number of disasters corresponds to media reports registered by the Inventory System of Disaster Effects (Sistema 
de inventario de efectos de desastres, DesInventar 2017). Public assistance declarations include disasters, emergencies, 
or contingencies linked to hydrometeorological events according to Cenapred.
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in terms of socioeconomic status, gender, eth-
nicity, and age. Geographic location affects 
the degree of exposure of  different groups, as 
important territorial differences are predict-
ed regarding climate change risks. This ex-
posure will also depend on the geographical 
distribution of the population in the future. 
Figure 5.3 estimates the change in the num-
ber of people exposed to severe increases in 
temperature: the figure presents estimates of 
expected population growth between 2010 
and 2040 (Jones and O’Neill 2016), and con-
trasts this information with the location of 
communities where the average maximum 
temperature will exceed 35 degrees during 
the summer months. We estimate that, by 
2040, close to 3 million more people will be 
exposed to high temperatures under a con-
servative emissions scenario.

The purple contours show the places where 
high temperatures are expected; the majority 
are found in the north of the country and in 
coastal areas. These areas, nevertheless, will 
vary significantly in expected population 
growth: while very small increases are expect-
ed in the northeast of Chihuahua, population 
will grow considerably in urban coastal mu-
nicipalities (Sonora, Sinaloa, Campeche, Yu-
catán, Tamaulipas, and Quintana Roo) and in 
the metropolitan areas of Coahuila and Nue-
vo León. Further, while municipalities in the 
central part of the country are projected to 
experience an important population growth, 
extreme temperatures are not forecast there. 
Thus, our analysis shows that the growth in 
exposure to this specific climate risk comes 
from combining the change in temperatures 
with the spatial distribution of the population. 

Figure 5.3. �Population growth (2010-2040) and maximum temperatures (2018)

Source: �Sánchez and De la Torre (2018) with data from 
Uniatmos (2018) and Jones and O'Neill (2016 and 2017).
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Information on the varying spatial effects of cli-
mate change opens opportunities for policy ac-
tion that can reduce exposure and vulnerability.

Besides intersecting with the spatial popula-
tion distribution, climate effects crisscross the 
structure of existing inequalities. However, it 
cannot be inferred that today’s inequalities will 
be tomorrow’s. First, because economic devel-
opment will modify them, and second, because 
these climate risks involve new inequalities 
among people who are more and less exposed, 
as well as a those who are well-prepared to 
adapt and others who are not. The extent of 
climate impacts, as well as the distribution   
of private and public resources intended for 
adaptation, will shape inequality in the future. 
While being poor is not synonymous with en-
vironmental vulnerability (Smith, Klein and 
Huq 2003), poor people end up being more 
affected because: (a) they tend to be more ex-
posed to risks, (b) their relative losses are great-
er and can have longer-term effects, and (c) be-
cause they have fewer resources to circumvent 
the risks and to adapt (Hallegatte, Bangalore, 
Bonzanigo, Fay, Narloch, Rozenberg and Vogt-
Schilb 2014). Moreover, increases in tempera-
tures, in precipitation, and in the frequency 
and intensity of natural disasters are associated 
with the possibility that affected households 
will fall into poverty. Hydrometeorological di-
sasters affect food and energy prices, destroy 
household goods and investments, and dam-
age employment and local businesses (Ahmed, 
Differbaugh and Hertel 2009).

Furthermore, climate change can affect de-
cisions about households’ investments and 
savings, as it introduces greater uncertainty 
about the future (Hallegatte, Hourcade and 
Dumas 2007). Various authors have docu-
mented the effects of climate change on in-
come, consumption, and poverty (Boyd and 
Ibarrarán 2009, López-Feldman 2014, Rodrí-
guez-Oreggia, De la Fuente and De la Torre 
2013, Ruijven, Escoto and Sánchez 2017).

Both, poverty and climate vulnerabili-
ty vary geographically in Mexico. Figure 5.4 

6	 Precipitation above the 95th percentile.

shows the percentage of municipal poverty in 
2015 (Coneval 2017) and the number of days 
with extreme rainfall between 2005 and 2014.6

In Mexico, the areas that experienced ex-
treme rainfall are in the center, south, and a 
portion of the west, whereas there is a lower 
incidence in the northern part of the country. 
It is also worth noting that a large propor-
tion of municipalities with high poverty lev-
els were exposed to a greater number of days 
with heavy rains. In fact, while municipalities 
with less poverty experienced, on average, 16 
days of extreme rains, the localities with the 
highest poverty levels experienced 26 such 
days. The high concentration of poor people 
in the south of the country accentuates the 
need to develop measures against flooding 
and landslides, to protect both, the population 
and economic activities, as well as to organize 
infrastructure to channel heavy rains.

Various socioeconomic inequalities be-
sides poverty contribute to the vulnerability 
and heterogeneity in the capacities to adapt 
to climate change. Particularly, a low diver-
sification of sources of household income 
and goods contributes to a greater sensitivity 
to climatic effects, plus other factors which 
increase climate vulnerability, such as de-
pendence on one economic sector, one type 
of employment, crop, or investment, as well 
as having little access to technology and ser-
vices which would provide greater flexibility   
(un-dpad 2017). In addition, the most af-
fected population often has few assets which 
tend to be more territorially concentrated. In 
contrast to marginalized households, those 
in a higher socioeconomic position not only 
have higher incomes, but their physical and 
financial capital is diversified, and they often 
have safeguards such as insurance (un-dpad 
2017).

Vulnerability to climate change is linked to 
other dimensions of inequality beyond eco-
nomic ones. Gender, ethnicity and race, edu-
cational level, and age are important variables 
for understanding who is more exposed and   

The extent of climate 
impacts, as well as 
the distribution of 
private and public 

resources intended 
for adaptation, will 

shape inequality in 
the future.
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what are their response capabilities. Moreover, 
this inequality increases because of asymmetries 
in political representation and institutional cov-
erage (Yohe and Tol 2002). For example, studies 
increasingly document how climate change af-
fects men and women differently, and how their 
capacities for adaptation vary. Limitations in 
land property rights —private and communal— 
and a lack of access to financial capital mean 
fewer opportunities for women to hedge against 
climate risks (Perez, Jones, Kristjanson, Cramer, 
Thornton Förch and Barahona 2015).

7	 In the days after a disaster, the caregiving work of women increases, as they must not only feed and dress 
children and older adults, but also tend to these people's physical and emotional health. This expansion of 
duties exposes women to greater risks, as when, for example, women are forced to find food under emer-
gency conditions. These burdens reduce the time women can spend taking care of themselves in such dire 
circumstances. Studies in other countries have found that caregiving work can explain gender differences in 
mortality and morbidity after an extreme event (Nelson et al. 2002).

Other studies suggest that, as women spend 
more time on caring for children and old-
er adults, their vulnerability during disasters 
increases in the days following catastrophic 
events.7 Moreover, gender norms can restrict 
women’s access to education, skills, and key 
social networks at times of emergency. Sim-
ilarly, reconstruction efforts following disas-
ters may require a disproportionate amount of 
unpaid work by women, in tasks such as care-
giving, devoting more time to collect water, 
participating in the management of resources 

Figure 5.4. �Days with extreme rainfall (2005-2014) and percentage of municipal poverty (2015)

0 – 21

21 – 38

38 – 72

72 – 126

0.00 – 24.70

24.75 – 49.50

49.50 – 74.25

74.25 – 99.00

Days of extreme precipitation

Percentage of municipal poverty

Source: �Compiled by the authors using data from Coneval 
(2017) and meteorological data from CLICOM ERIC III (2017).
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and in neighborhood committees (Habtezion 
2013). Added to this is the low female repre-
sentation in international organizations as-
sessing climate policy, as well as in national 
and even local organizations.

Nevertheless, some studies suggest that 
households headed by women could have 
greater resilience due to diversification of their 
sources of income and their spending patterns 
(Nelson et al. 2002). Similarly, it is expected that 
women’s educational advancement will contrib-
ute to reduce their vulnerability, as it is gener-
ally assumed that education will have a positive 
effect regarding climate risk perceptions and 
people’s abilities and knowledge to cope with 
it (Nelson et al. 2002). Better educated people 
and communities are more prepared and have 
an improved response in case of disasters; they 
also tend to be less affected and to recover more 
quickly (Lutz, Muttarak and Striessnig 2014). 
In this sense, women’s higher rate of enrolment 
at high school and university, as well as an in-
crease in their average years of schooling, could 
contribute to reducing their vulnerability, even 
when inequalities in the labor market, caregiv-
ing work, and rural property persisted.

In Mexico, an indigenous status is associated 
with a greater likelihood of being poor. Around 
75% of the indigenous population of Mexico 
was considered poor in 2012, with a rate near-
ly double of that of the non-indigenous pop-
ulation. Indigenous vulnerability increased 
because of deficiencies in housing and less ac-
cess to health services (Coneval 2013). A large 
majority of indigenous populations (64%) live 
in rural contexts and are more dependent on 
natural resources. Their geographical location, 
economic activities, and cultural frameworks 
demand ethnic belonging to be reconsidered 
in climate change policy, not only because of 
indigenous people’s high degree of vulnera-
bility, but also because of their potential con-
tribution to the design of alternative policies, 
particularly regarding forest and biodiversity 
conservation (Etchart 2017). Nevertheless, we 
still know little about the living conditions and 
needs of the indigenous population in the cur-
rent context, and do not know enough about 

the rules and operations of the institutions that 
determine their vulnerability. For example,   
we need to understand how the early-alert 
and disaster-declaration systems operate in 
contexts of inequality and how to develop 
compensatory mechanisms that recognize 
the indigenous population’s contributions to 
the preservation of environmental services 
and combating climate change.

Reducing inequalities

While the climate change agenda is extensive 
and specific actions must be addressed, it is 
also important to recognize how inequality 
intersects greenhouse gas emissions, and im-
pacts the well-being of populations as well as 
theirn abilities to respond to new risks. This 
first step implies mconsidering such inequal-
ities in the design of policies and actions. The 
discussion above shows that when it comes to 
climate change, inequalities are based at the 
intersection between differences in exposure 
(to greater and more diverse environmental 
risks) and socioeconomic and institutional 
inequities.

A second point concerns the need to un-
derstand the specificity of climate risks. It is 
frequently presumed that working against 
poverty and marginalization will eradicate, by 
itself, the negative impacts of climate change. 
Nevertheless, various studies show this is not 
the case. Nelson et al. (2016) note that, even 
when poverty is reduced through investment 
in human capital and improvements in in-
come, households continue to be vulnerable 
because of a lack of investment in climate risk 
management in the short and long terms. That 
is, anti-poverty policies are necessary, but not 
enough: social policy must include specific 
measures against environmental risks.

Third, it must be explicitly considered that 
climate risks entail an expansion in the types 
of actions implemented, in terms of whom 
they target and where, and also in the forms 
public interventions take. The challenges 
posed by climate change require reconsid-
ering which environmental risks are socially   

Low diversification of 
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acceptable and what costs we are prepared to 
face. This diagnostic may be very complex in 
Mexico because of the marked inequalities 
in economic resources and in civil society’s 
capabilities to influence. Consequently, it is 
imperative to discuss the social redistribution 
of risk, that is, the potential of using collec-
tive protection mechanisms to deal with these 
risks and reduce adaptation gaps.
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s we have seen in this section, exposure 
to environmental risks from climate 
change has different territorial effects 

and will be likely to generate new inequalities. 
Figure T5.1 shows the territorial distribution 

of vulnerability to climate change in Mexico’s 
municipalities. A recent study by the National 
Institute of Ecology and Climate Change (in-
eec) introduced an indicator classifying Mex-
ican municipalities according to their climate 
vulnerability (pecc 2014).1 Of the country’s 
2,456 municipalities, 480 (20%) have a high or 
very high indicator. The most vulnerable mu-
nicipalities are in 13 states: Baja California, Chi-
apas, Chihuahua, Guerrero, Hidalgo, Oaxaca,  

1	 Municipalities are classified in five categories of vulnerability: very low, low, medium, high, and very high.

Puebla, Quintana Roo, San Luis Potosí, Sono-
ra, Tabasco, Veracruz, and Yucatán. Those with 
very high vulnerability are concentrated in the 
states of the southern and southeastern regions 
(Chiapas, Guerrero, Oaxaca, Veracruz, and Ta-
basco). Given the long-standing social disad-
vantages of the region, vulnerability vis-à-vis 
climate change presents a major challenge in 
terms of population readiness to confront new 
environmental risks and disasters.

To be effective, it is necessary that federal 
and local government strategies consider the 
differentiated effects of climate change and 
their interaction with the legacies of inequali-
ty that prevail across Mexico.

T 5

AClimate change 
and territorial 

inequality

References

pecc (2014). Versión de Difusión del Programa Especial de Cambio Climático 2014-2018. Gobierno de la 
República, México.

NETWORK FOR THE STUDY OF INEQUALITIES I EL COLEGIO DE MÉXICO



NETWORK FOR THE STUDY OF INEQUALITIES I EL COLEGIO DE MÉXICO

101NEW CHALLENGES FOR EQUITY

Figure T5.1 �Vulnerability to climate change in Mexican municipalities (2013)

Source: �Compiled by authors with 2013 data from the   
National Institute of Ecology and Climate Change (inecc).
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level of vulnerability (2,456) 
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t is often assumed that the effects of environ-
mental deterioration and climate change affect 
men and women equally. However, recent re-

search has shown considerable differences. For 
instance, Castañeda and Gammage (2016, pp. 273-
274), identify the effects of climate change that are 
relevant or specific to women (Table G5.1).

In a study of the Action Guidelines for Climate 
Adaptation for Sustainable Cities (part of the Na-
tional Strategy for Climate Change), Crossa and 
Sánchez (in press) find the guidelines do not in-
clude goals with an explicit gender dimension. 

“Designing and including a gender perspective 
in the strategies to reduce social vulnerability” 
is only mentioned when discussing mitigation 
actions, and concrete follow-up mechanisms are 
not proposed. Efforts to incorporate the needs 
and specific contributions of women are still in-
sufficient. Two future areas of applied research 
stand out: a) efforts to identify vulnerability to 
climate change, and b) the expansion of collec-
tive consultation and decision-making mecha-
nisms in which gender differences are expressed.

G5

IEnvironmental 
risks and 

gender 
inequality
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Table G5.1 �Gender and climate change effects

Issue Main effects Effects for women

Scarcity of 
environmental 
resources

Between 15% and 40% of the species could 
become extinct due to an increase of just 
1-2° C in temperature. Strong drought effects, 
because of changes in the hydrological cycle 
and wind patterns, could result in the dieback 
of extensive areas of the ecosystems with the 
greatest diversity on the planet.

An increase in the time women need to 
do their work (for example, collecting wa-
ter and firewood) makes it harder to spend 
time on other tasks and negatively affects 
their health due to the increase in their 
workload.

Food insecurity

Temperature increases, groundwater deple-
tion, interrupted hydrological cycles, and 
drought will drastically reduce agricultural 
yields, particularly in Africa. It is likely that 
this reduction will deprive hundreds of mil-
lions of people of their ability to produce or 
buy enough food.

Lower production and productivity from sub-
sistence agriculture (a sector highly “femi-
nized” in many parts of the world), fishing, and 
forestry will very likely result in food insecurity 
and hunger.

Loss of land and 
properties

The melting of the glaciers will increase the 
risk of flooding during the rainy season and 
will significantly reduce the supply of water 
in the dry season for a sixth of the world pop-
ulation, mainly in India, parts of China, and 
South America. Rising sea levels will con-
tribute to the loss of land, coastal erosion, 
and  displacement of population, with one 
estimate concluding some 200 million peo-
ple may be affected by mid-century (Stern 
et al. 2006).

In those places where women experience 
restrictions in terms of property rights and 
depend on common assets, their access to 
resources will drop disproportionately.

Economic vulnerability

The loss of homes, assets,  family members, 
community networks, social capital, and  
jobs could result in relocations, a transition 
toward new forms of subsistence, and lead 
to greater conflicts and disasters.

Women’s vulnerability to violence could 
increase.

Health deterioration

The impacts of climate change on health 
will likely include the spread of illnesses 
such as malaria and cholera, as well as an 
increase in psychosocial problems.

These impacts will not only affect women’s 
health, but will increase their responsibili-
ties in terms of caring for others.

Source: �Castañeda and Gammage (2016).
Reference: Stern et al. (2006). Stern Review: The Economics of Climate Change. London: HM Treasury.
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As we have seen in earlier sections, inequali-
ties in Mexico translate into very different liv-
ing conditions and life opportunities among 
groups, and also shape work and educational 
trajectories that deepen these asymmetries. 
Given that inequalities broadly impact Mex-
icans’ well-being, we would expect them to be 
a central issue in the policy agenda, thus, for 
public action. How did electoral platforms in-
clude the dimensions of inequality in the 2018 
federal election process?

In this section we explore the positions of the 
political parties and electoral coalitions regard-
ing inequality in Mexico as well as the propos-
als they include to address it. To this end, we 
assess the electoral platforms of the parties and 
coalitions so as to identify references to eco-
nomic and social inequalities, the context and 
depth in which they are discussed, and the pro-
posed measures the platforms introduced to   

1	 The three coalitions are a) Por México al Frente [Forward for Mexico], formed by the Partido Acción Nacional 
[National Action Party, or pan], the Partido de la Revolución Democrática [Party of the Democratic Revolution, 
or prd], and Movimiento Ciudadano [Citizens’ Movement, or mc]; b) Todos por México [Everyone for Mexico], 
formed by the Partido Revolucionario Institucional [Institutional Revolutionary Party, or pri], the Partido Verde 
Ecologista de México [Ecological Green Party, or pvem], and the Partido Nueva Alianza [New Alliance Party, or 
Panal]; and c) Juntos Haremos Historia [Together We Will Make History], formed by the Movimiento de Regen-
eración Nacional [National Regeneration Movement, or Morena], the Partido del Trabajo [Labor Party, or pt], 
and the Partido Encuentro Social [Social Encounter Party, or pes]. The electoral platforms of the parties and the 
coalitions were reviewed online through the web portal of the Instituto Nacional Electoral [National Electoral 
Institute, or INE]. Links to the parties and coalitions electronic documents can be found in the references section.

deal with them. While electoral platforms 
are not binding documents, they are useful 
instruments to identify the political commit-
ments that precede campaigns. These docu-
ments also present the parties’ public policy 
strategies and are a reference point to evaluate 
the performance of parties that come to pow-
er (Maisel 1993, Fine 2003, Lo et al. 2016).

Analysis of the content of electoral plat-
forms helps clarify the importance given to 
specific issues by political parties and helps 
infer general party positions that may point 
out specific public policies (Budge et al. 1987, 
Prud’homme 2001, Pogorelis et al. 2005, Mon-
dragón 2012). Our study compares the weight 
and treatment of inequalities in the platforms 
of the three contending coalitions with the 
positions of the parties that belong to each of 
these alliances.1 As coalitions often break up 
from one election to the next, it is important 

6  Assessment of the 2018 electoral platforms
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to identify each party’s views on inequalities, 
to later examine to what extent these concepts 
were kept in the coalition platforms.

Our review of the political platforms gives 
rise to three main results. First, we find that 
while inequality is seen as an important prob-
lem in the country, the parties devote differ-
ent levels of attention to the issue. In addition, 
there are differences in the perspectives from 
which inequality is addressed. Some parties 
associate it, predominantly, with poverty or 
the lack of economic development. Approach-
es that incorporate other dimensions, such as 
gender or regional inequalities, are less fre-
quent. Second, the electoral platforms of each 
coalition converge toward the approach to 
inequality of the dominant party, in electoral 
terms. As the coalitions in the 2018 elections 
were formed by parties that previously had 
political positions that were far apart from 
each other, this convergence shows that, at 
least in terms of the issue of inequalities, the 
ideological differences among parties’ posi-
tions are less clear-cut.

Third, while platforms acknowledge in-
equality as one of the central problems of 
the country, this does not necessarily trans-
late into comprehensive or defined proposals 
to address its various dimensions. The issue 
often appears in the first pages of party doc-
uments, particularly in sections about the 
country’s situation. Nevertheless, the policy 
proposals related to inequalities are frag-
mented and do not present enough informa-
tion to assess their suitability and feasibility.

References to inequality in the 
electoral platforms 

A first indicator of the attention paid to inequal-
ities in the platforms is the number of referenc-
es to the issue that are found. While the mere 
mention of the word “inequality” does not 
mean that this problem is strongly addressed, 
it is a measure that allows an examination of 
whether the parties and coalitions deal with the 
issue and whether there are differentiated par-
ty patterns. That is, mentions indicate at least 

Figure 6.1 �The number of times “inequality” appears as a percentage of the total number of words in 
electoral platforms (2018)

Source: �Compiled by the authors using the political parties' and coalitions' electoral platforms for the 2018 federal 
elections.
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a minimum level of attention to inequality. A 
subsequent detailed examination can focus on 
the context and depth of treatment.

Figure 6.1 shows the number of times the 
word “inequality” appears, as a percentage of the 
total words in the platforms of the political par-
ties and electoral coalitions in 2018. While the   
frequency of appearances compared to the 
total number of words is generally very low 
in the platforms, it is still possible to find dif-
ferences in the weight awarded to the issue 
among parties and coalitions. In the Forward 
for Mexico coalition (pan-prd-mc), there is a 
stark contrast in the proportion of times the 
world “inequality” appears in the platform of 
the prd (0.14%, the highest percentage among 
all the parties), with the lowest percentage in 
the platform of the pan (0.04%). The propor-
tion of occurrences in the platforms of the coa-
lition (0.05%) corresponds more to the weight 
the pan’s platform shows, than to the frequency 
observed in individual documents of the prd 
and the Citizens’ Movement (0.09%).

In the case of the Everyone for Mexico coali-
tion (pri-pvem-Panal), the pvem stands out as 
the party with the fewest mentions in its indi-
vidual platform (nearly 0.01%, the lowest per-
centage among all the parties evaluated). The 
percentage of occurrences in the Panal’s texts 
(0.02%) is smaller than in the pri’s (0.04%). 
Again, the frequency of appearances in the co-
alition’s platform (0.03%) is closer to the posi-
tion of the dominant party which, in this case, 
is the pri.

The coalition Together We Will Make History 
includes Morena (0.08%) and the pt (0.06%) 
on the one hand and the pes on the other, 
which gives the least weight to the issue in 
terms of occurrences (0.04%). The proportion 
found in the coalition platform (0.06%) tends 
toward Morena’s. 

In short, when individual party positions are 
combined together into the platforms of the 
electoral coalitions, the points of view of the 
most powerful parties in electoral terms are 
favored; this process also seems to dilute the 
differences among the individual platforms of 
each party. Below we present an examination   

of the dimensions of inequality that parties 
and coalitions address in their platforms, as 
well as the depth with which the issue is cov-
ered by the party programs.

Perspectives on inequality of 
parties and coalitions

The Forward for Mexico coalition  
(pan - prd - mc)
This coalition acknowledges the meaningful 
ideological differences among the three par-
ties that form it and does not claim to have 
become a single organization nor that each 
party has abandoned their individual ideol-
ogies or histories. Their alliance responds, 
says the platform, to the “urgent situation the 
country is undergoing, [which forces us] to 
put forth the elements we have in common.”  
Therefore, the way in which inequality is dealt 
with and the types of inequalities included in 
the platform of the coalition do not reflect the 
platforms of each party.

From the beginning, the platform recog-
nizes inequality as one of the most pressing 
problems in Mexico. It says poverty prevents 
more than half the population from living in 
a dignified way. The platform goes on to men-
tion that social programs, because of the cli-
entelistic way in which they operate, have not 
been able to mitigate these problems (pp. 1-2). 
For the coalition, since inequality is not some-
thing natural or inevitable, a change of regime 
is necessary in order to guarantee equality of 
conditions to exercise freedoms and produce 
an inclusive economic system that reduces 
inequalities (pp. 5-6). But while the coalition 
platform recognizes that inequality is a central 
problem, the proposals to combat it are not 
prioritized, and the general discussion around 
them seems to be superficial.

Of the three parties that form the coalition, 
the prd and the Citizens’ Movement place the 
most importance on the issue of inequality in 
their platforms. The prd, as mentioned in the 
previous section, is the party that mentions 
inequality the most. The three parties perceive 

Electoral platforms 
assemble strategies 
for public action 
and act as an initial 
reference to assess 
the performance of 
the winning coalition.
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inequality as a phenomenon that affects and 
feeds into the other problems facing Mexi-
can society: the pan connects inequality with 
the current political system (which it deems 
non-inclusive), the prd links inequality with 
the unemployment and low wages that char-
acterize the Mexican labor market, and the 
Citizens’ Movement associates inequality with 
insecurity and impunity, problems that aggra-
vate situations of inequality, but that can also 
cause them.

This coalition’s references to inequality or in-
equity are generally connected with economic 
factors (in particular, income) and gender. 
This does not differ much from the focus of 
the three individual parties, which give great-
er weight to economic inequality. Neverthe-
less, the prd and the Citizens’ Movement have 
a broader vision about inequality and they 
problematize it in a detailed way, speaking of 
various kinds of inequality in terms of gender, 
wages, and education, in several regions of the 

Figure 6.2.� Frequency of words in the platform of the Forward for Mexico coalition (pan–prd–mc)

Source: �Compiled by authors using text of the electoral platform of the coalition.
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country, in the administration of justice, and 
among various sectors of the population, such 
as young people. Finally, although the parties 
consider various types of inequality, its dimen-
sions are examined separately, with no appre-
ciation of how different inequalities accumu-
late and affect one another.

To explore what other issues the coalition 
deals with and their relative importance in 
terms of inequality, Figure 6.2 presents a 
word cloud generated with the text from the 
platform of Forward for Mexico. Size rep-
resents the frequency of words' occurrenc-
es.2 The word “development” stands out as 
the most common; other important words 
in the text are “security,” “government,” and 
“rights.” By comparison, on the left side of 
the cloud, the word “inequality” appears 
much less frequently.

The Everyone for Mexico coalition  
(pri - pvem - Panal)
Unlike the Forward for Mexico coalition, the 
platform of the Everyone for Mexico coalition 
is defined as a proposal for action, a result   
of the consensus between the parties that 
form the grouping (pri, pvem, and Panal). Its 
approach is divided into five areas of action, 
with three cross-cutting themes, one of which 
is gender equality. Throughout the document, 
the platform explicitly discusses various types 
of inequalities: economic, educational, social, 
ethnic, gender, of persons with disabilities, 
and among regions.

The coalition platform considers inequal-
ity of opportunities, health, education, and 
income, among others, to be interdependent. 
The fourth area of action, “An inclusive and 
supportive Mexico,” asserts that “it is not 
enough to combat poverty. It is key to pro-
mote specific policies to eliminate the chains 
of inequalities in all areas, from access to edu-
cation, health and well-being, to income levels 
and access to justice” (p. 40). It also declares 
that the exercise of social rights is crucial for 
there to be effective access to opportunities 

2	 To avoid irrelevant outcomes, this exercise excluded articles, prepositions, and common verbs

that allow a full development for all (p. 38). 
Additionally, the platform explores the man-
ner in which inequality affects different pop-
ulation groups, such as indigenous commu-
nities (it mentions the need to close the gap 
in levels of well-being and ensure equality 
for indigenous populations), as well as be-
tween men and women (the platform speaks 
of promoting gender equality, particularly in 
income and education).

The coalition’s approach coincides in var-
ious ways with the Panal platform, and pri-
oritizes the economic view of inequality in 
terms of income as well as its links with pov-
erty and development. This party also con-
nects inequality with issues such as public 
insecurity, which is seen as a consequence of 
social differences; with health, which proj-
ects social asymmetries; and with the admin-
istration of justice and regional inequality, 
underlining the existence of severe regional 
differences in Mexico as one of the greatest 
challenges to overcome. The Panal includes 
a type of inequality that no other party deals 
with: that of access to telecommunications. 
This party also opens discussion on the dig-
ital divide.

The pvem platform is the discordant fac-
tor in this coalition; while the party identifies 
inequality in its individual platform as one of 
the country’s main problems, the subject is 
not treated in depth. However, the platform 
does briefly mention gender inequality in 
terms of wage differences.

The party that dominates the coalition 
platform is the pri. In its individual plat-
form, inequality is broached from two per-
spectives. On the one hand, inequality is 
linked with economic development in terms 
of income levels by family or of regional dif-
ferences. On the other hand, inequality is 
connected to social issues such as gender, 
access to opportunities, education, health, 
the use of natural resources, as well as access 
to and the administration of justice and its 
fair exercise; eradication of inequality in this 
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latter area could serve to solve insecurity and 
violence problems.

Figure 6.3 presents a word cloud generated 
using the Everyone for Mexico platform. The 
word “government” is the most frequent word 
in the coalition’s platform; the words “devel-
opment” and “education” also are prominent-
ly featured. References to “equality,” “fairness,” 
and “inclusion” are less frequent.

The Together We Will Make History 
coalition (Morena - pt - pes) 
The platform of the coalition Together We 
Will Make History, as in the other two cases, 
identifies inequality as an important problem 
for Mexico. In general terms, the document 
proposes to establish public policies geared 
towards breaking the inertia of low economic 
growth, social and economic inequalities, and 

Figure 6.3. �Frequency of words in the platform of the Everyone for Mexico coalition   
(PRI-PVEM-Panal)

Source: �Compiled by authors using text from the electoral platform of the coalition.
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the loss of well-being for Mexican families. In 
the section called “Legality and eradication of 
corruption” the coalition states the country 
does not need new laws, but the willingness to 
comply with existing ones. According to the 
platform, corruption increases inequality, vio-
lence, disintegration, moral decadence, and, fi-
nally, poor economic performance. Further, al-
though it does not explicitly refer to inequality, 

the platform's section on “Combating poverty” 
of the platform establishes a causal relationship 
between “material precariousness… and the 
increase in insecurity, violence, forced  migra-
tion, and political and institutional breakdown, 
in addition to the mediocrity of economic per-
formance in general” (p. 6).

The section “Gender equality,” which pres-
ents broad objectives, but with few specific 

Figure 6.4. �Frequency of words in the platform of the Together We Will Make History coalition 
(Morena-PT-PES)

Source: �Compiled by authors using text from the electoral platform of the coalition.
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mechanisms or policies to achieve them is, 
needless to say, another area that brings up 
the issue of equality. Some of its wording con-
veys that “an inclusive project, such as ours, 
intends to eliminate the inequality gaps be-
tween women and men, as well as the obsta-
cles women face in all arenas, so that women 
can advance in their physical, economic, and 
political autonomy, and to ensure their physi-
cal and emotional integrity” (p. 8).

Thus, while the Together We Will Make 
History coalition distinguishes inequality as 
a pressing problem for Mexico, its analysis 
of the issue is relatively less developed. The 
coalition recognizes there are income, work, 
education, and gender inequalities, as well 
as the fact that these types of inequalities 
combine with other issues such as econom-
ic precariousness and corruption. However, 
the approach of the coalition regarding in-
terdependence among these dimensions is 
unclear.

Morena, the coalition’s dominant party, 
has preeminence within the alliance, both in 
terms of the types of inequalities included 
in the common platform, and the manner in 
which they are dealt with and are linked with 
other issues, such as corruption. On the other 
hand the Labor Party (pt) alludes to various 
types of inequality, including social, produc-
tive, sectoral, regional, and gender, but it does 
not elaborate sufficiently; instead, the party 
adopts an approach limited to income in-
equality. The Social Encounter Party also sees 
inequality from an economic perspective, and 
associates it with poverty, as can be seen in its 
second topic, “Social development and com-
bating poverty.”

Figure 6.4 presents the word cloud for the 
platform of Together We Will Make History. 
The word “corruption” is the most common 
one in the coalition text; other words such as 
“development,” “projects,” “government,” and 
“education” are repeated often. There are more 
occurrences of the word “poverty” than of the 
word “inequality.”

3	 The proposals, as well as their order and categorization, were edited for comparative purposes.

Proposals to tackle inequalities   
in Mexico

The coalitions’ proposals to address inequal-
ities vary in terms of the public policy areas 
they refer to and in the way the proposals are 
formulated. Table 6.1 presents a synthesis of the 
measures the coalitions propose to meet some 
of the problems brought about by inequalities.3

The proposals laid out by the coalition For-
ward for Mexico constitute general objectives, 
rather than commitments to promote policies 
and specific programs. The platform suggests re-
ducing inequalities, social disadvantages in the 
south of the country, and gender gaps, but there 
is little discussion in terms of concrete public 
policy plans that could be implemented. The 
general language of the coalition proposals con-
trasts, for example, with the individual platform 
of the prd, which mentions specific measures 
such as increasing the minimum wage, promot-
ing formal employment, and implementing pro-
gressive fiscal reforms (pp. 6 and 7).

The platform of the coalition Everyone for 
Mexico displays a broad set of objectives that 
can be grouped into five dimensions related 
to inequality: economic, social, educational, 
gender, and territorial. Yet, these goals are not 
translated into clear and distinct public policy 
proposals. Their formulation tends to be gen-
eral, such as saying “consolidate public educa-
tion as a source of mobility and social justice” 
or “close the gap in levels of well-being between 
indigenous communities and the rest of the 
country.” In the case of more specific propos-
als, continuity of current social and educational 
policies is mentioned, but not the goals expect-
ed from their implementation.

In the platform of Together We Will Make 
History, as in the documents of the associate 
parties, most points refer to a diagnosis and 
outlook that critique current policies, rather 
than make concrete proposals to change course. 
Objectives mentioned include paying “priority 
attention to an effective compliance with the 
rights of vulnerable groups” or “guaranteeing   

In terms of the issue 
of inequalities, the 

ideological differences 
among parties' 

positions are less 
clear-cut.
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Table 6.1. �Types of inequality and proposals by coalition in the 2018 federal election

Coalition Types of inequality and proposals

Forward   
for Mexico 

(PAN+PRD+MC)

Social:

"" Guarantee equality of opportunities, abandoning the policy of handouts

"" Reduce inequality and marginalization as a state policy

Economic:

"" Guarantee equal opportunities for investors

Gender-related:

"" Mainstream gender equality in the design of government actions

"" Promote wage equity between men and women performing the same work

"" Guarantee equal access to education for men and women

Territorial:

"" Reduce disadvantages in the south and southeast

Everyone   
for Mexico 

(PRI+PVEM+Panal)

Social:

"" Progressively increase interventions to guarantee food, dignified housing, and quality 

health care and education to the more vulnerable populations

"" Attain universal internet access

"" Close the gap in levels of well-being between indigenous communities and the rest of 

the country

"" Create a new social pact among political, social, and economic actors aimed at mobilizing 

resources and abilities to achieve development with equity

Economic:

"" Preserve macroeconomic stability

"" Boost social economy

"" Eliminate the generalized subsidies on consumption to improve progressivity and efficiency 

of public spending

"" Broaden and standardize targetted subsidies and direct transfers

Gender-related:

"" Establish mechanisms to guarantee employers pay the same wages to their workers 

without gender discrimination

"" Promote education that fosters equality, so that boys and girls learn to treat each other 

as equals and without discrimination

"" Establish preventive measures to reduce adolescent pregnancies and infant and   

maternal mortality

Educational:

"" Strengthen public education as a source of mobility and social justice

"" Guarantee quality education with equity and inclusion, with particular attention to vul-

nerable groups

Territorial

"" Reduce inequalities among regions through the creation of special economic zones

"" Organize the national territory to promote sustainable development with equity

"" Coordinate government efforts that strengthen the social fabric and prevent violence   

in regions, cities, and communities that have high crime rates
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that public spending be redistributive” without 
presenting specific means to accomplish this. 
This coalition suggests implementing mea-
sures that reverse conditions that cause low 
economic growth, an increase in social and 
economic inequality, and a drop in well-be-
ing. These problems are mainly associated 
with government corruption, the reduction of 
which is rendered as an essential mechanism 
to confront the country’s major problems.

This section, about the level of attention 
paid to inequality in Mexico in the electoral 
platforms of 2018, both by individual political 
parties and by coalitions, together with their 
proposals to reduce it, concludes with the fol-
lowing: in terms of the importance of inequal-
ity in the platforms, we find that the prd, fol-
lowed by the Citizens’ Movement and Morena, 
are the parties that mention the word “inequal-
ity” the most. The pvem and Panal refer to the 
issue least. The proportion of occurrences is 
very close among coalitions, although slightly 
greater in the case of Together We Will Make 

History. We also find that party documents fre-
quently associate  inequality with poverty and 
the lack of economic development. However, 
parties such as the prd, the pri, the pan, and 
Morena specifically raise gender inequality 
and territorial and regional inequalities.

In each coalition platform, the most power-
ful party in electoral terms clearly dominates 
the others. The platforms of the three coali-
tions thus duplicate central elements of the 
individual documents of the pri, pan, and 
Morena, respectively. Moreover, if we consid-
er the ideological orientation of the coalitions, 
we do not find polarization among their pro-
posals. Despite the situation of enormous in-
equality, moderation prevails in the positions 
of the coalitions. 

Both, the platforms of each of the parties 
and those of the coalitions, acknowledge in-
equality is a central problem. Nevertheless, 
there are few proposals to reduce directly. As 
the proposals are very general, it is difficult to 
identify fundamentally distinct positions in 

Coalition Types of inequality and proposals

Together We Will   
Make History 
(Morena+PT+PES)

Economic:

"" Create sources of employment

"" Promote productive activities

"" Suitably reallocate public spending and use it in a more efficient manner and without 

corruption

"" Promote infrastructure projects that ignite economic revival and the standardization of 

entire regions

"" Guarantee that public spending is redistributive and contributes to a harmonious growth 

and economic development among regions, social sectors, and persons 

Social:

"" Include all young people in educational and labor programs

"" Protect the rights of women, indigenous people, older adults, children, and other vulner-

able groups in an effective way

"" Dignify older adults who have been left out of the traditional pension systems

Gender-related:

"" Eliminate inequality gaps between women and men

"" Eliminate the obstacles women face in all arenas to promote their physical, economic, 

and political autonomy

"" Ensure the physical and emotional integrity of women

Source: �Compiled by authors using content from the coalitions' electoral platforms. The proposals were edited and their 
order and categorization were adapted for comparative purposes.
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terms of public policy. The platforms allude 
more to diagnostics with imprecise objectives, 
than to proposals that suggest substantive 
mechanisms to cope with the inequalities pre-
sented in this report.
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Final notes on inequalities   
in Mexico in 2018

n this study we understand inequalities to be asymmetric distributions of outcomes and 
of access to opportunities between individuals or groups. As shown by the life histories 
presented in the first pages, these distributions are unjust because they affect key aspects of 

the lives of people who find themselves at a disadvantage because of their social position (such 
as being disabled, or from a racial or ethnic minority, or a woman, among many others). This 
final chapter offers a brief review of the purposes of this analysis, its contribution to the study of 
inequalities, and its most significant findings.

Around the world, there is ample evidence showing that inequalities can be averted or rem-
edied through a broad range of public interventions such as taxes or subsidies, minority quotas 
for legislative assemblies, and universal systems of social protection. With this in mind, the   
Colegio de México offers this diagnostic assessment of key inequalities in Mexico in 2018 as a 
public product for social, private, and governmental actors committed to doing away with them.

The contributions of Inequalities in Mexico 2018

There are four elements that define our perspective regarding the study of inequalities in Mexico:   
their relational character, their intersectionality, the accumulation of disadvantages during peo-
ple’s life cycles and, finally, noting new challenges for equality. In terms of inequalities’ rela-
tional aspect, we assume that while certain social groups face unfavorable circumstances, other 
groups benefit from a concentration of resources and opportunities. In other words, in unequal 
societies, the life disadvantages faced by some, are parallel to a series of prerogatives that others 
enjoy, giving way to higher levels of well-being and positions of relative privilege. For these rea-
sons, our study emphasizes comparisons between groups of high and low income, indigenous 
language speakers and non-indigenous language speakers, men and women, and those with 
social protection and those with none. As shown throughout the report, the disparities between 
these groups are persistent and far-reaching.

Second, the study of inequalities, in the plural, allows an examination of how people in cer-
tain social groups face very severe levels of exclusion because their disadvantages create a feed-
back loop and accumulate (for example, a person with low income and limited schooling who 
is female and disabled). Each section of our study incorporates intersectionality as a perspective 
to analyze the gaps experienced by certain societal groups. This approach is laid out with great-
er precision in the cross-cutting dimensions developed throughout the report: territorial and 
gender inequalities.

Third, our analysis of inequalities in Mexico highlights the way gaps are perpetuated and 
expanded throughout people’s life cycles and allows tracking of intergenerational ramifica-
tions (for example as they affect social mobility). The chains of inequalities refer to how social   

I
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disparities accumulate over time, carrying pernicious consequences for people’s development 
in the long term.

Fourth, this study examines new challenges for equity. Our approach also reveals that trans-
formations such as the ones caused by return migration and the risks associated with climate 
change have different effects for certain groups, which, in turn, generate new inequalities con-
cerning resources and access to development opportunities.

The Colegio de México has been a pioneer in the study of inequalities in our country, a   
research agenda we are moving forward, relying on an interdisciplinary perspective. To produce 
this report, eleven professor-researchers from six different areas (political science, demography, 
economics, environmental studies, gender studies, and sociology) contributed. Behind this in-
terdisciplinary effort lies the firm belief that inequalities are multifactorial and that their assess-
ment requires various analytical perspectives to generate innovative and effective initiatives to 
combat them.

The ongoing inequality in educational opportunities

In its first section, the report confirms that universal access to middle-school education has 
been effectively achieved, reducing socioeconomic inequality to relatively low levels among stu-
dents enrolled at this level. This increase in access means, however, that the social composition 
of this population is increasingly heterogeneous, presenting greater challenges for educability. 
In terms of quality of learning and completion of high school, there continue to be stark educa-
tional inequalities. While income differences have been mitigated in recent years, these are still 
responsible for the widest gaps in educational results.

Finally, inequalities between rural and urban areas have decreased in terms of access to middle-  
school education and completing high school, but they persist regarding learning achievement. 
Differences between indigenous and non-indigenous people remain in terms of access and 
completion, and appear to have increased in learning achievement.

Income inequality and mobility opportunities

In Mexico, people born into poverty continue to have very limited possibilities for moving up 
the social ladder. Indeed, we have one of the lowest upward social mobility rates in the world. 
Because the labor income of workers has stagnated since 2007, the scenario for mobility is very 
discouraging, even if someone has talent and works hard.

The situation is more critical for women. They are more likely to descend on the socioeco-
nomic scale if they start from a privileged position and, at the same time, those who are born 
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into poverty have a greater probability of remaining marginalized in their adult life. In Mexico, 
particularly due to the low rate of female labor participation, women largely depend on the 
income of their partner or family members. In addition, because of the salary gap, women who 
work have lower incomes on average than men.

Dignified work is not available for everyone

Since 2000, in Mexico, opportunities for accessing quality work have diminished. Labor precar-
iousness is seen in three overwhelming facts: the proportion of employees who earn less than 
the minimum wage has grown more than 50%, the percentage of those with social security 
has not increased, and the proportion of those who work without a contract has changed only 
marginally. Since the 2008 recession, wages have deteriorated for people with high levels of 
schooling and for employers, without a substantial improvement in the income of other groups; 
since the crisis, we have seen a continuous downward salary convergence. People who were 
employed in the formal and in the informal sectors have both improved their income up until 
the economic recession, but since, there has been a decline in pay for formal workers.

The challenges of return migration

The migratory flow from the United States to Mexico has increased considerably in recent years, 
including Mexicans who return after several years, as well as their family members born in the 
United States. Return migrants are a heterogeneous group in terms of their levels of education, 
skills, and labor experience, which suggests important challenges for their successful integra-
tion in Mexico.

Our study shows a growing dissociation between places of original migration and return 
destinations, together with a diversification of the latter, which now include municipalities with 
greater social disadvantages. Reintegration may be difficult for at least two reasons: (a) the re-
turnees’ social networks may have weakened after long periods of absence, and (b) returning to 
marginalized communities means having few work opportunities and scarce quality positions.

The new challenges linked to climate change

Our report reiterates that the predicted numerous effects of climate change, such as increases 
in temperature, sea level, and precipitation, alter the probabilities for untimely natural disasters 
occurring in Mexico.

Inequalities vis-à-vis climate change result from the differences in exposure to environmen-
tal risks and from preexisting socioeconomic and institutional inequities. People with fewer 
resources tend to be more exposed to risks, lack safeguards and means to adapt, in addition to 
their relative losses being greater, and having more lasting effects.

The extent of climate impacts, together with the distribution of private and public resources 
aimed at adaptation, will determine future inequalities. While it is necessary to alleviate poverty 
in the communities vulnerable to climate change, social policy should also be tied to specific 
measures, so that households can tackle environmental risks in the short and long terms.

Inequalities span the national territory

Other studies have examined territorial differences in terms of urban and rural communities, or 
between the north and south of the country. In this report we have examined the way in which 
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legacies of inequality and new challenges for equity span the territory, particularly states and 
municipalities. Intense spatial asymmetries in educational and labor opportunities as well as in 
social mobility are evident through this outlook.

The distribution of educational infrastructure reveals spending priorities that have placed cer-
tain communities at a disadvantage, compared with others. The differences among labor markets 
mean, for example, that the median labor income for a working person is twice as high in Nuevo 
León than in Chiapas. The quality of employment also varies between states: in Sonora, almost 
six out of ten people have access to social security, while in Puebla, a little less than three in ten 
have this benefit. Additionally, the risks entailed by climate change, such as droughts or floods, 
will have differentiated territorial effects and will generate new inequalities, particularly in the 
south and southeast of Mexico.

The implications of this analysis are critical, as they show that, even without considering the 
characteristics of the household of origin or the efforts undertaken by its members, Mexicans 
face very unequal opportunities in terms of educational achievement, wages, and social mobil-
ity due to the mere chance of having been born in a certain state or municipality.

Inequalities involving women

Besides territory, this report has looked into another cross-cutting dimension of inequality: 
gender. As shown in the tables at the end of each legacy and new challenge covered, in Mexico a 
woman usually has fewer opportunities for upward mobility and is more vulnerable to all sorts 
of risks than a man in a similar situation.

Social expectations about occupations considered feminine or masculine are an obstacle for 
women seeking to acquire relevant education that will allow them to participate in the labor 
market in decent conditions. A fifth of Mexican women with university education, more than 
a million, are not gainfully employed and mainly do care work. The vulnerability associated 
with climate change will affect women disproportionately; for example, they may lose land and 
property, particularly in places where there are gender restrictions around property rights, or 
where women depend on communal assets.

In sum, regardless of the characteristics of a person’s origin, talent, or efforts, the report shows 
that women in Mexico experience unequal opportunities in terms of higher education, wages, 
and gainful employment. Women largely undertake unpaid care work and, in general, are more 
vulnerable to risks of various kinds, such as those produced by climate change.

How to do away with inequalities?

Electoral platforms assemble strategies for public action and act as an initial reference to assess 
the performance of the winning coalition. In terms of inequalities, our review of the parties’ and 
coalitions’ political platforms shows three central findings, discussed below.

First, inequality is identified as a key problem in Mexico; nevertheless, there is great het-
erogeneity among the parties in terms of the attention paid to the issue. The majority of them 
link inequality with poverty and lack of economic development, while less attention is paid to 
dimensions such as gender or territorial inequality.

Second, the platforms of the coalitions converge on the approach toward inequality proposed by 
the dominant party in the grouping. In the 2018 electoral process, the coalitions gathered parties that 
had different policy and ideological positions vis-à-vis inequalities, however, these are not evident. 

Third, frequent mentions of inequality appear, above all, in the diagnostic section of the party 
documents. Policy proposals to address inequalities, when included, are not articulated, nor 
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do they touch upon the various dimensions of inequality or their interactions. Unfortunately 
these suggestions do not include a detailed perspective, needed to evaluate their relevance and 
feasibility.

The enormous debt involving inequalities

The overview presented in this report, offers an interdisciplinary and detailed perspective of the 
complexity inequalities represent in Mexico. We consider it indispensable to draw from a pro-
found analysis in order to design public policies that effectively address the differentiated needs 
of the population. These policies should establish clear mechanisms to overcome the existing 
gaps and cope with new challenges. Furthermore, to enable accountability, it is crucial that all 
levels of government issue tangible goals for the medium and long terms, in each of the different 
dimensions of inequality.

In Mexico, during 2018, thousands of boys and girls will be born in disadvantaged circum-
stances: in low-income households with illiterate fathers or mothers, without access to quality 
education, and without social security. Some of them, very likely, will come from the communi-
ty of origin of María Basilio, near Matías Romero in Oaxaca. As a society, we have the possibility 
of preventing places of origin and social positions of disadvantaged people from determining 
their future, as in the case of María. Towards this aim, addressing inequalities must be a priority 
on the public agenda. Steps must be taken to ensure that the rights the Constitution bestows on 
every Mexican are translated into true life opportunities   
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