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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

T

he objective of this document is to discuss the importance and need to analyze
the relationship between inequality and
migration from a multidimensional approach,
from an international perspective that places
Mexico-United States migration in a broader
context. This third issue complements the first
two of the series of Notes on Inequality and
Migration for the Seminar on Migration, Inequality and Public Policies that focus on the
relationship between migration and inequality
in income distribution. This document takes

up the questions that served as a starting point
in the numbers before it: does migration cause
income inequality? and, does inequality cause
migration? to present the complexity of this relationship, when considering the multiple variables or categories that cross it: gender, social
class, ethnicity, environment, among others.
In this way, from the review of the literature
that addresses the relationship of these analytical categories worldwide, the foundations
are laid that support the discussions within the
Seminar.

NOTES ON

2 / MIGRATION AND INEQUALITIES / NO.3

INTRODUCTION
As a phenomenon, inequality has been studied
from different approaches and in separate areas
of knowledge. For example, according to Luis
Reygadas, “individualist theories have emphasized
the distribution of skills and resources among
agents, interactionist theories have highlighted
the patterns of relations and unequal exchanges
while holistic theories have concentrated on the
asymmetric characteristics of social structures”1.
According to the proposal of this author, inequality should be analyzed from a multidimensional
perspective encompassing different aspects and
types of inequality: gender inequalities, ethnic inequalities, educational inequalities, for example,
that consider gender, ethnic and class differences,
among others.
Putting this into historical context, it was only
in the second half of the 20th century that the
study of inequality and the issue itself became
important as a phenomenon of study due to the
large gaps observed both within and between
countries2. The growth of emerging economies,
particularly China, turned academic interest towards the issue of inequality as a phenomenon
linked to poverty and social exclusion, but also
to other social aspects, such as gender and ethnicity –already mentioned earlier– that complicate
its understanding and suggest new methods and
epistemologies for analysis.
The majority of studies on inequality are based
on analysis at the individual level, generally using
income as the measurement parameter, focusing on
the distribution of various attributes among people,
and analyzing how this distribution affects the
unequal results achieved in a given social context3. However, the ability of an individual to
obtain a portion of the wealth produced in society depends on many factors, some external and
others intrinsic. Whereas external factors refer
to the possession of resources that make it possible to produce or extract more wealth from the
environment (such as utensils, tools, machinery,
means of transport, money, capital), internal factors include the capacity to work according to a
person’s quality, quantity and degree of complexity, knowledge, creativity and intelligence.

Consequently, the analysis of inequality focusing
on the individual level ignores structural processes
that place population groups in precarious conditions while maintaining others in areas of privilege
that provide them with greater access to social services and, therefore, greater social mobility.

Two questions as a starting point for the
debate between inequality and migration
In the Seminar on Migration, Inequality and Public Policies, in order to lay the foundations for a
discussion that addresses the broad complexity of
the relationship between migration and inequality, two initial questions were explored to begin
the discussions and debate: does migration cause
income inequality? and does inequality cause
migration? These questions were developed separately in two issues of this series Notes on Migration and Inequalities: 1) Does migration cause
income inequality? by Pia Orrenius and Madeline Zavodny, and 2) Is Mexican migration to the
United States a matter of economic inequality? by
René Zenteno. This third issue explores the complex relationship between migration and inequality from a multidimensional approach, incorporating various factors and analytical elements. We
refer to the international case, without restricting
ourselves to Mexico-United States migration.
In addition to the approach that measures
economic inequality using income, migration
has been analyzed in relation to economic and
social development among different countries.
The evolution of how the effects of migration
on economic development in origin countries are
conceived mirrors the evolution of social theories and paradigms, as De Haas (2010) states.
Within this debate, remittances have been conceived of as a fundamental source of economic
resources for development in contexts of origin,
which influence the maintenance, evolution and
characteristics of migration (De Haas, 2010).
Next, we outline the state of the art of studies on
migration and inequality, which, in addition to
income, have focused on remittances and other
variables.
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Does inequality cause migration?

Using a literature review, René Zenteno (2019)
offers clues and elements to clarify the direction
in which the link between these two major interconnected social phenomena occurs. However,
he concludes that the debate on the link between
inequality and migration remains open and requires new empirical studies specifically designed
to answer this question.
A review of the theories explaining the causes of Mexico-United States migration shows that
none of them fully explains why Mexicans migrate. Moreover, the studies reviewed yield evidence on the Mexican case that fails to provide a
clear picture of the interaction between inequality and migration. Zenteno finds that inequality
determines the self-selection of migrants, both in
terms of observed and unobserved characteristics
prior to migration. Thus, understanding who migrates and who remains in Mexico is not only
important for capturing the effects of inequality
on migration decisions, but also the consequences for the economic and social development of
Mexico. Whereas in other international contexts,
there is usually positive educational selectivity,
for example, this does not happen in Mexico. In
other words, whereas in general, those who migrate have higher educational attainment than
those that do not, in Mexico this is under debate.4
Of the series of migration theories reviewed,
the concept of relative deprivation has been used
to explain Mexico-United States migration, as
well as that of other origins. This approach is key
because it conceives that the decision to migrate
is based on a calculation where the position in
the distribution of household income is crucial.
In other words, not only does the level of income
matter, but also how it compares with that of other
members of the community or a reference group.5
Thus, migration is not only a product of income
inequality among members of the community or
between reference groups, but will also depend on
the position of the individuals themselves.

Does migration cause income inequality?

We first review what is known of the Mexico-United States case. Orrenius and Zavodny
explain how, unlike what has been observed in
other world regions, Mexico has experienced a

decrease in inequality since the mid-1990s, which
coincided first with the largest increase in emigration to the United States and subsequently with a
rapid decline in the latter.6 Emigration of Mexicans from the lower echelons of occupational
distribution, as well as the remittances they sent,
partly contributed to the reduction in inequality
in Mexico, by distancing their families from the
poverty line. Contrary to what is commonly believed in the United States, immigration played
a minor role in the increase in income and wage
inequality in that country. Given that a large
share of the immigrant population in the United
States is of Mexican origin, when the increase in
inequality is attributed to immigration, it tends
to be associated with migration from Mexico.
However, the authors show how the increase in
inequality is more a product of globalization and
technological change.
To understand what is happening in other international contexts, results depend on whether
the focus is on countries of origin, destination
or return. There seems to be a general consensus in this literature that migration reduces the
number of people living below the poverty line in
the countries of origin, although there is no consensus regarding the effect on inequality between
countries or within each country, whether they
are of origin, destination or return. This is partly because the question is of an empirical nature
and the particular characteristics of internal and
international migration are important in each
context7. Findings from the international experience are summarized below.

Inequality in the country of origin
The relationship between migration and inequality
in the place of origin has mainly been studied from
the perspective of the effect of the economic remittances migrants send their families that have remained in their communities in conditions of poverty and inequality. It has consistently been found
that remittances contribute to the income of these
households and are used for everyday expenses, as
well as productive, savings or investment projects.
Since they increase household income, remittances
tend to have a poverty-reducing effect, at both the
household and national level.
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However, migrants require minimum economic and social resources to move. Accordingly,
those who migrate are usually not the poorest
members of the community. In some Latin American countries, as Clark and Williamson (2003)
have pointed out8, emigration may contribute to
the increase in inequality, although there is no
consensus on this9. A study on the effect of the
number of emigrants and remittances in seventy
countries, on different poverty measures, shows
an effect of poverty reduction10. However, the
effect of remittances depends on the nature of
migration, since it is associated with the type of
links with the community of origin, and the likelihood of sending remittances. In other words, it
depends on whether migration is internal or international, the scale, its type (work, in search of
protection, for family reasons), and whether it
is temporary or permanent. The volume of emigrants can influence the size of the workforce in
the community of origin.
The stage of the development process in the
country of origin also plays an important role in
the association between inequality and migration.
In other words, at the start of the technological
development process, emigration rates increase
together with economic inequality with high migration costs and high selectivity of migrants. At
more advanced stages of development, migration
rates and inequality decrease as a result of the increase in the migration rates of people with lower
educational attainment. When countries achieve
high income levels, once again, migration declines,
while educational selectivity increases11. In other
words, there are bidirectional effects between economic growth, inequality and migration selectivity, where greater inequality can create positive selectivity (when migrants have higher than average
levels of educational attainment), and slow down
growth, whereas insignificant economic growth
can cause high levels of inequality together with
greater migration selectivity.
The volume of remittances is also affected by
the composition of the flows and migrant population in the destination countries. In a worldwide analysis for the period 1985 to 2005, for
example, Le Goff and Salomone (2012) find that
the presence of women with a university education has a positive effect on the amount of

remittances sent, even when the gross domestic
product, financial control, geographical distance
between countries, and socio-political indicators,
such as language and the existence of colonial
ties between origin and destination are taken
into account. In other words, both the amount of
remittances sent and the purpose for which they
are used depend on the composition by gender
and the socioeconomic and academic profile of
emigrants12.
In the South Asian region, in Pakistan, a study
found that greater access to remittances together
with an increase in technical education in rural
areas, as well as greater regulation of hiring processes, support for low-income migrant workers, and financial policies to reduce the cost of
sending financial resources would reduce income
inequality13. In Vietnam it was found that the effects of non-labor migration reduce the severity
of poverty nationwide to a greater extent than
labor migration, probably due to the higher expenses represented by members who migrated for
non-work reasons .14 This would imply, as the authors point out, that the effects of internal and international migration on poverty and inequality
depend on the context and nature of migration,
according to the geographical area.
The South Pacific islands are unique cases in
that their isolated geographical situation limits
the migration possibilities of their inhabitants.
In the case of the Republic of Fiji - in Melanesia - and the kingdom of Tonga - in Polynesia - a
counterfactual analysis shows that the situation
of poverty would have been worse in a scenario
without migration15. The effect of migration on
the reduction of inequality is ambiguous with the
possible result that although they alleviate poverty, remittances could have the effect of reinforcing
existing income inequalities. On the other hand,
in Melanesia, one study considers that migration
expands economic possibilities by increasing and
diversifying household income sources without
greatly increasing inequality, and in fact less so
than what income from salaries would for the
same income level.16
In the same sense as in the cases mentioned
above, in Africa, other studies have posited two
aspects regarding the relationship between migration and inequality in the place of origin:
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1) the importance of considering the context of
each country in order to undertake this type of
analysis, and 2) the ambiguous nature of the effect of remittances on inequality, given that remittances can improve the income of recipient
households, and increase spending, reducing poverty levels, although they do not always reduce
inequality.17
For example, in Kenya, it has been found that
remittances impact on the total income distribution, having a greater effect on the poorest households; in other words, those that receive more remittances increase their spending, which in turn
has an impact on poverty levels. In their study, the
authors measure poverty fundamentally by access
to land and a cell phone and rainfall, which is
a crucial resource in Kenya for agricultural production. In this respect, one can see how context
and geographical location matter in the analysis.
Thus, since the poorest populations benefit the
most from remittances, reducing the barriers to
migration that hinder mobility for these populations is important. The study also mentions that
one aspect to take into account is the increase in
credit so that poor households can finance migratory movements.18 At the same time, in Ethiopia,
international remittances significantly reduced
poverty by increasing per capita consumption
in recipient households, but when poverty and
inequality values were compared, no effect was
found on the latter (Beyenne, 2014). The author
suggests that this is related to the moderate rate
of migration in that country, which means that if
migration increases, both poverty and inequality
levels will decline.
In summary, according to the studies analyzed,
migration has a positive effect on reducing poverty in the short term in origin countries, although
this is not the same across all countries, and has
unclear effects on inequality within countries
and, in some cases, actually increases inequality.

Inequality in the country of destination
In destination countries, inequality has been analyzed more frequently than in the previous case,
with many of these studies focusing on the comparison between natives and immigrants, especially to assess the impact on native wages. Economist

George Borjas embodies this line of analysis of
the link between selectivity in migration and the
impact on wages in destination countries. In
general, his studies view immigration to industrialized countries as unfavorable, especially that
involving Latin Americans with low educational attainment. For example, he has analyzed the
impact of Mexican migrants with little schooling on the salaries of Americans with incomplete high school19, as well as the effect on African-Americans20. He has also found that opening
borders would not significantly increase the GDP
of industrialized countries, contrary to what defenders of open borders claim21. Michael Clemens, for example, promotes the idea that migration reduces global inequality on the basis of the
results of empirical studies. Clemens concludes
that migration reduces economic inequality,
since labor mobility achieved through migration
leads to compensation in the shortage of resources affecting certain regions in the world, which
puts them at a disadvantage in comparison with
other highly privileged regions22. For this author,
less restrictive migratory policies and free mobility would expand the Gross Domestic Product
worldwide.
For the Central American case, studies have
analyzed the effects of international migration in
various destinations23. For example, the case of
Nicaragua is interesting when one compares the
differences between migrants in the United States
and those in Costa Rica. The United States attracts migrants with more resources, who are able
to afford the trip and assume the risks, whereas
Costa Rica is a destination for Nicaraguan migrants with fewer resources24. Estimates of consumption show, when comparing the current migratory situation with a hypothetical situation in
which migration does not occur, that in the short
term, remittances from Costa Rica increase per
capita consumption in poor households, whereas migration to the United States increases consumption in middle-class households, which in
turn increases inequality since households in the
middle part of distribution benefit most. In the
long term, it is unclear what effect remittances
could have on inequality since the available expenditure could be used to invest in the education
of migrants’ relatives.
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However, the case of China can also be used
to consider the effects of migration on places of
destination. Although it is a case of internal migration, due to the enormous size of its territory,
and the sociocultural diversity within it, as well
as current system of restricted mobility, many
studies regard internal migrations as being similar to international migrations. The specificity
of the hukou registration system, which makes
it difficult for migrants to settle permanently in
cities, forcing them to remain tied to their places of origin and denying them the same rights or
the same access to work as urban natives, places
them at a disadvantage in comparison with urban natives. Remittances generated by migration
from rural localities to urban localities have the
effect of reducing regional and interprovincial
inequality. However, migration does not reduce
interpersonal inequality in the form of precarious
work and social exclusion,25 or between ethnic
minorities and the Han majority ,26 or between
rural and urban inhabitants.27

Inequality in the place of origin upon return
In the past decade, greater attention has been paid
to the issue of return migration, due to changes in migratory flows and dynamics worldwide.
This type of studies analyzes inequality in return
scenarios, using comparisons between return migrants and natives in the country of origin, and
in their integration into the labor market, or analyzes the importance of the pensions of migrants
who have returned to their homes.
In West Africa, in Cabo Verde, where the majority of the population has a family member
abroad, an ethnographic study analyzed the impact of the migratory experience for both family
recipients of remittances and return immigrants28.
The study shows that regardless of the social position of the recipient, many send remittances, but
that the amount does not suffice to change the
degree of poverty in which their relatives in the
country of origin live. Instead, it is the pensions
of return migrants that allows for a more comfortable standard of living due to the difference
between the currency of the country to which the
person migrated and local currency. Migration
can therefore help mitigate the situation of people

in poverty, but not reduce inequality itself. It is in
the cases where return migrants take advantage of
the exchange disparity that the greatest advantage
occurs, whereas remittances actually only serve to
alleviate poverty. In the Maghreb, specifically in
two regions of Algeria, the effect of the pensions
of former migrant workers on the reduction of the
local Gini index has also been analyzed. The effect
is explained by the increase in household incomes
located in the lowest quintile of the income distribution and the reduction in the number of people
living below the poverty line.29
In conclusion, even though we do not include
a review of all the case studies, the review shows
that the effect of migration on inequality can be
analyzed from many angles. The analysis varies
in terms of the scales and according to the comparison groups: it can include migrants with a
national or international destination, internal migration when comparing rural flows with urban
natives, and developing countries versus richer
countries. The analysis can refer to the region of
destination or origin. Each context and type
of flow will define specific situations and income
conditions that will require attention and articular approaches, by examining both public and
migration policies, and the processes whereby
these different types of mobility are produced. In
any case, the relationship between migration and
inequality is always relative and contextual.

The mobility approach: A multidimensional
perspective
The scenario described in the previous section
that uses income as the indicator to measure inequality presents gray areas of analysis that raise
new questions for understanding inequalities and
the migration phenomenon. As mentioned by
Reygadas in his 2004 text,30 individuals’ capacity for appropriation depends increasingly on the
social context. In this section, we seek to unpack
the complexity of the relationship between inequality and migration, in order to open up the
debate and have a broader discussion.
The individual approach based on the assumptions of individualist theories, focused on the
distribution of capacities and resources among
agents and measured through income distribution,
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remittances, or spending, has been criticized by
many sectors, not only academia, but also civil
organizations and international organizations.
Amartya Sen has been a vocal critic of the approach that traditionally sought to analyze the
issue of inequality. For Sen, beyond the discussion about the best measure of inequality, it is
necessary to promote capabilities that will affect
people’s opportunities and freedom31. But Sen’s
approach has also been questioned for failing to
overcome the individualist and individual capabilities approach. This has spawned various criticisms that attempt to achieve a multidimensional
approach that will make it possible to understand
the complexity surrounding inequalities.
To overcome the individual approach and
achieve one that encompasses the multiple dimensions of inequality, recent analyses by Anderson,
Piketty and Stiglitz suggest one should acknowledge the intervention of various factors that go beyond individual capabilities and are more difficult
to assess or quantify than income32. These include
cultural capital, certifications, status, social class,
citizenship, ethnicity, gender and other individual
attributes such as height, weight, beauty, physical
appearance, skin color, strength, agility and physical disability. These factors are the result of adjustments and imbalances in the global social order,
and are recognized as elements that influence the
construction of various types of inequalities and
inequities, discrimination and social exclusion.
Within this same line, it has been suggested that the best explanatory models would be
those in an intermediate position in which one
would choose to give weight to both structural
constraints and the real, albeit limited, ability of
individuals and their communities to overcome
and mobilize within the larger social context in
which they are immersed, and where states continue to play a crucial role in the construction of
general conditions favorable to human development (257-259)33.

Gender, ethnicity and social class: transversal
elements of the analysis of inequality
Subjective elements combine with the structural
aspects of each context and intervene in migratory processes and, in general, the possibility of

mobility of the population. In other words, these
elements create inequalities in mobility. Several
authors have focused their studies on analyzing
the relationship between these subjective elements and inequality34. The general conclusion
reached by these studies is that gender, ethnicity
and social class must be analyzed together since
they reinforce each other and exacerbate the exclusion of certain groups over others.
For example, the issue of gender is one of
the most frequently studied in terms of the relationship between migration and inequality. As
a result of the studies carried out to date, new
analytical areas have emerged in the quest for a
deeper understanding of this relationship. This is
largely due to ideas such as those put forward by
Ariza (2000) and others, which argue that gender
is a universal principle that structures and orders
migration.35
In the case of Mexico-United States migration,
in gender issues and in the particular the issue
of how migrants are incorporated into the labor
market, studies show that the aspects or conditions that most affect women and men in the migration experience vary. In women, for example,
incorporation into US society is affected more by
access to resources, while the ways they can participate in transnational activities depend more
on the socioeconomic status they achieve in the
destination country. In contrast, among migrant
men, aspects such as class and race barriers in the
context of origin exertthe greatest influence36.
As mentioned earlier, the relational element is
crucial to understanding the reproduction of inequality and why the gaps between social classes
have significantly expanded in recent years, particularly during the last decade of the 20th century and the early decades of the 21st century.
This is how the processes whereby the state, the
family and the market –as structures of opportunity and resource systems– create inequalities between groups and individuals, and stratify the life
course. These are key to understanding that poverty and exclusion are not the result of a “deviant”
biographical trajectory but rather the result of the
interaction between these social institutions37.
The reproduction of inequalities in collective
spaces occurs along the borders separating the
different groups.
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“The establishment and/or recognition of differentiations and characteristics between groups
according to different subjective and structural aspects become frontiers which, in turn, take
the form of physical barriers (walls, fences, gates,
ravines, metal detectors, etc.), legal devices (prohibitions, permits, tariffs, concessions, preserves,
patents, restrictions, rights, etc.) and symbolic
mechanisms, which are more subtle and effective
(glass ceilings, stigma, classifications, distinctions
in clothing or the body, decoration of spaces, etc.)
[…]. These borders are never fixed and are constantly crossed, reinforced, challenged, raised, rebuilt and transgressed” (Reygadas, 2004: 15).

Reygadas’ analysis highlights the border as a
social construct that allows us to understand and
connect inequality with mobility, and therefore
with migration. Multiple types of mobility occurtoday. Until a few years ago, “South-North” migrations, referring to the mobility of populations
from poor countries to rich countries, constituted
the traditional flows of human mobility at the
international level. However, with the emergence
of economic crises, changes in migration policies,
the reinforcement of border control and climate
change, among many other phenomena and processes, the new North-South and South-South
flows have become both important and increasingly recurrent. The analysis of other types of migratory flows goes beyond the scope and objectives of this document.

Borders as social constructs in the
exacerbation of multiple inequalities
Based on the above, the creation of symbolic or
physical boundaries allows us to understand the
link between mobility and inequality. However,
it is also necessary to recognize that the analysis of mobility must consider not only exchange,
passage and transfer, but also enclosure. Authors
such as Josiah Heyman and others argue that the
concept of human mobility overlooks one type of
complexity: it assumes porosity and fails to incorporate the way restrictions and inequalities in
movement are shaped 38.
Unequal mobility is linked to other systems of
inequality in society. In the achievement of these

systems of unequal mobility, scrutiny, vigilance
and classification, which allow some to pass and
“free” exchange while limiting it for others, are
extremely important. Cunningham and Heyman
propose examining the duality between mobility and enclosure that occurs in the conjunction
of different economic, social, cultural elements,
among others, caused by structurally established
and socially reproduced inequalities39. It is a
two-way relationship: boundaries and limits in
mobility are created by the inequalities that classic authors have already told us about and these
borders in turn create new inequalities.
The existence of controls and their reinforcement, as occurs on the northern border of Mexico, but also on other borders and borders between
countries in the rest of the world, profoundly influences the likelihood, and therefore the actual
incidence of migration movements. Thus, controls
defined on the basis of selective differentiation of
the population due to gender, ethnicity and social status, for example, exacerbate inequalities
and thus exclude certain population groups over
others. Exclusion is materialized and legitimized
through mental machinery and consolidated by
administrative, institutional, and legal means. A
concrete example is the establishment of identity
documents, whereby processes that encourage
the passage and mobility of populations whose
resources are seen as capitals for reproduction of
the capitalist production system are revealed40.
Generalized surveillance is a standard way of
control and repression in the United States that
devalues populations that are supposedly less deserving of democracy and human rights than the
privileged and protected classes. This is a perfect
example of a continuous process of the creation
of inequality, which occurs increasingly in certain
Latin American countries such as Mexico, Brazil,
and Colombia41.
Thinking about inequality of mobility as a phenomenon of multiple dimensions and as a process
constructed at the intersection of multiple variables or social and cultural categories, allows us
to understand and expand the traditional vision
of migration and go beyond traditional theories
that have explained migration, considered the
economic perspective to a greater extent. However, we aim to move towards an understanding
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and analysis of inequalities in various forms of
internal and international migration and other
social and cultural types of mobility, such as voluntary and forced returns, migrations in transit,
everyday exchanges at commuter borders and
asylum and refuge from a broader perspective.

Final remarks on the study of migration and
inequality
Migration and inequality are two complex phenomena that intersect and impact each other.
Their relationship has mainly been studied with
income as a measurement parameter. This is true
of both the case of Mexico-United States migration, and most cases at the international level.
One explanation for this is the attention and importance economic factors have had in migration
theories, as well as the economic crises that have
exacerbated poverty in the poorest countries, and
the increase in class gaps in rich countries. However, the exacerbation of social problems and the
persistence of social crises worldwide has raised
the need to create new approaches, currents and
schools that will address the phenomenon of inequality from a broader perspective. With this
goal in mind, various studies have been undertaken in different regions that address migration
and inequality together with other aspects such

as gender, ethnicity, social class and environmental conditions.
This multidimensional approach from social
and cultural studies usually contributes to the consolidation of a large volume of information that
can be translated into more effective public policy lines, designed to ensure greater equity in the
distribution of resources, rights and social services
for the population. This position is similar to that
of authors such as Luis Moreno, in that it considers that more equitable social policies, despite
not eliminating inequalities, would mitigate them,
since it is thought that these policies “would make
it possible, regardless of the differences in class,
age, race or gender, for citizens have the same
rights to develop their vital potentials”42.
It is not our purpose in this text to make recommendations about specific policies and programs that address the phenomena discussed.
However, we can conclude that one of the fundamental elements in mitigating inequalities in
migration is the consideration of the institutional and contextual context as a key element that
helps or hinders resource distribution among the
population. Accordingly, in the Seminar we seek
to link studies on inequalities in migration, with
social/public/migratory/education policies to address the inequalities in migration highlighted by
empirical evidence.
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