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Resumen

Se propone un enfoque de estudio que considera 
la migración como componente fundamental 
de la funcionalidad socioeconómica entre 
asentamientos, como lo plantean los académicos 
del análisis económico regional, especialmente la 
teoría del movimiento de Alonso (1978, 1980) y 
los trabajos de Isard (1979, 1985), Isard y Anselin 
(1979), Greenwood (1985), Nijkamp y Poot 
(1986) y Cushing y Poot (2003). Para respaldar 
su propuesta, los autores analizan las remesas 
en su contexto geográfico. Además, revisan con 
dicho enfoque la situación actual de la migración 
y del uso productivo de las remesas en el 
desarrollo. Para ilustrar la importancia que tiene 
en el análisis regional la dimensión territorial 
de los factores de la migración, se presenta 
un ejemplo del comportamiento geográfico 
general de las remesas en estados y municipios 
de México, así como de su impacto sobre su 
producción.

Palabras clave: migración, remesas, 
funcionalidad socioeconómica, desarrollo 
regional.

Abstract

Migration to the United States, remittances and 
regional development

An approach that considers migration as a 
component of the socio-economic functionality 
of human settlements is proposed in this essay 
as it is established by scholars working on 
regional analysis, in particular Alonso’s theory 
of movement (1978, 1980); the works by 
Isard (1979, 1985), Isard and Anselin (1979), 
Greenwood (1985), Nijkamp and Poot (1986) 
and Cushing and Poot (2003). To support this 
proposal, the autors analyze remittances from 
the United States in its geographical context. 
Furthermore, the situation of migration and 
remittances on regional development using said 
approach is studied. To illustrate the importance 
that the regional analysis and geographical 
dimensions have on determining factors of 
migration, an example of general geographical 
distribution of remittances by states and 
municipalities in Mexico is used, as well as their 
impacts on their production.

Key words: migration, remittances, socio-
economic functionality, regional development.

Migration to the United States, 
remittances and regional development

n the literature on Mexican migration toward the United States there is a 
wide variety of topics and approaches, among which the sociological and 
anthropological ones prevail over regional analysis and economic ones. I

Lacking an integral and coherent theory, recognized by the scientific community 
that studies migratory movements, the works are based on hypothesis on specific 
topics on human capital, labor markets, kinship and friendship, salary differential, 
and origins and destinations. The exception is the set of works framed in the “new 
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economy of labor migration”1 and in the maturing of migratory networks;2 two 
theoretical developments that are not predictive instruments for broad temporary 
and spatial generalizations, neither will they be if they do not mature and become 
more complete theories. The most probable event is that there will not be a 
proper and generalizable theory, because migration is studied by the theory of 
localization of population centers and everything inside of them (enterprises, 
households, power, culture, etc.) and their interaction, which is part of spatial 
economy, where regional science is based on.3

The theories of the new labor economy and of the migratory network maturation 
have made progress, and it is important that now they use more variables to 
explain the decision of migrating, mainly in the labor field. Although their main 
hypotheses are based on the individual, they have recently incorporated the 
familial unit; they are still individualistic nevertheless, as the family is considered 
a nucleus that makes decisions on consumption and income sources. Maybe this 
is the most important “half” of the explanation; the other “half” corresponds to 
the aggregated of decisions of the individuals, this is, the explanation of macro 
factors, especially those of economic nature, which determine the context of 
migrant attraction and ejection in each population which integrate regions and 
sub-regions. What is more, said contexts receive a great influence from the 
“systemic factors” related to the territorial dimension of macro decisions on 
different aspects; for instance, the decision to build infrastructure, localization 
of productive investments, economic policies such as fiscal, monetary and other 
by the federal government, as well as those actions of local governments that 
influence the localization of enterprises and households.

Most of the studies in both trends are oriented to explain in a partial way 
the phenomenon in order to establish regulations of public policy and to solve 
specific problems, or conjunctural ones, such as those that appeared as a result of 
the reforms in migratory legislation in the U.S. and of the high costs of sending 
remittances imposed by a small group of large enterprises in the U.S. and Mexico. 
Even though some scholars have made great contributions to the understanding 
of international migration, they do not normally include internal migration as a 

1 Stark and Bloom (1985), precursors of this theory, state “at a theoretical level research on migration 
has extended to the domain of variables that seem to influence and are influenced by spatial decisions 
of labor offer; it has emphasized the role of broader social entities and the interactions inside them that 
condition the migratory behavior; it has emphasized new links of migrations as a phenomenon different 
from the labor market with other phenomena of it and other not related to it; and it has contributed to the 
understanding of economic improvement and development”. Urciaga (2006: 10) believes that “The New 
Theory of Labor Migration […] sustains that the decision to emigrate is one which incorporates family as 
a compensation mechanism caused by low incomes, to be protected from uncertainty and market failures, 
especially on health and uncertainty to receive incomes in the future”.  
2 According to Durand and Massey (1992), to the extent the kinship and friendship networks mature, the 
profile of migrants, their origin of class, the investment of remittances and some other things diversify.
3 See Isard (1949), Bolton and Jensen (1995), Hoover and Giarratani (1999), and Capello (2006); some 
of these authors are found in Web Book of Regional Science of West Virginia University, http://www.rri.
wvu.edu/loveridgeintroregsci.htm.
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distinguished interaction category between human settlements, which likewise 
responds to factors of attraction and ejection, and other systemic factors as well. 
This is important, for if we want the analyses to be useful for public policies it 
is necessary to try to influence on the migration of Mexicans toward the U.S. by 
means of decisions that impact regional development, and thereby, in the internal 
population flows. 

In this article we propose an approach that considers migration as a 
fundamental component of the socioeconomic functionality between settlements, 
as it is stated by the academics of regional economic analysis, especially the 
theory of movement by Alonso (1978, 1980) and the works by Isard (1979, 1985), 
Greenwood (1985), Nijkamp and Poot (1986), and Cushing and Poot (2003).

From their works it is inferred that at macro level migration is a flow induced 
by changes in the socioeconomic development patterns in population settlements 
that integrate the regions. In said patterns there are internal changes and other 
external factors which determine attraction, retention and increment of productive 
investment and on infrastructure that compose their economic bases, which may 
be sustained growth, stagnation or economic decrement. To support our proposal 
we will analyze some territorial implications of remittances using information 
from the Bank of Mexico and from the 10-percent sample of the 2000 XII General 
Census of Population and Housing. 

Remittances and economic development

Remittances contribute to the economy of the families that remain in the 
hometowns of the migrants, what we do not have clear is to which extent they 
foster economic development. Durand and Massey (1992) state that in many 
rural communities isolated from markets, with no access road and even lacking 
electrification, no business are opened because in said conditions they would fail. 
In them migration can lead to dependence on remittances, but a large part of 
them is invested on urban or rural localities with access to city markets or in 
rural settlements with favorable agricultural conditions, where labor posts that 
might be taken by rural-urban migrants are created. These authors say that as the 
life cycle of migrants advances, they destine a small part of their incomes to buy 
goods and some to productive investment; as the family members age and gain 
experience it is more likely that they invest on agricultural machinery, fertilizers, 
insecticides and improved seeds.

The effects of remittances also depend on the time when they are studied, the 
place under study, the theories that support the analysis and their depth, this is to 
say, how far the dissemination of these resources is traced (Arroyo and Corvera 
2006). It is known that families use them as a livelihood and to acquire, repair or 
expand the household. We know however, to which extent remittances echo on the 
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development of the community, if with their surplus productive businesses that 
hire other people are created or they have multiplying economic effects. In the 
third place, we need to know how they influence the creation of goods and service 
enterprises in the major urban centers of the region where the communities are 
and how much of remittances leaves the immediate region and concentrates on 
the large cities that produce and sell the goods and services which the migrant-
ejecting communities demand. Performing a macro treatment of regional analysis 
is necessary.

Many scholars agree on the fact that the migrants’ American dollars do not 
foster the development of the communities where they are only utilized to satisfy 
the basic needs of the inhabitants, mainly if the communities are small and do 
not have other productive activities than subsistence agriculture and extensive 
livestock rearing. In these cases, even if remittances are destined for the payment 
of domestic expenses, they may be counteracting for the communities and the 
country as they represent large losses of human resources (Alba, 2006: 323).

As for the use of remittances with productive ends, Durand and Massey (1992: 
26) state that many an observer coincide with Reichert (1981: 63), who considers 
“in spite external migration has generated a higher per capita income and 
increased consumption rates, it has not led to the development of the economy of 
the hometown in such manner that production and generation of new employment 
opportunities have been stimulated”. Arroyo et al. (1991: 49) believe that the 
localities which receive remittances and do not produce anything face difficulties 
to integrate with other localities in the region or into the urban systems of the 
country, besides they do not offer development alternatives for their populations 
in terms of employment, education and other wellbeing indicators.

Recent works conclude that remittances are familial common incomes 
(Canales, 2006), which even if “the flow of remittances is equally divided into 
rural and urban communities, it concentrates in municipalities with a low or very 
low marginalization level and its economic impact is fundamentally expressed at 
local and regional level” (Lozano, 2005: 2-4), or that the money from the U.S. 
“is strictly destined for familial help, rather than supporting the family” (Lozano, 
2005: 7). Arroyo and Corvera (2006) demonstrate that the significant economic 
impact of remittances falls upon the nodal cities of the region with broad ejection 
of people toward the U.S.

Recently, we notice a lower emphasis on communal studies, while research 
is oriented to the impacts of remittances on the local and regional economic 
development (Orozco, 2004a, 2004b; Lozano, 2005; Moctezuma, 2002; García, 
2007; Martínez, 2005); to bi-national studies, in the sense that groups of 
academicians from the U.S and Mexico are formed to study specific subjects, 
the former on the impacts of migration on the U.S., and the latter from the 
Mexican perspective as an origin; fewer are the properly said bi-national studies 
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(Escobar and Martin, 2007). As for works on the United States, these are aimed at 
migratory selectivity (Chiquiar and Hanson, 2004), the impacts on labor markets 
and contrasting some hypotheses of the economy of labor migration, as well as 
immigration policies.

Most of the studies4 on migratory and remittance issues are focused on rural 
and semi-urban localities, and the methodology of case study is the most found. 
Urciaga (2006) says that, by and large, the studies are focused on three types of 
explanatory factors: demand-attraction in the U.S., offer-ejection in Mexico and 
the networks present in the origin and destination places. The first factor is related 
to unemployment rate, the existence of vacancies and the laws to access and 
remain in the U.S.; the second with wages, employment, macro-economic policies, 
formal employment opportunities and other economic variables in Mexico; the 
third with the creation and consolidation of supportive social networks in the 
destination country. The author adds that the most pertinent approaches to explain 
international labor migration and remittances are anchored on the neoclassical 
theory and the new theory of labor migration; the first theory states that the 
decision on migration is individual and founded on the economic reasons of a 
cost-benefit logic, and it works as regulator between regions, with wage as an 
adjustment mechanism; he states that under this approach the most important 
variable is income from labor. Conversely, as it has been mentioned, in the new 
theory of labor migration, the decision on emigrating implies the familial group, 
before the uncertainties that are part of the migratory process. Urciaga (2006) 
establishes that the composition and determinants of remittances have been 
studied as endogenous variables that influence the decision of emigrating and 
emphasizes the strength of intra-familial relations; he agrees with others on the 
fact that researchers have not found relevant effects from remittances on regional 
and local development as they are destined to a good extent for consumption and 
very little to productive investment. The author also states that which is destined 
to healthcare, housing, education or purchasing land are investments and not 
expenses, so the databases must be corrected before new estimations are made to 
learn the importance of remittances in local and regional development (Urciaga, 
2006: 15-16).5

4 These studies are a tradition on their own, seemingly started in 1933 by Paul S. Taylor in the case of 
Arandas, Jalisco. Durand and Massey (1992) make an account of them.
5 Durand (2007) states that as for development remittances have a positive as well as a negative side, and 
that emphasizing only one of them means a simplification that detracts their essence; he remembers that 
in order to study them one must draw to a typology of dispatches he proposed in 1994: salary remittances, 
which are used for food, dressing and support, represent two thirds of the dispatches; investment 
remittances to purchase durable goods such as land, housing, car, truck, tractor; and capital remittances, 
which are considerable savings that become an enterprise, that are deposited in a bank account or that create 
employment and self-employment. He adds to these types of basic remittances other complementary: in-
kind remittances, such as the clothing the migrant bring in their visits, furniture, decoration articles, gifts 
and toys; social remittances, to improve their hometown; and systemic remittances, by means of which 
the migratory flow is maintained, this is to say, that destined for the transport of new migrants. He closes 
with what he calls “dissipated” remittances, they correspond to the costs of transfers, and the loss of 
remittances, thefts ad extortions experienced by the migrants; and prestige remittance, which is destined 
for hometown festivities and celebrations.



Papeles de POBLACIÓN No. 58 CIEAP/UAEM

38

Other studies suggest that remittances have important effects on the set of 
the productive processes of the local (Massey et al., 1987) and regional (Arroyo 
and Corvera, 2006) economies, employment and general economic activities. 
According to these works, the direct and indirect effects of remittances are 
analyzed using matrixes of social accountancy and supply-product analysis 
(Urciaga, 2006: 16). It is then contributions such as those by Adelman and Taylor 
(1992), Adelman and Vogel (1988), Yúnez (1998), Taylor and Martin (2001) and 
Durand et al. (1996). We can add that remittances influence local economies, 
their impacts however are proportional to their diversification and the sort of 
socioeconomic integration functional for other in the same and broader regions.6 
Their effects depend on the profile of the community and can be positive or 
negative for the economic activities of the localities which receive them and for 
other which share their socioeconomic functionality.7 The impacts may be larger 
in more diversified and nodal localities than in those where they are directly used 
for consumption or investment. Because of this it is important to study migration 
and remittances as parts of the regional analysis. 

Regional analysis of migration 

According to the idea that migration is one of the main interactions between 
population settlements, and thereby it is a geographic and social phenomenon, 
we consider that the literature related to regional analysis offers an appropriate 
framework to study migration and we assume that it allows making deeper studies 
and more capable of supporting public policy proposals.

Capello (2006) reviews the development of the regional economy and says 
that it is the theoretical-methodological nucleus of the localization theory, which 
implies analyzing inequalities in the spatial distribution of activities, which 
allows interpreting territorial unbalances and hierarchies; regional economy also 
engages in searching for the reasons and sources for regional growth. The author 
makes a theoretical revision of this sub-discipline taking two tendencies into 
account: toward a better realism in the theoretical approaches and toward more 
dynamic than static approaches in the study of the regional sphere. In the first 
one, it is intended that the approaches let go of most of the unreal suppositions of 
the basic theoretical models, before the need to broaden the capacity to interpret 
said instrumental in research and to find new theories that reflect the real world. 
In this approach we find contained interpretative elements from cluster analysis 
and non-material resources as sources of regional competitiveness. In the theories 
of regional growth, the need of insertion of behaviors and non-linear complex 
6 In this sense, for Alba (2006: 319), Mexican migration toward the U.S. is a form and component in the 
socioeconomic integration of North America, which “not only takes place on the productive, trade and 
investment sphere, but also [...] on the labor and migratory side”. 
7 For a broader vision on this respect see Arroyo and Berumen (2002). 
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and interactive processes into growth models and understanding regional 
competitiveness in terms of endogenous factors is more realistic, as regional 
development is endogenous by definition. A decisive step in this respect is “to 
focus on scale economies in production which together with non-linear transport 
costs are introduced in a (quantitative) model of inter-regional growth” (Capello, 
2006: 173-174). Regional development, Capello says: 

It fundamentally depends on an organization concentrated on the territory, wherein 
there is incorporated a socioeconomic and cultural system, whose components 
determine the success of local economy: entrepreneurial capacity, factors of local 
production (labor and capital), abilities of the local agents in terms of relationships 
that allow generating an accumulative acquisition of knowledge —and besides 
capability to make decisions, which allows the economic and social agents to guide 
the development process… (Capello, 2006: 175).

From this, we infer that endogenous factors and those that interact in the 
growth of the regional economies underlay migration, which on its own is one of 
the most important interactions. 

The general model that allows the regional analysis of migration is the one 
by William Alonso (1978) on the general theory of movements. According to the 
interpretation by Isard (1979), it is the logical framework to study the outflow of 
units from any particular group towards another and the total outflow and inflow 
for each group; in the case of migration, the groups are the regions and the units 
the individuals. The formal properties of this theory show the importance of the 
“systemic factors” on the decision of emigrating, this is, those factors —forces of 
attraction and rejection— of origins and destinations different from the origin and 
destination actually involved in a particular migratory flow. Hence, the theory of 
Alonso may be considered a general theoretical framework for the analysis of 
migration. 

Breaking down, a region i, i = 1,….n. Alternatively, when we consider j a 
destination it may have attractive characteristics wj, j = 1,… n. Thus vi and wj are 
called intrinsic characteristics of a region. Some of them can appear as variables 
in both sets and, depending on their level or intensity, they can be ejecting or 
attracting forces. The attraction exercised by the system (the set of all the other 
regions) on a particular origin is considered the weighed addition of all the intrinsic 
attraction properties of all the regions (of the system). The properties of each 
destination seen by an individual i are distance, transport cost, mobility easiness 
or spatial affinity, and other between origin and destination. The easier entering 
in a particular region, the higher the attraction probabilities, evaluated from a 
particular origin. The extent to which potential migrants from other regions in 
the same system are attracted by a particular destination can be considered as the 
weighed addition of the ejection characteristics that exist in every region. These 
weighs are also the combined effects of distance and easiness to leave.
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The response degree of the individuals to the attractiveness anywhere in the 
system must be considered, and on the other side, the “easiness to enter” degree 
must be considered for individuals with a particular destination.8

According to Nijkamp and Poot (1986: 3) the theory by Alonso has some 
restrictive suppositions: 1) his model is for a closed system, so forces external 
to the countries such as those of economic, political and social character are not 
variables; 2) the model does not allow an interactive feedback in which the state 
of a region is affected by the interaction with other regions; and 3) it implies 
short-term balance, this is to say, when the model is considered an offer-demand 
system, the systemic variables are factors that guarantee the balance of distant 
markets. Nijkamp overcomes the first and second suppositions of Alonso in 
formulating his own model, with which he runs some simulations. The model by 
Alonso has been empirically contrasted on few occasions: in the cases of the U.S. 
(Porell and Hua, 1981; Porell, 1982), Canada (Ledent, 1980; Anselin, 1982) and 
Japan (Tabushi, 1984). Nonetheless, according to the revised literature, it has not 
been employed in the study of international migration. 

In order to contrast the model, detailed information on the main characteristics 
of attraction and ejection of the origin and destination places of the movement 

8 Formalizing, according to Isard and Anselin (1979): Di is relative attractiveness or the “attraction” 
exercised by the rest of the system seen from i; Cj  is the relative rejection of the rest of the system seen 
from j; rij measures the effects of distance, transport costs, easiness to move, spatial affinity between 
origin i and destination j; Cj

bi/Cj measures congestion (easiness to enter) that potential migrants from all 
the regions oriented to the j attracting region must face to enter into it (j). Normally, the value of bi is under 
one. If it is over 1, the entrance in j is exceptionally attractive for potential enterers.  Di

ai /Di measures 
the easiness to leave, or the elasticity of the answer from individuals from i region to the attraction 
to the system. The ai parameter summarizes the mistrust in relation to the exit region (for instance, 
slowness, lack of disposition to take the risks of emigration or sensitiveness to the set of sociologic, 
psychological or technological factors that prevent it). The “attraction” of i to each j is proportional to: 
wj (Cj

bi/Cj )rij. Defining: wj = wj (Cj
bi /Cj ), j = 1, … n (1), therefore, Di = ∑j wj rij, i = 1, …n (2). The 

attraction of individuals from each i to j is proportional to vi (Di
ai /Di) rij . Defining, vi = vi (Di

ai/Di) (3);
Cj=∑i vi rij (4). “In the system of effects Di and Cj are deeply correlated; in fact, the respectively represent 
the “attraction” and “ejection” system from and toward each region. As such they reflect a complex 
interaction of all the groups [regions] and their units [individuals] of the system, with each group and 
their units influencing and receiving influence from the other” (Isard and Anselin, 1979: 56). Considering 
Mi*/Di, the quotient of real migrants from i region to the attraction exercised by the system. It may 
be interpreted as the quotient of real migrants to potential migration. It is assumed that the departure 
potential Di is solely determined by the characteristics of the system; hence, real emigration is determined 
by characteristics not included in the system of attraction: vi, the non-attractive intrinsic properties of 
the i region and ai a parameter that reflects the relative easiness to depart from it. Consequentially, 
Mi*/Di = kivi (Di

ai/ Di) = kivi (5). Cj entrance potential in j is determined only by the system of 
characteristics. However, the real flow is also influenced by wj and bj, the parameter that reflects the 
relative easiness to enter. Thus, M*j/Cj = kj wj (Cj

bj/Cj) = kj w considers the current flow Mij from a 
particular i region to another particular j region. This flow will depend on the addition of intrinsic 
attraction factors wj in j weighed by the easiness of movement, expressed as transport costs and easiness 
to enter into j, and in the addition of intrinsic rejection factors of i weighed by the easiness to leave and 
easiness of movement. Firstly considering the ratio of the real flow between i and j with the real outflow 
to take into account the evaluation  of j and i compared with other potential destinations, formally: 
Mij /Mi* = [Wj (Cj

bi/Cj) rij] / [∑j wj (Cj
bj/Cj) rij]; Mij /Mi* = wj

ri j / ∑j wjrij; Mij = [wjrij /Di] Mi* using (2); since 
Mi* = ki vi Di using (5); Mij = ki wj vi rij. The same result is obtained from Mij /M*j. As we are considering 
a closed system, therefore Mi* = ∑j M*j: total emigration must be the same as the total of emigration. The 
model must be adjusted for international migration flows when it represents a great portion of the total 
migration, as in Mexico.  
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costs is needed, when it comes to making estimations of the model with the 
cross-section methodology. Using time series, the requirements of data are harder 
to apply in developing countries; however, the importance of Alonso’s model 
and the later modifications made by authors such as Nijkamp et al. as a general 
theoretical framework of a regional model focused on migration are underscored. 
Given the difficulty to estimate a model in the modality of Alonso, we propose a 
simplified analysis schema based on the concept of spatial organization.  

Spatial organization

The configuration of territories, spaces or regions and the interactions change in 
time, and relating these changes with technologic changes the concepts of spatial 
organization is useful. By and large, we consider that in each geographic space 
there are some patterns of population settlement (originally in close relation with 
the localization patterns of natural resources); localization patterns of economic 
activity (businesses), families, basic social capital (roads, schools, dams, etc.), 
public offices, interaction between the inhabitants of said settlements (interchange 
of goods and services, capital, information) and the patterns of economic 
development of the inhabitants which come from the other patterns. Hence, in 
a pattern of population settlements concentrated in large cities, their inhabitants 
enjoy on average socioeconomic higher development levels than those in small 
cities or rural populations. Likewise, a great deal of the businesses, families and 
public offices and social infrastructure is to be found in the former, which also 
concentrate the interaction flows (capital, migration, information, etc.).

A de-concentrated pattern of population spatial distribution is related to 
a de-concentrated localization pattern of enterprises, social infrastructure, 
public offices and interaction flows, so a less uneven distribution of the levels 
of comparative socioeconomic development of the inhabitants of the localities 
would be expected. There is interaction of the patterns of spatial organization; 
for instance, a change in the localization of business from large to mid cities 
transforms the interaction patterns (such a migration), population distribution, 
social infrastructure localization, concentrator of decisive political power, and 
eventually, the patterns of comparative development patterns of the inhabitants 
of the involved settlements. 

In the conceptualization of spatial organization, the reference patterns are 
principally determined by social, economic, technological and political factors, 
and as such they are historic and are interrelated. For instance, the change from 
a protected economy, in commercial aspects, subsidized, with heavy State 
intervention in the markets, such as that of Mexico until the mid 1980’s, to one of 
free international trade, with no subsidies, scarce political and state intervention, 
as it is now the economy of the country, represents an economic process of 
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GRAPH 1
GROWTH RATES OF FAMLIAL REMITTANCES, 1991-2007

Source: elaborated from Bank of Mexico data.

change accompanied by deep changes in social and political processes, which has 
strong impacts in the localization of businesses, families and investment on social 
infrastructure. This change and the technological change influence on the shaping 
of a new localization pattern of large firms outside the metropolitan zones, in 
mid-sized and border cities which attract population, demand of investment 
on infrastructure and greater decisive political power or de-centralization 
power. Besides, they influence the socioeconomic interaction that begins to de-
concentrate from Mexico City and other metropolitan zones toward smaller urban 
centers. 

It is difficult to identify and define the cause-effect directions and the degree of 
the interaction of the processes, as well as their impacts on the changes of spatial 
patterns; to do so, studies with dynamic characteristics are needed. To illustrate 
this, according to this analysis schema and considering the general features of the 
evaluation of the territorial organization of Mexico, we suppose that the process 
of technologic change which reduces transport costs and the socioeconomic 
interaction have been the main detonator of the changes in the rest of processes 
which are modifying the territorial patterns. Especially, technology, which allows 
the geographic division of the productive process of goods and services to take 
advantage of the several human settlements in many regions of the world, which 
is largely related to a lower cost of interaction and transportation of merchandise 
and people. 
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Towards a regional analysis of migration 

To back our proposal, we analyze remittances in their geographic environment; 
however, for the regional analysis of migration there is a lack of disaggregated 
information at the level of localities to observe how the flows of population, 
resources, products, etc. move between them. Since there is not in Mexico such 
disaggregation level, we here only refer to states and municipalities. 

As a context, the volume of remittances grew from 1994 to 2007, not constantly 
however, but with significant annual variations, as it is observed in graph 1, 
which are difficult to explain; nowadays the tendency in receiving remittances 
is decreasing. 

The volumes of remittances present a tendency to grow until 2006, they remain 
constant in 2007 and their descent begins in early 2008 (see graph 2).

After analyzing the information from the National survey on Incomes and 
Expenditures of the Households (ENIGH) from 1992 to 2006 (see table 1 and 
Conapo 2008), it may be said that: a) there is an important increase in the number 
of remittance-recipient households, which changed from 3.7 to 6 percent of the 
households in the country, and the main increase took place from 1994 to 1996, as 
remittances changed from 3.4 to 5.3 percent; b) at the households whose current 
income depends on remittances, in 75 pecent of them there was an increment from 
10 to 32 percent from 1992 to 2002, and it virtually decreased to 30 percent in 
2005; c) at the households whose dependence is below 25 percent, the proportion 
decreased from 47 to 32 percent from 1992 to 2005; d) at those which depend 
between 25 and 50 percent, the percentage remains rather constant around 16 
percent, as it was expected; e) in localities with fewer than 2500 inhabitants, 
the most dependent households represent the highest percentage of the total and 
this grew from 1992 to 2005 from 5.4 to 17 percent; f) in urban localities, the 
households whose incomes largely depend on remittances are fewer at all the 
levels of remittance composition in current income.

To sum up, there was an increment in the number of remittance-recipient 
households, with a slight difference in the urban and rural environments, in favor 
of the latter, and the dependence on the current income from remittances grew 
especially in the rural sphere. The 1994-1995 crisis might explain that in 1996 the 
number of remittance-recipient households had significantly increased, as well as 
their dependence on them in the total current income.
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GRAPH 2
VOLUME OF FAMILIAL REMITTANCES, 1990 - 2007

(MILLION USD)

Source: elaborated from Bank of Mexico data.

Territorial dimension of remittances and migration 

The distribution of familial remittances in the different regions of the country 
gives an indirect account of what in general occurs with their economy, of the 
fluctuations in a period of time and which the balances of the economic changes 
bring about, the influence of the changes in migratory movements and the 
reception of remittances by states or regions are. 

In map 1 we see the distribution of by level of familial remittances in the 31 
Mexican states and Federal District in 1995; said year its volume was circa four 
million USD, and at a high level we found the States of Mexico, Guanajuato, 
Hidalgo, Michoacan, Puebla and Federal District; in the high level: Jalisco, 
Oaxaca, Sinaloa and Zacatecas; in the mid: Guerrero, Veracruz, Queretaro and 
Nayarit; in the low: the border States of Baja California, Nuevo Leon, Sonora 
and Tamaulipas. At the low level: the States of south and southeast and Baja 
California Sur.

In map 2, on the same topic, we observe important changes in relation to 
1995. For instance, at the very high level Jalisco and Veracruz appear, which 
did not appear in the previous, and one no longer finds at this level Puebla and 
Hidalgo, which move from the high level with Guerrero, Oaxaca and Chiapas, 
while Sinaloa and Durango are located at the mid level with Aguascalientes, 
Morelos and Queretaro. What is more, the Border States are unified in the low 
range, together with Nayarit and Tlaxcala. Chiapas is no longer found among the 
very low range in 1995. 
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These changes, as in the rest of cases, are perhaps explained by the increase or 
diminution in the migratory flows and economic changes; for instance, Chiapas 
changes from the very low level to the mid for its international migration notably 
increased, thereby it receives more remittances; the same occurred with Veracruz, 
which changes from the mid to the very high level, and Jalisco, which changes 
from the high to the very high. The Border States have comparatively a lower 
reception of remittances, they appear however among the ones with the most 
foreign investment as from the 1990’s decade. Guanajuato, which presents “…
productive restructuring with employment contraction in very traditional activities 
[…] and at the same time the expansion of new activities...” (Unger, 2007: 407), 
maintains at the vey high level of remittance reception, even in 2007 (see map 3). 

Map 3 illustrates the same topic, for 2007 though; in it we see that the number 
of states with a very high level of remittances and the return of Puebla to this 
category, which moves from the high level. A noticeable change is that two states 
of the northern border, Chihuahua and Tamaulipas, enter the mid level and leave 
in the low level the other Border States, together with Aguascalientes, Nayarit 
and Tlaxcala. The low level is as it was in 2003. We suppose Chihuahua and 
Tamaulipas change to the mid level due to the closing down of maquiladoras 
because of the deceleration of the American economy and the disappearance of 
labor posts; unemployment becomes migration and, it turns into remittances. 

TABLE 1
DISTRIBUTION OF REMITTANCES IN MEXICAN HOUSEHOLDS,

1992-2006

Year 

Number of households
Total amount of 

remittances (thousand 
USD per year)a

Total 
households

Total households w/remittances

Absolute Relative

1992 17 819 414 659 673 3.70 1 393 736
1994 19 440 278 665 259 3.42 1 443 734
1996 20 465 107 1 076 207 5.26 2 089 953
1998 22 163 568 1 171 989 5.29 2 430 921
2000 23 667 479 1 257 606 5.31 3 775 341
2002 24 531 631 1 396 113 5.69 3 609 246
2004 25 561 447 1 423 548 5.57 4 181 284
2005 25 710 321 1 531 858 5.96 3 814 762
2006 26 541 327 1 858 758 7.00 5 763 411
a Thousand USD per year; we took the annual mean exchange rate for the following years: 1992 (3.0945), 
1994 (3.3752), 1996 (7.5996), 1998 (9.1357), 2000 (9.4556), 2002 (9.6560), 2004 (11.2861), 2005 (10.8959) 
and 2006 (10.90).
Source: elaborated with data from Conapo from 1992 to 2005; 2006, with data from ENIGH 2006.
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MAP 1
LEVELS OF FAMILIAL REMITTANCE RECEPTION BY FEDERAL STATE, 1995

The values of the levels are annual and in million USD. Very low: from 21.20; low: from 21.20 to 59.20; mid: 
from 59.20 to 103.40; high: from 103.40 to 167.80; very high: ≥ to 167.80
Source: elaborated by the Program of Geo-localization of Information for Development (Programa de 
Georreferenciación de Información para el Desarrollo, Progisde) of the University of Guadalajara. Levels 
calculated based on information from Bank of Mexico.

If we compare the growth of remittances in maps 4 and 5, we see two noticeable 
changes: a) supposing that the migratory flow has increased in the southern and 
southeastern states, the increase in familial remittances may be related to their 
new migratory condition; thus, the traditionally migrant-ejecting states seem to 
be stabilized as for reception of remittances, whereas those in the south, southeast 
and north exhibit substantive changes; b) in the 1995-2003 period the new 
regions wherefrom migrants come have a growth in remittance-reception, and in 
the following period the high growth seems to have moved to the border states, 
however Tabasco and Yucatan remain at the same level. Hence, the interest in 
searching for explanations in the macro socioeconomic processes that underlay 
the large territorial change in the reception of remittances, which we suppose is 
an indication of the large domestic migratory flows as well as those from Mexico 
to the U.S.
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MAP 2
LEVELS OF FAMILIAL REMITTANCE RECEPTION BY FEDERAL STATE, 2003

The values of the levels are annual and in million USD. Very low: from 21.20; low: from 21.20 to 59.20; mid: 
from 59.20 to 103.40; high: from 103.40 to 167.80; very high: ≥ to 167.80
Source: elaborated by Progisde of the University of Guadalajara. Levels calculated based on information from 
Bank of Mexico.

In map 4 we see that in the states where we suppose there was a larger flow 
of migrants from 1995 to 2003 there was a growth in their remittances. Although 
most of the states with very high and high levels appear in remittance-reception 
with a very low level, their increment is larger because of their scant participation 
in previous years. As it is known, the Mexican southern and southeastern states 
have recently entered into Mexico-U.S. migration due to economic changes and 
also the low growth of the Mexican economy in recent years, and to factors related 
with the commercial aperture as it was agreed in NAFTA and other treaties. The 
case of Baja California Sur and Yucatan is similar to the southeastern states. The 
high growth of remittances for Jalisco and Guanajuato in the 1995-2003 period 
is perhaps due to the contraction of their economies, because in their productive 
sectors industries, such as footwear and textile, prevailed and they were the 
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MAP 3
LEVELS OF FAMILIAL REMITTANCE RECEPTION BY FEDERAL STATE, 2007

The values of the levels are annual and in million USD. Very low: from 21.20; low: from 21.20 to 59.20; mid: 
from 59.20 to 103.40; high: from 103.40 to 167.80; very high: ≥ to 167.80
Source: elaborated by Progisde of the University of Guadalajara. Levels calculated based on information from 
Bank of Mexico.

losers to the national economy aperture and to NAFTA. The change from 2003 to 
2007 was scantly significant. The appearance of Baja California, Sonora, Nuevo 
Leon and Tamaulipas at the high and mid levels is probably the result from the 
rearrangements of their respective economies, which seems to be contradictory 
given their industrial growth, or maybe because they attract migrants from other 
states. 

It is important to point out that in the study on the regional impacts of 
remittances one has to know their volumes, growth and per capita distributions. 
As it is observed in the maps, there are territorial differences difficult to explain 
in an aggregated manner, as we have tried to in order to exemplify the importance 
of regional analysis, because their volumes and growth are related to the structure 
of the economic functioning of the state as a whole, which at the same time 
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MAP 4 
LEVELS OF FAMILIAL REMITTANCE RECEPTION BY FEDERAL STATE 

1995-2003

NB: the values of the levels are in growth percentage. very low: ≤ to 177.56; low: from 177.56 to 278.17; mid: 
from 278.17 to 353.68; high: from 353.68 to 780.85; very high: ≥ to 780.85.
Source: elaborated by Progisde of the University of Guadalajara. Levels calculated based on information from 
Bank of Mexico.

echoes on the internal economy and outside the state limits. From here the need 
to carry out studies specifically focused on regional functionality and on the 
economic information for each locality. In this sense, the per-capita distribution 
of remittances allows observing in certain way their importance at each place, 
nonetheless there must be fine analyses that take into account localities and their 
interactions with their immediate environment and regions, defined in terms 
of the reach of the economic interchanges of a system led by a nodal center.  
Thus far, we can sustain that remittances, as an indicator, pinpoint the territorial 
generalization of Mexican migration toward the U.S. and the important effects 
of regional character that the social and economic changes experienced in the 
country in the last two decades have. 
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MAP 5 
LEVELS OF GROWTH OF FAMILIAL REMITTANCE RECEPTION BY FEDERAL 

STATE, 2003-2007

The values of the levels are annual and in million USD. Very low: from 21.20; low: from 21.20 to 59.20; mid: 
from 59.20 to 103.40; high: from 103.40 to 167.80; very high: ≥ to 167.80
Source: elaborated by Progisde of the University of Guadalajara. Levels calculated based on information from 
Bank of Mexico.

In map 6 we present the per capita reception of remittances by state and 
we notice changes at the levels in relation to the other maps. This comes from 
taking the size of population into account, albeit the pattern of the importance of 
remittances in the Pacific, Occidental, Central and Southern regions is still the 
same. 

An estimation of the impact of remittances in production

National level estimation

To weigh the economic impact of remittances at the level of federal states, 
we estimated an cross-section econometric model interactive in independent 
variables in the fashion of Cobb-Douglas:

X = Rϐ
1K

ϐ
2L

ϐ
3 
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MAP 6
LEVELS OF PER CAPITA REMITTANCE DISTRIBUTION BY STATES, 2005

The values of the levels are annual and in million USD. Very low: from 21.20; low: from 21.20 to 59.20; mid: 
from 59.20 to 103.40; high: from 103.40 to 167.80; very high: ≥ to 167.80
Source: elaborated by Progisde of the University of Guadalajara. Levels calculated based on information from 
Bank of Mexico.

And the estimable:
lnXi = ϐ1 + ϐ2 lnRi + ϐ3 lnKi + ϐ4 ln Li + ϒ
Where:
X = gross state product in 2003 for municipalities and GDP for the case of the 
states.
R= volume of remittances received by the state (or the municipality ig the second 
estimation in table 3) in 2003.
K = gross capital formation for 2003.
L = people employed in 2003.
i = states or municipalities for the case of municipal estimation. 
ϐj = estimated parameters.
ϒ = stochastic error. 
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The model was estimated using natural logarithms of the amounts of variables 
and the least squares method, the results are reported in table 2:

This exercise has as an aim to see how far and in which way there is a 
relation between remittances and the productive activity of the states; we are not 
whatsoever affirming there is an explanatory relation between production and 
the independent variables that we utilized. The table shows that the estimation 
of the model is statistically acceptable. The independent variables are significant 
with a low rejection probability; the coefficients of gross capital formation and 
employed people have the expected sign and size. However, remittances have 
a negative sign which means that in the states wherein the largest volumes are 
received production would be negatively influenced, in negligible amounts 
nevertheless, and vice versa, as the coefficient is -0.07. This means that in the 
states there is in general a slight probability that remittances negatively affect 
production; however, analyzing the context in which the model was elaborated, 
we can deduce that in reality in some states the relation will be positive and in 
other negative, and this only works to argue that remittances are a not-very-evident 
economic element in production and to underscore that in the future it would be 
transcendental to develop models by regions different from the traditional. On 
this basis, we emphasize that at state level the analysis only allows concluding 
that remittances do not have a positive impact on production, as it is commonly 
assumed.

Municipal level estimation 
The levels of remittance reception at municipal level (map 7) show clearly 
differenced regions in Mexican territory; the municipalities with the lengthiest 
migratory tradition are found in the very high levels, and those of recent 

TABLE 2
MODEL 1. ESTIMATION FOR STATES. GDP AS DEPENDENT VARIABLE, 2003

Variables B t Sig. (t) R 0.987

1 Constant 5.643 11.760 0.000
Adjusted 
Square R 0.972

2 2003 Remittance natural 
logarithm -0.073 -2.580 0.015

Durbin-
Watson 2.216

3 2003 Natural Logarithm 
FBKF 0.137 1.857 0.074 F 362.290

4 2003 Total employed people 
natural logarithm 0.938 10.842 0.000 Sig. (F) 0.000

Predictors: constant, total employed people natural logarithm 2003, remittance natural logarithm 2003; total 
gross formation of fixed capital logarithm (FBKF) 2003.
Dependent variable: 2003 GDP natural logarithm.
N= 32
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integration are in the low, very low or null levels. This is explained, in the first 
place, because the data correspond to 2000, when the southern part of the country 
virtually did not participate in migratory flows. Because of this we notice a sort 
of corridor of remittance reception which covers a large part of the central and 
occidental part of the country at very high, high, and mid levels, which moves 
northwards passing through Zacatecas, Durango and Chihuahua. In the densely 
populated regions there are very high levels of remittance reception, as it occurs 
in the central and occidental parts of the country. 

The productive rearrangement of the country after the commercial aperture in 
the 1990’s decade triggered the development of many regions, mainly those of 
modern economy, of commercial agriculture because of their fruit and vegetable 
production, those with exporting maquiladoras and others which have received 
foreign direct investments in touristic or construction sectors. But paired with 
this, a large part of the country suffered the consequences of adopting a neoliberal 
model, which brought along the disappearance of traditional productive sectors, 
such as footwear and textiles, as well as the disappearance of basic grains in 
the rural environment. This left many Mexicans unemployed, who engrossed the 
segments of population in poverty. 

A direct relation between the marginalization of the population that compose 
the regins and the volumes of remittances that are received is commonly 
perceived, particularly that the poorest and most marginalized receive more 
remittances. Map 8 shows that comparatively very few are the municipalities 
where this relation exists, and that a large part of them with high per capita 
remittance reception does not have high marginalization levels. If we analyze 
this relation with maps similar to the previous, of high remittance reception with 
other marginalization levels, we observe that the municipalities that receive large 
volumes of remittances have a mid, low or very low marginalization level (see 
map 9 for the case of low marginalization level with very high remittances). 

A low marginalization degree is characteristic of the states with a border with 
the United States; it is the case of Baja California, large part of Sonora, Chihuahua 
and Coahuila. This presence dilutes as we move to the south until it turns into 
small isolated patches in Sinaloa, Durango and Jalisco, where they coincide with 
urban and agricultural zones devoted to export cultivations. In these parts the 
coincidence with very high remittance reception is scarce; it is only observed in 
the north of Coahuila and Nuevo Leon, as well as in a small region in southern 
Jalisco.

The analysis of the relation between the high level of remittance reception 
and the different degrees of marginalization present in Mexico, from the previous 
maps, must be attenuated with the clarification that the degree of marginalization 
in different parts of the country has had many changes, also in the number of 
migrants, remittance amounts and the geography of migration to the U.S., as it 
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MAP 7
LEVELS OF REMITTANCE RECEPTION BY MUNICIPALITY, 2000

NB: the values are annual and in MXP for each municipality. Very low: ≤ to 4 900; low: from 4 900 to 1 000 865; 
mid: from 1000866 to 2102514; high: from 2102515 to 8133418; very high: ≥ to 8133419. 
Source: elaborated by Progisde with data from the 10-percent sample of 2000 XII General Census of Population 
and Housing.

largely comes from most Mexico. Said relation is fundamentally observed in the 
central and northern states, which had the highest reception of remittances, this 
has changed recently. 

Another aspect that must be taken into account that the comparison is only 
made with the highest reception of remittances, present at a sizeable part of the 
country, so the coincidence between both factors is limited to the presence of this 
characteristic; indeed, the relation changes if the mid and low levels of remittance 
reception are considered. Bearing this in mind, we believe there is an important 
coincidence between the most of municipalities with mid and low levels of 
remittance reception and high or very high marginalization degrees. 
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MAP 8
VERY HIGH MARGINALIZATION DEGREE WITH VERY HIGH PER CAPITA 

REMITTANCE RECEPTION, 2000

NB: the values are annual and in MXP for each municipality. Very low: ≤ to 4 900; low: from 4 900 to 1 000 865; 
mid: from 1000866 to 2102514; high: from 2102515 to 8133418; very high: ≥ to 8133419. 
Source: elaborated by Progisde with data from the 10-percent sample of 2000 XII General Census of Population 
and Housing.

To see the changes in the parameters of the economic model, we estimated it 
with municipal data; we calculated the municipal remittances for 2000; we used 
for 1998 the capital gross formation and employed population, with data from 
2000 XII General Census of Population and Housing and the 1999 Economic 
Census, the results are shown in table 3.

By and large, the estimation of the model is statistically acceptable; 
distinguishable is the sign of the remittance parameter compared with the State 
estimation; however, it also has a very low absolute value, this is to say, neither 
do remittances at municipal level associate in an important manner with gross 
production. The sign change may mean a heavier influence of remittances on 
municipal production than at national level. In any case, for practical ends, 
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MAP 9
LOW MARGINALIZATION DEGREE WITH VERY HIGH PER CAPITA 

PERCEPTION OF REMITTANCES, 2000

The values of the levels are per capita perception of remittances: very high: ≥ to 563.10 and low marginalization 
degree from -1.28 to -0.7.
Source: elaborated by Progisde based on information from National Council of Population (2000). Remittance 
levels were calculated based on the 10-percent sample of 2000 XII General Census of Population and Housing.
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both models show us that remittances are scantly significant in determining 
production. It is clear that we shall take the standard limitations of our estimations 
into account.9

9 The transversal models in this document have some limitations, as the technique compares the case 
studies between themselves, so a specific situation is described at a certain moment, from here that 
it is not convenient to produce projections with them. Separately, in the model we elaborated for the 
municipalities not all data correspond to the same moment in time; the variables: gross total production, 
employed people and gross formation of fixed capital correspond to 1998, while the calculations of 
remittances correspond to 2000. Besides, the limitations proper to the general econometric model must 
be taken into account.
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Conclusions
In the revision of literature we find dispersion of approaches and topics, however 
also the largest part of the studies are focused on the individual and very few 
on the territorial dimensions of the macro factors. In this work we analyze 
the current situation of migration and the productive use of remittances in 
regional development. We understand that migration is a geographic and social 
phenomenon that turns into interactions between human settlements, so that in 
order to study it in depth to allow making public policy proposals it must be 
carried out via regional analysis, which engages in searching for the reasons and 
sources of population growth in the territory; in said sense, the development or 
stagnation of a region is related to local factors and the socioeconomic functioning 
of human settlements in the territorial context.

We mentioned that Alonso’s general theory of movement (1978) that, 
according to Isard (1979), is the choice to study in- and outflows —in this case 
regions—, as well as to study migration and remittances. Nonetheless, to use 
this model there is need for more detailed information than that now available, 
so we propose a simpler schema of regional analysis, based on the concept of 
spatial organization, according to which in every geographic space we identified 
patterns of human settlements, of localization of economic activities, of families, 
of basic social capital, of public dependencies, of interactions between habitants 
and of socioeconomic development, all of them interacting and determined by 
socioeconomic and political processes. To illustrate the importance that the 
regional analysis of migration has (the territorial dimension of its factors), we 
present an instance of the general geographic behavior of remittances at the level 
of states and municipalities, as well as their impact on production. 

The analysis of the data for the 1994-2007 period shows that the volume 
of remittances grew with yearly variations and it currently tends to decrease. 
According to ENIGH from 1992 to 2005, the households that received remittances 
changed from 3.7 to 6 percent; at those whose current income depends on 
remittances in 75 percent and more increased their total participation from 10 to 
32 percent between 1992 and 2002, and decreased 30 percent in 2005. At those 
which depend in 25 percent or less, the participation has remained rather constant 
in circa 16 percent and, in localities with 2500 inhabitants, the households with 
heaviest dependence on remittances changed from 5.4 to 17 percent. To sum up, 
the number of households that receive remittances increased, but slightly more in 
the rural sphere than in the urban. The dependence of the households in relation 
to remittances also increased, mainly in the rural sphere. 

As for the analysis of the regional impacts of remittances, the different 
maps show territorial differences difficult to explain in an aggregated manner 
because the volumes and growth levels of remittances are related to the economic 
functioning of the states as a whole, which impacts the internal economy and 
even that of the neighboring states. 
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The econometric model used to weigh the economic impact of remittances 
at the level of federal states indicates that their influence is negative, which 
means there is an inverse association between the variations in production and in 
remittances, marginal however; in the case of municipalities, the effect is positive, 
but also slightly significant; this is, remittances have no importance in regional 
economic development. Considering the limitations of the performed estimation, 
we must assume that it is an income absorbed by the economic dynamic of the 
sub-national regions in the country. Hence, the analysis at state and municipal 
level only allows concluding that remittances do not have a positive impact on 
production; on the other side, contrary to common belief, it is not the poorest and 
most marginalized those which perceive the largest volumes of remittances , but 
those with mid, low or very low marginalization levels.
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