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Does Parental Migration During Childhood Affect Children’s 
Lifetime Educational Attainment? Evidence From Mexico

Joshua Thomas Wassink and Janelle Ashley Viera

ABSTRACT  Existing schol ar ship reveals impor tant and com pet ing influ ences of paren
tal migra tion on chil dren’s edu ca tional tra jec to ries. On the one hand, in the short term, 
leftbehind chil dren com monly take on addi tional house work and some times place less 
empha sis on edu ca tion if they aspire to fol low in their par ents’ migra tory foot steps. On 
the other hand, paren tal migra tion often leads to mon e tary trans fers (remit tances), which 
reduces finan cial pres sure on send ing house holds and can strengthen edu ca tional aspi
ra tions among chil dren left behind. Because pre vi ous stud ies exam ined these effects on 
chil dren still com plet ing their edu ca tions, the cumu la tive impact of paren tal migra tion on 
chil dren’s edu ca tional attain ment remains uncer tain. In this study, we use ret ro spec tive 
life his tory data from the Mex i can Migration Project to link paren tal migra tions occur
ring dur ing child hood with chil dren’s edu ca tional attain ment mea sured in adult hood. 
Using a novel coun ter fac tual approach, we find that paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood 
is asso ci ated with increased years of school ing and higher prob a bil i ties of com plet
ing lowersec ond ary school, enter ing uppersec ond ary school, and com plet ing upper
sec ond ary school. These asso ci a tions were stron gest among chil dren whose par ents did 
not com plete pri mary school and those liv ing in rural areas. Results from a pla cebo test 
sug gest that these pos i tive asso ci a tions can not be attrib uted to unob served house hold 
char ac ter is tics related to paren tal migra tion, which sup ports a causal inter pre ta tion of our 
main find ings. Thus, our anal y sis sug gests that, on aver age, and par tic u larly among more
dis ad van taged house holds, the longterm educational benefits asso ci ated with paren tal 
migra tion out weigh shortterm dis rup tions and strain asso ci ated with paren tal absence.

KEYWORDS  International migra tion/immi gra tion  •  Education  •  Intergenerational 
mobil ity  •  Causal anal y sis  •  Mexico

Introduction

International migra tion is a com monly used strat egy through which house hold mem
bers seek to accu mu late resources, mit i gate finan cial uncer tainty, and pro vide bet ter 
oppor tu ni ties  for  their  fam i lies  (Garip 2016; Massey  et  al. 1987;  Stark 1991).  In 
par tic u lar, migrant par ents often invest newly acquired resources in their chil dren’s 
edu ca tion to cre ate more oppor tu ni ties for their futures (Abrego 2014; Dreby 2010). 
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In  2017,  about  260 mil lion  per sons  lived  out side  their  countries  of  birth  (United 
Nations 2017). Estimates sug gest that 15% to 30% of chil dren through out Africa, 
Asia,  and Latin America will  live  apart  from at  least one migrant par ent  (Bryant 
2005; DeWaard et al. 2018). Parental absence due to migra tion occurs most com
monly in socio eco nom i cally dis ad van taged house holds—that is, those with par ents 
who have com pleted lit tle school ing and live in rural areas with weaker edu ca tional 
insti tu tions  (Lu  and Treiman 2011; Nobles  2013; Rendall  and Parker 2014). The 
ways paren tal migra tion affects edu ca tional attain ment among chil dren could have 
broad  impli ca tions,  pos i tive  or  neg a tive,  for  social  mobil ity  in  migrantsend ing 
areas, which are com monly char ac ter ized by high lev els of inequal ity and low lev
els of  inter gen er a tional mobil ity (HuertaWong et al. 2013; Marteleto et al. 2012; 
Ravallion 2014; Torche 2014).

Existing schol ar ship reveals impor tant and com pet ing influ ences of paren tal migra
tion on chil dren’s edu ca tional tra jec to ries. For instance, in the short term, leftbehind 
chil dren com monly take on addi tional house work or enter the work force to mit i gate 
the loss of a pri mary bread win ner. These edu ca tional dis rup tions can be compounded 
over time by longterm fam ily sep a ra tion, par tic u larly when chil dren aspire to fol low 
in their par ents’ migra tory foot steps (AmuedoDorantes and Pozo 2010; Jampaklay 
2007; Kandel and Massey 2002). At the same time, paren tal migra tion often leads to 
mon e tary trans fers (remit tances), which reduces finan cial pres sure on send ing house
holds and can strengthen edu ca tional aspi ra tions among chil dren left behind (Abrego 
2014; Edwards and Ureta 2003; Hanson and Woodruff 2003; Nobles 2011). Because 
pre vi ous stud ies exam ined these effects on chil dren still com plet ing their edu ca tions, 
the  cumu la tive  impact  of  paren tal  migra tion  on  chil dren’s  edu ca tional  attain ment 
remains uncer tain.

Empirically, it is dif fi cult to iden tify the cumu la tive asso ci a tion between paren
tal  migra tion  dur ing  child hood  and  chil dren’s  life time  edu ca tional  attain ment 
because  it  requires  linking  two  tem po rally dis tant events. Most sur veys  that cap
ture inter na tional move ment, such as those cited ear lier, are crosssec tional or con
tain  short  pan els  cov er ing  only  a  few  years. As  a  result,  these  stud ies  gen er ally 
restricted  their  foci  to  a  sin gle  stage  of  a  house hold’s migra tion  his tory—either 
imme di ately fol low ing paren tal depar ture (e.g., Antman 2011; Chang et al. 2011) 
or while the par ent is abroad—but with out infor ma tion about time since emi gra tion 
or the house hold’s pre mi gra tion con text (e.g., HalpernManners 2011; Hanson and 
Woodruff  2003; Nobles 2011).  International migra tion  is  a dynamic pro cess  that 
evolves at  the house hold and com mu nity  lev els  (Garip 2012; Massey 1990), and 
evi dence sug gests that the rela tion ship between paren tal migra tion and chil dren’s 
school ing  changes  across  house hold  and  com mu nity migra tion  his to ries  (Curran 
et al. 2004; Kandel and Massey 2002). Thus, attempts to iden tify the rela tion ship 
between paren tal migra tion and chil dren’s edu ca tional attain ment based on sin gle 
time  points  could  bias  research find ings  upward  or  down ward  depending  on  the 
tim ing of data col lec tion.

In this study, we attempt to over come these lim i ta tions by using ret ro spec tive life 
his tory data from the Mex i can Migration Project (MMP) to link paren tal migra tions 
occur ring dur ing child hood with chil dren’s edu ca tional attain ment mea sured in adult
hood. With  this  infor ma tion, we address  two research ques tions. First, what  is  the 
asso ci a tion between paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood and chil dren’s life time edu
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ca tional attain ment? Second, does the asso ci a tion between paren tal migra tion dur ing 
child hood and chil dren’s life time edu ca tional attain ment vary by level of house hold 
and com mu nity dis ad van tage?

Figure 1 illus trates our ana lyt i cal approach. We define the first paren tal migra
tion (M1) as occur ring at time T = 1 (which we restrict to house holds in which the 
par ent’s first migra tion hap pened while the child was 1–14 years old). We link M1 
to chil dren’s life time edu ca tional attain ment (EA), which we mea sure at time T = 1 
+ K, where K  is a non neg a tive inte ger greater than 6 to ensure that the child has 
aged out of their stan dard school ing years (i.e., is 20 years old or more).1 We use 
a broad set of covariates (L0), which we mea sured at time t = 0, to match migrant 
chil dren against the most sim i lar chil dren with out migrant par ents, thus pro vid ing 
coun ter fac tual  infor ma tion about edu ca tional attain ment  sans paren tal migra tion. 
However, our mod els can not con trol for all  house hold char ac ter is tics that may cor
re late with  the  like li hood of paren tal depar ture  (U0 in Figure 1),  such as par ent
child rela tion ship qual ity. To address this lim i ta tion, we conducted a pla cebo test 
using adult chil dren aged 15 or older at the time of paren tal migra tion—chil dren 
whose school ing should be unaf fected by paren tal depar ture. The pla cebo results 
were non sig nifi  cant, indi cat ing that static unob served house hold char ac ter is tics did 
not con tam i nate our pri mary mod els and supporting a causal inter pre ta tion of our 
main find ings.

1 K can not be less than 6 because the oldest per sons iden ti fied as chil dren at the time of paren tal migra tion 
were aged 14, and the youn gest respon dents that we define as “adult chil dren” at the time of the sur vey are 
age 20 (20 – 14 = 6). Our results are robust to restricting our sam ple to adult chil dren aged 25 or older such 
that K is greater than or equal to 11.

Fig. 1  Causal diagram depicting the effect of a first parental migration during childhood on a child’s educa
tional attainment measured in adulthood
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Background

Qualitative stud ies on the social and emo tional hard ships that trans na tional fam i lies 
expe ri ence, as well as the resil iency of these kin ship ties despite phys i cal sep a ra tion, 
have found migra tion to be a fam ilycen tered pro cess that par ents under take in part 
to pro mote the socio eco nomic mobil ity of their chil dren (Dreby 2010; Olwig 1999; 
Orellana et al. 2001). Some par ents man age to improve their chil dren’s qual ity of life 
by send ing finan cial remit tances, which chil dren remaining behind may grow to view 
as sym bolic of their par ents’ sac ri fices for their school ing and improved liv ing con
di tions (Abrego 2014). However, many par ents and chil dren also expe ri ence strain in 
their rela tion ships. Children often express feel ings of emo tional loss and resent ment 
toward their absent par ents’ deci sions to move abroad (Dreby 2010; Jingzhong and 
Lu 2011; Parreñas 2005). Parental migra tion can also impose finan cial bur dens on 
fam ily mem bers remaining behind, par tic u larly in the imme di ate after math of depar
ture while migrant par ents repay debts owed to smug glers or recruit ment agencies 
and strug gle to secure steady employ ment abroad (Abrego 2014). Thus, while paren
tal migra tion may enhance chil dren’s longterm aca demic oppor tu ni ties, it can also 
result in behav ioral issues and increased finan cial bur dens. These con se quences can 
some times lead to worse school per for mance and even drop ping out, thereby reduc
ing chil dren’s life time edu ca tional attain ment.

Surveybased research has reflected these con tra dic tory impacts of paren tal migra
tion. Some schol ars  found  that paren tal migra tion  is asso ci ated with worse edu ca
tional  out comes,  which  they  attrib uted  to  a  com bi na tion  of  fam ily  sep a ra tion,  a 
cul ture of migra tion, and finan cial hard ships fol low ing paren tal depar ture (Creighton 
et al. 2009; HalpernManners 2011; Lu 2012). In par tic u lar, par entchild sep a ra tion 
dur ing migra tion can result in a loss of social sup port for chil dren remaining behind 
(Graham 2011; Lu 2014), which can worsen their school per for mance and increase 
their risk of drop ping out (Creighton et al. 2009; Zhou et al. 2014). Increased finan
cial  bur dens  imme di ately  fol low ing  paren tal  depar ture  can  com pound  the  con se
quences  of  fam ily  sep a ra tion.  For  instance,  paren tal migra tion  pre dicts  shortterm 
declines in chil dren’s time spent study ing (Antman 2011) and increases in time spent 
on house work and farm work (Chang et al. 2011). Consequently, paren tal migra tion 
can worsen school ing among chil dren through var i ous path ways, par tic u larly in the 
imme di ate after math of depar ture. The emer gence of a “cul ture of migra tion” can 
exac er bate  declin ing  social  sup port  and  increased  house hold  respon si bil i ties.  Evi
dence has shown that chil dren liv ing in house holds and com mu ni ties within estab
lished migrant net works are more likely to aspire to migrate them selves. This focus 
on migra tion dis rupts their focus on school com ple tion and poten tially reduces the 
ben e fits of greater finan cial resources that stem from remit tances (HalpernManners 
2011; Kandel and Massey 2002).

In  con trast,  some  sur veybased  stud ies  have  high lighted  a  pos i tive  asso ci a tion 
between paren tal migra tion  and  chil dren’s  edu ca tional  attain ment, find ing  that  the 
finan cial ben e fits asso ci ated with a par ent’s move abroad can off set the migra tion’s 
adverse effects on chil dren’s school ing (Dustmann 2008; Nobles 2011). These stud
ies often con cep tu al ized paren tal remit tances, which send ing house holds com monly 
invest  in chil dren’s edu ca tion (Massey et al. 2013), as a quasiexog e nous boost  to 
house hold income (Hanson and Woodruff 2003). For exam ple, Curran et al.’s (2004) 
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study in Thailand found that hav ing at least one remit ting par ent increased the odds 
of transitioning from pri mary to lower sec ond ary school. Nobles (2011) documented 
a pos i tive asso ci a tion between paren tal remit tances and reported aspi ra tions to attend 
col lege among the chil dren of migrants in Mexico (see also AmuedoDorantes and 
Pozo 2010). In this way, remit tances can pos i tively influ ence school reten tion, poten
tially offsetting the cul ture of migra tion and the adverse effects of paren tal absence 
(Edwards and Ureta 2003; Hu 2013; Lu and Treiman 2011).

The lack of con sen sus in pre vi ous research on how paren tal migra tion impacts 
chil dren’s  edu ca tion  stems  from data  lim i ta tions, which  have  prevented  schol ars 
from directly test ing the model shown in Figure 1. As our review of the lit er a ture 
shows, schol ars have gen er ally exam ined spe cific pieces of the migra tionedu ca tion 
rela tion ship depending on avail  able infor ma tion. Figure 2 illus trates the lim i ta tions 
of  this approach for draw ing causal  infer ences. Scholars have typ i cally iden ti fied 
the asso ci a tion between the nth paren tal migra tion (MNn)—or char ac ter is tics of the 
nth migra tion,  such  as  finan cial  remit tances—and  schoolaged  chil dren’s  edu ca
tional  attain ment or  risk of drop out  (En), mea sured  con cur rently or within  a  few 
years  of  depar ture.  These  stud ies  gen er ally  adjusted  for  house hold  and  com mu
nity char ac ter is tics mea sured at time t = n (Acosta 2011; e.g., AmuedoDorantes and 
Pozo 2010; Creighton et al. 2009; Edwards and Ureta 2003; HalpernManners 2011; 
Lu 2014; Lu and Treiman 2011; Nobles 2011) or time t = n – k in the case of short
wave panel stud ies, such as Antman’s (2011) anal y sis of school and work out comes 
among Mex i can youth in response to a recent pater nal migra tion (see also Chang 
et al. 2011).

Fig. 2  Causal diagram depicting the effect of a parental migration n during childhood on a child’s educa
tional attainment measured at time n
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These approaches intro duced two poten tial sources of bias: ret ro spec tive and pro
spec tive biases. On the one hand, crosssec tional stud ies that observe only Ln, MNn, 
and En (e.g., Creighton et al. 2009; Edwards and Ureta 2003; HalpernManners 2011; 
Hanson  and Woodruff  2003;  Nobles  2013)  can not  adjust  for  the  poten tially  con
founding influ ence of ear lier con tex tual fea tures (L0) or pre vi ous paren tal migra tions 
(M1 . . .  n – 1). Adjustment for Ln—pos si bly years or decades after the par ent’s first 
depar ture—could intro duce sub stan tial bias into these crosssec tional stud ies because 
con tex tual fac tors change over time in ways that often directly relate to house holds’ 
and com mu ni ties’ migra tion his to ries (Massey 1990; Massey et al. 1994; Mines and 
Massey 1985). On the other hand, stud ies that pre dict edu ca tional out comes, such as 
school drop out at time t = n in response to paren tal migra tion and house hold con text 
at a pre vi ous time T = n − k, can not cap ture the life time effects of paren tal migra tion. 
For instance, chil dren could ini tially leave school to account for the loss of a migrant 
bread win ner but later reenroll upon the com mence ment of a remit tance flow.

Beyond these issues of tim ing, it is well established that house holdlevel migra
tion behav iors evolve (Garip 2012; Massey et al. 1987; Mines and de Janvry 1982; 
Reichert 1981). Firsttime migrants often accrue debt, which can limit their abil ity 
to send remit tances and push fam ily mem bers remaining behind into the work force 
(Abrego 2014; Antman 2011; Mines and Massey 1985). However, across mul ti ple 
trips abroad, migrantsend ing house holds gain con sid er able asset advan tages rel a tive 
to their non mi grant peers (Garip 2012; Massey et al. 1994; Mines and Massey 1985), 
and remit tance lev els increase sig nifi  cantly with accu mu lated migra tion expe ri ence 
(Garip 2012, 2014). Even stud ies that focused on inter ven ing mech a nisms, such as 
the pres ence of a  remit tance flow (e.g., AmuedoDorantes and Pozo 2010; Nobles 
2011), could intro duce bias to the extent that cur rent pat terns are endog e nous to pre
vi ous events.  Indeed, Curran et al.  (2004) contended  that  the rela tion ship between 
paren tal migra tion and chil dren’s school ing changes at var i ous stages of house hold 
and com mu nity migra tion his to ries.

In our study, we aim to over come the lim i ta tions of ear lier work by iden ti fy ing the 
asso ci a tion between paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood and chil dren’s total edu ca
tional attain ment mea sured in adult hood. To do so, we use ret ro spec tive lon gi tu di nal 
data from the MMP to con nect adult chil dren’s edu ca tional attain ment with their par
ents’ life his to ries. With this data, we esti mate the asso ci a tion between M1 and EA, 
net of L0, as described in Figure 1. As such, we pro vide a pre cisely adjusted esti mate 
of the asso ci a tion between paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood and chil dren’s edu ca
tional attain ment mea sured in adult hood.

Based on our ini tial find ings, we also assess whether the life time impacts of paren
tal migra tion  are more  sub stan tial  among  chil dren  from  socio eco nom i cally  dis ad
van taged  back grounds. Given  that  paren tal move ment  can  con trib ute  to  aca demic 
achieve ment through the remis sion of finan cial resources (Abrego 2014; Dreby 2010; 
Massey et al. 2013; Nobles 2013), we expect that the observed ben e fits (losses) attrib
ut  able  to paren tal migra tion will  be  larg est  (smallest)  among more  socio eco nom i
cally dis ad van taged chil dren—that is, those who have the most to gain (lose) from 
an eco nomic infu sion (deple tion) in their house holds. This expec ta tion is con sis tent 
with prior stud ies documenting a larger con tem po ra ne ous asso ci a tion between paren
tal migra tion and chil dren’s edu ca tion  in rural areas and in house holds with  lower 
lev els  of  paren tal  edu ca tion  (Hanson  and Woodruff  2003; Lu  and Treiman 2011). 
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Building on these stud ies, we exam ine dif fer ences in the asso ci a tion between paren tal 
migra tion dur ing child hood and chil dren’s life time edu ca tional attain ment by house
hold  socio eco nomic  sta tus  (i.e.,  paren tal  edu ca tion)  and  com mu nity  con text  (i.e., 
rural/urban).

Data and Methods

Estimating the effect of paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood on edu ca tional attain
ment in adult hood requires panel data containing infor ma tion on par ents, chil dren, 
house holds,  and  com mu ni ties.  We  are  unaware  of  a  suf fi ciently  long  panel  that 
includes a large sam ple of par ents who migrated while their chil dren were in school. 
Therefore, we used ret ro spec tive life his tory data from the MMP to link adult chil
dren’s edu ca tional attain ment to their par ents’ first U.S. migra tions that occurred dur
ing child hood.

Each year since 1987, the MMP has col lected ran dom house hold sam ples in four 
to six Mex i can com mu ni ties and respon dentdriven sam ples of migrant house holds 
from  those same com mu ni ties  in  the United States. As of 2018,  the MMP sam ple 
included 27,274 house holds in 170 com mu ni ties, spread across 24 of Mexico’s 32 
states. These data  are  rep re sen ta tive of  the  sam ple  regions  com pared with nation
ally  rep re sen ta tive  sur veys  admin is tered  by  the Mex i can Census Bureau  (Massey 
and Zenteno 2000). Massey and Zenteno (2000) found that the MMP cap tures areas 
respon si ble for send ing 90% of Mex i can migrants to the United States. Thus, these 
data pro vide an ideal source for describ ing social and demo graphic pro cesses related 
to MexicoU.S. migra tion, the larg est bina tional migra tion flow in the world over the 
last 50 years (Abel and Sander 2014).

Data col lec tion staff use eth no graphic and sur vey  tech niques  to col lect detailed 
demo graphic  infor ma tion  about  house hold  heads,  their  spouses,  and  all   res i dent 
and—impor tantly—non res i dent chil dren of the house hold head. With this infor ma
tion, we can iden tify years of school ing and the highest level of edu ca tion com pleted 
by res i dent and non res i dent adult chil dren of house hold heads. Because we are inter
ested in the effect of paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood on chil dren’s edu ca tional 
attain ment in adult hood, we restricted our sam ple to adult chil dren, here defined as 
age 20 years or older. Therefore, life time edu ca tional attain ment refers to school ing 
com pleted dur ing stan dard edu ca tional years.

Educational Attainment

We assessed mul ti ple dimen sions of edu ca tional attain ment: total years of school ing, 
com ple tion of lowersec ond ary school (9 years), entry into uppersec ond ary school 
(10 years), and com ple tion of uppersec ond ary school (12 years).2 Although years of 
school ing quantifies total edu ca tional attain ment, it also obscures the struc tural char

2  We also rep li cated our anal y sis among chil dren aged 25 years and older with the addi tion of some col lege 
and col lege com ple tion to our set of edu ca tional out come var i ables.
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ac ter is tics of Mexico’s edu ca tional sys tem. Throughout the lat ter half of the twen ti eth 
cen tury, the Mex i can gov ern ment enacted sig nifi  cant reforms to increase edu ca tional 
oppor tu ni ties. Beginning in 1950, Mexico widely expanded its pub lic edu ca tion sys
tem by constructing thou sands of pri mary and lowersec ond ary schools, prin ci pally 
in poor and rural com mu ni ties (Creighton and Park 2010). Then,  in 1992, Mexico 
passed the National Agreement to Modernize Basic Education, which made lower
sec ond ary school (sev enth through ninth grade) man da tory and tuitionfree (Parker 
et al. 2007).3 These expan sions and reforms sig nifi  cantly increased pri mary and sec
ond ary school com ple tion among Mex i cans born since about 1980 (Behrman et al. 
2007), with con di tional matric u la tion into lowersec ond ary school reaching 96% in 
2017 (OECD 2018). However, by that same year, only onehalf of Mex i cans under 
age  25  had  com pleted  uppersec ond ary  school  (grades  10  to  12),  which  remains 
nonmandatory and requires  tuition pay ments  (OECD 2018). Advancement beyond 
lowersec ond ary  school  is  a  valu able marker  of  edu ca tional mobil ity,  par tic u larly 
among chil dren with lessedu cated par ents (Urbina 2018).

Parental Migration

We  restricted our  sam ple  to  the  chil dren of  the  house hold  head  that were  at  least 
20 years old at  the  time of  the sur vey and born after 1964 in  the postBracero era 
(n = 38,813). Although our sam ple could tech ni cally include chil dren whose par ents 
migrated as recently as 2012 (chil dren aged 14 in 2012 would turn 20 in 2018 and 
become eli gi ble for our study), we capped our range at 2003. We excluded chil dren 
born after 2003  from our  sam ple because Mex i can migra tion  to  the United States 
declined pre cip i tously  in  the  twentyfirst cen tury  (Massey et al. 2015). Despite an 
aver age  of  47  paren tal  depar tures  per  year, we  observed  24  total  depar tures  from 
2003 to 2012, with no depar tures recorded in mul ti ple years. These minus cule cell 
sizes  raise  con cerns  given  our  reli ance  on  com mu nity  and  year  fixed  effects,  as 
described later. Thus, we restricted our anal y sis to per sonyears between 1965 and 
2003, inclu sive.

We defined child hood as occur ring between ages 0–14,  includ ing chil dren who 
are at home or attend ing pri mary or lowersec ond ary school but have not yet matric
u lated into uppersec ond ary edu ca tion. We dichot o mously iden ti fied paren tal migra
tion based on the year of ini tial depar ture of the house hold head. We restricted our 
focus to migra tions under taken by the house hold head because only chil dren of the 
house hold head are explic itly linked to their par ent (the house hold head). That is, we 
can not guar an tee that a house hold head’s spouse at the moment of the sur vey is also 
the par ent of the house hold head’s chil dren or that the cur rent spouse was pres ent in 
the house hold dur ing child hood.

If the house hold head’s first migra tion occurred when a child was between ages 
0 and 14, we iden ti fied that child as a migrantchild and placed them in the treated 
group. We clas si fied chil dren as non mi grant chil dren if their house hold heads never 
migrated, first migrated before the child was born, or first migrated after the child’s 

3  Students’ fam i lies are still respon si ble for their uni forms, note books, and other mate ri als.
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fifteenth birth day. We placed these non mi grant chil dren in the set of poten tial con trol 
obser va tions.4 Thus, our treat ment var i able dichot o mously iden ti fied 2,839 chil dren 
of the house hold head whose par ent first migrated to the United States when those 
chil dren were aged 0–14. We counted 574 migrant chil dren whose house hold heads 
accu mu lated fewer than 12 months of total U.S. migra tion expe ri ence as miss ing,5 
which left 2,265 migrant chil dren in our sam ple. For each of these adult chil dren, we 
retained timeinvari ant mea sures of edu ca tional attain ment, year of birth, and sex.

Childhood Context

To mea sure con text dur ing child hood, we linked each adult child to their house hold 
heads’ ret ro spec tive life his tory. The life his tory tech nique locates sig nifi  cant events, 
such as mar riages or migra tions, with visual cal en dar cues (Axinn et al. 1999). The 
MMP relies on these tech niques in tan dem with com mu nity obser va tions and eth no
graphic meth ods to col lect accu rate ret ro spec tive data (Massey 1987). With these life 
his to ries, we cre ated pan els describ ing each respon dents’ yearly house hold con text 
dur ing child hood, yield ing a data set of 587,330 childyears.

For chil dren whose par ents migrated  to  the United States dur ing child hood, we 
iden ti fied  the year of a first paren tal migra tion, T = 1. We dropped 39,206 migrant 
childyears other than year T = 0—that is, the year imme di ately before paren tal migra
tion (see Figure 1)—leav ing a total sam ple of 548,124 childyears. In this way, we 
linked each migrant child’s school ing mea sured in adult hood to their child hood con
text imme di ately before paren tal depar ture. However, iden ti fy ing migrant chil dren’s 
house hold con text in year T = 0 cre ated a new chal lenge: the delin ea tion of an appro
pri ate  con trol  group. While we  reduced  each migrant  child  to  a  sin gle  childyear, 
there were still 15 childyears for each non mi grant child. To iden tify an appro pri ate 
con trol group with which to esti mate the asso ci a tion between paren tal migra tion dur
ing child hood and chil dren’s life time edu ca tional attain ment in adult hood, we used 
pro pen sity score matching (PSM) to com pare each migrant childyear with the most 
sim i lar non mi grant childyear based on the migrant child’s house hold and com mu
nity con text in year T = 0.

The PSM design mim ics a ran dom ized con trol trial with appli ca bil ity to obser va
tional data (Hernán and Robins 2020; Rubin 1974; Winship and Mor gan 1999). PSM 
mod els approx i mate the coun ter fac tual frame work by matching treated obser va tions 
to (nearly) iden ti cal con trols using observ able pre treat ment infor ma tion. PSM mod
els  allow  for  the  inclu sion  of  numer ous,  poten tially  colin ear  con trol  var i ables,  an 
essen tial attri bute for research on inter na tional migra tion, which relates to a broad set 
of sociodemographic and eco nomic fac tors (Garip 2016; Massey et al. 1999). Treat
ment and con trol groups are well matched when dif fer ences between the two groups 

4  Our results were con sis tent when we excluded non mi grant chil dren whose par ents had migrated before 
or after their child hood.
5  Our results were sub stan tively unchanged with the inclu sion of these respon dents as migrant chil dren. 
The coef fi cient mag ni tudes reduced slightly with the inclu sion of these shorter trips, but no coef fi cients 
changed in direc tion or sig nifi  cance.
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on these observ able char ac ter is tics are neg li gi ble (Hernán and Robins 2020). In our 
model, the con trol group rep re sents the coun ter fac tual in which a migrant child’s par
ent had not migrated.

PSM uses a threestage design to iden tify appro pri ate coun ter fac tu als. In the first 
stage, we esti mated a logis tic regres sion model to deter mine the prob a bil ity of expo
sure to treat ment (paren tal migra tion). These results are used to gen er ate predicted 
prob a bil i ties, or pro pen sity scores, of expo sure to treat ment. In the sec ond stage, the 
PSM matches  each  treated obser va tion  to  the  con trol  obser va tion with  the  clos est 
pro pen sity score. This stage ensures that each migrant child matches against a sin gle 
non mi grant  childyear  rather  than  includ ing  all   15  childyears  that were  avail  able 
for each non mi grant child. We enforced a fairly strict cal i per range of 0.01 to ensure 
highqual ity matches (Mor gan and Winship 2015).6 We excluded 16 treated obser va
tions (0.06%) that lacked wellmatched con trols. In 21 cases where migrant chil dren 
matched with  two iden ti cal con trols (0.07%), we included both tied con trol obser
va tions.7 We did not allow replace ment, such that our model used each non mi grant 
childyear either once or not at all .8 Once these matches were constructed, the third 
stage defined the aver age treat ment effect on the treated (ATT) as the dif fer ence in 
edu ca tional attain ment between the treated and con trol obser va tions aver aged across 
the entire matched sam ple.

The ATT cap tures the net impact of paren tal migra tion on chil dren’s life time edu
ca tional  attain ment  among migrant  chil dren.  The  aver age  treat ment  effect  on  the 
untreated (i.e., the effect of a hypo thet i cal paren tal migra tion on a non mi grant child) 
can not be  reli ably esti mated when  the  treat ment  is  rare and not evenly dis trib uted 
across the pop u la tion (Mor gan and Winship 2015), as is the case for paren tal migra
tion. Therefore, our  tar get out come of  inter est  is  the ATT, which we define as  the 
aver age dif fer ence between the edu ca tional attain ment of migrant chil dren and their 
“nearest neigh bor” non mi grant chil dren.9

A ben e fit of nearest neigh bor matching is the removal of cases that are extremely 
“unlike  the  treated”  (Mor gan  and Winship  2015).  In  mul ti ple  regres sion  mod els 
of  rare  events,  such  as paren tal migra tion dur ing  child hood,  the  inclu sion of  con
trol obser va tions with mar ginal pro pen sity scores—that is, those that are extremely 
unlikely to be treated based on other observ able char ac ter is tics—can inflate stan dard 
errors, which lim its the inter pret abil ity of coef fi cient esti ma tes (Hernán and Robins 
2020). PSM solves this prob lem by includ ing only con trol obser va tions that have pro
pen si ties to be treated and closely resem ble at least one treated indi vid ual. As Smith 
(1997:349) explained, “[B]y focus ing atten tion on the over lap of treat ments and con
trols with respect to the dis tri bu tion of covariates, matching effec tively delim its the 
range of causal infer ence.” Although this exclu sion pre vents us from gen er al iz ing our 

6  The cal i per range defi nes the max i mum dif fer ence in the pro pen sity score that is allowed between treated 
obser va tions and their matched con trols.
7  We weighted our sam ple such that all  treated and unique con trol obser va tions counted as one obser va
tion, and each tied con trol con trib uted onehalf of an obser va tion.
8  Our results were sub stan tively iden ti cal in mod els that allowed replace ment—that is, when sin gle con
trols could be paired with mul ti ple treated obser va tions.
9  Mor gan and Winship (2015:173–175) discussed why the aver age treat ment effect on the untreated can 
rarely be esti mated in obser va tional stud ies.
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1775Parental Migration During Childhood and Children’s Education

results to the entire pop u la tion, it enables pre cise esti ma tion of the ATT with a well
matched con trol group (Angrist et al. 1996).

Because we could adjust for selec tion on only observed var i ables, we invoke the 
ignorability assump tion (IA), which states that poten tial out comes are uncor re lated 
with unob served var i ables, con di tional on observed covariates (Mor gan and Winship 
2015). In prac tice,  the IA can not be ver i fied and should not be taken as true when 
applied to obser va tional data. Instead, the qual ity and vari ety of avail  able covariates 
can ren der the IA more plau si ble (Brand and Xie 2010).

To increase con fi dence in the IA, we conducted our matches within com mu ni ties 
and included year fixed effects in our pro pen sity score equa tion. As a result, con tex
tual social, cul tural, and eco nomic struc tures, which influ ence both adults’ migra tion 
behav ior and chil dren’s school ing out comes (Massey 1990; Valentine et al. 2016), 
can not  con found  our  results  because  these  expo sures  are  held  con stant  between 
treated  and  con trol  obser va tions. We  could  not match within  house holds  because 
sib lings expe ri ence  iden ti cal paren tal migra tion behav ior. Thus, we relied on a set 
of observ able covariates, which Table 1 sum ma rizes.10 First, we included chil dren’s 
age, sex, birth order, and year of obser va tion to remove con cern due to age, period, 
sibship, and gen der effects. Second, we  included sociodemographic char ac ter is tics 
of the house hold head: year of birth, sex, mar i tal sta tus, edu ca tion, inter nal migra
tion his tory, and occu pa tion, as well as house hold prop er ties, busi ness hold ings, land 
hold ings, and fam ily com po si tion. The inclu sion of these char ac ter is tics mit i gates the 
pos si bil ity that chil dren are dif fer en tially selected into paren tal migra tion according 
to house hold sociodemographic con text or class back ground, which are highly cor re
lated with school ing out comes in Mexico (Marteleto et al. 2012; Urbina 2018). Third, 
we  included  spe cific mea sures  of  house hold migra tion  net works  to  adjust  for  the 
pos si bil ity that paren tal migra tion is selec tive on trans na tional ties, which increase 
par ents’ oppor tu ni ties  to migrate but can reduce their chil dren’s school attach ment 
(Kandel and Massey 2002; Palloni et al. 2001). Together, these var i ables cap ture a 
broad range of social, eco nomic, and demo graphic fac tors related to paren tal selec
tion into migra tion and chil dren’s edu ca tional attain ment.

To reduce our depen dence on the IA assump tion, we also conducted a pla cebo test 
by rep li cat ing our PSM anal y sis among respon dents whose par ents migrated after they 
had aged out of  their pri mary school ing years. This  test, which we report after our 
main find ings, sug gests that unob served fac tors did not bias our pri mary con clu sions.

Results

Descriptive and Multivariable Results

Before presenting our PSM results, we first exam ined edu ca tional attain ment within 
the full MMP sam ple. Figure 3 shows that paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood was 
asso ci ated with sig nifi  cantly lower adult edu ca tional attain ment across three of our 

10  We also address the pos si bil ity of unob served house holdlevel confounding with a pla cebo test that we 
describe later.
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Table 1 Description of var i ables used to esti mate pro pen sity scores

Variable Mean/% Min. Max. SD Variable Definition

Child Characteristics
  Migrant child (%) 0 0 1 — Parent migrated to the United 

States dur ing child hood
  Age (mean) 6.91 0.00 14.00 4.30 Child’s age in childyear
  Sex (%) 50 0.00 1.00 — Child’s sex (1 = male,  

0 = female)
  Year (mean) 1983 1965 2003 8.55 Year of obser va tion
  Survey year (mean) 2004 1987 2018 8.33
Household Head Characteristics
  Year born (mean) 1945 1895 1981 11.03 Year in which the house hold 

head was born 
  Sex (%) 18 0 1 — Sex of the house hold head  

(1 = male, 0 = female)
  Married (%) 88 0 1 — Marital sta tus of the house hold 

head (1 = mar ried,  
0 = unmar ried)

  Education (mean) 4.47 0 23 3.95 Years of school ing of the 
house hold head

  Domestic migra tion (%) 26 0 1 — Household head pre vi ously 
migrated within Mexico

  Occupation of the house hold  
head

    Agricultural 38 0 1 — Held agri cul tural occu pa tion
    Unskilled 33 0 1 — Held unskilled man ual 

occu pa tion
    Skilled/pro fes sional 5 0 1 — Held skilled man ual or  

pro fes sional occu pa tion
Household Context
  Minors (mean) 4.65 0 18 2.36 Number of minors in the 

house hold
  Adults (mean) 0.62 0 17 1.46 Number of adult chil dren of the 

house hold head
  Sibling rank (mean) 3.69 1 18 2.58
  Land (%) 21 0 4 0.48 Number of land par cels owned 

by the house hold
  Property (%) 62 0 6 0.52 Number of prop er ties owned 

by the house hold
  Business (%) 14 0 4 0.37 Number of businesses oper ated 

by the house hold
Household Migration  

Experiencea

  Parent migrated 4 0 1 — One or both par ents of the 
house hold head have  
pre vi ously migrated to the 
United States

  Brothers migrated 20 0 11 0.67 Number of broth ers of the 
house hold head with prior 
migration to the United States

 Sisters migrated 6 0 7 0.35 Number of sis ters of the 
house hold head with prior 
migration to the United States
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1777Parental Migration During Childhood and Children’s Education

four school ing out comes. Of course, these bivar i ate asso ci a tions do not account for 
numer ous  house hold  and  com mu nitylevel  fac tors  that  have  been  shown  to  affect 
expo sure to paren tal migra tion (Massey and Espinosa 1997).

Accordingly, Table 2 pres ents two mul ti var i able mod els that esti mate the asso ci a
tion between paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood and chil dren’s edu ca tional attain
ment in adult hood. These mod els adjusted for timeinvari ant char ac ter is tics that we 
linked  to  each  adult  child’s  edu ca tional  attain ment  (see  note  below Table  2). The 
first model included timeinvari ant demo graphic char ac ter is tics of chil dren and their 
house hold heads, which are not at risk of being endog e nous to paren tal migra tion. The 
sec ond model incor po rated com mu nity fixed effects. Both mod els revealed a weak 
pos i tive asso ci a tion between paren tal move ment and com ple tion of lowersec ond ary 
school and a mod est neg a tive asso ci a tion between paren tal migra tion and con tin ued 
edu ca tion into and through uppersec ond ary school. These crosssec tional ana ly ses 
iden tify an ambig u ous asso ci a tion between paren tal migra tion and chil dren’s edu ca
tional attain ment. This ambi gu ity is con sis tent with the mixed evi dence from prior 
crosssec tional  stud ies  on  paren tal  migra tion  and  chil dren’s  edu ca tion  (Creighton 
et al. 2009; HalpernManners 2011; Hanson and Woodruff 2003; Nobles 2011). How
ever, like those stud ies, the mod els shown in Table 2 ignore the con tri bu tion of the 
pre mi gra tion con text (L0) to selec tion into paren tal migra tion.

These  crosssec tional mod els  also  pro vided  an  oppor tu nity  to  assess  our  invo
ca tion of  the IA with  the pres ent set of con trol var i ables. Oster (2019) pro posed a 
method  for assessing  the cov er age derived  from a  set of observed covariates. Her 
approach com pared a regres sion coef fi cient of inter est between uncon trolled and con
trolled mod els to infer the “degree of selec tion on unob serv ables rel a tive to observ
ables that would be nec es sary to explain away the result” (2019:195). To assess the 
set of observed covariates used through out our PSM mod els, we esti mated the delta 
coef fi cient for Model B in Table 2. The test returned a delta coef fi cient of 24.435. 
Thus, chil dren’s edu ca tion would need to be selected on unob served fac tors at a rate 
of 24 times that of our observed var i ables to depress the house hold head migra tion 
coef fi cient down to 0. Such a large delta coef fi cient pro vi des con sid er able sup port 
for our invo ca tion of the ignorability assump tion, par tic u larly given our robust set of 
con tex tual and indi vid uallevel fixed effects. Thus, we now turn to our PSM anal y sis.

PSM Results: Full Sample

Table A1  in  the  online  appen dix  pres ents  the  results  from  the  firststage  logis tic 
regres sion model that we esti mated to gen er ate pro pen sity scores. We retained non

Variable Mean/% Min. Max. SD Variable Definition

Number of Adult Children 38,813
ChildYears 470,723

a We did not include receipt of legal sta tus by fam ily mem bers because less than 0.1% of house hold heads 
had fam ily mem bers with LPR sta tus before their first U.S. migra tion trips.

Table 1 (continued)
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sig nifi  cant  pre dic tors  because  overfitting  improves  PSM  results  (Lunceford  and 
Davidian 2004). However,  read ers  should not  sub stan tively  inter pret  these coef fi
cients. Figure A1 plots the esti mated pro pen sity scores for treated and con trol obser
va tions. We  observed  sig nifi  cant  diver gence  in  the  pro pen sity  to  have  a  paren tal 
migrant  between  treated  and  con trol  cases,  which  con firms  our  expec ta tion  that 
migrant chil dren are a non ran dom seg ment of the pop u la tion. After matching each 
treated obser va tion with  its nearest withincom mu nity neigh bor (stage 2), we cal
cu lated sum mary sta tis tics for our con trol var i ables, which we pres ent in Table A2. 
Table A2 also shows the per cent bias between treated and con trol obser va tions and 
treated and unmatched obser va tions. The aver age bias fell by 77%, from 19.1% in 
the  unmatched  sam ple  to  just  4.4%  in  the  treatedcon trol  sam ple. Thus,  our  pro
pen sity scores adjusted for most of the selec tion on house hold and indi vid uallevel 
observ ables. Recall that we also corrected for 100% of poten tial selec tion bias on 
com mu nitylevel fac tors by matching within com mu ni ties and includ ing year fixed 
effects in our pro pen sity score mod els.

Table 3 pres ents the ATTs for the full sam ple, and Figure 4 plots the pro por tional 
treat ment  effects  implied  by  these  ATTs  (i.e.,  ATT/mean  edu ca tional  attain ment 
among con trols, hence forth PTT). The PTTs con tex tu al ize the ATTs rel a tive to base
line  edu ca tional  attain ment  among  con trols—that  is,  the  PTTs  report  pro por tional 
increases in edu ca tion attrib ut  able to paren tal migra tion com pared with the coun ter
fac tual of no paren tal migra tion. Parental migra tion was asso ci ated with 0.45 addi
tional years of  school ing  (p < .001)  and a 7 per cent age point higher prob a bil ity of 
lowersec ond ary school com ple tion (p < .001). Parental migra tion also predicted an 
increased like li hood of entry into (2.97%, p < .01) and com ple tion of (2.88%, p < .01) 
uppersec ond ary  school.  The  PTTs,  shown  in  Figure  4,  equated  to  10%  to  13% 
increases in the prob a bil ity of matric u la tion and com ple tion across the three school
ing lev els. Thus, net of com mu nity and house hold con text imme di ately before paren
tal depar ture, we find evi dence of a sub stan tial pos i tive effect of paren tal migra tion  

Fig. 3  Bivariate differences in educational attainment between children with parental migrants and those 
without observed for the full sample (N = 38,813)
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dur ing child hood on children’s educational attain ment in adult hood, with sig nifi  cant 
impacts iden ti fied at the lower and uppersec ond ary lev els.

However, this aggre gate esti mate reflects the aver age effect of paren tal migra tion 
on chil dren’s edu ca tion across 40 years and 170 com mu ni ties sur veyed between 1987 
and 2018. As discussed ear lier, Mexico expe ri enced rapid eco nomic devel op ment and 
invested  in a sub stan tial expan sion of  its edu ca tion sys tem through out  this period. 
Thus, our aggre gate esti ma tes likely obscure con tex tual var i a tions in the rela tion ship 
between paren tal migra tion  and  chil dren’s  edu ca tional  attain ment  across  time  and 
space. To bet ter under stand when and why paren tal migra tion  increases chil dren’s 
life time edu ca tional attain ment, we now report a series of strat i fied mod els that cap
ture the o ret i cally dis tinct pieces of the over all rela tion ship depicted in Table 3.

PSM Results by Parental Education, Rural/Urban Residence, and Migration Prevalence

Table 4 reports PSM results that we esti mated sep a rately by paren tal edu ca tion (pan
els A and B), rural/urban con text (pan els C and D), com mu nity migra tion prev a lence 
(pan els E and F), and period (pan els G and H). Figure 5 plots PTTs based on these 
strat i fied results. Parental migra tion dur ing child hood was asso ci ated with sub stan
tial  abso lute  and  pro por tional  increases  in  life time  edu ca tional  attain ment  among 
chil dren whose  par ents  did  not  com plete  pri mary  school  (fewer  than  six  years  of 
school ing).  It predicted an  increase of 0.49 years of school ing (p < .001) and a 7.5 
per cent age point  (18%)  increase  in  the prob a bil ity of  com plet ing  lowersec ond ary 
school  among  chil dren whose  par ents  did  not  com plete  pri mary  school  (p < .001). 
Parental migra tion also predicted higher rates of matric u la tion into and com ple tion 
of uppersec ond ary  school.  Indeed, paren tal migra tion was asso ci ated with a 20% 
increase  in  the  prob a bil ity  of  com plet ing  uppersec ond ary  school  among  chil dren 
whose par ents attained fewer than six years of school ing (p < .001). By con trast, we 

Table 2 Crosssec tional mod els regressing adult chil dren’s edu ca tional attain ment in the year of the 
sur vey on paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood

Years

Completed 
Lower 

Secondary

Began 
Upper 

Secondary

Completed 
Upper 

Secondary

A. Model 1a

  Household head migrated dur ing child hood 0.00381 0.012 −0.0178** −0.0133*
(0.003) (0.007) (0.006) (0.006)

B. Model 1 + Community Fixed Effects
  Household head migrated dur ing child hood 0.00357 0.0156* −0.0207*** −0.0156*

(0.003) (0.007) (0.006) (0.006)
Number of Adult Children 38,813 38,813 38,813 38,813

Note: Standard errors are shown in paren the ses.
a Model 1 adjusts for timeinvari ant char ac ter is tics: chil dren’s age and sex; sur vey year; birth cohort, sex, 
and edu ca tion of the house hold head; com mu nity size; and region of Mexico.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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found  lit tle evi dence of a  rela tion ship between paren tal migra tion and edu ca tional 
attain ment among chil dren whose par ents had com pleted pri mary school. Only the 
ATT for  lowersec ond ary  school was  sta tis ti cally  sig nifi  cant,  and  the abso lute and 
rel a tive effect sizes among chil dren with moreedu cated par ents were far smaller than 
among their lessadvan taged peers.

We also found large pos i tive ATTs among chil dren in rural areas (p < .001 for all  
edu ca tional out comes). As was the case among chil dren with lessedu cated par ents, 
the  PTTs  increased  at  the  uppersec ond ary  lev els,  with  paren tal migra tion  dur ing 
child hood  increas ing  the prob a bil ity of entry  into uppersec ond ary school by 20% 
and increas ing the like li hood of com plet ing uppersec ond ary school by 22%. Simi
lar to chil dren with moreedu cated par ents, we found lit tle evi dence of an effect of 
paren tal migra tion on edu ca tional attain ment in urban areas. Three of the four ATTs 
did  not  reach  sta tis ti cal  sig nifi  cance,  and  the  abso lute  and  rel a tive mag ni tudes  of 
the effects  in urban areas were far smaller  than  those  in rural com mu ni ties. These 
strat i fied results indi cate that paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood increases life time 
edu ca tional  attain ment  among  chil dren  in  more  socio eco nom i cally  dis ad van taged 
house holds and com mu ni ties, but that it is unre lated to edu ca tional attain ment among 
chil dren whose par ents have more edu ca tion and  those  liv ing  in more advan taged 
areas.

Our strat i fied anal y sis of com mu ni ties with high and low migra tion prev a lences 
showed  a  strong  effect  of  paren tal migra tion  on  edu ca tional  attain ment  in  low
prev a lence com mu ni ties and  lit tle  to no effect  in highprev a lence com mu ni ties.  In 
lowprev a lence com mu ni ties, we again observed the  larg est pro por tional effects at 
the  upper  end  of  the  edu ca tion  spec trum, with  paren tal migra tion  asso ci ated with 
a  23%  increase  in  the  like li hood  of  enter ing  uppersec ond ary  school  and  a  25% 
increase in the like li hood of com ple tion. These results sug gest that the edu ca tional 
ben e fits asso ci ated with paren tal migra tion may be off set in com mu ni ties with estab
lished cul tures of migra tion where chil dren often aspire  to  fol low in  their par ents’ 
foot steps rather than pur sue higher edu ca tion (Abrego 2014; AmuedoDorantes and 
Pozo 2010; Kandel and Massey 2002; Nobles 2011).

We also strat i fied our sam ple into those whose par ents migrated before and after 
the pas sage of  the  Immigration Reform and Control Act  (IRCA)  in 1986. Despite 
major changes in U.S. immi gra tion enforce ment and a shift from cir cu lar to per ma
nent migra tion encour aged by IRCA (Massey et al. 2002), we observed sub stan tively 
sim i lar ATTs  between  the  two  peri ods,  although  the  smaller  sam ple  size  reduced 
coef fi cient  sig nifi  cance  fol low ing  IRCA. Nevertheless, we  observed  a  shift  in  the 

Table 3 Average treat ment effects of paren tal migra tion on chil dren’s edu ca tional attain ment

Outcome Treated Controls ATT SE Z Score

Years 8.95 8.50 0.45 0.100 4.48 ***
Completed Lower Secondary (%) 62.4 55.2 7.16 0.013 5.49 ***
Began Upper Secondary (%) 30.5 27.5 2.97 0.012 2.46 **
Completed Upper Secondary (%) 27.4 24.5 2.88 0.012 2.48 **
N 2,222 2,222

**p < .01; ***p < .001
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1781Parental Migration During Childhood and Children’s Education

coef fi cients between the two peri ods. Notably, paren tal migra tion’s effect on com ple
tion of lowersec ond ary school declined, but the effect on entry into and com ple tion 
of uppersec ond ary school increased. These changes cor re spond to Mexico’s edu ca
tional reforms, which made lowersec ond ary school ing free and enhanced access to 
uppersec ond ary school (Behrman et al. 2007; Parker et al. 2007). Not sur pris ingly, 
paren tal migra tion became less impor tant for lowersec ond ary school after the finan
cial bar rier was removed. The larger impact of paren tal migra tion on entry into and 
com ple tion of uppersec ond ary school cor re sponds to the sub stan tially higher rate of 
com ple tion of  lowersec ond ary school. The  rise  in com ple tion of  lowersec ond ary 
school  cre ated  a  larger  pop u la tion  of  chil dren  at  risk  of  enter ing  uppersec ond ary 
school. Given the larger pop u la tion of poten tial uppersec ond ary school entrants and 
the fact that most uppersec ond ary schools con tinue to charge tuition fees, it is not 
sur pris ing that we observed a larger effect of paren tal migra tion on entry into upper
sec ond ary school in the more recent period.

Robustness Checks

We  assessed  the  robust ness  of  our  results  to  var i ous  spec i fi ca tions,  which  we 
report here and pres ent in sec tion B of the online appen dix. First, we esti mated our 
mod els sep a rately among male and female chil dren to assess whether our find ings 
var ied sig nifi  cantly by sex  (Table B1). Our  results were nearly  iden ti cal among 
men and women, suggesting that our main find ings were not driven by one sex or 

Fig. 4  Proportional treatment effects of parental migration on children’s educational attainment
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the other. Second, we rep li cated our PSM mod els, with each treated case matched 
to their three or five nearest neigh bors (Table B2). Consistent with expec ta tions 
(Mor gan and Winship 2015), these expanded con trol sam ples resulted in stron ger 
sig nifi  cance  from  the  larger  sam ple  sizes  but  smaller ATTs due  to  the  less  pre
cise matches. Third, to check for poten tial issues with the qual ity of our matched 
pro pen sity scores, we com puted ATTs con di tional on the var i able with the most 
sub stan tial  posttreat ment  bias:  brother  of  the  house hold  head  with  migra tion 
expe ri ence (see Table A2). We esti mated a PSM model that excluded respon dents 
whose house hold head had a brother with prior migra tion expe ri ence. Table B3 
reports  these  results  (panel A).  Fourth, we  rep li cated  our  study  results with out 
includ ing house holds that were interviewed in the United States (Table B3, panel 
B). These results indi cate that our main find ings were not driven by unusu ally high 
edu ca tional  attain ment  among  chil dren  who  joined  their  par ents  abroad.  Fifth, 
we restricted our defi  ni tion of adult chil dren  to  include only  those 25 years old 
or older (Table B3, panel C). Again,  these mod els con firmed our main find ings. 
Among these older respon dents, we also found evi dence that the pos i tive effect of 
paren tal migra tion on school ing per sists at the post sec ond ary level, with paren tal 
migra tion asso ci ated with a 2 per cent age point (25%) increase in the prob a bil ity 
of enter ing and com plet ing col lege (p < .05). Collectively, these sup ple men tal ana
ly ses pro vide con fi dence that our find ings did not result from model misspecifica
tion or biased sam ple con struc tion. However, our pri mary con clu sions still rest on 
the IA assump tion that unob served fac tors not included in our PSM esti ma tion did 

Fig. 5  Proportional treatment effects of parental migration on children’s educational attainment by parental 
education, rural/urban context, community migration prevalence, and period
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not affect our find ings. To sup port a causal inter pre ta tion of our anal y sis, we turn 
to the results from our pla cebo test.

Placebo Test

Our pri mary ana ly ses could not adjust for unob served house hold char ac ter is tics, which 
may cor re late with the like li hood of paren tal migra tion (U0 in Figure 1) and chil dren’s 
life time edu ca tional attain ment. U0 could include genetic traits passed down across 
gen er a tions or the qual ity of par entchild rela tion ships, both of which could rea son
ably covary with paren tal migra tion and affect chil dren’s school ing (Abrego 2014; 
Dreby and Stutz 2012; Hagan et al. 2015). For exam ple, if inter na tional migrants are 
innately ambi tious and risktak ing,  those same  traits might moti vate  their chil dren 
to excel in school regard less of the ben e fits that are directly attrib ut  able to their par
ents’ migra tions. To assess the influ ence of these or other unob served house holdlevel 
char ac ter is tics, we conducted a pla cebo test (Hartman and Hidalgo 2018; Heckman 
et al. 1987). In econo met rics, pla cebo tests involve show ing that the effect of inter est 
does not exist when it “should not exist” (Rothstein 2010).

In our case, we con sid ered the effect of paren tal migra tion on chil dren who had aged 
out of lowersec ond ary school before their par ents’ first depar tures. We rep li cated the 
PSM ana ly ses presented in Table 3 and Tables A1 and A2 (online appen dix) among 
chil dren aged 15 years or older when their par ents first migrated to the United States.11 
If paren tal migra tion affects chil dren’s pro gres sion through lowersec ond ary school and 
into uppersec ond ary school via the remis sion of finan cial resources, changes in par ent
child rela tion ship qual ity, or other fac tors that are directly attrib ut  able to inter na tional 
move ment, then paren tal migra tion should be uncor re lated with edu ca tional attain ment 
among adult chil dren who were beyond lowersec ond ary school at the time of paren tal 
depar ture. On the other hand, if paren tal migra tion is asso ci ated with chil dren’s edu
ca tional attain ment because of unob served house hold char ac ter is tics, we would expect 
to observe sim i lar asso ci a tions between paren tal migra tion and the edu ca tional attain
ment of all  chil dren regard less of their age at the time of migra tion: in that case, paren
tal migra tion would sim ply pro vide an indi ca tor of other unob served and excep tional 
char ac ter is tics of send ing house holds that are shared among their inhab i tants.

Table 5 pres ents the pla cebo test results. Among these older chil dren, none of the 
ATTs were sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant, and all   the coef fi cients were small  in mag ni tude. 
Comparing the pla cebo results with our main find ings presented in Table 3, the size of 
the ATTs ranged from 0% to 30% of the size of the coef fi cients in our study sam ple, 
with an aver age of 12%. These results fail to reject the null hypoth e sis that unob served 
house hold char ac ter is tics related to selec tion into migra tion do not explain the pos i tive 
asso ci a tion  between paren tal migra tion  dur ing  child hood  and  chil dren’s  edu ca tional 
attain ment in adult hood. The null results from our pla cebo test strengthen the IA that 
under pins our PSM mod els and sup port a causal inter pre ta tion of our main find ings.

11  The PSM yielded good matches among these older chil dren, with a mean bias of just 5%. There were 
not suf fi cient obser va tions to reli ably restrict the sam ple to chil dren who were even older than 15, such as 
20+, when a par ent first departed for the United States.
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Note that the results from our pla cebo test could stem from dif fer ences between 
house holds in which par ents migrate while their chil dren are young ver sus those where 
migra tion occurs after chil dren have aged out of lowersec ond ary school. Because we 
can not cap ture these var i a tions beyond the observed con trol var i ables, our pla cebo 
test does not sup ply iron clad evi dence of cau sal ity. Rather, it offers another source of 
sup port for cau sal ity, one that aug ments our pro pen sity score anal y sis and the for go
ing robust ness checks.

Conclusion

We inves ti gated  the effect of paren tal migra tion on chil dren’s  life time edu ca tional 
attain ment  by matching  adult Mex i cans whose par ents migrated dur ing  child hood 
against adults with out migrant par ents who grew up in nearly iden ti cal house holds 
within the same com mu ni ties. Data from the MMP enabled us to include both res i
dent and non res i dent chil dren of the house hold head in our anal y sis. We found that 
paren tal migra tion dur ing child hood predicted 0.45 addi tional years of school ing and 
increased both the prob a bil ity of com plet ing lowersec ond ary school by 7 per cent
age points and the like li hood of enter ing and com plet ing uppersec ond ary school by 
nearly 3 per cent age points (an increase of more than 10% rel a tive to coun ter fac tual 
non mi grant chil dren). The effects of paren tal migra tion on chil dren’s school ing were 
most sub stan tial among those who grew up with more con sid er able dis ad van tages. 
Among chil dren whose par ents did not com plete pri mary school, paren tal migra tion 
increased the like li hood of entry into and com ple tion of uppersec ond ary school by 
18% and 31%, respec tively. Parental migra tion increased the like li hood of attaining 
these  edu ca tional mile stones  by 24% and 23%,  respec tively,  among  chil dren who 
grew  up  in  rural  com mu ni ties.  In  con trast,  we  found  lit tle  evi dence  that  paren tal 
migra tion affects  school ing among chil dren with moreedu cated par ents and  those 
who grew up in urban areas.

We also assessed whether unob served fac tors that we did not include in the match
ing algo rithm could have biased our results. We conducted a pla cebo test in which 
we rep li cated our PSM anal y sis among chil dren who were at  least 15 years old in 
the year before their par ent’s first U.S. migra tion. If paren tal migra tion and higher 
school ing out comes among chil dren result from unob served house hold char ac ter is
tics, then we would expect to observe sim i lar results among older chil dren—that is, 
those who were no lon ger of school age when their par ents first migrated. The pla
cebo test, which yielded null results with sub stan tively small mag ni tudes, increased 

Table 5 Average treat ment effects of paren tal migra tion on chil dren’s edu ca tional attain ment among  
chil dren who were beyond their school ing years at the time of paren tal depar ture

Outcome Treated Controls ATT SE Z Score

Years 8.7266 8.60 0.132 0.188 0.7
Completed Lower Secondary (%) 60 58 1.8 2.3 0.77
Began Upper Secondary (%) 27 27 −0.1 2.0 −0.07
Completed Upper Secondary (%) 24 24 0.0 2.0 0
Number of Observations 684 684
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our con fi dence in the IA that under pins our PSM mod els. The null results of the pla
cebo test sup port a causal inter pre ta tion of the pos i tive asso ci a tions between paren tal 
migra tion dur ing child hood and chil dren’s total edu ca tional attain ment mea sured in 
adult hood.

Our results clar ify the mixed evi dence gen er ated by stud ies that applied causal 
meth ods to crosssec tional data. Collectively, these caus ally inclined ana ly ses find 
that  rel a tive  to  their peers, chil dren with cur rently absent par ents or  those  liv ing 
in  house holds  supported  by  remit tances  are  less  likely  to  matric u late  through
out  lower  and  uppersec ond ary  school  or  attain more  years  of  school ing. They 
are  also  both more  and  less  likely  to  enter  the work force  before  turn ing  age  18 
(AmuedoDorantes and Pozo 2010; HalpernManners 2011; Hanson and Woodruff 
2003; McKenzie and Rapoport 2011). These mixed results likely reflect the mul ti
ple direct and indi rect impacts of paren tal depar ture. Children may be forced into 
the labor mar ket tem po rar ily while their par ents repay smug gling debts and secure 
employ ment abroad, but chil dren can also ben e fit from edu ca tional oppor tu ni ties 
via the remit tance of for eign earn ings (Curran et al. 2004; Hu 2013; see also Figure 
2). Studies that observed cur rently absent par ents could not cap ture the longterm 
finan cial impli ca tions of paren tal migra tion. Our study’s ret ro spec tive lon gi tu di nal 
results  cor rob o rate  pre vi ous  non causal  stud ies, which  found  that  the  ben e fits  of 
these edu ca tional invest ments off set shortterm costs of paren tal depar ture (Chang 
et al. 2011; Creighton et al. 2009). One exten sion of our pro ject would be to exam
ine  schoolworkschool  sequences  among  migrants’  chil dren.  These  sequences 
could high light crit i cal points for inter ven tion to reduce school drop out and max i
mize the ben e fits of paren tal migra tion.

Beyond our study’s sub stan tive con tri bu tions, we also intro duced a novel pro
pen sity score approach  that can  link events occur ring dur ing child hood  to  tem
po rally dis tal out comes mea sured years or decades later within a coun ter fac tual 
frame work.  Longitudinal  data  is  lim ited  in  devel op ing  countries,  and  existing 
pan els most com monly track indi vid u als or house holds across only a few years. 
Our  approach  sug gests  that  com mu nitybased  stud ies  that  col lect  ret ro spec tive 
infor ma tion  about  house holds  could  be  used  to  esti mate  longterm  effects  of 
house hold mem ber migra tion and other major  life events  for various  longterm 
out comes among the migrants and other house hold mem bers. These stud ies could 
explore  the  con se quences  of  migra tion  dur ing  child hood  for  chil dren’s  future 
mar i tal  behav ior,  child bear ing,  occu pa tional  attain ment,  longterm  health,  and 
migra tion behav ior.

Despite  these  advan tages,  ret ro spec tive panel  data  can  intro duce  sam pling bias 
(Assaad et al. 2018; Beauchemin 2014). Retrospective sur veys that rely on com mu
nity sam pling yield biased sam ples to the extent that cur rent res i dents (those pres ent 
at the time of the sur vey col lec tion) dif fer from exres i dents—those who were pres
ent dur ing some por tion of the house holdyears included in the sur vey but relocated 
before  the  actual moment  of  the  sur vey  (Riosmena 2016). Moreover,  because  the 
MMP col lects  infor ma tion about non res i dent chil dren, our  results  include chil dren 
who  relocated before  sur vey  col lec tion—either  inter nally  or  inter na tion ally. How
ever, ret ro spec tive stud ies such as the MMP will lose entire house holds that relo cate 
inter nally or to U.S. com mu ni ties other than those sur veyed by the MMP. Thus, our 
coef fi cients should be interpreted as the effect of paren tal migra tion on chil dren’s edu
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ca tion within house holds with at least one longterm res i dent, either in the sam pled 
Mex i can com mu nity or its pri mary sis ter com mu nity in the United States.12 Large
scale panel stud ies, such as the Mex i can Family Life Survey (MxFLS), could be used 
to over come this lim i ta tion by fol low ing house holds from an ini tial set of com mu
ni ties as their migra tion tra jec to ries unfold inter nally and abroad. Still, these stud ies 
pres ent their own lim i ta tions, such as the high cost of data col lec tion and obser va tion 
of only one cohort. We hope that future schol ars will address the unavoid able lim i ta
tions herein as we con tinue to advance this impor tant area of research.

Our  study’s  find ings  have  pol icy  impli ca tions.  In  areas with  high  rates  of  out
migra tion, chil dren would ben e fit from more aca demic and social sup port in the class
room to off set some of the shortterm costs of fam ily sep a ra tion. This sup port would 
be par tic u larly ben e fi cial in rural com mu ni ties where paren tal migra tion is prev a lent, 
and chil dren often face greater pres sure to enter the work force before finishing their 
stud ies. Empirical ana ly ses have high lighted the unique edu ca tional chal lenges faced 
by chil dren with migrant par ents (Abrego 2014; Curran et al. 2004; Zhou et al. 2014). 
Yet, our results sug gest that when chil dren over come shortterm chal lenges asso ci
ated with paren tal depar ture, migra tion can lead to greater life time scho las tic attain
ment. This  non lin ear  asso ci a tion  sug gests  that  targeted  inter ven tions  aimed  at  the 
period surrounding paren tal depar ture could mit i gate tem po rary school drop out and 
enhance longterm edu ca tional gains among migrants’ chil dren. For exam ple, policy
makers could part ner with research ers to test the effec tive ness of shortterm loans for 
migrants,  intended to bridge the gap between bor dercross ing and for eign employ
ment. This pol icy could be implemented in part ner ship with the United States’ H2 
visa pro grams, which include a rap idly expanding pro por tion of Mex i can migrants 
with low edu ca tional attain ment (HernándezLeón 2021). ■
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