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Immigrant Wealth Stratification and Return Migration: 
The Case of Mex i can Immigrants in the United States 
During the Twentieth Century

Mara Getz Sheftel

ABSTRACT  Considerable wealth strat i fi ca tion exists between U.S.-born and for eign-born 
pop u la tions (Campbell and Kaufman 2006), with low wealth attain ment documented 
among Mex i can  immi grants  (Hao 2007). High rates of Mex i can return migra tion 
(Azose and Raftery 2019) sug gest that non ran dom selec tion into return migra tion on 
wealth is a poten tial driver of strat i fi ca tion. Existing the o ries do not con clu sively pre-
dict asset accu mu la tion among return ees ver sus stay ers, and empir i cal research on 
return migra tion and wealth strat i fi ca tion is scarce. Combining data from the 2000 U.S. 
Health and Retirement Study and the 2001 Mex i can Health and Aging Study to cre ate a 
novel data set representing all  Mex i cans aged 50 and older with a his tory of migra tion 
to the United States and adopting a life course per spec tive, I find that return migra tion at  
youn ger and older ages is asso ci ated with higher wealth accu mu la tion and might be a 
way to max i mize assets at older ages. Thus, return migra tion may con trib ute to nativ ity- 
based wealth strat i fi ca tion in the United States. The study’s find ings point to the greater 
finan cial risks for new cohorts of immi grants aging in place, sug gest cau tion in inter-
preting wealth strat i fi ca tion as a mea sure of mobil ity, and inform the o ries about the 
links between return migra tion and wealth across the life course.
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Introduction

Research on wealth strat i fi ca tion by race, eth nic ity, and nativ ity has found low wealth 
attain ment among Mex i can immi grants in the United States rel a tive to U.S.-born pop-
u la tions and immi grants from Europe and Asia (Cobb-Clark and Hildebrand 2006; 
Hao 2007). This wealth gap  among Mex i can  immi grants,  the  larg est  for eign-born 
group in the United States, is concerning. As a crit i cal mea sure of inter gen er a tional 
eco nomic secu rity and socio eco nomic mobil ity, wealth has far-reaching impli ca tions 
for ethnoracial strat i fi ca tion into the future. Additionally, because wealth is an impor-
tant mea sure of immi grants’ eco nomic inte gra tion (Agius Vallejo and Keister 2020), 
low asset accu mu la tion is con sid ered an indi ca tor of lim ited inte gra tion.
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The cur rent under stand ing of fac tors con trib ut ing to Mex i can immi grant wealth 
strat i fi ca tion does not con sider the role of vol un tary return migra tion (Akresh 2011; 
Campbell  and Kaufman 2006; Flippen 2020; Hao 2004; Rugh 2015; Salgado and 
Ortiz 2020; Valdez 2020), even though Mex i can immi grants to the United States rep-
re sent the larg est return migra tion tran sit flow glob ally (Azose and Raftery 2019). In 
each five-year period between 1990 and 2000, between 670,000 and 870,000 Mex i can  
immi grants  to  the United States  returned  to Mexico,  a  num ber  that  grew  to more  
than 1 mil lion between 2010 and 2015 (Azose and Raftery 2019; Gonzalez-Barrera 
2015). Thus, research that includes only Mex i can immi grants remaining in the United 
States in ana ly ses of wealth ignores return migra tion as a poten tial driver of wealth 
strat i fi ca tion  and  results  in  an  incom plete  under stand ing  of  the  life  course  tra jec-
tory  of  immi grant  asset  accu mu la tion. Overlooking  such  pro cesses  is  incon sis tent 
with clas sic and con tem po rary migra tion  the o ries  that offer com pet ing pre dic tions 
about how wealth attain ment and return migra tion might man i fest over the life course 
(Entwisle et al. 2020).

This  arti cle  inves ti gates wealth  accu mu la tion by  return  sta tus  among Mex i can-
born indi vid u als with a his tory of migra tion to the United States dur ing the twen ti eth 
cen tury. Theoretical frame works point to oppos ing expec ta tions regard ing the eco-
nomic selec tion mech a nism of vol un tary  return, com pli cat ing hypoth e sis build ing. 
Voluntary return migra tion can be con sid ered the result of failed eco nomic inte gra-
tion (Todaro 1969). Conversely, vol un tary return migra tion might be an  indi ca tion 
of suc cess fully meet ing tar get earning goals to rein vest in the ori gin coun try (Stark 
1991). Additionally, selec tion mech a nisms may dif fer by life stage. A life course per-
spec tive points to unique char ac ter is tics among older immi grants that may dif fer en-
ti ate return migra tion at older ver sus youn ger ages, espe cially in terms of eco nomic 
out comes (Durand 2006). In expanding the nar row suc cess–fail ure frame work often 
applied  to  selec tive  return migra tion  (de Haas  et  al.  2015),  this  arti cle  uses  a  life 
course per spec tive and high lights the impor tance of het ero ge ne ity by life stage in the 
selec tion mech a nism of return migra tion (Percival 2013).

To address these gaps in the lit er a ture, I use an inno va tive bina tional study design,1 
com bin ing data from two nation ally rep re sen ta tive data sets: one from the United States 
and one from Mexico. This approach enables a com par i son of asset accu mu la tion at 
older ages for three Mex i can groups with a his tory of migra tion to the United States in 
the twen ti eth cen tury: stay ers (Mex i can immi grants who stay in the United States into 
older ages), youn ger return ees (Mex i can immi grants to the United States who return to 
Mexico before age 50), and older return ees (Mex i can immi grants to the United States 
who return at age 50 or later). Dividing return ees by age at return also acknowl edges 
dif fer ent  eco nomic  rein te gra tion  pro cesses  that may  impact wealth  accu mu la tion  by 
older adult hood.

I inves ti gate the rela tion ship between vol un tary return migra tion and older adult 
asset accu mu la tion, not ing that the return–asset rela tion ship likely dif fers for vol un-
tary return ees rel a tive to depor tees. Data lim i ta tions pre clude a direct exclu sion of 

1  Few stud ies of migra tion have simul ta neously exam ined ori gin and des ti na tion in a way that enables 
contrasting return ees and those who remain at des ti na tion. The most prominent excep tions have focused 
on inter nal migra tion (e.g., Curran et al. 2016) or used qual i ta tive or other non-pop u la tion-based sam ples 
(Lubbers et al. 2020).
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depor tees from the sam ple. However, because 79% of the returnee sam ple returned 
before 1986, when depor ta tions sharply increased, I assume that most return ees in the 
sam ple did so vol un tar ily.2

I esti mate how assets dif fer between groups using pur chas ing power par i ties (PPP) 
to con vert pesos to dol lars to account for U.S.–Mexico dif fer ences in the cost of liv-
ing. I find that both returnee groups have a wealth advan tage at older ages rel a tive 
to stay ers when adjusting for com po si tional dif fer ences. For youn ger return ees, this 
advan tage is evi dent in dif fer ences in socio eco nomic fac tors and migra tion his tory. 
For older return ees, the wealth advan tage wid ens after I account for the full range of 
explan a tory var i ables, suggesting that other pro cesses are at work.

This research makes both empir i cal and the o ret i cal con tri bu tions. To my knowl-
edge,  this  is  the only arti cle pro vid ing bina tional esti ma tes of Mex i can  immi grant 
wealth,  includ ing  both  stay ers  and  return ees.  Such  esti ma tes  advance  our  under-
stand ing of strat i fi ca tion pro cesses by clar i fy ing that non ran dom selec tion into return 
migra tion down wardly biases wealth esti ma tes that include only stay ers. These esti-
ma tes also con trib ute to migra tion the ory in two ways. First, mod el ing dif fer ences in 
wealth attain ment by age at return strength ens our under stand ing that return migra-
tion at older ages  is dis tinct  from that at youn ger ages. Second,  this anal y sis con-
trib utes  to  the  the o ret i cal  dis cus sion  of  eco nomic  selec tion mech a nisms  of  return 
migra tion, show ing that irrespective of the life stage at return, return ees can not be 
con sid ered eco nom i cally failed immi grants. This arti cle lays the descrip tive ground-
work  for  future  research exam in ing deter mi nants of  returnee assets using a causal 
frame work.

Background

Immigration and Wealth Stratification

Wealth, defined as net assets, is a com pre hen sive mea sure of eco nomic inte gra tion 
and strat i fi ca tion because  it  incor po rates  income, con sump tion, and human cap i tal 
over the life course (Akresh 2011). Considerable wealth strat i fi ca tion exists between 
U.S.-born and for eign-born pop u la tions (Campbell and Kaufman 2006). Cobb-Clark 
and Hildebrand (2006) found that the median wealth of U.S.-born cou ples is 2.5 times 
that of for eign-born cou ples. Immigrant Lati nos have par tic u larly low asset accu mu-
la tion rel a tive to other for eign-born groups, and assets of Mex i can-born immi grants 
are among the low est (Cobb-Clark and Hildebrand 2006; Hao 2007). Foreign-born 
Mex i can indi vid u als report con sid er ably less wealth from inter gen er a tional trans fers 
than U.S.-born Whites,  undoubt edly  con trib ut ing  to wealth  disparities  (McKernan 
et al. 2014; Salgado and Ortiz 2020).

Evidence sug gests that the typ i cal life cycle pat tern of wealth accu mu la tion dif fers  
for for eign-born ver sus U.S.-born pop u la tions and may par tially explain wealth strat-
i fi ca tion  by  nativ ity. Lifetime wealth  usu ally  fol lows  an  inverted U-shape: wealth 

2  Even since the sharp increase in depor ta tions after U.S. leg is la tion in 1986 (IRCA) and 1996 (IIRIRA) 
(Massey  et  al.  2002)  and  the  height en ing  of  depor ta tions  fol low ing  9/11  (Golash-Boza  2015), most  
return ees have been vol un tary (Passel et al. 2012).
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accu mu lates dur ing work ing ages until retire ment, when it is depleted for con sump-
tion  (Modigliani  1986).  For  immi grants,  time  in  the  United  States  con trib utes  to 
life  course wealth accu mu la tion because  ten ure  since migra tion  is  asso ci ated with 
increased U.S.-spe cific social and human cap i tal and increased access to labor and 
finan cial mar kets, which may make up for discounted edu ca tional attain ment in the 
ori gin  coun try  (Akresh 2011; Hao 2004). Moreover,  dura tion  in  the United States 
is asso ci ated with place-of-ori gin econ o mies:  immi grants from more eco nom i cally 
devel oped com mu ni ties stay in the United States lon ger, moti vated by higher returns 
on their cap i tal than those from eco nom i cally stag nant areas with more lim ited oppor-
tu ni ties for cap i tal invest ment (Lindstrom 1996).

Studies have explored sev eral other expla na tions  for  lower Mex i can  immi grant 
wealth accu mu la tion. First, for eign-born Mex i can indi vid u als have lower unad justed 
homeownership rates than non-Latino White Amer i cans and third-gen er a tion Mex i can  
Amer i cans (Keister et al. 2015). Discriminatory and rac ist prac tices in U.S. finan cial 
insti tu tions, includ ing pred a tory lend ing and higher loan denial rates, hin der immi-
grants’  access  to  the  real  estate mar ket  and  finan cial  insti tu tions  gen er ally  (Rugh 
2015). Darker-skinned immi grants are par tic u larly vul ner a ble to these dis crim i na tory 
prac tices (Painter et al. 2016). Second, struc tural bar ri ers, such as lack of access to 
finan cial insti tu tions and employ ment marginality, con strain immi grants’ cap i tal bor-
row ing capac ity and impede their wealth accu mu la tion, espe cially for undoc u mented 
immi grants (Flippen 2020). For exam ple, Rugh (2020) found that fore clo sure rates 
are par tic u larly high among undoc u mented immi grants in Florida, pointing to an era-
sure of equity even for those who could sur mount bar ri ers to homeownership. Third, 
because small busi ness own er ship is a com mon means of wealth accu mu la tion for 
immi grants,  they may be more vul ner a ble  to chang ing mac ro eco nomic con di tions. 
Such was the case for Mex i can-ori gin small busi ness own ers dur ing the Great Reces-
sion (Valdez 2020).

Most  data  on  immi grant  wealth  do  not  con sider  wealth  held  abroad  (Akresh 
2011). This omis sion may be another fac tor con trib ut ing to esti ma tes of low wealth 
for Mex i can  immi grants. For  exam ple,  in  a  sam ple of Latino  immi grants  resid ing 
in the United States, Flippen (2020) found that hold ing assets abroad was almost as 
com mon as hold ing assets in the United States. Although Flippen (2020) and Akresh 
(2011) included the wealth held abroad of immi grants resid ing in the United States, 
to  my  knowl edge,  no  research  has  directly  con sid ered  another  trans na tional  pro-
cess that may con trib ute to Mex i can immi grant wealth strat i fi ca tion: selec tive return 
migra tion.

Voluntary Return Migration and Economic Outcomes

Theories  on  return migra tion  and  eco nomic out comes do not  con clu sively pre dict 
asset accu mu la tion among vol un tary return ees ver sus stay ers. Neoclassical migra tion 
the ory focuses on labor sup ply and demand dif fer ences across bor ders, where wage 
dif fer ences push indi vid u als to migrate in search of higher earn ings (Todaro 1969). 
Underlying this  the ory are  the assump tions that migra tion is an indi vid ual ratio nal 
deci sion aiming to max i mize income to stay per ma nently in the host coun try (Massey 
et al. 1999) and that return migra tion rep re sents the fail ure to inte grate into the labor 
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mar ket of  the host soci ety  (Cassarino 2004; de Haas et al. 2015). This  frame work 
points to neg a tive selec tion of return migrants on eco nomic out comes, predicting less 
over all asset accu mu la tion for return ees rel a tive to  those remaining in the des ti na-
tion coun try. Some empir i cal research on Mex i can immi grants in the United States 
sup ports this frame work, find ing that return ees are less suc cess ful in terms of wages, 
skill, and human cap i tal than those remaining in the United States (Chiswick 1980; 
Lindstrom and Massey 1994; Massey  et  al. 1990).  Such work has  not  con sid ered 
wealth, despite its the o ret i cal cen tral ity and its dis tinc tive ness from other indi ca tors.

Alternatively, the new eco nom ics of labor migra tion (NELM) frame work sug gests 
that vol un tary return migra tion is a prod uct of suc cess ful migra tion (Cassarino 2004), 
predicting pos i tive selec tion of return ees on eco nomic pre dic tors (de Haas et al. 2015). 
This frame work holds that the deci sion to migrate occurs at the house hold level to 
diver sify  income sources and reduce  fam ily eco nomic  risk asso ci ated with  lim ited 
credit and insur ance in ori gin countries (Stark 1991). Immigrants often eval u ate com-
pen sa tion, work con di tions, and social mobil ity in terms of the stan dards in their ori gin 
coun try (Piore 1979), as Durand (2004:109) noted for Mex i cans  “earning in dol lars, 
spend ing in pesos.” According to this model, vol un tary return migra tion is one nat u ral 
cul mi na tion of suc cess ful migra tion; immi grants return once they have accu mu lated 
suf fi cient assets (Kırdar 2009) or human cap i tal (Dustmann et al. 2011) for house hold 
socio eco nomic mobil ity in their ori gin coun try (Hagan et al. 2015). Lending empir i-
cal sup port for the NELM frame work among Mex i can return ees, stud ies have found 
a pos i tive asso ci a tion between vol un tary return migra tion and human cap i tal (Hagan 
et al. 2015; Reinhold and Thom 2009), eco nomic inte gra tion, and asset acqui si tion 
after  returning  to Mexico  (Ambrosini  and Peri 2012; Massey  and Espinosa 1997; 
Massey and Parrado 1998). However,  these stud ies did not con trast return ees with 
those stay ing in the des ti na tion coun try and did not exam ine total wealth.

Differential Economic Considerations by Life Course Stage

The the o ries reviewed in the pre vi ous sec tion relate to the gen eral immi grant pop u-
la tion and do not explic itly con sider het ero ge ne ity in eco nomic selec tion by age at 
return. However, migra tion deci sions are guided by life stage, and return migra tion is 
no excep tion (Jeffery and Murison 2011; Reagan and Olsen 2000). Overall, the prob-
a bil ity of vol un tary return migra tion is cur vi lin ear by age, higher soon after migra tion 
at young ages and at retire ment ages (Kırdar 2005; Massey et al. 2015; Van Hook and 
Zhang 2011; Vega and Brazil 2015).

Economic and labor force con sid er ations dif fer by life stage, which may impli cate 
var i a tion in the eco nomic selec tion mech a nism for youn ger ver sus older return ees. 
Both youn ger and older return ees may be neg a tively selected on wealth. Hardship 
inte grat ing into the U.S. labor mar ket and the resulting lim ited wealth accrual may 
be asso ci ated with mid life return migra tion. Among older adults, as they approach 
exit  from  the  labor  force  and  antic i pate  greater  depen dence  on  assets,  those with 
less accu mu lated wealth may be more likely to return in order to secure higher pur-
chas ing power in their ori gin coun try and the assur ance of a higher stan dard of liv ing  
(Dustmann 1997; Hill 1987; Stark et al. 1997). On the con trary, both youn ger and older  
return ees might  be  pos i tively  selected  on wealth. Evidence  from Europe  sug gests 
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that immi grant sav ings rates decrease over time in the des ti na tion coun try. Therefore, 
immi grants who are eco nom i cally suc cess ful may attain their asset goals within a few 
decades (Kırdar 2005), per haps lead ing to pos i tive selec tion on wealth for youn ger 
return ees. For older adults, return migra tion may indi cate a wealth advan tage if they 
return upon retire ment or shortly  there af ter. The same can be said  for  those at  the 
bound ary between youn ger and older adult hood, who might return before tra di tional 
retire ment ages and forgo addi tional U.S. employ ment years at higher wages (Kırdar 
2009). This logic fol lows the sav ings accu mu la tion con jec ture, which sug gests that 
max i miz ing sav ings  is often  the moti va tion  for migra tion, and  return  to max i mize 
pur chas ing power is opti mal once pros pects for sav ing from higher incomes in the 
des ti na tion coun try decline (Kırdar 2009).

A  few  stud ies  inves ti gated  the  eco nomic  con sid er ations  for  return migra tion  at 
retire ment age among Mex i can immi grants in the United States. Vega (2015) found 
no  asso ci a tion  between  Social  Security  ben e fit  amounts  and  return migra tion  and 
con cluded that eco nomic con sid er ations might be a less salient moti va tion to return 
for older immi grants. Directly ana lyz ing reported rea sons to return among Mex i can  
return ees,  Vega  and  Hirschman  (2019)  found  that  eco nomic  rea sons  were  not  a 
prin ci pal moti vat ing fac tor among older or youn ger  return ees.  In sum,  the o ries on 
vol un tary return migra tion leave con sid er able uncer tainty about wealth dif fer ences 
between return ees and stay ers, ham per ing hypoth e sis con struc tion regard ing the con-
tri bu tion of return migra tion to immi grant wealth strat i fi ca tion. Although there may 
be selec tion into return migra tion on net assets, the direc tion of selec tion is unclear 
and may operate dif fer ently for youn ger and older return ees.

Beyond dif fer en tial selec tion into return migra tion, age at return also has impli ca-
tions for eco nomic rein te gra tion after returning. Whereas older return ees may have 
amassed most of their assets in the United States for use in Mexico, those returning 
at youn ger ages are more likely to reen ter the labor mar ket in Mexico, use the human 
cap i tal they accu mu lated in the United States to achieve wage growth and occu pa-
tional mobil ity back  in Mexico,  or  use finan cial  cap i tal  from  the United States  to 
invest in busi ness own er ship (Gutiérrez Vázquez 2019; Hagan et al. 2015; Massey 
and  Parrado  1998;  Parrado  and Gutiérrez Vázquez  2016). Without  dif fer en ti at ing 
life  course  tim ing of  return migra tion,  stud ies  can not  con sider var i a tion  in  cap i tal 
amassed in the United States ver sus Mexico and the under ly ing deter mi nants of this 
var i a tion.

To my knowl edge, no empir i cal research has directly com pared Mex i can immi-
grants’ assets at older ages by return migra tion sta tus or con sid ered life stage at return 
as it relates to selec tion into return migra tion or tra jec to ries of wealth accu mu la tion. 
Given  the nonnegligible por tion of Mex i can  immi grants  to  the United States who 
ulti mately return to Mexico (Azose and Raftery 2019), return migra tion must be con-
sid ered as a fac tor con trib ut ing to wealth strat i fi ca tion among Mex i can immi grants.

Contribution

This paper con trib utes empir i cally by cre at ing a novel data set representing Mex i cans  
aged  50  and  older with  a  his tory  of migra tion  to  the United  States  to  inves ti gate 
return migra tion as a source of wealth strat i fi ca tion for Mex i can immi grants in the 
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United States.  It first asks how wealth dif fers among stay ers,  return ees at youn ger 
ages, and return ees at older ages. It then asks how com po si tional dif fer ences between 
returnee groups explain or express asset accu mu la tion by mod el ing total net wealth 
as a  func tion of demo graphic, pre mi gra tion,  socio eco nomic, and migra tion-related 
fac tors. Next, it details how var i a tion in assets dif fer by age at sur vey, age at migra-
tion, and time since return (for return ees) by visu al iz ing total net assets for all  three 
groups on these fac tors. Finally, it explores het ero ge ne ity in wealth out comes within 
the pop u la tion of stay ers by eval u at ing cor re lates of zero wealth and debt  rel a tive 
to pos i tive wealth. The results inform our the o ret i cal under stand ing of mech a nisms 
of eco nomic selec tion into return migra tion by life stage, deepen our under stand ing 
of fac tors con trib ut ing to the low wealth attain ment of Mex i can immi grants  in the 
United States, and chal lenge existing approaches to mea sur ing immi grant socio eco-
nomic attain ment.

Methods

Data and Analytic Sample

Data  for  this anal y sis come from the Health and Retirement Study (HRS) and  the 
Mex i can Health and Aging Study (MHAS). The HRS is a nation ally rep re sen ta tive 
panel study of Amer i cans older than 50. Data col lec tion for the HRS began in 1992, 
with fol low-up sur veys every two years and a refresh ment sam ple added every six 
years (HRS Staff 2008). The HRS was designed to fol low the tran si tion into retire-
ment among  the U.S. pop u la tion and  to under stand  the  inter ac tions among health, 
eco nom ics, and fam ily struc ture at older ages (Servais 2010). The HRS oversamples 
Lati nos3 and other pop u la tions at a rate of 2 to 1, increas ing the orig i nal sam ple from 
5% (based on CPS esti ma tes) to 9% of the total HRS sam ple (Heeringa and Connor 
1995).

The MHAS is a nation ally rep re sen ta tive panel study of Mex i cans 50 and older. 
The base line sur vey was conducted in 2001, with fol low-up sur veys in 2003, 2012, 
2015, and 2018. Like the HRS, the MHAS uses a steady-state design, peri od i cally 
adding new age-eli gi ble sam ples (in 2012 and 2018). The MHAS was designed to 
under stand aging in Mexico and is highly com pa ra ble with  the HRS in study pro-
to cols  and  sur vey  instru ments  (Wong  et  al. 2017). The 2001 MHAS oversampled 
house holds in the six Mex i can states that accounted for 40% of U.S. migrants in 2001 
(Wong et al. 2017). With weights, the MHAS data are nation ally rep re sen ta tive, pro-
vid ing rich data on Mex i cans 50 and older with a migra tion his tory.

Following  other  stud ies  com bin ing  the  HRS  and MHAS  (Díaz-Venegas  et  al. 
2016; Gerst et al. 2011; Monteverde et al. 2010),  for  tem po rally com pa ra ble sam-
ples across data sets,  I com bine  the 2001 MHAS data with  the 2000 HRS fol low-
up  sur vey  to  cre ate  a weighted  bina tional  sam ple  strat i fied  by  coun try,  fol low ing  
guide lines from the Gateway for Global Aging for cross-national anal y sis using HRS 

3  Approximately  58% of Latino  house holds  in  the HRS  are  of Mex i can  ori gin  (Heeringa  and Connor 
1995).
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sis ter stud ies. The result is a unique data set that reflects the mid dle-aged and older 
pop u la tion in both the United States and Mexico. The ana lytic sam ple is lim ited to 
those aged 50 and older at the time of the sur vey4 who first immi grated to the United 
States from Mexico before age 50. The online appen dix (sec tion 1) details case selec-
tion. The final sam ple includes 1,392 Mex i cans with an immi gra tion his tory to the 
United States.

Missing data are han dled using a dummy var i able approach  fol low ing  research 
using sim i lar var i ables from HRS (Tarraf et al. 2020). This approach, which includes a 
cat e gory for miss ing, pre serves the already lim ited sam ple size. It accounts for poten-
tially non ran dom missingness on covariates, an advan tage over mul ti ple impu ta tion.

Measures

HRS and MHAS ask ques tions about 20 categories of wealth and  include data on 
detailed  asset  hold ings.  Total  net  wealth  (total  assets minus  total  debt),  the main 
depen dent var i able, and com po nent assets (net pri mary home, other real estate, busi-
ness, finan cial, and vehi cle assets) are taken directly from RAND HRS and the Har-
monized MHAS data files. Additionally, I con struct an indi ca tor for pos i tive assets 
and  assets  rel a tive  to Mex i can  and U.S. median wealth. Details  on mea sure ment, 
non re sponse, unfolding brack ets, and impu ta tion of wealth data are included in the 
online appen dix (sec tion 2).

Assets, col lected at the house hold level, are adjusted for house hold size by divid-
ing  net  wealth  by  the  square  root  of  total  cores i dents  fol low ing  pre vi ous  cross- 
national research on wealth (Gornick, Sierminska et al. 2009).5 Data from MHAS, 
orig i nally reported in pesos, are converted to dol lars using pur chas ing power par i ties 
(PPP for pri vate con sump tion; OECD 2019) and his tor i cal annual aver age exchange 
rates. PPP incor po rates U.S.–Mexico dif fer ences in the cost of liv ing that may be part 
of the deci sion to return.

The key  pre dic tors  are  a  set  of  dummy var i ables  representing  returning ver sus 
stay ing in the United States by age at return: (1) stayers: Mex i can immi grants from 
the HRS sam ple who remained in the United States past age 50; (2) youn ger return ees: 
Mex i can immi grants to the United States from the MHAS sam ple who returned to 
Mexico before age 50; and (3) older return ees: Mex i can immi grants to the United 
States from the MHAS sam ple who returned to Mexico at age 50 or older.

Informed by research on return migra tion and wealth across the life course, covari-
ates  include demo graphic var i ables (age in five-year age groups and indi ca tors for 
female  and  mar ried),  pre mi gra tion  (an  indi ca tor  for  fair/poor  child hood  health), 
adult socio eco nomic sta tus (edu ca tion mea sured as ele men tary school or  less;  less 
than high school; high school, voca tional school, or some col lege; or col lege degree 

4  The HRS and MHAS sur vey respon dents’ age-eli gi ble part ners inde pen dent of age.
5  Gornick, Munzi et al. (2009) noted that tak ing the square root (or equiv a lence elas tic ity of 0.5) of house-
hold res i dents sets the adjust ment between two the o ret i cal pos si bil i ties: no econ o mies of scale within the 
house hold and per fect econ o mies of scale. Supplementary ana ly ses com pared this adjust ment with divid-
ing joint assets by 2 for mar ried indi vid u als (DeGraff et al. 2018; Purcell 2012) and found no sub stan tive 
dif fer ences.
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or more and har mo nized for cross-national com par i son by the Gateway for Global 
Aging), inte gra tion (con tin u ous var i able for years in the United States), and con trols 
(indi ca tors for urban U.S. res i dence and U.S. migra tion before age 18). In the online 
appen dix, sec tion 3 describes the con struc tion of mea sures from orig i nal var i ables, 
and sec tion 4 pres ents unweighted descrip tive sta tis tics and details miss ing val ues. 
I explored a more exten sive set of poten tial con found ers6 in sup ple men tary anal y sis 
but include a lim ited set here to avoid multicollinearity and overfitting.

Analytic Strategy

To account for sur vey design and oversampling, I conducted the anal y sis in Stata/MP 
17.0 using the svy suite of com mands and weighted the data.7 Weights were pro vided 
by the RAND HRS Longitudinal File and the Harmonized MHAS data file. I used 
these weights  in  com bi na tion,  strat i fied  by  coun try,  fol low ing  exam ples  of  cross-
 national ana ly ses pro vided by the Gateway for Global Aging. I use an adjusted Wald 
test to com pare dif fer ences between returnee groups in total net assets, net com po nent 
assets, pos i tive assets, and assets rel a tive to Mex i can and U.S. median wealth. Total 
net worth  is mod eled as a  func tion of  returnee group, adjusting  for com po si tional 
dif fer ences between returnee groups, using ordi nary least-squares (OLS) regres sion.

Because wealth tends to be pos i tively skewed, log or inverse hyper bolic sine (IHS) 
trans for ma tions are often used (Pence 2006). An IHS trans for ma tion was cho sen over 
a  log  trans for ma tion  because  IHS does  not  require  discarding  nonpositive  val ues, 
which is par tic u larly impor tant when mod el ing wealth where zeros (i.e., no wealth) 
and neg a tive val ues  (i.e.,  debt)  are  sub stan tively mean ing ful.  IHS  trans for ma tions 
are not invari ant to scal ing; units of mea sure ment impact unit-free regres sion results. 
Following Aihounton  and  Henningsen  (2021)  and  Norton  (2022),  I  use  mul ti ple 
diag nos tic cri te ria to deter mine the appro pri ate scale and use Duan’s non para met ric 
smearing esti mate (Duan 1983) for retransformation into the orig i nal scale  to esti-
mate mar ginal effects. See the online appen dix (sec tion 5) for details on IHS scal ing 
and retransformation.

Sensitivity Analyses

Several sen si tiv ity ana ly ses con firmed the robust ness of results to alter nate ana lytic 
deci sions. Table A2 in the online appen dix reports the results of the final nested OLS 
model predicting IHS transformed total net wealth (col umn 1) with sen si tiv ity checks 
for the exclu sion of respon dents who entered the United States as chil dren or young 
adults (col umn 2), the exclu sion of respon dents who spent less than two or three years 
in the United States (col umns 3–4), the mod i fi ca tion of older return ees to those older 

6  The addi tional confounders inves ti gated in sup ple men tary ana ly ses were qua dratic term for age, paren tal 
edu ca tional attain ment, house hold size, year of first migra tion, age at first migra tion, cit i zen ship sta tus, 
adult self-rated health, health insur ance cov er age, and prox im ity to chil dren.
7  I  use  house hold weights  to  esti mate  house hold-level  assets  and  indi vid ual-level weights  to  esti mate  
indi vid ual-level out comes.
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than 55 and older than 60 (col umns 5–6), and predicting only non hous ing finan cial 
wealth8 (col umn 7).

The MHAS does not col lect data on the value of retire ment accounts. To cre ate 
com pa ra ble mea sures  of wealth  across  sur veys,  I  do not  include  retire ment  assets 
in the out come var i able, total net wealth (see sec tion 2, online appen dix). Table A3 in 
the online appen dix tests the sen si tiv ity of results to this deci sion by includ ing in the 
net  assets  out come var i able  the  retire ment  assets  for  stay ers, which are mea sured 
in HRS.

I also ana lyzed more recent sam ples (2012, 2018) to sub stan ti ate the robust ness 
of my find ings (avail  able upon request). I do not pres ent the results here because of 
the MHAS sam ple design: when adding new cohorts of indi vid u als that age into the 
orig i nal  2001  sam ple, MHAS does  not  refresh  the  sam ple  of  already  age-eli gi ble 
indi vid u als, omit ting immi grants who return to Mexico between sam ples.9

Results

Sample Characteristics

Table 1 pres ents descrip tive sta tis tics for the full sam ple, for stay ers, and by returnee 
group, show ing evi dence of com po si tional dif fer ences between groups that rep re sent 
diver gent human cap i tal and migra tion expe ri ences. These dif fer ences have impli ca-
tions for asset accu mu la tion in the United States and upon return. On aver age, stay ers 
are youn ger (62.6 years) than both groups of return ees (65.2 for youn ger and 68.2 for 
older return ees), and a larger per cent age of stay ers are women (51%) com pared with  
return ees  (17%  for  youn ger  return ees  and  20%  for  older  return ees).  Compared  
with stay ers, youn ger return ees have more bifur cated edu ca tional attain ment, with a 
higher pro por tion hav ing an ele men tary school edu ca tion or less (55% for stay ers vs. 
66% for youn ger return ees), a lower pro por tion hav ing a high school edu ca tion (11% 
vs. 3%), and a higher pro por tion hav ing a col lege degree (2% vs. 8%). Total years 
in the United States dif fer con sid er ably between groups: on aver age, stay ers were in 
the United States for a total of 37 years, com pared with approx i ma tely three years 
for  youn ger  return ees  and 19 years  for  older  return ees. Unlike youn ger  return ees, 
who spent lim ited time in the United States before returning, older return ees spent 
an aver age of two decades in the United States before returning. The three groups do 
not dif fer in age at first migra tion. However, return ees were less likely to live in U.S. 
urban areas rel a tive to stay ers. Upon return, older return ees were more likely to live 

8  Real estate rep re sents the larg est share of assets for all  three groups. Further, research on sur vey mea-
sure ment of wealth has found that homeowners are, on aver age, quite accu rate in reporting their home’s 
value rel a tive to the actual value (Bound et al. 2001). However, this sen si tiv ity check aims to assess the 
robust ness of my find ings to poten tial inaccuracies in reporting of real estate assets.
9  For exam ple, in 2012, the MHAS added to the sam ple those indi vid u als born in 1952–1962, who were 
not pre vi ously age-eli gi ble for MHAS in 2001. However, it did not refresh the sam ple born in 1951 or ear-
lier, thereby omit ting from the 2012 sam ple those older than 60 who returned between sam ple years. This 
omis sion  is par tic u larly prob lem atic because Mex i can  immi grants  impacted by  the  subprime mort gage 
cri sis and hous ing mar ket crash in 2008, which dis pro por tion ately affected Lati nos (Rugh 2015), would 
be included in the sam ple of stay ers from the HRS but not in the sam ple of return ees from the MHAS.
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819Immigrant Wealth Stratification and Return Migration

Table 1 Sample char ac ter is tics by return group (weighted): HRS 2000/MHAS 2001

Full Sample Stayers Returnees <50 Returnees 50+

Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE

Demographic Characteristics
  Age 64.26 0.38 62.56 0.58 65.20*** 0.50 68.23***b 1.02
 Female 0.33 0.02 0.51 0.04 0.17*** 0.02 0.20*** 0.06
  Married 0.73 0.02 0.71 0.03 0.75 0.02 0.72 0.06
Premigration Characteristics
  Fair/poor child hood health 0.14 0.01 0.08 0.02 0.18*** 0.02 0.20 0.06
Adult Socioeconomic Status
  Elementary school or less 0.61 0.02 0.55 0.04 0.66* 0.03 0.69 0.07
  Less than high school 0.27 0.02 0.32 0.03 0.23* 0.02 0.20 0.06
  High school, voca tional 

school, or some col lege
0.07 0.01 0.11 0.02 0.03*** 0.01 0.02*** 0.01

  College degree or more 0.05 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.08** 0.02 0.09 0.04
Migration
  Total years in United 

States
19.99 0.78 36.90 0.91 3.29*** 0.20 18.98***a 2.16

  Age at first migra tion 26.12 0.46 26.11 0.83 25.93 0.49 27.12 1.51
  Migrated as a child 0.21 0.02 0.23 0.03 0.19 0.02 0.18 0.05
  Years since return to 

Mexico — — — — 34.21 0.67 10.44a 1.09
  Urban U.S. res i dence 0.63 0.02 0.88 0.02 0.40*** 0.03 0.52*** 0.06
  Urban res i dence in 

Mexico at return — — — — 0.51 0.03 0.63c 0.05
  Period of first migra tion
      Before 1965 0.53 0.04 0.53 0.04 0.59 0.03 0.63 0.05
      1965–1985 0.43 0.04 0.43 0.04 0.36 0.03 0.30* 0.05
      1986 onward 0.04 0.02 0.04 0.02 0.05 0.01 0.07 0.02
Wealth
  Purchasing power par ity 

con ver sion (2000 US$)
    Mean total net assets 41,865 4,246 38,959 5,410 45,584 7,418 37,082 4,318
    Median total net assets 20,160 1,364 21,567 2,846 18,704 1,514 25,343 5,465
  Exchange rate con ver sion 

(2000 US$)
    Mean total net assets 34,970 3,489 38,959 5,410 32,539 5,295 26,470* 3,082
    Median total net assets 16,942 1,278 21,567 2,846 13,352** 1,081 18,090 3,901
  Distribution of debt, zero, 

and pos i tive assets
    Debt 0.02 0.01 0.05 0.01 0.01** 0.00 0.00** 0.00
  Zero assets 0.05 0.01 0.08 0.02 0.02** 0.00 0.01*** 0.01
    Positive net assets 0.93 0.01 0.87 0.02 0.97*** 0.01 0.99*** 0.01
N 1,392 321 903 168

Notes: Asterisks indi cate com par i sons with stay ers from an adjusted Wald test. Superscript let ters indi cate 
com par i sons with return ees at age 50+ from an adjusted Wald test.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (com pared with stay ers)
a p < .05; b p < .01; c p < .001 (com pared with return ees at age 50+)

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/3/809/1952195/809sheftel.pdf by guest on 25 April 2024



820 M. G. Sheftel

in urban areas in Mexico than youn ger return ees. The three groups do not dif fer in 
era of first migra tion. Just over half arrived before 1965, when the Bracero Program 
brought Mex i cans to the United States on tem po rary sea sonal visas to work in agri-
cul ture. Approximately 5% arrived after the leg is la tion of IRCA in 1986 height ened 
bor der enforce ment, increased depor ta tions, and deterred return migra tion among the 
undoc u mented (Massey et al. 2002).

Patterns of Asset Accumulation

The bot tom panel of Table 1 pres ents mean and median total net wealth for the full 
ana lytic sam ple and by stayer and returnee group using both PPP and exchange rate 
con ver sions of pesos to dol lars. Comparing mean to median wealth, it is evi dent that 
total net assets have a con sid er able pos i tive skew, indi cat ing siz able lev els of wealth 
inequal ity. This is par tic u larly true for stay ers, who have higher rates of debt and zero 
assets (5% and 8%, respec tively) than youn ger (1% and 2%, respec tively) and older 
(0% and 1%, respec tively) return ees.

Among those with pos i tive assets, the por tion of each stayer and returnee group 
hold ing each wealth type is shown in Figure 1. Homeownership does not dif fer across 
groups and is the pri mary asset type. Among those with pos i tive assets, more than 

Fig. 1  Positive assets holdings by asset type and Mexican immigrant stayer and return group. Asterisks 
indicate comparisons with stayers from an adjusted Wald test, and the superscript letter indicates compar-
ison with returnees at age 50+ from an adjusted Wald test. *p < .05; ***p < .001 (compared with stayers).  
b p < .01 (compared with returnees at age 50+).
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821Immigrant Wealth Stratification and Return Migration

three quar ters of each group were homeowners. Younger return ees were more likely 
to hold real estate assets (i.e., a nonprimary home) than stay ers (17% vs. 11%), with 
no sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant dif fer ence between older return ees and stay ers or between 
the two returnee groups. Whether these invest ments were made before or after return 
is unclear. However, land and prop erty invest ment in Mexico is one way immi grants 
pre pare for returning, and investing in nonprimary homes may be less likely among 
those intending to remain in the United States.

Additionally, stay ers were less likely to hold pos i tive finan cial assets than return-
ees.  Only  42%  of  stay ers  had  finan cial  assets,  com pared  with  62%  of  youn ger 
return ees and 77% of older return ees. There are also con sid er able dif fer ences in the 
like li hood of hold ing busi ness assets, with only 3% of stay ers hold ing pos i tive busi-
ness  assets,  com pared with  approx i ma tely  40% of  both  returnee groups. Business 
own er ship is an impor tant source of wealth for return ees but is neg li gi ble for stay ers. 
These are con se quen tial dif fer ences indi cat ing that stay ers are less likely than return-
ees to hold pos i tive assets and that those who do are less likely to have diverse asset 
hold ings.

Figure 2 shows the por tion of each com po nent asset among total assets by stayer 
and returnee group. On aver age, 69% of stay ers’ total assets were in homeownership 
and another 15% were  in  real estate. Younger and older  return ees also had a sub-
stan tial por tion of their total assets in homeownership (56% and 54%, respec tively) 
and real estate (10% and 12%, respec tively). Business and finan cial assets com bined 
 rep re sent  approx i ma tely  30%  of  the  total  assets  of  both  groups  of   return ees.  By 

Fig. 2  Mean  total  net  assets  and  distribution  of  type  by Mexican  immigrant  stayer  and  return  group.  
Pesos are converted to U.S. dollars (2000) using PPP.
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822 M. G. Sheftel

 con trast, these assets rep re sent only 9% of stay ers’ total assets. Thus, given that 13% 
of stay ers do not have pos i tive assets, stay ers are quite depen dent on real estate. Con-
sidering dif fer ences in assets across the three groups, this anal y sis points to wealth 
vul ner a bil ity  among  a  por tion  of Mex i can  immi grants who  remain  in  the United 
States past age 50.

Purchasing Power and Relative Assets

Particularly  at  older  ages,  return migra tion  is  pos ited  to  be  a means  of max i miz-
ing sav ings through increased pur chas ing power. I quan tify the increased pur chas ing 
power of assets spent in Mexico by com par ing net worth using PPP to net worth using 
the  stan dard annual  aver age exchange  rate  (presented  in Table 1). The pur chas ing 
power of the total assets of older return ees in Mexico is sta tis ti cally equiv a lent to that 
of stay ers in the United States. However, the exchange rate con ver sion, which rep re-
sents the wealth older return ees would have if they had remained in the United States 
into  older  ages  spend ing  their  assets  in  dol lars,  shows  an  advan tage  in  esti mated 
assets for stay ers over older return ees. The advan tage that pur chas ing power affords 
older return ees could point to a cal cu la tion among this group to return to Mexico to 
ensure a bet ter stan dard of liv ing using their assets as they approach retire ment. There 
are no sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant dif fer ences in total net assets between youn ger return-
ees and stay ers across con ver sion types.

The  left half of Figure 3 com pares  return ees’ net assets  to  the median  total net 
wealth of the entire MHAS sam ple of Mex i can res i dents older than 50.10 More than 
half  of  each  returnee  group  is  esti mated  to  have wealth  higher  than  the Mex i can 
median wealth. The right side of Figure 3  looks at  the sit u a tion from the oppo site 
direc tion. Returnees  are  less  likely  to  have wealth  above  the U.S. median  (cal cu-
lated using  the entire HRS sam ple of Amer i can  res i dents older  than 50).11 Among 
older return ees, 60% hold wealth higher than the Mex i can median, but only 2% hold 
wealth higher than the U.S. median.

Understanding Net Worth

Next, I model total net worth (in PPP), transformed with IHS, and scaled, by group. 
I use OLS regres sion with adjust ments for demo graphic com po si tion (age, gen der, 
and  mar i tal  sta tus),  a  pre mi gra tion  char ac ter is tic  (child hood  health),  socio eco-
nomic sta tus (edu ca tion), and inte gra tion in the United States (years in the United 
States)  included sep a rately and  then  in a final  fully adjusted model. All mod els 
except  the  first,  unad justed  model  include  con trols  for  urban  res i dence  in  the 
United States and migra tion as a child to account for dif fer ences in return migra tion  

10  This com par i son con verts pesos to dol lars using PPP to eval u ate how assets could be used in the Mex i can  
econ omy rel a tive to Mex i can res i dents.
11  This com par i son con verts pesos to dol lars using the aver age annual exchange rate to eval u ate how assets 
could be used in the U.S. econ omy rel a tive to Amer i can res i dents.
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pat terns  and  inte gra tion  by  set tle ment  region  and  age  at  migra tion.  Table  2  
pres ents model  coef fi cients,  and  Figure  4  pres ents  aver age mar ginal  effects  by 
model  on  the  orig i nal  scale  (2000  dol lars)  for  both  returnee  groups  rel a tive  to 
stay ers.

Results from Model 1 are con sis tent with those from Table 1: with out con trols, all  
three groups hold sta tis ti cally equiv a lent PPP adjusted net worth. Once adjust ments 
for com po si tional dif fer ences in age, gen der, and mar i tal sta tus and con trols for U.S. 
urban res i dence and child hood migra tion are included in Model 2, both youn ger and 
older return ees hold a wealth advan tage. Figure 4 shows that the wealth advan tage 
over stay ers is roughly $14,000 for youn ger return ees and $22,000 for older return-
ees. In Model 3, which adjusts for child hood health, the returnee advan tage remains 
sim i lar to that in Model 2. After con trol ling for edu ca tional attain ment in Model 4, 
col lege  has  a  large  effect  on  wealth  accu mu la tion.  Further,  dif fer ences  in  edu ca-
tional attain ment for return ees rel a tive to stay ers explain the youn ger returnee wealth 
advan tage  and  reduce  but  do  not  elim i nate  the  advan tage  of  older  return ees  over 
stay ers. Results from Model 5, which con trols for years in the United States, show 
that  both  returnee groups  retain  their wealth  advan tage over  stay ers. Finally,  both 
groups of return ees have more than a $25,000 wealth advan tage over stay ers once the 
full range of com po si tional dif fer ences are incor po rated into Model 6 (see Figure 4). 
Supplementary ana ly ses com par ing the two returnee groups showed no sta tis ti cally 
sig nifi  cant dif fer ences in wealth.

Fig. 3  Assets of returnees relative to Mexican and U.S. (2000 exchange rate) median assets
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Table 2 OLS regres sion coef fi cients predicting IHS-transformed total net wealth (weighted)

Unadjusted 
(1)

Demographic 
(2)

Premigration 
(3)

Socioeconomic 
Status  

(4)
Migration 

(5)

Fully 
Adjusted 

(6)

Return Group  
(ref. = stay ers)

  Return before age 50 0.25 0.38* 0.39* 0.26 0.64* 0.61*
  (0.15) (0.17) (0.18) (0.14) (0.30) (0.27)
  Return at age 50  

or older 0.39 0.55** 0.55** 0.45* 0.70** 0.65*
  (0.22) (0.20) (0.20) (0.20) (0.27) (0.27)
Migrated Before Age 19 0.61*** 0.60*** 0.48** 0.51** 0.34*
  (0.15) (0.15) (0.15) (0.16) (0.16)
Urban U.S. res i dence 0.33* 0.33* 0.08 0.29 0.04
  (0.16) (0.16) (0.14) (0.17) (0.14)
  Missing urban  

U.S. res i dence 0.97*** 0.97*** 0.37 0.89*** 0.25
  (0.20) (0.20) (0.48) (0.24) (0.54)
Age (ref. = 50–54)
  55–59 −0.11 −0.11 −0.15 −0.10 −0.13
  (0.23) (0.23) (0.21) (0.22) (0.21)
  60–64 −0.22 −0.22 −0.23 −0.24 −0.25
  (0.20) (0.20) (0.20) (0.20) (0.20)
  65–69 −0.27 −0.26 −0.28 −0.30 −0.33
  (0.24) (0.24) (0.21) (0.24) (0.21)
 70+ −0.27 −0.26 −0.24 −0.33 −0.32
  (0.19) (0.19) (0.19) (0.21) (0.20)
Female −0.08 −0.07 −0.12 −0.06 −0.09
  (0.19) (0.19) (0.17) (0.19) (0.18)
Married 0.67*** 0.67*** 0.67*** 0.68*** 0.68***
  (0.20) (0.20) (0.18) (0.20) (0.18)
Fair/Poor Childhood  
Health −0.09 −0.05

  (0.20) (0.19)
  Missing child hood  

health 0.43 0.45
  (0.35) (0.36)
Education (ref. =  
ele men tary or less)

  Less than high school 0.30* 0.30
  (0.15) (0.15)
  High school, voca tional  

school, or some col lege 0.87** 0.89**
  (0.27) (0.27)
  College degree or more 1.87*** 1.89***
  (0.47) (0.47)
Total Years in  
United States 0.01 0.01

  (0.01) (0.01)
Constant 3.20*** 2.48*** 2.48*** 2.51*** 2.24*** 2.19***

(0.13) (0.33) (0.33) (0.31) (0.42) (0.38)

Note: Standard errors are shown in paren the ses.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Variation in Assets

Asset accu mu la tion may vary by age at  sur vey and years  in  the United States. To 
inves ti gate these pat terns, I plot in Figure 5 the esti ma tes of net worth from the fully 
adjusted model by age at sur vey (panel a) and years in the United States (panel b). 
Panel a shows that net assets decline with age for all   three groups, but dif fer ences 
between groups remain con sis tent. Similarly, panel b illus trates the pos i tive asso ci a-
tion between years in the United States and wealth for all  three groups. Interactions 
of group with age at sur vey and with years in the United States were con sid ered in 
aux il iary ana ly ses but were not jointly sig nifi  cant.

Additionally,  there may  be  var i a tion within  both  groups  of  return ees  by  years 
since return to Mexico. Panel c of Figure 5 plots esti mated net wealth from the fully 
adjusted model, divid ing the two returnee groups into those who returned to Mexico 
within the last 10 years and those who returned more than 10 years ago. Statistical 
sig nifi  cance should be con sid ered with cau tion because of small sam ple sizes, espe-
cially for youn ger return ees within 10 years of return (n = 50) and older return ees who 
returned more than 10 years ago (n = 63). With that in mind, I find that all  return ees 
except older return ees who returned more  than 10 years ago are esti mated to hold 
higher adjusted net worth than stay ers.

Correlates of Wealth Among Stayers

The pre ced ing results show evi dence of a wealth advan tage for return ees rel a tive to 
stay ers, espe cially after I adjust for com po si tional dif fer ences and cor re lates of return 

Returned before age 50

Returned at age 50+

0 60,00020,000 40,000

U.S. Dollars (2000)

Model 1: Unadjusted
Model 2: Demographic
Model 3: Premigration
Model 4: SES
Model 5: Migration
Model 6: Fully adjusted

Fig. 4  Average marginal effects of return group (ref. = stayers) on net total wealth (in 2000 US$), by model
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Fig. 5  Variation in net total wealth (in 2000 US$) by age at survey, years in the United States, and years 
since return. Estimates are adjusted for all covariates in Model 6: age at survey, sex, married, fair/poor 
childhood health, education, years in the United States, migration before age 18, and U.S. urban residence. 
In panel c, *p < .05 (ref. = stayers).
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Fig. 5  (continued)

migra tion and asset accu mu la tion. However, to con clude that stay ers as a whole are 
more vul ner a ble to lim ited assets at older ages than return ees misses the het ero ge ne-
ity evidenced by their skewed wealth dis tri bu tion. To exam ine the pro file of stay ers 
who are espe cially vul ner a ble to wealth inse cu rity, Table 3 pres ents the dis tri bu tion 
of stay ers by wealth cat e gory (debt, zero assets, and pos i tive assets) and key char ac-
ter is tics. Debt and zero assets are sep a rated because debt (i.e., neg a tive assets) may 
indi cate bor row ing capac ity and the pro cess of build ing assets, whereas zero assets 
rep re sent the least bor row ing power (Hao 2004). In fact, Flippen (2020) found that 
hold ing debt with for mal insti tu tions is asso ci ated with finan cial incor po ra tion rather 
than dis tress. Although the o ret i cally mean ing ful, this divi sion results in small sam ple 
sizes for those in debt and with zero wealth, so esti ma tes should be interpreted with 
cau tion.

As evi dent from Table 3, those with zero wealth and debt dif fer sub stan tively from 
those with pos i tive wealth in a cou ple of ways. On aver age, rel a tive to stay ers with 
pos i tive wealth, stay ers with zero assets are older and are less edu cated. Stayers with 
debt do not dif fer on these char ac ter is tics from stay ers hold ing pos i tive assets. Those 
with debt and zero wealth diverge from those with pos i tive wealth in that they were 
older when they first migrated to the United States and are less likely to be mar ried. 
Overall, older immi grants with zero wealth rep re sent a par tic u larly pre car i ous group 
of older Mex i can immi grants in the United States.

Discussion

To inves ti gate the links between wealth and return migra tion for Mex i can immi grants 
to  the United States,  this  anal y sis  con sid ers  the net wealth at  age 50 and older of 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/3/809/1952195/809sheftel.pdf by guest on 25 April 2024



828 M. G. Sheftel

three groups of Mex i cans with an immi gra tion his tory: stay ers, youn ger return ees, 
and older return ees. Across the life course, return migra tion is asso ci ated with a more 
diverse asset port fo lio, a  lower prob a bil ity of debt or zero wealth, and (after com-
po si tional dif fer ences between stay ers and return ees are accounted for) higher total 
net wealth rel a tive to remaining in the United States into older ages. Additionally, a 
por tion of stay ers—those who are older, unmar ried, and migrated at older ages—are 
par tic u larly vul ner a ble to asset inse cu rity at older ages.

This  anal y sis  pro vi des  empir i cal  evi dence  that  selec tive  return  migra tion  may 
be one driver of nativ ity-based wealth strat i fi ca tion in  the United States. Financial 
depen dence on fam ily in the United States or the cost of returning and reestablish-
ment may pre clude return migra tion for  immi grants with lower assets, par tic u larly 
those with debt or zero assets, leav ing a resid ual pop u la tion in the United States with 
lim ited assets. Just as selec tive return migra tion among immi grants in worse health is 
one fac tor con trib ut ing to an immi grant mor tal ity advan tage for stay ers rel a tive to the 
U.S.-born pop u la tion (Turra and Elo 2008), selec tive return migra tion among immi-
grants with more wealth may con trib ute to the wealth dis ad van tage of stay ers rel a tive 
to the U.S.-born pop u la tion.

This study also ques tions con clu sions about Mex i can immi grant socio eco nomic 
mobil ity based on empir i cal find ings solely con sid er ing immi grants remaining in the 
United States. Asset accu mu la tion is a key mea sure of socio eco nomic mobil ity for 
immi grants because  it  reflects pro cesses of  immi grant  incor po ra tion (Keister et al. 
2015), and its use in the ori gin coun try has long been a pri mary goal of immi grants 
(Alba and Nee 2003). The results of this anal y sis show a more com pre hen sive pic-
ture of the eco nomic out comes of the full pop u la tion of Mex i can immi grants with a 
his tory of migra tion to the United States. The wealth advan tage of return ees indi cates 
that eval u at ing the socio eco nomic suc cess of immi grants with out con sid er ing return-
ees down wardly biases esti ma tes, yield ing an under es ti mate of Mex i can immi grants’ 
socio eco nomic mobil ity. For older return ees, I find evi dence that return migra tion is 
under taken to ensure socio eco nomic mobil ity via increased pur chas ing power.

Theoretically,  this  anal y sis  makes  sev eral  con tri bu tions.  First,  it  sup ports  the 
NELM under stand ing of vol un tary return migra tion. Return migra tion is asso ci ated  

Table 3 Stayers by wealth cat e gory and key char ac ter is tics (weighted): HRS 2000/MHAS 2001

Positive Net Assets Debt Zero Assets

Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE

Age 62.14 0.62 62.61 1.38 67.21* 2.21
Female 0.49 0.04 0.61 0.14 0.69 0.10
Years of Education 5.35 0.34 4.70 0.89 3.85* 0.58
Married 0.76 0.04 0.37** 0.15 0.39** 0.12
Years in the United States 37.29 1.01 32.87* 1.57 35.26 2.85
Age at First Migration 25.28 0.91 30.46* 2.16 32.41*** 1.74
N 276 15 30

Notes: Asterisks indi cate com par i sons with those with pos i tive net assets from an adjusted Wald test.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (com pared with those with pos i tive net assets)
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with  equiv a lent  (unad justed)  or  more  (adjusted)  assets  when  mea sured  at  age 
50  and  older. The find ing  that  busi ness  assets  rep re sent  a  con sid er able  por tion  of 
total assets for both returnee groups but are neg li gi ble among stay ers sup ports  the 
NELM  con jec ture  that migra tion is used to accu mu late assets for reinvesting back 
at home  (Wassink and Hagan 2018). Because  this anal y sis exam ines assets at age 
50 and older, it offers sup port for the NELM per spec tive not at the point of return 
but over the long term. Although the avail  able data do not include infor ma tion about 
where assets were accu mu lated, these assets are likely not inde pen dent of the migra-
tion expe ri ence, even if youn ger return ees accu mu lated their assets upon returning 
to Mexico. Previous research shows that human cap i tal gained in the United States 
leads to wage growth and occu pa tional mobil ity after immi grants return to Mexico 
(Hagan et al. 2015). Therefore, asset accu mu la tion of those who returned at youn ger 
ages  can  be  con sid ered  an  indi rect  result  of migra tion. Moreover,  these  return ees 
did not re-emi grate from Mexico to the United States (re-emi grat ing was a com mon 
occur rence at the time) (Massey 1987). This find ing points to a poten tial cal cu la tion 
among return ees that remaining in Mexico would lead to greater wealth accu mu la tion 
in older adult hood.

This  research also deep ens our  the o ret i cal under stand ing of  return migra tion at 
older ages spe cifi  cally. Here, com par ing assets converted from pesos to dol lars using 
PPP (the value of money in Mexico) ver sus exchange rates (the value of money in 
the United States) indi cates that for older return ees, return migra tion nonnegligibly 
increases  the  spend ing power of  their  assets. This  result  con firms Kırdar’s  (2009) 
sav ings accu mu la tion con jec ture that higher PPP in the ori gin coun try is a more dom-
i nant force for older adults who, by returning, are not giv ing up as many years of 
higher wages in the des ti na tion coun try. For older return ees, return migra tion can be 
under stood as a finan cial  strat egy under taken upon approaching or enter ing  retire-
ment to max i mize the value of assets and ensure a higher stan dard of liv ing and hous-
ing con di tions in retire ment.

The data used in this study pre clude an anal y sis of wealth and return migra tion 
after 2001, and find ings may not hold for con tem po rary return ees. In fact, research 
on more recent pat terns of eco nomic rein te gra tion of return ees to Mexico shows that 
the increase in depor ta tions since 1986 and the 2007 reces sion in the United States 
resulted in com po si tional changes to return ees them selves and the eco nomic and geo-
graph i cal resettlement deci sions they make upon return. Compared with the pre ced-
ing two decades, by 2010, return ees expe ri enced reduced earn ings, which have been 
par tially attrib uted to a lower like li hood of engage ment in entre pre neur ial activ i ties, 
a shift to enter ing the paid labor force with employ ment in the infor mal econ omy or 
occu pa tions that lack ben e fits, and less pos i tive selec tion on edu ca tional attain ment 
(Campos-Vazquez and Lara 2012; Gutiérrez Vázquez 2019; Parrado and Gutiérrez 
Vázquez 2016). Additionally, Denier and Masferrer (2020) showed that geo graph i cal 
changes in pat terns of returnee set tle ment from 2000 to 2015 are also asso ci ated with 
decreased  earn ings. They  found  that  increas ing num bers  of  recent  return ees  set tle 
in non tra di tional migra tion-send ing regions in north ern, south ern/south east ern, and 
cen tral Mexico, where wages in this period declined the most. The more invol un tary 
nature of return migra tion and resulting changes in edu ca tional selec tiv ity, employ-
ment pat terns, and set tle ment may have impor tant con se quences for asset accu mu-
la tion  between  return  migra tion  and  older  adult hood.  Therefore,  the  com par a tive 
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wealth of return ees and stay ers may have changed since 2000, alter ing the impli ca-
tions of return migra tion on Mex i can immi grant wealth strat i fi ca tion in the United 
States. This  pos si bil ity  should  be  ana lyzed when  recent,  nation ally  rep re sen ta tive 
bina tional data are avail  able.

Several lim i ta tions char ac ter ize this anal y sis. First, the HRS and MHAS do not pro-
vide data on immi grant legal sta tus, and the MHAS does not dis tin guish between vol-
un tary return ees and depor tees. Therefore, this research does not assess the finan cial 
impli ca tions at older ages of undoc u mented sta tus or height ened depor ta tion pol i cies 
(Masferrer and Roberts 2012; Riosmena and Massey 2012; Roberts et al. 2017). Sec-
ond, the data pre clude account ing for vary ing eco nomic and struc tural fac tors by U.S. 
set tle ment region that may result in dif fer ing prob a bil i ties of return migra tion (Chort 
and de la Rupelle 2016; Lindstrom and Massey 1994). Likewise, because data on reset-
tlement region upon return to Mexico are unavail able, the anal y sis does not account 
for geo graph i cal var i a tion in eco nomic oppor tu ni ties for wealth accu mu la tion (Denier 
and Masferrer 2020)  between  return migra tion  and  sur vey mea sure ment. Third,  the 
absence of immi gra tion-spe cific life his tory data means that mod els esti mated here can-
not account for cen sor ing; those iden ti fied as stay ers may end up returning to Mexico 
later, and those iden ti fied as return ees may take an addi tional trip to the United States. 
However,  because  the  sam ple  is  older-age  indi vid u als,  the  like li hood  of  addi tional 
migra tions is lim ited. Fourth, for immi grants, wealth is often held abroad (Akresh 2011; 
Flippen 2020) or trans ferred to fam ily transnationally (Garip 2012). However, nei ther 
the HRS nor the MHAS sur vey explic itly asks respon dents to include or exclude assets 
held abroad when reporting asset amounts or to report trans na tional house hold trans-
fers of wealth. This lack of spec i fic ity may be a source of wealth reporting error. Fifth, 
retire ment assets are not included in the main results because they are not col lected in 
MHAS, which could be a source of error. However, results from a sen si tiv ity check 
(see Table A3, online appen dix) show that the main find ing of this anal y sis—a wealth 
advan tage for return ees—is robust to this source of error.

Finally, because some unob served char ac ter is tics that pro mote wealth accu mu la-
tion may be the same as those that deter mine return to Mexico, the results could be 
impacted by omit ted var i able bias. Although mod el ing  these  fac tors  is out side  the 
scope  of  this  descrip tive  paper,  sav ing  for  invest ments  in Mexico  (e.g.,  busi ness, 
real estate, edu ca tion of chil dren left in Mexico) dur ing U.S. ten ure might be asso-
ci ated with a higher like li hood of returning to Mexico. Legal sta tus and health may 
also be fac tors asso ci ated with wealth accu mu la tion and return migra tion, although 
the direc tion of bias in these cases is less clear. For exam ple, evi dence sug gests that 
undoc u mented immi grants have lower wages (Hall et al. 2010; Massey and Gentsch 
2014) and may be  able to save less. Undocumented immi grants are more likely to be 
deported but may be less likely to return vol un tar ily (or engage in cir cu lar migra tion) 
than autho rized immi grants because the cost and risk of unau tho rized migra tion have 
increased since 1986 (Massey et al. 2015). Although this anal y sis does not dis cern 
the causal mech a nisms, it pro vi des a descrip tive basis for future research on wealth 
and return migra tion.

This arti cle makes impor tant con tri bu tions to our under stand ing of Mex i can immi-
grant wealth strat i fi ca tion in the United States. First, it indi cates that selec tive return 
migra tion, regard less of the rea sons for it, could be a driver of strat i fi ca tion. Net of 
com po si tional  dif fer ences,  return ees  in  the  twen ti eth  cen tury  held more wealth  at 
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older ages than stay ers, leav ing a resid ual pop u la tion of Mex i can immi grants in the 
United States with lower aver age net wealth than the total pop u la tion of Mex i cans  
with a his tory of U.S. migra tion. Second, this anal y sis shows that con clu sions about 
Mex i can immi grant socio eco nomic mobil ity that omit return ees sys tem at i cally exclude 
a  group of  immi grants with  largely  pos i tive wealth  out comes.  In  assessing  immi-
grant  socio eco nomic  suc cess,  this  pop u la tion  should  not  be  discarded. Third,  this 
arti cle points to het ero ge ne ity within the pop u la tions of return ees and stay ers, which 
is impor tant to con sider in future work on the deter mi nants of Mex i can immi grant 
eco nomic well-being. Finally, com bin ing the o ries on the eco nom ics of labor migra-
tion vis-à-vis vol un tary return migra tion with the o ries of life course soci ol ogy and 
retire ment-age  deci sion-mak ing  dem on strates  that  vol un tary  return  migra tion  is 
not  an  instance  of  failed migra tion  but  rather  a  story  of  suc cess. This  arti cle  lays  
the ground work for future research on dif fer en tial selec tion into return migra tion by 
age and its impli ca tions for immi grant inte gra tion, strat i fi ca tion, and mobil ity among 
the Mex i can immi grant pop u la tion to the United States and other immi grant pop u la-
tions world wide. ■
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