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ABSTRACT 
 

 A substantial proportion of unauthorized immigrants living in the United States 

entered our country not by stealth, illegal border crossings, but by using legitimate 

guest worker visas.  While most of these visa holders return to their home country at 

the expiration of their work credentials, many others remain and become part of the 

unauthorized population.  This paper examines the pre-migration differences between 

the (supposedly) temporary workers who �overstay� and those who return on time as 

expected.  Observable, pre-migration characteristics (such as English language ability 

and age) and post-migration choices (industry of occupation, remittance activity) can 

help predict a temporary worker�s return decision.  

Equipped with this knowledge, the Department of Homeland Security can craft 

guest worker visa provisions to target workers who statistically have the greater 

likelihood of returning.  These could include improved application procedures, 

eligibility requirements, employer provisions, and even marketing techniques. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Following the 2007 political collapse of comprehensive United States 

immigration legislation, lawmakers have redirected their attention to smaller, less 

ambitious attempts at policy change, such as reforming and restructuring existing 

temporary worker programs (TWPs).  One smaller-scale idea (dubbed AgJobs) is to 

streamline the visa process for seasonal farm labor, while simultaneously allowing a 

pathway to earned citizenship for certain current agriculture visa holders.  TWPs, also 

known as guest worker programs, are characterized by 1) granting authorized entry 

into the U.S. to work for a given period of time; and 2) the expectation that the foreign-

born employee will return to his or her home country (or reapply for a legal extension) 

at the expiration of the visa.  Theoretically, TWPs are a more efficient way for 

businesses to fill temporary hiring needs compared to granting permanent residency to 

foreign workers. 

However temporary they may be billed, these programs bring long-term 

consequences when migrant workers overstay their visas, find employment by turning 

to falsified documents or the secondary job market, and consequently become part of 

the unauthorized �illegal� workforce.   The workers, though they were intended to be 

short-term, may ultimately lay down roots, bring their families or start new ones, and 

undertake a life in the U.S. that has all the outward signs of being permanent.  While 
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much of the immigration debate centers on whether and how to seal American borders 

to unauthorized crossings, it is estimated that between 31 and 57 percent of today�s 

undocumented workers entered the country with permission in the form of a guest 

worker visa�but ultimately ended up �overstaying�. 1 

Views differ regarding whether guest workers have a beneficial or harmful 

impact on the American economy, with nativist factions and labor groups generally 

lining up on the opposite side of immigrant rights advocates and business interests, 

especially agriculture.  In this paper, I will not assess the advantages and disadvantages 

of TWPs on society, the economy, or the workers themselves.  I do, however, make 

two normative assumptions.  First, regardless of whether TWPs are good or bad, 

workers are admitted into the U.S. for a tightly defined timeframe, and the government 

and industry builds expectations that they�ll return at a specified point in time.  Second, 

overstayers in fact do impose societal costs that are specifically tied to their 

unauthorized presence�costs like the creation of a disadvantaged underclass or the 

logistical difficulties resulting from having people subject to deportation in the same 

family as citizens.  These two normative assumptions lead to the conclusion that, no 

matter what one�s position is regarding immigration, it is beneficial to society if 

temporary workers do not overstay their visas.  It is also beneficial if immigration 

regulations and policies do not encourage overstaying, even if unintentionally. 

                                                
1 U.S. Government Accountability Office. 2004. Overstaying Tracking: A Key 
Component of Homeland Security and a Layered Defense. GAO-04-82. 
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Previous researchers have examined policy actions at the federal level to 

encourage guest workers to leave when their visas expire.  But these studies focus only 

on post-arrival conditions and interventions�as if all immigrants were built the same 

before they arrived.  They fail to consider selection issues or any worker characteristics 

that existed before entering the U.S.  This paper focuses exclusively on such pre-

arrival traits, and asks the question: Are those workers who leave after their visas 

expire fundamentally different people carrying different motivations than those who 

overstay?  If the two groups do in fact fundamentally differ, then one could argue that 

�temporary� visas are poorly targeted, and the federal government�if genuinely 

interested in filling non-permanent employment needs with non-permanent 

employees�could respond appropriately with effective policy changes.  For example, 

the Department of Homeland Security could craft eligibility rules, application 

questions, or even communication and promotional materials to attract the kinds of 

people who are more likely to return to their home country.  Post-immigration 

initiatives already proposed by other researchers may indeed have an impact, but 

they�ll no doubt be more influential if the temporary worker population is less inclined 

to overstay in the first place. 

 

Background and Literature Review 
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Labor migration from Mexico to the U.S. has continued almost unabated since 

it began in earnest at the turn of the 20th century when new Mexican railroads were 

able to easily transport workers north to the American border.  Movement stopped only 

during the decades following World War I and into the Great Depression when the 

U.S. virtually shut its doors to all foreigners.  It picked up again in 1942 when 

President Roosevelt introduced a TWP called Bracero (Spanish for strong-armed 

labor) to fill the employment needs of American farmers, primarily in the southwest.  

Intended to be a short-lived wartime emergency, Bracero actually lasted 22 years.  

Under its provisions, 4.5 million Mexican laborers came to work in American 

agriculture, peaking at over 450,000 per year.  No one can say for certain how many 

Bracero workers failed to return home and became unauthorized, but the number was 

high enough to create societal conditions in the U.S. that are widely attributed to 

encouraging recent decades� surge in Mexican migration.  Similarly, no one can say for 

certain how many workers during the Bracero years came to the U.S. unauthorized.  

But American authorities are known to have made 1.4 million apprehensions at the 

Mexican border in the 1940�s and 3.6 million in the 1950�s.  Both were record 

numbers, suggesting a substantial, undocumented flow of people.   

The next big shift in migration came in 1965 when, under the Immigration and 

Nationality Act, the U.S. began awarding citizenship based primarily on family 

reunification and less on countries of origin.  While this new statute led to dramatic 
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increases in authorized migration to the U.S., an unprecedented amount of 

unauthorized movement has continued as well.  In 2004, Census Bureau reports show 

10.5 million Mexican-born people living in the U.S.�equal to 31 percent of all 

foreign-born people, and a full ten percent of Mexico�s total population.  Of those 10.5 

million, the Pew Center for Research estimates that 56 percent were in the U.S. without 

authorization.2  Most telling for this paper, between 31 and 57 percent of unauthorized 

workers are in the U.S. not because they crossed the border illegally, but because they 

overstayed their visas.  Similar long-term consequences are found in Germany where 

Turkish workers and their families remain in a disadvantaged, unauthorized status 

decades after being welcomed with work permits targeted at filling supposedly short-

term labor needs.   

Since 1952�s Immigration and Nationality Act, guest workers have come to the 

U.S. using temporary visas such as the H1-B (for high-skilled labor) that lasts for three 

years and can be extended beyond that, or the H-2A (for agriculture labor) and H-2B 

(for other seasonal employment) that are valid for one year and can be extended up to a 

total of three.  All temporary credentials share an important characteristic: they 

explicitly do not lead to citizenship or even to permanent residency.  Though it is 

possible under certain, limited circumstances for temporary workers to earn permanent 

status, it is in no way promised or implied under these existing programs. 

                                                
2 Passel, Jeffrey S. 2005.  Estimates of the Size and Characteristics of the 
Undocumented Population. Pew Hispanic Center. 
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Much of the recent research into TWPs and overstaying has examined topics 

like components of program design, the reasons workers don�t return home, and 

interventions the U.S. government can take to influence their decisions.  In �He Came, 

He Saw, He�Overstayed. Guest Worker Programmes and the Issue of Non-Return�, 

Basok compares the Bracero results with those of Canada�s Seasonal Agricultural 

Work Program (SAWP) that imports farm workers from Mexico and the Caribbean.3  

She cites World Bank studies concluding that only 1.5% of SAWP workers overstay�

a remarkably low figure compared to other countries.  She found that several factors 

influence whether or not temporary workers stay long-term, including: 

• Recruitment design.  The Canadian program differed in that it provided a 

guarantee that workers could return in subsequent years (assuming satisfactory 

performance and job availability).  The absence of this provision in the U.S. led 

some migrants to choose the certainty of overstaying versus the uncertainty of 

potentially not being readmitted. Also unlike the U.S., Canadian administrators 

kept meticulous records of the exact farms where each migrant worked, so 

employers could�and frequently did�request the same workers to return year 

after year.   

• Working and living conditions.  Both countries obligated employers to provide 

boarding for their workers.  In Canada, the government closely monitored 

                                                
3 Basok, Tanya. 2000. He Came, He Saw, He�Overstayed. Guest Worker 
Programmes and the Issue of Non-Return.  International Migration, vol 38. 
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housing quality, while the U.S. did not.  As a result, conditions on the southern 

side of the border were generally poorer.  And with little chance of the 

government intervening, workers more likely felt that their best recourse was 

desertion and an unauthorized search for new employment.  American 

administrators also assessed overall working conditions less rigorously, which 

had similar consequences. 

• Social networks.  The Canadians kept their program relatively small (peaking at 

about 16,000 workers per year) and the workers geographically spread out.  

The resulting lack of any permanent social and cultural networks made it harder 

for Mexicans to benefit from any shared experiences regarding desertion or 

subsequent job-searching.  It also makes rural Canada a less appealing place for 

Mexicans to put down roots.  In contrast, the Bracero program at its peak 

admitted more than 450,000 workers a year, making it far easier for native 

Mexicans to establish a greater number of supportive communities. 

Martin and Teitelbaum look at TWPs like Bracero in a different way, 

examining the unintended, harmful long-term consequences.  They argue in �The 

Mirage of Mexican Workers� that not only is the establishment of a permanent 

underclass likely to result from TWPs, but that the agricultural industry actually grows 
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dependent on its creation. 4  They cite evidence that having a pool of cheap labor 

diverts farm owners� attention away from investing in labor-saving machinery or 

farming techniques that in the long-run would produce more efficiently.  �Thus, 

although the labor supply is supposed to be available only temporarily, farmers adapt 

in ways that ensure their continued need for workers willing to accept such low 

wages.�  At the macro-economy level, this implies that the country�s overall growth 

suffers, since less productive industries and companies are unnaturally sustained.  

Martin and Teitelbaum observed that Bracero workers also contributed to the cycle of 

the country�s dependency on low-wage immigrants.  Once in the U.S., these workers 

had greater access to higher-paying jobs outside of the agriculture sector.  When they 

responded by pursuing these better opportunities, farmers continually lobbied for ever 

more low-wage immigrants. 

Next, many researchers took the analysis beyond the reasons leading to a 

population of overstayers and began proposing government interventions to solve or at 

least mitigate the problems caused by TWPs.  Ruhs, for example, offers several 

measures to facilitate the return of guest workers in �The Potential of Temporary 

Migration Programmes in Future International Migration Policy.�5 For example, he 

                                                
4 Martin, Philip L., and Michael S. Teitelbaum. 2001. The Mirage of Mexican Guest 
Workers. Foreign Affairs, vol. 80, no. 6, November/December. 
5 Ruhs, Martin. 2005. The potential of temporary migration programmes in future 
international migration policy.  The Global Commission on International Migration, 
September. 
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recommends governments provide workers with legal protection against employers 

who ultimately pay a wage less than promised.  Since immigrants may come to the 

U.S. expecting to earn a target amount of money or at least recoup their migration 

costs, any shortfall in income could prompt them to stay and work past their 

authorization.  

Two additional policy recommendations from Ruhs are ones he shares with 

other researchers such as Epstien, Hillman and Weiss (�Creating Illegal Immigrants�6), 

and Schiff (�When Migrants Overstay Their Legal Welcome: A Proposed Solution to 

the Guest-Worker Program� 7).  First, they propose a tax on earnings that is eventually 

refunded when the worker returns to Mexico�a deferred payment that would 

theoretically serve as an incentive for temporary workers to abide by their visa 

expiration.  (The Bracero program included a similar though unsuccessful provision 

that required employers to deduct 10% of worker earnings to be held for their 

retirement in Mexico; ultimately, many migrants never received their payments and 

investigations into the situation failed to resolve it.)  Second, the government could 

impose a security bond on employers�money that�s returned only if and when a 

worker they sponsor returns home on time.  While this approach has never been tried 

in the U.S. and therefore no results exist regarding its effectiveness, the authors pose 

                                                
6 Epstien, Gil S., Arye L. Hillman, and Ari Weiss. 1999. Creating illegal immigrants. 
Journal of Population Economics, p. 3-21. 
7 Schiff, Maurice. 2004. When Migrants Overstay Their Legal Welcome: A Proposed 
Solutino to the Guest-Worker Program. World Bank and IZA Bonn, November. 
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several reservations.  Employers may respond by passing the expected costs onto the 

temporary workers, which could cause an even higher desertion rate.  Further, if the 

financial burden is placed solely on businesses, the workers face a perverse incentive 

to desert their employer in the waning days of their employment authorization and find 

other work in an undocumented status.  Last, the mere idea of such a provision may be 

incompatible with American civil liberties. 

In the end, most authors recognize that once temporary workers have entered 

the country legally, there is little that can be done to coax them to leave if they 

genuinely do not want to.  Epstein, Hillman and Weiss go so far as to conclude that the 

creation of an �illegal population�appears to be an inevitable consequence of a guest-

worker program.� 

As all the publications and data in this section suggest, a great amount of 

attention has been paid to the supply and demand of temporary workers, the 

motivations behind their return decisions, and how to influence that decision.  But no 

author has closely examined the issue at the heart of my paper, selection: if and how 

temporary workers were inherently different before migrating and whether such factors 

influenced their length of stay. Massey and Espinosa come the closest to these 

questions, in �What�s Driving Mexico-U.S. Migration? A Theoretical, Empirical, and 
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Policy Analysis.�8 Applying a rigorous quantitative approach, they examine (among 

other things) characteristics of Mexican workers that predict their probability of 

migrating to the U.S., both with authorization and without.  The authors find that 

having migrant parents and siblings has a statistically significant positive association 

on someone�s own probability.  They also calculate that age, human capital, being 

married, and owning land or a business in Mexico all have a significant negative 

association, but only for undocumented migrations.  In the end, though, their model 

predicts the likelihood of moving to the U.S., as opposed to returning to Mexico at the 

conclusion of a temporary work assignment. 

 

Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis 

The U.S. is not the first nation to struggle with a population of overstayers.  

Referring to the unpredictability and permanence of foreign-born people in Germany�s 

guest worker programs, Swiss writer Max Frisch once famously noted, �We wanted 

workers, and we got people instead.�  In fact, many of the developed world�s attempts 

at importing labor for short periods of time have resulted in unanticipated, permanent 

residents.  �There�s nothing more permanent than temporary worker programs,� 

European observers have tellingly noted.  With such a checkered history, it would be 

                                                
8 Massey, Douglas S., and Kristin E. Espinosa. 1997. What�s Driving Mexico-U.S. 
Migration? A Theoretical, Empirical, and Policy Analysis. American Journal of 
Sociology, vol. 102, no. 4. 
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naïve for the U.S. to harbor misconceptions that all temporary workers will eventually 

leave or even that they all arrived with the same intention to return home.   

On the contrary, this paper suggests that among guest worker applicants, there 

are a variety of mindsets and attitudes that influence some people to overstay and 

others to return.  Importantly, these mindsets and attitudes may manifest themselves in 

observable pre-migration personal traits�ones that could influence the decision 

whether or not to return in predictable ways. 

 I hypothesize that those who stay and become undocumented are inherently and 

significantly different on several dimensions compared to those who return.  By 

extension, this has substantial implications for American immigration policy.  If the 

U.S. wants to fill its temporary employment needs on a truly temporary basis, then 

guest worker programs should be designed to attract and authorize new cohorts of 

immigrants that have characteristics similar to those who have previously returned to 

their home country on-time.  

I�ve chosen to focus exclusively on Mexican immigrants to the U.S., and made 

this decision for several reasons.  First, Mexico is America�s largest source of foreign-

born labor, and related data is more robust than that of other countries. Second, given 

the two countries� close physical proximity, I contend it is more likely that Mexicans 

realistically have the choice of returning to their home country or not.  Therefore, other 

personal characteristics and behavior exert a stronger influence on their decision-
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making.  Last, Mexican workers�particularly undocumented ones�have been at the 

center of America�s recent, heated immigration debates, and make for the most 

compelling and relevant cultural study. 

 

Description of Data Source 
 

This paper uses data from the Mexican Migration Project (MMP), administered 

by the Office of Population Research at Princeton University.  The dataset captures 

demographic information and migration behavior of Mexicans who have come to the 

U.S. in order to work.  The survey is distinguished from other immigration datasets by, 

among other features, its non-threatening nature�suitable for questions on sensitive 

subjects that are intertwined with the possibility of American legal reprisals.  MMP 

interviews are conducted by Spanish-speakers, primarily at respondents� homes in 

Mexico where there�s no possibility of deportation.  Information is collected using a 

more fluid, semi-structured format that, while cross-checked for accuracy, allows a 

degree of flexibility and unobtrusiveness.   

The MMP is a representative sample, and has been administered every year 

since 1982.  Interviewers conduct surveys across nineteen Mexican states, in 

communities chosen to provide a range of sizes, regions, ethnic compositions and 

industrial bases.  Two to five representative communities are surveyed each year 

during December and January of successive years (for instance, December, 2002 and 
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January, 2003), those being the months when it is most likely for Mexican workers to 

be at home and not working abroad.  The sample size is generally 200 households, 

unless the community is under 500 residents, in which case a smaller number of 

households is interviewed.  An additional 10-20 out-migrant households are 

interviewed in the U.S. every year in July and August to capture information for 

workers who have established American households.  My analysis will use all years� 

worth of data from the MMP from 1982 to 2004, and will focus on a sub-sample of 

3,544 immigrants who reported entering the U.S. with no documentation at all or with 

a temporary worker visa like the H-2A.  Within this sub-sample, 3,272 interviews took 

place in Mexico, and the remaining 272 in the U.S. 

Despite its advantages, there are several limitations to using the MMP as a tool 

to compare overstayers with the guest workers who leave: 

• The ideal dataset would have significantly large number of workers who came 

to the U.S. using official temporary work visas, but MMP only contains 146 

such people.  I�ve chosen to include immigrants who reported entering without 

documentation, presuming that the reasons these workers would choose to stay 

versus leave are similar to the reasons of authorized migrants.  No matter 

which means people use to come to the U.S., they are comparable in that they 

do not have the legal authority to stay long-term. 
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• The ideal dataset for this purpose would also be able to accurately identify the 

exact point that migrants transitioned from authorized to unauthorized status, if 

at all.  The visa class they report using is not a perfect indicator of duration of 

their authorized or unauthorized statuses.  H-1Bs last three years, for example, 

but people can pursue an extension or cut them short.  H-2As last only one 

year, but extensions of up to a total of three are available under certain 

conditions.  As a substitute for length of authorized stay, this paper will use 36 

months as a threshold to approximate visa end-dates�a period of time that the 

data also suggest is a critical juncture.  Ultimately, this paper identifies 

members of the sub-sample who stay longer than three years as a proxy for the 

guest workers in the population who enter legally but eventually overstay. 

• Last, despite administrators� attempts (explained above) to ensure accurate, 

unbiased responses, there still exists a lingering possibility that people did not 

feel comfortable enough to answer questions candidly. 

 

Analysis Plan 
  
 Within this sub-sample of 3,649 Mexican immigrants, I�ll compare two groups 

of interest: 

• 2,994 individuals who came to the U.S. and left before reaching 36 months, and 

• 655 individuals who migrated and stayed beyond 36 months.   
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This latter group of 655�the overstayers�includes two subgroups:  

• 383 who eventually returned to and were interviewed in Mexico, and  

• 272 who remained in and were interviewed in the U.S.   

Interviews for the 2,994 workers who did not stay past the 36-month threshold were all 

conducted in Mexico (Table 1).   

Table 1: Sample Sizes, Based on Overstay Status and Place of Interview

Interviewed Interviewed
in Mexico in the U.S. Sub-Totals

Stayed more N = 383 N = 272 655 who 
than 36 months overstayed

Stayed less N = 2,994 N/A 2,994 who
than 36 months returned

Source : Mexican Migration Project, Princeton University
  

These 3,649 immigrants have been pulled from an original, larger dataset.  I 

excluded several groups not relevant to the study:  

• Children under 18 who likely did not exercise much control over their 

migration decision. 

• People over the age of 50 who have fewer years of active employment to 

recoup the psychic and tangible migration costs, and whose decisions therefore 

are theoretically less likely to be driven by work-related reasons.  My choice of 

age 50 as a threshold was driven by personal judgment of when age would start 
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substantially impacting labor migration and overstay decisions, not based on 

any literature or previous research. 

• People interviewed in the U.S. who arrived less than 36 months before, since it 

is not possible to determine at such an early stage whether or when they�ll 

eventually return to Mexico. 

The dependent variable of interest will be a binary measure, equal to 1 indicating 

an overstayer, and 0 indicating those who returned on-time. Explanatory variables will 

include the following: 

1. Measures of Human Capital.  

a.  Educational achievement in Mexico�dummy variables measuring whether 

individuals completed 9th grade (the compulsory level under Mexican law), 

12th grade (Mexican college certificate) or 16 years (consistent with 

university level education). 

b. English language skills�an ordinal variable measuring three levels of 

English speaking and comprehension ability. 

The financial returns to knowledge, skills and abilities are generally greater in 

the U.S., and, all things equal, American employers presumable are more likely 

to prefer employees with more human capital and be willing to pay them an 

appropriate wage differential.  My hypothesis is that workers with more 

education and greater English proficiency will therefore have a higher 
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likelihood of overstaying in order to earn the relatively higher American wage 

for a longer time. 

2. Family Migration History.  This is measured by a dummy variable indicating 

whether an individual�s father had previously migrated. (An insubstantial 

number of individuals surveyed had mothers with previous migration 

experience, so my model does not capture this condition.)  It is conceivable that 

family members who have already migrated to the U.S. could pass on lessons 

they learned or helpful networks of people they developed, therefore enhancing 

subsequent migrants� ability to stay past their visa expiration.   

3. Log of Age at Migration.  This interval-ratio variable could help determine if 

willingness to accept the risks of overstaying a visa and becoming unauthorized 

increases or decreases with age.  Economic theory would predict that younger 

workers would face a more lucrative payoff from a longer period of working 

years and expected wage growth.  This would suggest that the probability of 

overstaying should decrease as age increases.  It is also likely that younger 

workers are naturally less risk-averse and more willing to absorb the 

downsides, inconveniences, and chances of failure related to overstaying a visa. 

4. Remittance Behavior.  This dummy variable indicates whether or not 

individuals remitted earnings home to Mexico. Remittances could suggest the 

existence of a strong commitment in and compelling reasons to return to 
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Mexico, such as family, a home, or a business. Consequently, I hypothesize that 

those who remit will be more likely to return. 

5. Region of Mexico.  The interview location could serve as a reasonable proxy 

for the individual�s home region.  It would be captured by dummy variables for 

the northern Mexican states, the industrial center, the Biajo region just to the 

south of the center, and the most remote southern states.  (See Appendix I for a 

list of states assigned to these indicator variables.)  I propose that Mexicans 

with better access to the U.S. border will have an enhanced ability to cross 

more easily, quickly, and affordably.  These variables could indicate whether 

people who travel long distances to reach the U.S. or are from areas with fewer 

American ties stay longer in order to overcome their higher migration costs.   

6. Region of Residence in the U.S.  This is a second series of location dummy 

variables distinguishing the American southwest, west, midwest, northeast, 

rustbelt and south. (See Appendix II for a list of states assigned to these 

indicator variables.)  A migrant�s destination could affect length of stay in a 

few ways:  longer distances may indicate greater difficulty in moving back, or 

more sunk costs for which a person needs a longer period of work to recoup.   

7. Post-Migration Occupations in the U.S.  Dummy variables that specify 

common industries for migrant labor�agriculture, manufacturing, 

administrative support, service/retail, and domestic work�could test which 
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ones better accommodate return migration or increase the likelihood of 

overstaying.  I expect that lower paying sectors with harsher working 

conditions would provide less of an incentive for workers to overstay. 

 

This paper�s model will use a logit equation estimating the likelihood of staying 

longer than the threshold.  The regression specification takes the form: 

Overstay =  αconstant term + βfather migration + βremittance activity + βln(age) + βeducation 9-12 years 
+ βeducation 12-16 years + βeducation 16 years and more + βUS location west + βUS location midwest 
+ βUS location rustbelt + βUS location northeast + βUS location south + βMexico location north 
+ βMexico location Biajo + βMexico location Central + βagriculture occupation  + βmanufacturin occupation  
+ βadmin/support occupation + βsales & retail occupation + βservice occupation + βdomestic occupation  

+ βmedium English proficiency  + βhigh English proficiency +ε error term 
   

The reference group includes workers with less than nine years of education and low 

English proficiency, who lived or are living in the southwestern U.S., and were 

interviewed in Mexico�s southern states.  Occupation does not require a reference 

category, since there were other responses available besides the ones that this model 

captures. 

 

RESULTS 
 

Descriptive Statistics 
 

There are notable differences between the typical immigrant in the sample and 

the typical overstayer (Table 2 below), starting with age. The profile of overstayers is 
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nine percent younger than the overall sample (mean age of 31.08 years compared to 

28.24 years).  

The immigrant sample as a whole is skewed heavily towards people with low 

human capital�only 22 percent have completed at least nine years of education 

(Mexico�s compulsory level) and only four percent speak and understand English 

proficiently. The population of overstayers, though, has more schooling and better 

English skills�34 percent have made it to the ninth grade and 14 percent speak 

English proficiently. 

The general immigrant population is clustered in the manufacturing (42 

percent), agriculture (32) and service (15) industries. The agricultural workers seem to 

be far more mobile�making up a far lower percent (14) of the overstayers. Those with 

presumably better jobs in the higher-paying manufacturing sector are substantially 

more represented in the group of overstayers. 

The immigrant sample as a whole came predominantly (62 percent) from the 

Biajo region of Mexico, where industrial and transportation links to the U.S. are strong, 

and they end up overwhelmingly (70 percent) in southwestern American states. The 

overstayers have a similar geographic distribution, with one notable exception. The 

�rustbelt� states of the U.S. (like Ohio, Michigan and Pennsylvania) are the destination 

of 12 percent of all immigrants in the sample, but close to 20 percent of the 

overstayers. 
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Table 2: Descriptive Characteristics of Sample Migrants and Overstayers

Sample Size 3,649
Number of Overstayers 655
Average Age at Migration, Sample 31.08
Average Age at Migration, Overstayers 28.24
Avg Monthly Remittances, Sample $383.01
Avg Monthly Remittances, Overstayers $369.95

Total % of Total Number Who % of 
Number Sample Overstayed Overstayers

Father Previously Migrated 617 16.91% 119 18.17%
Have Remitted Money 2575 70.57% 401 61.22%
Education
   Less than 9 years 2846 77.99% 433 66.11%
   9 or more years, less than 12 525 14.39% 141 21.53%
   12 or more years, less than 16 214 5.86% 64 9.77%
   More than 16 years 59 1.62% 14 2.14%
Location in the U.S.
   Southwest 2562 70.21% 455 69.47%
   Northwest 185 5.07% 19 2.90%
   Midwest 69 1.89% 7 1.07%
   Rustbelt 442 12.11% 128 19.54%
   Northeast 110 3.01% 18 2.75%
   South 245 6.71% 25 3.82%
Location of Interview in Mexico
   North 224 6.14% 47 7.18%
   Biajo 2262 61.99% 397 60.61%
   Central 943 25.84% 152 23.21%
   South 220 6.03% 59 9.01%
Occupation in the U.S.
   Agriculture 1161 31.82% 94 14.35%
   Manufacturing, incl. construction 1544 42.31% 367 56.03%
   Admin/Support 37 1.01% 12 1.83%
   Sales and Retail 109 2.99% 26 3.97%
   Service 554 15.18% 109 16.64%
   Domestic 40 1.10% 11 1.68%
English Language Proficiency
   Neither speaks nor understands 1748 47.90% 115 17.56%
   Speaks and/or understands some 1675 45.90% 435 66.41%
   Speaks and understands much 145 3.97% 91 13.89%

Source : Mexican Migration Project, Princeton University
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Finally, fewer of the overstayers remit (61%) compared to the overall sample 

(71%). However, the average remittance amount, measured in 2007 dollars, for the two 

groups is very close ($383 for the whole sample versus $370 for the overstayers), 

suggesting that the overstayers who do remit do so at generally higher rates. 

 
Regression Results  
 

Perhaps not surprisingly, as Table 3 shows, a high degree of collinearity exists 

among measures of human capital.  Those with more education generally had more 

proficiency speaking and understanding English.   

 

 

Table 3: Correlation Between Education and English Proficiency (Pearson's R)

English Proficiency
Low Middle High

Educational Achievement:
   Less than 9 years 0.2061 -0.1452 -0.1832
   9 or more years, less than 12 -1.1399 0.116 0.0885
   12 or more years, less than 16 -0.1249 0.0697 0.1462
   More than 16 years -0.0577   0.0302* 0.0740

All correlation figures are statistically significant at 99% confidence level, except:
*statistically significant at 90% confidence level
Source : Mexican Migration Project, Princeton University  
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Regression Model 1 (Table 4 below) captures human capital only through 

education dummy variables and excludes the language component.  It finds that those 

with more than nine years of schooling (the compulsory level) but less than a full 16 

years (suggesting a university degree) are more likely to overstay than those with the 

lowest levels of education.  The numbers are substantial and statistically significant 

well beyond the 99 percent confidence level.    

However, in Model 2, which introduces English proficiency, measures of 

education lose their predictive power, which is picked up by the language dummy 

variables.  Those with mid-level English skills (defined as speaking some and/or 

understanding some) are more than four times as likely to overstay compared to those 

with no English skills.  And those with high proficiency (speaking and understanding 

much) are more than 17 times as likely to overstay.  Both conclusions are not only 

substantial, but highly significant (well beyond the 99% confidence level).  In addition, 

the adjusted R-squared in expanded Model 2 is almost twice as high as Model 1 (.1726 

versus .0906).  For these reasons, I�ve chosen to rely on Model 2 for odds-ratio 

calculations and interpretations.  

The link between human capital and overstaying could conceivably be a 

function of post-migration behavior or a selection issue. For instance, workers with 

more education and better language proficiency may command higher wages than their 

less-skilled cohorts�a financial incentive that could motivate them to continue 
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Table 4: Effects of Individual Characteristics on Likelihood of Overstaying
Coefficient Odds

Dependent Variable (standard error) Ratios
Model I Model 2 Model 2

Father Previously Migrated .13 -.09
(.12) (.13)

Have Remitted Money   -.47**   -.63** 0.53
(.10) (.10)

Log (age at migration)   -1.30**   -1.11**
(.18) (.20)

Education
   9 or more years, less than 12    .41** .15

(.12) (.13)
   12 or more years, less than 16   .53** .05

(.16) (.18)
   More than 16 years .17 -.30

(.33) (.31)
Location in the U.S.
   West -.31 -.49

(.25) (.27)
   Midwest -.74 -.78

(.44) (.46)
   Rustbelt   .54**   .43** 1.54

(.52) (.13)
   Northeast -.33 -.51

(.29) (.31)
   South -.51*   -.62** 0.54

(.23) (.23)
Location of Interview in Mexico
   North (Norte) -.31 -.35

(.25) (.26)
   Biajo    .49**   -.43* 0.65

(.17) (.18)
   Central   -.55**   -.43* 0.65

(.19) (.20)
Occupation in the U.S.
   Agriculture   -.66**   -.63** 0.53

(.22) (.23)
   Manufacturing, incl. construction  .43* .17

(.20) (.21)
   Admin/Support .69 .36

(.39) (.40)
   Sales and Retail .40 .21

(.30) (.31)
   Service .21 -.02

(.23) (.23)
   Domestic  .84* .70

(.40) .46
English Language Proficiency
   Speaks and/or understands some    1.46** 4.30

(.12)
   Speaks and understands much    2.84** 17.18

(.20)
Adjusted R2 .0906 .1726
F-stat 246.57 453.41
Number of observations 3649 3649
*stat istically significant  at  the 95% confidence level
**statistically significant  at  the 99% confidence level
Source : Mexican Migration Project, Princeton University



   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

26

   

working, even if illegally. English ability could also lead to stronger cultural 

assimilation. Those who can speak better may naturally make more social connections 

and feel more comfortable than those with limited English skills. Or perhaps the 

possibility of working and overstaying in the U.S. attracts individuals with higher 

human capital. Better-educated Mexicans may look north, see a greater payoff to their 

skills in the U.S., and migrate with a stronger intention of overstaying. Mexicans with 

less education meanwhile may not see themselves earning a high enough wage to 

overcome the financial and emotional investment they would have to commit in order 

to undertake a permanent move or live in an undocumented status. 

Some geographic locations were also significant predictors. In relation to 

immigrants settled in southwestern states, those in the rustbelt were 54% more likely to 

overstay, while those in the south were 46% more likely to return. This observation 

could be a simple function of geographic distance to the Mexican border. Workers in, 

say, Louisiana likely find it easier, cheaper and quicker to return compared to those in 

Pennsylvania. Workers in the U.S. south have also presumably made less of an 

investment reaching their destination and therefore can pay off their sunk costs more 

quickly. The coefficient on Northeastern states was, counter-intuitively, negative, 

suggesting that immigrants furthest away from Mexico were more likely to return than 
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those in the Southwest�this particular observation however is not statistically 

significant. 

Location in Mexico also influences the return decisions of migrants. Generally, 

the further south the immigrants were living, the more likely they were to overstay. 

Compared to their cohorts from the southernmost Mexican states, workers from the 

Biajo and central regions of Mexico were more mobile: both were 35 percent less 

likely to overstay. Workers from the north, closest to the U.S. border, were the most 

likely to return on time, but this estimate was not statistically significant. This finding 

is consistent with the rustbelt and south coefficients observed above�the further the 

distance that immigrants have to move, the higher the probability that they�ll not make 

the move back within three years.  

The only occupational variable that proved statistically significant was the 

dummy indicator for agriculture. Farm employees were 47 percent less likely to 

overstay than those in other occupational groups, an association that could be due to 

the jobs or to the workers. Agricultural laborers must endure notoriously harsh work 

conditions like long, physically demanding days harvesting fields in potentially 

oppressive temperatures. These jobs are also likely to be located in small, rural 

communities where community ties and Mexican networks may not be as strong as in 

urban settings. Further, much of this work is seasonal in nature�time spent in a job or 

in the U.S. may be influenced by the length of a growing season. On the other hand, 
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the relationship between agriculture and returning to Mexico could be a selection 

phenomenon. Farming employment may be the only option for workers with low 

education and limited English ability�the kind of individuals that are observed to 

overstay less frequently.  

Age at migration is also a very strong predictor of return decisions, significant 

at the 99 percent confidence level. The likelihood of overstaying drops substantially in 

older migrants. This could suggest that with age come more commitments back in 

Mexico, perhaps spouses, children, homes or businesses, while younger immigrants 

have fewer factors restricting their decisions. One could look at the coefficient on 

remittances�which is highly significant and negative�and tell a consistent story: 

Remitting earnings back to Mexico is likely a signal that workers left behind people 

that need their support and potentially strong reasons for them not to overstay.  

Individuals who remit are 47 percent less likely to overstay than those who do not 

remit. 

 

Discussion 

 The findings of this model confirm that significant differences do exist between 

immigrants who overstay their visas, becoming undocumented, and those who return to 

Mexico on time.  Moreover, many of these differences can help predict an individual�s 

return decision.   
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However, most government activity and academic research to discourage 

undocumented workers has been focused on creating incentives, inconveniences, or 

legal threats once immigrants are already in the U.S.  Other governmental measures, 

such as enhanced border security, fail to address the fact that guest workers originally 

entered the country legally.  This paper suggests that the Department of Homeland 

Security and Department of Labor can have an impact by turning their attention to their 

selection of guest workers, and crafting policies that are more likely to admit 

individuals with a higher propensity to return.  They can make adjustments to 

immigration policy based on a number of factors, as follows. 

Commitments at home.  Remittance behavior is a very powerful predictor of 

returning to Mexico.  Of course, this financial activity is only observed ex post, and 

therefore cannot plausibly be used as an application filter.  But strong ties back to 

Mexico that ultimately lead to remittances can be investigated by immigration 

officials.  The guest worker application process can probe for the existence of spouses, 

children, and other dependents such as older parents.  The process can also include 

questions about home ownership or support to family businesses.  All of these are 

likely to be pull factors, eventually increasing the likelihood of drawing a worker 

home.   

In addition, DHS could consider the research of Ruhs, of Epstein, Hillman and 

Weiss, and of Schiff.  As mentioned previously, they proposed a tax on temporary 
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worker earnings, with the accumulated money returned to the immigrant when he or 

she moves back to a home country.  This alone would serve as an incentive to return.  

It could, however, be also strong selection tool and made even more powerful if 

employers or the Mexican government were required to provide a partial match of 

funds.  Finally, DHS should consider its current provision allowing guest workers to 

bring spouses and dependent children with them to the U.S.�unlike, for instance, the 

laws in Canada that require a temporary worker�s family to remain behind.  

Transporting a family to the U.S. conceivably could lead to roots being put down, 

commitments in Mexico reduced, and overstays more likely. 

Human capital.  More human capital�whether measured solely by educational 

achievement or by English language skills when combined with educational 

achievement�has a strong, positive association with overstaying.  But a blunt 

eligibility measure like restricting access to higher-skilled workers may not be a 

productive instrument.  After all, since DOL grants employers the authority to recruit 

abroad for jobs that need education or English proficiency, restricting out suitable 

employees would suit no one. 

Instead, DOL and DHS could implement measures ensuring that guest workers 

are considered only for positions that match their human capital.  This could mitigate 

the likelihood of well-educated immigrants�those with a higher tendency of 

overstaying�from being admitted more frequently than the labor market requires.  
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DHS officials could achieve this by crafting the application and interview processes to 

capture educational achievement, and to test English ability then assign proficiency 

levels.  These measures could become a fixed part of an applicant�s record, and could 

facilitate matching appropriate employees to available jobs. 

Location in Mexico.  Immigrants from the more easily accessed central and 

Biajo regions are less likely to overstay than those from the more remote southern 

states.  These results naturally suggest that, all things equal, DHS should view more 

favorably individuals who apply in central and Biajo consular offices.  Or, if 

employees are needed specifically from far-away southern Mexico states, the U.S. 

government could require employers to pay all or part of the transportation costs for 

individuals from this region. 

Location in the U.S. Guest workers in rustbelt states have a higher likelihood of 

overstaying compared to the reference category, workers in the southwestern U.S.  One 

policy response could be restricting immigrants� access to this region.  However, if 

DOL confirms that more labor is needed in the rustbelt, it is unlikely that keeping 

employees out would be a sound or acceptable approach. 

This is an area where more research would facilitate better policy-making.  

DHS would benefit from knowing the specific reasons why temporary workers in the 

rustbelt overstay at higher rates.  If it is because of the longer distance to Mexico, then 

officials could respond by requiring employers to subsidize travel home or by 
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assigning to this region a greater number of workers who come from more easily 

accessible northern Mexico.  If workers overstay because of other reasons (such as the 

industries represented or higher wages), then DHS could target a larger proportion of 

its monitoring budget to rustbelt businesses, ensuring that they terminate workers at 

their visa expiration and do not facilitate overstaying. 

Agriculture sector.  Farm workers are more likely to return on time compared 

to non-farm workers.  This suggests DHS and DOL should continue to support 

agriculture employers with temporary workers.  Perhaps the agencies could go even 

further by extending the time frame of agricultural guest worker visas to three years 

from the current length of one, or make it easier to apply for extensions past the first 

year. 

Age.  Age is the last variable in the model to have a significant influence on 

overstay decisions, and it is arguably one of the more difficult to consider.  American 

culture supposedly values employment contributions regardless of age, and our 

discrimination laws reinforce that philosophy.  Plus, many of the jobs that typically 

attract foreign temporary workers are extremely physically demanding.  Of this paper�s 

sample taken from the MMP, about three quarters of people worked either in 

manufacturing/construction or agriculture, while only four percent worked in 

administrative/support or sales and retail occupations.  Despite clear evidence that 

younger workers are more likely to overstay, it would likely be counter-productive and 
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politically unpalatable to favor older workers.  I recommend our government take no 

action to address the influence of an immigrant�s age on overstaying. 

Finally, while this model successfully calls attention to some areas for policy 

improvement, immigration officials in DHS would benefit from further study.  The 

dataset used here, as already noted, only considers Mexican workers.  The implications 

for immigrants from other countries and, indeed, other continents would likely be very 

different.  Researchers would also benefit from access to other information that was 

either not captured by or not randomly distributed in the MMP dataset.  Variables that 

reflect marital status, number of children, whether the family came with the worker, 

whether the worker had applied for legal permanent residency, pre- and post-migration 

wages and assets, and post-migration assimilation activities would greatly improve 

further analysis. 
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APPENDIX I: ASSIGNMENT OF MEXICAN STATES TO DUMMY VARIABLES 
 
 

Norte: 
Baja California Norte 
Chihuahua 
Nuevo Leon 

 
Central: 

Sinaloa 
Durango 
Zacatecas 
San Luis Potosi 
Aguascalientes 

 
Biajo: 

Nayarit 
Jalisco 
Colima 
Michoacan 
Guerrero 
Guanajuato 
Hidalgo 
Puebla Tlaxcala 

 
Sud: 

Veracruz 
Oaxaca 
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APPENDIX II: ASSIGNMENT OF U.S. STATES TO DUMMY VARIABLES 
 
Southwest Northeast: 
 California  Maine 
 Nevada  Vermont 
 Arizona  New Hampshire 
 New Mexico  New York 
 Texas  Connecticut 
   Rhode Island 
West:   Massachusetts 
 Washington  New Jersey 
 Oregon  Maryland 
 Idaho  Delaware 
 Montana  District of Columbia 
 Wyoming 
 Colorado South: 
 Utah  Oklahoma 
 North Dakota  Arkansas 
 South Dakota  Louisiana 
 Alaska  Mississippi 
 Hawaii  Alabama 
   Florida  
Midwest:  Georgia 
 Minnesota  South Carolina 
 Iowa  North Carolina 
 Nebraska  Virginia 
 Kansas  Tennessee 
 Missouri  Kentucky 
 
Rustbelt: 
 Wisconsin 
 Illinois 
 Indiana 
 Michigan 
 Ohio 
 Pennsylvania 
 West Virginia 
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