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The 2007-2008 structural crisis highlighted, even if 
only indirectly, the importance of skilled migrant 
workers as a substantial part of deepening the knowl

edge economy, the solution to the crisis. This means that work-
ers are increasingly needed in the sciences and the fields of 
technology, engineering, and mathematics (stem). This is be-
cause of the importance of technological innovations, con
cretely in the areas of nanotechnology, robotics, the aerospace 
industries, information technologies, etc., all high on the list 
of creating value. That is, what is central is knowledge, infor-
mation, and technology.

The United States has been considered a leader in the 
knowledge economy, and different developed countries have 
followed this same road with greater or less success. We can 
say that one characteristic of the globalization that grew out 
of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan’s proposals in the 
1980s has been the application of knowledge, technology, 
and information to production. The knowledge economy, on 
the other hand, required society to create the educational con
ditions to respond to labor market demands. These needs 
centered on specific professions, many of which were lag
ging behind the unprecedented sustained capital boom in the 
United States after the Vietnam War. It is not surprising that in 
the framework of the new migratory pattern that has emerged 
from globalization, one of the very important flows has been 
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that of qualified migrants. This is so much the case that the 
United States is one of the main receivers of highly qualified 
migrants worldwide, together with Australia, Canada, Japan, 
and New Zealand, which, taken all together, in 2005 alone 
received a little over 100 000 skilled workers from abroad.2

The structural crisis is giving rise to certain competition 
for talent globally since countries that before the crisis were 
already part of the knowledge economy continue to be inter-
ested in deepening it so they can move ahead, and, therefore, 
require this kind of immigrants. To attract qualified migrants, 
countries have even changed their immigration laws, facili-
tating entry and stay, in contrast with their policy toward the 
low-skilled. These countries face a series of difficulties, both 
in their educational systems and demographically, given low 
fertility rates. All this explains the need to incorporate skilled 
migrants; this is in stark contrast with what happened during 
the Great Depression of 1929, when these countries closed 
their doors completely, as we have pointed out in our previ-
ous research.3

The Situation in Mexico

Role as Sender of Skilled Migrants

We can consider Mexico a country whose economic, political, 
and social conditions made it a reserve of skilled workers, 
since it cannot absorb them into its work force, and therefore 
they accept job offers and facilities that other countries offer. 
Although Mexico trains qualified professionals, they face a 
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However, the number of Mexicans employed as engineers 
has only grown slightly, from 1.1 million in 2006 to 1.3 mil-
lion in 2012.7 This indicates that the favorable evolution in 
the number of graduates causes an increase in the number 
of professionals vying for jobs; nevertheless, given that the 
economy has not been dynamic at all, not only has unemploy-
ment grown among these workers, but something even worse 
has happened: the quality of employment has deteriorated.

One central problem is the low investment channeled into 
innovation and development, particularly if we compare Mex
ico with other developing economies like Brazil, or developed 
economies like South Korea. In 2000, these two economies 
spent 1 percent and 2.3 percent of their gdps, respectively, on 
research and development (r&d), while Mexico invested 0.3 
percent in 2000 and only 0.4 percent in 2011, according to 
World Bank data.8

This situation explains why unemployment among work
ers with higher educational levels is even greater than that 
of the rest of workers. According to inegi figures, this unem-
ployment has been increasing considerably in recent years, as 
shown in Graph 1. It seems very clear that Mexico is seriously 
lagging behind in its full incorporation into the knowledge 

dearth of research and innovation centers, universities, and 
scientific laboratories where they can apply their knowledge.

The Dynamics of Higher Learning

The number of graduates from institutions of higher learning 
grew 2.94 percent on average annually between 2000 and 
2009.4 However, the economy averaged only 1.2 percent 
growth per year, according to data from Mexico’s National 
Institute of Statistics and Geography (inegi). This meant that 
the number of graduates remained above the rate of economic 
growth, with negative effects on the highly skilled labor mar-
ket, since in this period, the number of professionals increased 
by 2.8 million, while their unemployment rate rose from 2.3 
to 5.1 percent.5

Among the fields linked to jobs required by the knowledge 
economy, the number of graduates in all kinds of engineer-
ing increased from 15 percent to 19 percent from 1999-2000 
to 2008-2009. The rest of the areas maintained their relative 
proportions, except education and teaching, which dropped 
considerably.6 The case of engineers is very interesting since 
the number of graduates from both public and private insti-
tutions increased in 2010 to 75 575, a number quite close to 
their U.S. American counterparts in 2011 (83 000).
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Source: Banco de Información Económica-inegi, http://www.inegi.org.mx/sistemas/bie/, accessed November 25, 2014.
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economy. This explains why these workers must seek oppor-
tunities in other countries, particularly the United States, the 
main destination for Mexican migrants.

Highly Skilled Mexican Migration 
to the United States

Table 1 shows an important increase in the number of skilled 
migrants entering the United States with H-1B visas. While 
in 1996, Mexico was in sixth place with 3.7 percent, by 2010, 
it was in third place with 6.7 percent. The number of L-1 visas 
issued to workers transferring internally inside their compa-
nies has risen considerably: in 1996, Mexico was also in sixth 
place with 3.4 percent, while by 2010, it had increased greatly, 
also climbing to third place, just behind Canada and India 
(see Table 2).

Similar behavior can be seen in the case of O-1 visas is-
sued to workers with extraordinary achievements or abilities: 
in 1996, our country was in eighth place with a participation 
of only 2.4 percent, while by 2010, there had been an extraor
dinary hike to third place with 6.4 percent, just below the 
United Kingdom and Canada (see Table 3).

Table 1 
Top 10 Countries Granted H-1B Visas by the U.S. (selected years)

1996 2000 2010

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

All countries
India
United Kingdom
Japan
Germany
France
Mexico
China
Canada
Soviet Union
Russia

144 458
29 239
18 221

7 401
6 117
6 076
5 273
4 377
4 192
2 805
2 190

100.0
20.2
12.6

5.1
4.2
4.2
3.7
3.0
2.9
1.9
1.5

All countries
India
United Kingdom
China
France
Germany
Mexico
Canada
Japan
Brazil
Australia

355 605
102 453

32 124
14 874
14 745
13 533
13 507
12 929
11 989

8 719
6 882

100.0
28.8

9.0
4.2
4.1
3.8
3.8
3.6
3.4
2.5
1.9

All countries
India
Canada
Mexico
China
United Kingdom
Japan
South Korea
France
Germany
Australia

454 763
138 431

72 959
30 572
19 493
17 099
12 099
11 815
10 804

8 380
2 229

100.0
30.4
16.0

6.7
4.3
3.8
2.7
2.6
2.4
1.8
0.5

We should underline that the main areas hiring quali-
fied Mexican workers are the sciences and engineering. By 
2010, Mexican scientists and engineers were 3 percent of 
all foreign engineers in the United States, with levels similar 
to countries like Vietnam, Germany, and Taiwan (3 percent 
each), and only below the United Kingdom and Canada (4 
percent each), the Philippines (6 percent), China (8 percent), 

To attract qualified migrants, 
countries have even changed their 

immigration laws facilitating entry and stay, 
in contrast with their policy toward the low-skilled.

Source: �Department of Homeland Security, “Yearbook of Migration Statistics” (several years), http://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics, 
accessed November 25, 2014.
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and India (19 percent).9 Thus, Mexico is contributing to the 
expansion of the U.S. knowledge economy given the impos-
sibility of doing the same at home. It is important to point 
out that another U.S. strategy to foster the stem areas is to 
retain students who have studied there.

Foreign Students in the United States

In accordance with Project Atlas estimates for 2011-2012, 
the number of foreign students enrolled in U.S. public or 
private institutions of higher learning came to 764 495. Be-
tween 2005 and 2006, on the other hand, enrollment was 
564 766; this represents an annual average growth rate of 

5.17 percent, an increase that continues even in the context 
of the U.S. financial crisis. This can be seen in Graph 2.

In the case of Mexican students, 13 931 were pursuing 
graduate studies between 2005 and 2006; by 2011-2012, 
this number had dropped to 13 893, although Mexico con-
tinues to be among the 10 main countries of origin for for-
eign students.10 It is important to point out that Mexican 
students are concentrated in areas linked to the knowledge 

Table 2 
Top 10 Countries Granted L-1 Visas by the U.S. (selected years)

1996 2000 2010

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

All countries
United Kingdom
Japan
Germany
China
France
Canada
Mexico
India
Soviet Union
Russia

140 457
24 872
24 284
10 259

8 281
8 088
7 037
4 759
2 255
1 519
1 296

100.0
17.7
17.3

7.3
5.9
5.8
5.0
3.4
1.6
1.1
0.9

All countries
United Kingdom
Japan
Germany
France
Canada
Mexico
India
Australia
Brazil
China

294 658
55 917
34 527
 23 974
19 929
19 221
14 516
11 945

9 000
8 470
4 567

100.0
19.0
11.7

8.1
6.8
6.5
4.9
4.1
3.1
2.9
1.5

All countries
Canada
India
Mexico
United Kingdom
Japan
Germany
France
South Korea
Australia
China

502 732
109 732

68 445
49 650
45 293
44 902
19 912
19 893
15 310

8 060
7 923

100.0
21.8
13.6

9.9
9.0
8.9
4.0
4.0
3.0
1.6
1.6

We can consider Mexico a country whose 
economic, political, and social conditions made it 

a reserve of skilled workers, 
since it cannot absorb them into its work force.

Table 3 
Top 10 Countries Granted O-1 Visas by the U.S. (selected years)

1996 2000 2010

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

All countries
United Kingdom
France
Canada
Germany
Soviet Union
Russia
Japan
Mexico
China
India

7 177
1 900

495
481
437
276
225
220
171

70
52

100.0
26.5

6.9
6.7
6.1
3.8
3.1
3.1
2.4
1.0
0.7

All countries
United Kingdom
France
Germany
Canada
Australia
Japan
India
Mexico
Brazil
China

21 746
5 094
1 469
1 285
1 195
1 082

622
542
542
404
305

100.0
23.4

6.8
5.9
5.5
5.0
2.9
2.5
2.5
1.9
1.4

All countries
United Kingdom
Canada
Mexico
France
Germany
Australia
Japan
South Korea
India
China

63 984
13 844

6 703
4 082
3 452
3 096
2 742
 2 155

966
694
611

100.0
21.6
10.5

6.4
5.4
4.8
4.3
3.4
1.5
1.1
1.0

Source: �Department of Homeland Security, “Yearbook of Migration Statistics” (several years), http://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics, 
accessed November 25, 2014.

Source: �Department of Homeland Security, “Yearbook of Migration Statistics” (several years), http://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics, accessed 
November 25, 2014.
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economy: between 1989 and 2009, 3 589 received doctorates 
in U.S. institutions in the sciences and engineering. This 
number is much higher than those who earned PhDs in other 
disciplines (694).11

Conclusions

The demographic and educational difficulties faced by the 
United States, which we have studied previously,12 explain 
why migrant workers are central for overcoming structural 
lags that make the internal supply of workers insufficient. 
In addition, the country’s proposal for climbing out of the 
crisis is linked to the strategy of deepening the knowledge 
economy. This explains why it has become one of the world’s 
most important destinations for skilled migrant workers.  
The case of Mexico is paradigmatic since, while it does train 
professionals who are key to developing our own country 
and who should expand innovations through what is called 
the knowledge economy, these talented workers cannot con-
tribute because they are forced to emigrate. One of the central 
problems in Mexico is that it does not invest what is needed 
in research and development. According to World Bank data, 
average r&d investment as a proportion of gdp by oecd 
member countries was 2.4 percent in 2011. But Mexico only 
invested 0.42 percent in that year.13 This means that eco-
nomic growth is weak since it does not favor the knowledge 
economy, but rather an economy based on maquiladora-style 
industrial policy, which, as we know, cannot contribute to 

developing the country because these assembly plants do not 
generate domestic productive linkages.

On the other hand, it is by no means surprising that many 
Mexican students educated in the United States consider 
staying there, since job opportunities in Mexico are not attrac-
tive. It is a matter for concern that the number of students 
who decide to remain there is quite high. In their work, Suter 
and Jandl estimate that 58 percent of international students 
who received doctorates from U.S. universities in 1993 con-
tinued to live there in 2003.14 This represents an important 
loss of highly skilled human resources who cannot contribute 
to growth and development at home.
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