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Introduction

Globalization has changed migratory conditions for work­

ers with professional training. This means that the classi­

cal theories on the subject are being questioned because 

of labor mobility within transnational corporations.

This article examines the mobility conditions of skilled 

workers, compared to those of similar migrants: foreign 

corporate migrants transferred within multinational com­

panies, specifically coming into Mexico. These two differ 

because the latter are part of a labor set-up that, in and 

of itself, generates a high degree of migration in the short 

and medium terms. Specifically, we are interested in know­

ing what relationship exists between the growth of the 

auto industry in Mexico and the number of immigrant 

workers it employs.
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To do this, we have estimated the number of foreign 

corporate migrants in Mexico in the auto industry who 

work in executive and technical areas, based on official 

data from the censuses done by Mexico’s National Insti­

tute of Statistics and Geography (inegi) and National Mi­

gration Institute (inm).

Mobility through the Companies

Executives and technicians move differently from other 

skilled migrants: while the former have a company to back 

them up and that facilitates the circulation of workers in 

different headquarters worldwide, the latter move inde­

pendently, uncertain as to whether they will success­

fully find employment.1

Intra-corporate worldwide mobility is often tempo­

rary and operates according to the guidelines and needs 
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imposed by the company: technical and administrative 

personnel are constantly relocated inside the corporate 

structure.2 They may remain in a specific space for inter­

mittent or longer periods, which can range from months 

to years.3 This dynamic has an impact on who migrates 

as well as on the interaction with and perception of the 

host society.

The length of stay is usually determined according to 

how high up the individual is within the organizational 

structure, as well as in accordance with the work he/she 

does: those with managerial positions tend to remain longer 

in one place; high-ranking technical workers have short­

er stays; and those involved in a specific project or trainees 

stay the shortest amount of time.

These workers also have an advantage in mobility 

processes, above all if they are going to developing coun­

tries, since this kind of migration means they move up the 

social scale and enjoy better living conditions due to wage 

increases that the company gives them as incentives for 

taking an international posting. Some academic studies 

also point out that their resumes improve, since when they 

migrate they are assigned to better positions than they had 

in their places of origin, and they receive other benefits 

that only overseas workers enjoy.

The Auto Industry in Mexico

One of the aims of transnational manufacturing compa­

nies is to move resources and technology to places where 

labor and resources are cheaper. This movement from 

corporate headquarters to other countries is guided by 

quality criteria and mistrust of the training the locals 

may have received. That is why they assign managerial 

and productive duties to individuals trained in places the 

company trusts and that act in its interests.4

Mexico is a strategic point for manufacturing and 

commercializing vehicles and auto parts globally due to 

its geographical location, low production costs, and the 

existence of skilled human capital. The auto industry is 

one of the main sources of foreign direct investment (fdi): 

between 2010 and 2015, more than US$22 billion flowed 

into this sector in Mexico for building new plants and 

other expansion projects.5

According to inegi’s North America Industrial Clas­

sification System data on fdi variations in Mexico chan­

neled into manufacture and transportation equipment, in 

2002 fdi increased and, after a few fluctuations, another 

important growth spurt began in 2013.

While at the beginning of the North American Free 

Trade Agreement (nafta), Mexico was manufacturing 17 

percent of the region’s heavy vehicles, by 2011, that figure 

had risen to 35 percent. By 2015, Mexico was the world’s 

seventh largest vehicle producer, putting out 3.6 million 

a year. Among the leading companies are Volkswagen and 

Daimler from Germany and Toyota from Japan.6

The inegi Economic Data Bank reported that between 

2009 and 2015, the number of auto manufacturing sub­

sidiaries oscillated between 28 and 29, and between 2000 

and 2015, the number of Mexican and foreign employees 

increased from 451 865 to 737 238.7

Foreign Workers in Mexico’s Auto Industry

inegi population and housing surveys reveal that the 

number of foreign professionals in the auto sector rises 

constantly.8

The United States was the country with the greatest 

number of workers in Mexican auto parts manufacturing 

between 2000 and 2010 (see Table 1). Between 1990 and 

2010, the other most important countries of origin for 

these workers were Germany and Argentina. However, the 

2015 inter-census survey showed that Japan had increased 

its number of workers, followed by Germany.

The United States and Germany are the most impor­

tant countries with regard both to their auto manufac­

turers in Mexico and to the number of foreign workers 

employed in them. The Japanese population in the indus­

try grew 36-fold from 2010 to 2015, compared to the previ­

ous census, on a par with the opening of Japanese plants 

in the country. In that period, the South Korean worker 

population also grew notably.

In the case of the United States, a Ford plant was opened 

in 1925, followed by General Motors and Chrysler. Ger­

many has a history of well-established companies like 

One of the aims of transnational  
manufacturing companies is 

moving to places where labor and  
resources are cheaper. 
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Table 1
Foreign Workers Employed in the Manufacture of  

Transportation Equipment and Auto Parts (1990-2015)

Origin

No. of 
workers, 

1990 Origin

No. of 
workers, 

2000 Origin

No. of 
workers, 

2010 Origin

No. of 
workers, 

2015

Germany 140 United States 604 United States 1003 United States 1478

United States 120 Germany 134 Argentina 168 Japan 847

Japan 40 Argentina 72 Germany 119 Germany 630

Spain 30 Spain 69 Ecuador 117 Brazil 165

Chile 20 Chile 37 Japan 82 Italy 110

Nicaragua 20 Japan 23 Brazil 66 France 107

Italy 20 Brazil 22 Canada 66 South Korea 80

Switzerland 20 Venezuela 22 France 62 Honduras 75

Granada 10 El Salvador 20 Slovenia 42 Spain 64

Peru 10 Guatemala 14 Chile 39 Colombia 58

Venezuela 10 Morocco 14 England 38 Argentina 57

Lebanon 10 Uruguay 13 South Korea 31 Venezuela 48

Austria 10 Canada 12 Colombia 29 Togo 47

France 10 England 12 Spain 23 Canada 40

Sweden 10 Belgium 9 Bolivia 16 India 37

- - Switzerland 8 Italy 16 Nicaragua 35

- - Portugal 6 Israel 5 Guatemala 33

- - Peru 4 Guatemala 4 Peru 32

- - - - Ukraine 3 El Salvador 28

Total 480 Total 1095 Total 1929 Total 3971

Source: �Developed by the authors using data from the general censuses of 1990, 2000, and 2010, and the inegi’s 
2015 Inter-census Survey.

Volkswagen, which opened in Puebla in 1964, and others 

like Audi, bmw, and Mercedes Benz, giving rise to a flow of 

German immigrants to Mexico. Japan set up its first Nis­

san plant in 1966, followed by Honda, Mazda, and Toyota, 

among others.9

National Migration Institute figures also reveal the 

main countries of origin of workers in Mexico’s auto in­

dustry through the number of temporary resident card 

(trt) holders. Our neighbor to the north has the greatest 

number of card holders, and the figures do not vary sig­

nificantly with regard to those cited above. The rest of the 

countries maintain a mean, but by 2011, the number of 

trts issued to German nationals increased, as did those 

for Japanese nationals in 2013. The general figures in­

creased in 2015, except for the case of Italy.

If we look at all the trts issued for work-related rea­

sons by country, the United States has the greatest num­

Mexico is a strategic point for  
manufacturing and commercializing vehicles 

and auto parts globally due to its geographical 
location, low production costs, and the  

existence of skilled human capital.
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ber; Japan’s numbers grew starting in 2013 and remained 

nearly constant until 2016. Germany also saw an impor­

tant increase in 2015 and 2016, just as did South Korea 

starting in 2015, which could be linked to the establish­

ment of companies like Kia.

Final Comment

The statistics suggest that the presence and increasing 

numbers of foreign workers in Mexico’s auto industry are 

due to the growth of foreign direct investment in this 

sector. This can be explained through the processes of 

economic globalization and the internationalization 

of labor, which increase the flows of specialized workers 

not only from North to South, but also in reverse and among 

the regions of the Global South. As a medium-income 

country that is increasingly relevant in the world econ­

omy, Mexico is receiving a growing number of skilled 

workers, thus revealing a tendency toward cosmopoli­

tanism and an important social change, since it is be­

coming both an international migration transit and 

destination country. 
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