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International migration
• Influenced especially by opportunity structures in 

place of origin and desired place of destination
• Important processes include
• Step migration

– From rural to town to city to another country

• Chain migration
– Pioneer migrants get established and then are 

followed by family and friends
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Limitations of migration theory
(Portes 1997)

• Immigration theory has sought to understand
– Fundamental forces driving migration

– How social networks, community normative 
expectations, and household strategies affect 
structural determinants (political, economic...)

• Migration theories and concepts arose from a 
historical experience, but they are flawed due to
– Stereotypical characteristics of immigrant groups

– Too much emphasis and focus on superficial aspects 
of adaptation (language, cultural habits)

3



Misconceptions
(Portes 1997)

• Four misconceptions about developing 
immigration theory
– Theories do not grow additively
– Theories do not necessarily correspond to people’s 

perception
– Typologies are not theories

– There is no overall encompassing theory of 
immigration
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Theories do not grow additively
(Portes 1997)

• Accumulation of evidence does not lead to theoretical 
developments and innovation
– Innovation does occur if accumulated evidence requires new 

explanation and pre-existing theory cannot make sense of some 
piece of accumulated evidence

• Researcher need to be able to identify contradictions 
and single them out for analysis

• Theoretical insights require that we gain some distance 
from reality, in order to identify patterns

• Excessive empirical analyses (data-driven field) makes it 
harder to generate theories capable of generalization

5



Theories are not perceptions
(Portes 1997)

• People’s subjective orientation are certainly important 
and represent a legitimate field or study
– However, unless a theory specifically refers to these perceptions, 

it is improper to make them a standard of evaluation
– A theory is useful if it can explain and predict immigrant patterns 

of economic adaptation, residential settlement, and relationships 
with the native population

• Theoretical progress is stalled when
– Individual case is presented as contradicting general 

propositions (case study cannot invalidate a general theory)
– Measurement and sample selection fit the theory awkwardly, but 

the researcher still draws conclusion about its validity
– Migration is data driven and equal attention has not been given 

to theory and concepts
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Typologies are not theories
(Portes 1997)

• Typologies might specify concepts and differentiate 
groups of people
– However, they do not amount to a theoretical statement because 

they simply assert differences without specifying their origins or 
anticipating their consequences

– Typologies are valid intellectual exercises, but they are not 
theories

• A theory must have four elements
– Delimitation and description of some area of reality
– Identification and definition of a process or characteristic to be 

explained (dependent variable)
– One or more explanatory factors (independent variables) and 

their types of effects (additive or interactive)
– Logical link to at least one other similar proposition
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There is no overall theory
(Portes 1997)

• The different areas of migration are too disparate to be 
unified into one theory

• The macrostructural and microstructural levels of 
migration should not be unified under one theory

• Portes argues for building a middle-range theory in four 
areas
– The origins of migration

– Direction and continuity of migration flows

– Utilization of immigrant labor

– Sociocultural and adaptation of immigrants
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Migration framework
(Massey et al. 1994)

• Build framework to better understand resurgence of 
immigration into North America, primarily after 1945

• Evaluate theories that account for the initiation of 
international migration

• Consider theories that explain persistence and 
transnational movements across time and space

• Reconsider the current state of theoretical knowledge in 
light of the available empirical evidence

• Specify the kinds of studies and data that would be 
needed to address the theoretical questions and 
conceptual ideas

• Offer a preliminary synthesis of the theories reviewed
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Initiation of international migration
(Massey et al. 1994)

• Neoclassical economics
– Supply-demand framework

• The new household economics of migration
– Diversify income sources: remittances

• Segmented labor market theory (demand-driven)
– Primary sector: well-educated, good salary, benefits
– Secondary sector: low wages, unstable, usually 

rejected by natives
• World systems theory

– Peripheral countries are most likely to send migrants 
to core nations
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Neoclassical economics
(Massey et al. 1994)

• Differential wage gaps between countries of origin and 
destination do contribute to international movement

• Wage gaps do not fully explain international migration 
nor do they seem to be the most important factor in 
determining migration decisions
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New economics of migration
(Massey et al. 1994)

• Poor households do use international migration to 
diversify their labor portfolios and to minimize financial 
risk in the sending regions

• Remittances from foreign settings raise household 
income in sending regions by more than the value of the 
remittances themselves

• However, the new economics model does not fully 
explain international movement but merely complements 
the neoclassical model
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Segmented labor market theory
(Massey et al. 1994)

• U.S. labor markets are segmented
• Immigrants are selectively excluded from the primary 

labor market and found disproportionately in the 
secondary labor market

• However, it is not clear that labor market segmentation 
explains all or even most of the demand for immigrants

• Dual labor market theory complements rather than 
supplants the neoclassical and new economics theories
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World systems theory
(Massey et al. 1994)

• Available evidence does suggest that indicators of 
capitalist market penetration are instruments in initiating 
migratory flows
– Industrialization, agricultural development, direct foreign 

investment, U.S. military base

• However, its theoretical propositions have not received 
sufficient analytical attention

• It is difficult to draw conclusions about the explanatory 
power of world systems theory
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Continuation of migration
(Massey et al. 1994; Massey, Espinosa 1997)

• Network theory
– Migrants establish interpersonal ties

– Once started, migration sustains itself through 
diffusion

• Institutional theory
– Institutions facilitate or profit from the continued flow 

of migrants

– Organizations help perpetuate migration in the face of 
government attempts to limit the flow of migrants

• Cumulative causation
– Migration has an impact on social environments of 

sending and receiving regions
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Network theory
(Massey et al. 1994)

• Social capital refers to potential value that exists in social 
relationships between people
– Among people considering a trip to the U.S., ties to current or 

former U.S. migrants represent a valuable social asset since 
these connections can be used to acquire information and 
assistance that reduce the costs and risks of entering the U.S. 
and raise the odds of getting a good job

• Even after controlling for predictors of neoclassical and 
new economics variables, network connections strongly 
predict the likelihood of international migration

• More research on non-Mexican samples is needed to 
confirm and generalize these findings
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Cumulative causation
(Massey et al. 1994)

• Empirical evidence shows that people who migrate are 
likely to migrate again

• International migration perpetuates itself, regardless of 
the conditions that originally caused it

• Evidence from Mexico indicates support for cumulative 
causation through changes in income distribution and 
land inequality in sending regions

• However, theory involving networks and cumulative 
causation remains plausible, but empirical evidence is 
weak
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Empirical evidence
(Massey et al. 1994)

• There is little empirical evidence that would call for the 
rejection of any of the theories presented

• However, the problem is an absence of adequate 
empirical evidence

• Principle goals for future research
– Integrate dual labor market theory and world systems theory with 

other models and systematically test the validity of competing 
propositions

– Focus on additional countries other than Mexico to increase 
generalization
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Theories through time
(Massey et al. 1994)

• Initial phases of emigration are most influenced by 
market penetration (world systems theory), network 
theory, and cumulative causation

• International migration originates in processes of 
economic growth and political transformation within the 
context of a globalizing market economy (world systems 
theory)
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Theories through time
(Massey et al. 1994)

• As sending regions become more industrialized, 
emigration becomes more dependent on wage 
differentials (neoclassical economic theory)
– Penetration of markets into peripheral nations disrupts 

noncapitalist modes of social and economic organization and 
causes widespread labor displacement, creating a mobile 
population that actively searches for a mean of improving 
income, acquiring capital,  or controlling risks (neoclassical 
economics and the new economics of migration)

• Net migration ceases once sending regions become 
integrated into the international market as developed 
economies
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Theories through time
(Massey et al. 1994)

• In core nations, postindustrial development leads to a 
bifurcation of the labor market, creating a secondary 
sector of jobs with low pay, unstable conditions, and few 
opportunities for advancement (dual labor market theory)

• Such bifurcation is particularly acute in global cities, 
where a congregation of managerial, administrative, and 
technical expertise leads to a concentration of income 
and a strong ancillary demand for low-wage services 
(world systems theory)

• Because natives shun secondary sector jobs, employers 
rely on immigrant workers, at times initiating the 
immigrant flows directly through recruitment (dual labor 
market theory)
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Recruitment
(Massey et al. 1994)

• Recruitment often is not needed
• The same processes of economic globalization that 

create mobile populations in developing regions, and 
that generate a demand for their services in global cities, 
also foment links of transportation, communication, and 
culture to make their movement possible (world systems 
theory)

• International movement is further caused by foreign 
policy and military involvements that reflect the need 
of core nations to maintain international stability and 
security (world systems theory), which results in flows of 
refugees and military dependents
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Summary of initiation
(Massey et al. 1994)

• World systems, neoclassical, new economics, dual labor 
market

• Individuals and families respond to changing 
circumstances set in motion by structural 
transformations (political, economic...) of their 
societies of origin

• Migrants seek to raise incomes, accumulate capital, and 
control risk by following international routes of 
transportation and communication to global cities with 
secondary sector jobs
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Summary of continuation
(Massey et al. 1994)

• Flows display a strong tendency to become self-perpetuating

• Each act of migration contributes to the expansion of migrant 

networks and sets off a process of social capital accumulation that 

makes additional movement more likely (network theory)

• Regional concentration of immigrants creates a “family and 
friends” effect that further encourages the channeling of immigrants 

to some places and not others

• If enough migrants arrive under the right conditions it can also lead 

to the formation of an enclave economy, which further augments the 

demand for immigrant workers and creates a safe haven for their 

arrival (enclave theory)

• The spread of migratory behavior within sending communities 

sparks other structural changes, shifting distributions of income and 

land, as well as modifying local cultures in ways that promote 

additional migration (theory of cumulative causation)
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Summary of continuation
(Massey et al. 1994)

• During the initial phases of emigration from any particular sending 
country, the effects of market penetration, network formation, and 
cumulative causation predominate in explaining the flows

• As migration reaches high levels and development moves societies 
toward industrial economies, the costs and risks of movement drop 
to low levels and migration is increasingly determined by 
international wage differentials (neoclassical economics)

• As economic growth in sending regions occurs and emigration 
proceeds, international wage gaps gradually close and markets for 
capital, credit, insurance, and futures become more accessible, 
lowering the incentives for movement

• If the sending country is ultimately integrated into the international 
market as a developed, urbanized economy, net migration ceases
and the former sending country may itself become a net importer of 
immigrant labor
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Massey’s laws of international migration
• Immigration is a lot easier to start than it is to stop
• Actions taken to restrict immigration often have the 

opposite effect
• The fundamental causes of immigration may be 

outside the control of policymakers
• Immigrants understand immigration better than 

politicians and academicians
• Because they understand immigration better than 

policymakers, immigrants are often able to 
circumvent policies aimed at stopping them
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What’s driving Mexico-US migration?
(Massey, Espinosa 1997)

• Models estimated the effects of 41 variables and 
explored the validity of five theories of 
international migration

• Three fundamental forces are at work in 
promoting Mexican migration to the United 
States
– Social capital formation

– Human capital formation

– Market consolidation
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Social capital formation
(Massey, Espinosa 1997)

• Social capital is generally the most powerful 
factor predicting the odds of initial, repeat, and 
return migration

• People who are related to U.S. migrants are 
themselves more likely to migrate

• Each act of migration creates additional social 
capital capable of instigating and sustaining 
more migration

• About half of adult Mexicans are related to 
someone living in the United States (Camp 1993)
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Human capital formation
(Massey, Espinosa 1997)

• For undocumented migrants, the most important element 
of human capital is migration experience itself
– Crossing the border, living in the U.S., working in the U.S. labor 

market, negotiating U.S. housing markets
– The more U.S. experience a migrant accumulates, the higher 

her/his likelihood of migrating again
• This process intersects with social capital formation

– Migration experience makes a person more valuable as a 
resource for gaining entry to the U.S. and finding a job

– The more experience a person has, the more likely her/his 
friends and relatives are to begin migrating and to continue 
migrating themselves

• One-third of all Mexicans have been to the U.S. at some 
point in their lives (Camp 1993)
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Market consolidation
(Massey, Espinosa 1997)

• Over the past two decades, the economics of 
Mexico and the U.S. have become increasingly 
connected to each other and to the global capitalist 
economy

• Rural Mexico: displacement of manual workers, 
concentration of land, mechanization of production

• Urban Mexico: ending of import substitution 
industrialization has brought about important 
economic transformations that have displaced 
workers from enterprises and public bureaucracies
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Development and migration
(Massey, Espinosa 1997)

• Growing economic insecurity coupled with a strong 
desire to participate in the new political economy
– Stimulated Mexican households to search for ways to self 

insure against threats to family income and to gain access 
to scarce capital

• Given ready access to human and social capital 
connecting them to the U.S.
– Household heads and other family members migrate 

internationally as part of a conscious strategy of risk 
diversification and capital accumulation

• Economic development goes hand in hand with 
international migration
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34Source: Massey, Espinosa 1997, p.945–946.
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Definition of variables



38Note: Non-migrant as reference. Source: Massey, Espinosa 1997, p.960.
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39Note: Non-migrant as reference. Source: Massey, Espinosa 1997, p.960.

In
iti

at
io

n 
of

 m
ig

ra
tio

n



40Note: Non-migrant as reference. Source: Massey, Espinosa 1997, p.971–972.
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42Note: Non-migrant as reference. Source: Massey, Espinosa 1997, p.971–972.
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43Note: Non-migrant as reference. Source: Massey, Espinosa 1997, p.979–980.
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44Note: Non-migrant as reference. Source: Massey, Espinosa 1997, p.979–980.
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46Source: Massey, Espinosa 1997, p.966–967.

Note: Range of probabilities refer to when variable goes from its 5th percentile (minimum) to its 95th 
percentile (maximum) while holding all other variables constant at their means. Age and labor force 
experience are hold constant at 18 and 3 years, respectively.

Probabilities



47Source: Massey, Espinosa 1997, p.966–967.

Probabilities
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