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Summary. — This paper exploits unrealized intentions to migrate to highlight mobility constraints. I analyze the discrepancies between
Mexicans’ intention to migrate and their subsequent migration behavior using the two waves of the Mexican Family Life Survey panel
(2002 and 2005–06). I first provide evidence that intentions contain behavioral information. Controlling for various shocks likely to
affect the migration decision, I find that women’s probability to carry out their migration plans is systematically lower than men’s.
Different interpretations are investigated, but empirical evidence suggests that women’s unrealized migration plans are due to female-
specific costs and constraints.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The third Millennium Development Goal claims the impor-
tance of gender equality and women empowerment for devel-
opment and poverty reduction. Particular emphasis is being
placed on eliminating gender disparities in access to education,
which are found to have a detrimental impact on growth
(Abu-Ghaida & Klasen, 2004), and on the labor market.
Although less investigated, the question of an equal access
of men and women to migration opportunities, is particularly
relevant.

Indeed, although the feminization of migration flows has
been acknowledged by scholars and institutions in the last dec-
ades, women’s mobility is still more constrained than men’s in
many developing countries. In the context of Mexico, empiri-
cal evidence tends to show that women’s access to interna-
tional migration is still partly subordinate on men’s
(Donato, 1993; Kanaiaupuni, 2000; Curran & Rivero-Fuentes,
2003). Existing studies, however, are based on observed migra-
tion flows. This paper pushes the analysis of gender-specific
constraints on women’s migration one step further by exploit-
ing data on both intentions to migrate and actual migrations.
The comparison between intentions and actual moves shows
that women have both lower intention to migrate and a lower
propensity to realize their migration plans than men. This pa-
per thus uncovers gender-specific constraints affecting the real-
ization of women’s migration plans that would have remained
invisible without data on migration intentions.

Constraints on women’s mobility may have numerous impli-
cations. Indeed, although this issue remains largely under-ex-
plored, gender inequalities in access to migration, either
internal of international, may affect development through dif-
ferent channels, including in particular access to labor market,
health, education and fertility decisions, or political participa-
tion. Among these many channels, the following three can be
singled out. First, women’s constraints on geographical mobil-
ity are coupled with a limited access to job opportunities (as
shown for example by Assaad & Arntz (2005) in the context
of Egypt). By improving the economic prospects of women,
migration is likely to affect the balance of power within the
household through an increase in the share of household re-
sources controlled by women. Women’s migration may then

affect the allocation of household resources and the nature
of investments, even though Parrado and Flippen (2005) show
in the Mexican context that migration does not mechanically
result in women empowerment. Second, unfulfilled migration
intentions may negatively affect mental health: in an experi-
mental framework, comparing successful to unsuccessful
Tongan applicants to a random ballot offering migration
opportunities to New-Zealand, Stillman, McKenzie, and Gib-
son (2009) indeed show that migration improves mental
health, especially for women. Third, constraints to women’s
emigration may dampen the impact of migration, through
transfers of norms, on education and fertility (Beine, Docqu-
ier, & Schiff, 2009) or female political empowerment (Lodigi-
ani & Salomone, 2012).

This paper relies on intention data which have seldom been
used by economists since Manski (1990). Applied here to
migration, the analysis of unrealized intentions provides a un-
ique opportunity to identify constraints to individuals’ mobil-
ity.

Consistent with the best-case hypothesis that individuals’
intentions are based on rational expectations (Manski,
1990), the non-realization of their migration plans could be ex-
plained by two types of factors. First, unexpected shocks may
affect individuals between the moment when they state their
intention and the moment when their behavior is determined,
leading them to reconsider their decision given their new envi-
ronment. 1 This paper investigates the impact of different types
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of shocks that may affect several dimensions of households’
capital. Some shock variables used in the paper, such as death
or illness of a household member, are measured at the house-
hold level while others reflect changes in the environment such
as the evolution of violence and crime, and climatic and natu-
ral shocks (rainfall, hurricanes, and earthquakes). The empha-
sis put on climatic shocks, and in particular rainfall, is justified
by their expected impact on households’ economic outcomes,
directly through agricultural yields in rural areas, and through
prices in urban environments. The impact of rainfall on migra-
tion has been documented in the case of Mexico in particular
by Munshi (2003), Pugatch and Yang (2011) or Feng, Krue-
ger, and Oppenheimer (2010). Halliday (2006), on the other
hand, studies the emigration of Salvadorans in response to
earthquakes. Note in addition that catastrophic natural events
such as hurricanes and earthquakes are not uncommon in
Mexico, as recently illustrated by the massive flood caused
by Hurricane Ingrid in September 2013. More generally a vast
literature has developed on the issue of climate-driven migra-
tions, in particular in anticipation of climate change (Barrios,
Bertinelli, & Strobl, 2006; McLeman & Smit, 2006; Tacoli,
2009).

Second, some characteristics of individuals and their house-
hold may act as constraints on their mobility or induce higher
migration costs. Although most of these characteristics are
known when intentions are stated (for example gender or
age), they may prevent, foster or delay the realization of
migration plans.

The rationale behind the distinction between those two
types of factors is to separately examine the impact of exoge-
nous unexpected factors (shocks), and (mostly) endogenous
characteristics, known at the intention stage, on the realization
of migration plans. A parallel can be made with the livelihoods
literature (Chambers & Conway, 1992; Rakodi, 2002) that
makes a difference between household capabilities and assets
(captured here by individual and household characteristics),
and stresses and shocks that households have to cope with.

I focus in this article on unrealized intentions to migrate of
Mexican adults. I exploit the panel structure of the Mexican
Family Life Survey (MxFLS) to compare intentions to migrate
to subsequent moves. I use data on migration intentions col-
lected in the first wave of the survey (2002) and information
on migration behaviors between the two survey waves, avail-
able in the second wave (2005–06). I first provide empirical evi-
dence supporting the hypothesis that migration intentions
contain behavioral information.

I then investigate the role of exogenous shocks and individ-
ual and household characteristics in explaining observed dis-
crepancies between stated intentions and actual migration. I
estimate bivariate probit models for migration intentions
and mobility behaviors. I construct different sets of shock vari-
ables, using in particular long time series of rainfall data. Cli-
matic shocks are found to affect migration but they appear to
be only part of the story: the largest shift in selection between
intentions and migration is related to gender. Conditional on
initial intentions, women are found to be much less likely to
migrate than men, in particular when they have children or
no family network abroad. This finding is consistent with
the existence of female-specific constraints to migration, but
alternative interpretations are plausible. I discuss and test
the two main competing hypotheses of different time prefer-
ences of men and women, and joint migration decisions at
the household level. Empirical findings do not support these
last two interpretations and rather suggest that social and fam-
ily constraints explain why women migrate less than men con-
ditional on their intention.

This paper contributes to the literature in several ways.
First, thanks to the use of intention data, I am able to high-

light an undocumented aspect of gender inequalities in access
to international migration. I add to the empirical literature on
migration and gender in the context of Mexico (Donato, 1993;
Kanaiaupuni, 2000; Curran & Rivero-Fuentes, 2003) by
studying the role of gender in explaining the non-realization
of migration plans. Among the different interpretations of
the gender effect discussed in this paper, the most plausible
points to the existence of specific constraints to women’s inter-
national migration. This paper brings empirical evidence that
women’s migration, and in particular international migration,
is more constrained than men’s, and emphasizes the role of
family constraints and networks in explaining such a gender
selectivity, consistent with earlier findings in the empirical lit-
erature (and in particular in Donato (1993), Kanaiaupuni
(2000) and Curran & Rivero-Fuentes (2003), while an exten-
sive review is provided by Chant & Craske (2003)). While this
feature has implications on the skill composition of the female
emigrant population (Docquier, Marfouk, Salomone, &
Sekkat, 2012), it also raises the crucial issue of gender inequal-
ity. In one of the first papers specifically addressing the issue of
Mexican women’s migration, Donato (1993) tests the assump-
tion that migration, as a family strategy, results in sending
male members to work in the United States while women, as-
signed to their traditional role of spouses and mothers, would
stay behind. She indeed finds evidence of family migration,
women’s migration being conditioned by the prior successful
migration of either their husband or father. In a more recent
study, Kanaiaupuni (2000) finds that women’s lower probabil-
ity to migrate may be due to the traditional roles devoted to
women in the family organization. The predominant family
reunification motive for female migration tends to make wo-
men “associational” migrants (Kanaiaupuni (2000), quoting
a term coined by Balan (1981)). Building on this empirical lit-
erature, Curran and Rivero-Fuentes (2003) investigate the
dynamics of the gender dimension of Mexican migration flows
by exploring the potentially different impact of migrant net-
works depending on their gender composition on male and
female migration. Their findings confirm the existence of high-
er barriers to female than to male international migration.
While the gender selectivity of actual international migration
flows is not necessarily problematic, as truly noted by Chant
and Craske (2003), it may be more so once it is established that
part of it is due to women being prevented from realizing their
migration plans. In this regard, by focusing on the comparison
between migration intentions and actual moves, this paper un-
veils a novel dimension of gender inequalities related to migra-
tion.

Second, this paper is one of the first to exploit divergences
between intentions and behaviors after they had been analyzed
by Manski (1990). Manski (1990) rightly argues that even in
the “best-case” hypothesis of rational expectations, discrepan-
cies between intentions and observed actions must be
interpreted cautiously. Indeed, intentions are stated by indi-
viduals depending on their known characteristics but also on
unknown realizations of future events. Using panel data con-
taining retrospective information merged to additional data
on climatic events and crime statistics, I am able to account
for a large range of shocks that are likely to affect the realiza-
tion of migration intentions. This set includes health shocks,
death of a household member, economic shocks, rainfall,
natural disasters (earthquakes, hurricanes), and crime. This
paper explores the determinants of unrealized migration inten-
tions, once various sets of potential shocks are accounted for.
More specifically, this paper is one of the first economic
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