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Abstract: This paper analyses women’s economic participation (wep) in Mexico. 
The hypothesis is that the regional disparities of women’s participation are based 
on education, industrialization, urbanization and other non-observed factors. The 
question that this study addresses is: What regional factors influence women’s 
participation and cause disparities in their participation across municipalities? 
Additionally, this paper measures the progress and the current state of wep during 
the last decades, and the evolution of the differences across regions. The study 
tests an econometric model about the influence of various socio-economic factors 
on wep. The results show that the main barriers to female participation are the 
lack of higher education and the absence of diverse work possibilities in industries 
such as manufacturing and hoteling. Other factors mentioned in the literature 
that also affect wep are the number of children per household and poverty in each 
municipality. Therefore, these variables contribute to increasing wep and should 
be the focus of any attempt to increase their labor force participation in the formal 
sector.

Keywords: gender economics, urbanization, demographic economics, geograph-
ic labor mobility, demographic trends.

Factores que influyen en la participación económica de las mujeres
en México

Resumen: Este artículo analiza la participación económica de las mujeres (pem) en 
México. La hipótesis es que las disparidades regionales de participación de las 
mujeres se basan en la educación, la industrialización, la urbanización y otros 
factores no observables. La pregunta que aborda este estudio es: ¿qué factores re-
gionales influyen en la participación de las mujeres y causan disparidades en su 
participación a través de los municipios? Además, este artículo mide el progreso y 
el estado actual del pem durante las últimas décadas, y la evolución de las diferen-
cias entre las regiones. El artículo pone a prueba un modelo econométrico sobre la 
influencia de diversos factores socioeconómicos en la pem. Los resultados mues-
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tran que los principales obstáculos para la participación de las mujeres son la fal-
ta de educación superior y de otras posibilidades de trabajo en industrias como la 
manufacturera y la hotelera. Otros factores mencionados en la literatura que tam-
bién influyen en la pem son el número de niños por hogar y la pobreza en cada 
municipio. por lo tanto, estas variables contribuyen a incrementar la pem y deben 
ser consideradas para aumentar su participación en la fuerza laboral en el sector 
formal.

Palabras clave: economía de género, urbanización, economía demográfica, mo-
vilidad geográfica de la mano de obra, tendencias demográficas.

jel Classification: J1, J10, J16, J61, J11.

Introduction

Since the 1950’s the social and economic importance of women has 
been increasingly accepted worldwide (Mehra, 1997). In a global con-

text, studies such as Klasen and Lamanna (2009) show a general increase 
in the economic participation rates of women over the analyzed period. In 
Mexico the first claims on gender equality occurred in the 1970’s, where 
several feminist groups were created to support the economic, educative 
and social aspects of the equality movement (Bartra, Fernández poncela 
and Lau, 2002). The women’s economic participation (wep) in the country 
has increased from 32.9 per cent in 1987 to 41 per cent in the last quarter 
of 2010. This reflects the economic situation of Mexican households and 
some degree of women’s empowerment (inegi, 2010). In this study I ex-
amine the demographic and economic factors affecting the wep in Mexico, 
and its evolution over a twenty year period (from 1990 to 2010). I am spe-
cifically concerned with this topic from an economic growth and, conse-
quently, poverty alleviation perspective (Aguirre et al., 2012; World 
Bank, 2012).

Female participation in the labor market has been highly studied be-
cause of the economic and social implications. An important focus from 
recent literature has been the gap between male and female schooling 
levels, and its repercussion on women’s ability to find jobs. Barro (1996), 
using around 100 countries, estimates that the effect of higher education 
for women on economic growth was practically zero. Meanwhile, more re-
cent studies indicate that the effect of higher education for women leads 
to higher wep rates. Among the latest studies on this topic, Klasen and 
Lamanna’s (2009) stands out. They found that for a wide temporal range, 
and including information from over 130 countries, the effect of educative 
discrimination is determinant on the employment opportunities for wom-
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en and, indirectly, on growth patterns. This result agrees with those found 
by Knowles, Lorgelly and Owens (2002) and Aguayo and Lamelas (2011). 
Aguayo and Lamelas (2011) study Mexico and find that for the 2000-2005 
period, education plays a decisive role on wep, although it will not esti-
mate the female occupational levels.

In classical and modern literature, having children is seen as a factor 
that facilitates or hinders wep, depending on the country. Schockaert 
(2005) demonstrates the divergent effect of children over wep. Evidence 
for North-American women’s conditions allow them to conciliate their re-
productive and professional spheres, while children in Latin-American 
countries represent an obstacle to getting a (better) job or obtaining a 
higher wage for women. From this perspective, Crespo Garrido (2012) 
studies the different public policies taken from a sample of European 
countries to reconcile women’s family and professional lives. Meanwhile, 
García and de Oliveira (1997) express that motherhood is seen as their 
main source of identity by an important segment of society, varying be-
tween social classes.

Marital status has traditionally been highly related to women’s em-
ployment rates. In a recent study, Grantham (2012) concludes that even 
for mid-nineteenth century France, marital status mattered for women 
entering the labor market, as reflected in the divergent signs associated 
with the coefficients of married and widowed women. Anderson and Di-
mon (1998) provide a detailed analysis of the economic behavior of mar-
ried women, demonstrating that the earnings of the husband or other 
members whom contribute to familial income are negatively related to the 
probability of women joining the labor market.

Meanwhile, literature has not been focused on the barriers associated 
with women’s entry into the labor market, but instead on the conditions 
women have to deal with once they get a job. England et al. (2006) pres-
ent evidence indicating that the feminization of occupations lowers the 
wages of these positions; they conclude that the initial composition of the 
workforce by gender was a determinant of this phenomenon, and that it 
has prevailed due to the inertial relationship between highly female oc-
cupations and low wages. In contrast, Kriesi et al. (2010) report that, 
even for highly developed countries such as Switzerland, gender plays a 
fundamental role in job opportunities, and therefore wage levels. Besides 
the characteristic of lower wages associated with female employments, 
the lack of social security puts the familial economy at a higher risk. 
Domínguez-Villalobos and Brown-Grossman (2010) demonstrate that 
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the export-oriented industries have contributed to lower wages in abso-
lute and relative terms with respect to women’s wages relative to those 
of men’s. 

Another factor that restricts the wep for Mexican women is the ma-
chismo. Although machismo is not reinforced by any law, as in Islamic 
countries, its effects prevail even after 40 years of feminist demands (Si-
dani, 2005). Contreras and plaza (2010) argue that for the Chilean case, 
machismo represents an obstacle for wep, leading them to occupy the last 
places on this category among oecd countries. Cerruti and Zenteno (2000) 
show that, for the Mexican case, the probability of women’s joining the la-
bor market decreases if they are living with a partner and he is the house-
hold head.

While a significant aspect of the Mexican economy, this paper does not 
discuss women participation in the informal sector. It neither discusses 
in depth the gender gaps in employment and wages. proof of those gender 
gaps has been carefully researched in other studies (i.e. Duryea et al., 
2007).

This paper looks at the different factors that can affect women’s par-
ticipation and explains the disparities of wep among Mexican regions. The 
hypothesis is that the regional disparities of women’s participation are 
based on education, presence of maquiladoras, urbanization and other 
non-observed factors. The question that this study addresses is: What re-
gional factors influence women’s participation and cause disparities in 
their participation across municipalities? Additionally, this paper meas-
ures the progress and the current state of wep during the last decades and 
the evolution of the differences across regions.

Women are the largest social group in Mexico (51.17% of the popula-
tion according to the 2010 census), and are a potential source of labor for 
national economic growth (Aguirre et al., 2012). Thus, a better under-
standing of the causes that increase wep will help to identify measures to 
foster a greater inclusion in the labor market and construct a more dy-
namic economy.

I. Women’s Situation in Mexico

The situation of women in Mexico has shown promises of transformation 
during the last 30 years. This section analyses aspects such as fecundity, 
economic and work environment, and women’s economic participation to 
observe if they had suffered a transformation too.
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I.1. Fecundity

Between 1970 and 2010 an important variation in the demographic 
growth was found. This change refers to the fecundity in women aged 12 
and over. inegi (2010) shows that in 2009 the number of children per wom-
an was 2.39, while in 1970 was 3.1; a reduction of almost one child per 
women during the last 40 years. The main factors that inegi identifies as 
causes of this variation are the level of education and economic conditions. 
They believe that the higher the level of education the lower the average 
number of children.

Despite these fecundity changes, inegi (2010) noted that by the end of 
1990 the lower fecundity level was not reflected in a more equitable per-
centage of women and men participating in the work place —326 men 
were working for every 100 women—. This effect was only perceived start-
ing in 2009, when the ratio of economic participation among women and 
men was 151 men working for every 100 women, a reduction of 115 per 
cent from the 1990 levels.

I.2. Recession and Crisis

Since 1970, Mexico engaged in a process of liberalizing and opening up its 
economy. This was in response to the downturn and recession that hit 
Mexico, like many Latin American countries, during the eighties. The de-
terioration of living standards made it increasingly necessary for the pop-
ulation —especially the ones with low incomes— to look for new and dif-
ferent strategies to sustain their household income levels. Levine (1993) 
explains that the 1982 crisis led more family members into the work force, 
which meant school-age boys looking for after-school employment and 
housewives looking for jobs that could be done at home. Women were 
obliged to participate in order to contribute to the family budget along 
with continuing domestic work. Furthermore, the growth of the informal 
sector was a result of the formal sector’s stagnation. The former was char-
acterized by high women’s participation. For his part, Campos-Vázquez 
(2010) analyses the effects of macroeconomic shocks on employment dur-
ing the last crises, finding that the most vulnerable were young and un-
skilled populations, but that women’s participation seems not to be af-
fected by previous crisis. Using a twenty years database, from 1990 to 
2010, this paper analyses the variations of our data on three major crises 
(1994, 2001 and 2008) and the effect of the crises on it.
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I.3. Type of Work

With respect to the type of work undertaken by women, inegi (2009) shows 
that it was mostly concentrated on health and educational services. Both 
types of work are tightly correlated with demographic density, indicating 
that the higher the population the higher the number of women economically 
active. Among the traditional activities that have characterized wep are 
working-at-home, in maquiladoras, and in restaurant, hotel and health serv-
ices. The work undertaken by women at home or in the factory was low remu-
nerated due to the low skill requirements, and did not significantly contrib-
ute to household income. In relation to this information, ilo (2009) reports 
that the expected balance after financial crises will be an increase in the par-
ticipation of women in economic life in more vulnerable jobs, not necessarily 
resulting in significant increases in the monetary income contributions.

I.4. Women’s Age and Participation

Some of the studies consider age as one of the main factors that affect wep. 
Age is used as a life cycle indicator because it is related to family responsi-

Figure 1. Gender participation rates by age, 2009
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bilities and with female participation in the labor market. Figure 1 shows 
the gender participation rates in Mexico by age in 2009.

It is noticeable how economic participation changes when I control for 
age. First, both sexes seem to behave in a similar way, showing an accent-
ed increase in economic participation before the age of 29, which coincides 
with this education status. Subsequently, from 30 to 50 years old there is a 
stationary stage on economic participation characterized by economic par-
ticipation rates around 95 per cent for males and 45 per cent for females. 
After finishing this stage a decreasing phase takes place, presenting a 
more marked downturn trend in the female’s case.

I.5. Regional Women’s Economic Participation

In 1990, the effect of the opening of the economy in 1986 and the rise in 
the activity of maquiladoras is noticeable in the northern states (Coubes, 
2003). This explains why the five states with the highest wep, except DF 
(30.66%), are northern states at the border (Baja California (BC) 27.4%, 
Nuevo Leon 23.64%, Chihuahua 23.49%, Baja California Sur (BCS) 
22.59%, and Tamaulipas 22.27%). Nevertheless, the effect vanishes at mu-
nicipal level as we move away from the US-Mexico border line. For the 
case of Quintana Roo, a wep of 22.95 per cent shows that the effect of the 
high investment in tourism is still apparent. Baja California Sur did not 
benefit from the maquiladora sector; it experienced an increase in the so-
cial and communal services (from 3 332 women employed in 1980 to 5 753 
in 1990), commerce (from 2 031 to 4 469), and restaurants and hotel serv-
ices (from 781 to 2 675). To observe how spatial patterns of economic activ-
ity have evolved in the different regions, I utilize wep at the municipal 
level, which is the share of women economically active on the total female 
population for municipality i. Map 1 demonstrates the positive effect that 
being situated near the border with the main commercial partner of Mex-
ico (the US) had on wep.

In 1996, regional disparities prevailed and even increased. Although 
the overall wep in Mexico is still growing —mainly because of the states 
with maquiladoras— the differences persist. The northern states and the 
three main cities continued with the highest wep. Moreover, the spill-over 
effect seems to be lost among the states around Jalisco and DF, and in-
creased in the Border States. In addition the DF, which has been the re-
gion with more participation during the three decades (70s, 80s, and 90s), 
lost its position, and Baja California Sur (BCS) and Nayarit have risen 
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above it. The cause of these results could be the industrial restructuring 
and relocation that Sánchez-Reaza (2000) finds:

Firms facing foreign competition, plausible over-crowding effects in Mexico 
City and the opportunity to export to the larger market of the US, could be 
deciding to move away from the City. Some firms could be relocating in the 
northern export-oriented Border States. Some others in need of being close to 
the largest domestic market and to the federal government could only be mov-
ing away to the neighbouring Estado de Mexico or to nearby states such as 
Tlaxcala, puebla, and Queretaro (p. 7).

The year 2000 presented a complicated scenario for most countries, espe-
cially those highly involved in the world’s economy, such as Mexico. The 
two major crises that Mexico suffered in such a short period put serious 
restrictions on employment generation. The burst of the dotcom bubble in 
2001 indirectly affected the Mexican economy, causing a contraction of 5 
percentage points of gdp in the first trimester of 2001. Despite this de-
crease on gdp, Mexico has shown a revitalized economy since the fourth 
trimester of 2001, increasing the speed of gdp growth and the financial 
stability of the country.

After a growth period, the strong connection between Mexico and the 
US caused the Mexican economy to decline due to the effects of the 2009 
financial crisis. The crisis especially hurt the most vulnerable sectors of 
society, among them women. The 10 percentage points decrease on gdp 
during the first trimester of  2009 was one of the strongest shocks in re-
cent history, and was accompanied by a stagnation of export oriented 
manufacturing enterprises.

With the world’s most developed economies stagnated, Mexico showed 
a reactivated economy since June 2009, allowing for the creation of new 
firms and the expansion of existing ones. Several counter cyclic measures 
were created aiming to alleviate the effect of the shock, and especially, the 
poverty caused by the financial crisis that mainly affected women. More-
over, insecurity created an inhospitable environment for attracting in-
vestment. The war against drugs, started in 2006 by the former Mexican 
president Felipe Calderón, increased the cost associated with establishing 
an enterprise in Mexico, which also affected wep.

The year 2010 shows a similar pattern to the observed one in 1990. wep 
still stood higher in the northern states, especially Baja California Norte 
and Baja California Sur. This could be due to a combined event: on the one 
hand, both States are close to the US and this proximity makes them at-
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tractive to new investments, while on the other these states are renowned 
for being some of the most preferred by international and domestic tour-
ists. Jalisco, Guanajuato, Estado de Mexico and DF present a high wep 
associated with overall economic concentration.

After two decades of structural changes, political alternation and eco-
nomic crises, Mexico shows a similar picture for women’s incorporation to 
formal economic market to the one presented in 1990. In map 1 we appre-
ciate an interesting fact: municipalities with a high wep in 1990 present a 
higher growth rate of wep compared to municipalities with a small wep 
that same year. In other words, initial wep has effects on the speed at 
which women are included in the formal labor sector.

II. Empirical Model

Based on the theory and the regional differences previously showed, this 
section presents a model to observe the factors that influence wep. A twen-
ty years period will be analyzed in this model, from 1990 to 2010 with de-
cennial gaps. This allows for observation of the effects of the variables 
over the wep in a wide temporal frame. It will account for the different po-
litical and economic contexts in those years, including the changing politi-
cal scene. The model to be used is the following:

wepit = β0 + xitβ + uit

where i indexes municipalities and t indexes time (1990, 2000, and 2010). 
Let wep denote the share of women economically active on the total female 
population for municipality i at time t. Let xit be a vector of time-varying 
explanatory variables, and uit is the idiosyncratic error.1 Overall, there are 
7 131 observations related to all the 2 377 Mexican municipalities, and 3 
years (1990, 2000 and 2010). Table 1 shows the variable definition and 
summary statistics.

Between the 1989 and 2004 censuses, 48 new municipalities were cre-
ated by splitting some of the old municipalities. To analyze the same mu-
nicipalities through the years, I merged the new municipalities back to 
their 1988 boundaries.2

1 ui,t = et + vi + εit , where et affects all observations for time period t, vi affects all observations 
for cross-sectional unit i, and εit affects only observation it. I assume that E(vi) = 0 & E (zivi) = 0.

2 I obtained the list of new municipalities, and from what municipalities they were created, 
from inegi (2006). For those created from more than one municipality, I calculate the percent-

’
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In the following section, I explain the different variables used in the 
model and their importance for testing our hypothesis. I also describe the 
method used to construct each variable.3

II.1. Dependent Variable

I use the share of female economically active population over 12 years old; 
this variable is known by inegi as women’s pea (Economically Active Popu-
lation). I chose the years 1990 through 2010, with decennial gaps, because 
these were the years in which inegi did the most recent censuses. These 
years allow for an analysis of the changes from one decade to another. In 
addition, these years have the most detailed regional data and permit an 
observation of precise differences in wep, as well as in the right hand side 
variables.

II.2. Independent Variables

Based on the different theories, I selected the variables that most proba-
bly influence female labor participation. For this model I first include the 
variables of education, maquiladoras, hotels service sector, population 
density, average income, level of poverty, number of children per house-
hold, marital status and year dummies.

II.2.1. Education
Many studies have been aimed at demonstrating the effect of education 
on the supply side of the labor market. With regard to the Mexican case, 
Aguayo and Lamelas (2011) observed that from 2000 to 2005 the levels of 
education increased, proving that employers’ preferences for young and 
more educated employees had also grown.

The educational effect, and especially the difference between men and 
women, has part of its roots in the past exclusion of women from educa-
tional opportunities. It is possible to observe these differences when I ana-

age of how many people (or how much land) was taken from the former municipalities (infor-
mation provided by (Segob, 2005)). I then allocate the information (e.g. total labor, total popula-
tion, number of maquiladoras) of the new municipality back to the former municipality based 
on those percentages.

3 I want to emphasize that this study is based on secondary information which in some 
cases did not replicate the effect of the agents analyzed over the wep.
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lyze the gap between men and women in the average level of schooling4. 
While Chiapas, Guerrero and Oaxaca have the lowest levels in average 
education for women, Distrito Federal, Sonora, Tamaulipas and Nuevo 
León present the highest levels. I can anticipate a positive correlation be-
tween wep and education, which could lead to a stronger economic devel-
opment for the region.

I use two different variables to measure the level of education for mu-
nicipality i at time t: per cent of women with Complete Secondary school5 
(Comsec) and Complete High School and Higher (>sec) as a share of the 
female population with 15 years and over, in order to capture the diverse 
impact of education on wep. I omit the share of female with less than sec-
ondary education (<sec) from the model as the benchmark category.

II.2.2. Number of Children per Household and Marital Status
These two variables are present in practically all the literature aimed at 
analyzing wep. The appearance of both variables is due to the focal value 
they have: while children are seen as “barriers” to extra-domestic job due 
to the higher opportunity cost associated with them, marital status gives 
an estimate of the family members who contribute to the household in-
come. When we include the number of children (ages 12 and below) per 
household, we can expect a lower economic participation of women 
(Schockaert, 2005). Also of importance are the presence of other members 
that help in domestic activities, and the services available to support 
childcare6 (Anderson and Dimon, 1998; Harkness and Waldfogel, 1999). In 
order to observe the effect of children on wep, this study considers the 
number of children per household (chxhh), which is the average number of 
children (ages 12 and below) per household per municipality. I expect a 
negative nexus between ca and wep.

Another variable to consider is marital status. For this, I use the share 
of women without a partner (no_companion), which includes separated, 
divorced, single and widowed women, omitting the share of women with 
partner (companion) as the benchmark category, which includes cohabit-
ing and married women. Theoretically, I expect that the higher the rate of 

4 Author’s own calculation using inegi’s Encuesta Nacional de la Dinámica Demográfica 
(2009) data.

5 A.K.A. Elementary School in the US.
6 Unfortunately I could not obtain the necessary data to test the federal program Estancias 

infantiles, implemented by former Mexican president Felipe Calderón, or the presence of other 
members in those households.
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women without a partner, the higher women’s participation in the labor 
force; and the higher the rate of women with a partner, the lower wep be-
comes. This causality should arise because, first, many women without a 
partner stay single most of their childbearing years (15-49),7 with the re-
sponsibility to sustain the house in terms of the domestic and extra-do-
mestic work.

II.2.3.population Density
I include the population per sq. kilometer in municipality i for period t,
           , ln (density)it as a Market Size proxy. The population density reflects 
the net centripetal and centrifugal force in the model since it represents 
both market size and congestion costs. Market size may facilitate econo-
mies of scale and induce a twofold attraction towards the market center in 
terms of backward and forward linkages (Krugman, 1991). Therefore, I 
expect that population density positively influences wep.

II.2.4. Maquiladoras
During the last decades, the economy in Mexico has significantly changed 
as a result of structural adjustment and stabilisation policies —especially 
due to conditional programs implemented by the imf and the World Bank 
in developing countries (Afshar and Barrientos, 1999). After the economic 
crisis of 1982, Mexico abandoned the model of government dependence in 
favor of a more “neo-liberal” model with a free market approach.

Chronologically, I can identify two periods. First, the Import Substitu-
tion Industrialization (isi) period (1930-1985), where both tariff and non-
tariff barriers were used in order to promote industrialization. Now Mex-
ico is using an export lead growth approach, observed through the 
numerous agreements that Mexico has signed with several countries 
(most notably nafta). These changes brought the creation and growth of 
the maquiladoras, which play a significant role in increasing women’s 
participation rates caused by the high number of women employed in ru-
ral and urban areas (Fontana and Wood, 2000; Wilson, 1991). It is neces-
sary to emphasize that this type of growth was the result of Mexico’s “com-
petitive advantage” in low skill labor, low regulations and vicinity to the 
US market.

7 In 2002, 92.2 per cent of female household heads were living without a partner. predomi-
nantly widows (39.3%), although there is a large group of single (16%), separated and divorced 
women (34.7%). In contrast, 95 per cent of the men heading households were living with their 
partner (inegi, 2005).

popi                  (   km2
i   )
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The model takes the share of workers occupied by the maquiladora 
sector in every single municipality (inegi, 1998) (maq) from 1990 through 
2010. This study anticipates a positive correlation between manufactur-
ing presence and wep, as has been observed in diverse countries (i.e. Bang-
ladesh) due to female-intensive manufactured exports (Fontana and 
Wood, 2000).

II.2.5. Hotels
Since 1970’s, tourism has been highlighted as a focal point for the devel-
opment of Mexico. The fundamental role that tourism plays on employ-
ment is indispensable in explaining the dynamics followed by the popula-
tion. Tourism is a control variable, since there are certain states, such as 
Quintana-Roo and Guerrero, with a gross domestic product largely 
drawn from tourist activities (Diaz-Briquets and Weintraub, 1991). This 
sector has typically high levels of female employment, due to the de-
mands of this work. Consequently, the participation of women is espe-
cially high in these states.8 To observe the effect of the tourist sector on 
the model, I include the share of active women over 12 years old hired in 
the hotel service sector.

II.2.6. Labor Markets
To capture the effect of the labor market on wep I include the remuneration 
per worker and the share of people living in food poverty. Remuneration per 
worker is calculated as the total remuneration paid9 in a municipality di-
vided by the number of workers registered that year in that region. The 
share of people living in food poverty10 is calculated by Coneval (2010) us-
ing the income information provided by inegi’s 1990, 2000 and 2010 
Household and population Censuses.

II.2.7. Year Dummies
A set of year dummy variables was included in the regression. This ac-
counts for socio-economic factors that might have evolved over time (such 
as the opening of the Mexican economy) and are not explained by the oth-
er independent variables included in this model.

8 Author’s own calculation using inegi’s 2009 Economic Censuses.
9 Remunerations are presented in real thousand pesos from 2003.
10 Food poverty is defined by Coneval as the inability to obtain a basic food basket, even if 

you make use of all disposable income at home just to buy goods from the basket.
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III. Empirical Results

Table A (in the Appendix) reports the regression results using panel data 
of 7 131 observations related to all 2 377 Mexican municipalities over 
three years (1990, 2000 and 2010). To test for geographically-specific omit-
ted variables, separate regressions on the same model were run using 
random effects (re; column 1) and another regression using fixed effects 
(fe; column 2), which considers the unobserved characteristics of individ-
ual municipalities. I performed the Hausman’s test. Since the test rejects 
the null hypothesis at p-value = 0.0000, I conclude that the re is inconsis-
tent, as it is not capturing an important part of the average individual 
municipal effects. As a result of this finding, I based my results on the fe 
model (column 2).

Our findings in education coincide with those expressed in previous 
studies: the greater the years in the classroom the higher the probability 
of joining the formal labor market. In fact, I found that complete second-
ary school (Comsec) is negatively related to wep, while high school or more 
education (>sec) are positively related to it. Both variables, as a group, re-
flect the same fact: increasing access to school for women and, as a conse-
quence, school years of study will result in an increase of wep, which could 
lead to economic growth and poverty alleviation. 

The coefficient associated with women without a partner (divorced, 
single, separated and widowed) is negative but not significant at the 5 per 
cent level, indicating that being divorced, single, separated or widowed 
does not increase the probability of entering the formal labor market in 
comparison with the benchmark category: women with a partner (com-
panion). In other words, women without a partner participate the same as 
women with a partner in the formal labor market.

As expected, the presence of maquiladoras and hotels has a positive 
effect on wep. These results support the hypothesis that states that have 
high investment in these two sectors, and consequently high demand of 
female labor, have a high wep. It also confirms our previous findings in 
map 1 that borderline states such as Baja California, Chihuahua, Coa-
huila, Nuevo León, Sonora and Tamaulipas, which have historically been 
recognized as the main destination of foreign direct investment (fdi) at-
tract more wep. wep follows a similar dynamic to the one presented by in-
dustrial concentration in Mexican regions (Gómez-Zaldívar and Ventosa-
Santaulària, 2009; Baylis, Garduño-Rivera and piras, 2012). Regional 
disparities persist for wep and lead women to enter the labor market only 
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in those regions which manage to attract investment, especially in the 
maquiladora and hotel sectors.

Different from expected, the coefficient of population density (ln(density)) 
was not significant at the 5 per cent level. The result shows that wep is not 
influenced by the population —in terms of inhabitants per km2—. That is, 
a more densely populated region does not increase women participation in 
the formal labor market.

Within the labor market’s variables, the coefficient of remuneration 
per worker was not significant, indicating that the impact of remunera-
tion per worker did not influence wep. But the share of people living in 
food poverty is positively significant, indicating that the bigger the num-
ber of people in food poverty in a region the higher women participation is 
in the formal labor market in that region.

The coefficient of the number of children per household (chxhh) is posi-
tive and significant, indicating that, on average, one extra child in a 
household increases wep in 3 per cent. I attribute this effect to the eco-
nomic performance of Mexico during the last two decades and, particu-

Figure 2. Real wage by year (base year 2003)
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Source: Author’s own calculations using sat (2011) data.
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larly, to the loss of purchasing power that forced any family member, with 
the capacity to work, to find a job in order to contribute to family income. 
Since 1980 the purchasing power in Mexico has been reduced in 65 per 
cen (see figure 2), which compelled Mexican families to increase the num-
ber of members who contribute to the family’s income, especially as the 
number of household members without the capacity to work increases.

Furthermore, the program Estancias infantiles implemented by for-
mer president Felipe Calderón, seems to have reduced the barrier be-
tween having children and wep. According to governmental information, 
by the end of 2012 there were 9 473 child care centers, benefiting over 270 
thousand women. This child care cost allows women to get a job and con-
tribute to familial income (presidencia de la República, 2013).

Finally, we observed that the coefficients of the year dummies were 
both significant, indicating that the pattern of wep has increased in 2000 
and 2010 relative to 1990. This confirms that socioeconomic factors, differ-
ent from the ones included in the model (i.e. the opening of the Mexican 
economy), have evolved over time and influenced a higher wep.

IV. Conclusions

This paper has analyzed the factors that influence women’s economic par-
ticipation in Mexico’s economy. In order to observe the effect of the vari-
ables, the analysis has focused on a period of twenty years, from 1990 
through 2010. The model considered the rate of the economically active 
female population within a municipality as a dependent variable. From 
the results of this model I found evidence that supports our hypotheses: 
First, I found that women with complete secondary studies have a nega-
tive relationship with wep, whereas women who have completed their 
high school studies and higher have a positive propensity to enter the for-
mal labor market. I consider that the negative sign on women with com-
plete secondary studies is due to the lack of skills of the population with 
these characteristics. 

Second, there is not a significant relationship between women without 
a partner and wep, indicating that women in this group are likely to be in 
the labor market when they are alone as well as when they are not. Hence, 
an increase in the share of women without a partner is not reflected in a 
higher rate of women’s economic participation.

Third, I found that the poorer the community the more likely it is that 
women will participate. We also observed that the effect of population den-
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sity on wep has proved to be not significant. Further research is required 
to shed light on the exact link between population density and female par-
ticipation. A likely causality arises from increased work opportunities in a 
densely populated setting, which include more possibilities of work for 
women.

Regarding the control variables, maquiladoras and hotels were both 
positive and highly significant. The behavior of both variables seems to 
respond to the process of economic openness and public policies created to 
increase fdi in Mexico. This means that the attraction of foreign or na-
tional investors will result in higher demand for female labor in the for-
mal sector. Sustained public policies seem to be determinant for the in-
creased role that they play over the creation of manufacturing and tourist 
enterprises and, indirectly, female economic incorporation.

Summarizing the results, I observe that the main barriers to female 
participation are a lack of education and undiversified possibilities of 
work in the less dense section of the economy. This study reinforces the 
results obtained by Rendón (1990) and García and De Oliveira (1994), 
namely that crises, higher education, and manufacturing create more em-
ployment opportunities for women.

Thus far, this study has analyzed the different variables that affect 
women’s labor participation and increasing regional employment dispari-
ties. However, it is necessary to remember that this study did not consider 
some factors which are mentioned in the literature, such as household 
size and childcare responsibilities. Moreover, the use of secondary infor-
mation could have decreased the effect of some important variables that 
would have shown their weight and given more precise data.
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Appendix

Table A. wep Regressions
                                     (1)                                                          (2)

                                     re                                                          fe

Comsec -0.0988
(-5.74)

*** -0.0590
(-1.98)

*

>sec 0.413
(26.87)

*** 0.382
(10.35)

***

No_companion 0.137
(7.36)

*** -0.0247
(-0.81)

Maq 0.701
(46.18)

*** 0.502
(20.91)

***

hotels 1.253
(15.76)

*** 0.607
(4.90)

***

ln(density) 0.00673
(10.85)

*** 0.00607
(1.64)

Ln(income) -0.00137
(-1.79)

0.00128
(1.09)

food poverty -0.0141
(-1.99)

* 0.0502
(4.76)

***

chxhh -0.0103
(-3.54)

*** 0.0291
(5.61)

***

y2000 0.0758
(30.33)

*** 0.0954
(25.19)

***

y2010 0.0614
(21.96)

*** 0.103
(17.07)

***

cons 0.00754
(0.78)

-0.0141
(-0.67)

N 7131 7131

R-sq 0.664

adj. R-sq 0.494
Source: Author’s own calculations using inegi 1990, 2000 and 2010. Note: t statistics in parentheses. 
*p<0.05 **; p<0.01; *** p<0.001.


