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Abstract
This study explores the association between migration intentions and alcohol use among west-central Mexico adolescents 
living in high migration communities. This study used the baseline data from the Family Migration and Early Life Outcomes 
(FAMELO) project (N = 1286), collected in 2018. We used multiple imputations to address missingness and propensity 
score matching to reduce the selection bias. We also conducted subgroup analyses to compare gender difference (i.e., boys 
vs. girls) on the relationship between migration intention and alcohol use. The findings show that for the whole sample, 
youth with migration intentions had significant higher odds (OR = 1.78; p = .010) of having a lifetime drinking experience 
when compared to youth who reported no interest in living abroad, but this association remained significant only for boys 
(OR = 2.14; p = .010). This study makes an important contribution to our understanding of the etiology of migration inten-
tions and alcohol use for adolescents living in sending migration communities. The findings have specific alcohol prevention, 
policy, and future research implications in Mexico and the U.S.

Keywords  Migration intentions · Alcohol use · Alcohol prevention · Mexico adolescent · Immigration stress · Ecological 
systems

This article reports on a study about the psychosocial experi-
ences of youth from Central Mexico living in high migra-
tion communities. Our main purpose was to study possible 
associations between migration intentions and alcohol use 
of youth living in rural and semi-rural high migration com-
munities. This research is relevant for Mexico as well as 
for the U.S. because Mexico is one of the largest sources of 
immigrants to the United States. Approximately 12,680,000 

individuals born in Mexico were residing in the U.S. in 2017, 
representing 25% of the total foreign-born population in the 
same year and less than half of the estimated undocumented 
immigrants in 2018 (Pew Research Center, 2019a, 2019b). 
There are many forces that encourage migration and as many 
theories attempting to explain these complex processes.

The new home economics perspective on migration 
describes the fluid migration pattern between neighboring 
countries as a household level coping strategy to diversify 
income and reduce risk (Massey et al., 1993). The most 
common pattern is that the individual migrates and remits 
part of her/his income to the family, thus helping to diver-
sify the resources available to the household (Hazán, 2014). 
The new home economics perspective attempts to overcome 
two major limitations of the neoclassical economics perspec-
tive: a perfect rationality and a decision-making solely at 
the individual level (Jennissen, 2007; Massey et al., 1993). 
Despite the different theoretical emphasis on why people 
migrate, there is consensus in the field that large sectors of 
the population of Mexico have high intentions to migrate 
internationally, mostly to the USA.

 *	 Shiyou Wu 
	 shiyou.wu@asu.edu

1	 Global Center for Applied Health Research, School of Social 
Work, Arizona State University, 411 N. Central Ave., Suite 
800, Phoenix, AZ 85287, USA

2	 Edson College of Nursing and Health Innovation, Arizona 
State University, Phoenix, AZ, USA

3	 Centro de Estudios e Investigaciones en Comportamiento, 
Universidad de Guadalajara, Guadalajara, Mexico

4	 El Colegio de la Frontera Norte, Nogales, Mexico
5	 Population Research Institute and Department of Sociology 

& Criminology, Pennsylvania State University, 
University Park, PA, USA

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6531-5351
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10560-021-00756-x&domain=pdf


120	 F. F. Marsiglia et al.

1 3

According to some estimates, about 45% of all immi-
grants in the U.S. are undocumented, which makes it more 
difficult to produce precise migration numbers (Gonzalez-
Barrera & Krogstad, 2018). The high rates of documented 
and undocumented migration across the U.S.-Mexico border, 
however, foretells high levels of migration intention among 
young people. Intentions to migrate to the U.S. predicts 
subsequent migration to the U.S. on the part of Mexican 
youth. Similarly, intentions to inter-municipal and interstate 
migration are predictive of subsequent inter-municipal and 
interstate migration within Mexico (Creighton, 2013).

Intentions to Migrate

Distinct from actual behavior, intentions to migrate is the 
intent, desire, consideration, inclination, plan, or prepara-
tion of individuals to migrate (Carling, 2017). Dreaming of 
a better life abroad is not the same than the expectation to 
emigrate in the near future (Van Dalen & Henkens, 2013). 
The percent of people reporting intentions or aspirations to 
migrate is always higher than the percent of those who have 
an expectation to emigrate and those who actually leave 
(Esipova et al., 2011a, 2011b). A study using data from tra-
ditionally sending countries found that intentions to migrate 
and actual migration flow are strongly associated and that 
both lead to international migration in some cases (Tjaden 
et al., 2019). We do not know much, however, about the 
youth who have intentions to migrate but do not migrate 
after all.

The migration literature often identifies higher edu-
cational levels and being young as the main predictors of 
intentions to migrate (de Haas, 2010). Geographic dyadic 
variables provide a more nuanced perspective by considering 
other variables such as distance between the place of origin 
of potential migrants and their desired destination and the 
existence of networks at destination for high and low edu-
cated individuals (Dao et al., 2018). Income appears to be a 
significant determinant of the aspirations to migrate of only 
low educated individuals while age is a consistent factor 
for individuals aged 15–19, across all groups of countries 
(Migali & Scipioni, 2019). Youth with strong networks in 
the receiving country and relatives who send remittances 
tend to have higher intentions to migrate (Bertoli & Ruyssen, 
2018). While youth with strong social bonds and networks in 
their country of origin, tend to stay despite their aspirations 
to migrate (Manchin & Orazbayev, 2018).

There is also a gender dimension to migration aspira-
tions. In many societies, women are becoming more aware of 
their rights and speak-up about gender discrimination; their 
intentions to migrate are also increasing (Ryussen & Salo-
mone, 2018). More females in Mexico and Central America 
are preparing themselves for their migration journeys. In 

rural areas, the intentions to migrate have been tradition-
ally stronger among males. In communities with more tra-
ditional gender roles women tend to stay behind as their 
boyfriends or husbands migrate north (Kulis et al., 2012). 
In some regions, however, young females are migrating at 
higher rates than males (Buechler & Lutz-Ley, 2020).

Intentions to migrate -as migration itself- is a complex 
multifactor phenomenon, which occurs in context, and it is 
influenced by a diversity of macro, meso and micro level fac-
tors, influencing the youth (Chu & Thelamour, 2021). The 
geographic proximity and historical links between Mexico 
and the USA and the pronounced income disparity between 
the two countries present a very interesting case study with 
potential implications for both countries.

A strong predictor of migration intentions among low-
income Mexican youth is the presence of migrants in the 
family or social network in the U.S. (Jensen et al., 2018). 
Migrants contribute considerable financial resources into 
communities around Mexico through remittances (Levitt, 
1998, 2001). Residents in communities experiencing high 
rates of migration also incorporate new ideas and values, 
which in turn, can influence their behaviors in positive or 
negative ways (Dabir et al., 2013). In addition, youth in 
families with migrant parents are more likely to plan their 
own migration and often reduce their engagement in school 
at their home country (Jensen et al., 2018).

Youth Substance Use

A potential negative outcome of migration at the individual 
level, particularly among vulnerable youth, is substance 
use. A series of studies in Mexico and the U.S. examined 
the effects of exposure to U.S. norms related to alcohol and 
other drugs on Mexican migrants and returned migrants 
(Borges et al., 2007, 2009, 2012a, 2016, 2018; Marsiglia 
et al., 2012). The results revealed that the migration experi-
ence to the U.S., particularly of returned migrants, was asso-
ciated with higher likelihood of alcohol use (Borges et al., 
2011). There is also an assumption that migrants influence 
their communities of origin in Mexico but it is unclear how 
young people in high migration communities react to the 
substance use and abuse norms and behaviors espoused by 
their migrating older compatriots.

This study focuses on youth residing in high migration 
sending communities in the state of Jalisco, in west- cen-
tral Mexico. Jalisco is one of the three states with the high-
est prevalence of binge drinking in Mexico: Nuevo León 
(30.3%), Jalisco (27.7%) and, Coahuila (27.5%) (Escobar 
et al., 2018). Due to the young age of the participants, this 
study focuses on migration intentions (more abstract) rather 
than expectations (more concrete). Although most of these 
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youth have not yet engaged in migration themselves, migra-
tion is certainly part of their social landscape.

This article reports on the findings of a study that aimed 
at expanding on previous research (Marsiglia et al., 2011) 
about the experiences of youth from Central Mexico’s high 
migration communities. We approached the phenomenon 
form an ecological systems approach (Bronfenbrenner, 
1992). This theory allows us to consider how different 
domains in the social ecology of young people’s lives 
influence their behavior and wellbeing. Specifically we 
will investigate if intentions to migrate and alcohol use 
are associated. Our models will include key variables from 
the most proximal ecosystems (i.e., micro and meso) that 
are often associated with adolescent development (Bron-
fenbrenner, 2005). We hypothesize that youth residing in 
households and communities with a history of migration 
may present higher levels of vulnerability towards alcohol 
use. This vulnerability might be the result of a combina-
tion of many factors such as easier access to alcohol due to 
higher income from remittances, higher stress levels asso-
ciated with migration and the incorporation of more flex-
ible U.S.-based substance use norms within the family and 
community introduced by returning migrants (Hamilton, 
2020). It is not clear, however, if the youths’ own intention 
to migrate influences their attitudes and behaviors towards 
alcohol use. We aimed at advancing knowledge about the 
relationship between intentions to migrate and the youths’ 
attitudes and behaviors towards alcohol use. Such research 
could inform current prevention efforts with and for youth 
in Mexico (Marsiglia et al., 2019).

From an ecological systems approach (Bronfenbrenner, 
1992), the study’s main hypothesis is that youth from rural 
and semi-rural high migration communities with stronger 
intentions to migrate will report using alcohol more fre-
quently when compared to their peers from the same com-
munities who do not have strong intentions to migrate. The 
main aim of the study was to advance knowledge about 
risk and resiliency factors influencing youth’s health in 
high migration communities who express an intention to 
migrate but who has not yet migrated or have returned. 
The voluntary or involuntary circular migration partners 
between the U.S. and Mexico continue to include historical 
sending communities in Mexico and an expanding number 
of states in the U.S. far beyond the traditional receiving 
states such as California, Texas and Illinois (Martinez & 
Martinez, 2020). Southbound migrants returning from the 
border tend to report worse self-rated health and deportees 
had higher odds of reported substance use compared with 
northbound migrants without U.S. migration experience 
(Martinez-Donate et al., 2020). Young people living in 
Mexico sending communities are part of families that send 
migrants north, receive returnees (Denier & Masferrer, 
2020). Thus, young people encounter an assortment of 

changing norms and behaviors about alcohol use within 
their homes and communities.

The findings will inform future prevention interventions, 
policy and research in this area. This new knowledge has the 
potential of benefiting the local communities in Mexico and 
the USA as many of the participating youth from historically 
labor migration sending communities will eventually reside 
in the USA (Bach, 2020).

Adolescent Alcohol Use in Mexico

Alcohol use, particularly among teens, is a serious global 
health concern because early-age alcohol use is linked to 
many short- and long-term negative health consequences, 
such as school-related problems, brain and cognitive under-
development, and negative physical and psychological out-
comes in later life (CDC, 2018a, b; Marshall, 2015). Alcohol 
use among adolescents in Mexico is also a national health 
concern. Mexican children and adolescents have experienced 
significant increases in their prevalence of substance use in 
the last 20 years (Vazquez et al., 2019). In 2014, 19% and 
16% of male and female adolescents attending middle school 
and high school, respectively, reported some level of alcohol 
use during their lifetime (Villatoro-Velázquez et al., 2015). 
The fast rise in the rates of alcohol use among female ado-
lescents is adding urgency to the existing concern. In 2011, 
8.6% of female adolescents (ages 12–18) reported exces-
sive alcohol use and this percent almost doubled (14.9%) 
by 2016.

The gender gap in excessive alcohol use narrowed from 
6.9% in 2011 to 0.6% in 2016 (Villatoro-Velázquez et al., 
2015). There is a lack of knowledge about the etiology of 
this increase in alcohol use rates among young men and 
women but intentions to migrate could be a possible trigger. 
More recently, high numbers of families have voluntarily 
or involuntarily returned to Mexico after living many years 
in the U.S. (Denier & Masferrer, 2020). Children in these 
families often do not speak Spanish and do not understand 
the local cultural norms which may make them more vul-
nerable to engaging in risky behaviors such as alcohol use 
(Caldwell, 2019).

The existing demographic and epidemiological data show 
that female adolescents in many communities in Mexico 
intend to migrate internationally and that Mexican youth 
regardless of gender report high levels of alcohol use. Most 
adolescents, however, are not old enough to have had prior 
migration experiences, which limits the implications of the 
previous studies examining the association between migra-
tion and substance use. Previous research has identified an 
association between intentions to migrate and alcohol use 
among adolescents residing in central Mexico (Marsiglia 
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et al., 2011, 2012). Stronger intentions to migrate among 
youth ages 14 to 24 was associated with greater access to 
drugs, drug offers, and illicit drug use (including marijuana, 
cocaine, and inhalants). The association, however, was not 
significant for alcohol or cigarette use. Our previous research 
argued that this pattern is mainly due to a high community 
expectation that young adolescents migrate in order to help 
support their households. As a result, community members 
looked down at young people who did not migrate; the fail-
ure to migrate made them unsuccessful and more vulnerable 
to substance use (Marsiglia et al., 2011). Retrospective stud-
ies with Mexican returnees have also found that the impacts 
of immigration on substance use risk are stronger for illegal 
drugs than for alcohol (Borges et al., 2012b).

Intentions to Migrate in Historical Sending 
Communities

The push to migrate appears to be especially strong in his-
torical sending communities (Kandel & Massey, 2002). To 
handle the stress coming from the pressure and the failure to 
migrate, stay behind youth might be using alcohol and other 
drugs as a form of self-medicating (Deykin et al., 1987; 
Khantzian, 1985; Klee & Reid, 1998; Wu et al., 2003). There 
might be gender variations in how boys and girls deal with 
the pressures of migration. For example, a Lithuanian study 
(Markšaitytė, 2010) found that migration intentions of males 
were associated with psychological characteristics, such as 
willingness to take risks. While for females, psychological 
well-being characteristics such as life satisfaction, daily life 
stress, and depression were associated with migration inten-
tions. This leads to the need to examine possible unique 
differences by gender.

A connection between perceived life satisfaction and 
alcohol use has been also reported (Zullig, 2001). A global 
report of intentions to migrate states that those who intend 
to migrate tend to be less satisfied than individual in the 
general population. Overall, individuals that express lower 
satisfaction are young males and adults who believe that 
their children have limited opportunities in their home coun-
try (Migali & Scipioni, 2018).

The ecological systems theory identifies multiple embed-
ded systems that influence children and youth development 
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). It identifies family, peers, and 
school (microsystem), the connections and interactions 
between them (the mesosystem), indirect environments such 
parents’ workplace and labor related migration experiences 
(exosystems), and broader systems such as social norms and 
culture of origin (macrosystem) as influencing children’s 
attitudes and behaviors toward the behaviors of interest in 
this study (Bronfenbrenner, 1992).

The present research relies on data collected directly from 
adolescents and adults in the same home, with detailed infor-
mation on households, relationships, migration and child 
behaviors. We will focus only on the individual adolescent 
and her his immediate household environment and the inter-
action of these two ecological systems knowing that all the 
participating households are located within high sending 
migration communities. Six out of ten Mexican migrants 
to the USA are men and eight out of ten are between the 
ages of 15 to 64 (Bermudez & Reyes, 2015). Labor migra-
tion among women is less normative in Jalisco than among 
men just as alcohol consumption is more normative among 
boys than among girls. Findings from studies with communi-
ties along or close to the Mexico–U.S. border report higher 
intentions to migrate among girls ((Buechler & Lutz-Ley, 
2020). Based on these recent findings from the northern bor-
der, it is important to test more accepted assumption that the 
connection between migration intentions and higher alcohol 
use is stronger among boys than among girls (Kulis et al., 
2018).

The current study examined if there was an association 
between intentions to migrate and alcohol use in a western 
Mexico context. We hypothesize that:

H1:   There will be an association between migration inten-
tion and alcohol use among adolescents, and

H2:   The association between intentions to migrate and alco-
hol use will be stronger for boys than for girls.

Methods

Data and Sample

The data used for this study is from the baseline data of the 
Family Migration and Early Life Outcomes (FAMELO) pro-
ject. We are analyzing data from the first wave of pre-inter-
vention data, collected in 2018. The second wave of data 
collection was interrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
data is germane to examining the association between migra-
tion intention and alcohol use among adolescents because of 
the detailed information about migration intentions of focal 
children and the additional migration experience information 
of all family members in the same household.

FAMELO is an on-going multinational project imple-
mented in Mexico, Mozambique, and Nepal with the pur-
pose of understanding how family migration influences 
children left behind in their countries of origin. The state 
of Jalisco was chosen as the focal site for Mexico. Jalisco is 
located in the Western region of Mexico and it is the third 
most developed state in the country, and one of the four 
states with the highest density of migration to the USA. 
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Sixty percent of the municipalities of Jalisco have high to 
very high migration rates (CONAPO, 2015).

For the FAMELO study, communities throughout the 
state of Jalisco were sampled from the group of munici-
palities rated as having high scores (i.e., 80th percentile 
or higher) on the migration intensity index developed by 
CONAPO (2016). Interviewers visited households within 
chosen blocks, and households were screened for eligibil-
ity. A household was considered eligible to participate if 
it had at least one child age 5–17 living in the household, 
unless the child was the head or spouse of their own house-
hold, and one adult with primary responsibility for the child. 
Interviews were conducted with the adult caregiver and at 
least one focal child, one per household. In half of the sam-
pled households, a second randomly chosen focal child was 
interviewed.

The final Wave 1 of the FAMELO sample in Jalisco 
included 2268 adults and 3,249 children interviewed 
between the end of 2017 and early 2018. The interviews 
included detailed information about the migration history 
of all household members including those who were away 
from households at the time of the survey. The data also has 
detailed information on migration intention of focal chil-
dren, their educational activities and self-reported health and 
development as well as household composition and relation-
ships between all household members.

Jalisco is an appropriate site for this study as it has been 
a historical ‘sending’ region for international migration 
with sporadic changes in flows in response to economic 
and political circumstances in the United States and locally 
(Durand et al., 2001; Masferrer & Roberts, 2012). Although, 
out migration from Jalisco to the United States has deceler-
ated in recent years, it continues to be significant within the 
Mexico context (Leyva-Flores et al., 2018). Guadalajara is 
Jalisco’s capital; the largest city in the state and home to 
many internal migrants.

Jalisco is home to tequila and alcohol use is normative 
and pervasive, as reflected by its very high alcohol consump-
tion rates. Jalisco is a state with one of the highest alcohol 
use rates in Mexico (80%), high above the national average 
(71.7%). In 2016, alcohol consumption rates among ado-
lescents—at least once in a lifetime—was 42.9%, last year 
was 28.8% and excessive consumption was 8.3%, all above 
national averages (ENCODAT, 2017). Jalisco was identified 
as being at very high risk in a study applying the Index of 
Macrosocial Risk of Drug Use (IRMCD) in municipalities 
and delegations in Mexico (Rodríguez-Kuri et al., 2019). 
The IRMCD identified macrosocial conditions that presum-
ably place individuals at a high or very high risk of sub-
stance use. Some of macrosocial factors considered by the 
IRMCD include the location of a municipality on a drug 
trafficking or production route (volume of drug seizures), 

state prevalence of use in the student population, presence 
of places where alcohol is sold, and Socioeconomic Status 
(SES) and inequality among the population (Rodríguez-Kuri 
et al., 2019).

Since our analytic focus is on adolescents, the final ana-
lytic sample used for this study includes 1286 focal children 
(622 females and 664 males) between ages 12 and 17. Out 
of those 1286 focal children, 854 come from households 
with one focal child interview and the rest come from 216 
households where interviews were conducted with two focal 
children.

Measurements

Alcohol Use

The dependent variable of this study was whether adoles-
cents were currently using alcohol at the time they took the 
survey. Focal children were asked how often they drink alco-
hol at the time of the survey. Scores were based on responses 
of 1 = “never”, 2 = “rarely”, 3 = “sometimes”, 4 = “often”, 
and 5 = “always”. Since alcohol frequency is right-skewed 
with many children without drinking experience (e.g., more 
than 80% of children younger than 15 years old), the vari-
able was dichotomized as currently using alcohol, with 1 
representing any drinking experience (rarely through always) 
whereas 0 representing not using.
Migration Intentions

Two types of intentions to migrate to a foreign country were 
assessed by two interview questions: “Where would you 
most likely live when you grow up?” and “Do you think 
you will ever live somewhere other than this community?” 
The first question was intended to measure migration inten-
tion while the second question was intended to measure 
migration expectation. Youth were able answer these two 
questions using the same Likert scale: 1—Here in this com-
munity/municipality, 2—Guadalajara, 3—Somewhere else 
in Jalisco, 4—Somewhere else in Mexico, 5—In another 
country. Youth were considered to have migration intentions 
(1) if they answered “in another country” to either ques-
tion. All other answers were coded as having no intention to 
migrate internationally (0).

Migration History

The survey asked multiple questions about migration experi-
ence in the past to each of household members. For analysis, 
migration experience of focal child, parents and siblings was 
used. Since there were numerous focal children without one 
or both parents (1 focal child without both parents and 76 
focal children without either mother or father), migration 
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experience of both, one or neither parent was used. The pur-
pose of migration could not be utilized for the study because 
it was only asked for the most recent migration experience.

Youth, Parental, and Household Characteristics

A few known factors associated with migration intention and 
alcohol use were included in the logistic regression model to 
create propensity scores (Massey et al., 1993, 1994). Youth 
characteristics included factors such as age, ever repeated 
the same grade, being in secondary education (i.e., in jun-
ior high and high school), being born in the same town, 
migration experience in the past, self-rated health (very good 
health, good health, only ok health, bad health, or very bad 
health), subjective household socioeconomic status (SES), 
poor perception of life in the U.S., and using English as a 
second language. Parental characteristics included age, edu-
cation, and having a parent born in the same town. For age 
and education, a higher age and a higher level of education 
between mother and father were considered in case both 
parents were alive at the time of the survey. Lastly, we con-
trolled the total household size including those who were 
away from the household at the time of the survey.

Analytic Strategies

First, we conducted multiple imputation to address the miss-
ing data using Stata 15.0 (i.e., using “mi” syntax to esti-
mate missing values by chained equations). Twenty imputed 
files were generated for further analysis. All the following 
analyses and results were based on the aggregation of the 
20 imputed files.

Second, based on the imputed data, we conducted propen-
sity score matching in order to reduce the selection bias of 
the two groups of having or not having intentions to migrate. 
The purpose of propensity score matching is to mimic what 
happens in randomized controlled trials with observational 
data by balancing observed covariates between subjects in 
control and treatment study groups (Guo & Fraser, 2015). 
Therefore, propensity score analysis seeks to reduce the 
sample selection bias for cross-sectional survey data. The 
logistic regression model included all available observed 
factors that are found to be associated both with migration 
intention and alcohol use based on previous studies. After 
matching, the final logistic regression model also controlled 
for those factors to be sure that we controlled for all the 
possible differences between the treatment and the control 
groups even after matching.

Propensity score radius matching (also called full match-
ing) method was used because this approach can keep as many 
cases as possible in the analyses. We adopted 0.01 as the cali-
per (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1985) within the common-support 
region for the radius matching. We also conducted balance 

checks and found that 6 out of 17 control variables had sig-
nificantly differences between the two groups before matching, 
whereas none of them remained significant differences after 
matching. The balance check results indicated that the match-
ing process was preformed appropriately, the sample selection 
bias was reduced and the two groups were balanced.

Last, aggregated logistic regressions on the 20 imputed 
files were used to test the relationship between migration 
intention and alcohol use. We also conducted subgroup anal-
yses to compare gender difference (i.e., male vs. female) on 
the relationship between migration intention and the odds of 
alcohol use among youth. Further, to triangulate the main 
analytic results based on imputed and matched data, we 
reported three additional regression results based on three 
other permutations of data: the raw data, imputed data only, 
and the balanced data only (i.e., using propensity score 
matching method). We used Stata 15.0 to run all analyses.

Results

Descriptive Results

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for all the vari-
ables related to migration intentions before imputation (see 
column a) and after imputation (see column b). About one-
fifth of the youth reported that they had an intention to live 
in another country when they grow up.

Overall, about 26% of the respondents had drinking expe-
rience. We controlled for variables at the individual youth 
and at their household levels. The sample had slightly less 
females (48%) than males; the average age was 14.3 years. 
About 29% of youth were born in the same town where they 
currently reside. Most of respondents (76%) attended middle 
school (secundarias), about 11% of the participants had ever 
repeated a grade. The average self-rated health score was 
1.88 (1 = very good to 4 = bad) and SD = 0.72. About half 
(46%) of the youth perceived that living in the U.S. could be 
a bad experience. Only 4% had a migration experience, and 
6% used English as a second language at home.

At the parental and household level, the average paren-
tal age was about 45 years old, and 81% of youth’s parents 
were born in the same town they live in currently. About 
29% of youth parents’ education level was less than primary 
school, 60% had completed a primary school, and about 
11% of them had an educational level higher than primary 
school. About one fourth of the youth’s parents had a migra-
tion experience, and 12% of their siblings had migration 
experiences. More than half (56%) of the participants had a 
motorcycle or car at home. The average household size of 
the participants was about five persons.
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Relationships Between Youth Migration Intention 
and Drinking

Table 2, column a, shows the regression results exploring 
the relationship between migration intention and drinking 
experiences among Jalisco youth in Mexico. Youth with 
migration intentions had significantly higher odds by 78% 
(OR = 1.78; p = 0.010) of having had a drinking experience. 
In addition, Table 2, column b and c present the subgroup 
analyses of comparing the probability of having drinking 
experience of youth with and without migration intentions 
among females and males. Results showed that only males 
who had migration intention had significantly higher odds 
by 114% (OR = 2.14; p = 0.010) of having had a drinking 
experience than their male counterparts without migration 
intentions. The results, however, showed no statistically 
significant group differences in the odds of having drink-
ing experience among females with or without migration 
intentions.

Regarding the covariates for the whole sample, all 
things being equal, females had a significantly lower odds 

of having a drinking experience than their male counter-
parts by 45% (OR = 0.55, p = 0.004), while youth who used 
English as a second language had a significantly higher 
odds of having a drinking experience by 213% (OR = 3.13, 
p = 0.005). As youth age increased by one year, the 
odds of having a drinking experience increased by 89% 
(OR = 1.89, p < 0.001). Household size appears to also 
matter. Every additional person increasing the household 
size marginally significant increased the odds of having a 
drinking experience by 16% (OR = 1.16, p = . 051).

For the female subsample (Table 2, column b), other 
things being equal, being older, in secondary education, 
and using English as a second language at home were asso-
ciated with significantly higher odds of having a drinking 
experience. For the male subsample (Table 2, column c), 
other things being equal, being older, perceiving that it 
is bad to live in the U.S., and coming from a larger size 
household were associated with significantly higher odds 
of drinking (see Table 2 for more details).

Table 3 shows the sensitivity tests results based on 
raw, imputed, and matched data, showing consistency 
with the main analytic results in Table 2. Overall, youth 

Table 1   Sample descriptive 
statistics before and after 
matching

Variables (a) Before imputation (b) After imputation 
(n = 1286)

n Mean SD Min. Max. Mean SE Min. Max.

Dependent variable
Drinking experience 1266 0.26 0.44 0 1 0.26 0.01 0 1
Independent variables
Migration intention 1237 0.21 0.41 0 1 0.21 0.01 0 1
Covariates
Youth level
 Female 1286 0.48 0.50 0 1 0.48 0.01 0 1
 Age 1286 14.33 1.63 12 17 14.33 0.05 12 17
 Born in the same town 1284 0.29 0.46 0 1 0.29 0.01 0 1
 In secondary education 1286 0.76 0.43 0 1 0.76 0.01 0 1
 Self-rated health 1279 1.88 0.72 0 3 1.88 0.02 0 3
 Ever repeated the same grade 1276 0.11 0.32 0 1 0.10 0.01 0 1
 Poor perceived life in the U.S 1245 0.46 0.50 0 1 0.46 0.01 0 1
 Ever had migration experience 1186 0.04 0.19 0 1 0.04 0.01 0 1
 English as a second language 1286 0.06 0.24 0 1 0.06 0.01 0 1

Parental/household level
 Parental age 1257 44.89 8.29 26 91 44.89 0.23 26 91
 Parents were born in the same town 1256 0.81 0.39 0 1 0.81 0.39 0 1
 Parent(s) had migration experience 1286 0.24 0.43 0 1 0.24 0.01 0 1
 Sibling(s) had migration experience 1286 0.12 0.32 0 1 0.12 0.01 0 1
 Household size 1286 4.87 1.46 2 12 4.87 0.04 2 12
 Parental education
  Less than primary school 1257 0.29 0.46 0 1 0.29 0.01 0 1
  Primary school 1257 0.60 0.49 0 1 0.60 0.01 0 1
  Higher than primary school 1257 0.11 0.31 0 1 0.11 0.01 0 1
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with migration intentions had significantly higher odds of 
drinking alcohol in the past, but in separate analyses by 
gender, these effects were only seen in males and not in 
females.

Discussion

The findings confirmed both hypotheses. Overall, youth 
with migration intentions had nearly a doubling of the 
odds of having a drinking experience when compared to 
youth who reported no interest in living abroad. This find-
ing confirms previous research conducted in Mexico (Mar-
siglia et al., 2011, 2012). These previous studies found that 
the association between intentions to migrate and alco-
hol use varied by gender. Previous research reported that 
males with intentions to migrate had significantly higher 
odds of having a drinking experience than females with 
similar intentions to migrate. In other words, males with 
intentions to migrate were at a significantly higher risk 
for alcohol use than females. The present findings con-
firm previous findings; females reporting high intentions to 
migrate were not at a significantly higher risk for alcohol 
use than other females with no intentions to migrate. There 
were, however, small effects for females, which merit addi-
tional examination.

This finding contributes to the existing knowledge about 
the fast epidemiological changes and related motivations 
to migrate by gender in many countries, including Mexico 
(Markšaitytė, 2010; Villatoro-Velázquez et al., 2015). Young 
women reporting strong migration intentions may be aware 
of their own discrimination and their lack of opportunities 
(Ryussen & Salomone, 2018) which in turn may explain 

Table 2   Regression results of migration intentions on drinking by whole, female, and male

OR odds ratio, CI confidence interval, (marginally) significant ORs were in bold

Variables (a) Whole
(n = 1286)

(b) Female
(n = 622)

(c) Male
(n = 664)

OR [95% CI] P OR [95% CI] P OR [95% CI] P

Migration intention 1.78 [1.15–2.77] 0.010 1.27 [0.62–2.61] 0.508 2.14 [1.21–3.81] 0.010
Female 0.55 [0.36–0.83] 0.004 – – – – – –
Age 1.89 [1.62–2.21] 0.000 1.66 [1.31–2.10] 0.000 2.05 [1.65–2.53] 0.000
Born in the same town 0.85 [0.52–1.39] 0.514 0.72 [0.29–1.78] 0.475 0.94 [0.50–1.75] 0.839
In secondary education 1.24 [0.66–2.33] 0.510 5.38 [0.84–34.21] 0.075 0.86 [0.40–1.85] 0.691
Self-rated health 0.85 [0.63–1.13] 0.257 0.72 [0.46–1.12] 0.144 0.96 [0.62–1.47] 0.836
Ever repeated the same grade 1.00 [0.50–1.99] 0.999 0.40 [0.05–3.29] 0.388 1.18 [0.55–2.52] 0.673
Poor perceived life in the U.S 1.41 [0.93–2.14] 0.104 0.95 [0.47–1.94] 0.897 1.86 [1.08–3.18] 0.024
Ever had migration experience 1.60 [0.49–5.25] 0.438 1.34 [0.12–14.70] 0.810 2.14 [0.54–8.58] 0.280
English as a second language 3.13 [1.41–6.92] 0.005 4.50 [1.45–13.97] 0.009 2.53 [0.79–8.09] 0.118
Parental age 1.02 [0.99–1.05] 0.191 1.02 [0.97–1.07] 0.362 1.02 [0.99–1.06] 0.232
Parents were born in the same town 0.95 [0.54–1.65] 0.846 0.79 [0.31–2.01] 0.623 1.03 [0.52–2.02] 0.941
Parent(s) had migration experience 0.83 [0.47–1.45] 0.514 0.59 [0.25–1.38] 0.225 1.00 [0.48–2.11] 0.993
Sibling(s) had migration experience 0.81 [0.39–1.67] 0.561 1.23 [0.31–4.84] 0.762 0.58 [0.24–1.40] 0.225
Household size 1.16 [1.00–1.35] 0.051 1.12 [0.87–1.44] 0.360 1.18 [0.98–1.41] 0.075
Parental education
Primary school

0.86 [0.52–1.42] 0.564 0.85 [0.41–1.77] 0.658 0.89 [0.46–1.73] 0.738

Higher than primary school 1.22 [0.60–2.48] 0.589 1.04 [0.33–3.24] 0.951 1.34 [0.53–3.36] 0.538

Table 3   Sensitivity tests: regression results of migration intentions on 
drinking by whole, female, and male

***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05

Migration intention (1) (2) (3)
Whole Female Male

Raw data 1.91** 1.22 2.53***
[1.29–2.83] [0.64–2.33] [1.53–4.18]

n 1,056 507 549
PSM only 1.82** 1.13 2.42**

[1.19–2.80] [0.55–2.34] [1.35–4.32]
n 806 347 432
MI only 1.99*** 1.37 2.54***

[1.39–2.85] [0.76–2.47] [1.60–4.03]
n 1,286 662 664
MI + PSM (Main Model) 1.78* 1.27 2.14*

[1.15–2.77] [0.62–2.61] [1.21–3.81]
n 1,073 497 565
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their higher alcohol use. This possible association merits 
further research as it has important programmatic and policy 
implications.

From an exosystemic perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1992) 
we identified some risk factors for alcohol use for the overall 
sample. Youth (male and female) who spoke English as a 
second language at home had a significantly higher odds of 
having a drinking experience. We treat the use of English at 
home, as a proxy for family migration to the USA. As such, 
this finding is consistent with previous research in the topic, 
which tends to identify migration as a risk factor for alcohol 
and other drug use (Borges et al., 2007, 2009; Borges et al., 
2012a), particularly among returnees. While self-reporting 
better health was associated with a significantly lower odds 
of having a drinking experience.

More unanticipated was the finding about household size, 
the more individuals in the household the higher the odds of 
using alcohol for the adolescents. This could be related to 
the high number of family members that were deported or 
self-deported back to Mexico (Denier & Masferrer, 2020). 
The new comers such as uncles contribute to increase of 
the household size and may be introducing certain alcohol 
behaviors (Borges et al., 2011). Perhaps household size also 
might weakened or diffuse parental monitoring among many 
different adults such as uncles, aunts and grandparents. Fur-
thermore, household size maybe be a proxy for lower SES, 
longer workdays for parents and other related phenomena 
that may be weakening parental monitoring. From an home 
economics perspective (Hazán, 2014), we interpret house-
hold size as a potential motivator for migration; as young 
people become aware of the financial needs of the larger 
families they might see migration as the only viable venue 
to help.

Developmental factors of interest such as older age—as 
expected—predicted higher alcohol use for both boys and 
girls. Gendered analysis revealed more nuanced differences. 
For example, being male, older, and using English as a sec-
ond language at home were associated with significantly 
higher odds of having a drinking experience. For males, 
perceiving that living in the U.S. is bad was associated 
with a significantly higher odds of drinking alcohol. Fur-
ther research is needed about the experiences of youth who 
returned to Mexico after living for long periods or all their 
lives in the U.S. English speaking at home could be a proxy 
for deportation or self-deportation (Caldwell, 2019). Trau-
matic migration experiences may be associated with some of 
the identified behaviors and attitudes, which merit additional 
research to inform policy and the design of interventions 
addressing those needs.

Limitations

The lack of research regarding the phenomenon makes this 
study important despite some limitations. A main limitation 
is the cross-sectional nature of the study and our inability 
to infer causality. Are youth who drink more likely to have 
intentions to migrate or vice versa? The lack of a specific 
measure about parental supervision and involvement in our 
models also limits our interpretation of some of the findings 
of the study. Future research will include measures that are 
more specific regarding parenting. The main constructs of 
the study were recoded to be dichotomous variables and as 
such, they limited the ability to capture variance. The key 
constructs of intentions to migrate and alcohol use in the 
past were measured through single items, which presents 
some potential limitations such as lower content validity, 
sensitivity (somehow addressed by the large sample size), 
and reliability.

The sample was limited to one state in Mexico, which 
limits the generalizability to areas of the country with unique 
contextual differences such as states in the northern and 
southern borders. Because Jalisco was identified as the third 
state with the highest substance use risk score (IRMCD) in 
Mexico (Rodríguez-Kuri et al., 2019), these findings may 
applicable to the other high substance use risks states.

Implications

This study makes an important contribution to our under-
standing of the etiology of migration intentions and health 
for adolescents living in sending migration communities. 
The findings confirm previous research but also contribute 
more nuance to the association of migration and specific 
behaviors such as alcohol use that affect youths’ health.

The findings provide information about the lived experi-
ence of young people in historically migrant communities in 
Mexico. From an ecological systems perspective, this study 
highlights the interconnectedness of different ecological 
systems and their influence on the wellbeing of young peo-
ple. Youth from families in communities with high rates of 
migration appear to have unique vulnerabilities and assets. 
The individual youths are part of families in flux, experience 
changing gender norms, live in poor communities with lim-
ited employment opportunities, and need to navigate unpre-
dictable U.S. immigration policies.

Although the study focused on one potential youth risk 
behaviour—alcohol use—it documented the broader com-
plexity of the lived experience of youth from migrant com-
munities. Prevention and treatment interventions can benefit 
from these findings, for example, by tailoring services to the 
unique perceptions and experiences of young people and 
families living in high migratory communities.



128	 F. F. Marsiglia et al.

1 3

These findings can inform the contextual adaptation of 
existing evidence based substance abuse prevention inter-
ventions for Mexican youth. Mexico is a large country with 
regional differences in terms of protective and risk factors. 
Efficacious interventions may benefit for a second level 
of contextual adaptation in states with the highest rates 
of migration, such as Jalisco. Youth who wish to migrate, 
regardless of their past, present or future migration his-
tories could benefit from culturally congruent prevention 
interventions.

The findings confirmed important gender differences and 
similarities in terms of protective and risk factors associated 
with intentions to migrate and alcohol use. Young women 
and men need support as they attempt to reconcile more 
traditional and contemporary expectations imposed on them 
by their families, communities and social media (Velleman, 
2009).

This study confirms that the association between inten-
tions to migrate and alcohol continues to be predominantly 
a male phenomenon but not exclusively. Future research will 
help us better understand the experiences of young women 
living in high migration communities and the ways in which 
they cope with the different demands and challenges they 
face.

These findings have important policy implications related 
to youth who are dreaming about migrating and to those 
who returned to Mexico after having a migration experience. 
Returned migrant youth and their local peers could benefit 
for policies that support them to be successful in in their 
education and employment experiences in their own com-
munities. Successful young people will not think as much 
about migrating or being involve in risky behaviors. Such 
policies and related programs need resources. The Mexican 
and USA governments together could fund such evidence-
based programs. The youth, their families, their communi-
ties and both countries could benefit from the investment.

As these findings show, young people are highly resilient, 
future research needs to continue to advance knowledge not 
only about risk factors but also about the protective factors 
associated with migration and good health. Future inter-
ventions will benefit from such knowledge, the assets and 
strengths of Mexican youth from migrant communities can 
be their foundation.

Conclusion

The findings of this study are confirmatory of previous 
research and at the same time shine new light into the 
changing youth immigration and health landscape. Twenty 
percent of the pre-adolescents and adolescents in the study 
expressed an interest in migrating to the U.S. The results 
show an association between their intentions to migrate 

and using alcohol in the past. Boys continue to be at higher 
risk than girls are, but females appear to be increasing their 
risk level. Mexico and the U.S. are neighbors with a long 
shared history and population. These findings call for more 
cooperation between the two countries to assure that young 
people can grow-up to be productive and healthy citizens in 
both countries.
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