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Abstract 

This article considers the effects of globalization on Mexico City, as well as 
whether this urban area, one of the largest in the world, can be considered 
a “global city.” We base our arguments on a number of scales of analysis 
suggested in the literature on these topics. At the international scale, we 
look at the increased concentration of corporate headquarters and air traffic 
flows in the city. In terms of its role in the national urban system, we argue 
that while domestic migration patterns have shifted toward other 
destinations, the majority of domestically-produced merchandise continues 
to find its way to the capital. At the metropolitan scale, our analysis 
suggests increasing spatial segregation, as well as longer commutes. At the 
intraurban level, we find that the sectoral composition of jobs has shifted 
toward commercial and service sectors, the informal sector has expanded, 
the labor force is polarizing, and that high-level service sector growth is 
spatially concentrated. In view of these findings, we suggest that the effects 
of globalization on Mexico City are mixed, as it consolidates its position as a 
second-tier global city. We also argue that, in spite of welcome steps toward 
democratization, pre-existing income inequalities in the country have 
accentuated the socio-economic polarization predicted by the literature on 
global cities and globalization, giving rise to a megacity with two very 
distinct sides, and a new pattern of winners and losers. 

Resumen 

El presente artículo considera los efectos de la globalización sobre el Área 
Metropolitana de la Ciudad de México, y si bajo el nuevo escenario, esta 
mega-ciudad se puede denominar una “ciudad global”. Nuestros 
argumentos se asientan sobre la variedad de escalas o niveles de análisis 
discutidas en la literatura sobre estos temas. En la escala internacional, 
observamos la creciente concentración de los centros de operación 
corporativos y los flujos aéreos en la ciudad. En cuanto a su papel en el 
sistema urbano nacional, argumentamos que mientras los patrones de 
migración doméstica se han desviado hacia otros destinos, la mayoría de la 
mercancía fabricada en el país sigue dirigiéndose a la capital. En la escala 
metropolitana, nuestro análisis sugiere una creciente segregación espacial, 
así como cada vez más largos traslados diarios hacia el trabajo. Al nivel 
intraurbano, encontramos que la composición sectorial de empleos se ha 
reorientado hacia los sectores comerciales y de servicios; el sector informal 
se ha expandido; la fuerza de trabajo se está polarizando; y el crecimiento 
en el sector de servicios de alto nivel está concentrado dentro del espacio 
urbano. Con base en estos hallazgos, concluimos que los efectos de la 



 

 

globalización sobre la Ciudad de México son mixtos, debido a su proceso de 
consolidación como ciudad global de segundo orden. Sugerimos que, a 
pesar de los bienvenidos avances hacia la democratización, las inequidades 
de ingreso preexistentes en el país han acentuado aún más la polarización 
socio-económico que se prevé en la literatura sobre las ciudades globales y 
la globalización. El resultado ha sido una mega ciudad con dos caras muy 
contrastantes y un nuevo padrón de ganadores y perdedores. 
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Introduction 

Mexico City, with over 18 million inhabitants, has historically been the main 
destination of migrants from the rest of the country, the prime location for all 
types of economic activity and the center for coordination, decision-making and 
most economic development efforts by the Mexican government. Explicit 
adoption by the federal government in the 1980s of liberal fiscal and monetary 
policies, including privatization and the opening of the economy to regional and 
global markets, accentuated the importance of the national capital as the 
center of high-level financial and other service activities, as well as for 
entertainment and electronics-related industries.1 During the same period, 
however, the city started to lose population and certain types of economic 
activities to the medium-sized cities in the national urban hierarchy, as 
infrastructure capacities expanded outside the capital and congestion costs 
began to rise within it. 

The city still concentrates the country’s highest paid jobs and high-skilled 
labor. In addition, the network of factories, offices and service firms, as well as 
government offices, may be evolving in the direction of a high quality 
environment for the inter-firm coordination and face-to-face interaction needed 
by the expanding sectors of the economy. At the same time, Mexico City offers 
opportunities for unskilled workers from rural areas and small towns to find 
employment as low-paid support to service industries, as well as in personal 
services, primarily in the informal sector. In this sense, the occupational 
structure and labor market in Mexico City, as in other global cities (Sassen 
1991), has become polarized both in the growing service sector and in the 
troubled manufacturing sector, where most remaining jobs have evolved into 
routinized processes in assembly plants. Polarizing trends have also increased 
during the last twenty years because the loss of formal jobs in manufacturing, 
and to a lesser extent in government, imply the termination of social security 
benefits, particularly healthcare, for former employees and their families.  

The polarized social structure is reflected in the fragmented urban 
landscape, where differentials in local government capacity to provide public 
services and to raise public revenue affect the quality of life of the population 
between and within each jurisdiction.2 Contrasts are especially marked between 
the 16 delegaciones or areas of the city which are located within the Federal 

 
∗ The authors would like to recognize Emelina Nava and Raul Lemus at El Colegio de México and Irma Escamilla and 

Josefina Hernández at the Institute of Geography, UNAM for their participation in data management and producing 
tables and maps. 

1 The adoption of liberal economic policies and an open economy as well as a relative spatial concentration of high-
level financial services and high-tech related industries have produced some changes in the urban economy in several 
Latin-American countries. See Sabatini (2000) for Santiago, Gilbert (2002) for Bogota, Tolosa (2002) for what he terms 
the Rio/Sao Paulo Extended Metropolitan Region. 

2 Since the 1990 census, data is published at the AGEB level (essentially, census tract) which allows analysis of 
spatial distributions within municipalities and delegaciones. 
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District (DF) and municipalities (the number varies according to criteria of 
metropolitan delimitation) which fall under the jurisdiction of the neighboring 
State of Mexico.  

Thus, we encounter two sides of the coin in Mexico City’s recent past, as the 
historic gap widens and deepens between winners and losers, rich and poor, 
haves and have-nots. In the process of integration into the international 
economy and the world system (Parnreiter 1998:47-8), the shiny side of the coin 
reveals high-paid jobs that give rise to conspicuous consumption. The flip side 
consists of poverty, subsistence-level wages, and families without access to 
health services, educational opportunities and basic public infrastructure. 

The purpose of this paper is to review and discuss recent data for Mexico 
City, and to reflect on a number of questions raised by these changing patterns. 
Could Mexico City come to suffer all the disadvantages of globalization while 
reaping few advantages in terms of improved quality of life, both for local 
residents and the rest of the national population? Is reaching the status of global 
city a desirable public policy objective for Mexico City, that is, one which can 
justify massive public investment in physical infrastructure demanded by the 
new service industries but possibly of little direct use to most residents? We do 
not pretend to answer these questions in a definitive way. Rather, we hope to 
shed light on whether the evolving social, economic and spatial structure of 
Mexico City, as seen in light of theories of global cities and the urban impacts of 
globalization, could represent a glimpse into the future of other large cities, 
perhaps even in the richest countries. We divide the paper into four sections. 
The first is a brief history of Mexico City’s growth and expansion. The second 
refers to the process of worldwide trade expansion, the transformation of 
international organizations, and the world cities literature, as well as 
identifying those levels (scales) and variables that heuristically can serve our 
description of the impact of globalization on some features of Mexico City. The 
third section describes some social, economic and spatial changes affecting 
Mexico City at these different scales. The final section identifies several general 
and particular issues for further research. 

A brief history of growth and expansion in Mexico City 

During the 1970s, many people began to refer to Mexico City as the largest city 
in the world, in a region where high levels of urbanization and high urban 
primacy rates are the norm.3 Even in this context, Mexico and its capital were 
exceptional. From 1950 to 2000, the Mexico City Metropolitan Zone (MCMZ), 
which spreads over the Federal District (DF) and the neighboring State of 
Mexico, grew from slightly over three million residents to approximately 18 

 
3 In spite of its size, the urban share of total Mexican population remained below 50% until the mid-1970s with 22% 

of the country’s population concentrated in the MCMZ, 18% concentrated in the MCMZ, and 30% of the urban total. 
Today more than half the national population lives in cities of over 100,000 inhabitants. 
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million, and many feared that high growth rates would persist, resulting in an 
impossible settlement which would eventually collapse under its own weight. To 
the surprise of many, however, growth rates slowed dramatically in the 1980s 
and 1990s, with net migration flows to the urban area actually becoming 
negative for some years. Growing problems in Mexico City had made life there 
less attractive. The devastating earthquake of 1985 was reason enough for some 
families and firms to take leave of the capital, and the slow response by federal 
and local officials, also confirmed suspicions among residents that government 
had become incapable of resolving local problems.  

These demographic changes reflected an increase in the relative 
attractiveness of other cities, due both to improvements in services and 
infrastructure, and to changes in macroeconomic policy (Rowland and Gordon 
1996). The data may also result from the steady expansion of the metropolitan 
population over increasingly far-flung territory (Graizbord and Mina 1994), some 
of which may not be fully reflected in census data as growth in the metropolitan 
area per se. The 2000 Census confirmed the consistent reduction in the city’s 
population growth rate, as well as absolute losses of population in central-city 
precincts (delegaciones) and some metropolitan municipalities in the State of 
Mexico.  

However, even after two decades of slower metropolitan growth, the 
primate city remains nearly five times larger than the second city in the 
national hierarchy (Guadalajara), and one of the largest urban concentrations in 
the world. In addition, Mexico City is the undisputed economic center of the 
country, as well as home to the majority of the most important national and 
international corporations which operate in the country. In cultural and political 
terms, too, the capital clearly dominates, in spite of the increased vibrancy of 
provincial cities and dramatic improvements in electoral competition and local 
policymaking capacity elsewhere. 

Indeed, in the climate of rapid and profound changes in traditional political 
and economic practices—both aspects were tightly controlled by the ruling party 
(the PRI) for much of the 20th century—as well as demographic growth and a 
general rise in GNP per capita, it is not easy to untangle the factors which have 
led to the recent changes in patterns of activities in Mexico City. In general 
terms, the debt crisis of 1984 and the subsequent economic meltdown can be 
credited for pushing the nation’s leaders to abandon the model of import-
substitution industrialization, and adopt an open, export-based strategy, that 
culminated in the signing of NAFTA in 1994. As a result of these changes, foreign 
direct investment (FDI) expanded 16-fold, from 5 billion US dollars in 1975 to 
$81 billion in 1995. Since 1995 more than $115 billion has accumulated as FDI. In 
2001, $12 billion, 85% of which is from United States and Canada, were 
registered as FDI. In 2002 this figure rose to $13.6 billion, 73% of which 
originated in the U.S., 18% from the European Union and the remaining 9% from 
countries like Switzerland (2.7%) and Japan (1%). It is estimated that this growth 
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is responsible for 20% of the total job creation in the country.4 The value of 
exports tripled from 1980 to 1994 from $18 billion to $60 billion annually, with 
crude oil the main product the first year and manufacture products dominating 
by the 1990s, reflecting a structural change in the country’s export basket.  

In political terms, internal pressure on the authoritarian, one-party regime 
had come to critical junctures several times in previous decades, most 
infamously, in 1968. But beginning in the 1980s, the central government’s 
demonstrated incapacity to manage the national economy in a way that could 
continue to provide increasing levels of welfare led to efforts from ever-broader 
sections of the population to open the system to democratic competition. These 
efforts resulted in electoral victories for opposition candidates, first at local 
levels, then in states (including the DF in 1997) and the national Congress, and 
finally, in 2000, for the national presidency. In cities around the country, 
particularly in the central and north-central regions, more competitive local 
elections led to greater activity by the previously dormant municipal level of 
government, which in turn helped spur improvements in infrastructure and 
gradually increased their relative attractiveness in the expanding, liberalizing 
economy.  

In the Federal District, increasing public protest led by the new civil 
organizations established after the 1985 earthquake, resulted in the right for 
residents to elect their local leader for the first time in decades in 1997. They 
looked to the Left for change that year and again in 2000, but political 
infighting, both within the ruling PRD’s members and among the multitude of 
parties in the new Legislative Assembly of the DF (ALDF), have led many to 
wonder whether the struggle for local democracy was worthwhile. Government 
efforts to improve administration and basic urban infrastructure, as well as to 
fight rising crime, seem to pale in comparison to the magnitude of the 
problems. The other half of the MCMZ’s population, which lives in municipios 
surrounding the DF, have experienced more variety, with local governments 
from at least two of the three major political parties rotating through three-
year terms of office in most areas. However, as the decentralization of political 
and administrative functions proceeds, these municipalities are confronting the 
stark reality of massive investment needed to improve urban infrastructure 
which was neglected during the preceding half-century, when central 
government was charged with these tasks but preferred to concentrate its 
efforts on the DF. While some municipalities in the State of Mexico, especially 
along the western side of the city, are the sites of wealthy residential and 
commercial developments, as we will see in more detail later on, the majority 
are rapidly growing in population, and are already home to the poorest of the 
urban poor. As elsewhere in the world, these residents combine the greatest 
demands for service improvement with the least capacity to pay for them. 

 
4 Finanzas: Inversion extranjera de 13,000 mdd en 2002, http://economista.com.mx. Consulted February 25, 2003.  
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What is the relevance of these broader changes for the spatial structure of 
Mexico City? Clearly, the liberalization of the national economy transformed the 
comparative advantage of many cities, since firms (especially those producing 
consumer goods) now had access to the US market, which is far larger and 
wealthier than Mexico City’s. This possibility of export to the US also 
encouraged expansion along the northern border of maquiladoras (assembly 
plants) owned by foreign firms seeking to take advantage of lower salaries of 
unskilled Mexican workers to increase their cost-competitiveness in the US. The 
opening of hundreds of maquiladoras made the northern region an attractive 
alternative destination for hundreds of thousands of migrants who otherwise 
probably would have chosen to try their luck in the capital, or to cross the 
border and enter the U.S. labor market.5 

The slowdown of population growth in the Mexico City Metropolitan Zone is 
fortunate in the sense that it alleviates some of the pressure on local 
authorities (Rowland and Gordon 1996), but serious problems remain. Decisions 
over which projects and areas within the city should have priority for 
government attention and investment is open, in both analytical and political 
terms. It is linked to the discussion of what kind of city the MCMZ hopes to 
become: whether meeting the urgent needs of the poor should come first (as 
the campaign slogan for the current governor of the DF argued), or whether the 
capacity to compete with other cities in the region and in the world for 
international investment should take priority, with the expectation that an 
expanding local economy would eventually translate into better conditions for 
the poor. Unfortunately, the literature on the urban effects of globalization 
suggests that, on the contrary, socio-economic polarization is more likely to 
increase existing inequalities than to ameliorate them. In the following sections, 
we consider evidence on the impacts of globalization (or the country’s entry 
into the global economic system) on Mexico City. Before doing so, we synthesize 
the main arguments of the world city literature in order to justify our selection 
of variables used to understand the role of Mexico City as a world player and to 
describe the impact that the opening of the economy has had on social, 
economic and spatial patterns . 

A Changing Global Context and World Cities  

Globalization Processes and the Formation of the Global Society 

The emergence of what was considered “global society,” based on the 
expansion of the global economy, the growth of international organizations of 

 
5 Although maquiladoras also began to spread to cities in the interior of the country, they have had less success. For 

example, 140 of these firms were established in the State of Yucatán in the year 2000 (98 in its capital, Mérida, alone). 
By the end of 2002, this total had fallen to 80, with a loss of 4,000 jobs (Ruiz, 2002). 
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all kinds6 and the global restructuring of industry, was discovered by the media 
and became cliché in the 1980s (Knight and Gappert, 1989). According to 
Wallerstein (1984) these patterns were the result of the second wave of 
colonialism, starting in the nineteenth century when imperial countries saw 
their colonies as immense supply depots for the cheap production and direct 
extraction of raw materials from which their economies could profit. In this 
sense “world system theory” suggests that the key to understanding the waves 
of colonialism is the changing structure of core regions. Periods of stability and 
instability in the core coincide with periods of contraction and colonial 
expansion in the periphery. 

In economic terms, globalization implies that borders between nation-states 
and differences among financial markets have become much less important. 
Some of the reasons for this (Stutz 2002) are trends including: 
 

1. the globalization of finance; 

2. the increasing importance of transnational companies; 

3. global direct foreign investment (DFI) from North America, Western 
Europe, and East Asia (mainly Japan); 

4. global specialization in the location of production (the new international 
division of labor); 

5. globalization of the tertiary sector of the economy; 

6. globalization of office functions;  

7. global tourism. 

 
Two additional dimensions of globalization are occurring at the same time as 
the globalization of the economy: the globalization of culture (Sklair 1991) and 
the globalization of environmental change (Young 1997:2). In cultural terms, it 
implies the following four processes: 

 
6 Apart from “nation-state,” a concept dating back to the end of the Thirty Years War in 1648, and a growing 

phenomenom largely due to de-colonization after World War II (67 nations in 1945 grew to close to 190 sovereign 
nation states at the end of the twentieth century), other organizations have appeared and developed in the last century. 
Intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) are those formed by governments to fulfill common purposes or attain common 
objectives. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are not-for-profit institutions established to promote special 
interests or concerns, to influence IGOs, and to inform the general public. Multinational corporations (MNCs) are 
centrally-controlled multilocational enterprises for profit-making and dedicated not only to trading but also to governing 
technology (Knight, 1989).  
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1. increasing levels of shared beliefs, social forms and material tracts 

worldwide; 

2. fewer cultural differences displayed among societies than in the past; 

3. globalization of cultural preferences created by improved 
telecommunications worldwide; 

4. penetration of global culture occurring at different places and at 
different rates, and therefore not all peoples sharing the same access to 
globalization. 

 
Even in developed countries, these processes have ambivalent results (Hamelink 
1984, cited in Sklair 1991:80): utilization of information offers new job 
opportunities, but also creates more unemployment. It offers some 
decentralization in social decision making, but at the same time, reinforces 
centralized administration. It enhances citizen participation in local 
government, but reinforces local dominant coalitions. It offers more security for 
data processing, but threatens privacy. It offers more social equity, but adds to 
existing social disparities.  

World Cities 

In a study of the seven leading metropolis,7 Peter Hall (1966:7) concluded that: 
“There are certain great cities, in which a quite disproportionate part of the 
world’s most important business is conducted.” He reminded readers that it was 
Patrick Geddes in 1915 who christened these “world cities.” Hall was interested 
in their growth and problems or, as he put it, in “those characteristics that 
distinguish the world cities from other great centers of population and wealth.” 
He elaborated on some of the attributes of world cities, but only implicitly did 
he adopt a world-systems perspective. 8 In brief: 
 

1. World cities—Hall argued—are usually the major centers of political 
power; 

2. They are the national centers of trade; 

 
7 London, Paris, New York, Tokyo, Moscow, Randstad Holland (The Hague, Rotterdam and Amsterdam), and Rhine-

Ruhr (Hall (1966:122) referred to this latter as “a European megalopolis” or a “multicentered metropolis”). 
8But see Hall (1998), in which he widens his definition, recognizing the “informationalization of the economy,” that 

is, the progressive shift of advanced economies from goods production to information handling. He sees this as part of 
the fourth and the new fifth Kondratieff cycles. In the end, Hall refers to mega-cities and reminds us of the question 
posed years ago as to whether “these great primate cities represent a positive development or a huge problem?” 
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3. Within their countries they are the main or principal nodes of the 
transportation networks;  

4. They are the leading banking and finance centers of their respective 
countries ;  

5. All kinds of professional talents congregate in world cities; 

6. Their population, as a rule, includes a significant proportion of the 
richest members of the community.  

 
Hall concluded that nothing was more notable about world cities than their 
continued economic strength. This, in turn, guaranteed employment and thus 
population growth. The three more general factors, according to Hall (1966:10-
11), which contributed to the continued growth of these world cities were: 
increasing global population; a continued demographic shift from rural, 
agricultural production into industry and service occupations in the cities; and a 
tendency to concentrate in great metropolitan centers. But of the seven great 
cities, New York was already losing ground in these aspects, a fact that was not 
apparent at that moment but that later was described by Berry (1976) as 
“counter urbanization,” by Richardson (1980) as “polarization reversal,” and 
more recently, as a stage in the process of “differential urbanization” by Geyer 
and Kontully (1993). These authors provide a more sophisticated analytical 
perspective than the linear and monotonic vision of city growth ad infinitum. 

Still, Hall (1966:29) was able to foresee the problems of growth: “the extra 
thousands, who arrive each year, must be housed.” If new housing was not 
provided, the results would be overcrowding and the creation of new slums, or 
endless suburban sprawl Migrants, he continued, generally find jobs, but they 
tend to be far from where they find affordable housing, and the result is extra 
strain on the city’s transport system.  

Because his description centers on the main world cities after World War II, 
during a historical epoch in which economic growth had been sustained, neither 
economic crisis nor a growing gap between developed and underdeveloped 
countries were considered. These two omissions, plus the development of IT 
(information technology) and its rapid global diffusion, modified definitively the 
picture painted by Hall. At the same time that the main world cities were 
consolidating, others developed, both secondary ones in core countries, and 
primary and secondary cities in the “semi-peripheral countries” described by 
Friedmann (1986). This phenomenon was especially marked in the NICs (Newly 
Industrializing Countries) of East Asia. 
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Cities in the National and the Global Context 

As Friedmann’s (1986) first hypothesis suggested: “…a city’s integration with the 
world economy, and the functions assigned to the city in the new spatial 
division of labor, will be decisive for any structural changes occurring within it.” 
Accordingly, population size might not be that important to determining the 
status of world city.9 It is rather the size of the national economy that 
determines the status and integration of the city with the world economy, and 
thus, its functions and economic bases following the “new international division 
of labor” (Frobel, Heinrichs and Kreye 1980). A small city in a “core country” 
can reach world city status, due to its specialized economy. On the other hand, 
a primary city in a “semi-peripheral” country might qualify by its size as a 
mega-city, but still not reach a “world city” status.10 Relative international 
importance is greatly conditioned by the “strength and vitality of the national 
economy to which [a city] belongs and is able to articulate” (Simon 1995:134).11  

Thus, strictly speaking, only three cities merit the title “world city.” 
According to Sassen (1991), New York, London and Tokyo are indeed the centers 
of political and economic control and certainly capable of influencing global 
production and marketing.  

It is nevertheless the centrality (“articulation”) of cities in global 
transactions that provides a theoretical measure of hierarchy in Friedmann’s 
(1995:23-24) ranking of the thirty world cities. To depict these functions of 
articulation at different levels, and to take into account the mobility permitted 
by communication and information technologies, Godfrey and Zhou (1999) argue 
that the use of MNC headquarters location data “better discerns the global 
urban hierarchy.”12 The proposal by Godfrey and Zhou to include the location of 
“first-level MNC subsidiaries, not just the headquarters” makes it possible to 
overcome analytical biases in the use of headquarters data.13 

 
9 The question of size as an attribute was apparent already in the early 1990s, when the functional perspective, 

interested in the articulation of cities in the contemporary globalization processes, separated neatly from the ecological-
demographic tradition (see Beaverstock, Smith and Taylor, 1999:445). Hamer, a World Bank economist, asked if size 
was the issue in 1994 (in Fuchs et al. 1994:172-191) and Abu-Lughod (1995:176) came to the conclusion that “large 
size was a necessary but not a sufficient indicator.” 

10 For example, in 1995, Mexico City was listed as the second largest, just behind Tokyo. Meanwhile, neither London 
nor Chicago appeared in the largest 25 world urban agglomerations, in spite of commonly being considered “world 
cities” (WRI, 1996; INEGI, 1999:15). 

11 See also Hack (2000:190), who argues that a city’s degree of connection with international business and trade varies 
considerably by the country’s circumstances. 

12 According to Fortune, (1996) the list based on headquarters locations of the “Global 500” starts with Tokyo, 
followed by New York, Paris, Osaka and London in fifth place. Business Week’s (1996) list of twenty top-ranked cities 
by headquarters locations of the 1000 largest corporations again places Tokyo on top, followed by New York and 
London. (cit. in Godfrey and Zhou, 1999). 

13 Headquarters concentration as an index of whether a city is an international business center is thought by Sassen 
(2000:273) to be problematic: shortcomings include the way size is measured, in terms of employment or revenue; 
whether there is a sharp urban primacy in the urban system; the different economic histories and business traditions 
among cities; the specific economic phase in which the country finds itself ; and government policies related to the 
location and operation of international activities.  
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In their alternative list (Godfrey and Zhou, 1999:276), which includes first-
level MNC subsidiaries, Mexico City appears eighth, same as Madrid with 28, 
after the three world cities (New York, Tokyo, London), Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Milan and Paris. 

Whether in its original version, or as refined by others, Friedmann’s (1993) 
world city hypothesis leads us to examine and direct our empirical curiosity and 
efforts at generalization to the manner in which mega-cities, and secondary, 
semi-peripheral cities such as Mexico City, become a “space of global capital 
accumulationl.” The question is whether Friedmann’s two additional arguments 
related to the city “as an organizing node of a global economic system,” and 
concerning the character of its controlling strata as a transnational capitalist 
social class can also be applied to Mexico City. In fact, Friedmann’s definition of 
world cities as “large urbanized spaces of intense social and economic 
interaction” (1995:25) is, as he recognizes, both “a heuristic, a way of asking 
questions about cities in general…and a statement about a class of particular 
cities.”  

Megacities and/or Peripheral World Cities 

In the early nineties Ward (1991) referred to Mexico City, with close to 15 
million inhabitants, as a megacity. He identified two basic shortcomings in the 
literature that limited our knowledge about world cities in the less developed 
context: the very few comparative studies that had been produced related to 
public policy and governance, and the lack of systematic analysis of megacities 
in underdeveloped countries, especially Africa and in Latin America. The World 
Bank and the United Nations have been paying attention to developing 
countries’ megacities, mainly in terms of population growth, poverty and urban 
services (Fuchs, et al. 1994). In a recent publication, in which a selection of 
“urban regions” around the world were chosen for detailed spatial, socio-
economic and environmental analysis, only Sao Paulo and Santiago, in Latin 
America, and Bangkok, in South-east Asia, were included (Simmonds and Hack, 
2000). The Globalization and World Cities (GaWC) Group and Network at 
Loughborough University, using a data base on the global strategies of 100 
financial and business firms across 234 cities were able to identify Friedmann’s 
“complex spatial hierarchy” beyond the upper ranks (Derudder, Taylor, Witlox 
and Catalano, 2002). Their main argument is that Friedmann’s original ideas 
about a global configuration of a world city hierarchy needs to be empirically 
investigated, and in doing so it is possible to produce a comprehensive and 
detailed taxonomy of the contemporary global patterning of world cities 
(Derudder, et al. 2003). In one of their earlier papers (1999) the GaWC group 
tallied the number of times 80 key cities were identified as world cities in 
fifteen sources. Only New York, London, Tokyo and Paris were included in all, 
while Mexico City appeared in only six of them. 
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Taking into account Simon’s (1995:146) concerns about complexities, and 
the difficulty or inadequacy of criteria to provide a straightforward definition of 
“world city” (see Table 1), Godfrey and Zhou’s arguments related to data biases 
(see above), or Smith and Timberlake’s (1995) observation about a lack of data 
as the main reason for eclecticism, we would like to simplify our Mexico City 
description as a peripheral global player based on the “two sides of the coin” 
metaphor. To do that, in the remainder of this paper, we will describe the 
following trends at different levels (scales): 
 

1. At the international level, this megacity is the privileged location of a 
majority of national and international corporations operating in the 
country, as well as the air terminal of international flights, reflecting its 
semi-peripheral world-level category. 

2. At the national level, all kinds of products (although no longer migrants) 
overwhelmingly are destined for the capital city, reinforcing its status as 
primate city and the most important marketplace in the national urban 
system. 

3. At the “city region” level, decentralizing trends are affecting the urban 
hierarchy in the functional region dominated by Mexico City, while at the 
metropolitan level, changes in the urban structure result from a 
readjustment in the housing and labor markets through changes of 
residences and journeys to work. 

4. Finally, at the intra-urban level, the city is portrayed as a mosaic showing 
the spatial differentiation of socio-demographic variables, social 
polarization and income inequalities. 



Bor i s  Graizbord,  A l l i son Rowland &Adr ián Gui l le rmo Agui lar  

C I D E  1 2  

T A B L E  1  

A COMPARISON OF WORLD CITY ATTRIBUTES 

HALL (1966) FRIEDMANN (1986) SASSEN (1991) 

- MAJOR CENTERS OF POLITICAL 

POWER 
 

- INTEGRATION IN THE WORLD 

ECONOMY; ITS FUNCTIONS IN 

THE NEW INTERNATIONAL 

SPATIAL DIVISION OF LABOR 

- CENTERS OF POLITICAL-
ECONOMIC CONTROL AND 

INFLUENCE OVER GLOBAL 

MARKETING AND PRODUCTION 
- NATIONAL CENTERS OF TRADE 
 

- BASING POINTS IN THE 

ARTICULATION OF 

PRODUCTION AND MARKETS 
 

- NODES FOR THE MANAGEMENT 

AND REGULATION OF THE NEW 

SPACE ECONOMY 
 

SASSEN (1995) - PRINCIPAL NODES OF THE 

TRANSPORTATION NETWORK 
 

- GLOBAL CONTROL FUNCTIONS 

REFLECTED IN STRUCTURE 

AND DYNAMICS OF ECONOMIC 

SECTORS AND EMPLOYMENT 
 

 
- LOCATION OF TOP-LEVEL 

MULTINATIONAL 

HEADQUARTER FUNCTIONS 

AND THE GROWTH OF 

ADVANCED CORPORATE 

SERVICES 
 

- BANKING AND FINANCE 

CENTERS 
 

- MAJOR SITES FOR 

CONCENTRATION AND 

ACCUMULATION OF 

INTERNATIONAL CAPITAL 
 

- SITES FOR THE PRODUCTION 

OF SERVICES FOR FIRMS 

SASSEN (2000) - PROFESSIONAL SERVICE 

CENTERS 
 

- POINTS OF DESTINATION OF 

DOMESTIC AND 

INTERNATIONAL MIGRANTS 
 

 
- CONCENTRATE COMMAND 

FUNCTIONS 
 

- HIGH INCOME 

CONCENTRATION 
 

- SPATIAL AND CLASS 

POLARIZATION 
 

- ARE POST-INDUSTRIAL 

PRODUCTION SITES FOR THE 

LEADING INDUSTRIES, 
FINANCE AND SPECIALIZED 

SERVICES 
 

- OVERCROWDING AND 

CONGESTION 
 

- GENERATORS OF SOCIAL 

COSTS EXCEEDING FISCAL 

CAPACITY OF THE STATE 

- ARE NATIONAL OR 

TRANSNATIONAL MARKET 

PLACES WHERE FIRMS AND 

GOVERNMENTS CAN BUY 

FINANCIAL INSTRUMENTS AND 

SPECIALIZED SERVICES 
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Globalization Trends in Mexico City 

One of the most interesting aspects of the study of the effects of globalization 
on cities is its complexity. We choose to organize and simplify our efforts to 
look at the case of the Mexico City Metropolitan Zone by examining trends at 
four different levels of analysis: international, national, metropolitan, and 
intraurban. The empirical evidence available varies considerably among these 
levels of analysis (see Simmonds and Hack 2000), but the idea is to paint as 
detailed a picture as feasible of the multiple ways of looking at a wide variety 
of recent changes. 

International Level 

At the international level, Mexico City continues to be the privileged location of 
the majority of national and international corporations operating in the country, 
as well as the destination and point of departure of most international flights, 
including many which use the city as a stopover from the US and Europe on their 
way to Central and South America. This reflects Mexico City’s semi-peripheral 
status in the hierarchy of world cities. However, it should be noted that in both 
of these variables, the capital’s dominance over other cities in the national 
hierarchy has begun to erode in recent years. 

Location of Corporate Headquarters 

The 500 top Mexican corporations produced 3.4 billion dollars in 2001, 
equivalent to more than half the country’s GDP (Expansion, 2002:340); more 
than two thirds of these firms were located in Mexico City. But while these data 
suggest that the national capital continues to dominate the country’s corporate 
life, some interesting changes have occurred within the list of largest 
companies. These serve to underline the massive changes in the Mexican 
economy in the past two decades. 

In 1980, topping the list of largest companies were three state enterprises: 
PEMEX, SIDERMEX, and CFE (oil, steel and electricity, respectively), and two 
private ones with ownership in Monterrey, the main industrial city in the north 
of the county (Grupo ALFA and Valores Industriales, beer and steel production). 
With the beginning of privatization in 1988, other sectors and firms surpassed 
these traditional leaders of the economy. Communications (the first industry to 
be privatized), automobile companies, and food producers strengthened their 
positions, so that by the year 1990, with PEMEX still in the lead, General Motors, 
Ford, Volkswagen and TELMEX, occupied the first five positions, and three of 
these were foreign-owned. By 2000, two corporations in the communications 
sector were just behind PEMEX, the national oil company: CARSO (global 
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telecom) and TELMEX, as well as automobile manufacturers, including Chrysler, 
in one of the top positions.  

In spatial terms, of the top 25 firms in 1980, 19 were located in the MCMZ, 
with oil, electricity, automobile, steel, beer and food production at the top. 
Only three were of foreign origin. In 1990, eighteen companies were located in 
Mexico City, among them, one in telecommunications (TELMEX) and two in 
transportation (rail and air); seven of these were foreign-owned. By the year 
2000, the 25 companies at the top of the list were mainly foreign (automobiles, 
communications and media), and 17 were located in Mexico City. However, 
decentralization was evident by 2000 in the manufacturing industries. Among 
these top 25 firms, eight were headquartered outside the capital: Monterrey 
(6), Puebla (1) and Torreón (1). Among the top 500 companies in 2002, 32% of 
corporate headquarters were located outside the MCMZ, with two-thirds of 
these in the states of Nuevo Leon (Monterrey), Jalisco (Guadalajara), Chihuahua 
(Ciudad Juárez), Puebla, San Luis Potosí, Sinaloa and Coahuila . 

Air Traffic Hub 

In the context of rapidly expanding air traffic, Mexico City strengthened its 
position as an international hub, while diversifying its linkages in the 
international air network (see Map 1). This is true of both passenger and air 
freight services. 

The total number of passenger arrivals (national and international) in the 
country amounted in 1980 to 13.5 million, with Mexico City accounting for 
around one third of the total.14 Only two decades later, in 1999, the Mexico City 
International Airport (MCIA) alone received 20.4 million arrivals. Its nearest 
competitor in terms of volume was Cancún’s International Airport, which 
specializes in the tourist service, with 12 million passengers. 

Annually, the MCIA now handles 71,712 domestic and 80,244 international 
arrivals, and a similar number of departures (see map 2). Main domestic links in 
the national network are Monterrey with 6,480 annual flights followed by 
Guadalajara (5,616), Tijuana (4,806), and Hermosillo (4,212).15 

 
 

 

 
14 Data from Iracheta 2000:321-332, Tables 4.11.1-4. 
15 See Aeromexico, Timetable, Effective April 7th, 2002. This source includes, in addition to Aeromexico and 

Mexicana subsidiaries, foreign air carriers in the SkyTeam Global Alliance (Air France, Alitalia, Czech Air Lines, Delta, 
El Al, Korean Air, KLM, Lan Chile, etc).  
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M A P  1  

MEXICO CITY AS AN INTERNATIONAL HUB 

 
Source: Aeroméxico, Timetable, effective April 7th, 2002 
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M A P  2  

MEXICO CITY AS THE NATIONAL HUB 

 
 Source: Aeroméxico, Timetable, effective April 7th, 2002 
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In 1994, among the international arrivals to the MCIA that accounted for more 
than 1% of the total, origins were in 23 cities, 14 of those in the US, one in 
Canada (Toronto), five in Europe, and three in Central America and the 
Caribbean. Arrivals amounted to a total of 2,837,246 passengers, of whom 43% 
originated in Los Angeles, Dallas, Houston and Miami and 13% in New York and 
Chicago. In fact, more than 70% of the arrivals were from passengers coming 
from a city in the US. However, this figure may be distorted by the hub 
structure of the airline industry, since there is an unknown number of 
passengers from Asian and European origins with connecting flights in US 
airports, mainly Los Angeles and San Francisco for the former, and New York 
and Atlanta for the latter. 

Three years later, the volume of passengers had grown 10%, reaching 
3,119,884. Los Angeles, Houston, Dallas and Miami remained the most important 
origins followed by New York and San Francisco. As in 1994, Madrid was the next 
most important point of origin. The number of cities accounting for more than 
1% of the total flow increased to 27, with the addition of Panama City, Las 
Vegas, Washington, DC, and Lima, Peru. In addition, Atlanta, Phoenix and 
Detroit appeared in the 1997 list, as did Santiago, Chile, and San Salvador. 

In 1994, air freight received in the MCIA amounted to 110,846 tons, and it 
increased 10%, to 120,677 tons in 1997. Air freight leaving the airport was a 
mere 50,943 tons in 1994, rising to 79,449 tons in 1997. This represents an 
extraordinary increment of 56%, and demonstrates an important change in 
Mexico’s export basket: light, high-value manufacturing goods are replacing oil 
and mineral-based products. The main origin and destination of these 
commercial flows have not changed drastically, but the number of cities which 
sent one ton or more goods increased from 18 to 21 during the period 
considered, with half of those in the US. Miami and Los Angeles are outstanding 
contributors, but sources also include Paris, Amsterdam and Frankfurt in 
Europe, and Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo in South America. Three cities (Miami, 
Paris and Amsterdam) account in both years for one third of the total air freight 
imports, while more than a third of the total air freight exports handled in the 
MCIA in 1994 went to Los Angeles, Paris and Miami in 1994. In 1997, the same 
portion went to Los Angeles, Miami and New York in 1997, followed by Paris, 
Houston, Frankfurt, Amsterdam, Sao Paulo and Santiago, and Madrid. These ten 
destinations accounted for more than two thirds of all air freight handled. 

National Level 

While it was noted previously that domestic migrants no longer view the MCMZ 
as the first and best destination, all kinds of products still overwhelmingly 
arrive there, reinforcing its status as primate city, and as the most important 
marketplace in the national urban system. The potential examples of this 
pattern are numerous; here, we limit our discussion to the fresh fruits and 
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vegetables which are produced in the rest of the country and find their way to 
Mexico City. Map 3 shows the states of origin for these products and the 
distance in kilometers from the state capital to the Federal District of Mexico 
City. For producers in all these states, Mexico City is the main national market 
and first choice. For some of these producers, it also represents an alternative 
market for those products which do not meet international export standards.  

The trend of developing new international destinations for fresh produce is 
likely to continue, as foreign capital investment in the sector expands beyond 
the traditional US-based sources. Advanced technology in crop production and 
irrigation is concentrated in the northern states which export to the US markets 
(mainly California and Texas, but also New York), but, for example, Israeli 
companies are now investing in Jalisco’s Ayuquila river basin in large-scale 
greenhouse production of cherry tomatoes, mainly for export to the US and 
European markets. In this sense, the primacy of Mexico City as a market for 
national production of all kinds is likely to continue to decline as integration 
into international markets continues. 

Metropolitan Level 

At the metropolitan level, changes in urban structure result from a 
readjustment in the housing and labor markets via changes of residence and 
journeys to work. In Mexico City, residential spatial segregation appears to be 
growing, but at the same time, decentralization of residential areas and 
employment in the high-income sectors has led to longer journeys to work for 
large segments of the population. 

Spatial Segregation in the MCMZ 

Spatial segregation patterns reflect human behavior mediated by variables such 
as family and individual migratory history, income level, education, and other 
variables, as well as external forces related to cultural images and the physical 
context of daily life. Still, there is a general tendency of social groups to locate 
contiguous to their peers and to differentiate themselves from others, both 
socially and spatially. Mexico City displays an aggregated pattern of 
segregation, which appears to have been exacerbated by trends toward 
increasing socio-economic polarization. Considering income per capita of 
employed population in terms of minimum wages, we can observe in Map 4 that 
the 3.4% of the population which received income equivalent to more than 10 
minimum wages in 1990 clustered in the western and southern local districts of 
the DF and the State of Mexico. In contrast, the poorest workers (18.3% of the 
population which earned the equivalent of less than 1 minimum salary) showed 
a dispersed spatial distribution pattern.  Low income  population  has settled on 
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M A P  3  

STATE ORIGIN OF FRESH FRUITS AND VEGETABLES ARRIVING IN MEXICO CITY, 2002 

 
Source: http://www.secofi-sniim.gob-mx 
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the outskirts of the city, either in irregular, self-built housing on ejido land 
surrounding the consolidated areas, or was incorporated into the MCMZ as small 
traditional towns and agricultural settlements were overtaken by population 
growth and physical expansion of the city (Negrete, et al., 1993). 

Urban Structure and Residential Adjustments 

The spatial segregation of workers’ places of residence from their jobs has 
received growing attention since the 1950s, particularly from economists and 
geographers interested in transportation studies and changes in urban 
structure.16 In the economic literature, imbalances in this form of segregation 
are referred to as structural unemployment and arise from a slow adjustment to 
changes in the demand and the supply of jobs. In geography this is known as the 
spatial mismatch hypothesis (Holzer and Vroman, 1992; Simpson, 1992), and it 
occurs either when the number of workers in an area surpasses the number of 
jobs offered, or when housing conditions and prices are not acceptable to, or 
affordable for, workers with jobs in that area. In both cases the solution is 
commuting. 

With data from the 1994 Origin-Destination Survey of residents in the MCMZ, 
and the registered changes of residence during 1995-2000 in the 2000 
Population Census, the relationship between net migration and commuting in 
the MCMZ’s local units of government (delegaciones and municipios) is 
presented in Maps 5 and 6 (Graizbord and Acuña, 2002). Areas of the city with a 
negative net migration balance show a positive net commuting balance, 
explaining daily trip generation among the metropolitan residential areas and 
those where jobs concentrate. Such interaction reflects changes in the urban 
structure as a result of suburbanization or physical expansion of the city, and 
structural changes in the labor market. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
16 A classic is Kain (1962). 
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M A P  4  

MCMA: ADMINISTRATIVE UNITS WITH CLUSTERED HIGH INCOME GROUP, 1990 

Source: Negrete, Graizbord and Ruiz (1995) 
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M A P  5  

NET COMMUTING BALANCE 

 
Source: Graizbord and Acuña, 2002. 
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M A P  6  

NET MIGRATION BALANCE 

Source: Graizbord and Acuña, 2002. 
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A process of decentralization of employment and population, as well as physical 
expansion of the city, has been the general trend in the MCMZ during the last 
two decades. In 1970, 80% of the MCMZ population resided within the relatively 
better-off Federal District limits, with the remaining 20% in the metropolitan 
municipalities of the State of Mexico (MMEM). In 1995, the distribution was 50-
50, and by 2000 the balance has shifted in favor of the MMEM.17 These changes 
resulted, on the one hand, from economic activity, population and housing 
which “followed” employment in the case of manufacturing industries, and on 
the other hand, employment which “followed” residential moves and expanding 
housing developments in the case of commerce and services. At the same time, 
people moved with their jobs or tried to reduce their commutes by establishing 
their residence near their place of work (Table 2). 
 

T A B L E  2  

MCMA: EMPLOYED POPULATION BY PLACE OF RESIDENCE ACCORDING TO AREA OF EMPLOYMENT 
2000* 

 PLACE OF RESIDENCE 
FEDERAL 

DISTRICT 

METROPOLITAN 

MUNICIPALITIES OF 

THE STATE OF MEXICO 

METROPOLITAN AREA 

TOTALS 

EMPLOYED POPULATION 
3,671,925 
(100%) 

3,530,174 
(100%) 

7,202,099 
(100%) 

FEDERAL DISTRICT 

(DF) 
3,226,875 

(88%) 
973,039 
(28%) 

4,199,914 
(58%) 

SAME RESIDENCE AND 

EMPLOYMENT AREAS 
1,790,070 

(49%) 
1,733,349 

(49%) 
3,523,419 

(49%) 

OTHER DELEGACIÓN  
1,436,805 

(39%) 
973,039 
(28%) 

2,409,844 
(34%) 

STATE OF MEXICO 

(MMEM) 
176,707 

(5%) 
572,065 
(16%) 

748,772 
(10%) 

METROPOLITAN 

MUNICIPALITY 
114,451 

(3%) 
490,294 
(14%) 

604,745 
(8%) 

OTHER MUNICIPALITY 
62,256 
(2%) 

81,771 
(2%) 

144,027 
(2%) 

AREA OF 

EMPLOYMENT 

OTHER STATE 
28,390 
(1%) 

32,891 
(1%) 

61,281 
(1%) 

INSUFFICIENTLY OR NON SPECIFIED 237,299 
(7%) 

215,929 
(6%) 

453,228 
(6%) 

Source: Estimated from INEGI 2002. 
* Local administrative units are called delegaciones in the Federal District and municipalities in the State of Mexico. 

 

 
17 See Graph II.B.1.2 in INEGI,1999:95. 
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More than 7 million people are employed in the MCMZ, divided almost equally 
between the Federal District (DF) and the metropolitan municipalities of the 
State of Mexico (MMEM). Still, those who live in the latter are likely to have 
longer commutes than those who live in the DF. The ratio of O-D flows between 
the DF and the MMEM is 1:5.8 in favor of the D.F. That is, for each journey to 
work originating in the DF and ending in a MMEM, there are 5.8 journeys 
originating in a MMEM and ending in the DF. On the other hand, huge O-D flows 
remain within the DF of almost 1.5 million people, and of 500,000 within the 
metropolitan municipalities. 

Of those living in the DF, 88% remain there for work, while of those living in 
the MMEM, 62% remain in the MMEM for work. Indeed, a high proportion of 
those residing in the DF and in the MMEM find jobs in the same local 
government units in which they live: 49% in the DF and 49% in the MMEM. Of the 
remaining 51% of those living in the DF, 39% travel to work within the DF to 
another delegación and only 176,707 (4.8%) work outside the DF. Of the latter, 
114,451 (3.1%) go to one of the MMEM and 62,256 (1.7%) to another 
municipality in the State of Mexico, located outside the MCMZ limits. Close to 
30,000 (less than 1%) travel to their jobs in another neighboring state (Morelos, 
Puebla, Tlaxcala, Hidalgo or Querétaro). 

In contrast, of the remaining 51% of those living in the MMEM, 28% work in 
the DF and 16% work within the State of Mexico. Fourteen percent (almost half 
a million) have a job in another metropolitan municipality, 2% in a municipality 
outside the MMEM, and less than 1% in a neighboring state (in addition to those 
mentioned above, Guerrero and Michoacan might be included).18 

Trips back home are almost symmetrical to journeys to work. More than 20 
million trips a day, of which 25% are in private automobiles, also include trips 
for consumption and social purposes, which more or less equal the amount of 
the working purpose trips. This metropolitan traffic makes up 75% of the total 
air emissions of more than four million tons a year in the MCMZ. Disaggregated 
figures show that transportation is responsible for 99.5% of CO (carbon 
monoxide), 71.3% of NO (nitrous oxides), and 54% of all HC (hydrocarbons) 
produced in the Valley of Mexico (INEGI 1999:61). Thus, emerging patterns of 
residential segregation and commuting not only affect productivity in Mexico 
City, because of time lost in traffic congestion, but also contribute to other 
pressing problems like air pollution. 

The Intraurban Level 

At the intra-urban level, the city can be imagined as a mosaic, with spatial 
differentiation of socio-demographic variables resulting from social polarization 

 
18 Almost 6% (453,228) of the total is insufficiently or not specified in the census results, due probably to 

respondents not knowing the name of the area in which they work, or having more than one area of destination in their 
journeys to work. 
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and income inequalities. Here, we present evidence of sectoral changes in 
employment, shifts by size of establishment, and changes in occupational 
structure and labor force qualifications, all of which point to what Aguilar 
(1997) calls the “precarization of labor conditions.” These changes imply less 
stability in employment, replacement of permanent jobs by part-time 
occupations, and a growing use of subcontracting of small economic units by 
mid-size and large firms to avoid the costs imposed by Mexico’s generous labor 
legislation. The general deterioration in labor conditions is expressed in the 
expansion of informal businesses, increasing use of unpaid workers, growth in 
the unskilled service sector, and a widening gap between economic sectors, 
income groups, size of firms and occupations. All of this, in Aguilar’s view, adds 
up to greater social inequality (1997: 375). 

In this sense, the pattern of employment change in Mexico City appears to 
conform to the patterns defined in the literature on globalization and its 
impacts on cities. In the following pages, we review the data which lead to 
Aguilar’s conclusion. 

Sectoral Changes in Employment 

From 1991 to 1995, employment grew by nearly 4% in Mexico City (Table 3), 
while from 1995 to 2000 by more than 20%. However, overall growth marks a 
substantial shift in both the sectoral composition of employment and in labor 
conditions. During the first period, the city was affected by job losses mainly in 
manufacturing, public administration, and construction, while other sectors, 
like retail and wholesale trade, and services in general, expanded in terms of 
employed population. The considerable growth from 1995 to 2000 was 
concentrated in production services. Together, production services, plus 
transportation and communication, combined with tourist and employment in 
recreation, accounted for one third of the total growth for Mexico City, while 
manufacturing jobs accounted for more than 25%. This high proportion is 
explained by an absolute loss of employment in manufacturing activities 
suffered during the first half of the decade, and the positive impact of NAFTA 
in terms of industrial activities in the MCMZ since 1994. The second half of the 
1990s, on the other hand, showed an increment in the number of 
establishments with only one worker, as well with more than five workers. But 
the percentage growth in the former category was more than 30%, while the 
second was nearer to 23%, showing the tendency of very small business to 
proliferate. 
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T A B L E  3  

MCMZ: SECTORAL CHANGE OF EMPLOYMENT 1991, 1995, 2000 

ECONOMIC SECTOR EMPLOYED POPULATION PERCENTAGE GROWTH 

 1991 1995 2000 1991-1995 1995-2000 

TOTAL MCMZ 5,763,655 5,984,770 7,269,910 3.8 21.5 

MANUFACTURING 1,288,913 1,133,609 1,480,255 -12.1 30.6 

PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 479,202 431,221 527,451 -10.0 22.3 

CONSTRUCTION 261,975 220,448 364,490 -15.9 65.3 

PERSONAL SERVICES 782,857 827,120 950,310 5.7 14.9 

WHOLESALE 245,351 287,517 258,720 17.2 -10.0 

RETAIL 882,899 1,019,384 1,234,171 15.5 21.1 

TOURISM AND RECREATION* 188,674 300,824 347,180 59.4 15.4 

STREET FOOD SALES 79,195 99,769 - 26.0 - 

TRANSPORT AND COMMUNICATION 382,418 441,472 525,407 15.4 19.0 

PRODUCTION SERVICES** 1,063,806 1,164,172 1,466,262 9.4 26.0 
Hotels, restaurants and food preparation 
Source: Aguilar (nd), Table 4. 

Shifts by Size of Establishment 

An expansion of small businesses (with fewer than 5 employees) provides one 
indication of the growing importance of the informal sector. One-worker 
establishments decreased between 1991 and 1995 in manufacturing (-3,119), 
retail (-35,679) and transport and communications (-25,120), but these types of 
establishments proliferated in the personal services (Table 4). 
 

T A B L E  4   

MCMZ, NUMBER OF WORKERS BY SIZE OF ESTABLISHMENTS 
ACCORDING TO NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 1991, 1995, 2000 

   ECONOMIC SECTOR 

  TOTAL MCMZ 
MANU-

FACTURING RETAIL 
TRANSPORT AND 

COMMUNICATIONS 
PROFESSIONAL 

SERVICES 
PERSONAL 
SERVICES 

ONE 830,294 60,099 319,795 77,632 62,155 228,358 

2-5 1,357,225 161,497 357,707 103,285 70,814 427,656 1991 

> 5 3,517,895 1,054,394 204,214 200,172 922,174 122,694 

ONE 924,839 56,980 284,116 52,512 48,638 366,397 

2-5 1,613,359 184,253 498,226 194,621 61,114 312,466 
1995 > 5 3,419,920 884,086 235,792 193,080 962,635 148,257 

ONE 1,212,733 79,679 361,047 84,083 115,390 451,343 

2-5 1,853,951 260,262 538,216 172,797 156,649 359,124 

2000 

> 5 4,195,042 1,138,545 334,908 268,527 1,191,003 139,843 

Source: Aguilar (nd), Table 4 
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Employment Category by Type of Premises 

Employment data for the late 1980s and early 1990s in Mexico City show an 
increase in self-employed, piece-work, and non-wage workers, a trend 
associated with deteriorating labor conditions (Table 5). The increase during 
the second half of the 1990s of laborers without fixed premises in all 
employment categories, further suggests across-the-board expansions in 
informal work, either itinerant or based at home. This pattern was echoed in 
more than forty of the largest cities across the country, according to data from 
INEGI (2000). In fact, formal jobs fell from 80% of the total in 1991 to 70% in 
1995, with a corresponding decrease in the number of owners and wage 
workers in these businesses. By then, about a third of Mexico City’s 
independent activity (without fixed, non-residential premises) drew income 
from mobile stalls, the streets, itinerant activities and work at home, practices 
which imply a lack of employment benefits, and often, non-wage work by 
family members. Total employment with no fixed premises to perform their 
jobs was 18% in 1991 while in both 1995 and 2000 the percentage reached more 
than 27%. Non-wage workers without fixed premises, which accounted for only 
24% of total non-wage workers at the beginning of the 1990s reached 47% in 
1995, and 41% in 2000. However, in relative terms their weight fell from 4% to a 
little more than 3% of the total employed population. In contrast, self-
employed population increased from 16% in 1991 to 17% in 2000. Self-employed 
without fixed premises, which in 1991 was 58% of all self-employed workers, 
reached 76% in 2000. In other words, fewer people are willing to work without 
wages, at the same time that more people enter the labor market as self-
employed and without fixed premises for their work. 
 

T A B L E  5  

MCMZ: PERCENTAGE OF EMPLOYED POPULATION WITHOUT FIXED PREMISES, 1991, 1995, 2000 

EMPLOYMENT EMPLOYED POPULATION PERCENTAGE WITHOUT PREMISE 

CATEGORY 1991 1995 2000 1991 1995 2000 

MEXICO CITY 

METROPOLITAN ZONE 5,763,655 5,984,770 7,269,910 18.3 27.3 27.2 

EMPLOYERS 217,137 236,783 323,575 12.6 32.8 26.7 

SELF-EMPLOYED 961,750 1,032,813 1,244,118 58.0 74.8 76.4 

WAGED-WORKERS 4,006,659 3,961,189 4,989,786 9.1 11.3 13.0 

PIECE-WORK 345,972 476,585 470,683 12.2 43.8 40.0 

NON-WAGED WORKERS 226,647 277,400 240,982 24.5 47.1 41.2 

NON-SPECIFIED 5,490 0 766 0 0 0 
Source: Aguilar (nd) Table 7. 
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Occupational Structure and Labor Force Qualifications  

In the period 1991-1995, Mexico City’s occupational structure tended toward 
divergence, with growth in the low-skilled commerce, services, and agricultural 
sectors, accompanied by a similar expansion of highly-qualified positions, 
including professional and technical workers, managers, and top level 
administrators, registered a net increase (Aguilar 1997:379-8). This pattern of 
polarization in the occupational structure is consistent with Sassen’s (1991) 
argument about global cities in core countries, whose middle-level occupations 
are replaced with a growing low-skilled sector. Tertiarization also generated 
significant growth of production services with high-wage, qualified personnel—
people who can afford a life in upper-middle class neighborhoods, luxury 
consumption patterns and a cosmopolitan lifestyle. We look at one spatial 
aspect of this growth in the following section. 

Location of Production Services 

Production services provide knowledge that adds to the value of goods 
produced in other economic sectors. These services are considered 
intermediate since they are inputs for other economic activities, and are 
produced either inside the plant or in the marketplace, and bought by firms. 
Professional and technical services are most representative of this sector, 
showing the highest and most intensive content of knowledge and information. 
They follow locational strategies based on proximity to other specialized 
services (Sassen, 1998), access to information, and face-to-face interaction. 
Growth of the production service sector has been significant in the MCMZ since 
the mid-1980s. These services have tended to concentrate along the main 
commercial boulevards in high-income areas of the city (see Map 7) reflecting a 
“growing service intensity in the organization of the economy” and giving 
spatial form to the “process of economic globalization as concrete economic 
complexes situated in specific places” (Sassen 2000:269).  
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M A P  7  

MCMA: SPATIAL DISTRIBUTION OF SELECTED PRODUCTION SERVICE FIRMS, 1997 

 
Source: Ibañez 2001. 
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Employment in the production services sector increased from 93,000 in 1980 to 
297,000 in 1993, with jobs clustered mainly in areas surrounding the Central 
Business District (Cuauhtémoc), along the east-west axis formed by Reforma 
Boulevard. This street passes through the delegaciones of Benito Juárez, Miguel 
Hidalgo and Venustiano Carranza, and extends more than 20 kilometers, 
through some traditionally high-income residential areas (Polanco, Lomas, 
Virreyes) which have been transformed in varying levels to offer up-scale 
offices, boutiques and restaurants catering to new high-income urban elites. 
Reforma Boulevard ends at the Santa Fe commercial and office development on 
the west side of the metropolitan area. This a new urban development, on the 
former site of a massive city garbage dump, is promoted and patronized by 
many foreign companies, and offers some of the highest real estate prices in 
the Western hemisphere, as well as being the location of three of the finest 
universities in the country. The city’s north-south axis of high-end commercial 
and office development runs along Insurgentes Avenue, which stretches 15 
kilometers from the central city to the most important and consolidated high-
income residential areas in the south, as well as the campus of the National 
University (UNAM).  

Conclusions on Mexico City  

After nearly two decades of increased integration with the rest of the world, 
Mexico City has indeed consolidated itself as a second-tier global city. Clearly, 
Mexico City is not a global city in the same sense as New York, London and 
Tokyo, nor is it likely to become one. However, its importance as a megacity 
(Ward, 1991), with more than 18 million inhabitants in 2000, appears to have 
increased since the 1980s, as international trade has expanded across Latin 
America. However, our research suggests that the flip side of “achieving” this 
status may be to suffer the disadvantages of globalization, mainly social and 
economic polarization, while reaping few advantages in terms of improved 
quality of life. 

The evidence of urban impacts on the MCMZ supports many of the 
predictions of literature about globalization, especially in terms of changing 
economic structure and polarization of socio-economic groups. Some urban 
patterns described in the literature for New York, London and Tokyo—
particularly polarization and segregation—are readily apparent in Mexico City, 
with the trade and service sectors replacing manufacturing as the principal 
sources of employment, and changes in the location of economic activity and 
population leading to the rise of urban subcenters. At the same time, in a 
context of pre-existing high levels of socio-economic inequality, most workers 
have experienced declining employment conditions in terms of stability, salary 
and benefits, while a small elite linked to the new economy has assumed the 
cosmopolitan consumption patterns of the traditional wealthy class.  
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There are some other urban changes predicted in the literature on impacts 
of globalization about which we have anecdotal evidence, but for which 
comprehensive data is unavailable. One is the conspicuous presence of an 
international capitalist class, but also of street vendors and mobile informal 
activities.19 Another issue is the use of public funds to attract or maintain 
capital investment, for example, by planning the construction of a new, larger 
airport to the east side of the urban area. This national government project 
failed because of the violent opposition of local peasants of San Salvador 
Atenco. Another example of this kind of project, currently underway at behest 
of the government of the DF, is to build a second level for the Periférico (ring 
road) that is intended to facilitate the flow of private and commercial vehicles 
between the southern commercial, office and residential subcenter, the Santa 
Fe zone, and the airport. Still another effort, promoted by the present 
government of the DF (with the support of private capital) aims to enhance and 
recover the city’s historic architectural and artistic patrimony, in large part to 
attract more tourist revenue. Still, the restoration of public urban spaces, such 
as plazas and streets which were increasingly occupied by vendors and informal 
retail markets during the 1980s and 1990s, would presumably also benefit the 
remaining local residents of these areas, as well as those living in other parts of 
the city. 

A pressing worry for the city authorities and for most residents of the MCMZ 
is the rapid increase in lawlessness, violence and crime since the mid-1990s. 
This has been accompanied by growth in spending on police and private 
security, but the lack of tangible results threatens public confidence in city 
government and diminishes attractiveness of the city for new private 
investment both domestic and foreign. 

Finally, the rise of provincial cities relative to the primate city may 
represent an interesting line of inquiry, especially regarding the global context  
and longer-term impacts. Primary and secondary cities, and even small cities, 
are affected by global dynamics but it is not yet known whether the impacts 
are evident in the same ways as in the MCMZ. How are these cities participating 
in the “informationalization” of the economy? Are all urban economic activities 
part of the internationalization of the economy and articulated to the forces of 
globalization? Far from increasing Mexico City’s importance in the national 
urban hierarchy, liberalization of the economy since the mid-1980s has allowed 
other cities, not only on the northern border, to take advantage of previously 
suppressed comparative advantages and grow at relatively rapid rates in both 
demographic and economic terms. Coupled with governmental decentralization 
and improved electoral processes, these cities also increasingly define their 
own spheres of political action as well. Whether this trend implies that other 
cities in the country will come challenge Mexico City’s primacy, or that these 

 
19 Restoration of urban public spaces (streeets and plazas) is central to a local approach to planning as proposed by 

Hack (2000:191) and also Simmonds (2000:194). 
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are forming part in an incipient transnational urban system (Sassen, 2000:271; 
also Derudder, et al. 2003), remains to be seen. So do the effects that these 
geographical, economic and political trends may have on residents and firms in 
the Mexico City Metropolitan Zone.  
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