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Abstract 
 

This master‟s thesis explores personal development in the Mexican maquila industry. The term 

personal development is based on the notion of development as freedom and the capability 

approach presented by Amartya Sen in 1999. Sen sees development as an expansion of the 

capabilities of an individual, and this notion of development is applied to the maquila industry.  

 

Over the years the maquila industry has been under scrutiny from scholars, who have demonstrated 

both poor work conditions for the people working in the maquila industry as well as newer 

generations of maquilas with improved work conditions.  Thus, this thesis explores how the 

personal development of the people working in the maquila industry is affected by their work. 

 

Using a mixed method approach the thesis conducts a single case study of a maquila called Las 

Americas Industrial Park, located in Torreón in the state of Coahuila, Mexico. Las Americas 

Industrial Park is one of six maquilas located in and around Torreón administered by an 

organization with the name of Fomento Económco Laguna de Coahuila, A. C. The location of the 

maquila differentiates the case study from the majority of other research within this field, which 

tends to focus on the area along the US-Mexican border. The case study explores the personal 

development of the workers in Las Americas Industrial Park. It does so by conducting a survey that 

is combined with qualitative interviews. 

 

The analysis is structured around four factors that we identified as instrumental for personal 

development in a maquila: Influence, Occupational health & Safety, Training and courses, and 

Salary. Based on the analysis there are three findings that stand out in relation to the criteria for the 

exploring personal development at Las Americas. Firstly, gender discrimination affects women‟s 

personal development negatively. Secondly, work time, decent salaries, and bonuses and benefits 

affect personal development positively. Thirdly, access to training and courses affects personal 

development positively. 

 

Overall, we can conclude that the employees at Las Americas Industrial Park seemed to meet ends 

and further their personal development. 
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1 Introduction 
 

Las Americas Industrial Park is an industrial area in the Mexican city Torreón, which is located 

about 750 kilometers from US-Mexican border. It is part of a group of industrial areas operated by 

an organization called FOMEC (Fomento Económico Laguna de Coahuila, A.C.) that was founded 

in 1994. More than 53,000 people work there today. During the last couple of decades more and 

more companies have moved their production to developing countries and emerging market 

countries in order to lower the production costs. Some of this production takes place in production 

plants that are located in industrial areas called export processing zones (EPZs). 

 

Export processing zones as we know them today were established around 50 years ago. According 

to OECD (2007) it is widely regarded that the Shannon Free Zone in Ireland was the first EPZ. It 

was established in 1959 and served as a model for future EPZs. In Latin America the first EPZ was 

established in Puerto Rico around the same time, and other Latin American countries established 

EPZs in the 1960s and 1970s (OECD, 2007). Up until the 1980s EPZs were predominantly 

established in OECD countries, Latin America and the Asian/Pacific region. From the 1990s and 

onwards most EPZs have been established in Eastern Europe, Central Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, 

although EPZs are still established in the aforementioned regions (OECD, 2007). Many developing 

countries and emerging market countries have high unemployment rates and, thus, welcome the 

employment that is generated by the foreign companies in the EPZs. In addition, national legislature 

is often loosened or even eliminated in order to attract new companies and foreign investments. 

Mexico is one of the countries in the world with the highest number of EPZs, and especially 

American companies have moved their production to the Mexican side of the US-Mexican border. 

 

In Mexico the EPZs have been given a Spanish name: “maquiladoras” or simply “maquilas”. The 

first Mexican maquila was established in the mid 1960s when the Border Industrialization Program 

was launched in 1965, in order to boost the region‟s industrial development and create jobs for 

Mexican farmers. In 1974 there were about 100,000 persons working in just under 500 production 

plants within maquilas. In 2006 around 1.2 million people were working in about 2,800 production 

plants within maquilas (OECD, 2007; WTO, 2008; Carillo & Zárate, 2009). 
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The foreign companies that have either established or begun sourcing from production plants in 

Mexico have not only affected the local economy. Their presence has also resulted in various 

positive and negative externalities. The maquila industry has created a significant amount of jobs in 

Mexico and the economic effects are rather clear. However, to this date the effects on the people 

who work there remain ambiguous. 

 

Some authors have criticized the maquila industry for poor and unsafe work conditions as well as 

low paid, dead-end jobs that require limited skills (see Sargent & Matthews, 1999; and Bair & 

Gereffi, 2001). The maquila industry has even been described as taking advantage of people who 

are “the least amongst us; those with least income, least education, least influence, least ability to 

look after their own self-interest” (Hosmer and Masten, 1995, in Sargent & Matthews, 2001: p. 

225). On the other hand some authors argue that the maquila industry is in a transition period, and 

that the industry is shifting from low skilled assembly line work to a much more complex and 

advanced production, which also affect the personal development of the people working there 

(Contreras & Munguía, 2007; Carillo & Zárate, 2009). Several studies have been made in cities 

such as Ciudad Juárez and Tijuana on the Mexican side of the US-Mexican border, but very few 

studies have been made in cities further away from the border. In addition the work conditions in 

the newer maquilas have not received the same attention as the old maquilas. And while some 

studies have focused on the employees who work there, these studies have been rather empirical 

and lacked a theoretical angle to discuss the findings (see for instance the compilation The Situation 

of Mexican Labour by De la Garza & Salas, 2003). Thus, this thesis‟ motivation is twofold: We 

wish to provide a conceptual framework that can contribute to understanding the personal 

development of the people working in the maquila industry.  Secondly, we want to explore this 

concept of personal development in a newer maquila located in a city further away from the border. 

 

1.1 Research field 

As more than a million Mexicans are employed in the industry, it also means that more than a 

million persons‟ daily life is somehow affected by the maquila industry. As mentioned above the 

maquila industry has often been under scrutiny from scholars who, despite the employment 

opportunities, have accused the industry of a number of ethical shortcomings and as merely a way 

to exploit the local population. Therefore, it would be of great interest to analyze the personal 

development of the workers in a maquila that belongs to the new generation. Especially in relation 
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to the criticism that the industry provides dead end jobs under hazardous conditions to people with 

the least abilities. 

 

In light of this idea the thesis will dig deeper into the personal development of the people who work 

in the maquila industry. The means to this will be the notion of development as freedom, introduced 

by Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen (1999), who abandons the notion of equaling the level of 

income with the level of development. Instead, income should be considered a means, together with 

other means, to increase a person‟s capabilities. According to Sen this increase in a person‟s 

capabilities expands the freedoms people can enjoy. This constitutes development, and his thoughts 

will lay the ground for the thesis‟ conceptual framework. While this notion of development could be 

seen as a “privilege”, and not the most important to people who may live on a day-to-day basis, we 

will argue that increasing a person‟s capabilities is of significant importance because of the long-

term effects. 

 

In order to analyze the personal development in the maquila industry it is necessary to get close to 

the people who work there, to study them, and understand them. We identified a maquila in the city 

of Torreón, which is located approximately 750 kilometers from the US border. The city was 

established about 100 years ago and today there are about 650,000 citizens in Torreón and about 1.2 

million people in the municipality. Torreón is surrounded by three smaller cities, Gómez Palacio, 

Lerdo, and Matamoros. The city and its neighbors are home to a number of maquilas of which one 

will be the subject for this thesis‟ research. The location of this maquila fulfills the criteria of a 

newer maquila in a city further away from the border. 

 

1.2 Research question 

Based on the above this master‟s thesis will investigate the following research question: 

 

 

 

 

 

1.3 Delimitation of the thesis 

In our research question we ask how the personal development of the employees in the maquila 

How is the personal development of the people working in the maquila industry affected by 

their work? 
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industry work is affected by their work. Personal development can be defined and understood 

differently. We will therefore clarify how we understand the concept of personal development and 

how we intend to use it in the report. We understand personal development as the individual‟s 

capabilities to live the life that the he or she values (Sen, 1999), and it is closely related to human 

development as presented by the United Nations Development Program. We will present this more 

thoroughly under the thesis‟ theories. However, we understand human development as a macro-

environmental term that involves a much larger group of people than what is the subject of research 

in this thesis. Hence, we have chosen the term personal development as the research focuses on 

individuals in the maquila industry, and how they are affected by their work. 

 

The term „people‟ does not include everyone at the maquila. The „people‟ we focus on are mainly 

the persons performing production related tasks (the workers), as this is the biggest group employed 

in the maquila industry. The main reason for the thesis‟ focus and the theories we have chosen to 

use is that the workplace is of great importance to the wellbeing of the individual. Work is a 

financial source, which is related to health, independence and personal freedom, but it is also related 

to status, identity, and self–imaging. Freud once said “that the most important things in life are love 

and work. They are the source of satisfaction (…) and potentially, frustration” (Furnham, 2005: p. 

11). In a sense we deconstruct the life of people as we look at their work life in order to say 

something about their personal development. This of course means that there are areas in a person‟s 

life outside the maquila that could affect the personal development, as well as there are areas at the 

maquila that could affect the person outside work. However, we have found the task of 

encompassing the whole life of a person too comprehensive with the space available in the thesis. 

Thus, we chose to focus on the workplace. For good measure we must also add that even though the 

word maquila is used throughout Latin America, the thesis‟ focus remains on Mexico. 

 

The thesis does a single case study of the maquila Las Americas Industrial Park, which is one out of 

six maquilas that are administered by FOMEC. The other five maquilas do not form part of the 

analysis. However, some of the findings of the case study are common for all six maquilas. When 

this is the case, the six maquilas will be referred to collectively as La Laguna. 

 

The thesis‟ development perspective is civil society led development. This means that we will not 

touch upon state and market led development perspectives, even though the maquila industry offers 

possible analyses from these perspectives. The maquila industry was initiated by the Mexican 
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government as a way to create economic development, and now many international companies have 

production in the maquilas. It would definitely be relevant with analyses from these two other 

perspectives, but also a task too comprehensive to be included in one thesis. Further, we analyze 

personal development from a capability approach but we are aware that there are other approaches 

to development. Reed & Reed (2009) give an overview of three other approaches to development, 

besides the capability approach. These are the neo-liberal approach, the human face approach, and 

the social power approach. However useful these three approaches may be, we have found the 

capability approach as the one best suited for this thesis‟ scope of analysis. Hence, the three other 

approaches will not form part of any analysis. 

 

1.4 Definitions 

The purpose of this section is to define the concepts and terms that will be used throughout the 

thesis. Each of the concepts and terms will be explained in relation to how we will use them and 

refer to them in the thesis. 

 

Export processing zone: An export processing zone is defined by the World Bank as 

“…an industrial estate, usually a fenced-in area of 10 to 

300 hectares, that specializes in manufacturing for export. 

It offers firms free trade conditions and a liberal regulatory 

environment” (World Bank, 1999). 

 

Las Americas Industrial Park: Las Americas Industrial Park is one of six maquila plants 

administered by FOMEC. It will be referred to as Las 

Americas. 

 

FOMEC: FOMEC (Fomento Económico Laguna de Coahuila, A.C.) 

is a private non-profit organization located in Torreón. The 

organization administers six maquilas in the state of 

Coahuila, of which four is located in and around the city of 

Torreón. 
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Human development: Amartya Sen defines human development in the following 

way: "Human development, as an approach, is concerned 

with what I take to be the basic development idea: namely, 

advancing the richness of human life, rather than the 

richness of the economy in which human beings live, 

which is only a part of it" (UNDP webpage, 2011
*
). 

 

Human Development Index: The concept of the Human Development Index (HDI) was 

introduced by the United Nations Development Program 

(UNDP) and is a comparative measure of an individual‟s 

capabilities to live the life that the he or she values (UNDP 

webpage, 2011). 

 

La Laguna: La Laguna is a region in Coahuila where Torreón is 

situated. For purpose of ease we refer to the maquilas that 

FOMEC administers as La Laguna collectively. The reason 

for this is that two of the maquilas under FOMEC are not 

located in Torreón but still in the region La Laguna. 

 

Maquila: A “maquila” is the short word for “maquiladora” and is the 

Spanish word for an export processing zone that is located 

in Latin America. The name maquiladora, in the Spanish 

language, refers to the practice of millers charging a 

maquila, or “miller‟s portion” for processing other people‟s 

grain (Wilson, 1992: p. 139). Throughout this thesis we 

will use the term „maquila‟ when referring to an EPZ 

located in Mexico. 

 

Personal development: We define personal development as an individual‟s 

capabilities in a micro-environment. Thus, human 

development is the sum of many individuals‟ capabilities 

in a macro-environment. 

                                            
*
 www.hdr.undp.org/en/humandev 

http://www.hdr.undp.org/en/humandev
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Worker: We use the generic term „worker‟ when referring to people 

who perform production related tasks in the maquilas. In 

the literature they are also referred to as „line workers‟ and 

„technical workers‟, and in La Laguna they are called 

„operators‟. 

 

1.5 Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is organised in nine chapters. The following section will give a brief outline of each of 

the chapters. 

 

In the first chapter the thesis and its problem field has been introduced. On the basis of this the 

thesis‟ research question was presented along with the delimitation and definitions. In chapter two 

the thesis‟ method and methodology will be presented. This includes the philosophy of science, 

research strategy, research design, and data collection in order to account for the research 

undertaken. At the end of the chapter the reliability and validity of the data will be discussed. 

 

Chapter three contains a literature review in order to identify research gaps where the thesis can 

contribute with research. Chapter four presents the theories that will form the conceptual framework 

of the thesis. The chapter first gives a brief overview of existing development theories in order to 

show where in the development theory the thesis‟ main theory is founded. Next, it presents the 

theories that will be used to form the conceptual framework. Finally, the conceptual framework that 

will structure the analysis will be presented as well as discussed. 

 

In chapter five the case will be presented. The chapter gives an overview of Mexico and the state of 

Coahuila, and then presents the maquila Las Americas Industrial Park, La Laguna, and the FOMEC 

organization. Chapter six moves on to the analysis of the case based on the conceptual framework. 

In chapter seven our concept of personal development will be discussed, leading to the conclusion 

in chapter eight where the thesis‟ research question will be addressed. Finally, in chapter nine 

further research perspectives will be considered. 
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2 Method and methodology 
 

In this chapter we will give an overview of the methods and methodology applied in the thesis. We 

will first present the thesis‟ philosophy of science and the research strategy. Next we will present 

the research design followed by the data collection. At the end of the chapter we will discuss the 

reliability and validity of the data. 

 

2.1 Philosophy of science 

The philosophy of science undertaken in this thesis is a result of the theoretical and empirical 

considerations in which the thesis is embedded. Rooted in the pragmatist perspective the research 

both gathers facts and measures on personal development in the maquila industry, as well as 

appreciates the different constructions and meanings workers, supervisors, and managers have, 

based on their experience (Creswell, 2003: p. 19). Hence, the study draws on a social constructivist 

perspective in form of qualitative interviews and an objectivist perspective in form of quantitative 

data, in order to explore and understand the subjectivity of a social phenomenon. In this thesis, how 

the personal development of the people working in the maquila industry is affected by their work. 

 

This research philosophy fits the research conducted in this thesis as it aims to produce a 

combination of both qualitative and quantitative data in order to explore and reflect upon the topic 

of the research. 

 

2.2 Research strategy 

Due to the explorative nature of the thesis, the research strategy takes its starting point somewhere 

between an empirical and theoretical approach. This means that the research strategy is neither 

inductive (to establish descriptions of characteristics and patterns) or deductive (to test theories, to 

eliminate false ones and corroborate the survivor) but rather abductive (to describe and understand 

social life in terms of social actors‟ meanings and motives) (Blaikie, 2010: p. 84). Abductive 

research “involves constructing theories that are derived from social actors‟ language, meanings and 

accounts in the context of everyday activities” (Blaikie, 2010: p. 89). Hence, the abductive research 

strategy goes very well with the thesis‟ philosophy of science because we want to understand the 

meanings and motives of the people we interview as a supplement to our quantitative data. The 
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conceptual framework is a result of the meanings and understandings between the empirical data 

and the theory. Below we have illustrated the interplay between theory, empirical data, and the 

conceptual framework in the thesis: 

 

Figure 1 – Abductive research approach 

 

 

 

 

Source: own model 

 

The type of research conducted in this thesis is exploratory in its nature, as the research aims to 

understand a social phenomenon. The research‟s exploratory nature is reflected in the research 

question as the research question begins with „how‟. This wording shows that we wish to reveal 

phenomena by exploring, and thus understanding, how the personal development of people working 

in the maquila industry is affected by their work. 

 

2.3 Research design 

We have adopted a mixed method approach (Creswell, 2003; Blaikie, 2010) to our research design. 

The mixed method contains both qualitative and quantitative approaches
1
. In this case our research 

design is based on a single case study of the maquila Las Americas Industrial Park, which includes 

a survey focusing on the workers‟ personal development in the maquila. This ensures a 

triangulation of the quantitative and qualitative data as the survey is supplemented with open-ended 

questions to provide words and meanings to the survey (Blaikie, 2010: p. 224). Creswell (2003: p. 

153) has the following definition of a survey as well as how a survey can be used: “A survey design 

provides a quantitative or numeric description of trends, attitudes or opinions of a population by 

studying a sample of that population. From sample results, the researcher generalizes or makes 

claims about the population.” The survey gives us a relatively easy way to sum up our findings in 

form of graphs. On the other hand, the qualitative interviews provide us with more in-depth answers 

than what we get from relying exclusively on the graphs. Hence, by using a mixed method, we will 

                                            
1
 “A mixed methods design is useful to capture the best of quantitative and qualitative approaches. For example, a 

researcher may want to both generalize the findings to a population and develop a detailed view of the meaning of a 

Theory Conceptual framework Empirical data 
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have the advantage of attaching the workers‟ meanings and understandings from the qualitative 

interviews to the results from the survey. 

 

Flyvbjerg (1988) argues that the case study ought to be used in a phase for developing theories, 

models or hypotheses, and Yin (2009: p. 13) argues that a case study is the preferred method when 

(a) „how‟ or „why‟ questions are being posed, (b) the focus is on a contemporary set of events, and 

(c) the investigator has little control over events. Following this argument, as well as the thesis‟ 

research question, philosophy of science, and research strategy, we believe that a case study of the 

maquila Las Americas Industrial Park, containing a survey focusing on the workers attitude towards 

their work, is the best method to explore the personal development of the workers in the maquila 

industry. 

 

The case study can consist of a single study or multiple studies. In this thesis we will use a single 

case study of one maquila. According to Yin (1994, in Andersen 2003: pp. 153-154) there are 

typically three purposes that can be the reason for a single case study: 

1. The case is critical towards the existing theory, models, presumptions or practice. 

2. The case is unique / extreme. 

3. The case reveals phenomena. 

 

Our case argument is very much in line with what is stated above. By choosing Las Americas we 

have a case that, based on our literature review, is critical towards certain existing presumptions 

about the maquila industry. Secondly, Las Americas is unique compared to other maquilas where 

research has been undertaken, simply because it is located in a different area than the focus of most 

research on the maquila industry. Researchers have often focused on maquilas in cities along the 

border such as Ciudad Juárez and Tijuana, whereas our focus is on a maquila in a city 750 

kilometers from the border. Finally, Las Americas reveals phenomena but is still representative of 

the maquila industry because there are plenty of other maquilas in Mexico. The phenomena that are 

revealed in our case will be part of exploring personal development of the workers in the maquila 

industry. 

2.4 Data collection 

We have chosen to use a mixed method because we found that it would not be sufficient to base the 

thesis on only a quantitative or a qualitative approach. There has been done a lot of research on the 
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maquila industry in the border area between Mexico and the USA, but little research has been 

undertaken in areas further away from the border. As the focus of the thesis is the maquila Las 

Americas Industrial Park in Torreón, we decided on an approach where we will use qualitative data 

in order to obtain knowledge about this particular area. This data is supplemented by quantitative 

data that specifically relates to the thesis‟ main theory in order to answer the research question. 

 

Our primary data were collected through a combination of questionnaires and unstructured, 

informative interviews (Pole & Lampard, 2002: p. 128; Andersen, 2003: p. 211-212). The 

quantitative data is based on questionnaires with closed questions to be used for the survey, and the 

qualitative data is based on unstructured, informative interviews. 

 

The questionnaires with closed questions contained five questions for the survey as well as factual 

information – name (optional), gender and age. The objective of the survey was to examine the 

workers‟ attitude towards their work, in order to explore their personal development. The survey 

focused on the areas atmosphere at the maquila, hygiene and safety, work time satisfaction, job 

satisfaction, and salary satisfaction, and the respondents‟ answers were based on a scale from “very 

good” to “very bad” and “very satisfied” to “very unsatisfied” depending on the question. In 

combination with data from the qualitative interviews the five questions will be analyzed according 

to four factors that will be presented under the conceptual framework. 

 

In addition, the workers were also asked a sixth question directly related to how they saw their 

personal development. However, after thorough consideration we decided not to include this 

question in the thesis because we found that the question had an insufficient level of validity. The 

reason for this is that the interviewees understand personal development differently than we do. 

They may even not know what the terms means. Hence, their answers would be based on random 

notions of personal development instead of the factors we had identified. 

 

The qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews and unstructured, 

informative interviews. Based on our secondary empirical data and our theory certain topics were 

identified, which formed the basis for the semi-structured interviews. The unstructured, informative 

interviews were chosen in addition as the best way of uncovering more information about these 

topics. According to Andersen (2003: p. 211) the informative interview is relevant “when we are 

interested in phenomena that have already taken place, are of private character, or that we do not 



 

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE MEXICAN 

MAQUILA INDUSTRY 

 

19 

 

have the possibility to observe ourselves.” According to Pole & Lampard (2002: p. 131) the 

unstructured, informative interviews “seeks a depth of understanding wherein the researcher is 

interested in the detail of the specific case.” By using unstructured, informative interviews we could 

better identify the right persons to interview based on our identified topics. At the same time it 

opened up for the possibility of letting the respondent elaborate or take up certain topics related to 

our questions at the respondent‟s free will. 

2.4.1 Primary data 

The primary data for the thesis was collected in Torreón and Mexico City in January and February 

2010. We spent two weeks in Torreón and around three weeks in Mexico City. During that time we 

made one interview with the General Director of FOMEC, one interview with the Production 

Manager of FOMEC, 16 interviews with workers, supervisors, and other employees at Las 

Americas, and one interview with a journalist with special knowledge about the maquila industry. 

We wanted to interview as many employees as possible, from as many different positions as 

possible, in order to obtain the most reliable result. 

 

Before going to Mexico we made two semi-structured interview guides, which were prepared to 

two different groups: managers and workers. We had studied some of the literature on the maquila 

industry in order to prepare the questions. The interview guide for the managers was more or less 

general questions, which we wanted to use a guide or a checklist. Our intention was to keep the 

interviews as open as possible so the topic of the interview could go in different directions 

depending on the person. The interview guide for the workers was primarily related to the survey 

questions, but did also allow the interviewee to take up a topic. As we interviewed people, we 

became aware that the difference between supervisors and workers was not as significant as 

expected, which negated the need for separate interview guides. Their answers were often very 

similar. 

 

Upon arriving in Torreón, our intention was to interview the employees of La Laguna in order to 

discover how the daily work in the maquila influences their level of personal development. There 

are about 53,000 employees at La Laguna so we thought that it would be easy to get employees to 

interview, even though it could be a challenge to appear trustworthy in order to win the employees‟ 

confidence. We believed that the power distance could have an influence on the interviews. The 

facts that we were male, foreigners and Caucasian could have an influence on how a person would 
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answer our questions, and whether people would actually participate in an interview. This could 

possibly affect the reliability of the interviews and the validity of the data collection. We discussed 

the dilemma while we were still in Denmark, and we came up with the solution to hire local 

research assistants. It was based on the assumption that the cultural gaps could be avoided if we got 

assistance from local people. After searching for help for some time, we decided to include two 

locals in our data collection as research assistants. Our assistants were Dinorah Corella, a female 

university student from Mexico City, and Carlos Loera, a journalist from Torreón who were both 

introduced to our project. The idea was to get Dinorah to talk to some of the female workers, as this 

could decrease the power distance in terms of age and gender. At this point we were under the 

impression that most Mexican maquila workers were young women. As it turned out there were 

actually many male workers at Las Americas Industrial Park as well. Many of them were significant 

older than us and Carlos could get them to talk easier than we could, as he was a male from the 

same town and had the same age. 

 

In general the workers were very helpful and willing to participate in the interviews. Some of the 

interviews were conducted while they were waiting for the bus to go home. The interviewees were 

randomly picked and represented different production plants at Las Americas. The following table 

presents an overview of the collected data: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 – Overview of qualitative data collection 

 

Date Name Position Comments 
12-01-10 Armando Carlos General Director at We had a meeting in his office 
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The site of the survey was just outside Las Americas as the workers left the maquila. The workers 

were asked if they would like to participate, and were then handed the questionnaire if they 

accepted. This resulted in a sample of 60 out of a population of around 53,000. After analyzing the 

FOMEC about La Laguna and the 
Maquila industry in Mexico 

12-01-10 Rodrigo Gálvez Production 
Manager at FOMEC 

We had a meeting in his office 
about the Maquila industry 
and the competition from 
China 

15-01-10 Daniel Chávez Assembly-line 
worker 

We had an informal talk about 
his job and about his previous 
jobs in the USA 

15-01-10 Anonymous Administrative 
employee 

We had an informal talk about 
her job in the maquila and her 
future plans 

18-01-10 Hugo Ivan Hidal 
Alvarez 

Supervisor Interview outside the maquila 

18-01-10 Daniel Supervisor Interview outside the maquila 
18-01-10 Christian Gustavo Supervisor Interview outside the maquila 
20-01-10 Juan Alberto 

Castro 
Supervisor Interview outside the maquila 

20-01-10 Valdez Fernández Assembly-line 
worker 

Interview outside the maquila 

20-01-10 Lydia Yadría Assembly-line 
worker 

Interview outside the maquila 

20-01-10 Marcelino 
Enrique Lopez 

Assembly-line 
worker 

Interview outside the maquila 

22-01-10 Ruben Juárez Assembly-line 
worker 

Interview outside the maquila 

22-01-10 Roberto Carlos 
Garcia 

Assembly-line 
worker 

Interview outside the maquila 

22-01-10 Antonio Ramirez Assembly-line 
worker 

Interview outside the maquila 

26-01-10 Eduardo 
Rodríguez 

Assembly-line 
worker 

Interview outside the maquila 

26-01-10 Carlos Cleaning man Interview outside the maquila 
26-01-10 Ángel Eduardo Cleaning man Interview outside the maquila 

26-01-10 Gabriel Gadara Supervisor Interview outside the maquila 

05-02-10 Carlos Morales Journalist We had an informal talk about 
the maquilas in Ciudad Juárez 
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data back in Denmark we realized that we would need a larger sample and contacted our contact 

person in FOMEC, Rodrigo Gálvez. We asked him if he could facilitate the collection of an 

additional 140 questionnaires, bringing the total population to 200. Unfortunately, we were 

unsuccessful in obtaining the additional questionnaires (see appendix 3 – email correspondence 

with Armando Carlos). 

 

Besides the data collection we also gathered background information through other activities and 

sources. These included a visit to one of the production plant in Las Americas where we could make 

observations of the work in the factory, as well as informal talks with General Director Armando 

Carlos and Production Manager Rodrigo Gálvez from FOMEC. The background information was 

rounded off with information from the Internet, corporate magazines, slides, leaflets, and CDs 

(company presentations). 

 

We also wanted to combine our interviews at Las Americas and FOMEC with a “third party”, or a 

group of people who does not work in a maquila, as we wanted to get an outsider‟s view on how the 

maquila industry affects the personal development of the employees. We talked to a journalist who 

gave us his perspective on the Mexican maquila industry in relation to personal development. The 

journalists, Carlos Morales, had lived in Ciudad Juárez, which is a city on the Mexican side of the 

US-Mexican border known for its maquila industry. Carlos had written articles about the maquila 

industry in Mexico and had a broad understanding of the topic. The reason why we talked to him 

was that we had learned that La Laguna was a unique place compared to the rest of the maquila 

industry in Mexico, and we wanted to know more about the difference between La Laguna and the 

maquilas at the US-Mexican border. In addition we contacted the researcher Oscar Contreras about 

an interview. Even though he agreed to an interview, we did not receive his answers (see appendix 

3 – email correspondence with Oscar Contreras). 

2.4.2 Secondary data 

Our secondary data is made up of quantitative and qualitative data from sources such as the World 

Bank, the Economist Intelligence Unit, OECD, ILO and scholars. These sources were selected 

because of the specialization within certain topics and their high credibility. The secondary data 

provides us with qualitative data such as reports, articles, and studies about export processing zones 

in general and the Mexican maquila industry, as well as quantitative data such as statistics about 

export processing zones and the maquila industry. The primary use of the secondary data is for the 
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literature review and background information. When needed the secondary data is also used in the 

analysis as a supplement to the primary data. 

 

2.5 Reliability and validity 

According to Yin (2009: p. 24) “case studies need to maximise their quality through four critical 

conditions related to design quality: (a) construct validity, (b) internal validity, (c) external validity, 

and (d) reliability”. In this section we will discuss the reliability (can the data collection be 

replicated and give the same result?) and general validity (do we measure what we intend to 

measure?) of the data. Construct validity, internal validity, and external validity will be discussed 

under the conceptual framework as this is more suitable. 

 

All the interviews (except one) were conducted in Spanish. Our strategy was to speak Spanish in 

order to minimize the power relations between them and us. Our intention was to make them more 

comfortable, which would make the answers more reliable. 

 

During the first interviews we made an interesting observation that led us to change our interview 

strategy. After a tour around the plant, we asked a manager if we could conduct a few interviews 

with some of the employees at the plant. The manager agreed but it was only on the condition that 

the interviews were conducted in the manager‟s office, while one of the supervisors would be 

present at all time. Furthermore, the manager selected the employees we could interview. We tried 

to conduct a couple of interviews but we quickly realized that the presence of the supervisor seemed 

to influence the outcome of the interviews. Some of the employees seemed nervous, their answers 

were short and superficial, and they kept looking at the supervisor. Obviously, the reliability of the 

interviews was not satisfying and we decided not to use them. Instead we decided to conduct the 

interviews outside the maquila, without asking the management for permission, as this would allow 

the employees to speak more openly about their personal experiences at Las Americas. 

 

While collecting the data, we made another interesting observation. Fewer people wanted to 

participate in interviews if we (the Danes) asked them, compared to when the two Mexican research 

assistants asked for the same type of interview. It is difficult to determine the exact reasons for that 

tendency, although we had the impression that the workers, in general, had less trust in foreigners 

(Caucasian) compared to Mexicans. Furthermore, Dinorah Corella experienced that most workers 
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agreed to participate in the interviews with her. Especially female workers were willing to talk to 

her, which could indicate that they trusted women more than men. 

 

In terms of reliability three things regarding our data collection need to be addressed. Firstly, the 

General Director and Production Manager from FOMEC were a bit skeptical towards our intentions 

with the project, which meant that we had to avoid possible inconvenient questions about low 

salaries, gender discrimination, safety and environmental issues. The Production Manager, Rodrigo 

Gálvez, mentioned that he was interested in good publicity, and that a critical report about La 

Laguna and FOMEC could damage their reputation if it was publicized on the internet. Secondly, 

an issue should be addressed regarding our quantitative data. Out of a population of about 53,000 

persons our sample consists of 60 persons, which we see as a concern in terms of reliability. We 

tried to obtain additional data but, as previously mentioned, we were unsuccessful. Clearly, our 

quantitative data collection would have been more valid if we had obtained a higher number of 

samples, as the interviewees merely represent a small number of the employees at La Laguna. We 

have mitigated this issue by combining the survey with qualitative data, both primary and 

secondary. This, we believe, ensures a sufficient triangulation of the data. Thirdly, a critique could 

be that we only have answers from people who decided to participate in the interviews. Hence, they 

might tell a story that is more positive or negative compared to a person who participated on a 

completely voluntary basis. Even so, we do have interviews that indicate that the person was a little 

reluctant to participate. The persons give very short answers to begin with, and in one case the 

person aborts the interview. 

 

The workers were asked questions that related to the survey questions, but the workers were also 

given carte blanche to talk about what they wanted. If the interviewee talked about an interesting 

theme, we would dig further into the subject. Some people were more talkative than others, which is 

the reason why the interviews vary from five minutes to about an hour. This also suggests that there 

is not a pattern in who decided to answer the questions. 

 

As mentioned earlier we quickly discovered that the workers did not seem comfortable being 

interviewed in front of their supervisors, and we thought that this would compromise the reliability 

of the interviews. Our new strategy to interview workers outside La Laguna proved much more 

successful as workers were more talkative and seemed more open-hearted and honest. It was an 

interesting and noteworthy discovery to see the difference in the answers we got from the two 
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different set-ups, and we believe the change increased the reliability of the interviews considerably 

as well as the general validity of the data. At the same time we are aware of the limitations of the 

data sample‟s generalizability as the size of the sample compared to the size of the population is too 

small. Thus, our survey, in combination with the qualitative data, should be seen as an indication of 

the personal development of the workers. We will recommend that further studies use a larger 

sample in order to extend the findings of this research. 
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3 Literature review 
 

The purpose of this section is to give a general presentation of EPZs and review what has been 

written about the maquila industry in Mexico and human development in relation to the maquila 

industry. This is done in order to identify previous practices and presumptions about the maquila 

industry as well as areas which our thesis can build on and elaborate. 

 

3.1 Export processing zones globally 

In this section we will give a definition of what an EPZ is, the geographical locations of the zones, 

how many people are employed in the zones as well as other key figures. 

 

As mentioned in the definitions the World Bank (1999: p. 12) has defined an EPZ as “…an 

industrial estate, usually a fenced-in area of 10 to 300 hectares, that specializes in manufacturing for 

export. It offers firms free trade conditions and a liberal regulatory environment.” The World Bank 

(1999) acknowledges that this definition does not include all EPZs as some EPZs are not 

geographically located in industrial estates, and other EPZs are allowed to sell some or all of their 

production to the domestic market. 

 

Other terminologies are used interchangeably when discussing EPZs. These include industrial free 

zones, free trade zones, special economic zones and maquiladoras (The World Bank, 1999). OECD 

regards EPZs as more of a programme that governments can use. OECD (2007: p. 11) defines EPZs 

as “a government policy to promote exports of goods and/or services by offering a more 

competitive business environment through provision of special incentives including in particular 

tariff exemptions to inputs either in a geographically defined area or through a specification 

process.” 

 

According to the World Bank (1999: pp. 14-15) there is a general consensus that these are the 

primary goals of EPZs: “(1) Provide foreign exchange earnings by promoting non-traditional 

exports. (2) Provide jobs to alleviate unemployment or under-employment problems in the host 

country; assist in income creation. (3) Attract foreign direct investment (FDI) to the country. (4) In 

the case of a successful EPZ foreign direct investment would be accompanied by technological 
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transfer, knowledge spill-over and demonstration effects that would act as catalyst for domestic 

entrepreneurs to engage in production of non-traditional products.” Among the criticism of EPZs is 

that they can lead to social and economic costs in form of the “potential loss of worker rights and 

protection afforded under national laws and regulations...” (OECD, 2007: p. 23). 

 

EPZs are a trade policy instrument that has become increasingly common as countries have moved 

from import substitution policies to export oriented policies (OECD, 2007). In the modern economy 

there has been a huge increase in the number of EPZs from the late 1950s until now (World Bank, 

1999; OECD, 2007). In the mid 1970s there existed 79 EPZs in 25 countries. In the mid 1990s the 

number had increased to 500 EPZs in 73 countries. The most recent numbers from 2006 show that 

there existed about 3,500 EPZs in about 130 countries. 

 

Figure 2 – Number of EPZs worldwide 

 

Source: OECD (2007) 

 

We can see that there has been a tremendous increase in the number of EPZs since 1986. From 

1986 to 1997 the number almost quintupled from 176 to 845, and from 1997 to 2006 the number 

quadrupled from 845 to about 3500. Especially the increase from 1997 to 2002 is remarkable. In 

five years the number of EPZs increased by 355 %. 
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Figure 3 – Number of countries with EPZs 

 

Source: OECD (2007) 

 

The number of countries with EPZs has had a more linear increase. For obvious reasons there is a 

maximum of how many countries can have EPZs as there are just over 200 countries in the world. 

 

The number of people working in the EPZs has also increased significantly. We do not have any 

numbers before 1997 but even since then the numbers have almost tripled. As with the countries 

with EPZs this graph shows a more linear increase. 
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Figure 4 – Number of people (millions) working in EPZs 

 

Source: OECD (2007) 

 

The development in the number of total EPZs in the world compared to the number of countries 

with EPZs and number of people working in EPZs shows that the EPZs have become more 

concentrated in certain countries. Even though the number of EPZs quadrupled from 1997 to 2006, 

the number of people working in EPZs only tripled. 

 

3.2 The maquila industry in Mexico 

In this section we will give an overview of the Mexican maquila industry. We will list the typical 

costs and benefits as well as describe how the industry has evolved over the years. 

 

Initially, the idea of the maquila industry was to take advantage of the low-wage workforce, which 

at the same time could play a key role in the development process. The maquilas were able to create 

steady growth within the region‟s industry, although it also impacted the work conditions 

(Contreras & Carrillo 2001: 69). Therefore, the maquila industry is often being associated with 

assembly line work, loose environmental- and health regulations, low-wage salary, and poor work 

conditions. However, studies show that the maquila industry has gained more experience and 

knowledge over the years, and has gradually moved towards more complex activities. At the same 

time the industry has also experienced improvements in job safety, human resources, and 
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environmental performance. Anderson and Gerber (2008: pp. 98-102) describe the costs and 

benefits in relation to the maquila industry in Mexico, which is listed in the table below: 

 

Table 2 – Costs and benefits of the maquila industry 

Costs Benefits 

 Exploitation of workers 

 Lack of spill-overs 

 Environmental damage 

 Job creation 

 Foreign exchange earnings 

 Technology and knowledge 

 

Flores (2005: p. 249) writes that over the past years the location of the maquilas have become more 

decentralized: “The greater liberalization of the Mexican economy has been accompanied by a 

gradual decentralization of industrial activities from Mexico City. The new location of these tasks 

has not been homogeneous either in space or by sector. It has been concentrated on those of the 

most populated metropolitan zones of the country that are in the north of the central region and in 

the north of the national territory”. This decentralization led to the expansion of the maquila 

industry in Torreón among other cities. 

 

With the creation of NAFTA in 1994 the maquila industry was boosted in the second half of the 

1990s as NAFTA provided access to the American market (EIU, 2008). Between 1996 and 2000 the 

industry grew 33 % (WTO, 2008). The majority of the maquilas are located along the Mexico-US 

border (EIU, 2008), and the maquila industry has had a significant impact on the industrial growth 

in that region during the last 25 years (Contreras & Munguía, 2007: p. 72). Between 1985 and 2006 

the maquila export rose from 19 % to 43 % of total exports (WTO, 2008). Value of exports reached 

97.4 billion US dollars in 2005 (see table below). 
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Table 3 – Structural indicators of the maquila industry 2001-2006 

 (US$ million, nominal prices
a
) 

 Value of 

output 

(US$ 

million)b 

Value 

added 

(% of 

GDP) 

Exports 

(US$ 

million) 

Imports 

(US$ 

million) 

Exports 

(% of 

total) 

Imports 

(% of 

total) 

Inputs 

(US$ 

million) 

Domestic 

inputs (% 

of total) 

Wages 

(US$ 

million) 

Establish-

ments 

(number) 

Persons 

employed 

Maqui-

ladora 

empl./ 

manufact. 

empl. 

2001 65,888 3.1 76,881 57,599 48.4 34.2 42,006 3.8 8,158 3,630 1,198,942 30.8 

2002 69,351 2.9 78,098 59,296 48.5 35.2 44,603 4.1 8,113 3,003 1,071,209 29.5 

2003 76,865 2.9 77,467 59,057 47 34.6 51,717 3.5 8,404 2,860 1,062,105 30.1 

2004 90,116 2.8 88,952 67,742 46.3 34.4 62,592 3.3 9,221 2,810 1,115,230 31.8 

2005 .. 2.8c 97,401 75,679 45.5c 34.1c 66,770 3.7 10,060 2,816 1,166,250 .. 

2006 .. .. 52,888 41,219 43.1c 33.8c 29,352 3.9 4,408 2,817 1,191,554 .. 

.. Not available. 

a Estimates in US dollars made using a nominal exchange rate of 10.9 pesos to 1 US dollar. 

b Value of output includes value of inputs and value added by capital and labour. 

c Preliminary data. 

Source: WTO (2008) 

 

The Mexican maquila industry began as a marginal economic activity, but the industry gradually 

became a central part of the Mexican economy. At the same time the capabilities of the workers 

seemed to improve continuously as well. A survey that focused on the changes in managerial and 

technical capabilities from 1998-2001, where 297 maquila plants (from auto- and electronic part 

plants) participated, show clear signs of improvements within the maquila industry (Carillo & 

Zárate, 2009: p. 341). 

 

The maquila industry produces a variety of goods within different sectors, including vehicles, 

electrical equipment, textiles and furniture. In recent years some maquilas have been able to 

specialize in specific industries. Electronics are based in Guadalajara, automotive parts in Saltillo-

Monterréy, televisions in Tijuana-Mexicali and textiles in Puebla and Tlaxcala (EIU, 2008). The 

Mexican maquilas are moving away from a labor-intensive production and towards a technological- 

and knowledge intensive industry. But even though there is a strong tendency towards more 

complex activities, there are still labor-intensive maquilas in Mexico. According to Carillo & Zárate 

(2009) the maquilas can be divided into first-, second- and third generation maquilas: 
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Table 4 – Evolution of maquila generations 
 

Source: Carillo & Zárate (2009) 

 

The first-generation maquilas are defined by labor-insensitivity, manual labor and simple-assembly. 

They are also known as the “assembled in Mexico” maquilas. The second generation maquilas are 

defined by rationalization of labor, manufacturing according to the lean principle and adaption of 

new technologies. Anderson & Gerber (2008: p. 96-97) note that this resulted in maquilas with a 

higher degree of decision-making autonomy, more advanced manufacturing technology, including 

automation or semi-automation, higher levels of participation by engineers and technicians, and a 

clear emphasis on product quality. These maquilas are known as the “made in Mexico” plants. The 

third generation maquilas are defined by intensity of knowledge, research and development (R&D), 

and design activities („„designed in Mexico‟‟). A potential fourth generation can be defined by the 

centralized coordination of activities for the group of plants located in the country and owned by the 

same company („„coordinated in Mexico‟‟). 

 

One source of development is the number of R&D departments of the companies in the maquila 

industry. The R&D departments are constantly working to improve efficiency, innovation and 

develop new and more advanced products. These types are also known to be the maquilas with 

“more complex activities” or “third generation maquilas”. This improves the decision-making at the 

local level, the quality of the product, and the demand for more skilled labor (Carillo & Zárate, 

2009). 

 

Over the years the Mexican maquila industry has been associated with cheap labor, low added value 

and limited spillovers. Anderson & Gerber (2008: p. 98) write that “Since its inception, the 

maquiladora industry has generated controversy and energized both its supporters and its critics. 

Supporters point to benefits such as jobs and foreign exchange earnings, while critics raise concerns 

about environmental stresses, exploitation of workers, and the lack of spillover onto the rest of the 

Mexican economy”. Moreover, The Mexican maquila industry has also been criticized for lacking 

social responsibility. Especially, pollution has been a hazard to the Mexican-US border area, as 

 1980 % 1990 % 2002 % 

First generation 100 82 18 

Second generation 0 18 66 

Third generation 0 0 27 
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maquilas are contaminating the local environment with toxic waste (Blackman, Batz & Evans, 

2004: p. 5). 

 

Despite the critics Carillo‟s survey-findings from 2004 indicated that 90% of the Mexican maquila 

plants have some type of environmental certification (Carillo & Zárate, 2009: p. 343). However, 

there is still a gap between the first and third generation maquilas. In general, maquilas are quite 

heterogeneous, reflecting different conditions under which environmental and safety requirements 

must be met and, in general, the way in which necessary competitiveness must be achieved. 

 

The Mexican maquila industry is at a very important historical crossroad. On one hand, the industry 

has evolved in terms of employment and technology. On the other hand, the maquila industry may 

be forced to find alternative ways to compete due to the current international financial crisis and the 

substantial competition from China. China is a potential threat to the future development of the 

Mexican maquila industry, and the maquilas have experienced difficulties competing with China 

ever since China entered WTO in 2001, (EIU, 2008: p. 34). 

 

3.3 Human development and the maquila industry 

In this section we review what has been written about the maquila industry in relation to human 

development. 

 

Anderson and Gerber (2008: p. 139) note that income levels in the Mexican border area are above 

the national average and that the poverty rates are lower than the national average. The 

municipalities in Coahuila have the highest income of all the Mexican municipalities in the border 

region (Anderson & Gerber, 2008: p. 144). 

 

The authors further argue that income is the single most important indicator of living standards and 

an essential component of people‟s well-being. However income is not the only component and 

should be regarded as a way to increase opportunities and to obtain goods and services (Anderson 

and Gerber, 2008: p. 140). 
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In terms of equity the authors refer to a study by Peach and Molina (2002, in Anderson and Gerber, 

2008: p. 153) where the Gini
2
 coefficient is used to determine inequality. The study showed that in 

2000 the border region had a Gini coefficient of 0.45 compared to 0.53 on a national level, making 

the income distribution in the border region more equal than nationally. The poverty figures are also 

lower in the border region than in Mexico as a whole (Anderson and Gerber, 2008: p. 155). 

 

Based on the UNDP Human Development Index (HDI) Anderson and Gerber constructed the 

Border HDI (BHDI), in order to measure human development in the Mexican-border region. They 

could not use the original HDI because they had to change two variables in order to be able to 

compare counties and municipalities on both sides of the border. Anderson and Gerber substituted 

the infant mortality rate in the BHDI for the life expectancy variable in the HDI, and they 

substituted the proportion of adults with a high school degree or higher in the BHDI for the literacy 

variable in the HDI (Anderson & Gerber, 2008: p. 191). 

 

Like the HDI Anderson and Gerber divided their BHDI into three sub-indices – income, education 

and health. They constructed an index for each side of the border and compared these with the HDI 

(with the same variables as the BHDI) for each country. Looking at the most recent index numbers 

(from 2000) the Mexican border region scores higher than the country as a whole in the income 

sub-index; in the education sub-index the scores are exactly the same, and in the health sub-index 

the scores are almost the same with Mexico as a whole scoring slightly better than the border 

region. In total the Mexican border region scores higher in the BHDI than Mexico as a whole. 

 

Other authors have focused more on specific topics in a smaller geographic area along the border. 

In their study from 1999 Sargent & Matthews investigated the relative attractiveness of production 

level jobs provided by multinational firms in Mexico‟s maquiladora industry. Their study was 

exclusively qualitative with interviews conducted in Ciudad Juárez and Ciudad Chihuahua. The 

authors suggested that further studies around the same topic were warranted. 

 

Sargent and Matthews asked five questions about the motivation for working in the maquila 

industry, the person‟s previous employment, how these jobs compared with the maquila job, how 

the maquila job compared with the jobs of friends and family, and finally if the person planned on 

                                            
2
 The Gini coefficient measures distribution of income on the cumulative percentage of the population. It ranges from 

0 to 1. The closer to 0 the greater equality (www.worldbank.org, 2011). 
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continuing working in the maquilas. Based on these questions the authors concluded that the 

maquila workers‟ most important reason for working in the maquila industry was the availability of 

the job: “Taken as a whole, the explanations given by maquila workers for why they had maquila 

jobs provide no strong evidence one way or the other that maquila jobs are more attractive than 

non-maquila employment. The majority indicated that they work in a maquila because maquila jobs 

were available” (Sargent & Matthews, 1999: p. 218). At the same time the authors noted an 

ambiguity towards working in the maquila: “No one, for example, said that they worked where they 

did because they liked to assemble auto harnesses, electronic components, or to sew clothing” 

(Sargent & Matthews 1999, p. 218). 

 

In terms of previous employment Sargent and Matthews pointed out that the majority of the 

maquila workers considered their current job more attractive. The workers “had performed what 

many would consider relatively unattractive work” (Sargent & Matthews, 1999: p. 221). This 

includes jobs like construction work, working on a farm, as well as various jobs in the service 

industry. When asked about the maquila job compared to the jobs of friends and family, the authors 

note that their interviews “indicate that the typical maquila job rates rather low when compared to 

other formal jobs in the Northern Mexico labor market” (Sargent & Matthews, 1999: p. 223). Even 

so, the majority of the workers planned on continuing working in the maquilas, and altogether the 

authors suggest that unskilled people can benefit from a job in a maquila since the alternative most 

likely is a job in the informal sector. For people with an existing skill base, however, the job is 

ideally a temporary stop on the way to a better job (Sargent & Matthews, 1999: pp. 225-226). To 

sum it up, Sargent & Matthews‟ study indicates that many people work in the maquila industry 

simply because of the need to make money. In that light, it seems that the maquila industry provides 

a decent alternative to people who would otherwise be unemployed or working in the informal 

sector. 

 

Bair & Gereffi (2001) studied the apparel industry in Torreón based on data from 1998 and 2000. 

They write that some of the earliest work from the 1980s on the maquila industry documented 

“abusive or poor working conditions and suppression of workers‟ efforts to organize” (Bair & 

Gereffi, 2001: p. 1890). This is also mentioned by Sargent & Matthews (1999: p. 214) who write 

that the work in the maquilas has been described as detrimental to the workers‟ health, and that 

some authors have called the work unjust. However, maquila advocates argue that the work offers 

better wages, benefits, and work conditions than the alternative in the local economy (Sargent & 
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Matthews, 1999: pp. 217-218) and more recent studies argue that the maquila industry has evolved 

since the 1980s, which was supported by Carillo & Zárate in the previous section. On this basis Bair 

& Gereffi study whether the apparel industry in Torreón resembles the evolved maquila industry, or 

if it is still resembles the industry from the 1980s. They call it the “high road” and “low road” to 

development respectively. They end up suggesting that “there has been a significant shift beyond 

the traditional model of maquila production in the region, but the outcomes for local firms and 

workers are mixed” (Bair & Gereffi, 2001: p. 1890). 

 

On the basis of this literature review, we believe that we have identified areas which our thesis can 

build on and elaborate. In particular the final text about Torreón opens up for, and justifies, further 

research into the maquila industry in that geographical area. 
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4 Theory 

 

In this chapter we will present the theories that form our conceptual framework. 

 

4.1 Theories 

Our main theory is Amartya Sen‟s capability approach, as presented in his book Development as 

freedom (1999). This theory will be used to identify the factors we believe affects personal 

development of the people working in maquilas. Before we present Sen‟s theory, we will show 

where in development theory Sen‟s capability approach is founded. For this we will draw on John 

D. Martinussen‟s book Samfund, stat og marked – en kritisk gennemgang af teorier om udvikling i 

den 3. verden (1994)*
. Martinussen refers to some of Sen‟s earlier work where the notion of 

income as a means, not an end, is introduced. This notion would later become the inspiration for the 

United Nations‟ Human Development Report, of which the first was published in 1990. Therefore 

we found it logical to include a section about the Human Development Index as well. Finally, we 

will present David A. Whetten‟s (1989) text about how to build a theoretical framework. We are 

aware of the difference between a theoretical framework and a conceptual framework but we still 

found his text useful. Whetten‟s text we will use as inspiration to build this thesis‟ conceptual 

framework. 

 

The conceptual framework will rely almost exclusively on Sen‟s capability approach. However, we 

will also refer to Martinussen in order to establish the delimitation of the conceptual framework. An 

important notice is that we will convert Sen‟s “measures” of development into “measures” that are 

better suited to our thesis‟ purpose. Also we will be eclectic towards Sen‟s theory as one of his 

“measures” will not be included in our framework. 

4.1.1 Martinussen’s overview of development theories 

We have chosen to include Martinussen because he presents a comprehensive overview of 

development theories in developing countries, as well as where in the literature these theories are 

founded. Martinussen‟s theories do not serve the purpose as an analytical tool – for this we will use 

Sen‟s capability approach as mentioned. Moreover, the purpose is to create an underlying 

                                            
*
 In English: Society, state and market – a critical review of development theories in the third world 
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framework in which Sen‟s capability approach is theoretically founded. Hence Martinussen‟s 

theories also act as a natural delimitation of what to analyze. 

 

Martinussen presents an overview of the most important notions of development which each has a 

different point of departure in the literature (Martinussen, 1994; pp. 54-67). One of these notions is 

development as increased welfare in which Sen‟s notion of development is founded. Further, 

Martinussen argues that analysis of development can be done from three different perspectives 

(Martinussen, 1994; pp. 74-77). The first one is the neo-classical perspective, the second is the 

development-economical perspective, and the third is the neo-Marxist perspective. Amartya Sen, 

together with others, is characterized by Martinussen as having an approach to development that 

can be regarded as a re-definition of goals for development. These theorists have rejected economic 

growth as a goal in itself and instead put emphasis on welfare and human development 

(Martinussen, 1994; p. 352). One of Martinussen‟s central points is that development research in 

developing countries should take into consideration the societal processes of reproduction and 

change as well as the international relations that affect these processes (Martinussen, 1994; p. 18). 

 

Martinussen argues that in the literature development has been led by three different drivers – state, 

market and civil society. Here we will only touch upon civil society led development as this is the 

one that is most relevant to our thesis. Civil society-led development encompasses life of the 

citizens in a society, interaction in the household and social organizations. An early approach to 

development that was focused on the civil society was the basic needs strategy, which was 

introduced by the ILO in the mid-1970s. The basic needs included people‟s need for food, shelter, 

clothing and other necessities; public services such as clean drinking water, sanitation, electricity, 

health service and education; and participation in and influence on political life. In 1990, inspired 

by earlier theories, the UN published the first Human Development Report, which focused on the 

possibilities to live a long and healthy life; the possibilities to get an education; and the possibilities 

to get access to the sufficient resources in order to live a decent life. The following years, political 

freedoms, human rights and equal opportunities for men and women were added to the report 

(Martinussen, 1994; pp.361-362, 368). 

 

Our thesis‟ analytical perspective is built on different parts from the neo-classical, the development-

economical, and the neo-Marxist perspectives. From the development-economical perspective we 

acknowledge that people in developing countries should be regarded as different from the people in 
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developed countries, and that separate models and theories should be applied when analyzing these 

people. Hence we use Sen‟s capability approach as it offers an alternative way to “measure” 

development. Secondly, the focus of our analysis is the individual (the workers in the maquila), 

which, following Martinussen, is more in line with the neo-classical perspective that adopts a 

micro-economic scope. However, Sen, who is definitely not neo-classical, also focuses on the 

individual as the agent to bring about development. Finally, we give the analysis a slightly neo-

Marxist perspective because we analyze how the workers‟ personal lives are affected by their work 

in the maquila. This puts the analysis into a societal context, which creates a more holistic approach 

to the analysis. 

4.1.2 Sen’s capability approach 

Amartya Sen‟s capability approach is the thesis‟ main theory and constitutes the theoretical 

foundation for the scope of analysis. 

 

In the past, dominant approaches have often characterized development in terms of income or GDP 

per capita. However, the Nobel Prize winning professor Amartya Sen offers an alternative approach 

to development where the level of income or GDP should not, exclusively, be seen as the level of 

development. Rather, Sen defines development as “a process of expanding the real freedoms that 

people enjoy” (Sen, 1999: p. 3), viewed as both (1) the primary end and (2) the principal means of 

development.  They are also known as the constitutive role and the instrumental role of freedom in 

development. Sen has a holistic approach to development and considers development as an 

interconnection between various aspects such as income, human rights, civil rights, and freedom of 

speech. Hence, an individual is able to have economical freedom, but experience unfreedom, due to 

lack of human right or civil rights. 

 

According to our research question we intend to explore how the personal development of the 

people working in the maquila industry is affected by their work. In relation to Sen‟s approach to 

development it means that we intend to explore whether working in a maquila expands the 

freedoms of the people working there by increasing their capabilities. Before digging deeper into 

this we will introduce the constitutive role and the instrumental role of freedoms in Sen‟s approach 

to development. Both roles are important but we must make it clear that we will focus on the 

instrumental role of freedoms, as this constitutes the basis for the questions in our survey as well as 

the foundation of the thesis‟ conceptual framework. 
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The constitutive role of freedom relates to the importance of substantive freedoms in enriching 

human life. The substantive freedoms include elementary capabilities like being able to avoid 

deprivations such as starvation, undernourishment, escapable morbidity and premature mortality, as 

well as the freedoms that include elementary capabilities that are associated with being literate and 

numerate, enjoying political participation and uncensored speech and so on (Sen, 1999: p. 36). 

 

The instrumental role of freedom is related to elements that contribute directly or indirectly to the 

overall freedom people have to live the kind of life they value. Sen mentions that even though it 

should not be regarded as an exhaustive list, the following five roles of instrumental freedoms are 

important: (1) political freedoms, (2), economical freedoms, (3) social opportunities, (4) 

transparency guarantees, (5) protective security (Sen, 1999: p.38). Thus, with his view on the 

instrumental freedoms Sen opens up for basing the instrumental freedoms on what people value. 

This is reflected in the questions of our survey where we focus on the areas atmosphere, hygiene 

and safety, work time, job satisfaction, and salary satisfaction. The fact that Sen writes that there is 

no checklist for the instrumental freedoms is also reflected in our conceptual framework. We are 

eclectic and have excluded the instrumental freedom transparency guarantees as it did not fit the 

scope of our analysis. 

 

Each of these instrumental freedoms helps to increase the capabilities of a person, but the 

interconnections between them are essential as they supplement and complete each other. For 

instance, economic growth is not only raising private income but tends to expand, for example, 

social security and social opportunities.  On the other hand, political freedom and freedom of 

expression can also promote economical growth. This is also known as “interconnections” and 

“complementarity”. 

 

On a macro level it is therefore essential to include all aspects of an individual‟s life and the society 

where he or she lives, in order to get an adequate conception of the individual‟s capabilities and 

substantive freedom to live the kind of life he or she values. These are aspects such as: age, gender, 

social roles, location, income (converting income into functionings), household income distribution, 

social exclusion, healthcare, education, employment and so on. Moreover, we see some 

psychological aspects related to Sen‟s capability approach. An unemployed person is for instance 

often deprived of more than income, as unemployment have far reaching effects such as loss of 

motivation, skills, and self-confidence. 
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In this thesis we will adopt a distinction between human development and personal development. 

Amartya Sen defines human development in the following way: "Human development, as an 

approach, is concerned with what I take to be the basic development idea: namely, advancing the 

richness of human life, rather than the richness of the economy in which human beings live, which 

is only a part of it" (UNDP webpage, 2011). We agree with this definition. At the same time we see 

a difference in what constitutes human development and what constitutes personal development 

because they measure the same but at different levels. 

 

The difference we adopt is not in what is measured but on which level the analysis is done. We see 

personal development as a micro-level analysis where the individual is in focus. This means the 

personal freedoms that a single human being can enjoy. Human development, on the other hand, we 

see as the aggregated values of personal development for a group of individuals, hence taking the 

analysis to a macro level. The Human Development Index (see the next section) is an example of 

the aggregated values of personal development in order to say something about the overall 

development of the individuals in a country. 

4.1.3 The Human Development Index 

The Human Development Index (HDI) is a comparative measure of a group of individuals‟ 

capabilities to live the life that they value. The concept of the HDI was introduced by the United 

Nations Development Program (UNDP) in 1990, and arose due to criticism of the leading 

development approach of the 1980s. At that time, a close link between income and individual 

human choices was presumed. An alternative development model was needed so the economist Dr. 

Mahbub Ul Haq suggested including social ills and democratization in his approach. Later on, 

Amartya Sen completed the conceptual framework of what would be called the Human 

Development Approach (HDA), and published the Human Development Report under the auspice 

of the UNDP (Fukuda-Parr, 2003). 

 

According to Sen the Human Development Approach is flexible and open-ended, which basically 

means that there can be as many human development dimensions as there are ways of enlarging 

people‟s choices. This means that the priority parameters of human development can evolve over 

time and vary both across and within countries (UNDP Report, 2009). Some of the issues and 

themes currently considered most central to human development include: 
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▪ Social progress (knowledge, nutrition and health) 

▪ Economics (personal income & inequality) 

▪ Efficiency 

▪ Equity 

▪ Participation and freedom (empowerment, democratic governance, gender equality, civil and 

political rights, liberty for marginalized groups, etc.) 

▪ Sustainability 

▪ Human security (hunger, joblessness and conflicts) 

 

The Human Development Index covers 182 UN member states, and each country receives a ranking 

in the four categories, life expectancy, adult literacy, combined gross enrollment ratio, and GDP 

per capita. Based on its ranking in these four categories the country receives a score that constitutes 

the country‟s overall ranking in the HDI. Further, the HDI divides the countries into four categories 

of human development, very high, high, medium, and low. In 2009 Mexico ranked 53
rd

 overall, 

which is in the category of “High HDI”. The following table shows some of the characteristics for 

Mexico‟s level of human development along with the highest and lowest ranked countries in each 

category for comparison: 

 

Table 5 – HDI ranking of selected countries 

HDI value Life expectancy 

(years) 

Adult literacy 

rate (15 and 

above) 

Combined gross 

enrollment ratio 

(%) 

GDP per capita 

(PPP USD) 

1. Norway (0.971) 1. Japan (82.7) 1. Georgia (100.0) 1. Australia 

(114.2) 

1. Liechtenstein 

(85,382) 

53. Mexico 

(0.854) 

43. Mexico (76.0) 58. Mexico (92.8) 56. Mexico (80.2) 58. Mexico 

(14,104) 

182. Niger (0.340) 176. Afghanistan 

(43.6) 

151. Mali (26.2) 177. Djibouti 

(25.5) 

181. Congo (298) 

Source: UNDP (2011) 

 

4.1.4 Building a conceptual framework 

To build the thesis‟ conceptual framework we will draw on a text by David A. Whetten (1989). To 

begin with we must make it clear that Whetten‟s text is about building a theoretical framework, 
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whereas we will build a conceptual framework. Typically, a theoretical framework will offer 

causality and explanations to a phenomenon. However, this thesis‟ conceptual framework will offer 

an approach to exploring personal development by identifying which factors to analyze. For this we 

have found Whetten‟s text useful. According to Whetten a complete theory must contain four 

essential elements: What, How, Why, and Who, Where and When. These are called the building 

blocks of theoretical development. For our framework we will mostly rely on the What and the 

How. Below we will present the context of our conceptual framework as well as examine how each 

of the four elements above should be understood in relation to the theories we use in this thesis. 

Together this will constitute our thesis‟ conceptual framework. 

 

What. Which factors should logically be included in the explanation of the phenomenon of interest? 

Whether the right factors are included should be judged by comprehensiveness (are all relevant 

factors included?) and parsimony (should some factors be deleted because they add little additional 

value to our understanding?). We are aware that our research question is mainly explorative, not 

explanatory, but we still think that the reasoning for which factors should be included applies to our 

framework. 

 

How. How are the set of factors related? For instance this can be done graphically by connecting 

boxes with arrows, thereby creating a pattern. Typically, it also represents causality. Together What 

and How constitute the subject of the theory. Even though we do not intend to build a theory with 

causality and explanations, we will still include this element. As written under the presentation of 

the capability approach, Sen emphasizes the interconnections between the instrumental freedoms 

because they can affect each other. This will also be the case with the factors we identify in the 

conceptual framework. 

 

Why. What are the underlying psychological, economic or social dynamics that justify the selection 

of factors and the proposed causal relationship? This rationale constitutes the theory‟s assumptions. 

What and How describe whereas Why explains. What and How provide a framework for interpreting 

patterns, or discrepancies, in our empirical observations. Why explains why we should expect 

certain relationships in our data. Together these three elements provide the essential ingredients of a 

simple theory: description and explanation. Due to the exploratory nature of our research question 

the conceptual framework will be based on What and How, and much less on Why as this is more 
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explanatory. However, we will include psychological, economic and social aspects in the analysis in 

order to provide an understanding of the context in which the analysis is undertaken. 

Who, Where and When. Would your predictions hold in another country, with another population or 

across time periods? These conditions place limitations on the propositions generated from a 

theoretical model and set the boundaries of generalizability. As such they constitute the range of the 

theory. We see this as very similar to external validity and it will be addressed under the discussion 

of the conceptual framework. 

 

To take an existing theory and test it in a different environment (Who, Where and When) is not in 

itself sufficient theoretical contribution, regardless of whether the theory works or not. It must also 

be investigated why the theory did or did not work, meaning that What and How should be 

addressed. By applying a theory in a new setting you need to learn something new about the theory 

itself as a result of working with it under new conditions. New applications should improve the tool, 

not just reaffirm its utility. By converting Sen‟s factors into factors that we found more useful for 

our analysis, we will argue that we have addressed this issue. 

 

With the theories in place we will now proceed to the conceptual framework. 

 

4.2 Conceptual framework 

As mentioned earlier we have found it necessary to make the distinction between personal 

development and human development. We see personal development as a micro-level analysis 

where the focus is on the individual, and human development as the aggregated values of a group of 

individuals‟ personal development. This is in line with what Sen writes, as the individual is the 

primary actor to bring about development in his analysis. However, Sen refers to the individual as 

being part of a bigger group of individuals (the society); hence, his analysis should be seen in a 

macro-environmental context. Because we make our analysis in a micro-environmental context, one 

of the major challenges is to compare the data from Las Americas with our notion of personal 

development, as there is no general method or blueprint to measure personal development. Here the 

abductive method plays a big role. After reporting the social actors‟ accounts, the researcher must 

“abstract or generate technical concepts from these lay concepts” (Blaikie, 2010: p. 90). Thus, in 

our conceptual framework we have had to convert Sen‟s measurements into measurements that can 

be applied to our level of analysis based on the accounts given by the interviewees. This is 
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important because “The social actors need to be able to recognize themselves and others in the 

researcher‟s account” (Blaikie, 2010: p. 90). Hence, the labeling of the factors reflects both the 

scope of each factor based on Sen‟s instrumental freedoms as well as the nature of the questions 

that were asked in the survey. Because of the need to convert the measurements we have had to 

exclude one of the factors in Sen‟s analysis (transparency guarantees) as this was not applicable to 

our analysis. 

 

First we will explain which factors are included in our framework and, thus, are subject to analysis. 

Based on Whetten‟s framework our conceptual framework constitutes the following factors: 

influence; occupational health and safety; training and courses; and salary. We have derived these 

factors from Sen‟s instrumental freedoms. These are the factors that we believe are instrumental for 

analyzing the personal development of the people working in the maquila industry. Below we have 

made an overview of how the factors are derived from Sen‟s theory: 

 

Table 6 – Overview of theory and factors 

SEN’S INSTRUMENTAL FREEDOMS FACTORS IN FRAMEWORK 
Political freedoms  Influence 
Protective security Occupational health & safety 
Social opportunities Training and courses 
Economic facilities Salary 
 

Influence. This factor is derived from political freedoms, which “refer to the opportunities that 

people have to determine who should govern and on what principles” (…) and “include the political 

entitlements associated with democracies in the broadest sense” (Sen, 1999; p. 38). The factor is 

also related to participation and freedom under the HDI as we touch upon some of the same issues 

such as empowerment and discrimination. We have translated political freedoms into influence 

because, in this context, having the opportunity to influence your workplace is similar to having the 

opportunity to influence a society through democracy. With influence a person can affect the work 

conditions, salary level, and other areas that are important to the people working there, as well as 

matters that also have linkages outside the workplace. 

Occupational health and safety. This factor is derived from protective security, which “is needed to 

provide a social safety net for preventing the affected population from being reduced to abject 

misery…” (Sen, 1999; p. 40). The factor is also related to human security in the HDI. We have 

translated protective security into occupational health and safety because we see it as important that 



 

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE MEXICAN 

MAQUILA INDUSTRY 

 

46 

 

people are not exposed to any physical danger or mental abuse at their workplace, and that the 

workplace take care of the employees if accidents happen. Furthermore, having a job with a steady 

income is quite essential in a country with no unemployment benefits. 

 

Training and courses. This factor is derived from social opportunities, which “refer to the 

arrangements that society makes for education, health care and so on, which influence the 

individual‟s substantive freedom to live better” (Sen, 1999; p. 39). The factor is also related to 

social progress under the HDI as we see knowledge as linked with capabilities. We have translated 

social opportunities into training and courses because having the opportunity to receive training 

and attend courses can be equaled to receiving education, which increases knowledge. If a person 

receives further training or attends a course, the person‟s skills are increased which, in turn, 

increases the person‟s capabilities. 

 

Salary. This factor is derived from economic facilities, which “refer to the opportunities the 

individuals respectively enjoy to utilize economic resources for the purpose of consumption, or 

production, or exchange” (Sen, 1999; pp. 38-39). The factor is also related to economics under the 

HDI as personal income is what a person receives from working. We have translated economic 

facilities into salary because this is the economic facility at the workplace. Salary is what gives a 

person economic resources to be utilized outside the workplace. With a salary a person can buy 

necessities such as food and shelter but also (depending on the model of the society) access to 

health care and education. 

 

Next, we will explain how the factors are related. To begin with we must emphasize that we will not 

demonstrate a causal relationship between the four factors by use of statistical methods. Rather, we 

will use logical argumentation to show how the factors are related. To demonstrate the relationship 

between the factors we have divided the factors into four boxes, which are depicted on the 

following page. Together, the four factors and their interconnections constitute personal 

development. As mentioned in the theory chapter, Sen emphasized that the interconnections 

between the instrumental freedoms are essential as the factors affect each other in varying degrees. 

In our model the arrows between the boxes illustrate the factors‟ interconnections. We will admit 

that some interconnections are stronger than others, and they will therefore receive more attention. 

In the following section we will give a more detailed explanation of how the factors are related. 

 



 

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE MEXICAN 

MAQUILA INDUSTRY 

 

47 

 

Figure 5 – Conceptual framework 

 

Personal development 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: own model 

 

Influence affects occupational health and safety, training and courses, and salary. In our model it is 

important to have the possibility to have influence on decision-making regarding work conditions 

and the work itself, which are matters that are significant to the people working there. Influence 

affects occupational health and safety in the way that a labor union can push for better working 

hours, and the workers have a voice if they are being forced to work under hazardous conditions – 

both physically and mentally. Influence affects the access to training and courses in the way that 

management can be made aware that the employees wish to increase their skills. There is also a link 

between influence and salary as a labor union can negotiate the salary with the management. 

Influence can be exercised by being allowed to have a saying in matters that affect the workers. 

Often influence is exercised through labor unions, but having influence on the work itself can also 

be seen as having a certain degree of autonomy over how the work is done. 

 

The link from occupational health and safety to influence and training and courses is less obvious, 

although one can say that a person needs to be healthy in order to have influence and attend training 

and courses. The link from occupational health and safety to salary is clearer as a person who is 

less exposed to a hazardous environment is less likely to sustain an injury that could prevent the 

person from working. Thus, a person that is not working will not receive a salary. 

Training and courses affect all the three other factors. If a person increases his or her skills, it can 

lead to a promotion which in turn can lead to an increase in influence and salary. By increasing his 

or her skills, a person becomes more qualified for a promotion. Thus, if a person increases his or her 

skills, the person becomes more valuable to the company and can better influence decision making 

Influence Occupational health 
and safety 

Training and courses Salary 
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or ask for a higher salary. Training and courses can affect occupational health and safety if a 

person is trained before operating certain machines, or attends a safety course. In that way training 

and courses can decrease the risk of accidents for the workers. This would increase the occupational 

health and safety. 

 

The link from salary to the three other factors is less direct. However, if you argue that the level of 

salary corresponds with a person‟s job, then the salary can be seen as affecting the other factors as 

mentioned above under training and courses. Moreover, a person‟s salary affects the person‟s 

capabilities outside the workplace, which in turn can affect the three other factors at the workplace. 

Hence, the link is more indirect. 

 

4.3 Discussion of the conceptual framework 

According to Clark (2005: pp. 5-6) the most common criticism of Sen‟s capability approach is 

centred on the extent to which it can be operationalized. The criticism concerns the identification of 

valuable capabilities, the usefulness of the capability approach for making inter-personal 

comparisons of well-being, and that the informational requirements of the capability approach can 

be extremely high. 

 

Sen‟s approach to development mostly focuses on intangibles, such as processes, and we have had 

to convert these into factors that are useful to this thesis‟ topic. Hence, a critique could be that our 

selection of factors in the conceptual framework is a bit arbitrary, which would decrease the 

construct validity of the research design. However, we have converted Sen‟s freedoms into what we 

found useful in order to make the analysis and answer our research question. To support this 

argument Clark (2005: p. 5) writes that “the selection and weighting of capabilities depend on 

personal value judgement”. In the factor influence, for example, we regard autonomy as something 

positive. It should be noted that it might not be everybody who consider autonomy as something 

positive. Some people might be more comfortable with less autonomy and more supervision over 

their work. But as noted by Alkire “One of the chief strengths of Sen‟s framework is that it is 

flexible and exhibits a considerable degree of internal pluralism, which allows researchers to 

develop and apply it in many different ways” (Alkire, 2002, in Clark, 2005: p. 5). 
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Another distinction is that Sen focuses on the macro-level, whereas we focus on the micro-level as 

previously mentioned. But as Clark writes “...Sen indicates that the CA can be used to assess 

individual advantage in a range of different spaces. For example, the assessment of poverty might 

involve concentrating on a relatively small sub-set of basic capabilities. Evaluating well-being or 

human development on the other hand seems to require a much longer and more diverse list of 

capabilities” (Clark, 2005: p. 5). Thus, we have had to identify the inner core of Sen‟s notions of 

development and find the common denominators that could be adapted to our model. 

 

Another critique is the scope of the capability approach. Clark (2005: p. 8) argues that “Most 

theories of well-being and need (...) ought to say more about (...) the psychology of human well-

being, i.e. mental functioning (...)”. We agree with this statement, which is why we have asked the 

workers about the atmosphere at the maquila. 

 

In terms of external validity we will argue that our model can be applied to other maquilas in 

Mexico and export processing zones in other countries to a large extent. The national context would 

be expected to influence what a person has reason to value, but the four factors (influence, 

occupational health and safety, training and courses, and salary) are typically scrutinized in the 

EPZ/maquila literature, and are thus objects for analysis. However, it is more debatable whether the 

conceptual framework could be applied to other (higher) levels of the organization at a maquila. 

The framework is developed for analyzing the personal development of the workers at a maquila, 

and not the personal development of managers or CEOs. While our framework is based on Sen‟s 

somewhat universal freedoms, people with more senior jobs might value different factors than what 

was identified in our framework. 

 

It could be argued that Sen‟s notion of what constitutes development based on freedoms is founded 

in Western ideas of democracy, legal mechanisms and political freedoms. Hence it might not be 

freedoms that are universal or valued equally high throughout the world. Sen tries to counter this 

argument by saying that: “The objective of development relates to the valuation of the actual 

freedoms enjoyed by the people involved” (Sen, 1999; p. 53). However, a little later Sen argues that 

“there is a need to develop and support a plurality of institutions, including democratic systems, 

legal mechanisms, market structures, educational and health provisions, media and other 

communication facilities and so on” (Sen, 1999; p. 53). It is not to say that we do not agree with or 

see democracy and legal mechanisms as conducive for expansion of freedoms, but there might be 
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others who do not support democracy or have a different view on which legal mechanisms are 

desirable. 
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5 Case presentation 
 

This chapter is a contextual presentation of the case. The presentation will give a macro overview of 

Mexico and the state of Coahuila as well as an overview of La Laguna, Las Americas Industrial 

Park and the FOMEC organization. 

 

5.1 Economic and political overview of Mexico 

The main purpose of this section is to provide the reader with an overview of Mexico as a country, 

with a focus on the country‟s economic development, the political situation in Mexico, and 

employment and poverty. 

 

Mexico is the second largest economy in Latin America, after Brazil and ahead of Argentina (EIU, 

2008). Mexico has undergone a rapid economic development ever since the country went from an 

import substitutions strategy to an open export oriented market in the 1980s. Mexico has also been 

able to benefit from the NAFTA cooperation with the USA and Canada, of which Mexico has been 

a member since 1994. Trade with the USA and Canada has nearly tripled ever since Mexico became 

a member of the trade agreement (CBO, 2003). Mexico has 12 trade agreements with over 40 

countries, but the USA remains Mexico most important trade partner with around 80 % of export 

sales (EIU, 2008: p. 38). From 2006-2008 the economic growth fell from 4.9% to 1.5 %, and in 

2009 the economy dipped 6.5 %. However, the economy quickly recovered and grew 5.5 % in 

2010. 
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Figure 6 – Development of GDP (%) in Mexico 2006-2010 

 

 
 

Sources: The World Bank; EIU 

 

Despite Mexico‟s economic growth during the past 30 years the Mexican purchasing power remains 

one third of that of the USA (EIU, 2008: p. 24) and the country has one of the world‟s highest gaps 

in income equality according to the Gini coefficient, where Mexico ranks 120 out of 148 countries 

(World Bank webpage, 2011). 

 

Mexico has been led by two political parties during the past 82 years. Partido Revolucionario 

Institucional had the power from 1929 – 2000, and Partido Acción Nacional won the election in 

2000, where Vicente Fox was president until Filipe Calderón was elected in 2006 (EIU, 2008: p. 4). 

Filipe Calderón has emphasized the importance of an open export-oriented strategy, in order to 

increase FDI in Mexico. Also, Filipe Calderón has stated that he intends to reduce the social gap 

between the rich and the poor in Mexico, though the Mexico remains one of the countries in the 

world with the largest gap between the rich and the poor (EIU, 2008: p. 4). The high level of 

inequality could be an incentive for some to commit to criminal acts, and the drug cartels are highly 

present along the Mexican-US border as most of the drugs are smuggled to the USA. Joining one of 

the cartels is therefore an alternative for some maquila workers as this could lead to a higher 

income. From our interview with the journalist Carlos Morales we learned that this was the case in 

Ciudad Juárez (interview # 5, p. 2, Carlos Morales). 
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The Mexican population counts around 113 million citizens, and it is estimated that the workforce 

consists of around 45 million people (CIA World Fact Book, 2011). Many persons are either 

unskilled or semi-skilled, and around 40-60 % of the workforce is working within the informal 

sector which means that they are not registered for tax or social security (EIU, 2008: p. 16). The 

latest numbers from 2007 show that people with only primary education make up 57 % of the total 

workforce, and that people with secondary education make up 20 % of the workforce (The World 

Bank, 2011). It is primarily these two groups who find work in the maquila industry. The registered 

workers are entitled to at least the official minimum wage. The amount of the minimum wage 

depends on the geographical area of which there are three. In area A the minimum wage is 59.82 

MXP; in area B 58.13 MXP; and in area C 56.70 MXP. These amounts are around 5 USD per day 

and Coahuila is placed in category C (Salarios mínimos webpage, 2011). 

 

It is difficult to get a number of the actual unemployment in Mexico due to the high number of 

people who work in the informal sector. According to official statistics the unemployment rate has 

been relatively low the past five years but it is estimated that underemployment may be as high as 

25 % (CIA World Fact Book, 2011). 

 

Figure 7 – Unemployment in Mexico (% of total workforce) 

 

Sources: The World Bank; EIU 
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up 20 % of the workforce but the unemployment rate is 24.5 %. Conversely, the group with primary 

education make up 57 % of the workforce but has a relatively lower unemployment rate at 50.7 % 

(The World Bank, 2011). 

While poverty can be found in all states in Mexico, the poverty rates of the south-eastern states of 

Chiapas and Oaxaca are higher than the rest of the country (EIU, 2008: p. 29). In terms of human 

development the situation is the same, as depicted below. Apart from the area around Mexico City 

and the areas with popular tourist destinations, there is a clear difference between the northern 

states, the central states, and the southern states. As mentioned in the literature review, Anderson & 

Gerber (2008) also noted a higher human development score for the border area compared with the 

rest of the country. 

 

Figure 8 – Overview of human development in Mexico 

 

Source: UNDP (2006) 

 

The percentage of the population that lives for less than two dollars a day was 8.1 % in 2008, 

equivalent to about 9 million people. 
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5.2 Economic overview of Coahuila 

After providing an overview of the Mexican economic and political situation, the next section will 

present an economic overview of the state of Coahuila. 

 

Coahuila is located in northern Mexico and borders with Texas, USA. It has a population of 

approximately 2.75 million inhabitants according to the latest numbers from 2010 (INEGI, 2011). 

There are 38 municipalities in Coahuila. The state capital is Saltillo with around 700,000 citizens; 

however Torreón forms the largest metropolitan area in the state with around 1,250,000 citizens in 

the greater area. In 2005 Coahuila represented 3.5 % of Mexico‟s total GDP, and FDI were 

estimated to 143 million USD (Bancomext, 2011). 

 

Northern Mexico is generally more prosperous than southern Mexico and is home of much of the 

country‟s manufacturing industry (EIU, 2008: p. 29). The maquila industry represents an important 

part of the economy in Coahuila, and the state is hosting a large number of MNCs in different 

industries. Agriculture used to be the most important industry in Torreón but the maquilas has 

brought new industries and jobs to Torreón. Manufacturing in Coahuila made up 33 % of the state‟s 

GDP during the 90s, which was the highest percentage of any state in Mexico (Bendenski, 2003; p. 

11). The textile industry is also an important source of income as La Laguna is known to be a 

cluster for production of denim trousers. In 2000 six million garments were produced in Torreón, 

out of which 90 % was exported. Jeans account for 75 % of the exported apparel (Bair & Gereffi, 

2001: p. 1891). It is estimated that jobs in the maquila industy in Torreón grew from 12,000 in 1993 

to 75,000 in 2000 (Bair & Gereffi, 2001: p. 1889). 

 

There are more than twenty universities and public and private Institutes of Superior Education in 

Coahuila. The biggest universities are Insitituto Tecnológico de Saltillo (Saltillo), Universidad 

Autónoma Agraria Antonio Narro (Torreón), and Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila (Saltillo & 

Torreón). In 2008 the universities and institutes around Torreón produced 3,736 graduate students 

and 458 master degree students (FOMEC, 2009(IV)). 

 

There are eight maquilas in the Torreón metropolitan area. Seven of them are located in the city and 

one is located just outside the city. Four of the eight maquilas are operated by FOMEC (FOMEC, 

2009(II)). In terms of infrastructure there is an airport in Torreón, railways that go to the US border 

and big high ways (interview # 1, Armando Carlos). 
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5.3 Introduction to Las Americas Industrial Park, La Laguna and FOMEC 

In this section we will introduce Las Americas Industrial Park, La Laguna, and FOMEC – the 

organization that administers La Laguna. 

 

Las Americas Industrial Park is located in the outskirts of Torreón. It is surrounded by a fence, 

barbed wire, and a giant metal gate at the main entrance. Las Americas Industrial Park is one of six 

maquilas operated by FOMEC (Fomento Económico Laguna de Coahuila, A.C.). For purpose of 

ease we refer to the six maquilas as La Laguna. Based on numbers from 2009 the six maquilas 

contain 40 plants that employ 53,976 persons (FOMEC, 2009 (III)). 

 

Work conditions have generally been improved since predominantly American companies have 

issued codes of conduct in order to protect their brand name (Bair & Gereffi, 2001: p. 1897). The 

majority of the employees are unionized, and only 10 % of the employees are not in a labor union 

(FOMEC, 2009 (III)). In 2008 the average salary of an assembly line worker was 3,748 MXP 

(about 285 USD) a month, which is more than three times the minimum salary. The salary depends 

on the workers‟ experience and workers with 4-6 years of experience earn an average salary of 

4,606 MXP, whereas workers with less than two years‟ experience earn an average salary of 2,794 

MXP (FOMEC, 2009 (III)). In addition the employees receive medical insurance and are paid a 

mandatory Christmas bonus and vacation bonus (FOMEC, 2009 (III)). The amount of both bonuses 

depends on the employee‟s seniority. Our own calculations show that the average Christmas bonus 

of an assembly line worker with less than two years‟ experience is 2,667 MXP; almost the same as 

one month‟s salary. There are also a number of optional benefits that the companies in La Laguna 

can choose to provide to their employees. These include a saving fund, a grant to help employees 

with social, cultural, sports or similar activities, attendance bonus, performance bonus, profit 

sharing, meal assistance, and life insurance. In the material from FOMEC 21 companies have been 

asked which optional bonuses were provided to the employees. The majority of the companies 

provided a savings fund, attendance bonus, performance bonus, and all the companies provided 

meal assistance in form of either canteen meals or restaurant vouchers. The profit bonus, even 

though it is listed as optional, is presented in the material from FOMEC (2009 (III), p. 16) as a 

“mandatory distribution of a portion of pre-tax profits.” In this case the companies must distribute 

the equivalent of 10 % of their pre-tax profits among all employees. 
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Bair & Gereffi write that in the apparel industry the ratio of men to women is around 50 % but the 

majority of the managers and supervisors are male. According to Bair & Gereffi it is more likely 

that men are promoted (Bair & Gereffi, 2001: p. 1893). From the interviews we conducted at Las 

Americas Industrial Park, we got the impression that most of the workers were men. Also, 14 out of 

16 interviewees were men. 

 

La Laguna was founded by FOMEC in 1994 in order to attract foreign investments. FOMEC is a 

private, non-profit association that collaborates with the Mexican state and the local authorities 

(FOMEC webpage, 2011). FOMEC has assisted many foreign companies in the decision-making 

process regarding the site location, and assisted companies in La Laguna by providing special 

service and conditions for the specific companies. They can also assure that all projects are always 

kept strictly confidential. 

 

The maquila industry has had a significant impact on the local community and the citizens of 

Torreón. The city of Torreón was established in 1897 and it grew from a small village to an 

industrial city in less than a 100 years. The population of La Laguna is still growing due to the 

industrial growth. 

 

The area is characterized by having many different industries. The dairy industry is the largest 

industry in La Laguna and 1.3 million gallons (or 4.91 million liters) of milk is produced every day 

(interview # 1, p. 2, Armando Carlos). The largest dairy company in Mexico, and one of the largest 

in the world, is located in Torreón. It is called “Lala”, which is short for La Laguna.  The area has 

always been known for having a large milk production. In addition there are also other important 

industries in Torreón, such as food and beverage industry, textile industry, furniture industry, 

mining, and recently the electronics industry also gained foothold in the area. 

 

Chicken production is the second largest industry within the food industry in this area. The largest 

company is called Tyson, which is an American company with around 6,000 employees. The 

majority of the chickens are exported to Asia and the company customizes its production to each 

export market (interview # 1, p. 2, Armando Carlos). 

 

La Laguna has transformed into more advanced production plants over the years, and more 

companies are trying to differentiate their products and deliver tailor-made solutions (interview # 1, 
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p. 2, Armando Carlos). Robots and machines have replaced some of the employees as the strategy 

of La Laguna is to produce more advanced products. A part of the production that used to take place 

in the maquilas has been moved to China as the production costs are lower in China. The strategy of 

La Laguna has therefore changed as the maquilas are trying to compete more on sophisticated 

production rather than cheap production. 

 

The area of La Laguna (Torreón) is an excellent case to study as the area has changed tremendously 

due to the maquila industry. Several American MNCs have moved their production to Torreón and 

the area has little by little changed into a cluster of maquila plants. According to the general director 

of FOMEC the combination of Torreón‟s geographical location and the universities and institutes 

are assets for La Laguna: “The way I see it, Torreón and La Laguna is a hub, as many industries are 

located here and the area is able to attract employees from all of northern Mexico. Needless to say, 

our location close to the US border, and in the middle of northern Mexico, has a lot to do with the 

economic growth in the area. Furthermore, the (local) government also tried to get as many 

universities as possible to the region. This means that there are many highly educated people in the 

area who can contribute with new knowledge, which can be used within the maquiladora industry” 

(interview # 1, p. 2, Armando Carlos). 
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6 Case analysis 
 

In the analysis we will analyze the empirical data according to the factors identified in the 

conceptual framework in order to answer our research question „how is the personal development of 

the people working in the maquila industry affected by their work?‟ The analysis will lead to a 

discussion of personal development. 

 

The analysis is structured around the four factors from the conceptual framework. The factors are 

analyzed with data from the five questions from our survey and supplemented with data from the 

qualitative interviews to provide more in-depth answers. Below is an overview of how the empirical 

data and the conceptual framework are related to Sen‟s instrumental freedoms. 

 

Table 7 – Overview of theory, factors, and empirical data 

SEN’S INSTRUMENTAL 
FREEDOMS 

FACTORS IN FRAMEWORK EMPIRICAL DATA 

Political freedoms Influence Atmosphere 
Protective security Occupational Health & Safety Hygiene and safety / work 

time 
Social opportunities Training and courses Job satisfaction 
Economic facilities Salary Salary satisfaction 
 

The survey questions were all structured the way in which the interviewees were given the options 

of answering „very good‟, „good‟, „average‟, „bad‟, or „very bad‟; and „very satisfied‟, „satisfied‟, 

„average‟, „unsatisfied‟, or „very unsatisfied‟ depending on the question. 

 

Following the abductive research method the reliability of interviewees‟ statements is very much an 

interpretation of how we understand the statements.  Hence, what the interviewees tell may be true 

or false, they can be reliable or unreliable (Kvale, 1997: p. 218). In that sense the statements of the 

interviewees can be biased, and that should be taken into consideration as many of them have a self-

understanding that may differ from the reality.  Psychologists argue that projection is a 

psychological defense mechanism where a person unconsciously denies his or her own attributes, 

thought and emotions, which are then ascribed to the outside world, such as to other people 

(psychpage.com, 2011). Thus, it can be complicated to know whether the employees at Las 

Americas are really telling the truth, or if they are lying to us or themselves in order to protect their 
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self image. Sargent & Matthews (1999) touch upon the same aspect in their study but believe that 

the workers are aware of their situation, which makes their answers reliable. In our case we will 

also believe that the answers are reliable, though the psychological aspects should be taken into 

consideration as well. 

 

In the next section each of the factors will be analyzed individually as well as reflected upon. At the 

end of each of the factors there will be a summary of the findings, which, together with the 

discussion, will form the foundation of the final conclusion where the research question will be 

addressed. 

 

6.1 Influence 

The first factor deals with influence and is related to the question how is the atmosphere at the 

maquila? In our model influence is an essential part of personal development as the factor affects 

other areas of personal development. We asked this question because we saw atmosphere as a good 

indicator of the workers‟ opportunities to have influence on their daily work, and also to understand 

how the employees at Las Americas feel while they are at work. Specifically, we wanted to get an 

understanding of the tone of voice, freedom of expression, and if any of the employees were 

exposed to any kind of discrimination. 

 

According to our survey 76 % of the interviewees stated that the atmosphere was either good or 

very good at the maquila where they work, while only two percent stated that the atmosphere was 

bad. The remaining 22 % stated that the atmosphere was average. No one stated that the atmosphere 

was very bad. 
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Figure 9 – Atmosphere in the maquila 

 

 

As mentioned earlier the management at FOMEC did not allow us to interview the employees at the 

maquila plant without supervision. This could indicate that the management at FOMEC is worried 

that the employees might say something negative about the maquila plant. The management may 

presume that some of the workers are not satisfied with various conditions at the maquila plant and, 

thus, feels a need to control what is being said. If this is truly the case, it could be seen as a sign that 

the employees are not allowed to participate in relevant decision making processes and have little 

influence on their work and surroundings. Our qualitative interviews also reveal that there are 

different opinions about the atmosphere, wellbeing and influence of the employees at the maquila. 

The question of atmosphere was addressed to a supervisor: 

 

“- What exactly do you do now? 

Interviewee: Make money…Ha ha...No, sorry…I am a supervisor, so I control the quality of 

products and make sure that the assembly workers are alright and that they get along. 

- Do they get along? 

Interviewee: Yes, conflicts are generally rare.” 

(Interview # 15, p. 1, supervisor) 

 

As far as this supervisor is concerned, there are seldom any conflicts at the plant. However, the 

question remains whether the employees are truly satisfied with the atmosphere, or if conflicts are 
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simply not welcomed by the management. The absence of conflicts is not necessarily a good thing 

as no articulation of conflicts can just as well be an indication of a bad atmosphere as much as a 

good atmosphere. It could be argued that conflicts are inevitable in a workplace as employees have 

individual opinions and desires. In that case the problem is not whether there are conflicts but how 

the conflicts are handled. Thus, if the absence of conflicts is due to a limited freedom of expression, 

it would be an issue in terms of the employees‟ level of influence. It would affect their personal 

development negatively. While this could be the case is some maquilas, it may not give just cause 

to Las Americas Industrial Park. 90 % of the employees are affiliated with a labor union, which 

indicates that the employees have a voice and a saying in decisions that may affect them. Also, in 

the survey 76 % answered that the atmosphere was either good or very good. Nevertheless, the fact 

that the management refuse to let us interview the employees without their supervision shows that 

there is a high level of control and authority, which could lead to situations where lower ranked 

employees are not comfortable with speaking up or telling a higher ranked person that there is 

something they are not satisfied with. 

 

In the same interview the supervisor who said that there were rarely conflicts at the maquila plant, 

also says that there is no discrimination and that people respect one another: 

 

“- And how is the relationship between supervisors and the assembly workers? 

Interviewee: It is very good. People respect one another and there is no discrimination. 

- Is there any difference between how men and women are treated? 

Interviewee: Well…No…No, there is no difference…Only sometimes the women are not strong 

enough to lift heavy things, so we (men) have to help them”. 

(Interview # 15, p. 2, supervisor) 

 

The statement above by the supervisor might be true; however it seems a bit contradictory. He 

argues that men and women are treated equally, yet he mentions that women are not “strong 

enough” to handle all tasks which means that the men have to take action. Obviously, there are 

physical differences between men and women, but it is easy to get the impression of a management 

that considers women unable to perform tasks which men would be able to handle. This notion is 

supported by a statement from a female employee: 
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“Interviewee: Apart from that, well, I would like to operate machines, but it is not considered as a 

woman‟s job in the company that I am in, and I was only able to get an administrative position. 

- Is that common in Mexico? 

Interviewee: Well, yes, there is a lot of „machismo‟ in Mexico, where men are considered to be 

worth more than women.” 

(Interview # 4, p. 3, administrative employee) 

 

The fact that men help women is not discrimination, but we can talk about discrimination if there is 

a difference between how men and women are treated, and if women have less opportunities than 

men. Another issue is whether the supervisor is unaware of any discrimination at the maquila, 

because the employees might hesitate to complain about it. Furthermore, it also depends on how the 

supervisor understands discrimination. He could understand discrimination differently than Danes, 

if for instance gender issues are different in Mexico than in Denmark. Hence, what might be gender 

discrimination in Denmark would maybe be normal according to Mexico‟s norms and culture. As 

the interviewee mentioned, gender discrimination is a national problem rather than a unique case at 

Las Americas. 

 

Another view on the matter is whether the supervisor is being honest. It should be noted that the 

supervisor says that it is his job is to make sure that people get along. Hence, if he says that there 

are conflicts and discrimination, he is indirectly saying that he is not doing his job very well. 

However, his statement about a good atmosphere is supported by what is said by a worker in 

another interview: “…I decided to come back to Mexico because the Americans treated me bad, and 

I did not feel welcome at all. Over here my life is better and I get along with the people a lot better 

than in the USA” (interview # 3, p. 1, worker). 

 

The employee‟s statement above indicates that he is very satisfied with the atmosphere and the 

management at Las Americas Industrial Park. The individual has been employed in the USA and is 

more satisfied with the management in Las Americas compared to his previous job in the USA. He 

even states that he is more satisfied with the conditions at Las Americas, as he feels that he is being 

treated better there compared to previous workplaces in the USA. This supports the statement of the 

supervisor in terms of the good atmosphere in the maquila plant. However, it depends on how the 

worker understands a good atmosphere in the workplace, and how he expects to be treated by the 

management. Barring in mind our understanding of the lack of conflicts, the focus on the workers‟ 
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wellbeing and the seemingly good relationship between managers and workers indicate a relative 

good atmosphere at the workplace. 

 

According to the capability approach and the HDI gender equality is an important part of an 

individual‟s human development. Even though none of our questions directly addresses this 

particular issue, we believe that gender discrimination affects the atmosphere at the maquila 

because it says something about the professional relationship between men and women. It certainly 

affects the influence of the women working in the maquila if they are being discriminated. As 

earlier mentioned a supervisor mentions that there is no discrimination at the maquila plant, 

however a female employee provided a slightly different angle of this subject: “Well, I do not know 

if it is discrimination, but there is a difference between how men and women are treated. It is 

difficult for a woman to get a manager position, and there are more jobs for men” (interview # 4, p. 

3, administrative employee). Further she adds: “Like I said, it is more difficult for a woman to get a 

job. It is not just at this maquila, but it is common in Mexico. Some men believe that women ought 

to be at home, and that the men should work. We are not able to get the same jobs as the men.” 

 

According to the administrative employee there is not necessarily any discrimination at the maquila, 

even though she says that it is more difficult for a woman to get promoted. However, this situation 

should not be considered an attribute of the maquila when you keep in mind the national context. As 

the administrative employee says, it seems to be common in Mexico that men have easier access to 

higher positions, so this cannot be considered a feature exclusive to the maquila industry. In a 

global perspective it is also more common that men hold higher positions than women. On the other 

hand it cannot be disregarded that the supervisor (a man) says that there is no discrimination, and 

the administrative employee (a woman) says that men and women are treated differently in terms of 

access to higher positions. There is definitely a discrepancy between what the two individuals say. 

The case is not unique as more than one female employee have mentioned that they have 

experienced gender discrimination at the maquila plant, and that it is more difficult for a woman to 

get promoted than it is for a man: 

 

“- How are the future opportunities here? 

Interviewee: I guess they are alright. But it is more difficult for a women to get a manager position 

(than a man), but I am also happy about my job.” 

(Interview # 18, p. 2, worker) 
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The same situation was noted by Bair & Gereffi (2001: p. 1897) who did a study of the apparel 

industry in Torreón. They wrote that “male sewers are far more likely than female sewers to be 

promoted to higher-wage jobs…” However, it should be taken into consideration that there seems to 

be a general problem on the Mexican labor market vis-à-vis gender discrimination. One implication 

of this was also mentioned by the female employee who stated that gender discrimination is a 

general problem in Mexico: 

 

“- Have you experienced sexual harassment or gender discrimination at your work? 

Administrative employee: No, but some of my (girl)friends have. Some of my friends dress sexy 

when they go to a job interview.” 

(Interview # 4, p. 4, administrative employee) 

 

According to the interviewee, she feels that Mexican women, in general, may need to play on their 

physical appearance rather than their qualifications in order to get a job. That statement correlates 

with what has been written by De la Garza Toledo (2003), who explain how women on the Mexican 

labor market is a relatively new tendency, which could be one of the reasons why male employees 

and female employees are treated differently. Despite the conservative view on women and work 

that seems to reside in the Mexican society, the authors mention a new working class with a high 

presence of women: “We can speak of an old working class constituted by mature male workers 

who are relatively stable (in spite of the cutbacks due to privatization and company rationalization), 

specialized in one sole machine and located in traditional work processes or re-converted into some 

sophisticated form, and a “new working class”, young, semi-qualified, with a high presence of 

women, low stability in employment, one part occupied in precarious employment and another in 

state-of-the-art modernized companies. This new working class is clearly the vast majority in 

manufacturing, particularly due to its presence in the maquiladora industry” (De la Garza Toledo, 

2003; p. 9). Seemingly, women are becoming more present on the Mexican labor market, which 

could cause a few problems vis-à-vis the process of transition. 

 

There are signs of discrimination at the maquila plant, though it seems to be a national problem 

rather than a unique problem at Las Americas Industrial Park. In spite of that the employees seem to 

be satisfied with their job. It is perhaps a little surprising that some of the female interviewees 

mention that they are generally satisfied with their job, even though they indicate that they are 

somewhat discriminated at their workplace. That may be a question of expectations versus reality, 
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which supports the notion that gender discrimination is common in the Mexican labor market as 

women may expect to be discriminated. Also, it could be that some of the women are merely happy 

to have a steady job due to the high level of underemployment in Mexico. 

 

Summary of the findings 

Overall, we can see that the employees at Las Americas Industrial Park seemed content as 76 % 

answered „good‟ or „very good‟ in the survey. Two percent stated that the atmosphere was bad and 

no one stated that the atmosphere was very bad. The remaining 22 % stated that the atmosphere was 

average. While the topic of this thesis is not gender discrimination, the answers from the 

interviewees ended up dealing a lot with this. Furthermore, gender equality is an important part of 

participation and freedom under the HDI, which meant that we could not ignore this. From the 

information we got in the qualitative interviews two female employees felt that there was gender 

discrimination at the maquila plant, whereas a male supervisor said that there was no 

discrimination. The analysis suggested that gender discrimination is a problem on a national scale, 

and that it spills over into the maquila industry. The same supervisor indicated that the lack of 

conflicts represented a good atmosphere at the workplace. However, seeing that we could not 

interview employees without a supervisor present, it could just as well indicate that the employees 

are not comfortable with speaking up. This could mean that the employees have little influence at 

the maquila plant even though they think the atmosphere is good. 

 

6.2 Occupational health and safety 

The second factor deals with occupational health and safety at the maquila. This factor is related to 

two questions from our survey. The first question is how do you see the work conditions in terms of 

hygiene and safety? The second question is how satisfied are you with the ratio of work time 

compared to recreation? This combination of hygiene and safety as well as work time makes up 

occupational health and safety. 

 

With the first question we want to understand how the general hygiene and safety is at La Laguna, 

which means if the workers are exposed to any health risks while working. This includes whether 

the working areas are clean, if it is safe to operate the machines, and if the employees are in touch 

with any kind of dangerous chemicals for example. It also includes the issue of medical insurance. 

The level of hygiene and safety at the workplace gives an indication of the work environment. The 
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interviewees were given the options of answering „very good‟, „good‟, „average‟, „bad‟, or „very 

bad‟. According to our survey 79 % stated that the work conditions were either good or very good, 

while 11 % stated that the work conditions were either bad or very bad. Ten percent stated that the 

work conditions were average. 

 

Figure 10 – Hygiene and safety in the maquila 

 

 

As mentioned in the literature review the maquila industry has often been associated with poor 

work conditions. However, the evolution of the maquila generations suggests that as the maquilas‟ 

activities move from pure assembly line work to more complex activities, this has had a positive 

impact on the work conditions. When looking at Las Americas this also seems to be the case, as the 

clear majority in the survey says that the hygiene and safety is either good or very good. The survey 

results combined with the fact that “more and more companies that produce advanced products are 

establishing their production in La Laguna” (Interview #1, p. 2, General Director at FOMEC) 

support the suggestion above that work conditions improve as the technology advances. Armando 

Carlos offers part of the explanation to this as he mentions that with improved technology, they 

need less people to produce the products. Logically, if there are fewer people working in the 

maquila, fewer people will experience poor work conditions. This is not to say that there is not 

assembly-line work at La Laguna anymore. Most of the people we interviewed were, in fact, 

assembly-line workers and some of these did not think that the work conditions were good. But 

since so many people in the survey state that the work conditions are good, this could indicate that 
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with improved technology comes improved work procedures, for example lifting techniques or for 

how long the workers can work at the assembly line without a break. Another reason related to this 

could be the implementation of codes of conduct by international companies, as mentioned in the 

case presentation. 

 

In the conceptual framework we mention that the workplace must take care of the employees if 

accidents happen. Based on material from FOMEC the employees in La Laguna receive medical 

insurance through their job (FOMEC, 2009(I)). One worker tells that this applies to everybody: 

 

“- Do you have medical insurance
*
 here? 

Worker: Yes, everybody have that here.” 

(Interview # 8, pp. 1-2, assembly line worker) 

 

The material from FOMEC confirms the quotation as it states that medical insurance is a mandatory 

benefit for the employees. In that sense the maquila becomes a social safety net for people who 

otherwise would not be able to buy a private medical insurance. This could, for example, include 

people who work in the informal sector. According to EIU (2008) between 40-60 % of the Mexican 

workforce work in the informal sector and do not receive health insurance. In other words this 

means that 17-25 million people do not have a medical insurance. 

 

With the second question we want to understand how the workers value the time they spend at work 

and how they feel about the work hours. In terms of occupational health and safety we see it as 

important that the workers find the work hours reasonable, and that they have sufficient time to 

restore their energy. Excessive work hours could be detrimental to the workers‟ health and leave the 

workers worn out. This would decrease their ability to work. 

 

The interviewees were given the options of answering „very satisfied‟, „satisfied‟, „average‟, 

„unsatisfied‟, or „very unsatisfied‟. According to our survey 62 % stated that they were either 

satisfied or very satisfied with the ratio of work time, while 13 % stated that they were either 

unsatisfied or very unsatisfied. 25 % stated that their level of satisfaction was average. 

 

 

                                            
*
 Medical insurance is the translation of seguro social. 
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Figure 11 – Work time in the maquila compared to recreation 

 

 

Based on the interviews and material from FOMEC work hours are around nine hours a day, 

Monday to Friday. This means that the workers at La Laguna work about 45 hours a week and, 

generally, the employees are satisfied with the work hours: 

 

“- How many hours do you work a day? 

Interviewee: About nine hours. 

- Is it tough? 

Interviewee: No, it is not that bad. It could be a lot worse.” 

(Interview # 6, p. 1; worker) 

 

“Interviewee: Well, here I am only working Monday until Friday. At the other place I had to work 

on Saturdays as well.” 

(Interview # 14, worker) 

 

These data can be compared with data from De la Garza Toledo (2003) about work hours in the 

manufacturing sector: “In 1998, the average working week in manufacturing, according to 

ENESTyC was 47 hours in total and by establishment size, which coincides with ENE data that 

reports that in the year 2000, 73.9% of the occupied workers in the transformation industry had 

working weeks of more than 40 hours. The wearing out of the labor force in manufacturing not only 
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comes from increased work intensity, but also from the fact that long working days prevail” (De la 

Garza Toledo 2003; pp. 8-9). 

 

According to De la Garza Toledo‟s findings, the average work week in 1998 was two hours longer 

than the current work week in La Laguna. Whether the average work week has decreased since 

1998 or the employees at La Laguna just work shorter hours is unclear. If the average work week is 

still more than 45 hours, the employees at La Laguna have more time off work than in other 

maquilas. This is supported by a statement from a worker: 

 

“- Why did you come back to this maquila when you worked at the other place? 

Interviewee: Because I liked this place better. 

- What is better here? 

Interviewee: The working hours.” 

(Interview # 18, p. 1, assembly line worker) 

 

With work time of nine hours a day, the work at La Laguna gives the workers better time to restore 

their energy compared with other maquilas, all things equal. This also decreases the risk of being 

worn out. Hence, both the workers‟ physical and mental condition is not affected as negatively 

compared to other maquilas, and to what was noted by De la Garza Toledo. Another aspect of the 

shorter working hours is that the workers at La Laguna get the opportunity to spend more time with 

their families and/or friends, or the time off can be spent on social activities. 

 

In addition, our findings show that the workers at La Laguna earn at least the same salary compared 

to other maquila workers, even though their work time is shorter. One of the interviewees from 

above mentions that employees at other maquilas work longer than nine hours a day for the same 

salary as in La Laguna: 

 

“- How were the working hours at the other place? 

Interviewee: It was supposed to be nine hours like at this place, but they „kept‟ us much longer than 

that. 

- Did you make more money then? 

Interviewee: No, it was the same salary as here.” 

(Interview # 14, p. 1, worker) 
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This is supported by another worker who says that he used to work 12 hour shifts in a different 

maquila: 

 

“- How were the work hours at your first job? 

Interviewee: They were worse…At the other maquila I started at 18 and I got off at 6 in the 

morning…12 hours in total…And at night…That was really tough.” 

(Interview # 11, p. 2, worker) 

 

There seems to be a significant difference between the work time at La Laguna and other maquilas. 

The statements above indicate that there are maquilas with work time of up to 60 hours a week 

compared to 45 hours at La Laguna. 

 

There were 13 % of the interviewees in the survey who said that they were unsatisfied or very 

unsatisfied with the working hours. One of the interviewees from the qualitative interviews 

elaborated a little on this: 

 

“- Is it tough to work here?  

Interviewee: Well, before I had more time off – so I miss that”. 

(Interview # 13, cleaning assistant) 

 

Out of the nine workers who had worked in another maquila seven were also asked about the work 

conditions at their previous places compared to Las Americas Industrial Park. Four of them said that 

the work conditions were the same and three said that they were worse. The three workers who said 

that conditions were worse at their previous place gave work hours as the reason for this. Thus, the 

question shows how some of the interviewees have interpreted the term „work conditions‟ as they 

seem to put value work time. 

 

Summary of the findings 

We analyzed occupational health and safety by asking about hygiene and safety as well as work 

time. As far as answering the question „how do you see the work conditions in terms of hygiene and 

safety?‟ our survey revealed that 79 % stated that the hygiene and safety was either good or very 

good, while 11 % stated that the hygiene and safety was either bad or very bad. Ten percent stated 

that the hygiene and safety was average. Generally, the employees seem to be satisfied with hygiene 
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and safety conditions at the maquila plant, as the clear majority of the workers are satisfied. It also 

became clear that the maquila plays an important role in terms of health care. All of the employees 

have medical insurance, which is mandatory for the maquila to provide. All in all occupational 

health and safety appears to be of a relatively high standard, especially since the employees have 

medical insurance. 

 

As far as answering the question „how satisfied are you with the ratio of work time compared to 

recreation?‟ our survey revealed that 62 % of the workers were either satisfied or very satisfied 

with the ratio of work time, while 13 % stated that they were either unsatisfied or very unsatisfied. 

25 % stated that their level of satisfaction was average. The qualitative interviews also indicated 

that most employees were satisfied with the work hours, as nine hours of work a day is less time 

compared to other maquila workers. In general the interviewees were satisfied with the work hours, 

but La Laguna also seems to be a unique case in terms of work hours. All in all occupational health 

and safety seems to have improved over the years as the maquila industry has evolved. Both in 

terms of hygiene and safety as well as work time. 

 

6.3 Training and courses 

The third factor concerns training and courses in the maquila. This factor is related to the question 

„what is the level of satisfaction of your job?‟ With this question we want to understand how the 

employees at Las Americas feel about their job in general. In this light we see job satisfaction as 

whether the workers are satisfied with their work tasks, if they can further develop their skills, and 

if there are possibilities for the employees to ascend to a higher or better position. 

 

The interviewees were given the options of answering „very satisfied‟, „satisfied‟, „average‟, 

„unsatisfied‟, or „very unsatisfied‟. According to our survey 65 % were either satisfied or very 

satisfied with their job, while only seven percent were unsatisfied. No one stated that they were very 

unsatisfied, and the remaining 28 % stated that their level of satisfaction was average. 
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Figure 12 – Job satisfaction at the maquila 

 

 

The interviewees‟ statements vary from being happy about their jobs, to say that it is alright because 

of the salary, and finally that the job is „lousy‟. However, it is clearly the majority of the workers 

who are satisfied with their jobs. Generally, the qualitative interviews also indicate that most 

employees are satisfied with their job. Thus, there are various arguments to why they are satisfied 

with their job. The following three interviewees all say that they like their job and state the salary as 

the reason why: 

 

“- Do you like your job? 

Interviewee: Yes, I like to get a steady salary.” 

(Interview # 17, worker) 

 

“- Are you generally satisfied with the job? 

Interviewee: Yes, it is pretty good. I mean, it is not the best job in the world but I am able to work 

and make some money.” 

(Interview # 6, p. 1, worker) 

 

“Interviewee: Actually, I was unemployed for a long time so I am grateful for this job. 

- Is your life better now than it was before? 

Interviewee: Yes, it is not very fun to be without money.” 
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(Interview # 19, p. 1, supervisor) 

 

The three statements above seem to equal job satisfaction with money, as all of them mention that 

the job is acceptable because they get a steady salary. This could indicate that they dislike the job, 

but accept it as a better alternative than being unemployed or working in the informal sector. The 

notion is supported by the third interviewee as well as previous work by Huitrón & Bordonaro 

(2003: p. 8): “Workers‟ incomes on average are much higher in the formal sector. A previous study 

(Hernández Laos, Garro and Llamas, 2000) shows that for 1988, 1993 and 1996 the average income 

per hour the workers got in the urban formal sector was systematically higher than in the urban 

informal sector when occupation, establishment size and schooling levels are considered.” A fourth 

interviewee sheds a little light on the alternative to working in the maquila: 

 

“- What would you do if you did not have this job? 

Interviewee: I really don‟t know…Something. 

- Do you think that working in the maquila is a better option than the other alternative? 

Interviewee: …Yes, I do.” 

(Interview # 6, p. 1, worker) 

 

One employee indicates that the job is unsatisfying, but acceptable because the person is able to 

develop new skills: “Yes, because even if it is a lousy job, I still learn how to operate machines and 

I can use that later on” (interview # 9, p. 2, worker). As mentioned in the literature review this 

ambiguity was also noted by Sargent and Matthews (1999) who wrote that no one in their study 

worked in the maquilas because they liked the job but rather because the job was available. This 

reasoning is also given by two other employees. One employee explains that “during my last year of 

high school, an agent from the company came to my school and said that he was looking for 

workers for the company. I did not have any other plans so I talked to him, and the job sounded ok. 

That was pretty much it” (interview # 6, p. 1, worker). Another employee tells that “I needed money 

and the only job I could find was at the maquila” (interview # 3, p. 1, worker). These two 

employees work at the maquila because they need a job in order to earn money first and foremost. It 

seems that they have not given it more thought than they need money. 

 

Some employees are satisfied with the opportunities to develop new skills, and mention that the job 

could be a path to a better position: 
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“- How are the opportunities to get promoted? 

Interviewee: I think they are pretty good. At least in the company where I work. 

- Do you think that this job could be a steppingstone to a better position either within or outside the 

maquila? 

Interviewee: Yes, I am able to get more experience, and I have been able to take a course in 

electronics and another one in human resource management.” 

(Interview # 4, p. 2, administrative employee) 

 

“- Are there courses here at the maquila?  

Supervisor: Yes, I have been to a supervisor course and we are able to take psychology, motivation 

and management courses.” 

(Interview # 12, p. 2, supervisor) 

 

We can see from the interviews above, and in the previous paragraph, that acquiring new skills 

takes place at various levels in the maquila. The assembly line worker has learned to operate 

machines and the administrative employee and the supervisor have taken courses. The difference is 

that it probably has been necessary for the assembly line worker to learn how to operate machines 

in order for him to be able to do his job, whereas the two others through the courses probably have 

added knowledge to already existing skills. The assembly line worker‟s increase in his skills seems 

based on training that is mandatory, and the two other persons‟ increase in skills seem to be on a 

more voluntary base because they use the term „able to‟. 

 

Overall, the employees seem to be satisfied with the courses that are offered by FOMEC and Las 

Americas, in order to improve their skills and opportunities to advance to higher positions. This is 

supported by the Production Manager at FOMEC: “I know a lot of people who started as workers 

and then advanced to supervisors and managers” (interview # 2, p. 3, Rodrigo Gálvez). He 

continues by telling that he himself started as a worker and advanced to higher positions because of 

what he learned at the maquila: “I learned to handle machines, then I learned about transport and 

logistics, I improved my language skills, etc. I actually started as an assembly-line worker, and as I 

learned more, I was offered high positions” (interview # 2, p. 2, Rodrigo Gálvez). His story is 

shared by a supervisor at Las Americas: 

 

“- Have you worked as an assembly worker as well? 
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Interviewee: Yes, that is how I started 10 years ago.” 

(Interview # 12, p. 1, supervisor) 

 

The Production Manager also says that the skills the workers acquire can lead to higher positions in 

different companies and industries: “Many of the managers in some of the foreign companies 

started as workers and then advanced to higher positions. A lot of workers are also able to learn 

about different industries as they get to work with mobile phones, the soda industry and so on. They 

are able to seek work at Nokia and Coca Cola later on because they already have experience from 

that area” (interview # 2, p. 3, Rodrigo Gálvez). 

 

As mentioned in the literature review there are three generations of maquilas, and the production of 

the maquilas is becoming more and more advanced as they evolve. La Laguna would probably fall 

under the category of third generation maquilas, which increases the demand for skilled workers. 

This means that the employees at La Laguna are able to take advantage of the opportunities to 

develop new skills, which affect their personal development positively. 

 

Huitrón & Bordonaro (2003) provide a little insight into the job training in maquilas. They write 

that the type of training depends on what is needed in the company, and that small companies rely 

more on employees training other employees compared with large companies, which will use 

outside experts: “On the job training is wholly carried out by firms so that the form this training 

acquires depends on the company‟s productive characteristics: size, organization, required. Small 

firms provide informal training on the job: the workers with more experience train the new workers 

in the use of technology and in solving the everyday problems that come up in production. Training 

in large companies happens to be a bit more formal: they use either their own or external facilities, 

as well as hired experts” (Huitrón & Bordonaro, 2003; p. 6). Further, Huitrón & Bordonaro indicate 

that the maquilas may play an important role in the personal development of the workers. They note 

that the training in the maquilas is necessary because workers may only know basic skills from the 

educational system when they start working in the maquilas. This was also mentioned in the case 

presentation where we noted that in 2007 57 % of the Mexican workforce only had primary 

education. 

 

Hence, it could be argued that the maquilas help increase the workers‟ capabilities based on what 

the workers have learned in school: “Formal education and training in institutions placed outside the 
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productive apparatus provide basic skills that must increase and be enriched by the lessons learned 

in the companies. Besides, there are skills and knowledge that are only acquired in companies via 

their investments in learning through practice (learning by doing) or training” (Huitrón & 

Bordonaro, 2003; p. 6). This notion is also supported by the Production Manager: “For instance, I 

worked seven years for an American company called G.E. Thomson, which is like 15 years ago. 

The company was located in a maquila, and I considered it as a school” (interview # 2, p. 2, 

Rodrigo Gálvez). 

 

On the short track both the maquila (the employer) and the workers (the employees) benefit from 

training and attending courses that can develop the skills of the worker: “Empirical evidence shows 

that the most profitable investment in developing working skills is derived from training on the job 

(Llamas, 1999: 385). Such kind of training benefits both workers whom receive a premium or 

monetary reward for better performance facilitated by training, and employers whom profit from a 

better performance or higher productivity levels among the trained workers” (Huitrón & Bordonaro, 

2003; p. 6). On the long track Huitrón and Bordonaro suggest that the receivers of the training (the 

workers) might be better off compared to the providers of the training (the employers): “Employers 

perceive that as planning horizons have shrunk, clever workers have realized that once trained they 

should take advantage of better opportunities of getting a job in another company. This, in turn, 

reduces the firms‟ incentives to provide on-the-job training. As a result, if skills are such that cannot 

be learned rapidly, they will not be taught on the job” (Huitrón & Bordonaro, 2003; p. 7). 

 

In the quote above it is stated that some managers could be reluctant to use resources on training the 

employees due to a rapid turnover of employees in the maquila industry. However, our findings 

from Las Americas were somewhat ambiguous. Out of the 16 workers we interviewed ten had 

worked in other maquilas, and three had only worked at Las Americas. The remaining three 

workers had had jobs outside the maquila industry. When asked how many maquilas he had worked 

in before, one worker answered: “I don‟t even know. Many jobs are contracts of six months and 

I‟ve had jobs like that for many years” (Interview # 16, p. 1, assembly line worker). The findings 

and the quote support what was noted by Huitrón & Bordonaro in the above section. On the other 

hand the official material from FOMEC states that the monthly turnover of employees in all sectors 

in La Laguna was just 3.22 % on average in 2009 (FOMEC, 2009 (III): p. 18), which suggests a low 

turnover rate. The discrepancy could be due to a couple of reasons. One reason is the size of our 
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sample, and another is that 3.22 % of 53,000 people still is a relatively high number in absolute 

terms. This makes it more likely that we come across people who have changed jobs. 

 

As mentioned previously there seems to be a certain degree of gender discrimination at La Laguna. 

The topic was also brought up here in relation to future opportunities. The following statement is a 

quote from an interview with a female worker, who says that it is more difficult for women than 

men to be promoted. But the interviewee also mentions that the job is alright, which could indicate 

that gender discrimination is to be expected for a woman: 

 

“- How are the future opportunities here? 

Interviewee: I guess they are alright. But it is difficult for women to get a manager position, but I 

am also happy about my job.” 

(Interview # 18, p. 2, worker) 

 

At the same time this employee shows clear signs of positive energy, as she jokes and laughs during 

the interview, and says that she is happy to be where she is: 

 

“- Do you miss something from the life you had before working at the maquilas? 

Interviewee: What would that be…?! My youth…!! Ha ha ha…No I am happy to be where I am 

now.” 

(Interview # 18, p. 2, worker) 

 

All in all there seems to be good opportunities for the employees to increase their skills from 

training and courses. Training in certain fields seems mandatory for the assembly line workers, and 

there are offered courses to more senior employees. One employee mentions that she has gained 

experience from her work, been able to take courses, and considers the job a steppingstone to a 

better position. Also, most of the employees have positive opinions about their work place. One 

employee is joking and laughing during the interview, which we understand as a way showing extra 

energy and a high level of satisfaction. 

 

Summary of the findings 

We analyzed the factor training and courses by asking the question „what is the level of satisfaction 

of your job?‟ The employees seemed content, as 65 % answered “satisfied” or “very satisfied” in 
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the survey. Seven percent stated that they were unsatisfied and no one stated that they were very 

unsatisfied. The remaining 28 % stated that their level of satisfaction was average. The qualitative 

interviews also indicated that most employees are satisfied with their job, and that the workers 

seemed to value getting a steady salary. Compared with working in the informal sector both the 

employees themselves and the literature suggest that they are better off working in a maquila. 

Training and courses also seem to be crucial for the maquila employees as the newly hired workers 

may only have very basic skills from their education. One interviewee values that he learns to 

operate machines, whereas some of the interviewees did not give any reason why they are satisfied. 

It should be noted that few said that they actually like their job. Instead the workers seem to equal 

job satisfaction with money, while others consider the job in the maquila a steppingstone to a better 

position and a place where they can learn new skills. The latter was mentioned by an assembly line 

worker, an administrative employee and a supervisor respectively. 

 

6.4 Salary 

The fourth factor concerns salary. We asked what is the level of satisfaction of your salary? The 

way that we understand the question, is whether or not the salary is able to cover the basic expenses 

such as food, shelter, clothing, and healthcare, as well as whether the workers feel exploited
3
. Thus, 

salary is primarily a mean to increase personal development outside the maquila. As mentioned in 

the conceptual framework we converted Sen‟s notion of economic facilities to salary. 

The interviewees were given the options of answering „very satisfied‟, „satisfied‟, „average‟, 

„unsatisfied‟, or „very unsatisfied.‟ According to our survey 57 % stated that they were either 

satisfied or very satisfied with the level of their salary, while only eight percent stated that they 

were unsatisfied. No one stated that they were very unsatisfied and the remaining 35 % stated that 

their satisfaction was average. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
3
 Webster (1971; in Sargent & Matthews (1999)) defines worker exploitation as “the utilization of the labor power of 

another person without giving a just or equivalent return”. 
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Figure 13 – Salary satisfaction in the maquila 

 

 

It is interesting to notice that the majority of the interviewees state that they are satisfied or very 

satisfied with the level of their salary. In a matter of fact only eight percent state that they are 

unsatisfied. As mentioned in the case presentation the average salary of an assembly line worker (in 

La Laguna called an operator) was 3,748 MXP (about 285 USD) a month in 2008, which is more 

than three times the official minimum salary. This can be compared with Ciudad Juárez where a 

worker often earns less than 2000 MXP a month: 

 

“- How much are the maquila workers paid (in Ciudad Juárez)? 

Carlos: I actually do not know but many workers had less than (…) 2000 MXP (about 150 USD) a 

month. That is a very low salary, even in Mexico” (Interview # 5, p. 2, Carlos Morales) 

 

These numbers can be compared with numbers from the 1990s: “As far as the wage profile is 

concerned, according to ENESTyC, the income levels of most workers employed in the 

manufacturing industry are between one and two minimum wages, regardless of establishment size” 

(De la Garza Toledo, 2003; p. 9). According to material from FOMEC the average wages of 

assembly line workers in La Laguna lies in the range of three to four minimum wages. One 

assembly line worker told us that he earned 600 MXP a week (Interview # 14, pp. 1-2, assembly 
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line worker), which translates into roughly 2,400 MXP a month. This amount is considerably lower 

than the average salary of 3,748 MXP a month. However, an assembly line worker with 4-6 years of 

experience can earn around six times the minimum wage, and no one earns less than the official 

minimum wage (FOMEC, 2009 (III)). As mentioned in the case presentation, there are a number of 

benefits that the employees enjoy in addition to their salary. The Christmas bonus, in particular, 

could be of great importance to the employees as it is equal to one month‟s salary. But also the daily 

meals provided by the companies could be significant for assembly line workers, who do not earn a 

big salary and may have to take care of a family as well. 

 

It is interesting to notice that there is a discrepancy between the result of the survey and what is said 

in the qualitative interviews. In the qualitative interviews we did not come across anyone who said 

that they were satisfied with their salary. There are two persons who say that they are happy to have 

a job and a steady income compared to not having anything, but no one says that they are happy 

with their salary. This is understandable as around 25 % of the Mexican population is unemployed, 

and the alternative could be to work in the informal sector. Sargent and Matthews‟ study from 1999 

show similar indications: “Well, it is a job that, even though it doesn't pay much, is safe. It is a safe 

job because it will last for a long time, a year. You can work in a maquila as long as you want. 

Because there are more maquilas here, than anything else, right? I work in a maquila, it is a job that 

is very easy to get” (Sargent & Matthews, 1999: p. 219). Hence, several employees consider a job 

in the maquila industry to be a secure job, as the industry is so enormous in northern Mexico, which 

increases the possibilities to get a similar job. 

 

One person says that she is unhappy with her salary and adds that salaries for men are higher than 

for women, which addresses a subject previously discussed in the analysis: “I am a bit unhappy 

with my salary. I think it is very low”. (…) “Usually, the salaries are better for men than for 

women, and it is more difficult for us (women) to get promoted or to get a raise” (interview # 4, p. 

2, administrative employee). Even though the salaries at La Laguna are significantly higher than the 

official Mexican minimum wage, two employees still say that they are not satisfied with their salary 

and that other people make more than they do: “No, I was paid a lot more before. I had about 50 % 

more at the previous maquila” (interview # 7, p.1, cleaning assistant). “No, but other people get 

more, but at least I have a steady income, and I am really happy about that” (interview # 16, p. 2, 

worker). 

 



 

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE MEXICAN 

MAQUILA INDUSTRY 

 

82 

 

The two interviewees indicate a discontent with their salaries, and say that other people either in the 

same place or in other maquilas earn higher salaries. It is understandable if people get dissatisfied, 

when they know that other people with the same job as them earn a higher salary. At the same time 

it could just as well be that these employees believe that other people earn a higher salary even 

though it might not be correct. 

 

One employee compares her salary with that of people who do not work in the maquila industry: 

“Yes, I think that they (people who do not work in the maquila industry) are paid a lot better than 

me” (interview # 4, p. 2, administrative employee). This person may be right but her comment 

should also be seen in light of the findings of Sargent & Matthews (1999), who, as mentioned in 

the literature review, noted that maquila jobs rate somewhat low compared to other formal jobs. 

Hence, the person could also express a jealousy towards people who have jobs outside the maquila. 

Another employee has previously been working in the USA and mentions that even though the 

salaries are higher in the USA, he still prefers to work in La Laguna because he is being treated 

better: 

 

Interviewee: “The salary in the USA is better. But over here in Mexico, the managers treat us better 

because they know that the salary is lower than in the USA. 

- How is the salary here compared to the USA? 

Interviewee: It is way better in the USA. I had 10 USD an hour in the USA and here I have about 

3,000 MXP a month (about 260 USD).” 

(Interview # 3, p. 3, worker) 

 

Compared to what has previously been given as reasons for working at La Laguna, this person does 

not mention salary as a reason for working at La Laguna. Rather, he values how the managers treat 

the employees. Salary has been of less importance to this person. Not only because of the 

atmosphere in the USA but also because of the costs of living: “Yes, the salary was better, but it 

was also more expensive to live there. After all it does not make much of a difference. I had to 

spend a lot of money on rent, food and insurance” (interview # 3, p. 2, worker). 

 

It is difficult to determine exactly how the workers understand salary satisfaction. As mentioned 

earlier, a worker in La Laguna earns an average salary of 3,748 MXP a month, whereas a worker in 

Ciudad Juárez often earns less than 2000 MXP a month. According to the interview with the 
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journalist Carlos, he mentions that some of the female assembly workers in Ciudad Juárez are 

working as prostitutes at night because the salary from the maquila plant is not sufficient (interview 

# 5, p. 2, Carlos Morales). In the same interview Carlos also mentions that Ciudad Juárez is more 

expensive than Torreón, due to the location close to the US border. This statement correlates with 

Anderson and Gerber (2008: p. 138) who mention that income and prices are higher along the 

Mexican border, than in the rest of the country. Hence, an assembly line worker in La Laguna 

would most likely have a higher disposable income than a person would have in Ciudad Juárez. 

 

As mentioned earlier in the analysis there are a couple of employees who mention that they are just 

satisfied with having a job and a steady salary. One of them says the following: 

 

“- Could anything be better? 

Interviewee: I would like to get some more money. 

-  Did you get more before? 

Interviewee: No, but other people get more. But at least I have a steady income, and I am happy 

about that.” 

(Interview # 16, p. 1-2 worker) 

 

The fact the he is just happy to have a job and a steady income is not surprising, considering the 

high level of unemployment in Mexico. 17-25 million people are working in the informal sector and 

are not guaranteed a salary. It would be interesting to know where the employees would work or get 

their income if they did not work at the maquila plant. It is a rather hypothetical question but we 

tried to ask the employees what their previous jobs had been, which was also addressed under the 

previous factor training and courses. However, one interviewee refused to answer the question and 

walked away before the interview was finished: 

 

“- What did you do before? 

Worker: I don‟t know…Nothing. 

- Nothing? You didn‟t work? 

Worker: No. 

- Then what did you do? How did you get money? 

Worker: I don‟t know. 

- Won‟t you tell me? 
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Worker: Listen…I need to go.” 

(Interview # 10, worker) 

 

The fact that interviewee refuses to explain what he did and decides to leave is interesting. It does 

not appear to be something that he is proud of, as he refuses to talk about it and decides to withdraw 

from the interview. 

 

Summary of the findings 

We analyzed the factor salary by asking the question „what is the level of satisfaction of your 

salary?‟ 57 % stated that they were either satisfied or very satisfied with the level of their salary, 

while eight percent stated that they were unsatisfied. No one stated that they were very unsatisfied 

and the remaining 35 % stated that their satisfaction was average. Our data showed that the salary at 

La Laguna is considerably higher than the official Mexican minimum wage, and it was also 

suggested that the employees earn a higher salary than maquila workers in Ciudad Juárez. At the 

same time the qualitative interviews indicated that most employees were not completely satisfied 

with their salary. With respect to the bonuses and benefits, we found this a little striking. Even 

though bonuses and benefits are not part of the salary, they are still part of the bigger picture. 

However, none of the interviewees mentioned the bonuses and benefits. One interviewee 

emphasized a good atmosphere rather than salary as the reason why he worked at La Laguna. 

Generally, the employees would like to get a higher salary, and mentioned that people who do not 

work in the maquila industry have higher salaries compared to them. On the other hand, several 

employees mentioned that they are happy to get a steady income even if it is low, and none of the 

employees indicated that they felt exploited. 

 

6.5 Findings of the analysis 

Below we have summed up our findings in the analysis based on how many answers were placed in 

each category. In total 11 % of the answers were placed in the „very good‟ or „very satisfied‟ 

category; 57 % of the answers were placed in the „good‟ or „satisfied‟ category; 24 % of the 

answers were placed in the „average‟ category; seven percent of the answers were placed in the 

„bad‟ or „unsatisfied‟ category; and one percent of the answers was placed in the „very bad‟ or „very 

unsatisfied‟ category. 
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Figure 14 – Personal development in the maquila 

 

 

The survey question with the highest percentage of answers in the „very good‟ or „very satisfied‟ 

categories was work conditions in terms of hygiene and safety (17 %), and the question with the 

lowest percentage was atmosphere (three percent). The question with the highest percentage of 

answers in the „good‟ or „satisfied‟ categories was atmosphere (73 %), and the questions with the 

lowest percentage were salary satisfaction and work time compared to recreation (47 %). The 

question with the highest percentage of answers in the „average‟ category was salary satisfaction 

(35 %), and the question with the lowest percentage was work conditions in terms of hygiene and 

safety (10 %). The question with the highest percentage of answers in the „bad‟ or „unsatisfied‟ 

categories was work time compared to recreation (10 %), and the question with the lowest 

percentage was atmosphere (two percent). The questions with the highest percentage of answers in 

the „very bad‟ or „very unsatisfied‟ categories were work conditions in terms of hygiene and safety 

and work time compared to recreation (three percent), and nobody had answered this in the other 

three questions. 
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7 Discussion 
 

In this chapter we will discuss the findings of the analysis and the interplay between the four factors 

as identified in the conceptual framework. This will sum up the discussion of personal development. 

 

7.1 Interplay between the four factors 

In this section we will discuss and interpret the findings from the four factors which were analyzed 

in the previous section. 

 

Influence 

Under the factor influence the analysis touched upon three findings that seem to have an effect on 

the workers‟ level of influence on their work. First, official material stated that 90 % of the 

employees are affiliated with a labor union. We see this as affecting the workers‟ level of influence 

positively because the workers, collectively, will have a voice through the labor union. Secondly, 

there was an indication that the workers, individually, have a limited freedom of speech, and that 

communication follows a steep hierarchy and moves “top-down” rather than both directions. 

Following Sen‟s notion of political freedoms, this indicates a rather limited possibility for the 

workers to express a critique or concern at the maquila. As mentioned earlier, the management at 

FOMEC and Las Americas did not allow us to interview the employees without supervision. 

Furthermore, the management selected the employees that they wanted to participate in the 

interviews. This indicates that there is a relatively strict control over the workers at Las Americas, 

as the management does not allow the workers to express themselves freely. Moreover, a supervisor 

gave support to this argument by saying that conflicts generally were rare. From his perspective it 

represented a good atmosphere but from our findings, it could just as well be that critique or 

concerns by the workers, which presumably would lead to some sort of conflict, is not very 

welcome at the maquila. Thirdly, there was an indication of a certain level of gender discrimination 

as women found that they did not have the same opportunities as men. These opportunities were 

mostly in relation to work tasks and promotions. At the same time a supervisor said that there was 

no discrimination at the maquila. While it is possible that he does not want to say that there is 

discrimination, the analysis suggested that some sort of gender discrimination is to be expected in 

Mexico. Hence, it may be so common that the supervisor does not think about it. Altogether, we 
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will argue that labor unions are a positive thing, but that the two latter issues of freedom of speech 

and gender discrimination affect the workers‟ level of influence negatively. 

 

If we look at Sen‟s theory, political freedoms encompass “…opportunities of political dialogue, 

dissent and critique…”. In relation to the thesis‟ conceptual framework these opportunities seem 

rather limited even though 90 % of the employees are affiliated with a labor union, which should 

indicate a certain level of influence. Hence, one gets the impression that there is a steep hierarchy at 

the maquila, and that decisions follow a “top-down” procedure. Secondly, as mentioned above our 

analysis indicates that gender discrimination is common in the maquila industry. Altogether, 

management control and gender discrimination seems to affect the level of influence negatively, 

which, in turn, we would expect to affect personal development negatively. Nevertheless, while we 

find that the workers‟ influence is somewhat limited, it does not really seem to affect occupational 

health and safety and salary negatively. This could lead one to ask whether it matters with low 

influence since people work reasonable hours under healthy conditions with a decent salary. In this 

respect the level of influence should be seen in relation to the nature of the job. While we have 

emphasized the importance of having influence on decisions that affect work conditions, as well as 

influence on the work itself, under the conceptual framework, it is rather limited how much a person 

can actually influence his or her work at an assembly line. And it is perhaps not the most important. 

As mentioned in the analysis the interviewees seem to value a steady salary. If they can receive a 

steady salary without being worn out, this is perhaps the most important to the majority of the 

workers. 

 

Occupational health and safety 

The factor occupational health and safety focused on the work conditions in terms of hygiene and 

safety as well as work time compared to recreation. Overall, the analysis found a relatively high 

level of occupational health and safety, which was mainly because of two things. The first thing is 

that the all the workers have medical insurance, as it is mandatory within the maquila industry. This 

provides a safety net for the workers, which they would otherwise not have if they were working in 

the informal sector. The second thing is that work hours seem shorter than at other maquilas. The 

workers at La Laguna work nine hours a day Monday to Friday. Our empirical data showed that 

some workers had previously worked in maquilas with 12 hour work days, or places where they 

also had to work on Saturdays. In addition the workers said that the salary was the same or higher at 

La Laguna compared to previous workplaces, where the working hours were longer. Hence, with a 
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45 hours work week at La Laguna the workers work up to 25 % less than workers at other places for 

the same, or even higher, salary. While 45 hours at an assembly line might seem like a lot, the 

interviewees might be more likely to feel satisfied with working 45 hours a week for an average 

salary of 3,748 MXP (about 285 USD) a month, as approximately 9 million Mexicans have less 

than 2 USD a day, or less than 60 USD a month. It is of course a relative question that depends on 

the situation of the person asked. But the work conditions at La Laguna illustrate a change 

compared to the 1990s, where “unqualified workers prevailed with long working hours and 

extremely low wages” (De la Garza Toledo, 2003; p. 9). 

 

The medical insurance provided by La Laguna, combined with the reasonable work hours, can be 

seen as the instrumental freedom that leads to the constitutional freedom of being healthy. Thus, 

following Sen‟s capability approach especially the access to healthcare increases the employees‟ 

capabilities. But also the relative low work hours, and seemingly safe and hygienic work areas, 

reduce the risk of being worn out or sustaining an injury, which in turn increases the person‟s ability 

to work. This becomes very important because the job functions as a social safety net. One thing is 

that the job is an economic facility; another thing is that the job provides “welfare” in terms of 

access to healthcare. Hence, without the ability to work a person is not only deprived of a salary but 

also from healthcare, unless he or she can afford to pay for it. Thus, according to our conceptual 

framework an increase in the factor occupational health and safety clearly matters in relation to 

personal development. Here the level of occupational health and security has two effects on 

personal development. First, there is a direct effect on the workers‟ ability to work and, thus, earn a 

salary. Second, even though we have delimited ourselves from the life of the workers outside the 

maquila, there is a “spill-over” into the life of the workers outside the maquila because of the 

medical insurance. 

 

Training and courses 

Under the factor training and courses the analysis suggested that employees at different levels in 

the maquila have access to various forms of training and courses. Assembly line workers mentioned 

that they learn to operate machines as part of their training, and more senior employees mentioned 

that they are able to take a number of courses. The analysis suggested that as an assembly line 

worker you learn the skills needed to do the job, and as a senior employee you take courses to 

improve your skills on a more voluntary basis. We see this as two kinds of personal development. 

There is the training where a person with little or no skills learns basic skills, or in other words basic 
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capabilities. This person is lifted to a position where he or she now has an existing skill base that 

can be used and built on in the future. The other kind of personal development is the enhancement 

of existing skills in form of courses offered to more senior employees. These persons‟ capabilities 

are also increased as they can refine or add to their current skills. When that is said it must be noted 

that it is unclear whether the employees are promoted based on their skills or if it is the other way 

around. Roughly said it seems that employees first get the job, and later the skills are added or 

improved. This suggests that promotions could be based on other criteria than skills, for example 

seniority. The material from FOMEC states that workers need a certain number of years‟ experience 

before they can be promoted (FOMEC, 2009 (III)). 

 

As previously noted in the discussion women‟s comparatively lower influence, due to gender 

discrimination, also plays a role in the opportunities of promotion. Gender discrimination, however, 

does not seem to negatively affect the women‟s access to training and courses. A female employee 

mentions that she has been able to take management and human resources courses. All things equal 

this is expected to have a positive impact on the level of influence, as the employee increases her 

skills. Moreover, the problem seems to be that even if some women have been able to take courses, 

they are still not first in line for a promotion due to gender discrimination. This was also mentioned 

by Anderson & Gerber (2008: p. 99) who refer to “glass ceilings that limit promotion within a 

plant” in relation to the promotion opportunities of women. In general, we will expect the outcome 

of training and courses to have some effects on influence, as an employee is able to ascend to a 

better position and obtain more influence through a better position. Even though promotions may be 

based on a number of criteria, the interviewees valued the opportunity to increase their skills. In this 

respect training and courses are also essential in relation to the level of salary, as more knowledge 

and better skills can lead to a promotion that often results in a higher salary. Our empirical evidence 

suggested that a number of people have been able to work their way up from assembly line worker 

to either supervisor or even manager. 

 

Overall, the training and courses offered in the maquila do increase the capabilities of the 

employees as they acquire skills that can be used both in their current job as well as later on. This is 

in accordance with our conceptual framework, where we would expect training and courses to 

affect personal development. 
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Salary 

Under the factor salary the analysis showed that the salary at La Laguna is significantly higher than 

the official Mexican minimum wage and compared to what maquila workers by the US-Mexican 

border usually earns. Further, the employees receive a number of bonuses and benefits in addition 

to their salary. We have previously mentioned the medical insurance as important in relation to the 

workers‟ personal development, and the combination of this and other bonuses and benefits increase 

the workers‟ disposable income, and in turn their capabilities. This also means that the effects of 

salary on the workers‟ personal development are mostly outside the maquila. As mentioned under 

the three previous factors, it is more likely that the salary is affected by the other factors than the 

salary affects the other factors. For instance, there are generally good opportunities for the workers 

to get experience and develop skills in order to get promoted. This would be expected to increase 

the workers‟ salary level. In that sense the three other factors become the means to increase a 

person‟s salary, which is perhaps the most direct means for the workers to increase their personal 

development. In this respect it was interesting to notice that none of the interviewees mentioned the 

bonuses, and many of them said that they believed that people in other industries were paid higher 

salaries compared to them. Several employees argued that they were satisfied with a steady income 

even if is low, and that it is better to than being unemployed. Even though a few of the employees 

indicated that their salary was low, none of the employees indicated that they felt exploited in any 

way. 

 

As mentioned in the analysis the profile of maquila workers has changed as more women are 

employed in the maquila industry. Even so, it is still safe to say that many workers have little 

education. So, if we consider the maquila industry an alternative to a job in the informal sector for a 

person with little education, then the maquila industry could be a relatively more attractive place to 

work. However, before we offer the notion of a job in the maquila industry as a viable alternative to 

the informal sector, it should be noted that the maquila industry only employs around 1.2 million 

people. Far less than the number of people working in the informal sector. If a person working in 

the informal sector would rather work in a maquila because it includes medical insurance, there 

might not be an available job. 

All the employees are paid more than the average minimum wage, and none of the interviewees 

mentioned that their salary was insufficient to cover the basic needs. All things equal, we must 

assume that all of the people are able to cover the expenses for necessities such as food and shelter. 

As mentioned under the second factor, occupational health and safety, the companies in the 
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maquila provide medical insurance, and under this factor we saw that they also provide a daily 

meal. Moreover, as mentioned in under the factor training and courses some of the interviewees 

have been working their way up to higher positions and higher salaries. In fact the previous 

production manager at FOMEC mentioned that he started as an assembly line worker and worked 

his way up to he become a production manager. Hence, the employees at La Laguna all have 

salaries that are sufficient to cover the most basic needs. 
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8 Conclusion 
 

With this thesis we set out to explore how the personal development of the people working in the 

maquila industry is affected by their work. We wanted to provide a conceptual framework that 

could contribute to understanding the personal development of the people working in the maquila 

industry. Secondly, we wanted to explore this concept of personal development in a newer maquila 

located in a city further away from the border. 

 

We did so by analyzing four factors that we identified as instrumental for personal development in a 

maquila. The analysis formed the basis of a discussion of the concept of personal development in 

relation to the work in a maquila. 

 

Based on the analysis and discussion of the four factors there are three findings that seem to affect 

the personal development of the people working in the maquila industry. 

 

1) Gender discrimination affects women‟s personal development negatively. 

In general, the employees seemed to be satisfied with their employment as La Laguna as they were 

treated well. However, even though more and more women are employed in the maquila industry, 

there were indications that gender discrimination still prevail. This was especially in relation to 

opportunities for promotion, which affects the women‟s personal development negatively. At the 

same time the analysis suggested that gender discrimination was a broader national issue, which 

spilled over into the maquila industry. 

 

2) Work time, decent salaries, and bonuses and benefits affect personal development positively. 

There was no indication of workers being underpaid or exploited. Our analysis suggested that the 

workers at La Laguna work up to 25 % less than workers in other maquilas for the same, or even 

higher, salary. The workers earned an average salary of around three times the minimum salary, but 

an assembly line worker with four to six years of experience can earn more than five times the 

minimum salary. No one earned less than the official minimum salary and all of the workers were 

covered by medical insurance. The lower work hours reduce the workers‟ risk of being worn out, 

and it opens for the possibility to supplement the income from the maquila with a second job. 

Despite of that, no one mentioned that they are particularly satisfied with their salary, and several 
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interviewees mentioned that people outside the maquila industry have better salaries. On the other 

hand, many of the employees argued that they were happy to have a steady salary, which is 

understandable as 17-25 million Mexicans work in the informal sector. Altogether the level of the 

salary should be sufficient to cover all the basic needs as the lowest salaries are almost twice the 

minimum salary. 

 

3) Access to training and courses affects personal development positively. 

The jobs at Las Americas Industrial Park were much less the dead-end jobs than what has 

previously been written. Workers generally had good opportunities to learn new skills and/or further 

develop existing skills. The training and courses increase the capabilities of the workers by 

improving the workers‟ skills, which in turn increase the range of choices the workers have. The 

workers found themselves in a better position in terms of promotions or getting a new job because 

of their increased opportunities. Simultaneously, with the workers‟ increased capabilities the 

capabilities of the maquila increases, and new and more knowledge-intensive jobs can be 

undertaken. This, in turn, creates the need for a well-trained work force. We have seen this in the 

evolution of the maquilas over time from first generation maquilas to third generation maquilas. 

The opportunities to develop new skills seem to be unique, and many of the employees highlighted 

this as being a motivation factor for working there. 

 

In terms of La Laguna being located 750 kilometers from the border we did a study of an area that 

has received less attention from researchers compared to area along the border. This was also the 

case argument. There were indications that maquila workers in Ciudad Juárez at the border were 

paid less than the workers at La Laguna, and some workers told us that they were paid less in the 

previous place they had worked. However, they did not mention where they had worked before. We 

believe that studies in other geographical areas than the border area is definitely warranted. At the 

same time we are hesitant to attribute our findings to this “new” location. The fact that we studied a 

newer maquila seems to have had an influence as well. 

 

In relation to La Laguna being a newer maquila we found this to have a significant and positive 

effect on the workers‟ personal development in general. Further, the theoretical angle gave us the 

opportunity to see what the employees have reason to value in relation to personal development. 

The maquila industry has come a long way since the 1980s even though it has not been able to 

overcome gender discrimination, which seems to deprive women of certain opportunities. But in 



 

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE MEXICAN 

MAQUILA INDUSTRY 

 

94 

 

general La Laguna offered the workers reasonable work hours in a safe environment with a decent 

salary. The reasonable working hours in a safe environment reduce the risk of being worn out or 

sustain an injury, which otherwise would affect the workers‟ capabilities negatively. The decent 

salary provides a direct means to increase the workers‟ capabilities outside the work place and at the 

very least the salary is sufficient to cover the basic needs such as food and shelter. This combination 

of relatively lower work hours and a decent salary increases the capabilities of the workers. They do 

not need to spend most of their time working in order to make a living, which frees resources that 

can be used as desired. 

 

The most significant effect by the newer maquilas on people‟s personal development is perhaps the 

access to training and courses. This is directly related to increasing the capabilities of the workers, 

as the workers are either provided with a skill base they can build on, or get a chance to improve 

their existing skill base. 

 

In the introduction we asked whether personal development is even important to maquila workers, 

as they live in a country where many people are barely able to cover the most basic needs. Perhaps 

it would therefore be too much of a “privilege” to consider personal development relevant in 

relation to a job. Personal development might be a “privilege” for some in Mexico. However, we 

found good reason for using the capability approach to analyze personal development in the 

maquila industry. The workers seem to be a level above living on a day-to-day basis, and many can 

see a future in their job. A job at a newer maquila improves the opportunities of the workers by 

increasing their capabilities. The work increases the knowledge and skills of the workers that can be 

passed on to others. It becomes similar to giving a hungry man a fishing rod and teaching him how 

to catch a fish, instead of giving him a fish he can eat every day. Personal development is therefore 

an essential part of development in general, as it not only supports the development of the 

individual in an organization but functions as a tool for development on a bigger scale as well. 

 

Overall, we can conclude that the employees at Las Americas Industrial Park seem to make ends 

meet and generally have good opportunities to further their personal development. The results of 

both the survey and the interviews were positive overall. The atmosphere is generally good even 

though there seems to be a certain level of gender discrimination. The salary is sufficient to cover 

the basic needs, and there are no indications that workers are exploited in any way. In addition 

working hours are reasonable and the employees are able take courses and develop new skills, 
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which they would be able benefit from in the future. The employees were especially satisfied with 

the opportunities for training and courses. In relation to the thesis‟ conceptual framework this 

means that the factors occupational health and safety, training and courses, and salary all affect the 

personal development of the workers positively. 
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9 Further research 
 

In this final chapter we will discuss a few of the further research perspectives in relation to the 

preceding findings that our thesis offers. We will especially elaborate on our conclusion and suggest 

further studies. The conclusion of this thesis was made on the basis of a case study of Las Americas 

Industrial Park in La Laguna, Torreón. The aim of the thesis was to discover how the maquila 

industry affects the personal development of the people that work there. In general it would have 

been interesting to have longer interviewees with the employees in order to discover how the 

employees understand personal development, and have them explain thoroughly how the maquila 

affects their personal development. 

 

We decided to focus on how the maquila industry affects the personal development of the 

employees in relation to the workplace, as opposed to include how the maquila workers were 

affected while they were off work. It would, however, be interesting to conduct a study on how the 

daily life of the employees is influenced by the work at the maquila. It could for instance cause 

problems if a woman is working in a maquila, and her husband is unemployed. 

 

Another angle could be to do a comparative study with the informal sector. More specifically 

people who had previously worked in the informal sector and now had a job in the maquila 

industry. Many of these employees would perhaps have less time and more money than they had 

before, which could results in changes in their daily life. It would probably have an influence on 

their relationship towards their families and friends. 

 

According to FOMEC, the employment turnover at La Laguna is very low, even though the 

competition from China seems to be increasing. Despite the General Director‟s fear of cutbacks and 

possible layoffs in the future, many maquila employees appear to have a high level of job security. 

And since there are more than 53,000 employees at La Laguna, it only makes sense from their point 

of view that they will be able to work there in the future as well. However, the advances in 

technology and the increased competition from China would be expected to lower the demand for 

people with little to no education. The maquilas cannot compete on salary with the Chinese 

companies and the advancing technology demands more skilled workers which, all things equal, 

puts emphasis on the need to train and educate the maquila workers if they want to have a job in the 
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future.
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Appendix 4 – CD with interviews 
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Interview # 1  

 Carlos Armando - General Director of La Laguna  

 

Carlos Armando:  I am going to explain a little bit about "La Laguna". La Laguna is located in 

Northwest-Mexico, on the border between two states, Coahuila and Durango.  

There is a total of 16 municipalities, 11 in Durango, and 5 in Coahuila. The two states are 

divided by the river; ”Rio Nazas”  

This area was not populated until 1897, when a large cotton- and metal production started in the 

area. This had a significant impact on the area's economy. At the same time three major cities in 

the region were founded; Gomez Palacio, Lerdo (which is the oldest) and Torreon. Torreon is the 

youngest.  

Torreon grew faster than the other cities for one particular reason; the train station, which meant 

that many factories were founded in Torreon. The train tracks allowed the companies to transport 

their products around the rest of the country. Actually, Torreon started as a village, then it 

became a town, and now it is an industrial city.  

In 2007, Torreon turned a hundred years old. So it is a very young city. The whole municipality 

has approx. 1.4 million inhabitants. It is the most populated area in states of Coahuila and 

Durango.  

The population of "La Laguna" is still growing, due to the growing industry in the area. One of 

the advantages of this area is that is characterized by having many different industries, which 

makes it a multi-industrial area. The dairy industry is probably the largest industry in "La 

Laguna", as there is produced 1.3 million gallons of milk a day.  

The largest dairy company in Mexico, and the third largest in the world, is located here. It is 

called “Lala”, which short for La Laguna.  The area has always been known for having a large 

milk production, but in the 1960s several small milk producers decided to join forces, in order to 

rely on scale economies (economies of scale).  
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In addition, there are also other important industries in Torreon, for instance egg, chicken and 

meat industry, textile industry, furniture industry, mining, and recently the electronics industry 

also gained a power in the area.  

The chicken production is probably the second largest industry within the food industry in this 

area. The largest company is called Tyson, which is an American company with approx. 6000 

employees. The majority parts of the chickens are exported to Asia.  

Tyson is a good example of how industries and production are becoming more advances and 

sophisticated, as better technology and know-how is needed. Years ago, the chicken production 

was something like; kill a chicken and put it in a bag. Well, today, they have pre-cook it, and add 

different flavors, in order to fit the specific markets.     

A part from the food industry, the marble industry is also important in La Laguna. There are 

several marble mines in the area. The marble is being used for bathroom-bricks, and exported to 

mainly the US market.    

Furniture and textiles are also produced here, and recently there have been more technology in 

the area. The most recent production in the area is pumps, which is electronic pumps that are 

used to suck up water etc.     

The fact that this in a multi-industrial area makes the city of La Laguna and Torreon more 

powerful, as it does not dependent on one or a few industries. In fact, a broad range of industries 

can contribute to the region's economic development. It makes the area less vulnerable, because 

if one industry is suffering, there are many other industries that are able to contribute to the 

area’s economy.  

The way I see it, Torreon and La Laguna is a hub, as many industries are located here and the 

area is able to attract employees from all of Northern-Mexico. Needless to say, our location close 

to the US border, and in the middle of Northern Mexico, has a lot to do with the economic 

growth in the area.   

Furthermore, the (local) government also tried to get as many universities as possible to the 

region. This means that there are many highly educated people in that area, who are able to 

contribute with new knowledge, which can also used within the maquiladora industry.  
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The maquiladora industry in this area has changed during the past years, as more advances 

technology has been implemented.  

China has taken over a part of our former industrial areas, for example the textile industry, but 

we have gone on to develop more advanced products that require more knowledge and 

technology. So, China used to be a competitor, but that has changes ever since we started to 

produce more advance product. Moreover, we also have the advantage of sharing a border with 

the U.S., making it much easier to transport the goods.  

Our product mix is perfect and we feel that we proceed to produce more advanced products and 

recruit more students and employees from the local area.  

China has taken over a part of the Mexican maquila industry because they are able to offer 

cheaper labor, but the areas that they have taken over are industries that require less technology 

and knowledge. At the same time, we have switched over to produce products that require more 

knowledge.  

We have therefore developed a lot, and the maquila industry in Mexico is not the same today as 

it was in the 80s and 90s. More and more companies that produce advances product are 

establishing their production in La Laguna. We did not have sufficient technology and knowhow 

before, but are now able to offer skilled labor.  

Needless to say, China is very important. There are two major reasons for that; firstly, it is the 

largest country in the world, and it will probably be the world’s largest consumer market in the 

future. Secondly, China is able to offer cheaper labor than Mexico, but we still think that we are 

able to offer more skilled labor and we still have the advantage of being closer located to the US 

border.    

Interviewer : That means that Mexico has experienced a positive development over the last year, 

but how has it affected employment? Are there more people employed within maquila industry 

today compared to before?  

Carlos Armando:  Well, that is actually something that we are more concerned about, as more 

technology means fewer employees. Consequently there are more Mexicans who emigrate to the 
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U.S. to seek work there, because we need less people than before as robots and machines have 

replaced many employees.  

More companies are investing in La Laguna, and hopefully we will be able to hire more people 

from the local area, but unfortunately, better technology require less employees. So, that is of 

course the downside to the technological evolution. Unskilled labor is still common by the US 

border and in South Mexico.  
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Interview # 2 - (Production Manager) 

 

There is a lot of competition from China, but In my experiences, the Export Processing Zones  in 

China are not able to produce advances products like we do in Mexico. Some US-companies 

moved their production to China for about 10 years ago, but the Chinese were not able to 

produce high quality products, which meant that many companies had to move their production 

back to the USA and Mexico.  

 

So, some  US companies actually had bad experiences with the Chinese Export processing zones, 

and eventually moved their production back to Mexico. This could be a cultural issue, as  the 

Mexican culture is closer linked with the USA or the european cultures, and I believe we have 

better language skills here than they have in China.  

 

Interviewer: So, the Mexican Export processing zones are able to produce more advances 

products than the Chinese Export pressing zones?    

 

Rodrigo: Yes, exactly, we have more technology in Mexico and we are able to produce more 

advanced and sophisticated products.  

 

Interviewer: Mexico's economy is better then most of the other Latin American economies. Do 

you think that for instance the Central American Export Processing Zones are a threat to the 

Mexican Maquila/EPZ industry?  
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Rodrigo? Well, only in the textile industry and low quality products. But, yes we are competing 

with them as well. Actually, there used to be a rather large textile industry in Torreon, but the 

production was moves to Central America, as the Central American salaries are lower than in 

Mexico.  

 

 Interviewer:  So, exactly  how big of a competition is China to the Mexican maquila industry?   

 

Rodrigo: China and Central American are still behind Mexico as far a technology, but we 

(Mexicans) are not able to compete with their low salaries.  

 

Interviewer: How do you think the future will be as far as the competition from Chinese Export 

Processing Zones?  

 

I think that China will take over some of our industries, but the Mexican maquilas will keep 

producing more and more advances product. Countries in Africa and middle Eastern countries 

will take over some of the industries as well. But it will be products that are easy to produce, 

while the Mexican maquilas will produce more advances products. It is sort of what happened 

with Tai Wan and South Korea. They started to cheap products, but as they gained experienced, 

they started to produce more advanced product and eventually started to design and produce their 

own products. That is how I see Mexico in 10 years.  

 

Interviewer: So, would you say that the maquila industry has had a positive influence on the 

Mexican economy and on the workers how work there?  
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Yes, of course, it creates jobs, and one industry leads to another and the maquilas creates positive 

spill overs. For instance, I worked 7 years for an American company called G.E. Thomson, 

which is like 15 years ago. The company was located in a Export Procesing Zones, and I 

considered it as a school. I learned to handle machines, then I learned about transport and 

logistics, I improved my language skills, ect. I actually started as a worker, and as I learned 

more, I was offered high positions.  

 

Interviewer: So, overall, do you think that workers in the Mexican maquila industry are able to 

advance to high portions and higher levels of salary? 

 

Rodrigo: Yes, I think so. I know a lot of people who started as workers, and then they advanced 

to supervisors and managers.  

 

Interviewer: So, would you say that the Mexican maquila industry influence the human 

development in a positive way?  

 

Rodrigo: Yes, I really do. Many of the Managers in some of the foreign companies started as 

workers and then advances to higher positions. A lot of workers are also able to learn about 

different industries as they get to work with mobile phones, the soda industry an so on. Then are 

able to seek work at Nokia and Coca Cola later on, because they already have experience from 

that area.  
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Finally, I think that it is very positive that Mexico is able to benefit from the Maquila industry, 

because it contributes to the economic development, but I also think that it is very important that 

the Mexican maquilas are able to advance to industries that demand better technology and know-

how. That way we will be able to compete with the rest of the world.   
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Interview # 3 - Daniel Chavez  
 

 

Age: 40 

Children: 3  

Where were you born: Ciudad Juarez 

 

Interviewer: Were you born here?  

 

Daniel: Yes 

 

Interviewer: Have you worked in other maquilas? 

 

Daniel: Yes, here in Torreon 

 

Interviewer: Did you have more time before starting at the maquila?  

 

Daniel: Yes, I had more time before.  

 

Interviewer: What was the reason why you started to work at the maquila?  

 

Daniel: I needed money, and the only job that I could find was at the maquila.  

 

Interviewer: Do you miss something from the life you had before starting to work in the 

maquila?  

 

Daniel: Yes, I miss the USA. I used to live there and my kids are still over there. So, I miss 

them.  

 

Interviewer: Are the working conditions better in the US compared to Mexico?  
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Daniel: Yes, it is better in the USA.  

 

Interviewer: How exactly? 

 

Daniel: Well…, this is how it is; The salary in the USA is better. But over here, in Mexico, the 

managers treat us better,  because they know that the salary is lower than in the USA, and the 

Mexican managers know that. 

 

On the other, the managers in the US treated me like shit, because I am a Mexican and they 

know that the salary is better in the USA compared to Mexico. They think that we should be so 

grateful, because we are able to live and work in the USA. The American managers expect that 

you work even harder then Americans, because they know that salaries in Mexico are lower, and 

that they can always hire another Mexican, if you do not work hard enough.  

 

Interviewer: Did you feel that you were discriminated in the USA, because of the fact that you 

are from Mexico?  

 

Daniel: Yes, the Americans through I was stupid because I was a Mexican, and they treated me 

like shit. I did not like that at all. Sometime they called me nicknames and made fun of the way I 

talk.  

 

Interviewer: Did you get a better salary in the USA?  

 

Daniel: Yes, the salary was better, but it was also more expensive to live there. After all it does 

not make much of a difference. I had to spend a lot of money on rent, food and insurance. I was 

able to save up a little bit, but I decided to come back to Mexico, because the Americans treated 

me bad, and I did not feel welcome at all. Over here, my life is better and I get along with the 

people a lot better than in the USA.  

 

Interviewer: Where in the USA did you stay?  
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Daniel: Los Angelses, California, Texas and Florida. Beautiful places, but people were not very 

nice to me. They were always making fun of my race and my accent.  

 

Interviewer: Did you work in a Export Processing Zone in the USA?  

 

Daniel: I worked in a Seven Eleven and an auto repair shop. I came to the USA, when I was a 

teenager. I was born in Ciudad Juarez, and I went to the USA to learn English, work, and to get a 

better life. That did not happen, because I felt discriminated all the time. There is also 

discrimination in Mexico, but it is a little different. If a white person from Europe go to the 

Mexico, then it would be easier for them to get a good job, because Mexicans believe that white 

people are smarter than Mexicans. So, there is also discrimination overhere, but at least I fell 

better in Mexico than in the USA.  

 

Well, It is not that I regret going to the USA. I was able to get a lot of experience and It was 

easier to get a job, because the US economy is better. I was also able to learn English. In matter 

of fact, I am actually considering becoming a teacher. It would be a better job than working at 

the maquila, because it is less work and I would probably earn a little bit more.  

 

Interviewer: For how long have you been working here?  

 

Daniel: 3 years 

 

Interviewer: How is the salary here compared to the USA?  

 

Daniel: It is way better in the USA. I had 10 USD an hour in the USA, and I have about 3000 

MXP a month (1.200 DKK).  The highest you can make ever here in this maquila is about 

12.000 MXP (4.800 DKK), but then you have to be a manager.  
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     Interview # 4 Anonymous administrative worker   

 

Home Town: Torreon  

Age: 25  

Gender: Female  

Position: Administrative worker 

 

Interviewer: For how long have you been working at this Maquila?  

 

Worker: 7 years in total  

 

Interviewer: Have you been working in other Maquilas?  

 

Worker: Yes, I have been working in several other maquilas in this area.  

 

Interviewer: What exactly do you work with?  

 

Worker: I am administrative worker in a company that develop electronic equipment 

 

Interviewer: Do you like working here?  

 

Worker: Yes, it is ok, but I would like to get a better job in the future.  

 

Interviewer: What are your future plans?  

 

Worker: I would like to take a university degree in engineering, and that way I would be able to 

get a better job.   

 

Interviewer: What are the some of the advantages of this job?  
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Worker: I like the fact that I am able to work for a company that develops electronic equipment, 

because it is my ambition to work with electronics, and I am able to learn a lot of things about 

electronics.  

 

Interviewer: Are there any downside to this job?  

 

Worker: Yes, I am a bit unhappy about my salary. I think it is very low.  

 

Interviewer: Do you think that employees in other maquilas are getting a better salary? 

 

Worker: Yes, I actually think so.  

 

Interviewer: How about other types of jobs in Mexico? Do you think that the employees there are 

paid better?  

 

Worker: Yes, I think that they are paid a lot better than me. 

 

Interviewer: How are the opportunities get promoted?  

 

Worker: I think they are pretty easy. At least in the company that I am worker for 

 

Interviewer: Do you think that this job could be a steppingstone to a better position - either 

within or outside the maquila?  

 

Worker: Yes, I am able to get more experience, and I have been able to take a course in 

electronic and another one in Human Resource Management.   

 

Interviewer: How is the working environment at your work?  

 

Worker: It is very nice. I have some nice colleagues and my manager is really nice as well.  
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Interviewer: Do you feel that there are discrimination at your work? For instance between 

women and men?  

 

Worker Well, I do not know if it is discrimination, but men and women are treated differently.  

 

Interviewer: How?  

 

Worker: Well, I do not know if it is discrimination, but there is a difference between how men 

and women are treated. It is difficult for a women to get a manager position, and there are more 

jobs for men. Usually, the salaries are better for men, than for women, and it is more difficult for 

us (women) to get promoted or to get a raise. 

 

Apart from that, well, I would like to operate the machines, but it is not considered a women's 

job in the company that I am in, and I was only able to get a administrative job.  

 

Interviewer: Is that common in Mexico?  

 

Worker: Well, yes, there is a lot of "Machismo", where men are considered to be worth more 

than women 

 

Interviewer: How is one able to see that?  

 

Worker: like I said, it is more difficult for a women to get a job. It is not just at this maquila, but 

it is common in Mexico. Some men believe that women ought to be at home, and that the men 

should work. We (women) are not able to get the same jobs as the men.  

 

Interviewer: Have you experienced sexual harassment or gender discrimination at your work?  

 

Worker:  No, but some of my friends have. Some of my (girl) friends dress sexy, when they go to 

a job interview 
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Interviewer: Were they working in a maquila?  

 

Worker: They both worked in and outside of the maquila  

 

Interviewer: So it is a common thing in Mexico?  

 

Worker: Yes, unfortunately   
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Interview # 5 - Carlos 

Carlos: So, have you heard what happen in Torreon last week? 

Interviewer: No…Well…Yeah, somebody shoot a bunch of students and tourists in a restaurant, 

right?  

Carlos: Yes, exactly   

Interviewer: It was the “Zetas”(Mexican drug cartels) , right? 

Carlos: Yes it was. Well, it was a good thing that nothing happened to you when you were there.  

Interviewer: Yes, but I tried to stay inside as much as possible because I heard about the 

increasing level of violence. 

Carlos: Yes, this country is going straight to hell. The same thing happened in Juarez a couple of 

weeks ago. I guess the cartels will eventually take over the country. Oh well…Anyways, what 

would you like to know about Ciudad Juarez?     

Interviewer: Well, as you know, I went to Torreon to interview the employees of La Laguna, and 

I was actually surprised about the fact that most of the works were generally happy about their 

work at the factory. They had a decent salary and the working hours pretty fair as well.  That 

does not really correlate with the articles that I have read about the maquila industry in Mexico, 

but then I thought that the conditions might be different in other parts of Mexico. I know that you 

have lived in Ciudad Juarez and that you know some of the workers from the maquilas in Ciudad 

Juarez.   

Carlos: Yes, I knew some of the workers from an electronic maquila plant in Ciudad Juarez, and 

their working conditions were absolutely horrible. Actually, let me just explain that Ciudad 

Juarez is home of one of the largest maquilas in the world. I believe it is the second largest on in 

the world, and it is the biggest one in Mexico.  

The majority part of the maquilas are US companies, but there were also some Japanese and 

Italian companies. There are Maquilas all over Mexico, but they are more common in Northern-

Mexico, as most companies would like to be located close to the US border. In my experiences, 
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the maquilas in Ciudad Juarez are a bit different than the maquilas in the rest of the country. 

They usually paid the workers a lot less, the workers usually work more than in the rest of the 

country, and many are exposed to chemical waste. The workers are often exploited, because 

there are many maquilas a lot of people need a job. Most people in Juarez would like to go to the 

USA, and a lot of maquila workers are saving money to cross the border. That is why the 

maquilas are able to exploit the workers in Ciudad Juarez.  

 

Actually, most people in Ciudad Juarez are from other places in Mexico, but they are just staying 

there because they are looking to cross the border to the USA.  

 

Interviewer: How much are the maqula workers paid?  

 

Carlos: I actually do not know, but many workers had less than the minimum salery, which is 

2000 MXP (800 DKK) a month. That is a very low salary, even in Mexico. So, some female 

workers in Juarez are working as prostitutes a night in order to earn sufficient to get by and to 

save up to cross the border. They usually have to pay somebody that can help them into the 

country. It is not an easy thing to do, as the border control is very strict.  

 

It is a very sad thing to see, but those women do not have many options. I guess they just see it as 

a way out of poverty.  

 

Interviewer: How about the males? Are they able to get by from the maquila salary?  

 

Carlos: No, they are not paid much more, but a lot of the female workers have kids and they have 

to support them as well. However, some of the males who work in the maquila industry in 

Ciudad Juarez, are time working for the drug cartels as well. They usually do small things, but it 

is difficult to get out of the cartels again.  

 

Interviewer: How many of the maquila workers are females? 

 

Carlos: well, they majority part of them. I would say 80-90 % of them are females.  
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Interviewer: Is it really common that young female worker  from the maquila are forced to work 

as prostitutes?  

 

Carlos: Yes, in matter fact, it is common. Also, because of the location close to the USA. So, 

prostitution is common there.  Ciudad Juarez is smiler to Tijuana; border towns, which are 

dominated by drug, prostitutions and maquilas.  

 

Interviewer: Why do people stay there - if it is dangerous and the salary is low?  

 

Carlos: Some people move, but it is usually the people who have sufficient resources to move to 

another city in Mexico or to the USA. But not all people have sufficient resources to go to 

another city, and Ciudad Juarez might be the only place where they are able to get at job.  

 

Interviewer: If the there was no maquilas in Ciudad Juarez - then where would the people work? 

What would be the alternative?  

 

Carlos: It is difficult to say, but a lot of them would probably have other low skilled jobs, some 

would be in the informal sector, and some would probably be unemployed.  

 

   

Interviewer: How would you say that the maquila industry in Ciudad Juarez is different from the 

rest of Mexico? 

 

Carlos: The maquilas in Ciudad Juarez and the maquilas right by US border are usually using 

more unskilled labor, and maquila workers in the rest of the country are usually not working two. 

The problem with female workers who have to prostitute them selves, is a problem in Ciudad 

Juarez. That is not common in rest of the country.  
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Ciudad Juarez is expensive, dirty, poor, and dangerous. So, a lot of people would like to leave 

the city, and that is why the poorest people have to find alternative ways to save sufficient money 

to leave the city.  

 

A maquila worker in south Mexico would probably not get paid much more, but it would be 

cheaper, safer, and nicer to live there. That is the difference as I see it.  

 

Actually, another thing is that many Americans who to Ciudad Juarez to party and get drunk. 

The Mexicans are able to see the money and the power of the Americans in Ciudad Juarez, and 

that is probably why some people in Ciudad Juarez are more desperate to make money. The 

Mexicans would like to have the same kind of money and power as the American tourists in 

Ciudad Juarez.  
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Interview # 6 

Position: Anonymous worker 

Home town: Torreon 

Age: 18  

Civil status: Single 

Gender: Male 

Children: no   

 

Interviewer: Is this your first job?  

Worker: Yes it is  

Interviewer: What exactly do you do?  

Worker: I work in a maquila as an assembly worker   

Interviewer: And how did you get that job?  

Worker: Well, during my last year of high school, an agent from the company came to my 
school, and they he was looking for workers for the company. I did not have any other plans, so I 
talked to him, and the job sounded ok. That was pretty much it.  

Interviewer: Are you generally satisfied with the job? 

Worker: Yes, it is pretty good. I mean, it is not the best job in the world, but I am able to work 
and make some money.  

Interviewer: What would you do, if you did not have this job?  

Worker: I really do not know….something….. 

Interviewer: Do you think that working in the maquila is a better option than the other 
alternatives?  
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Woker. …Yes, I do  

Interviewer: how many hours do you work a day?  

Woker: about 9 hours 

Interviewer: Is it tuff?  

Worker: No, it is not that bad. It could be a lot worst 

Interviewer: Do you think that you would be able to get a better position in the future?  

Worker: Yes, maybe. If I work hard….And if I am lucky.    
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Interview # 7 - Cleaning man 

 

Name: Cesar  

Position: Cleaning man  

Home town: Torreon 

Age: 36  

Civil status: Married  

Gender: Male 

Children: 2 

Interviewer: What exactly do you do? 

Worker: I clean the floors. There is always spill overs from the machines and my job is to keep 
the floors clean.  

Interviewer: Have you worked in other maquilas?  

Worker: Yes, I have been working in 3 other maquilas, it is about 10 years in total 

Interviewer: Did you work in this area as well?  

Worker:  Yes, I did 

Interviewer: And was the condition similar to this place?  

Worker: yes, pretty much 

Interviewer: How many hours do you work a day?   

Worker: 9 hours  

Interviewer: And are you paid the same here as the other maquilas?  

Worker: No, I was paid a lot more before  
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Interviewer: How much more 

Worker: I had about 50 % more at the previous maquila  

Interviewer: So, what was the reason why you stopped working at the other maquila?  

Worker: I was fired due to cutbacks  
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Interview # 8 – Assembly worker   

 

Name: Valdez Fernandez  

Position: Assembly worker   

Home town: Torreon 

Age: 23  

Civil status: Married  

Gender: Male 

Children: 1 

Interviewer: What exactly do you do? 

Worker: I am an assembly worker 

Interviewer: Have you worked in other maquilas?  

Worker: Yes, I have been working in 1 other maquila as an assembly worker at a Garmin factory   

Interviewer: Did you work in this area as well?  

Worker:  Yes, it was here in Torreon  

Interviewer: And was the condition similar to this place?  

Worker: It was very similar  

Interviewer: How many hours do you work a day?   

Worker: 9 hours from Monday to Friday  

Interviewer: And are you paid the same here as the other maquilas?  

Worker: Yes, it was about the same 

Interviewer: So, what was the reason why you stopped working at the other maquila?  

Worker: I was fired due to cutbacks  
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Interviewer: Do you have social security here?  

Worker: yes, everybody have that here  

Interviewer: And how are the possibilities for the future? 

Worker: Pretty good, maybe a get a better position or at least I should be able to hold my job or 
get a similar one, because now I have some experience  

Interviewer: So, you a generally pretty happy about your job?  

Worker: Yes, I am    
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Interview # 9 – Assembly worker – Eduardo Rodriguez    

 

Name: Eduardo Rodriguez  

Position: Assembly worker   

Home town: Matamoros, Tamaulipas  

Age: 26  

Civil status: Married  

Gender: Male 

Children: 2 

Interviewer: What exactly do you do? 

Worker: I am an assembly worker 

Interviewer: But what does that involve?  

Worker: I operation a machine that cut pipes for rifles and firearms   

Interviewer: Why did you come to Torreon? 

Worker: Because I needed a job and I could not get one in my home town – so I came here   

Interviewer: Have you worked at other maquilas?  

Worker: Yes, I have been working with Garmin and marble    

Interviewer: Did you work in this area as well?  

Worker:  Yes, it was here in Torreon  

Interviewer: And was the condition similar to this place?  

Worker: Yes, exactly the same  

Interviewer: How many hours do you work a day?   

Worker: 9 hours from Monday to Friday  

Interviewer: how long is your lunch break? 
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Worker: 30 minutes  

Interviewer: Does this job create better opportunities for the future? 

Worker:  Yes, because even if it is a lousy job – I still learn how to operate machines and I can 
use that later on  
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Interview # 10 – Assembly worker – Antonio Ramirez    

 

Name: Antonio Ramirez   

Position: Assembly worker   

Home town: Matamoros, Tamaulipas  

Age: 28  

Civil status: Single   

Gender: Male 

Children: No 

Interviewer: What exactly do you do? 

Worker: I am an assembly worker 

Interviewer: Why did you come to Torreon? 

Worker: There are more jobs here in Torreon 

Interviewer: Were you happier before working here..? 

Worker: oh no…  

Interviewer: What did you do before?  

Worker: I don’t know….nothing…..  

Interviewer: Nothing? You didn’t work?     

Worker: No   

Interviewer: Then what did you do? How did you get money?  

Worker: I don’t know… 

Interviewer: Won’t you tell me?  

Worker: ….No…, listen I need go… 
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Interview # 11 – Assembly worker – Roberto Carlos Garcia     

 

Name: Roberto Carlos Garcia   

Position: Assembly worker   

Home town: Matamoros, Tamaulipas  

Age: 19  

Civil status: Married   

Gender: Male 

Children: 1 

Interviewer: How long have you lived in Torreon?   

Worker: Lived? No, I still live in Matamoros   

Interviewer: What exactly do you do? 

Worker: I am an assembly worker 

Interviewer: Are you a machine operator?   

Worker: Yes 

Interviewer: Did you have any experience before you started the job?   

Worker: Yes, I used to work with cables in another maquila  

Interviewer: Is this job better than the first one?  

Worker: yes  

Interviewer: why is that?      

Worker: Because of the working hours 

Interviewer: How many hours do you work here?   

Worker: 9 hours – I start at 16.45 and I get off at 01.45 in the morning  
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Interviewer: How were the working hours at your first job?   

Worker: It was worst…At the other maquila – I started at 18 and I got off at 6 in the morning…. 
12 hours in total….and at night…... That was really tuff… 

Interviewer: And you are working 5 days a week?  

Worker: Yes 

Interviewer: And do you make more now than before?  

Worker: Yes, I do 

Interviewer: how much more?  

Worker: ….I don’t know…..Like 10% more…..I guess  

Interviewer: Do you think that this job could lead to a better position?  

Worker: I really don’t know….But I hope so…. 

Interviewer: Do you like your job… 

Worker: ….Yes…It’s ok…. 
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Interview # 12 – Production Supervisor – Juan Alberto Castro      

 

Name: Juan Alberto Castro  

Position: Production supervisor   

Home town: Torreon   

Age: 32  

Civil status: Married   

Gender: Male 

Children: No 

Interviewer: For how long have you worked here?   

Worker: 4 and a half years   

Interviewer: What exactly do you do? 

Worker: I am a supervisor 

Interviewer: So, you are a supervisor for the assembly workers?  

Worker: Yes,  

Interviewer: Could you explain some of your daily tasks  

Worker: I make sure that the workers are on time, that they do their job, and that the qualities of 
the products are alright?   

Interviewer: Have you worked as an assembly worker as well?   

Worker: Yes, that is how I started 10 years ago 

Interviewer: Have you worked at other maquilas?  

Worker: Yes, In Tyson and Sony  

Interviewer: What are some of the advantages of your job?  

Worker: I like to work with people and produce something 
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Interviewer: Are there any disadvantages?   

Worker: Well……I don’t know….. 

Interviewer: A better salary?    

Worker: Well, yeah, that would be nice…. 

Interviewer: Have your learned something here that you can use later on?  

Worker Yes 

Interviewer: like what?  

Worker? I learned how to lead workers  

Interviewer: Are their courses here at the maquila?  

Worker: Yes, I have been to a supervisor course and we are able to take physiology, motivation 
and management courses 

Interviewer: How is the relation between the supervisors and the workers?  

Worker: Good. We speak nicely to each other.        
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Interview # 13 –Cleaning man – Angel Eduardo       

 

Name: Angel 

Position: Cleaning man  

Home town: Matamoros, Tamaulipas   

Age: 19  

Civil status: Married   

Gender: Male 

Children: No 

Interviewer: Do you still live in Matamoros?   

Worker: Yes 

Interviewer: What exactly do you do? 

Worker: Cleaning man 

Interviewer: Is it tuff to work here?  

Worker: Well, before I had more time off so I miss that  

Interviewer: Do you think that this job could be a steppingstone to a better job?  

Worker:  Maybe…Not really…. 

Interviewer: How did you get the job? 

Worker: Some of my friends work here and I applied for a job      
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Interview # 14 – Assembly worker – Rubén Juarez       

 

Name: Rubén Juarez 

Position: Assembly worker  

Home town: Torreon    

Age: 21  

Civil status: Single   

Gender: Male 

Children: 1 

Interviewer: Have you been working at other maquilas?    

Worker: Yes, I use to work at another maquila her in Torreon. They produced motors.  

Interviewer: for how long were you there?  

Worker: About a year 

Interviewer: What exactly do you do? 

Worker: Assembly worker  

Interviewer: How was the other maquila compared to this one? 

Worker: This is a better place to work 

Interviewer: why is that?  

Worker: well, here I am only working Monday until Friday. At the other place I had to work on 
Saturdays as well.  

Interviewer: How were the working hours at the other place?  

Worker: It was suppose to be 9 hours like at this place, but they “kept us” much longer than that 

Interviewer: Did you make more money than?  

Worker: No, it was the same salary as here      

Interviewer: How much is that?  
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Worker: 600 MXP (240 DKK) a week  

Interviewer: Could this be a steppingstone to another job?  

Worker: Yes, I guess so  

Interviewer: Like what? 

Worker: Another job like this 

Interviewer: How about supervisor?  

Worker: maybe…., we’ll see         
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Interview # 15 – Supervisor – Hugo Ivan Hidal Alvarez       

 

Name: Hugo Ivan Hidal Alvarez 

Position: Supervisor 

Home town: Chihuahua, Chihuahua     

Age: 28  

Civil status: Single   

Gender: Male 

Children: No 

Interviewer: How long have you been in Torreon?  

Worker: I came here with my parents when I was 9 years old 

Interviewer: For how long have you been working here?  

Worker: 6 years  

Interviewer: Have you been working at other maquilas?    

Worker: No, but I used to sell bus tickets at the bus terminal  

Interviewer: What exactly do you do now? 

Worker: Make money…ha ha...No, sorry…, I am a supervisor, so I control the quality of 
products and make sure that the assembly workers are alright and that they get a long 

Interviewer: Do they get along?  

Worker: Yes, conflicts are generally rarely     

Interviewer: What are the plans for the future? 

Worker: Well, I have a degree and I would like to use that professionally   

Interviewer: What did you study? 

Worker: Electronic engineering 

Interviewer: Are you able to use your degree at this maquila?    
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Worker: Yes, I can use it, as knowledge is needed to repair the machines 

Interviewer: What are the advantages of this job?  

Worker: It is a good job and the company is during really good economically 

Interviewer: And the disadvantages…? 

Worker..Well…..let’s see…..the disadvantages…I don’t know…. 

Interviewer: Could this be a steppingstone to a better job?  

Worker: Yes, I think so. I would like to get a manager position some day  

Interviewer: how is the salary?  

Worker: acceptable 

Interviewer: Have you been able to learn something here?  

Worker: Yes, think so. Especially from working with other people   

Interviewer: And how is the relationship between supervisors and the assembly workers 

Worker: It is very good. People respect one another and there is no discrimination  

Interviewer: Are there any difference between how men and women are baing treated?  

Worker:…Well...No, no there is no difference…Only that sometimes the women are not strong  

enough to lift heavy things so we help them       
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Interview # 16 – Assembly worker – Marcelino Enrique Lopez         

 

Name: Marcelino 

Position: Assembly worker 

Home town: Torreon     

Age: 29  

Civil status: Single   

Gender: Male 

Children: No 

Interviewer: How long have been in Torreon?  

Interviewer: For how long have you been working here?  

Worker: 4 years  

Interviewer: Have you been working at other maquilas?    

Worker: Yes, in many 

Interviewer: How many? 

Worker: I don’t even know. Many jobs a contract of 6 months and I’ve had jobs like that for 
many years.  

Interviewer: What exactly do you do now? 

Worker: I am an assembly worker  

Interviewer: Were the conditions at the other maquilas similar to this one?   

Worker: Yes, more or less 

Interviewer: Do you like your job? 

Worker: Yes, I am happy here 

Interviewer: Could anything be better?  

Worker: I would like to get some more money 
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Interviewer: Did you get more before? 

Worker: No, but other people get more, but at least I have a steady income, and I am really  

happy about that.     
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Interview # 17 – Assembly worker – Christian Gustavo           

 

Name: Christian Gustavo 

Position: Assembly worker 

Home town: Gomez     

Age: 18  

Civil status: Single   

Gender: Male 

Children: 2 

Interviewer: Are you still living in Gomez? 

Worker: yes, I take the bus every day    

Interviewer: For how long have you been working here?  

Worker: 6 months  

Interviewer: Have you been working at other maquilas?    

Worker: No 

Interviewer: What exactly do you do now? 

Worker: I am an assembly worker  

Interviewer: Do you like your job? 

Worker: Yes, I like to get a steady salary 

Interviewer: How are the possibilities to assent?  

Worker: I guess they are pretty good 

Interviewer: Would you like that?  

Worker: Sure 

Interviewer: what would you like?  
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Worker: Maybe a manager position, but I just need some more experience 
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Interview # 18 – Assembly worker – Lydia               

 

Name: Lydia  

Position: Assembly worker 

Home town: Sonora        

Age: 34  

Civil status: Single   

Gender: Female 

Children: 2 

Interviewer: For how long have you been living in Torreon? 

Worker: I came here with my family when I was 14 years old  

Interviewer: Have you been working in other maquilas? 

Worker: Yes, well I started at this one, then I worked at another one, and I came back  

Interviewer: What do you do here?  

Worker: I am an assembly worker  

Interviewer: For how long have you been working here?  

Worker: 2 years  

Interviewer: What exactly do you do now? 

Worker: I am an assembly worker  

Interviewer: Why did come back to this maquila when you worked at the other place?  

Worker: Because I liked this place better  

Interviewer: What is better here?  

Worker: The working hours  

Interviewer: And the salary  

Worker: The salary was more or less the same, but they kept me longer at the other maquila  
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Interviewer: How are the future opportunities here?  

Lydia: I guess they are alright. But it is difficult for women to get a manager position, but I am 
also happy about job.  

Interviewer: Do you miss something from the life you had before working at the maquilas?` 

Worker: what would that be…?! my youth…!! Ha ha ha … No I am happy to be where I am 
now.  
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Interview # 19 – Supervisor – Gabriel Gadara                

 

Name: Gabriel Gadara 

Position: Supervisor 

Home town: Matamoros         

Age: 46  

Civil status: Single   

Gender: Male 

Children: No 

Interviewer: What exactly do you do now? 

Worker: Supervisor  

Interviewer: What are you tasks? 

Worker: I am in control of the production process  

Interviewer: Did you have more time before working at the maquila?  

Worker: Yes, I had more free time, but no money because I was unemployed. Actually, I was 
unemployed for a long time – so I grateful for this job  

Interviewer: Is your life better now than it was before?  

Worker: Yes, it is not very fun to be without money  

Interviewer: Then how did you get money?  

Worker: I was helping out some friends – I earned a little here and there – but I wasn’t very 
much    

Interviewer: So, you are happy to have this job 

Worker: Yes!  
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