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Mexico City is a place of extremes: it contains pockets of material luxury and financial wealth, su-

rrounded by a population struggling to get by with low wages and limited public services. Households 

in the richest 10 percent receive 45 percent of the total household income, or 20 times more than the 

poorest 20 percent. 

These inequalities in livelihoods and material wellbeing are exacerbated by unequal interpersonal 

relations. Indigenous people and women face discrimination in the labour market and in their every-

day lives, while whites and men tend to hoard the most valuable economic and social opportunities. 

This report uses the new methodology Faces of Inequality to capture multidimensional inequalities. It 

goes beyond standard inequality analyses that are based only on economic inequality. Its focus is on 

the quality of life that individuals manage to live, their aspirations, experiences of discrimination and 

stigma, and of social mobility. It captures the interactions between inequalities in living standards 

“Inequality in Mexico City is more than having or not having money, or access to education

 and health services. It is the ability to dream, to go out with friends, and the ability to 

make those dreams come true. This is a portrait of the physical and psychological 

barriers that separate the citizens of the capital according to their social stratum.”

-Chilango Magazine

Executive summary
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and living conditions, social status and stig-

ma, as well as in experiences of the city, using 

new survey data, images and videos from 50 

households, 5 from each income decile, com-

bined with pre-existing quantitative survey 

data.

Low-income households have worse condi-

tions in years of education, access to medical 

care, access to housing and basic services 

such as water, degree of food security and 

access to social security, compared to house-

holds in the highest deciles.

-Qualitative responses on health indicate 

that the bottom seven deciles rely primarily 

on public health provision, although those in 

informal work tend to have less access to the-

se services. For those with access, in some 

cases they experience extremely long waits, 

out-of-stock medicines, negligence from me-

dical personnel, ill-treatment, and an inabili-

ty to see a specialist for days even during an 

emergency.

 

-In education we find that almost all chil-

dren in the bottom seven deciles attend pu-

blic schools while all children in the top three 

deciles attend private school. Within public 

schools there are wide inequalities in the qua-

lity of infrastructure, and teacher attention.
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Households in the bottom deciles report poor or damaged infrastructure, teacher absenteeism 

leading to cancelled days of schooling, and larger class sizes. -People’s experiences of work vary 

dramatically across the income distribution. In lower income deciles, people often report mistreat-

ment in formal  sector jobs,  and for this  reason many of them prefer informal work or  self-employ

ment even while they recognize the benefits of social security and healthcare that the formal sec-

tor provides.

-In housing, the poorest households often lacked basic infrastructure where they lived. In some 

cases, this lack of public infrastructure revealed strong community organization, as some neigh-

bourhoods in the lower deciles worked together to overcome these deprivations. 

-Social networks have a large impact on people’s financial security. Households across the inco-

me distribution report that they could turn to family or friends to borrow money in an emergency, 

and often report having done so. They also have a large impact on people’s job opportunities. Most 

households across the income distribution report using contacts to get their jobs. 

6



-People’s lived experiences of inequality varied by class, gender, race, and location. This was particu-

larly marked for domestic workers who worked in rich neighbourhoods, who report being over-worked 

and receiving demeaning treatment from their employers. 

-Gender violence and discrimination tends to be normalized, with one respondent saying her experien-

ces were “nothing that has not been experienced by other woman here in Mexico at any [socioecono-

mic] level.” This mistreatment includes discrimination at work, and sexual harassment or assault in 

the street as commonplace.

Addressing these many varieties of inequality therefore requires the policies that are known to bring 

incomes closer together. Yet for this very reason they face strong political resistance from higher 

income groups: higher minimum wages, greater worker rights, higher rates of taxation on better-off 

households, and higher spending on public services and public investment. 

7



1 introduction

Faces of Inequality:
Multidimensional Inequalities in Mexico City



Mexico City is a place of extremes: it holds great historic, artistic and architectural riches, and 

contains pockets of material luxury and financial wealth. Yet most of the population struggle to 

get by on low wages, and many cannot afford the basic needs of a secure life, and do not en-

joy reliable or effective public services and infrastructure. These inequalities in livelihoods and 

material wellbeing are exacerbated by exclusion, as indigenous people and women face discri-

mination in the labour market and in their everyday lives, while whites and men tend to hoard 

the limited economic and social opportunities. This report, using the new methodology Faces 

of Inequality, aims to capture these multidimensional inequalities in order to better understand 

how inequality affects everyone’s lives.

Faces of Inequality is a collaboration between King’s College London, Oxfam Mexico, Periodis-

moCIDE, and the Mexican magazine Chilango. The pilot project in Mexico City, which we use in 

this report, has collected survey data, images and videos from 50 households that are repre-

sentative across the full range of incomes, which we combine with pre-existing quantitative 

data.

Our approach has four features that make it unique. First, it measures multidimensional in-

equality, meaning it captures multiple dimensions of well-being across the complete income 

distribution. We divide the population into income deciles – the poorest 10 percent, the next 

10 percent, and so on up to the richest 10 percent. It then measures multiple dimensions of 

well-being for each income decile, allowing us to compare different dimensions of well-being 

across deciles. This provides more information than methods that consider multiple dimensions 

of well-being or of inequality, but which cannot demonstrate the correlation between different 

dimensions across the distribution1.

Second, it measures well-being in both quantitative and qualitative dimensions. Quantitative 

dimensions include income, years of education, access to health services, and others. Qualita-

tive dimensions include people’s descriptions of their lived experiences of work, of public ser-

9

1   For instance, the Multidimensional Inequality Framework (McKnight et al., 2018 and the dedicated website http://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/inequality/) measures multiple 

dimensions of inequality separately, not multidimensional inequality strictly speaking. On the other hand, the Multidimensional Poverty Index (Alkire and Foster, 2011) 

is a true multidimensional measures, but it is concerned with only the bottom of the distribution, and only quantitative dimensions. See Bleynat and Segal (2020) for a 

comparison of multidimensional methodologies. 



vices and infrastructure, their social networks, 

and narratives of how they deal with a range of 

problems.

Third, we distinguish two different kinds of 

qualitative information: inequality of lived ex-

periences and lived experience of inequality. 

When the poor have to wait longer to receive 

medical attention than the rich, or suffer worse 

insecurity in their neighbourhoods, then we can 

speak of inequalities in lived experience. Yet 

the lived experience of inequality is something 

further: when someone experiences stigma or is 

discriminated against because of their race or 

class, or when a domestic worker is dominated 

by her employer – or her employer enjoys com-

manding a subordinate – then these are cases 

where the experience itself is an experience of 

inequality. These experiences arise out of both 

social class hierarchies, where people from a 

higher class can dominate people from a lower 

class (Bourdieu, 2010), and out of categorical 

inequalities, where privileged categories such 

as whites or men discriminate against deprived 

categories such as indigenous people or wo-

men (Tilly, 2009). They involve ‘othering’, whe-

re people from different classes or categories 

are seen as fundamentally not the same kind 

of person or occupying a different world. These 

experiences are constitutive of what is someti-

mes called social inequality (Anderson, 2010). 

Fourth, in addition to the quantitative and qua-

litative information captured in the semi-struc-

tured surveys, Chilango magazine used the au-

dio-visual material collected to produce a special 

issue and microsite titled No Somos Iguales. 

The microsite, https://desigualdad.chilango.com, 

is the most-viewed issue Chilango has ever pro-

duced, and presents articles based on the in-

terviews along with a set of photographs and vi-

deos covering life across the income distribution 

in Mexico City. These videos and articles highli-

ght a multitude of inequalities, from experiences 

of public health and education, transport across 

the city, access to parks, and experiences of 

discrimination. They have elicited startling res-

ponses from the public, many of whom found 

it hard to believe where the interviewees were 

located in the income distribution, and some of 

whom expressed prejudices against the poor 

and their lifestyles.

Our method allows us to analyse linkages be-

tween different dimensions of inequality that 

other methods cannot capture. Most obvious-

ly, our multidimensional inequality approach 

shows that higher-income households tend to 

have more education, access to a wider range 

of health services, and better housing. We also 

find that poorer households often lack basic in-

frastructure such as water or paving. 
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But our qualitative findings uncover additional aspects to inequality. We find that social life is 

fundamental to inequality in several respects: the local community determines the strategies that 

households use to compensate for missing public services; social networks have an important 

impact on both financial security in times of need, and on access to job opportunities; and how 

people relate to one another and feel about themselves depends in large part on their social back-

ground and where they live. People at different points of the income distribution also have very 

different experiences of the city, both in their own neighbourhoods and as they travel around for 

work and care responsibilities, and for leisure.

We identified the households to be interviewed by predicting the average income levels of small 

geographic units called AGEBs. Starting from the assumption that a household had the average 

income of its AGEB, we picked five households from each income decile. The top decile is more 

heterogeneous than the rest, however, so we included a mix from decile 10 neighbourhoods that 

11



are close to poorer zones and decile 10 neighbourhoods that are the most exclusive and expensi-

ve by land values and rents, where we would expect the top one percent to live2.  Then we asked 

the interviewees to identify the range in which their household income fell. In the analysis below 

we indicate predicted income decile D in parentheses. Where the predicted income bracket and 

self-reported income bracket are substantially different, we report this. 

In section 2 we present a brief description of some quantitative dimensions of inequality, inclu-

ding the income dimension which we use to structure the overall distribution. Section 3 describes 

the further insights that our qualitative interviews produced on households’ living standards in 

multiple dimensions. Section 4 considers spatial inequalities and people’s experiences of the 

city. Section 5 turns to social aspects of inequality, covering the role of social networks, and 

people’s lived experiences of inequality including discrimination and othering.

12

2    Decile 10A AGEBs are in zones closer to poorer AGEBs and in municipalities that have less good infrastructure. These include Coyoacán and Tlalpan. Decil 10 B AGEBs 

are in municipalities with good infrastructure like Benito Juarez and Álvaro Obregon. Decile10 C AGEBs are in neighbourhoods categorised by real estate websites as 

the richest zones in Mexico City in terms of the value of land and costs of rents, such as Polanco and Las Lomas.
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We start with quantitative data from the National Survey on Household Income and Expen-

ditures (ENIGH) on a variety of dimensions of well-being in Mexico City, defined in table 1. 

Figure 1 portrays incomes, education levels, and share of indigenous households arranged 

by income decile. The bottom two deciles receive an average monthly income per equivalent 

adult3 of M$1,240 and M$1,877, compared with M$30,600 for the top decile. This means hou-

seholds in the top decile receive 20 times the income of the bottom 20 percent, or 45 percent 

of total income, implying a very high degree of income inequality. The Gini coefficient for 

income inequality is correspondingly high at 0.51. Unsurprisingly, average years of education 

for adults has a strong positive correlation with income levels, increasing as we go up the 

income deciles; below we explore in more detail the differences in experiences of education 

across the income distribution.

We also see a positive correlation between income and the share of individuals who identify 

themselves as indigenous. However, this correlation is driven entirely by the bottom two 

deciles, which have a relatively high share of indigenous households at 22 and 20 percent 

respectively, and the top decile, which has a relatively low share of 6.3 percent. If we con-

sider deciles 3 to 9 there is no significant correlation, and of those seven deciles it is decile 

6 that has the highest share. Being indigenous therefore does not appear to be an obstacle 

to being in the middle of the income distribution, and even in the higher deciles up to the 

ninth. But individuals in households in the top decile are substantially less likely to identify 

as indigenous. 

Figure 2 presents six further dimensions of well-being, displaying their relationship with in-

come decile and indicating is a clear negative correlation between income decile and each 

of these dimensions. The implication is that multiple dimensions of well-being tend to go 

together: richer households have more education, are more likely to have health insurance, 

are less likely to suffer food insecurity, and so on. 

14
3  The use of adult equivalents allows comparison between the real income of households of different composition (CONEVAL, 2014). 



It is also interesting, however, to notice not just the inequalities but also what is not unequal. 

For instance, some deprivations are experienced even in the top decile: even in the top decile, 10 

percent of people have no health insurance and 29% have no social security. At the same time, if 

77% of people in the bottom decile have no access to social security, it is also true that 23% do 

have access to social security – and it is striking that despite the connection to the formal labour

market that this implies, they remain in the bottom decile, in extreme.overty. 

Table 1: Dimensions of well-being

Source: Made by authors using ENIGH 2018

No access to 
social security

No access to formal social security- link to labour position 
(good proxy for informality)

No access to 
proper housing

A person who lives in a house with one or more of these conditions: 
earthen floors, bad quality walls or roofs, or overcrowding

No access to services 
within the house

A person who lives in a house with one or more of these conditions:
 no water connection, no sewerage, no electricity, no gas service

Has moderate or severe
 food insecurity

Food insecurity as defined by the Food and Agriculture
 Organization (FAO)

% People with a disability
 in the household

Permanent disabilities

% Indigenous % people who consider themselves to be indigenous

No access to
 healthcare

No access to social security health insurance or private insurance

Income Average household monthly income per equivalent adult, M$1,000s

Education Mean years of education people over 15 years old

15



Figure 1: Income inequality, educational inequality, and race

	

Source: ENIGH 2018.

Figure 2: Multidimensional inequality

Calculated from CONEVAL data based on ENIGH 2018.

16

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

0 2 4 6 8 10

No access to healthcare

0.0%

2.0%

4.0%

6.0%

8.0%

10.0%

12.0%

14.0%

16.0%

0 2 4 6 8 10

No access to proper housing 

0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

7%

8%

9%

10%

0 2 4 6 8 10

% People with a disability in the household 

0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

0 2 4 6 8 10

No access to services within the house 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

0 2 4 6 8 10

No access to social security 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

0 2 4 6 8 10

Has moderate or severe food insecurity 



3 Qualitative findings 
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The data above provide important information on the multiple dimensions of inequality to be found 

in Mexico City. But we gain additional insight into the lived experience of the different dimensions 

by turning to qualitative analysis. We start with the qualitative aspects of living standards. We find 

that experiences of health and education, of work, food security, housing, and public infrastructu-

re, all vary substantially across the income distribution. Moreover, interviewees4 told us about the 

strategies they use to access the best services they can, or to compensate for absent services. 

3.1 Health

Households in deciles 1 to 7 rely mostly on health services provided by the state: IMSS, ISSTE, Se-

guro Popular, and the National Institutes under the purview of the Secretary of Public Health. Expe-

riences with these health services vary. Among households in the first 7 deciles there is a range of 

deficiencies in their experiences of public health services provision. These range from long waiting 

times, including patients having to arrive at hospitals or other health centres at 4 or 5 am, or even 

having to spend the night in a queue, in order to be able to obtain a ticket to see a specialist later 

that day, to out-of-stock medicines, medical personnel negligence, including inability to see a 

specialist for days even during an emergency, and ill-treatment. 

How do households in the first 7 deciles deal with the challenges posed by public health services? 

Our study shows that despite relying mostly on state provision, households throughout these 7 

deciles supplement it with private health services. To deal with long waiting times people might 

choose to attend the consulting rooms attached to certain pharmacy chains, where they report 

feeling heard and respected. When conditions require blood tests, ultrasounds, and other inves-

tigations, all of which have long waiting times, many households report seeking them from private 

providers. The ability to pay for these services increases, as expected, with incomes, so that it is 

easier for people in decile 7 than for people in decile 3. 

Pero otros factores también influyen. Varios entrevistados explicaron que recurren al endeuda-

miento para cubrir los costos, siendo más capaces de hacerlo quienes tienen vínculos comunita

18
4    The names of the interviewees were modified to preserve their anonymity. 



But other factors also play a role. Several interviewees explained that they resort to borrowing to 

cover the costs, with those with stronger community bonds and social networks more able to do 

so, as discussed above. In one case from decile 1, where lack of money and irregular state pro-

vision of medicines meant that the patient could not always acquire drugs needed for a chronic 

condition, members of their church often directly buy them or supply the cash to obtain it. It is 

also important to highlight informal work as another axis of inequality in access to health servi-

ces. In a case from decile 6, the combination of level of income with self-employment means a 

lack of coverage, and difficulty accessing treatment and medicines for chronic conditions.

On the other hand, deciles 8 to 10 opt for private insurance and private services. Among our 

interviewees in the higher 3 deciles, we find dissatisfaction with health service provision, with 

patients feeling they need to try multiple specialists before they can get the treatment they 

need. We also find accounts of negligence in private sector provision, in particular pertaining to 

maternal health, which suggests a gendered dimension to the experience of inequality in health 

services (which we return to below). Just as those who typically rely on public health services are 

sometimes resort to private provision, we also find that those with the means to pay for private 

insurance and services sometimes need to engage with the public sector. This is the case when 

they need medical certificates for sick leave, or for the check-ups that allow them to claim ma-

ternity leave. In these cases, people who do not often experience what it is like to seek medical 

support for those poorer than them cross their class frontier. They feel horrified at the long wai-

ting times, as well as at what they see as problematic behaviour of the public sector patients. 
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3.2 Education 

All households in deciles 1 to 6 attend or have attended state schools. In decile 7 one household 

out of five opted, with much effort, to send their child to private school. In contrast all those in 

deciles 8 to 10 send their children to private schools. While our data does not allow us to identify 

differences among private schools, in the case of public education it is evident all schools are 

not the same. From our interviews we learn that the quality of the infrastructure correlates with 

the average income level of the area in which schools are located. This is not just due to spatia-

lly regressive government expenditures, but to the ability of parents organizations to contribute 

financially to improve it. Another difference among public schools is the level of reported teacher 

absenteeism, which also appears more prevalent in those parts of the city where lower average 

incomes predominate.
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There are clear inequalities among the 7 deciles that attend state schools. Some of them are spa-

tial. As we have already seen, households in the first decile of income tend to reside in isolated 

areas where all type of infrastructure is lacking. This manifests itself, among other things, in long 

traveling times. The grandson of an interviewee from Milpa Alta, for example, leaves his house 

at 5:40 am to arrive to his high school in Xochimilco at 7am. Households in deciles 2 and 3 might 

have schools closer to home, but they report several deficiencies including poor or damaged in-

frastructure, teacher absenteeism leading to cancelled days of schooling, and large class sizes, 

with a case in Cuatepec of up to 55 pupils in one class. There are also complaints about the social 

environment around the school area, especially high schools, as in the case of a grandmother in 

Tepito who, half-jokingly, recounts her grandson’s classmates claiming they do not value edu-

cation because their career options are limited to peddling alcohol or drugs, or pickpocketing. 

In these deciles the range of responses to these challenges include participating in parents or-

ganizations to contribute funds to buy materials and carry out repairs; supporting schools finan-

cially for their operating costs, to the extent they can; and spending time and resources to send 

children to better schools further away from their neighbourhoods. This latter strategy works for 

those who can afford to transport their children either because a member of the household is 

devoted to care work, or because they own a car, as in the case of a household in decile 2 where 

the main breadwinner is a taxi driver.

In contrast with the first three deciles, households in deciles 6 and 7 report higher satisfaction 

with the quality of the state schools their children attend. This is because the schools in their 

neighbourhoods are better, or because they are able to travel to better schools further away from 

home. An interviewee that had a predicted income level of decile 6 based on location, but reports 

an income in decile 2, praises the small size of her child’s school and the psychological support 

that pupils receive. A father in decile 7, for his part, celebrates the fact that the school his chil-

dren attend has access to a swimming pool, computers, theatre lessons, and cultural outings. 

The main complaint in these deciles is that the school directors ask for monetary contributions 

towards the school, and that those children whose parents give money to the school are treated 

with favouritism. It is interesting to highlight that while our interviewees in deciles 1-3 did not 

complain about having to contribute money or resources to their schools, several in decides 6 and 

7 did, which might reflect different expectations according to income level. 
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As we mentioned above, households from de-

ciles 8-10 choose private schooling for their 

children, because they believe this would help 

them develop and flourish as individuals. Pa-

rents are proud of their choices, highlighting 

what they see as the differences between the 

schools their children attend and what they 

construe as what is traditional or standard 

in Mexico, both in terms of the breadth of 

knowledge the teaching teams help pupils ac-

quire (including visual arts and music), and on 

the type of learning, which in their view tends 

to be innovative and foster independent thou-

ght.  They particularly like the foreign aspects 

of their schools: one set of parents in decile 

8 claim that their school follows an “American 

system”; a mother in decile 9 when enume-

rating what she likes about her son’s kinder-

garten lists tae kwon do and English lessons 

alongside swimming and Spanish; a mother in 

decile 10 praises the fact that her kindergar-

ten-aged child has Chinese and Indian tea-

chers, who teach the children their language 

and their culture. While they claim that their 

schools are academically demanding, at least 

one mother is willing to accept that selectivity 

is not based on academic merit, but on how 

expensive the school fees are. 
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3.3 Work

For the great majority of people, the great majority of their income is from work, whether through 

employment or self-employment, formal or informal. Average income levels and living standards, 

the stability of income, and therefore the sense of financial security, comes above all from work. 

But work is also much more than a source of income: it determines where we spend most of our 

day, how we experience the city, and how people treat us, whether co-workers, bosses, or custo-

mers. In our interviews we find a pattern of more informality and more self-employment in the lower 

parts of the income distribution. But it is not an unambiguous relationship, as we now describe. 

Employment and self-employment 

Many individuals from deciles 1 and 2 have firm roots in informal and locally based economies and 

report sporadic incomes. Luisa Sanchez (D1) sells home-made ice lollies and household cleaning 

products; Doña Roselia’s husband (D1) is a builder who cannot find regular work; Rosario (D1) is 

currently unemployed and relies on the variable incomes of family members, none of whom have 

regular work; mother and daughter Viviana Gonzalez  Mendoza  and Sofia Ochoa  Gonzalez  (D2) sell 

various items on the street and also rely on support from other family members; and Doña Maria 

Castellanos (D2) sells breakfasts to people working in the city centre.

23



Despite the insecurity of incomes, these indi-

viduals report being reasonably content with 

their work and working conditions, though to 

what extent it is a contentment borne of re-

signation we can only speculate. Doña Maria 

(D2) likes that she lives close to her workplace, 

and Sofia (D2) enjoys the freedom and flexibili-

ty; she believes that the reliability and level of 

her income is a matter of individual responsi-

bility: “There are no time restrictions to open or 

permits. The more you work, the more financial 

security you have.” Similarly, Oscar (D3) enjoys

a steady work in his own business, which is 

close to his home, selling flour, chiles, and 

everything related to “tamales”, and says that 

“being the owner has a plus.”

What is more, some interviewees report that 

previous negative experiences in formal work, 

such as poor working conditions and exploi-

tation, makes informal work preferable. Doña 

Roselia’s (D1) former work at a restaurant bad-

ly affected her health, and only paid 18 pesos 

a day. Rosario (D1) reports poor treatment in 

past employment as a reason for her current 

irregular work habits: “Some bosses are very 

rude, and I couldn’t tolerate it anymore and I 

dropped out.” Jesus (D1) claims that the in-

tended benefits of formal sector employment 

are misinterpreted to the point that they do 

not improve the conditions of workers: In his 

previous job, “Last year they gave us a pay 

increase of about 600 pesos, but it was ficti-

tious, because they put us down as employed 

by another company. And in the end, we have 

to pay that increase to the SAT, because this 

company generates other taxes. What they are 

giving us as a raise, at the end of the fiscal 

year we have to pay it. Also, there are many 

other legal practices that harm employees.”

These negative reports of previous low-wage 

employment are consistent with the experien-

ces we find among those in the same deciles 

who are currently in formal employment. Ana 

(D2) now works at a natural foods store, but 

suffered bad treatment in her previous wor-

kplace where, nonetheless, she stayed for 28 

years out of necessity. Joaquín and Rosa (D2), 

of the Valdéz family, work respectively in a wire 

factory and car factory, and give similar ac-

counts: Joaquín’s work is extremely stressful, 

and workers are treated badly, receiving fines 

when they do not arrive on time. When he lost 

two fingers while working some years ago, he 

was told he was ‘obsolete’ and was not given 

proper medical attention. He managed to keep 

his job, but he has now had his hours reduced, 

with the concomitant lower pay. Rosa feels 

discriminated against in her workplace for be-

ing a woman, and although she receives basic 

benefits  such  as maternity  leave,  a  pension, 
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and a small contribution towards work-related travel, she reports that the workers at the factory 

are ‘not allowed’ to get sick and will be sent home unpaid when they do. 

Those in lower-middle income deciles also look back on previous waged employment negatively. 

Mirna (D3) remembers the 2- or 3-hour journeys she took to get to previous jobs. Fabian Palacios 

(D4) feels he was exploited by his employer: “I really did everything, I ended up painting the house 

from top to bottom. From the poet Noemí Vargas, who was my teacher. I spent a year and a half 

there and she took advantage of my cheap labour and I painted all the furniture in her house and 

her whole house. “

Still, the potential benefits of formal employment are not lost on this group. Taxi driver Omar Olguin 

(D2) recognises that he is missing out on healthcare cover and other benefits that would come 

with being formally employed. Fernanda (D3) also notes the absence of state protections through 

her work. She sells glasses in Tepito and has her own employees, and the work seems reliable and 

consistent, but she feels the lack of the state’s support for her line of work, in particular pertaining 

to insecurity in her market: “the government instead of protecting us, and eradicating crime, has 

let this go out of control.”
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Formal employment becomes more of a regu-

lar occurrence as we move up the deciles into 

the middle of the distribution. However, seve-

ral individuals also note certain ‘hidden costs’ 

of this kind of work. Mirna (D3) has had stable 

work as a high school teacher for the past 8 

years, but she has yearly renewable contracts 

that feel insecure. Elizabeth (D6) left her pre-

vious job doing domestic work through an 

online agency and began working ‘indepen-

dently’, because they were requesting her to 

register with the tax authorities, which would 

have meant tax contributions that she felt she 

could not afford.

Complaints about formal employment do not 

change substantially in quality as we rise up 

the income distribution, thought they are less 

common. Monica Barbosa a (D7) enjoys her cu-

rrent work teaching in a kindergarten but is 

not happy with working conditions. Her boss, 

who is the owner of the school, treats her 

staff badly. They never receive holidays, “not 

even for important national holidays.” Monica 

was permitted, for example, to take time off 

for her daughter’s 15th birthday, but had pay 

deducted. She says her boss “believes he has 

slaves, instead of having workers.” Mario (D8), 

who works in human resources, says that his 

work isn’t as secure as it once was: he works 

part time for one company and freelances for 
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another. He does not receive the benefits he would like or the salary he thinks he deserves, and 

believes he is discriminated against for his age (he is 50 years old). Valeria (D9) notes that, when 

working at TV Azteca for several years, she was contracted through an agency so had no benefits, 

unlike unionised full-time employees.

There are a small number of positive accounts of formal work in the bottom half of the distribu-

tion, though far fewer than the negative accounts. Brando Cazadero (D1) works in a shopping mall 

and has always had formal though low-paid work and has even had the chance to travel abroad 

in a previous job. He enjoys his current work environment and has two days off a week to spend 

with his family. Aldo’s (D3) work in sales comes with a “healthy” work environment, with good 

colleagues and bosses. Bruno (D5) very much enjoys his job at an insurance company and gets 

along with his colleagues and boss. He feels he is building the skills to move up the ladder and 

earn more at his current job or go elsewhere for better pay. Mariana (D5) always wanted to work for 

the public sector and managed to do so, working for SEP since finishing her studies 30 years ago. 

Aracely (D5) is rather neutral but does not report any grievances. While she is currently a housewi-

fe with a 6-month-old baby to look after, she recalls past works experiences: she got her first job 

in a call centre, which she notes was not difficult to get, and later became an English teacher.

Interviewees in the middle of the distribution complain more about their incomes than those at 

the bottom. Israel (D5) left a job as an Uber driver where he had been making round M$1,000 per 

week, when all of the sudden the company reduced the fares, and it no longer made financial 

sense for him to stay. Both Aldo (D3) and Jonathan (D6) are reliant upon commission to top up a 

low basic salary. Jonathan (D6) reports that benefits are unsatisfactory: “we have social securi-

ty, INFONAVIT and nothing else.” Those who are not on commission also do not believe they earn 

enough. Mariana’s (D5) partner, Bruno, would like to earn more because “The prices of everything 

are through the roof.” Eduardo (D6) has been a taxi driver and chauffeur for 18 years but on wee-

kends also works painting cars and preparing food for events on the side for extra income as he 

is unhappy with the amount he is earning.
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Those in the upper deciles report positive as-

pects of their work. Valeria (D9) has a good 

salary, benefits, pension, and savings, and is 

paid triple for national holidays. Andrea (D9) is 

happy with her work and the benefits, especia-

lly while she was pregnant and needed to go to 

doctors’ appointments. Still, it is noteworthy 

that she did not take this for granted.

In decile 7 and above, self-employment can 

be an attractive option for those wanting 

flexibility. For Elsa (D7), opening her own bu-

siness allowed her to raise her son. She has 

always worked in her area of interest, design, 

across website design, prestigious television 

channels, a printing press, but now runs her 

own business focusing on prints, invitations, 

cards,  and so on,  and a retired  mother works

with her. Carlos (D7) studied Visual Arts at UNAM 

and has worked in set design and teaching. He 

now manages his own studio as a sculptor and 

has achieved international prestige. 

This work allowed him to dedicate seven years 

to renovating family properties in order to rent 

them out, and he is able to spend some of his 

free time engaging with his community through

a  radio  program.   For  Francisco  (D10),  self- 

employment was a natural choice. He found 

his first real ‘lasting’ job as an employee at           

Televisa. Now that he runs an agency for digital 

content, he looks back and notes that he was 

uncomfortable being an employee, feeling that 

it did not foster enough innovation.

It is interesting to note the difference between 

Emmanuel, of decile 8, and Sonia, of decile 2. 

Sonia presents the fact that her economic se-

curity relies on how much she works in a po-

sitive light, while Emmanuel (D8), a producer 

with his own studio in the same building as 

his home, complains that he is unhappy with 

his working conditions precisely because he 

is reliant on his own efforts to create securi-

ty and growth “I need to work harder to make 

more money. As it is my own business, I want 

to make it grow.”

Chaotic career paths 
and unemployment

What is clear from deciles 3 to 6 is that many of 

those who find themselves in more or less sta-

ble formal employment today, have not always 

had it so easy. Many began work young, and 

present disjointed career paths: Mirna (D3) be-

gan working at age 14 in a liquor store (a job 

she had to lie about her age in order to secure), 

but also worked in department stores  where 

the pay was very low and bosses were abusi-

ve and mistreated with the staff. Later on, to 

get through university, she turned her hand 

to   selling cars and candy. Fabian (D4) had his 

work experience as a child through his family’s 

28



business and went on to earn low wages as a greengrocer, painter, and IT broker (which allowed 

him to buy his own house and car) before becoming a taxi driver. Maria de los Ángeles (predicted 

D4, reported D1) began work aged 8 as a babysitter, and has also been a cook and cleaner; Beatriz 

a (D4), began working age 15 with a baler and other machines, she says: “ I held many positions in 

medical laboratories.” Armando (D5) began working aged 17 in restaurant, then worked on statis-

tics for the 2000 elections, before rediscovering his skills for writing. Israel (D5) worked for Televisa, 

as an Uber driver, and then sold software; Bruno (D5) has worked at Cinemex, as a chauffeur, and is 

now an operations analyst for Chubb Security. Jonathan’s (D6) first job was in Tepito at the age of 

4, which he got through family; Eduardo (D6) worked since the age of 8 in a brakes workshop, which 

he got through a family friend, and did not finish school; Elizabeth  (D6) dropped out of preparatory 

school to begin working at age 17, working in sales, as a street vendor, and then as a cleaner; and 

Cuauhtémoc (D6) began cleaning at his father’s friend’s carpenter as a child, studied a technical 

degree in fish farming, and is now a blacksmith. When similarly, non-linear professional trajecto-

ries appear in the upper deciles, particularly decile 10, it is clear that it is less out of necessity than 

opportunity. 

While the individuals looked at so far emphasise that they have always managed to find work to 

get by, others provide a window into what it means to be unemployed. Gaps between employment 

is also an interesting point of comparison across the spectrum. For Armando (D5), irregular em-

ployment did not stop once he found his calling as an author: he often has to borrow money from 

family as he can’t earn much working as a writer with editors. He also has other sources of income       

such as through teaching or video production: “I do a thousand things to survive.” Israel (D5), too, 

once had a three-year ‘insecurity crisis’ during which he could not find stable work. For Bruno                    

(D5 – of Mariana and Bruno), time out of work meant taking up odd jobs “doing different tasks, here 

and there.” When Luis (D6) was left without work at the same time as his wife got pregnant, his only 
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option was to sign up to the army, which he 

did not like: “Then, I left as fast as I could, I 

didn’t find a place for myself.” However, once 

we reach the higher deciles, time out of em-

ployment is less of a struggle. When Arturo’s 

(D7) employers went into liquidation, he used 

his pay-out to begin trading shoes. When Va-

leria (D9) had a year without work, she simply 

dedicated her time to studies. Andrés (D9), 

a lawyer, spent four years without work, and 

made a living from his real estate investments.

 

Attitudes to welfare 
policies

There are several welfare policies that many 

of our interviewees are entitled to. But we find 

a notable reticence to discuss social support 

among interviewees, which we interpret as 

due to the stigma associated with them. Tho-

se who mentioned them come from deciles 1 

to 7, and never describe social programmes as 

a “right”, instead calling them “aid” with con-

notations somewhere between assistance and 

charity. Roselia (D1) reports that she receives 

payments from “Prospera” every two months, 

and that it helps her “a bit.” Maria (D2) recalls 

receiving government support when she was a 

single mother but does not specify what poli-

cy. One interviewee from decile 3 claims that 

his mother receives help as a pensioner, in-

cluding help for her “pantry.” Beatriz (D4) tells 

us that “Two years ago they gave me the card 

for 68 and over, it’s about 1200 a month. It’s 

good because my pension is very meagre, and 

my husband’s is worse.” A father from decile 4 

seems particularly embarrassed by the ques-

tion, insisting that he has never received go-

vernment assistance, though his daughter, 

under his care, benefited from the program-

me that provides school uniforms. In the same 

interview he mentions that he eats daily at a 

community kitchen. Israel and Diana from (D5) 

complain that for two years they have been ex-

pecting “pantry aid, I think M$1,000 every two 

months, but that never came.”

3.4 Food security

The answers pertaining to food security reveal 

as much about attitudes to food as they do 

about availability and affordability. We asked 

interviewees whether they find food expensi-

ve, and whether they ever lack money to buy 

enough food for their households. We found 

that inequality informs understandings of what 

having enough food means: for people at the 

bottom of the distribution it can mean being 

able to afford a meal a day, while for somebody 

in the top deciles, it means being able to buy 

whatever food their household has grown ac-

customed to. In our study, nobody in the first 
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decile claimed to lack food, explaining that they always have enough for a daily meal of beans and 

rice. In contrast, a head of household in decile 9 claims that when his children were little, he ex-

perienced extreme financial hardship, which made it difficult for him to feed his family. However, 

when relating the same period at a different point in the interview, he explained that he managed 

to keep enough capital to invest in real estate. 

The higher frequency of responses recounting experiences of food insecurity are in deciles 2, 3, 

and 6, especially in the latter two deciles. Here too we can see how multidimensional inequalities 

inform both the understanding of the question, and the ways households cope with these episo-

des. Interviewees in decile 2 do not equate economising by skipping meals to not having enough 

to eat. 

A woman working longs informally as a street vendor, for example, while acknowledging that she 

had enough to prepare a soup or similar at home, problematised not being able to afford ready-ma-

de food outside of her home, presumably because it was impossible for her to carry her homemade 

food with her to work. Another woman in this decile, who is one of the two earners in a household of 

10, joked by offering a gendered reinterpretation skipping meals as a choice to “keep one’s figure.” 

Most of the people we interviewed in deciles 3 and 6 report often having or having previously had 

problems buying enough food for their households. These interviewees reported having borrowed 

money to deal with these episodes. However, while the poorer 
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households resorted to their communities    

and networks  for  informal credit,  some of 

those  in decile 6 used a credit card to see 

them through. 

The importance of food to the bottom deci-

les is also indicated by their responses to our 

question of what they would do if there were 

given a gift of M$1,000 (about US$52). Several 

interviewees replied that they would use it to 

stock up on basic foodstuffs, highlighting pre-

occupations with food security.

3.5 Housing 

In our sample of 50 households, only 7 rented 

their home. For deciles 1 to 6 renting is diffi-

cult to afford, which helps to explain why so 

many poor families live on the outskirts of the 

city where they can construct their own ho-

mes. Within deciles 2 to 5 renters often rely 

on family members to make ends meet: Vivian 

and Sofia (D2) rely on family members who do 

not live at home to pay the rent each month. 

Armando (D5) says he has to regularly had to 

ask for money from family members to help 

pay his rent. Israel and Diana (D5) also rely on 

their parents to get through each month and 

pay M$3,500 of their rent. Aracely (D5) indica-

tes that her husband earns around the decile 4 

average of M$2,576, and that they sometimes 

need money from her mother to help pay the 

rent of M$3,000 and are signing up to benefits 

to help feed their baby. 

From decile 7, however, additional property 

becomes a supplementary source of income 

for some people. For some households, ren-

ting out property is the largest source of their 

income. Leonardo (D7) earns around M$2000 

himself selling juices from a stall right outsi-

de his home, but his wife owns their home and 

rents out apartments for around M$16,000 a 

month. Olivia (D7) and her husband earn around 

M$6,500 a month between them, but they own 

their home and can top up their income by 

renting out land to coffee growers for around 

M$12,000 a month. Cesar (predicted D8, re-

ported D10) lives with his wife and son, and 

though he reports his salary as already putting 

them in the top decile, he argues that this is 

not enough for a family, only just about co-

vering their basic costs and their rent, which 

comes to M$11,500 a month. Renting out two 

apartments therefore contributes towards 

their costs. For those in top end of decile 10, 

renting is not a necessary source of income 

but still takes place. Gerardo (predicted D9, 

reported D10) is in the top 1%, inherited the 

home he and his partner live in, and earns ex-

tra income by renting out his apartment for TV 

productions. Teresa (D10) is also in the top 1%, 

owns the home she and her family and full-ti-

me domestic workers live in, and rents out an 
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apartment in Polanco, one of the city’s most affluent areas. Michelle (D10) owns her own home and 

rents out another apartment.

3.6 Public infrastructure

We asked interviewees about their access to public infrastructure including water, electricity, and 

pavements. Those at the middle and the top of the income distribution paid little attention to basic 

services, probably because they had them readily available. In the lowest deciles households tend 

to have very limited access to these utilities. But we find striking responses to these limits among 

those poorer locales that report a stronger sense of community: as Jesus (D1 locale, reported D7) 

puts it, living in the poor neighbourhood of Jardines de San Juan, delegacion Tlalpan: “there are 

many things that we as a community join together to do, given the lack of services we face. Just 

as there are people dedicated to bad things, there are many people dedicated to helping the com-

munity, including outsiders.”
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Our interviewees in decile 1 report differences 

in how they access water. The prices they pay 

for water also vary greatly. Yet they all agree 

on the need to rely on water trucks and dis-

cuss the difficulty of having a place to store 

water when it is delivered. Doña Roselia (D1) 

from Milpa Alta feels she pays a lot for water 

and has no place to store it. Running out of 

water is one her most important concerns and 

the thing she likes least about the place whe-

re he lives is that she has to buy water. When 

asked what she would do if someone gave her 

a thousand pesos, she answers without thin-

king, “I would buy my water!” She pays 200 pe-

sos for “a rotoplast” of water for washing, “and 

they put it in my buckets, I have nowhere else 

to put it”, one of 650 litres and another of 500 

litres. She adds, “they say it’s cheaper if you 

buy it from a “waterpipe”, but I have nowhere 

to put it.” She reports not being able to afford 

water regularly: “Yes, there are times when I 

have not had a single peso to buy water. But 

the water seller knows me and says he will give 

it to me. There is friendship already.” In these 

cases, the water seller sells her water on cre-

dit, until her husband gets an odd-job and they 

can pay him.

Jesus and Isabel (D1 locale, reported D7) on the 

other hand have a rainwater collection system

called Tlaloque that is installed on their roof, 

which was provided by an NGO called Isla Urbana5. 

Jesus explains:

Every month we have the right to a water delivery 

from the delegation. 90 pesos for 30,000 liters of 

water… the delegation gives us one every month 

and we fill our cistern. Sometimes it takes too long 

because the service is complicated, three weeks, 

15 days... and you measure how much  water you 

have. If you see it is going down, you have to ask 

for it. It costs 90 pesos, that is 30,000 liters. The 

tlaloques are only in the rainy season, so you have 

to wait until August. At this time, it is more like 

acid rain and you have to wait until the compo-

nents are cleaned, waterproof the roof, buy the 

chlorine capsules.”
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de lluvia en México.”
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He notes that the local government does not have the capacity to reach all households, and the 

rain collection systems reduce the demand on the government water trucks. He is very happy with 

the Tlaloque, saying “For me, it is magnificent”, and emphasizes that in Isla Urbana “there are peo-

ple who care about communities.”

Antia (D1) says that water trucks arrive once a week. Brando Cazadero (D1) and his parents com-

ment that there are two different water truck services: some come from the delegation and others 

from private individuals, and report that “the local government trucks to bring us water are the 

only thing we have to fight for.” They say that for the water from the delegation they just have to 

pay “a tip” [“for the soda”], while the private trucks sell it for M$1500 or more for 5000 litres. And 

to store the water, they do it in “whatever one has to fill.” 

Rosario Campos was the only interviewee in decile 1 who does not need the water distributed by 

truck, but this is a recent development: “Now we have water service... which we didn’t have before. 

Before we had to carry water from the washing places to here [a thousand meters] … now the water 

comes, even if it is in hoses, not like before.” But being connected to water pipes is no guarantee of 

access. Joaquín and his family (D2) have piped water but without sufficient availability: “Because 

of the water shortage, we go and ask for a water truck delivery [from the delegation]. And someti-

mes they come, sometimes they do not. Sometimes we have to wait in line from 3 or 4 in the mor-

ning.” Regarding the charge for the service, he said: “The service is free. But the driver sometimes 

asks 30, 50 pesos... as a tip [for a soda] ... so the water is not free.” When this interview ended, it 

started raining and they ran to put an inflatable pool and other containers to fill with the rainwater.

Turning to electricity, access to this utility is also problematic for those who live in the more isola-

ted parts of the city. Neighbours find informal, collective ways to obtain the service. They usually 

solve it by buying a cable to “connect it” from a nearby pole. It is illegal but the Federal Electricity 

Commission, formerly Luz y Fuerza del Centro, does not offer service in these places. From the in-

terviews it is not altogether clear how it works.
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Rosario (D1), for example, expressed herself in 

this way: “We already have a transformer out 

there. Everyone in the neighbourhood has coo-

perated to get that transformer in place, and 

the same goes for the cables.” Since they are 

not charged for the service, we suppose it is 

some arrangement outside the law, but what 

is clear is that the neighbours organized to pay 

for the existing infrastructure. Antia (D1) also 

reports getting electricity from a local trans-

former without offering much information on 

how it functions: “CFE comes and so far, as 

far as I know, they have not charged anything. 

Now that was an agreement made by [the po-

litical organization] Antorcha, they were the 

ones who mobilised the most.” There are no 

meters in the area, so it is unlikely that house-

holds receive regular service.

Jesus (locale D1, reported D7) gives us a better 

insight into the situation in his neighbourhood 

of Jardines de San Juan, delegación Tlalpan: 

“Since there are no formal services provided 

by the government, there is something called 

faenas. The neighbours organize themselves 

to change a power cable, everyone has to par-

ticipate and must contribute money.” He con-

tinues, “I know of families that are without 

electricity. The delegation gave us two trans-

formers, and then the community organized to 
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buy the wiring, pay for the installation... but those two [transformers] are not enough. Fortunate-

ly, those on the edge of the neighbourhood have already been given electricity… but in the center 

we don’t have it and there are two options: the leader of the association, TyNV, who charges you 

a fee, or you enter with another association (in which we are), which also charges you but is a 

little less conflictive… The service is provided but it is somehow illegal. If it is not being provided 

by CFE, it is not regularized. And at some point, the CFE may arrive and say: this is not authorized.” 

Brando (D1) from San Gregorio, Xochimilco, also lets us know something about the strategies use 

to get access to electricity in his neighbourhood: “CFE hasn’t come in here yet. The moment they 

want to come in and install their meters, we have to join them, but right now… we have to steal 

from them…. They sold us the line, so we’re not really “hooked up.” There are very few transfor-

mers here in the neighbourhood, and we pay a fee, money for services. You pay the person who is 

in charge of electricity, a person who takes care of electricity, who has contacted the engineer 

and checks it. He’s independent, but he links with CFE.”

Javier and Daniela (predicted D2, reported D7), despite having a higher income also face challen-

ges in accessing public services due to where they live. “Here [San Miguel Xicalco] it is at the 

insistence of the neighbours. If we wait for the local government [delegación], they will never do 

it.” And about electricity specifically, he said, “We were clients of corruption. The disappeared 

Luz y Fuerza used to come every month for the ‘mochada’6.So, we said let’s get organized and buy 

the poles ourselves.” Daniela added, “We paid them to put the poles up and the wiring in and they 

stopped bothering us.”

In the case of road paving, we find a similar lack of public infrastructure in poorer neighbour-

hoods, with a corresponding response by some communities. The neighbourhood where Jesus 

and Isabel live (D1 locale, reported D7) in Jardines de San Juan, delegación Tlalpan, is not paved. 

So, “when the main street has lots of holes, we have to throw in rubble and compact it.” Where 

land is informally owned it is even harder. In Antia’s neighbourhood (D1) there is no pavement (nor 

drainage) either. She reports, “We have plans to pave when they grant land use. We can’t do that 

before. But until now, no one has given us with anything. In other colonies there is pavement, 

drainage and that.”
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Brando’s neighbourhood (D1) is an unpaved grid between the pavement (of Colonia Conchita) and 

the canal that separates it from San Gregorio Xochimilco. The family did not talk much about public 

services, except when they were asked what they liked least about the place where they live, when 

they cited “the [lack of] drainage, paving, lamp posts.” The situation is somewhat similar in terms 

of pavements in San Miguel Xicalco, where Javier and Daniela (D2 locale, reported D7) live. Howe-

ver, unlike the collective action drive described by Javier above, Daniela complains just as much 

about the attitude of her neighbours as the absence of the state: “What we lack is the paving of 

the street. If the neighbours had wanted to have it paved, it would be there already...” “But there 

are neighbours who like to live like that. I have told them, wouldn’t they like to have a nice, paved 

road? And no…They do not like to see improvements. Sometimes out of laziness, or out of envy.” 

Javier’s attitude towards his neighbours is usually one of understanding and support, and he often 

offers them a ride when he takes his mother to the bus stop. Daniela, on the other hand, seems to 

blame her neighbours for the situation they find themselves in and their lack of contribution to the 

community. 
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4 Spatial 
inequality

Faces of Inequality:
Multidimensional Inequalities in Mexico City



We saw above that people’s access to public services and infrastructure depend a great deal on 

where they live within Mexico City. Here we describe how people’s experience of the city and their 

own neighbourhoods, and how they negotiate travelling around it for work, for care responsibili-

ties, and for leisure.

Transport issues, and especially long commuting times (both to work and to take children to 

school) trouble people throughout the income distribution. Still, not everybody faces the same 

problems, nor has the same opportunities to design coping strategies. This translates into fur-

ther inequalities, including of opportunities both in terms of education and jobs. At the bottom 

of the distribution, in decile 1, people tend to live more isolated lives as a result of distance and 

lack of public transport options. Among people in deciles 1 and 2, owning a car, however old, is a 

marker of intra-decile inequality, and translates into very different lived experiences. At the top of 

the distribution, people have cars, which allows them to spend their sometimes long commuting 

times in the privacy of their vehicles. At the very top, some even have chauffeurs to whom they 

outsource the stress of driving in Mexico City.
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In addition, women throughout the distribution 

face challenges men do not face in our sample 

taking children to school and other educational 

activities falls almost exclusively on them, and 

they experience gendered insecurity in their 

commutes, both of which constrain their job 

prospects, their education opportunities, their 

socialising, and their leisure choices. 

Lower income deciles

People in deciles 1 and 2 have long, diffi-

cult commutes, marked by crowded means of 

transport and, in many cases, insecurity. Men 

are more likely to commute for work, while wo-

men’s economic lives tend to be more local, but 

still, they need to commute to take their chil-

dren to school. This means that during wee-

kends or holidays, when it is not absolutely 

necessary to go out, most of our interviewees 

choose to stay home. (It is worth noting that all 

of our interviewees in decile 1 lived in isolated 

areas. This is certainly common for households 

in this decile, but there are also individuals in 

the bottom decile who live more centrally.)

Doña Roselia (D1) goes to the market, or whe-

rever she needs to go, first by walking along 

a local road. She says that it is very quiet. The 

interviewer points out that it lacks public ligh-

ting, so that when she walks there in the tran-

quillity of the night she refers to, she does so in 

total darkness: “I walk, on the road, the whole 

road walking to San Bartolo. I do about 20 minu-

tes. When it gets dark (...) it’s very quiet, I’m used 

to it.” Doña María (predicted D4, reported D2), for 

her part, walks everywhere, including to deliver 

the milk she sells, but she says she never leaves 

Milpa Alta. She and her husband work the fields 

and take care of their animals. 

Rosario’s house (D1) is at the end of a narrow 

path. There is a one-kilometre paved road, where 

there is no room for cars, between single-story 

block houses and the orchards of Xochimilco. To 

go to the market, she takes a bicitaxi, but before 

that she walks the kilometre that separates her 

from the main avenue. On weekends they do not 

go out, reporting “we stay here. Oh, no, I don’t 

feel like going out, everything is so far away.” An-

tia (D1) takes between forty and sixty minutes by 

public transport to get to Xochimilco where her 

children’s school is. They have no places of re-

creation nearby, nor a park, the closest being for-

ty minutes away. Brando (D1) lives in Ampliacion 

Conchita and he complains that there is nothing 

nearby. The nearest market is ten minutes away 

by public transport. They also do not have a park 

nearby. He commutes to work for an hour and a 

half, first walking, then taking a combi, then the 

subway, and then walking again. The combi and 

the subway would be very crowded at the time he 

needs to take them. Javier and Daniela (decile 2) 
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also live relatively isolated in the town of San Miguel Xicalco. It takes him two and a half hours and 

four transfers to get to work. Daniela’s job “is close by.”

As mentioned above, having a car makes a big difference to the lived experience of the city. Jesus 

(predicted D1, reported D7) leaves his house at 6 a.m. and returns at 10 p.m. to avoid the traffic 

on his way. “Luckily, I have a car and I leave at the time my mother goes out, so she doesn’t have 

to struggle with public transportation. Here it passes every half hour, with no specific timetable, 

and there are vans, which are much faster, but all the people go out to work and fill up. There are 

50 of us waiting in line for a combi.” He finishes work at 7:30 pm so he could be back home by 9 or 

9:30pm but he sometimes prefers to stop at Ciudad Universitaria for run and to avoid the worst of 

the rush hour traffic. Isabel appreciates Jesus’s gesture of taking her to work because otherwise 

she would have to walk some blocks and it is dark and there have been robberies in those streets 

at those hours. On the way back, however, she takes the minibus: “In the afternoon, the truck can 

take 2 or 3 hours, but that doesn’t worry me.”

For taxi driver Omar (D2), having a car means they can leave their neighbourhood for leisure acti-

vities at the weekend, away from their local parks which are too full and dirty. He starts working 

from the moment he leaves his house on the border with Malacates, after taking his son to school. 

Concha, his wife, takes their daughter to school, which is half an hour away by public transpor-

tation. They leave at 7:30am at the latest and at 12:00pm she goes to pick her up. From there she 

goes to pick up her other son at the high school, so they return home until 3:00pm. 
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Slightly higher up the distribution, in deciles 2 or 

3, we find households in the centre of the city. 

This implies a very different set of experiences. 

Mary (D2) lives in La Merced, a fifteen-minute 

walk from the Zócalo where she sells breakfast 

at the different workplaces. She walks to the 

market to buy the supplies she needs for her 

house or to prepare the breakfasts she sells. 

She only needs to use public transportation 

when she goes to Herbalife (for products she 

also sells) and uses the subway, which is cheap 

and quick. Viviana and Sofia (D2) also live in La 

Merced. Viviana can solve almost all her needs 

by walking, despite being 93 years old. When 

asked if she would move, she answers: “Noooo 

from here I’m going to the hole [laughs]. I would 

not get used to it. Because here we are in the 

historical center, and you can walk everywhe-

re. To Liverpool, to the Palacio del Hierro, to the 

Garcia stores. There are fabrics here and there 

is everything. I could not! That’s why I wouldn’t 

move anywhere else.” Fernanda (D3) lives in 

Tepito and also walks to work. “I make 5 minu-

tes to work, cross the two markets, market 23 

and market 14 of Tepito, and arrive at La Rinco-

nada, to my stall. On weekends she also likes 

to go to the Zócalo “I am fascinated by the Zó-

calo… you don’t need to go to a shopping mall. 

There you find Zara, Bershka, everything. You 

can go to eat, for a walk, to a museum.”

Middle income deciles

In deciles 3 to 7, interviewees talk about connec-

tivity as one of the most important benefits or 

drawbacks of living where they live. Commuting 

is a challenge people do not take lightly. In our 

sample the average commuting times for those 

who do not work locally are between an hour and 

an hour and a half each way. Andres (D3) lives in 

San Pablo Chimalpa, Cuajimalpa with his wife, 

daughter, and mother. He uses public transport 

to get to work in the Santa Fe Shopping Center, 

which can take him anything between 45 minu-

tes and an hour and a half each way. However, he 

says that they have green areas and other places 

for family recreation near where they live, which 

he enjoys when he is not working or commuting.

Bruno (D5) walks one block to take a bus that 

takes him to Metro Normal, from there he goes to 

Metro Hidalgo where he takes another bus that 

leaves him at Reforma. It takes him an hour to 

get there. On the way back a corporate taxi takes 

an hour or an hour and a half to get him home. 

Luis (D6) lives in a central area (Santa María la Ri-

bera), which he likes because it is well connec-

ted to schools, medical and leisure services, and 

has different transportation systems nearby. But 

he works in Santa Fe, with a commute that typi-

cally takes fifty minute though with traffic it has 

taken him up to two and a half hours. 
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What Fabian Palacios (D4) least likes about the place where he lives (in Cerro del Judío) is that pu-

blic transportation options are limited and unsatisfactory: “You go out and find that you can’t get 

on public transportation, because there is only one type of transport and it comes full.” However, 

he is a taxi driver, so he does not need to commute by public transport to work. He can also use 

the car for recreation, though he sometimes cycles or takes public transport if necessary. 

Those who can work from home or from near home choose to do so. Oscar’s work (D3) is adjacent 

to his home in Cuajimalpa, which saves him from commuting. He has a shop selling flour, spices, 

and dried chili (items related to tamales), where he works from 8am to 6pm. Although he lives far 

from the city, this does not trouble him, for he has a car. In his free time, he likes to go to the 

theatre, to the cinema or to go out to eat something typical in the nearby areas. Leonardo (D7) 

lives in Azcapotzalco. He has a juice stand outside his house and they also rent some apartments 

(owned by his wife) next to his house. He buys the necessary supplies for the juices in the Central 

de Abastos, and he chooses to go in the early morning, when there is less traffic. He also owns a 

car. It takes him thirty minutes to go and thirty minutes more to come back. On weekends he likes 

to drive to Chapultepec to walk their dogs. 

Cuauhtémoc (D6) lives in San Juan de Aragón. He is a blacksmith and has a workshop in his house: 

“Usually I work in the neighbourhood and I visit clients by bike. If I have to deliver locally, I use a 

cart [diablito]. If I have to go further, I tell the customer to hire a delivery service. I don’t have a 

car. I only have a bicycle and my two pieces [touching his legs].”

Transport is also a challenge for those who do not work. Beatriz (D4) is 72-years old and lives in 

Cerro del Judío. She tries to stay indoors, because as she explains she does not have the strength 

in her legs to take buses that are always full. When she has to go to the doctor she goes by taxi, 

but it is very expensive for her family, because she and her husband are pensioners.
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For women, on whom responsibility for children 

disproportionately falls, working close to home 

is very important. Elsa (D7) is a single mother 

who lives in Colonia Federal. She is a graphic 

designer, and her office is at home. Her mo-

ther works with her. Her son’s daycare is two 

streets away from her house. She has a car and 

often uses it to visit clients or get the neces-

sary supplies, and she says she has gone to 

deliver everywhere: to the exit to Cuernavaca, 

to the city center, to the south, to the Linda 

Vista. Having her mother working with her is 

what makes this possible. Erica (predicted D6, 

reported D2) also relies on her mother. It takes 

her between forty-five minutes and an hour to 

get to the houses where she works as a clea-

ner and cook. On the way she drops her son 

off at school or picks him up, although some 

days her mother, who lives with her and is also 

a domestic worker, does the school runs. The 

school is a ten-minute walk from Metro Izta-

calco and also a ten-minute walk away from 

their home. 

Monica Barbosa (D7) lives in the colony of Santa 

María la Ribera. What she likes best about it is 

that it is very central, and she finds everything 

at hand. Like Elsa she is also a single mother. 

Her day starts at 7am when she takes her tee-

nage daughter (17) to school. When she gets 
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back, she gets ready to go to work by 9am in a school three blocks away from her house. When her 

teaching job ends, she eats with her daughter before going to her second job in a cafeteria that is 

a twenty-minute walk away. Her daughter is old enough to take care of herself at home, completing 

her homework while she waits for her mother. Monica finishes at the cafeteria at 9:30pm. 

Claudia Álvarez (D7) lives in Colonia Federal with her husband, two of her daughters, their partners, 

and several grandchildren. She used to have a beauty salon in front of her house. Now she is plan-

ning to open one in her own home. When she goes to La Merced to buy leaves for tamales that she 

makes and sells with one of her daughters, they usually go by bus and it takes them 45 minutes. If 

they go by subway, it is 25 minutes. She walks to pick up one of her grandsons from school every 

day. If they need to go further, or when she goes to see her doctor at the Colonia Obrera they go in 

her husband’s van which “serves them well.”

Women suffer more insecurity in their commutes, which also pushes them to live more local lives. 

Mirna (D3) is 32 years old. She chose both her home in Rio de los Remedios and her job so that they 

would be close to each other, because she had spent much of her life traveling long distances to 

go to college or to work. Still, she makes mobility decisions motivated by insecurity: To go to work 

“I leave around 6:30 am. I can get there on foot, but since the colony is unsafe, I take a minibus 

that stops in front of here, and my partner accompanies me to the stop. On the way back, I walk 

because it’s a little safer as there are more people around (early in the morning you have to be 

vigilant, once I was harassed by a man without clothes).” When she goes out to see friends, she 

usually uses the subway. Although there are lines that would reduce travel time, she prefers to 

go to Montezuma because there she can take a local bus that leaves her at the corner of her hou-

se. She reports that there have been robberies on other routes and that one seems safer to her. 

She also highlighted the number of signs of missing women in her area. Glotis (D3), is currently a 

housewife and mother of three children (7, 5 and under 1) and who lives in Iztacalco. She says she 

likes that everything close by, although she does not feel safe, and as a result she restricts the 

places she goes to and the times of the day she does.

Insecurity also affects how some men plan their days. Mariana and Bruno (D5) live in Iztapalapa. 

They like the fact that their home feels very centrally located. They are 15 minutes away from the 

48



metro or 300 meters away from the line 8 of the 

metrobus. They are also close to Periférico and 

Eje 5, which is useful because they have a car. 

But Bruno tries to pick up his daughters from 

the metro when they come back from school for 

reasons of security.

Top income deciles

As we move up in the income distribution it is 

not surprising to find that people have more 

choices, and less constraints when it comes to 

where to live, where to work, and at what time 

to start the working day. Still, our interviewees 

experience significant trade-offs, especially in 

terms of commuting times. Families in these 

deciles are not always able to find areas to live 

that are convenient for the needs of all their 

members. While those who live in more cen-

tral areas have more options for recreation and 

public transport, they still spend a lot of time 

moving around the city. Commuting may be 

the most egalitarian challenge posed by life in 

Mexico City: everyone finds it difficult.

Mario and his wife (predicted D8, reported D9) 

live in Coapa. It takes him an hour and ten mi-

nutes to get to work by car, or more than an 

hour and a half by public transport. He lives far 

from the center of the city, and he dislikes that, 

although he says that the part of Coapa where 

they live is well connected because there are 

avenues and means of transportation to reach 

some of the subway stations.

Andrés (D9) lives in Coyoacán and avoids the 

traffic on his way to work by leaving very ear-

ly and returning home very late: “I leave at 6:30 

AM, because I work in Colonia Cuauhtémoc, so 

I don’t get hit by traffic and arrive at my leisure 

at 8. If I leave later, it’s already chaos. If I lea-

ve at 7 or 7:30 in the morning it takes me two 

– even three hours. When I don’t go in my car 

I take an Uber, because I don’t have a parking 

space there. If I leave early it costs me about 

$170, and what with the parking and the scrat-

ches, it ends up being cheaper than driving.” 

He is divorced and two of his grownup children 

live with him.

Some in the top three deciles are overall con-

tent about where they live and their mobility, 

though often they face constraints. What Raul 

(D8) likes best about the place where he lives, 

Colonia Industrial, Gustavo A. Madero, is that 

his neighbourhood has become central. He is 

a lawyer and tries to get to the courthouse or 

to see clients by public transport because it is 

cheaper, though when he feels it is convenient 

(because there is no traffic or parking problems) 

he uses his car. Emmanuel (D8) lives and works 

in the same building in Mixcoac. He has a wife 
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who takes care of the home and a child. Unusually for a man7, he takes his child to kindergarten 

every day – facilitated by the fact that it is only one block away (he also puts him to sleep in the 

evening). He likes where they live because it is very close to the subway and he does not need to 

use their car often. He also likes that there are shopping malls and cinemas nearby. However, he 

would prefer to live in the Colonias Del Valle or Narvarte because he thinks they are less crowded 

and have more options for recreation such as restaurants, parks and more family-friendly spaces. 

Alexis and Jessica (D8) have everything close by and feel that they live in an oasis (a Country Club 

in Coyoacán), and their daughters’ school is just a few blocks away. They also have a park in front 

of their house. Alexis drives forty minutes to work, but on the way back it takes him almost an 

hour.

For some people in the top decile inaccessibility is both desired, as it marks exclusivity, and a 

drawback. The sidewalks in Lomas Altas, Miguel Hidalgo, the affluent part of the city where Fran-

cisco lives (D10) are very narrow, so it is difficult to get there without a car. The houses are so 

big that there are only a few per block. His office is only 6 minutes away by car, so he can enjoy 

lunch at home with his wife if he chooses to. Although he likes the tranquillity of living there, 

he dislikes the isolation and distance to meeting places such as cafes, restaurants, or bars. 

Marvin and Astrid (D10), on the other hand, live in Ampliación Granada. Marvin drives to and from 

work, taking forty minutes and an hour respectively, though he is able to do “home office” two or                     

three times a week. Instead of feeling isolated, they love that they live in a mixed-use complex, 

where they have everything, they need within walking distance.
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While as expected women in the top three de-

ciles live more comfortable lives than women 

in the bottom seven deciles, they typically 

face the responsibilities for getting children 

to and from school. Valeria’s job (D9) is an ei-

ght-minute walk from her home in Colonia Ná-

poles. Her son’s school is about a 15-minute 

walk away and her gym is only two blocks from 

her house. Her mother, who helps her take care 

of her son, lives in the same block as she does. 

She tries to make most of her trips on foot or by 

public transportation, except to take her son 

to school, because from there she goes to her 

mother’s place to bring the things she might 

take care of him in the afternoon. Her husband 

does not seem so constrained by care work 

and has a 40-minute commute to work by car 

in each direction.

Mothers who work typically have to juggle their 

commute with childcare responsibilities. Tere-

sa (D10) lives in Lomas de Reforma. She is ma-

rried and they have a 2-year-old girl, and some 

time ago she decided to slow down to pay 

more attention to her. She now works mostly 

from home, though she has to go to the World 

Trade Center twice a week (she is an entrepre-

neur in cat products and manages the brand of 

a jewellery store). It takes her forty minutes to 

make the trip, either in her car or in Uber. So-

metimes she has to visit her clients. In her daily 

life she picks up her daughter from school and 

sometimes takes her to music classes in the 

afternoon. Her husband drives their daughter 

to school in the morning. They have a domestic 

worker. What she likes about where she lives 

is that it is peaceful and centrally located, but 

she does not like that it is not possible to walk 

around, in part because of insecurity. The gym 

she goes to is nearby but if she walks there she 

faces a lot of sexual harassment. Her routines 

are built around the need to drive everywhere 

and her role as a mother.

Even at the very top of the decile 10 these 

concerns are visible. Michelle is a married mo-

ther of two living in one of the most affluent       

parts of the city, Bosques de Las Lomas. Most 

of her day is devoted to taking her children to 

their daily activities. Her children attend di-

fferent schools. The first drop off takes twen-

ty minutes and from there, another fifteen 

minutes more to the other child’s school. In 

the afternoons they go to therapy or English 

classes or piñatas. They have a driver, but she 

always accompanies them because they are 

7-year-old and spend a lot of time in traffic. 

She also volunteers with the Legionarios de 

Cristo   offering literacy classes to underprivi-

leged women. 

Women who do not have care responsibilities 

feel more mobile. Tamara (D9) is a divorced 

62-year-old doctor who lives in Colonia del 
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Valle and works in the consulting room attached to a pharmacy two blocks from her house. She 

also walks to the market. She likes where she lives because she can go out, walk around, and has 

“everything at hand.” She can also take a bus or the subway a block away from her house. The con-

nectivity of her neighbourhood is the reason she gives for not having moved to a bigger house into 

Las Águilas when she had the chance. 

Claudia Mata (D9) lives in Cuajimalpa and considers that she has everything she needs nearby. Her 

previous job was close, and now she makes and sells dog food. Every two weeks she visits the 

wholesale depot in Iztapalapa to buy supplies. She also delivers orders using her own car, planning 

circuits to make it more efficient. If there is one thing that she does not like about where she lives 

is that it is far from what she considers the center and has to take Constituyentes to go to Colonia 

Roma, because traffic tends to be so bad.

Alejandro Rodriguez (predicted D9, reported D10) feels she lives in an oasis (in Coyoacán). Her 

apartment, where she and her husband moved a year ago, is in a in a 600-unit development that 

has everything she could possibly need: bowling alley, ice rink, game room, swimming pool, gym, 

grocery store or even a bar. It is like living above a small shopping mall. It is also just a short walk 

away from the traditional town of Xoco. She feels safe at home, in part because only her and her 

husband’s digital footprint can open their door, but she does not walk around the neighbourhood 

because she believes there have been many assaults in the street. She works in Las Lomas and 

drives there every day, except on Fridays when she works from home. It takes her half an hour to 

get there and up to an hour to get back. She is pregnant with her first child, so her work and com-

muting might change.
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5 Social aspects 
of inequality

Faces of Inequality:
Multidimensional Inequalities in Mexico City



Both the mechanisms that reproduce inequalities, and the experience of inequality, are deeply 

embedded in social life. We find that social networks are essential both in determining financial 

stability, as people rely on their networks in times of financial need, and also in helping people 

to find jobs. Moreover, the experience of inequality itself is a social experience: when people feel 

looked down upon or discriminated against or feel that those in different social strata occupy a 

different world.

5.1 Social networks and inequality

In a spatially segregated, unequal city such as Mexico City, people’s social networks are largely 

constrained within their income levels, so social networks reproduce inequality. We find that 

people’s social networks are important both for financial support in times of need, and for finding 

job opportunities.
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Social networks and financial security

To investigate the relationship between experiences of financial vulnerability, feelings of financial 

insecurity and social networks we asked households who would they turn to for support if con-

fronted with financial difficulties or other emergencies. Throughout the distribution, interviewees 

consistently  responded that  they would turn to family  (mostly parents, siblings, and parents–in–             

law), as well as friends. They felt supported by them and confident in their willingness to assist 

them  if asked. However, as expected, those in deciles 1 to 7 reported finding it harder to borrow 

any given amount of money than those in deciles 8 to 10. Nobody in deciles 1 to 6 can identify a 

person who could lend them M$10,000 (about US$530), although they can typically think of several 

that can give them smaller sums, up to M$2,000 (about US$105). At the other end of the income 

distribution, among households in deciles 8 to 10 asking for help or money seems easy and in-

terviewees convey the sense that it is a frequent occurrence. Examples include needing money 

for private education fees and an unexpected funeral. Nobody in these deciles believes that they 

would struggle to ask for M$10,000, nor that it would be difficult to repay that amount in a matter 

of months. Women in these deciles claim that in addition to family and friends, they can also turn 

to their ex-husbands or in-laws. 
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While this variability between income groups 

is unsurprising – higher income groups find 

it easier to borrow the larger sum – there is 

a striking variability within the bottom three 

deciles. Among this income bracket families 

often need to borrow money for medical treat-

ment and home repairs, which often also invol-

ve people contributing their labour. For these 

households, the quality or depth of communi-

ty within their neighbourhood matters a great 

deal. Some live in communities that feel cohe-

sive, such San Pablo Chimalpa, or Nueva To-

tolina in the hills to the south of Xochimilco, 

where they can turn to neighbours or religious 

groups for support. Others live isolated lives in 

communities that feel hostile, and therefore 

have a smaller circle of people to turn to.  

Social networks and 
employment

Social  networks are also essential for  employ-

ment opportunities. In the top two deciles 

we find that only two lawyers and one medi-

cal professional cite education as key to their 

professional trajectory, while all seven other 

interviewees talked instead about the contact 

who helped them to get their current job.

Networks of family and friends are key in fin-

ding jobs and economic opportunities throu-

ghout the income distribution. Households in 

the bottom deciles tend to have informal and 

irregular incomes connected to the local com-

munity, and also talk about “family tradition” 

or following in their family’s footsteps. 

Antia’s (D1) husband is an electrician and wor-

ks locally, based on neighbourhood recom-

mendations. She sells cleaning products from 

her home through social networks. Rosario 

(D1) had multiple jobs in commerce, both for-

mal and informal, over more than two decades, 

and is one of the most explicit in narrating how 

“compañeras” always helped her find work. 

Brando (D1) works in Liverpool/Fábricas de 

Francia  thanks  to his  brother-in-law,  though

he dislikes his job. Omar (D2) drives a taxi 

thanks to a friend of his sister-in-law. Oscar 

(D3) is self-employed but remarks that if he 

had to look for work, he would ask family and 

friends.  Cuauhtémoc  (D6)  learned  the  black-

smith trade from his father, and after disa-

ppointment with the economic returns to edu-

cation (he studied aquaculture and worked for 

seven years in trout farming), he took over his 

father’s workshop and client list. Those who 

like in deciles 5 and 6 interviewees combine 

contacts and looking for jobs online, though 

they express a preference, in terms of outco-

mes, for the former. Of the 5 interviews from 
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decile 7, two were with educators, both of whom found their jobs by responding to adds. The other 

three got their jobs through personal connections: A man recalls how he got his first job at PEMEX 

when his father retired and left him the position; a migrant from Hidalgo started working in a store 

upon arriving in the city thanks to his brother who also worked there; a young started a career in 

design thanks to a friend who found her an internship. 

Elizabeth (D6) does not have a network to help her find work turn to online platforms, in her case 

currently Zolvers, which coordinates cleaning services. It seems that in the case of domestic 

workers, these platforms enhance isolation, because her clients change all the time, and given 

the number of hours she works, and the commute involved she has no time left to develop other 

social bonds.

What becomes more common from decile five onwards, and is very pronounced in deciles 9 and 

10, is finding work through a friend or acquaintance. Conversely, Alexis (D9) claims that the rea-

son found it hard to find well-paid work was because he didn’t have the contacts: “For me it was 

complicated by the fact of coming from another city because I did not know many people, the 

whole issue of networks and the first job that I already got with two girls just was not enough for 

me.”
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Interviewees in from deciles 8 to 10 are no 

less reliant on friends and family than those 

lower down the distribution. The difference is 

that their networks provide better opportuni-

ties. A mother from decile 8 got her first job 

as a research assistant to her historian fa-

ther-in-law, and from there moved to leading 

publishing house, before going freelance. Em-

manuel, also from decile 8 is also a freelancer 

who creates audio-visual content on demand. 

All his clients come from “acquaintances and 

friends.” A similar experience is narrated by 

Alexis, who freelances sound for films. Howe-

ver, in his case he feels disadvantaged becau-

se he was born in Guadalajara, so his circle is 

more reduced.  The same pattern is discernible 

among households in decile 9 and 10, with in-

creasing emphasis on the relationships deve-

loped throughout people’s working life. A Spa-

nish immigrant in decile 10 got her first job at 

her uncle’s firm. A couple in the same decile 

recalls how the husband’s first job, in a bank 

was obtained through a contact, while his wife 

got into PEMEX thanks to her mother.

In the top deciles we observe some discomfort 

with the question of contacts, probably be-

cause it suggests they may not have got their 

position through a fair of meritocratic process. 

However, even these interviewees described 

in detail the contacts that helped them get 

the jobs and opportunities that allow them 

to have, and maintain, high incomes. A wo-

man that complained at the question, stating 

that she has always been very hardworking, 

then proceeded to recount how an influential 

boss kept promoting her. A man who studied 

at a private university and ended up working in    

TELEVISA  disliked  that his  colleagues asked 

him who his “godfather” was, but later explai-

ned that one of his professors had got him his 

first lasting job at a large media group. 

Women often attribute their access to work 

to the support of husbands or brothers. Both 

Olivia (D7) and Monica (D7) mention the help 

of their brothers. Ana (D2) explains that she           

got her job because her husband left and offe-

red her as a replacement; Tamara (D9) seems 

to have relied on her husband for work, at        

times doing the jobs that he didn’t want, and 

Michelle (D10) explains that she set up her first 

business with the help of her husband.

5.2 Lived experience of 
inequality.

Inequality means not only different people 

having very different experiences of financial 

security, health, education, and the built envi-

ronment around them. It also means that peo-

ple treat each other differently and see each 

58



other differently. There are social hierarchies and differential treatment on the basis of class 

and education, gender, ethnicity, and location. 

Class, gender, and education

In our interviews, female domestic workers report the most explicit mistreatment by others, 

especially when working in the most affluent parts of the city. Elizabeth (predicted D6, repor-

ted D2) stressed that her experience in the rich neighbourhood of Polanco was very unplea-

sant: “The people there, with the people I have to go to, are very arrogant people. They are 

people who demand too much work and want to pay you a peso for what you do. They are very 

slave-driving people.” Olivia (D7) described it this way: “When you work as a domestic, they 

treat you the way they want. Because they pay us, they want everything done for them. And 

they tell you that either you do as they say, or you do not get paid. You have already cleaned, 

and they go and tell you it’s not clean, ‘clean it again and if not, we won’t pay you’. I have 

worked in houses like that. That is when I worked in Condesa. I did everything I had to do, 

I washed, I ironed, I cooked, and when the bosses arrived, there were the little casseroles 

with the dishes lying there so that they could serve themselves and not tell me anything. I 

went through a lot of trouble because the women were very jealous and thought I had some-

thing with their husbands. I was pretty when I was young, although I am running out of pretty. 

Yes, even with some vegetarians [I worked for]. At 6 a.m. they were ringing the bell for me to 

make them lunch, so I got annoyed and left the key downstairs. The lady’s daughters wanted 

me to wax their bikini line just because they were paying me!” 

Other interviewees discuss feelings of discrimination, though they are not always happy to 

call them that. Regardless of their gender, they talk about feeling they do not get treated 

like others do in the shops, or about feeling deliberately ignored. Some notice marked dis-

tances: “In my work [in a factory], then, people come in nice clothes, in a suit, and approach 

us and ask what you do, and leave a distance of half a metre. ‘I’m not going to eat you and 

I’m not going to make you dirty because I’m not going to touch you. Tell me what you want 

to know’ but they have their distance, they see you as a freak, from top to bottom and from 

bottom to top”, says Joaquín (D2). Glotis (D3) expresses her perception in this way: “There 
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are some people who don’t care about the so-

cial difference and think that we are all equal, 

but many people don’t, they are idiots. I do not 

like that people feel superior to others. They do 

not even look at you. I’ve never worked there [in 

Santa Fé], I don’t think they even give work in 

those places.”

A few of the interviewees reported feeling dis-

criminated against because they do not have 

higher education or have not completed it. 

Glotis (D3) says that she felt discriminated 

against “once in a job, yes, for not having stu-

died. “Aracely (D5) mentions having felt discri-

minated against “a little when I mention that I 

have not finished my degree, but nothing else. 

This transcends gender divides.  Joaquin (D2), 

an employee in a factory, said that he was not 

considered by his superiors, in his opinion, be-

cause he did not have a higher academic de-

gree: “They restrict us, we cannot give an opi-

nion.” Not everybody was that straightforward. 

Fabian (D4) considers that the discrimination 

he has experienced for not having studied is 

rare and only happened to him while working as 

a messenger. Cuauhtémoc (D8), while he con-

siders that he has never been discriminated 

against, he adds: “Although I have a friend who 

discriminates against people without a univer-

sity, but I’m the one who’s asked for advice the 

most and I don’t have a university career.”
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We also find a sense of distance, alienation and sometimes inferiority expressed by those at 

the bottom end of the income distribution with respect to the rich. They often refer to the fact 

that people living in the more affluent areas live in “another world”, “among clouds” or “flying.” 

Mary (D2) reported her feelings this way: “Well, it feels... I feel very small over there” [she says, 

laughing, as if ashamed]. “I feel that because... I feel very simple and you see people there,... fly, 

don’t you think?” Mirna (D3) had to go to Polanco for work and expressed herself thus: 

“My perception is that it is another world (…) The way people dress, or what they eat.” She adds 

that “the people who were contemptuous or rude were the people from those places.” Eduardo 

(D6) goes almost daily for work (he is a driver for a water company and brings members of the te-

chnical team to water plants) and says “I don’t know anyone who lives in those areas. I would not 

know what they look like... They are people who live... they feel like they live on another planet. 

(…) I have no dealings with them. I have never spoken to any of them.” Elsa (D7) also worked at 

Polanco and went there every day, and she relates her experience as follows: “I don’t have any 

friends who live in that area. It’s nice Polanco, pretty-taken care of, “very poshy.” It is kind of high 

class, so to speak. Some people are very nice but other people who seem to live in a cloud ‘don’t 

look at me, you’re at my door, get off’. There are people who abuse that, who think it gives them 

more rights over one who’s not from the area. People have treated me well, except for those who
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live in the clouds.” Monica (D7) used to deal 

with people who live in these areas in her                      

youth while her brothers were studying at 

university and later when she studied for her 

degree. Her perception is that “Yes, there are 

suckers. Very materialistic people. Who live in 

another world. In other dimensions, who sol-

ve everything with money, with brands. There 

is everything, but there are some very hollow 

people. Obsessed with money, brands, cars, 

who has more and who has less. I know what 

those people are like because I co-existed with 

them when my brothers were studying at the 

university. And when I was in La Anáhuac del 

sur. I don’t have any friends from there.”

Gerardo (predicted D9, reported D10) corrobora-

tes these perceptions with respect to his own 

high-income neighbours in Polanco, reporting 

that “My neighbours are that kind of people, 

they have a very stark social class conscious-

ness and not because they are bad people. 

People who live here were born and grew up in 

a very privileged environment and they believe 

they are different, they believe they are a diffe-

rent type of person.” He also reports “classism” 

in the college he attended.

Location

Another strategy that allowed us to learn about 

experiences of class discrimination was to ask 

our interlocutors if they had felt discriminated 

against because of their place of residence. 

The female residents of La Merced, Tamara and 

Sonia (D2), reported that when they were stud-

ying for their high school diploma they used to 

say that they lived in the centre, generically, to 

avoid the stigma of prostitution and the ques-

tions about it from their classmates: “Yes it is 

true, a lot happened to me in high school, I said 

about the centre because, if I said about La 

Merced, they would change with you.” Fer (D3) 

from Tepito, proud of her neighbourhood, told 

us that people are always surprised to learn 

that she lived there: “Yes, even in my church. 

They told me it is not possible for you to live       

in Tepito, and I told them, it is not possible for 

me to be so happy. They think that Tepito is the 

birth place of criminals, that there is no good 

person here, that everyone here is a criminal, 

so when they meet us, they are surprised.”

Mirna (D3) grew up in Ecatepec and said that 

when she was still living there, she experien-

ced discrimination because of it: “Yes, I remem-

ber that there were people who insinuated to 

me that how could I live there, one person even 

once told me that he could offer me a dignified 

life and I broke up with him because he was 

more than discriminating against me, nullif-

ying me. Popularly, the expression is that they 

are slums, shantytowns. At the school where I 

work, they call it Ecaterror.
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Mariana (D5), a resident of Iztapalapa, says she has trouble getting a taxi to take her to her desti-

nation: “Yes, suddenly you say you live in Iztapalapa and you take a taxi and they say ‘Oh, I’m not 

going there.”

Israel and Diana (D5), neighbours of Iztacalco, said that their relatives and friends have distanced 

themselves from them since they moved there (for economic reasons) because they avoid visiting 

them in an area they consider complicated: “But we do have relatives who don’t come because we 

live here, my brother-in-law, my sister, they tell us that they don’t come because they only come 

here and steal and kill.” Israel: “My brother-in-law once came and saw a guy get shot back here, 

so he doesn’t want to come anymore.“ Diana: “The family itself distanced from us because we live 

in a bad area. Because we have to be careful with the cars. The first time my mother-in-law came 

to see us, they stole her mirrors.” Another of Iztacalco’s neighbours, Erica (predicted decile 6, 

reported decile 2) reported that she has lost her jobs (as a domestic worker) when her employers 

found out where she lives: “Yes. There are people at my job, whom I had had to tell where I live in 

the city and they have cancelled my job. The colony and the place have a bad reputation.” (Inter-

viewer: What did they think you were going to steal from them? Erica: yes). “I think the rest of the 

city sees us as a violent area.”
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People in the top two, or even three deciles do 

not visit the areas of the city considered dan-

gerous. The exception is Michelle (D10), who 

volunteers with different “When I worked in a 

foundation for the empowerment of abused 

women, we went to Neza, I did not feel so inse-

cure.” She claims that probably didn’t feel in-

secure because she wasn’t informed about the 

area she was visiting: “Maybe because I wasn’t 

so clear about how insecure it was. In Tepito, 

and that’s where I’m a bit afraid.” Jessica (pre-

dicted D8, reported D9) reports that “We have 

[visited those areas]. We know people living 

in these areas, we feel insecure, but people 

treat us well, people treat us differently. Her 

husband Alexis remarks, “What an incongrui-

ty!” For him it was incongruous to feel afraid 

because they have always been treated very 

well when they went.

Gender

Our female interviewees generally did not 

identify  structures of  gender  discrimination 

within their homes, but they did so in relation-  

ship to the workplace or in public. This occurs 

across the entire income distribution. Rosa 

(D2) reported feeling discriminated against 

for being a woman in her work environment 

(in a factory). She sums up the feeling of be-

ing treated by her superiors in this way: “You 

are a woman, and you don’t know anything.” 

Elsa (D7) also reported her experience of dis-

crimination: “In a job interview, yes.  For  be-

ing  a  single mother. Everything was going well 

until that moment in terms of professionalism 

and academic data, until they asked if I had a 

family, if I was married and they changed the 

questions to who you depend on, what con-

dition you are in.” Aracely (D8), when asked if 

she had faced discrimination, hesitated, and 

said something very  general  about  Mexico  

being  sexist,  claiming that  what  she  has 

experienced was “nothing that has not been 

experienced by other women here in Mexico at 

any [socioeconomic] level.” Teresa (D10) lives 

in Lomas de Reforma. The gym she goes to is 

nearby but if she walks there, she faces a lot 

of sexual harassment.

While these women do not report feeling 

oppressed due to the gender at home, there 

are many indications of entrenched gender ro-

les. Some men referred to the performance of 

care tasks or domestic work as “support” for 

their partners: When Eduardo (D6) was asked 

about days off, he replied: “Well, the chores 

don’t stop. Washing clothes, that is my wife. 

I help her with the chores.” Luis (D6) tells us 

“If I can, I’ll support Laura by taking [our child] 

to school”, or also, about the days off “If I’m 

not going for a run, I’ll stay home and do some 
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housework to help Laura.” Omar (D2), while relating his routine, expressed “sometimes I support 

my wife and I take the children to school.” Most men did not mention doing any reproductive 

labour, suggesting even less involvement than these reported cases. Oscar (D3), for example, 

when asked about his routines, what time he got up, what he ate, responded “I eat the traditional 

breakfast, eggs, bread, beans, coffee, milk, fruit, vegetables. Depending on what my wife has for 

the morning, and at lunchtime the same thing.” Raul (D8) was recently widowed and says of the 

new dynamics “We have been organizing ourselves little by little in the absence of the mother to 

help with all the domestic chores.”

Bruno (D5) was the only interviewee who related his involvement in domestic work and care        

tasks with the naturalness that implies co-responsibility. This was later reinforced by his partner         

Mariana.  When she was asked if they received help with domestic or care tasks, she answered 

that the four of them (including their two daughters) shared responsibilities. Valeria’s husband 

(D9) did not participate in the interview, but her story suggests that he is involved in domestic 

and care work.

Other women related how they adapt their economic lives to their care responsibilities. This cuts 

across the income distribution. Some decided to stop working, such as Concha (D2), or Glotis (D3) 

who worked until her third child was born, because caring for her daughters was no longer com-

patible with her work options. Others can make adjustments in order to continue working. Tere 

(D10) takes advantage of the time her daughter Julia is in daycare to work from home and reports 

then working from about 8:30 pm (Julia’s bedtime) to 1:30 or 2am. Elsa (D7) decided when her son 

Sebastian was born to set up a design studio independently (with her mother’s support), so she 

works while Sebastian is in kindergarten. She adds that in the afternoon she tries to work, but  

Sebastian is restless, and the graphic design workshop becomes a playroom. Antia (D1) decided 

to set up a shop and open at times that suit her care and household chores. In addition, the chil-

dren are with her in the store in the afternoons. There they eat and do their homework.

Only Olvia (D7) declared feeling limited by her partner: “I like cumbia (..) I like the tasty guaracha. 

All of tropical Acapulco. All the cumbias. I like them and I know how to dance them. I know how to 

dance very well, my husband does not. I dance with other people. I dance when I am invited to a 
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wedding when I go to Oaxaca. I need to go out 

dancing. But I am a locked-in woman. My hus-

band is very jealous. He does not like me to go 

out alone. Sometimes I run away. The last time 

was in 2012 [six years earlier]. We would go out 

on foot [with friends from the beauty school] 

and not arrive until the next day.”

Race

We saw above that people identify as indige-

nous throughout the income distribution, but 

that the share is disproportionately large in 

the bottom decile and small in the top decile. 

Roselia (D1), a Tzeltal Indian without a regular 

income, reports having experienced discrimi-

nation due to her race: “when you feel most 

humiliated is when they tell you: Look she is 

an Indian. You feel trampled because that’s 

how I feel.” Although she also says that “there 

are good people who speak beautifully of you, 

they say, oh look, she has her language, she is 

an Indian, where will she come from, and how 

much will she say? I’m not ashamed now, I have 

my dialect and I have to go on. With my hus-

band sometimes I speak my language, and my 

grandchildren say: what did you say, Grandma? 

They are curious. They know a little bit.”

Also, in the group of those interviewed was 

Raul (D8) of Japanese descent. He experien-

ces  mocking due  to his  origin, but he  does 

not consider it discrimination. He considers it 

friendly and does not believe it has affected 

his insertion in social and economic activities:  

“Obviously they make fun of the Japanese sur-

name or some things, but it is a normal situation 

for the Mexican, they make fun of everything, 

they make fun or try to bother you, it is a normal 

situation.”

On the other hand, Andrea (D9), of Spanish  

descent, related her experience of preferen-

tial treatment: “I think that having half-light 

hair (blonde) was an advantage in this country. 

It sounds strange, but my maternal family is 

from Spain and they are all light-eyed blondes 

(my cousins), and when we are together, I have 

felt preferential treatment. Without a doubt (in 

Mexico) we’re racist and classist.”

Some people at the top of the income distribu-

tion admitted their own prejudices with respect 

to race. When asked how they would feel if an 

indigenous family, a family from the southeast 

of the country, or a family from Haiti were to 

move in next door, they were quick to fall into 

stereotypes, conceding that they would think 

they were narcos, or at least that their neigh-

bours would think so: Teresa (D10) recogni-

zed: “Maybe I would say ‘narco’, I don’t know, 

it sounds bad, but you’re right (it happens            
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sometimes)” and Francisco (D10) did not say that he himself would think so but that the rest of the 

neighbours would: “I have no doubt that they would be discriminated against. Here it is a very     dis-

integrated neighbourhood. Sometimes you hear: ‘those who moved there are probably drug dealers 

or nouveau riche’ and that, many times, has to do with the colour of your skin.” Gerardo (predicted 

D9, reported D10) referred to his neighbours’ prejudices, saying “I would be very happy, especially 

because my neighbours would be very upset.” He also describes a student with an indigenous 

name being bullied by a blond and blue-eyed student in the college he went to.

Discrimination within the top quintile of the 
distribution

We find remarkable instances of discrimination in the top 20 percent of the income distribution. 

Inequality in the top income quintile is very high: decile 9 has an average per capita income of 

9,508 pesos per month while the top 5 percent are nearly five times richer, averaging 45,241 pesos 

per month. This may be one of the reasons why some people in the highest income deciles report        

experiences of “feeling less”, especially “not properly dressed”, which seem to be related to a lack 

of the sense of belonging. Valeria (D9) reports the possibility of going to a nightclub in Las Lomas 

as seeming rather distant, as she could not afford it, and also suspects she would be discrimina-

ted against if she tried. While this is an expectation more than an experience, Andrea (D9), on the 

other hand, felt discriminated against in high school (Rossland): “I didn’t feel I had the money they 

had or the giant houses.”
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In a similar experience, Tamara (D9) relates “I studied at Oxford College and when I arrived, I was 

the little girl who had just come from the Hidalgo de la Tolteca school. My grandmother lived in 

San Pedro de los Pinos and I was embarrassed to say.”

There are even those in decile 10 who feel “inadequate” because of where they live, though they 

claim it does not affect them: Tere considers “Maybe I dress unsuitably [fachosa] for the area 

[Lomas de Reforma], a little hippie.” Gerardo (predicted D9, reported D10), who lives in Polanco 

in a property that belongs to his grandmother, says he feels discriminated against: “In some pla-

ces I go around here, I’m dressed differently from how people go. When I ate meat, I used to go 

to posh restaurants, those with three waiters on top you such as Astrid & Gaston. If I was badly 

dressed or in sports trousers, I felt uncomfortable. People made me feel that in that context I 

had to dress differently. There were places where they wouldn’t let you in if you were wearing 

tennis shoes, I guess they still exist but that’s not supposed to happen anymore8.”

8  This is consistent with Krozer’s (2020) finding that the very rich are highly conscious of being less rich than some of their acquaintances. 69



6 Conclusion and policy 
recommendations

Faces of Inequality:
Multidimensional Inequalities in Mexico City



Inequality affects all aspects of our lives. In Mexico City the unequal distribution of income across 

households is compounded by unequal access to public services and public infrastructure, such 

as good schools, health services, and even running water and street paving. Spatial inequalities 

have a large impact on people’s experience of the city—but in this case the correlation with inco-

mes is not so clear, as some poorer households live centrally and enjoy the amenities this brings, 

while many richer households still struggle with commuting. Women with children across the dis-

tribution face additional commuting burdens as they travel to and from school. 

 The social networks that people engage in often replicate these material inequalities. Richer 

households are embedded in networks of other rich households, making it easier to borrow larger 

sums of money in cases of emergency, and also providing access to better-paid work opportu-

nities. Poorer households similar rely on their social networks for material support and for work 

opportunities, but these are correspondingly of lower material value.

Finally, life in Mexico City is not only experienced in highly unequal ways by people at different 

points of the income distribution, but it is also spun through with experiences of inequality itself. 

Women and people with an indigenous background experience discrimination socially and in the 
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labour market, and people experience discrimination on the basis of their class. Domestic workers 

in particular experience mistreatment and domination by their affluent employers. Those who live 

in the very richest neighbourhoods are perceived as alien, and as arrogant and aloof. For their own 

part, those at the top of the distribution rarely admit to feelings of superiority themselves but do 

report them among their neighbours and in their social circles.  Even those in the top decile expe-

rience feelings of being out of place relative to those still richer than them, while the richest are 

highly conscious of the distance between themselves and the majority. 

Mexico City is attempting to address many of the issues raised in this report through a variety of 

policies, including financial transfers and attempts to reduce violence and discrimination against 

women. The key question is whether they go far enough or dedicate sufficient resources to make 

a real difference.

Perhaps the most important lesson of this report on multidimensional inequality is that inequalities 

in health, education, status, housing, and services, as well as experiences of stigma and discrimi-

nation, are strongly correlated with income inequality. To address these many varieties of inequali-

ty therefore requires the policies that are known to bring incomes closer together. Yet for this very 

reason they face strong political resistance from higher income groups: higher minimum wages, 

greater worker rights, higher rates of taxation on better-off households, and higher spending on 

public services and public investment.
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