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Introduction
The primary aim for this Theory in Practice is to investigate whether the decision by Mexican nationals to migrate to the United States is personally perceived as a good or bad investment and how personal perceptions of investment impact on the willingness to remain engaged in the U.S. labor market. These personal perceptions will be examined through the lens of the Social Network Theory (SNT) and the accompanying construct of Social Capital, with the hypothesis that greater social networks (e.g., family, friends, and faith communities) rich with social capital (i.e., “resources linked to social ties”) are statistically associated with positive perceptions of investment and that perceived positive personal investment is statistically associated with remaining engaged in the U.S. labor market.
Method
This study will adopt a mixed methods approach using primary sources gathered through a single interview with each study participant in which both qualitative (open-ended questions for contextual richness) and quantitative (brief written survey) data will be gathered, with the interviews conducted in Spanish. The qualitative analysis will include the use of a social network mapping tool and the quantitative analysis will include the use of a survey to gather socio-demographic variables, migrant’s personal estimations of investment (i.e., good/bad), and their experiences in the labor market. Convenience and snowball sampling will be used to recruit study participants because these methods can be useful when a population is hard to locate (Czaja, R., & Blair, J. 1996). In this study it would be very difficult to gain access to a listing of undocumented Mexican laborers so in order to get informants, I will attempt to meet them through churches, civic organizations, work crews, landscaping and construction sites, as well as through personal referrals by study participants themselves. The sample will consist of males and females born in Mexico, currently living in the U.S. but undocumented, and between the typical working ages of 18 and 55 (Zong, J., & Batalova, J. 2018 and Carter, M. 2018). The recruitment location will be two large metropolitan areas of the Triad (Greensboro, High Point, and Winston-Salem) and the Triangle (Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill) of North Carolina, USA.
Theoretical Overview
The earliest work by scholars on social networks can be traced back to the work of Viennese intellectual Jacob Moreno, who during his work in the U.S., is credited with first using the concept of “social networks” as it is used today (Freeman, L. C. 2004). There was further work in this area carried out by Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet in the mid-1940s explaining how voters in the U.S. informally influenced the voting patterns of family and friends (“social networks”), however it was not until the 1960s that a more organized SNT was developed (Liu, W., Sidhu, A., Beacom, A. M., & Valente, T. W. 2017). A basic definition of SNT is: “[t]he social network approach is grounded in the intuitive notion that the patterning of social ties in which actors are embedded has important consequences for those actors. Network analysts, then, seek to uncover various kinds of patterns. And they try to determine the conditions under which those patterns arise and to discover their consequences” (Freeman, L. C. 2004). A fundamental aspect of SNT is that individuals vary in their social experiences, including the number and quality of their social partners (Sih, A., Hanser, S. F., & McHugh, K. A. 2009). In addition to help explain the ties or connections between the individual and his/her network (and the bridges between the networks of two or more individuals), social capital can also be an important part of SNT. As summarized in the work of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, social capital is the “accrued actual or virtual resources acquired by individuals or groups …. [and it] resides in the individual as the result of his or her investment” (Claridge 2015). From the related construct of social capital, we can hypothesize that it is not only the number of social connections that matter but also the strength of those connections (for a brief discussion of ties, see Granovetter 1973). 
Although employed in a number of disciplines, SNT will be used in this study to determine how social networks influence undocumented Mexican labor migrants’ investment in the U.S. labor market. The reason I chose SNT is because it an appropriate way to study how integrated/assimilated the study population is in the U.S. It is hypothesized that the more integrated/assimilated (“socially networked”) a person is, then the greater the chances are of them being involved in the community, including their engagement in gainful employment. 
Application of Social Network Theory to Investment Decisions and Labor Participation
The application of SNT to migration rose in popularity in the 1980s with the help of Douglas Massey who focused on Mexican movement to the U.S. (Samers, M, & Collyer, M. 2017). Scholars have used SNT to offer insights into how migrant’s social networks influenced their decision to migrate (Blumenstock, J., & Tan, X. 2016; Samers, M, & Collyer, M. 2017). Oftentimes, the literature has focused on the importance of personal migrant networks (e.g., close family members/the household) and/or non-personal migrant networks (e.g., communities) (Liu, M. 2013; Meeteren, M. & Pereira, S. 2013) with the general theoretical assumption being that strong social networks in the sending and receiving countries encourage voluntary migration. With the well-established idea that much of the migration from Mexico is economic (Aguila, E., Akhmedjonov, A. R., Basurto-Davila, R., Kumar, K. B., Kups, S., & Shatz, H. J. 2012), scholars have also employed SNT to explain the associations between work and migration (for example, Amuedo-Dorantes, C., & Mundra, K. 2007 who found an association between rich social networks and increased hourly wages). 
It is important to note that not all scholars agree that SNT is a particularly useful model. For example, critics believe that scholars have not considered other actors who could influence the decision to migrate such as employers and institutions. Much of the focus has been on strong social ties rather than extended family, friends, smugglers, employers, government officials, etc. For example, scholars have discovered that ‘non-traditional’ networks were more influential for migrants than family or communities (Meeteren, M. & Pereira, S. 2013). A popular and widely-used example of influential ‘non-traditional’ social networks to migrants are human smugglers. It may be, for example, that the experience of having been smuggled into the U.S. might be very impactful on the perception that getting into the U.S. was a good or bad investment which could influence participation in the labor market. Although understudied and not well documented, the reality of human trafficking and economic slavery has been documented in the U.S. among undocumented Mexican aliens (NY Post 2018).  
SNT (and social capital) offer insight into how undocumented Mexican labor migrants determine if their decision to migrate to the U.S. was personally a good or bad investment. I propose that migrants with positive perceptions of their migration will be involved in a multitude of active sectors (e.g., if religious, attend worship services regularly; join a sports team; get a gym membership; take English language classes; go back to school; be employed). By being involved, they will have higher chances of meeting new people, building strong and healthy social networks, feeling more at home, and be more likely to stay in the U.S. On the contrary, I expect to see those who have poor social networks to have more negative views of the U.S. and be less likely to be involved in religious, civic, or other activities. Furthermore, I propose that by having healthy social networks, members of this ‘group’ are more likely to remain in the U.S. or in the nation’s labor market. In summary, the hypothesis for this study is that the greater the social networks (and rich with social capital) a migrant has, the more likely he/she is to have positive views of investment and are more likely to remain engaged in the U.S. labor market; the converse of this would also be expected (see, Table 1). 
In conclusion, this study contributes to our understanding of migration in part because of its timeliness in light of the recent momentum to build a wall separating Mexico from the United States (Trump 2018) and by testing a model which explores the links between social networks and the personal appraisal of whether emigrating from Mexico to the U.S. was beneficial and then considering whether this evaluation is linked to labor force participation.


































Table 1: The hypothesis for the undocumented Mexican labor migrants study. Explanation: The more social networks a migrant has, the more likely they will have high social capital (value of relationships) which will lead to a good investment, and they will more likely stay in the labor market. 
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