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Why Mexico for Small Businesses?

Sometimes, the best opportunities are closest at hand.

For U.S. small- to mid-sized businesses seeking to expand to 

new markets, there is a world of opportunity just across the 

border in Mexico. The second largest export market for U.S. 

goods, Mexico has a growing middle class that has an ap-

petite for American products. In fact, trade between the U.S. 

and Mexico totals $850 million every day.

Mexico’s close proximity to the U.S. means it can be a  

cost-effective market to enter, which is critical for businesses 

new to exporting in today’s tougher economic environment. 

But even though Mexico is just next door, U.S. businesses 

would make a mistake to underestimate it.  As you’ll hear from 

the experts in this guide, doing business in Mexico— 

like any market—offers its own unique challenges and  

opportunities. To succeed, companies must take the time to do 

their homework and cultivate business relationships in Mexico. 

Time invested upfront yields results that are well worth it. 

We hope this guide inspires you to start your export journey 

south of the border.

Sincerely,

Dan Brutto

President, UPS International
Sources:
• U.S. State Department
• U.S. Commercial Service: Doing Business in Mexico: 2010 Country Guide

http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35749.htm
http://www.buyusainfo.net/docs/x_126343.pdf


Mexico: Key Facts and Figures
Population: 111.2 million (July 2010 est.)    

Age Structure: 

•  0-14 years:  

29.1 percent (male 16,544,223/female 15,861,141) 

• 15-64 years:  

64.6 percent (male 34,734,571/female 37,129,793) 

• 65 years and over:  

6.2 percent (male 3,130,518/female 3,811,543)  

(2010 est.)  

 Median Age: 

• Total: 26.7 years 

• Male: 25.6 years 

• Female: 27.7 years (2010 est.)  

 Life Expectancy at Birth: 

• Total population: 76.06 years 

• Male: 73.25 years 

• Female: 79 years (2010 est.)  

Population Growth Rate: 1.13 percent (2010 est.)  

Ethnic Groups: 

• Mestizo (Amerindian-Spanish) = 60 percent

• Amerindian = 30 percent

• White = 9 percent

• Other = 1 percent

 Official Language: 

• Spanish is the official and most widely spoken language 

(92.7 percent) in Mexico. 

• Less common languages include indigenous languages 

such as Mayan, Nahuatl and other regional languages.

Literacy: (Age 15 and over are able to read and write)

•  Total population: 86.1 percent (2005 est.)

Area: 1,972,550 million sq. km

Government: 

• Government type: Federal Republic  

• Capital: Mexico City

• Other major cities: Guadalajara, Monterrey, Puebla, Ciudad 

Juarez, Tijuana, Acapulco, Merida, Leon, Veracruz

Currency: Peso

GDP (purchasing power parity): $1.465 trillion (2009 est.)   

GDP (official exchange rate): $1.017 trillion (2009 est.)    

GDP (real growth rate): -6.5 percent (2009 est.)     

GDP (per capita): $13,200 (2009 est.)    

GDP (composition by sector): 

• Agriculture: 4.3 percent

• Industry: 32.9 percent

• Services: 62.8 percent (2009 est.)  

Exports: 

• $229.7 billion (2009 est.)

• Manufactured goods, oil and oil products, silver, fruits, 

vegetables, coffee and cotton

• Partners: United States (80.5 percent),  

Canada (3.6 percent) and Germany (1.4 percent) (2009)

Imports: 

• $234.4 billion (2009 est.)

• Metalworking machines, steel mill products, agricultural 

machinery, electrical equipment, car parts for assembly, 

repair parts for motor vehicles, aircraft and aircraft parts

• Partners: United States (56.7 percent), China (9.35 percent) 

and South Korea (5.21 percent) (2009)

Labor Force: 46.2 million (2009 est.)    

Unemployment Rate: 

• 5.5 percent

Note: underemployment may be as high as 25 percent (2009)

Natural Resources: 

• Petroleum

• Silver

• Copper

• Gold

• Lead

• Zinc

• Natural Gas

• Timber 

Sources:
• CIA World Factbook 
• U.S. State Department
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https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mx.html
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35749.htm


Is it difficult for U.S. businesses to ship to Mexico?
The biggest difficulty today is importing into Mexico. Every-
thing that comes into the country must be inspected and 
checked against its invoice to make sure that what shippers 
say is in the package is what’s really there. Because of this, 
most goods coming into Mexico cannot be delivered in less 
than 48 hours. 

Importing goods that originate outside of the U.S. can be 
particularly challenging. For example, if a toy is made in India 
and repackaged in the U.S., it will be subject to the tariffs and 
taxes associated with products coming from India. If only part 
of that toy was built in India, there is an agreement between 
countries and manufacturers that establishes an origin coun-
try, based on what percent of the product was built where. 

All imports from countries other than the U.S. must be de-
clared. Working with a reliable shipper can streamline this 
process, giving businesses economical and efficient supply 
chains.

What other shipping procedures do U.S. businesses need 
to know? 
Shipping labels and invoices must be in Spanish. It’s imperative 
that what’s on the label matches what’s in the box precisely. 
For example, say you send two baseball caps and two shirts 
in one box, and at the last minute, decide to add a calcula-
tor. If you forget to add that to your shipping invoice, or don’t 
translate it into Spanish, your shipment will be delayed. For 
companies that don’t have access to Spanish interpreters, UPS 
can help translate English labels. 

What is UPS doing to help its customers navigate shipping 
hurdles in Mexico? 
UPS is the No. 1 carrier in Mexico. We can deliver to every ad-
dress in the country, and know the rules of engagement after 
20 years of doing business there. We are a certified importer of 
record, which means we have the authority to pre-clear pack-
ages worth up to $300. For these goods, we can offer same-
day delivery, and for any customer that doesn’t have a regis-
tered importer of record into Mexico, we can help them work 
through a broker to clear packages. Recently, we launched a 
standard ground service between the U.S. and Mexico, giving 
businesses a cost-effective ground shipping service for less 
time-sensitive goods between the U.S. and Mexico.

How should U.S. businesses choose a shipping partner?
Make sure you work with registered importers of record – 
those who are licensed by the government – and make sure 
they understand the import process. 

What advice would you offer U.S. businesses seeking to 
set up shop in Mexico? 
This is a market of more than 110 million people, which is a 
big opportunity. A lot of Mexican popular culture is based on 
the U.S.—so we are big consumers of anything that is made in 
the U.S.A. Mexico’s economy is stable, and offers businesses 
plenty of opportunities to grow. Located in the middle of 
America, Mexico has great connectivity with South America, 
Europe and Asia. So working with Mexico gives your business 
the opportunity to springboard to other markets.
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Shipping Essentials 
Gabriel Aparicio, UPS’s country manager for Mexico, offers some logistics advice to help U.S.  
companies spread their wings to Mexico.
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Minding Your Manners: Business Etiquette in Mexico 

Meet and Greet

•  People have three names: a first name, followed by their 

father’s surname and lastly their mother’s surname. In writ-

ing, individuals will use all three names, but verbally only 

the first and second (paternal) names are used.

• First names are reserved for addressing family and closer 

acquaintances.

• Titles are a symbol of status and are extremely important. 

People who don’t have a professional title should be ad-

dressed with a courtesy title, such as Señor (Mr.), Señora 

(Mrs.) and Señorita (Miss).

• Professionals with a degree are not referred to with a 

courtesy title, but with a title based on their degree, for 

example licenciado (lawyer), ingeniero (engineer), doctor 

(doctor), arquitecto (architect). 

• When meeting people, physical contact, such as hand-

shakes and hugs, is essential, in addition to saying “mucho 

gusto,” which means “nice to meet you”. 

• Men always shake hands when they meet and before they 

depart. Women may lean toward you to kiss when greet-

ing; reciprocate with a light kiss on the cheek.

• An abrazo (hug) is typically shared between friends; wait 

for your Mexican colleague to lead before hugging.

Business Basics

•  Business hours are generally from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. 

• Lunch hours are between 1 p.m. and 3 p.m. and a lunch 

usually lasts between one and two hours. 

• A relationship must be developed before doing business. 

Mexicans will not do business with a foreigner they don’t 

know or don’t like. 

• Business breakfasts are very common in Mexico; it is the 

meal where most business is done. Business deals can be 

agreed upon or closed over breakfast. 

• It’s best to arrange and confirm appointments by phone. 

And make appointments in Spanish, whenever possible. 

• Mexican business tends to be very hierarchical. Status and 

position are important, and foreigners should acknowledge 

and act accordingly.

• Punctuality is not as much of a priority in Mexico as it is 

in other countries, so do not be offended your contacts in 

Mexico don’t show up in a timely fashion.

Talking Points

•  Spanish is the primary language in Mexico. Business meet-

ings will normally be held in Spanish. While English is 

widely spoken in business, check specifics beforehand to 

avoid embarrassment.

• Learning a few phrases and attempting to communicate  

in Spanish is appreciated and seen as a sign of interest  

and respect.

• If you do not speak Spanish, it may be wise to hire an 

interpreter to join the meeting. 

• All marketing literature, product manuals, warranty info, 

labeling or other collateral should be in Spanish. It shows 

respect, and that you are serious about doing business  

in Mexico. 

• If you are shipping products to Mexico, by law, all written 

documents must be in Spanish.

• A meeting should always begin with small talk, but avoid 

topics such as religion, Mexican politics, the Mexican-

American War and its consequences for Mexico, illegal 

aliens, the drug war, and comparing Mexico unfavorably to 

the United States. 

• Appropriate topics of discussion include family, Mexican 

landmarks, Mexican culture, history, fashion, sports, the 

weather and positive comments about the city or country.

Dress for Success

•  Mexicans pride themselves on dressing well, and often 

dress in suits and ties for business meetings. Foreign 

business associates also are expected to dress in formal 

business attire, particularly in major cities including Mexico 

City (also referred to as D.F. for “Distrito Federal”), Guada-

lajara and Monterrey.

• Shorts, short-sleeved shirts and tennis shoes are not ap-

propriate for business meetings.

• In Mexico, femininity is strongly encouraged in women’s 

attire. Standard business attire for women includes dresses, 

skirted suits, or skirts and blouses. 

• Formal dress exceptions are made if the business meeting 

In Mexico, understanding the culture and developing relationships are imperative to being successful 

in business.  Here are a few universal dos and don’ts to know before you go.



Sources:
• Mexperience 
• Executive Planet
• Suite101.com

• Global Oneness
• Kwintessential Cross Cultural Solutions
• Mexico - History of the Mexican Family

takes place in a very hot region or climate, such as  

Acapulco. Near the beach, meeting attire tends to be  

smart informal; formal shorts and short-sleeved shirts are 

acceptable, but your feet should be covered – no flip flops 

or open–toed shoes.

• For social gatherings, Mexican business people wear smart 

casual attire, such as chinos, polo shirts and pull-over 

sweaters for the evening. If you’re attending a business golf 

outing, you’ll be required to wear proper golf attire.

• Shorts are never acceptable in Mexico City, except  

on children.

Outside the Office

•  When dining, splitting the bill is not customary and 

frowned upon. As a general rule, the person doing the sell-

ing pays for the meal. 

• Dinner is late, usually taking place around 9 p.m. Business 

is not discussed over dinner because Mexicans like to share 

time with their families in the evening. 

• Lunch is the main meal of the day and often consists of 

soup, a starter, a main course, dessert, coffee, cheese and 

brandy. During lunch, people will want to get to know you, 

and are not interested in discussing business specifics.  

• Mexicans do not work on Saturday or Sunday; these days 

are reserved for family activities.

• For social events, it is appropriate to arrive 30 minutes later 

than the time on the invitation.

• It is not customary to define an end time for social occa-

sions in Mexico.

• Gift-giving is not essential. If bringing a gift, avoid bringing 

silver; Mexican silver is among the purest in the world.

• Avoid using the “OK” hand gesture; it is considered vulgar.
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Culture Corner

American companies doing business in Mexico 

should know that family plays a critical role in Mexi-

can culture. With one of the lowest divorce rates in 

the world – less than one divorce per 1,000 people 

– marriage and family are among Mexico’s most im-

portant institutions. As a result, Mexicans rarely work 

on weekends, and business is rarely discussed over 

dinner because evenings are reserved for family. 

Family is an important safety net in Mexican culture. 

Therefore, the extended family is just as important 

as the nuclear family because it provides a sense of 

stability. Children regularly live with their parents 

until they are married. It is not uncommon to find 

three or four generations of family residing in the 

same household or sharing a meal. Loyalty within 

the family is also absolute.

Traditionally, Mexican culture established roles and 

rules to guide family life. The home has been the 

domain for the women as mothers and wives, while 

the workplace has been more male-dominated. Until 

marriage, girls typically have been kept under strict 

family surveillance, and men demonstrate machis-

mo, a strong sense of masculine pride. As outside 

influences continue to shape Mexican culture, roles 

and practices are changing. Women are moving into 

the workforce and couples are marrying later in life, 

starting to forgo religion as the basis for marriage.

Mexicans frequently arrange family activities and 

celebrate holidays together. Día de los Muertos, the 

Day of the Dead, is considered one of the most im-

portant religious holidays in Mexico. The holiday is of 

particular importance to Mexican families because it 

is the day when the souls of the dead return to visit 

with their living relatives. To welcome their relatives 

back, families set up altars, decorated with candles, 

flowers, photographs and paper skeletons, in their 

homes. Families serve ofrendas (offerings) of the 

deceased’s favorite food, drinks and toys.

Family in Mexican Culture

http://www.econ.state.or.us/oregontrade/chinabt.htm
http://www.mexperience.com/business/resources/bc_practice.htm
http://www.executiveplanet.com/index.php?title=Mexico
http://customsholidays.suite101.com/article.cfm/the_days_of_the_dead
http://www.experiencefestival.com/a/Culture_of_Mexico_-_Relationships/id/1275141
http://www.kwintessential.co.uk/resources/global-etiquette/mexico-country-profile.html
http://family.jrank.org/pages/1167/Mexico.html


The Export Expert

Why should U.S. companies consider doing business  

in Mexico—especially in light of negative news from  

U.S. media?  

Mexico remains the second largest export market for the 

United States, just behind Canada. More than $150 billion of 

U.S. goods were exported to Mexico last year—a great deal of 

which came from U.S. small businesses. With more than 110 

million people, Mexico also has a growing consumer class 

open to buying U.S. products. As a result of the North Ameri-

can Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), bilateral trade between 

Mexico and the U.S. has tripled.  So, there’s tremendous 

opportunity in Mexico.  Some sectors where we’re seeing 

tremendous progress includes environmental equipment, 

alternate energy, energy efficiency, agriculture, services, tech-

nologies that make manufacturing more efficient, tourism, 

and safety and security equipment.  

The media, however, focuses on the issues surrounding the 

drug cartel activities in Mexico.  With a State Dept. travel 

warning in place for border cities, you need to be aware of 

those cities along the border that may pose some danger 

should you want to travel there.  You should know that cities 

such as Guadalajara and Mexico City to name a few have not 

experienced the same level of violence that the northern  

border cities have.  The Commercial Service in Mexico is 

ready to answer your questions and provide you details to 

ensure you are making sound travel decisions based on facts.  

Has the U.S. Commercial Services seen a slowdown in 

requests about Mexico in the wake of the economic  

slowdown?   

So far, we haven’t seen a decrease in requests, although 

Mexico certainly was affected by the slowdown, as were 

other markets. 2010 growth is expected to be a healthy 4.5%.  

Since NAFTA, our economies have become so intertwined. In 

this environment, it is important for U.S. companies to price 

their goods appropriately for Mexico.  

What is the biggest mistake you see U.S. businesses make 

when they go to Mexico? 

They don’t do their research up front. Businesses may think 

that because Mexico is so close or they took some Spanish 

in college, they don’t have to prepare as diligently as they 

would if they were going to India or China. But this isn’t the 

case. Even though Mexico is just next door, and we share a 

free trade agreement, it is a different market with its own sets 

of challenges and opportunities. U.S. companies need to take 

regular precautions to check the creditworthiness of partners 

and know who they’re doing business with—just as they 

would in any other market.  

What are the best cities for U.S. small-to-mid-sized compa-

nies to target when pursuing trade opportunities in Mexico? 

The largest business cities are Guadalajara, which is a center 

for agro-industry; Tijuana, which is largely a manufacturing 

city and an export center; Monterrey, the industrial capital 

and Mexico City, a manufacturing center in its own rite and of 

course the center of government. There are different reasons 

why businesses would be in these cities, so it’s important to 

do some research first.   

What do U.S. companies need to know about selling to 

Mexican consumers? 

Society here is more divided—the poor sector is much poorer 

than in the U.S., so you have to know who you’re selling to and 

price accordingly. Products that are at the lower end in the U.S. 

may have more trouble selling in Mexico because the target 

market may not be able to afford it. When it comes to selling to 

upper-middle class consumers, quality and uniqueness are key.

What cultural missteps should U.S. businesses be wary of?

Personal relationships are important. Mexicans like to social-

ize and get to know those with whom they are doing busi-

ness. They will invite you to meals. Take the opportunity to 

ask about them and their families – time invested up front will 

pay off later on. It’s also very important that you speak some 

Spanish. Many Mexicans speak English. if you don’t speak 

Spanish, you will need an interpreter.    

Ann Bacher is the Senior Commercial Officer with the U.S. Commercial Service in Mexico City.  

The office focuses on facilitating U.S. exports to Mexico.
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Grow your Business in Guadalajara

Like many developed and emerging markets, Mexico was 

affected by the global financial crisis – in fact, it triggered 

Mexico’s worst recession since 1932. Yet according to the 

Financial Times, the economy grew 5.1 percent in the first half 

of 2010, and the Mexican government is predicting 3.8 percent 

gross domestic product growth in 2011.

Mexico’s manufacturing sector is a bright spot on the coun-

try’s economic horizon.  The more than 40 trade agreements 

Mexico signed with other countries has made the nation a 

cost-effective location for importing materials and exporting 

finished products. This has made Mexico – and Guadalajara, a 

key industrial center – an especially attractive hub for foreign 

manufacturers.

Guadalajara is known as “Mexico’s Silicon Valley.” And for good 

reason. The city is home to many computer and telecommuni-

cations hardware manufacturing facilities. Companies such as 

Kodak, Intel, Jabil, Flextronics and GE have established opera-

tions in Guadalajara. 

A large workforce has lured many multinationals. With more 

than four million residents, Guadalajara is Mexico’s second-

most populous city.  It is the leading business center within 

Mexico’s Jalisco state.  The U.S. Commercial Service notes that 

Jalisco’s commercial sector accounts for a large percentage of 

Mexico’s total gross national product; it is exceeded only by the 

Federal District and the State of Mexico (which together cover 

the metropolitan Mexico City area). 

Big business isn’t the only one who can benefit from estab-

lishing ties in Guadalajara. Small businesses should consider 

opportunities in the city for the following reasons:

• Logistics. Third-party logistics providers such as UPS can 

transport goods in and out of Guadalajara within two days. 

• Travel costs. With its proximity to the United States, it’s less 

expensive and not as time-intensive to travel to Guadalajara, 

compared to other fast-growing manufacturing hubs around 

the world.  Aeromexico, American Airlines, Continental Air-

lines and Delta Air Lines offer direct flights from the United 

States to Guadalajara. 

• Skilled Workforce. This year, the Mexican government is 

planning to increase investments in technical colleges and 

universities in Guadalajara and throughout the nation to 

ensure local manufacturing workers have opportunities for 

continued education.

Sources:
• Financial Times
• Financial Times
• Intel
• U.S. Commercial Service

What is the most important advice you would offer U.S. 

companies considering Mexico?  

Don’t underestimate the market. It’s a relatively easy mar-

ket to penetrate, but it does require some background and 

homework. Take advantage of the U.S. Commercial Service 

resources to help connect your company to the right people. 

We offer a gold key service, where an interpreter meets you 

the moment you arrive, so you don’t waste any time.  For more 

information, connect with your local export office or log on to 

www.buyusa.gov/mx

Most important, do not be put off by bad news reported in the 

U.S. media. The opportunities in Mexico are too great to miss 

out on our second largest export market!

http://blogs.ft.com/beyond-brics/2010/09/27/mexicos-slow-recovery-hampers-competitiveness/
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/d958d532-dad2-11df-a5bb-00144feabdc0.html
http://www.intel.com/jobs/mexico/sites/guadalajara.htm
http://www.buyusa.gov/mexico/en/business_guadalajara.html

