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Last week I blogged about a research discovery. An in�uential study had found that a 1980 wave of Cuban refugees

into Miami, known as the Mariel Boatlift, had caused the wages of workers there to fall dramatically. In a new paper

co-released by CGD and the National Bureau of Economic Research, my co-author and I revealed that large shifts

in the racial composition of the underlying survey data could explain most or all of the same fall in wages. In other

words, we found that that the evidence was insuf�cient to prove that the in�ux of Cubans caused the fall in wages

of Miami workers.

The author of the previous study, George Borjas, raised two substantive questions about our research, which I

answer brie�y in this post. (A more technical supplement is here.) The changes in sample composition do coincide

with the relevant changes in wages, and our results stand up within precisely the regression framework used by

Borjas. This reinforces our paper’s main �nding: that the Borjas study’s �nding of large, robust, highly signi�cant

effects on low-skill workers’ wages was spurious. However, nothing here disproves any negative wage effects of the

Mariel Boatlift; some of the evidence is compatible with negative effects, but it is also compatible with zero effects.

The fall in wages coincides with the change in survey coverage

Borjas notes that, in the data he uses, the increase in the fraction of black workers for 1979 is not accompanied by

a fall in the average of wages earned in that year. This is true, but not relevant. The sample in each year is miniscule:

in that year it’s just nine black workers, and eight non-blacks. Any result will �uctuate unpredictably from year to

year. What matters for the regressions in Borjas’s paper is that the black fraction of the sample is far higher in the

years when the average wage is lower (as shown in the graph below). This has the effect of  arti�cially reducing the

average wage post-Boatlift (in blue) relative to pre-Boatlift (in red).

https://www.cgdev.org/content/expert/detail/2570
https://www.cgdev.org/global-development
https://www.cgdev.org/tags/migration
https://www.cgdev.org/tags/immigration
https://www.cgdev.org/tags/refugees
https://www.cgdev.org/tags/labor-mobility
http://www.cgdev.org/blog/what-economists-can-learn-from-mariel-boatlift-part-two#disqus_thread
http://cgdev.org.488elwb02.blackmesh.com/blog/what-mariel-boatlift-cuban-refugees-can-teach-us-about-economics-immigration
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/gborjas/publications/journal/ILRR2017.pdf
http://cgdev.org.488elwb02.blackmesh.com/publication/labor-market-effects-of-refugee-waves-reconciling-conflicting-results
http://www.nber.org/papers/w23433
https://gborjas.org/2017/05/24/still-more-on-mariel/
http://cgdev.org.488elwb02.blackmesh.com/sites/default/files/mariel-blog-supplement.pdf


1/18/2018 What Economists Can Learn from the Mariel Boatlift, Part Two: Answering Questions about Our Research | Center For Global Development

https://www.cgdev.org/blog/what-economists-can-learn-from-mariel-boatlift-part-two 2/6

 

Borjas’s argument amounts to claiming that the above, obviously negative relationship is entirely coincidental. It has

a simpler explanation: adding low-wage blacks to the sample must, arithmetically, create a large spurious

treatment effect. (David Roodman makes a related point here.) The only question is whether that spurious effect is

large enough to explain the entire effect in the regressions of Borjas’s paper. I turn to that now.

Reconciling our results with Borjas’s regressions

Our paper already runs regressions to test how much of the wage decline could have been spurious, by controlling

for a black indicator variable (Figure 4, page 35 of our paper). Those regressions have a different form than the

main regressions in Borjas’s paper (his Table 5). In Table 1 below, I reproduce our results in precisely the regression

framework used by Borjas.

Miami wage trends for non-Hispanic men with less than high school are compared to trends in two groups of

‘control’ cities: those preferred in the research by Borjas and those preferred by David Card (whose in�uential

study in 1990 found no negative wage effect of the Cuban immigrants, and was disputed by Borjas). Negative

numbers mean that wages for workers with less than high school-level education were lower in Miami after the

Boatlift, relative to unaffected ‘control’ cities. The �rst column is an exact replication of Table 5 in the Borjas paper,

for one extract of the Current Population Survey (CPS) data: the March CPS.
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In our paper, we claimed that the negative effects of columns 1 and 2 could be explained by a jump in the share of

black respondents in the March CPS coinciding with the Boatlift, but unrelated to it. Columns 3 and 4 use wages

from which the effect of a black indicator has been removed, in the same way as in the blog by Borjas, exactly

replicating those results. About one third of the treatment effect disappears—but, as Borjas noted, not the entire

effect. However, unlike the analysis in our original paper, but following Borjas’ blog post, columns 3 and 4 impose

the strong assumption that the wage gap between blacks and non-blacks is identical in every city, at all levels of

education. This is unlikely given that 63 percent of the sample is black in Miami, but under 10 percent in the Borjas

control cities. In our paper we show that the difference between black and non-black wages is indeed different in

Miami than in other cities. And, as shown in our original blog post, the shift in composition of the sample only
happened in Miami.

Columns 5 and 6 therefore remove the black effect from wages allowing the black effect to differ between cities,

but not between education levels. More than half the treatment effect is gone now, and the treatment effects are

statistically insigni�cant relative to the Card control cities. Since the large shift in the black fraction of Miami’s

sample occurs only for workers with less than high school, in columns 7 and 8 of the table, we remove the black

effect speci�cally for workers with less than high school. There is no wage effect relative to the Card control cities.

We cannot reject an effect relative to the Borjas control cities, of –5 to –8 percent. But amid the statistical noise,

we cannot reject a zero effect either. This result corresponds closely to Figure 4d (page 35 again) in our paper; the

only material difference is that we did not control for workers’ age in that �gure.

As we discuss at length in our paper, there’s an important caveat to the above �ndings. It is hypothetically possible

that the entire effect of the Mariel Boatlift fell upon black men with less than high school education, not on

Hispanics and not on whites or Asians at that education level, or any workers who �nished high school. This is

unlikely, but cannot be de�nitively ruled out. If that is the case, columns 7 and 8 in the above tables control away

the effect of interest. By allowing the black indicator to take a Miami-speci�c value for black workers with less than

high school, columns 7 and 8 are effectively measuring the effect of the Boatlift on non-Hispanic whites and Asians.

If the effect on blacks in that skill group was far greater, that differential effect would be missed by those

regressions.
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In Table 2, below, I repeat the analysis using the Outgoing Rotating Group (ORG) data, a larger and thus more

reliable CPS extract that represents the same population. The treatment effect disappears even when allowing the

black indicator to vary only by city—not by education level. Thus even without allowing a different black effect by

education level, the negative treatment effect is only present in one (smaller) dataset but not another; and in the

dataset where the effect appears, it is present relative to Borjas’s chosen control cities, not Card’s. This and several

other pieces of evidence are discussed in the supplement to this post.

 

It is impossible to settle the issue by studying the wages of non-blacks separately. There are only about six such

workers per year in the Miami data post-1980, and just 3.5 non-black workers per year after 1984. The CPS is not

designed for such a microscopic slice of the sample to represent any population. It is also impossible to rely on

results for blacks separately. Our paper discusses why: Very large increases in survey coverage of low-skill black

workers would tend to bring in relatively low-wage workers, and a large wave of Haitian immigrants in 1980 did

bring many non-Hispanic blacks with very low wages into this population. (Beyond this, a colleague’s suggestion led

us to recently discover direct evidence of such negative selection, shown in the supplement. The Boatlift appears to

‘cause’ a fall in years of education among Miami workers with less than high school. That can’t be a real effect, since

the sample is age 25 and up, but must re�ect greater survey coverage of people with relatively low education and

earnings.)

We can learn little more from this episode

The evidence from the Mariel Boatlift does not offer a compelling reason to revise the consensus among research

economists that the effect of immigration on native wages is small, even for native workers without a high school

degree. This is fundamentally different from proving that the Mariel Boatlift did not reduce wages for that group:

no such proof exists. In one dataset but not another, and for some control cities but not others, there is evidence

that is compatible with a wage effect of –2 to –8 percent at some points in time. But even there, the evidence is also

compatible with a wage effect of zero or above.

This certainly does not disprove any wage effect, but it does imply, as we concluded in our original paper, that the

Borjas study’s �nding of large, robust, highly signi�cant effects on low-skill wages was spurious. Our contribution

has been to show that slicing the available data too �nely can introduce severe bias by creating unrepresentative
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subsamples. The surviving data from the Mariel Boatlift have now been pushed as far as they will go, and they have

little more to tell.

I originally blogged to accessibly summarize research that we had spent several months carrying out. We are

grateful for the substantive comments and questions our work raised, and will continue this debate carefully and

slowly, in the dispassionate academic manner that it deserves.

 

The code to replicate this analysis is here. I thank three anonymous referees for helpful suggestions, and George Borjas for
making his regression code publicly available.
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