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ABSTRACT

This paper reviews the recent evidence on U.S. immigration, focusing on two key questions: (1)
Does immigration reduce the labor market opportunities of less-skilled natives? (2) Have
immigrants who arrived after the 1965 Immigration Reform Act successfully assimilated?
Loaking across major cities, differential immigrant inflows are strongly correlated with the
relative supply of high school dropouts. Nevertheless, data from the 2000 Census shows that
relative wages of native dropouts are uncorrelated with the relative supply of less-educated
workers, as they were in earlier years. At the ageregate level, the wage gap between dropouts
and high school graduates has remained nearly constant since 1980, despite supply pressure
from immigration and the rise of other education-related wage gaps. Overall, evidence that
immigrants have harmed the opportunities of less educated natives is scant. On the guestion of
assimilation, the success of the U.S.-born children of immigrants is a key yardstick. By this
metric, post-1965 immigrants are doing reasonably well: second generation sons and daughters
have higher education and wages than the children of natives. Even children of the least-
educated immigrant origin groups have closed most of the education gap with the children of
natives.

JEL: Jol. Keywords: immigrant competition; assimilation.



Figurc 1: Fraction Di'lmmigrant Dmpnuts and Overall Fraction DfoDpDLItS
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Figure 2: Relative Wage of High School Grads and Dropouts vs. Fraction Low
Education Immigrants
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Figure 3: Relative Employment of High School Grads and Dropouts vs. Fraction Low
Education Dropouts
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Figure 6: Cnllcgcingh School and High-Sclmnlf[}mpnut‘ﬁ"agc Gaps
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Table 2: Immigrant Densities and the Relative Fractons of Less Educared Wordkers, Selected Cities 1980 and 2000

Percent Percent Dropouts: Percent Percent Percent Dropouts: Percent
Immigrants  Among Among  Dropouts Immigrants  Among Among Dropouts

In Ciry Immigrants Marives In City In City  Tmmigrants  Matives In City
All Cities 2.5 389 230 243 18.0 i7.8 13.0 17.7
MNew York 232 39.6 264 205 41.8 320 17.5 23.6
Los Angeles 25.3 492 19.5 270 47.8 472 14.4 301
Chicago 11.58 44.0 237 26.1 21.2 arT 11.8 17.3
Philadelphia 4.9 311 252 255 B3 219 133 14.0
Detroit 6.3 34.3 258 26.4 B.O 262 14.4 155
Houston 0.4 46.1 251 271 26.0 516 15.5 249
Diallas 5.1 437 243 253 19.7 542 13.6 216
Washington DC 0.6 18.3 16.8 16.9 20.6 258 9.9 132
Boston 10.3 35.6 15.6 17.6 17.8 240 7.9 0.7
San Fancisco 17.0 284 14.3 16.7 364 26,0 (.9 14.0
Miami 411 385 233 2906 61.2 333 18.6 276
Atlanta 31 14.8 249 24.6 121 34.0 13.6 16.1
Pittsburgh 2.6 281 215 21.7 26 125 10.4 0.5
Cleveland 5.8 34.5 240 24.6 5.6 19.7 14.2 14.5

Maote: Based on tabulations of 1980 and 2000 Census public use files. "All cities" inclodes 272 Standard Metropolitan
Acreas in 1980 and 325 Merropolitan Seatistical Areas in 2000,  Boundaries of some cities change berween 1980 and
2000, Samples include individuals age 18-64 anly.



Table 3: Effects of Relanve Supply on the Relative Wages and Employment of Naave Male Dropours

Relative Qutecomes of Native Male Dropouts:

Fraction Employed Mean Log
Last Year Hourly Wage
OIS IV 015 IV
Log Relative Supply of 0.013 0.012 (0,006 (0.010
Dropouts vs. High School (0.003) (0.003) (0.009) (0.010)
Grraduates
R-squared 0,056 0.035 (0.001 (0.003

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. All models fit to sample of 325 Metropolitan Statisacal Areas
using weighted least squares. City data are derived from the 2000 Census public use files and
pertain individuals age 18-64. Outcomes are adjusted differences in employment-populaton

or mean log wages between high school dropouts and high school graduates -- see text.

Instrument is fraction of low education immigrants in city.



From David Card’s Conclusion:

As the evidence has accumulated over the past two decades that local labor market
outcomes are only weakly correlated with immigrant densities, some analysts have argued that the
cross-city research design is inherently compromised by intercity mobility of people, goods, and
services. Underlying this argument is the belief that labor market competition posed by immigration
has to affect native opportunities, so if we don’t find an impact, the research design must be flawed.
The leading alternative to a local labor market approach is a time series analysis of aggregate relative
wages., Surprisingly, such an analysis shows that the wages of native dropouts (people with less than
a high schodl diploma) rlative to native high school graduates have remained nearly constant since
1980, despite pressures from immigrant inflows that have increased the relative supply of dropout
labor, and despite the rise in the wage gap between other education groups in the US. economy.
While the counterfactual is unknown, it is hard to argue that the agpregate time series evidence

points to a negative impact of immigration unless one starts from that position a priord
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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the evolution of the Mexican-born workforce in the United States using data
drawn from the decennial U.S. Census throughout the entire 20th century. Itis well known that there
has been a rapid rise in Mexican immigration to the United States in recent years. [nterestingly, the
share of Mexican immigrants in the U.S. workforce declined steadily beginning in the 1920s before
beginning to rise in the 1960s. It was not until 1980 that the relative number of Mexican immigrants
in the U.S. workforce was at the 1920 level. The paper examines the trends in the relative skills and
economic performance of Mexican immigrants, and contrasts this evolution with that experienced
by other immigrants arriving in the United States during the period. The paper also examines the
costs and benefits of this influx by examining how the Mexican influx has altered economic
opportunities in the most affected labor markets and by discussing how the relative prices of goods

and services produced by Mexican immigrants may have changed over time.



Figure 1. Growth of Mexican Immigrants in the U.S. workforce, 1900-2000
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Figure 2. Mexican Immigrants as a Share of U.S. Immigrant Work-Force
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Table 1. Regional concentration of the Mexican-born workforce, selected states

1900 1910 1920 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
Percent of Mexican immigrants residing in:

Arnizona 17.2 107 125 7.6 54 4.1 4.0 3.0 33 44
California 78 199 178 404 403 446 BB BBT 574 421
Colorado 0.0 1.3 3.1 1.9 1.0 0.9 0.4 0.8 08 2.0
Flonda 0.0 0.2 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.5 14 2.2
Georgia 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.1 05 22
[linois 1.6 0.2 14 3.0 25 6.6 8.2 8.6 73 7.3
Kansas 00 122 29 22 15 0.7 0.3 0.3 04 0.7
New Jersey 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.3 0.1 03 0.8
New Mexico 10.9 5.3 42 2.8 1.7 14 1.0 1.0 11 1.1
New York 0.0 0.7 0.6 1.5 0.7 1.7 0.5 0.5 1.1 1.7
North Carolina 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.1 02 2.0
Texas 625 462 506 353 391 332 234 M2 W0 199

Mexican immigrants as percent of state’s worldorce:

Arnizona 193 171 236 7.8 43 2.3 22 29 48 102
California 0.7 23 29 22 20 1.8 24 6.2 98 148
Colorado 0.0 0.5 20 0.9 0.4 04 0.2 0.6 1.1 48
Flonda 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 05 1.6
Georgia 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 04 2.8
Mlino1s 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.1 04 0.6 1.8 31 6.5
Kansas 0.0 27 1.2 0.7 0.5 0.2 0.1 0.3 07 29
New Jersey 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 02 1.0
New Mexico 10.6 6.0 8.6 3.2 1.8 1.2 1.0 2.1 4.0 7.3
New York 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.1 03 1.1
North Carolina 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 02 2.6
Texas 34 4.3 (R 3.1 3.0 24 1.9 3T 60 108

Notes: All statistics are calculated using the sample of workers aged 18-64.



Table 2. Percent distribution of educational attainment

Male workers
Native-bomn

High school dropouts

High school graduates

Some college

College graduates
Mexican ummigrants

High school dropouts

High school graduates

Some college

College graduates
Non-Mexican immigrants

High school dropouts

High school graduates

Some college

College graduates
Female workers
Native-born

High school dropouts

High school graduates

Some college

College graduates
Mexican immigrants

High school dropouts

High school graduates

Some college

College graduates
Non-Mexican immigrants

High school dropouts

High school graduates

Some college

College graduates

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1090 2000
673%  613% 520% 384% 238% 129% 8%
200 242 278 352 301 36 345

6.4 74 04 119 16.8 26.6 204

6.3 71 108 145 203 245 274
04.6 012 883 820 772 104 63.0

30 6.7 6.7 117 143 19.0 251

1.0 13 27 36 57 78 85

14 0.6 24 2 20 28 34
84.4 764 645 455 302 21.0 17.0

02 145 168 239 26.7 26.0 258

28 4.0 83 117 152 213 209

37 51 104 189 279 317 36.3
50.6 403 424 312 192 08 6.5
321 353 376 453 473 38.7 328

03 101 110 126 179 200 333

18 83 a0 11 15.6 216 273
84.5 824 839 773 729 64.7 570
125 103 114 169 177 219 26.6

21 44 27 45 1.0 105 118

09 29 2 14 24 30 45
792 685 303 439 301 200 155
15.8 223 255 337 352 311 276

28 50 0.6 126 16.8 240 244

22 42 57 00 179 24.9 326



Table 3. Percent of Mexican immigrants emploved in “Top 10™ occupations
(occupations ranked according to their 2000 share of employment of Mexican immigrants)

Dcoupation 1900 1814 1520 1940 1850 1960 1970 1980 1390 2000
1950 coding

Male workers

Operatives, nec

(690% 0.0 1.0 17 7.2 108 106 18.2 201 15.0 155

Lzborers, nec

(9700 431 444 428 249 2248 17.1 11.1 11.7 119 117

Farm Laborers

(8200 150 264 211 322 43 177 148 10.3 g5 63

Gardeners (930) 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.2 0.6 13 2 25 48 58

Cooks (734) 0.0 0.0 02 13 0.9 14 1.7 33 49 54

Truck Drivers

(683} 0.0 22 0.2 1% is 44 23 22 is 42

Managers,

Propristors nec

(2900 1.7 1.4 L3 1.5 1.2 il 22 i4 39 jo

Carpenters (310) 0.0 1.2 14 13 1.5 13 13 23 2. 36

Janitors {770) 0.0 0.0 0.2 1.0 12 18 14 4.0 44 335

Foremen, nec

(523} 0.0 0.0 04 0.7 1.5 14 |3 24 1.9 32

Famals workers

Operatives, nec

(6900 0.0 30 101 s i0G 288 345 358 269 212

Prvate

household (720} 300 250 16.0 4.7 10.3 136 5.4 2.8 42 9.0

Cleneal workers

(3900 0.0 0.0 0a 1.8 28 12 2.8 51 54 T8

Farm Laborers

(3200 0.0 300 135 56 248 a7 T4 87 77 50

Cooks (734) 0.0 0.0 1.3 0.5 15 27 1.8 24 37 445

Janitors {770) 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.7 0.0 05 0.5 27 o 4.5

Service, except

privata

household, nec

(790 250 0.0 1.3 1.8 29 410 4.3 1.9 2.3 43

Cashiers (3207 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 15 05 2.0 21 a3 aT

Managers,

officials,

proprietors, nac 0.0 0.0 3.8 0.0 4.4 2.0 1.2 1.7 2.7 3.3

Attandants, nec

EY Y 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 02 0.1 1.7 21 24

Wotes: All statistics are calculated usmg the sample of workers aged 18-64.



Table 4. Trends in immigrant wages relative to native-born workers

Male workers
A Unadjusted wage gap
Mexican mumigrants

Non-Mexican mmugrants

B. Adjusted wage zap, adjusts for
education, age
Mexican mumigrants

Non-Mexican mmugrants
C. Adjusted wage zap, adyusts for
education, age, state of restdence

Mexican mumigrants

Non-Mexican mmugrants

1840

_475
(022)
175

(005)

453

(020
082

(004)

(019)
_016
(004)

195

_385
(030
131
(007)

_352
(028)
093
(007)

377
(027)
019
(007)

1360

- 363
(016)
104
(005)

_249
(015)
10
(004)

304
(014)
016
(004)

15870

-390
(014)
om
(005)

205
(013)
035
(004)

155
(013)
-027

(004)

1580

408
(.004)
02

(002)

148
(003)
048

(002)

202
(003)
082

(002)

1530

544
(.003)
004
(002)

148
(.003)
042

(002)

208
(.003)
104
(002)

2000

533
(002)
034
(002)

.14
(002)
073

(001)

_176
(002)
106
(001)



From Borjas-Katz's Conclusion:
Khananusapkul (2004) finds using U.S. Census data from 1970 to 2000 that a one percentage
point increase 1n the share of low-skill female immigrants in a metropolitan area increases the
proportion of private household workers by 6 percentage points and lowers the wages in the
private household sector by 3 percent. This evidence indicates a direct supply expansion in the
low-skill female intensive sector when more low-skill female immigrants are available in a labor
market. Cortes (2004) examines the impacts on prices and consumer expenditures on some non-
traded services of changes in the ratio of low-skill Mexican immigrants to native workers across
U.S. metropolitan areas and states from 1980 to 2000. She presents suggestive (but quite
imprecise) preliminary estimates indicating an increase in low-skill Mexican immigrants to an
areas reduces the price of food away from home and increase the share of household reporting

expenditures on housekeeping, gardening. and food away from home.



Borjas-Katz’'s Conclusion (cont’d)

The large growth and predominantly low-skilled nature of Mexican immigration fo the
United States over the past two decades appears to have played a modest role in the widening of
the U.S. wage structure by adversely affecting the earnings of less-educated native workers and
mmproving the earnings of college graduates. U.S. natives (particularly high-skill natives) are
likely to benefit from greater availability and reduced prices of non-traded goods and services

that are intensive in low-skill labor.



Borjas-Katz’'s Conclusion (cont’d):

1. Mexican immigrants have much less educational attainment than either native-born
workers or non-Mexican immigrants. These differences in human capital account for nearly
three-quarters of the very large wage disadvantage suffered by Mexican immigrants in recent
decades.

2. Although the earnings of non-Mexican immigrants converge to those of their native-
born counterparts as the immigrants accumulate work experience in the U.S. labor market, this
type of wage convergence has been much weaker on average for Mexican immigrants than for
other immigrant groups.

3. Although native-born workers of Mexican ancestry have levels of human capital and
earnings that far exceed those of Mexican immigrants. the economic performance of these
native-born workers lags behind that of native workers who are not of Mexican ancestry. Much
of the wage gap between the two groups of native-born workers can be explained by the large

difference in educational attainment between the two groups.



