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ABSTRACT

This paper brings a new perspective to the analysis of the Mariel supply shock, revisiting the question

and the data armed with the accumulated insights from the vast literature on the economic impact of

immigration. A crucial lesson from this literature is that any credible attempt to measure the wage

impact of immigration must carefully match the skills of the immigrants with those of the pre-existing

workforce. The Marielitos were disproportionately low-skill; at least 60 percent were high school dropouts.

A reappraisal of the Mariel evidence, specifically examining the evolution of wages in the low-skill

group most likely to be affected, quickly overturns the finding that Mariel did not affect Miami’s wage

structure. The absolute wage of high school dropouts in Miami dropped dramatically, as did the wage

of high school dropouts relative to that of either high school graduates or college graduates. The drop

in the relative wage of the least educated Miamians was substantial (10 to 30 percent), implying an

elasticity of wages with respect to the number of workers between -0.5 and -1.5. In fact, comparing

the magnitude of the steep post-Mariel drop in the low-skill wage in Miami with that observed in all

other metropolitan areas over an equivalent time span between 1977 and 2001 reveals that the change

in the Miami wage structure was a very unusual event. The analysis also documents the sensitivity

of the estimated wage impact to the choice of a placebo. The measured impact is much smaller when

the placebo consists of cities where pre-Mariel employment growth was weak relative to Miami.
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V. The Choice of a Placebo 
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Miami’s pre-existing workforce:    

1980 Census 25.9 28.5 26.2 19.3 31,393 
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Education group: 

Number of workers in 

Miami in 1980 (1000s) 

Number of working 

Marielitos (1000s) 

Percent increase 

in supply 

High school dropouts 162.9 28.5 17.5 

High school graduates 179.0 9.4 5.3 

Some college 164.6 8.0 4.9 

College graduates 121.3 3.9 3.0 

    

All workers 627.9 49.8 7.9 
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F! P23!B.%0+<!CL! H8FGd! H8Hic!

"! ]1%%3&6+1+a@.3&'+3!P25%/<!UC! H8FM"! aH8Hi`!

`! [23&2&!C.'*<!JKo[P! H8FcG! H8HR"!

d! L32$%./aP23'2!L32a!]21)%3!]1+;%<!CL! H8Fi"! H8"Rc!

R! X+4$%&'%1<!Uu! H8FR`! aH8Fc"!

U! Q86-82S86(%6.C!AK! R#"F9! R#RVU!

c! U2&&2(aP(,,+57<!Uu! H8FRF! H8HRi!

M! P23!^+&%<!CL! H8F`c! H8F`H!

G! L5623*aP4$%3%4'2)*a#1+*<!Uu! H8F`H! H8HiR!

FH! Q+&'+3<!JL! H8F"F! aH8FHH!

FF! J.5-2(7%%<!@=! H8F"F! aH8HHi!

F"! =3).232:+5.&<!=U! H8FFR! H8HcF!

F`! P%2''5%aW;%1%''<!@L! H8FFH! aH8HcG!

Fd! U+1,+57ap.10.3.2!Q%24$aU%-:+1'!U%-&<!pL! H8FH`! H8HR"!

FR! h$.52)%5:$.2<!hLoU^! H8FH"! aH8H``!

Fi! U%-217<!U^! H8HG"! aH8FFi!

Fc! #2/:2aP'8!h%'%1&6(10aC5%21-2'%1<!NZ! H8HM`! H8HiM!

FM! B%3;%1aQ+(5)%1aZ+30/+3'<!CK! H8HM"! aH8F`G!

FG! V+(&'+3aQ12\+1.2<!#w! H8HcM! H8HGH!

"H! P2412/%3'+<!CL! H8HcM! H8FR"!

"F! B2552&aN+1'!@+1'$<!#w! H8Hci! H8Hi"!

""! h+1'523)ap234+(;%1<!KXo@L! H8HcF! aH8Hcd!

"`! X.;%1&.)%aP23!Q%1321).3+<!CL! H8HcF! aH8HFc!

"d! L'523'2<!]L! H8HiG! aH8HMc!

"R! C.34.332'.aV2/.5'+3<!KVo[uo=U+ H8Hi`! H8H`M!

"i! @2&$.30'+3<!BCoJBopL! H8HiF! H8H"M!

"c! B%'1+.'<!J=! H8HiH! aH8HGG!

"M! N+1'!@+1'$aL15.30'+3<!#w! H8HRM! aH8HHi!

"G! Z+&!L30%5%&aZ+30!Q%24$<!CL! H8HRi! H8HcR!

`H! C+5(/6(&<!KV! H8HdM! aH8`"d!
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 Dependent variable: Log wage of education group 

Characteristics of distribution: < 12 years 12 years 13-15 years ≥ 16 years 

Mean of distribution outside Miami -0.104 -0.070 -0.034 -0.003 

Standard deviation of distribution 0.130 0.088 0.098 0.084 

     

Value for Mariel -0.447 -0.021 -0.111 0.024 

Percentile of Mariel effect 0.8 70.8 21.8 67.8 
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Dependent variable and treatment period 

Card 

placebo 

Employment 

placebo 

Synthetic 

placebo 

 

All cities 

A. Log wage of high school dropouts 
   

1981-1983 -0.137 -0.289 -0.206 -0.135 

 (0.093) (0.090) (0.072) (0.080) 

1984-1986 -0.364 -0.495 -0.482 -0.378 

 (0.080) (0.071) (0.062) (0.033) 

1987-1989 -0.216 -0.251 -0.266 -0.192 

 (0.085) (0.071) (0.040) (0.058) 

1990-1992 0.188 0.096 0.003 0.188 

 (0.158) (0.136) (0.075) (0.111) 

     

B. Log wage relative to college graduates    

1981-1983 -0.168 -0.390 -0.176 -0.180 

 (0.187) (0.164) (0.167) (0.170) 

1984-1986 -0.387 -0.593 -0.435 -0.453 

 (0.159) (0.154) (0.185) (0.135) 

1987-1989 -0.340 -0.482 -0.371 -0.357 

 (0.154) (0.159) (0.165) (0.132) 

1990-1992 0.180 0.084 0.070 0.192 

 (0.223) (0.200) (0.141) (0.180) 

     

C. Log wage relative to high school graduates    

1981-1983 -0.276 -0.420 -0.413 -0.285 

 (0.131) (0.146) (0.128) (0.136) 

1984-1986 -0.490 -0.627 -0.687 -0.470 

 (0.114) (0.093) (0.101) (0.094) 

1987-1989 -0.344 -0.325 -0.357 -0.254 

 (0.098) (0.071) (0.057) (0.082) 

1990-1992 0.067 0.016 -0.104 0.122 

 (0.195) (0.144) (0.112) (0.143) 
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Dependent variable and treatment period 

Card 

placebo 

Employment 

placebo 

Synthetic 

placebo 

 

All cities 

A. Log wage of high school dropouts 
   

1981-1983 -0.068 -0.153 -0.228 -0.092 

 (0.027) (0.060) (0.062) (0.027) 

1984-1986 -0.032 -0.097 -0.228 -0.075 

 (0.039) (0.066) (0.062) (0.028) 

1987-1989 -0.061 -0.206 -0.285 -0.137 

 (0.031) (0.055) (0.048) (0.018) 

1990-1992 0.005 -0.105 -0.258 -0.051 

 (0.058) (0.078) (0.059) (0.041) 

     

B. Log wage relative to college graduates    

1981-1983 -0.020 -0.171 -0.286 -0.066 

 (0.059) (0.114) (0.124) (0.069) 

1984-1986 -0.018 -0.130 -0.238 -0.067 

 (0.056) (0.096) (0.124) (0.057) 

1987-1989 -0.048 -0.291 -0.298 -0.152 

 (0.055) (0.111) (0.127) (0.061) 

1990-1992 -0.017 -0.173 -0.193 -0.074 

 (0.086) (0.127) (0.136) (0.077) 

     

C. Log wage relative to high school graduates    

1981-1983 -0.141 -0.189 -0.311 -0.130 

 (0.033) (0.072) (0.072) (0.041) 

1984-1986 -0.084 -0.122 -0.269 -0.092 

 (0.070) (0.094) (0.087) (0.060) 

1987-1989 -0.081 -0.173 -0.253 -0.108 

 (0.041) (0.061) (0.054) (0.039) 

1990-1992 0.023 -0.082 -0.264 -0.033 

 (0.069) (0.062) (0.067) (0.061) 
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Sample 

Card 

placebo 

Employment 

placebo 

Synthetic 

placebo 

 

All cities 

A. Coefficients from March CPS    

    

1. Log wage of high school dropouts -0.237 -0.374 -0.344 -0.237 

 (0.088) (0.078) (0.082) (0.076) 

     

2. Log wage of “pooled” high school -0.030 -0.064 -0.030 -0.039 

dropouts and graduates (0.049) (0.063) (0.078) (0.059) 

     

3. Interquantile range (20
th

 – 80
th

 percentile) -0.062 -0.029 -0.044 -0.044 

 (0.108) (0.096) (0.099) (0.100) 

     

4. Black/white relative wage -0.107 -0.221 --- -0.092 

 (0.072) (0.098)  (0.061) 

     

B. Coefficients from CPS-ORG     

     

1. Log wage of high school dropouts -0.054 -0.130 -0.228 -0.087 

 (0.026) (0.049) (0.051) (0.022) 

    

2. Log wage of pooled high school -0.003 -0.052 -0.047 -0.036 

dropouts and graduates (0.018) (0.019) (0.026) (0.014) 

     

3. Interquantile range (20
th

 – 80
th

 percentile) 0.003 -0.035 -0.093 -0.045 

 (0.035) (0.048) (0.056) (0.034) 

     

4. Black/white relative wage -0.134 -0.135 -0.129 -0.127 

 (0.037) (0.051) (0.055) (0.037) 
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Characteristics of distribution: 

March CPS CPS-ORG 

Mean -0.243 -0.088 

Standard deviation 0.047 0.023 

   

Statistical significance   

Fraction of t-statistics above |1.6| 0.984 0.947 

Fraction of t-statistics above |2.0| 0.939 0.844 

   

Average employment growth of placebo cities within 0.5 

standard deviations of Miami (N = 5,270) 

  

Mean -0.283 -0.105 

Fraction of t-statistics above |1.6| 0.998 0.932 

Fraction of t-statistics above |2.0| 0.982 0.808 

   

Employment growth for each placebo city within 0.5 

standard deviations of Miami (N = 126) 

  

Mean -0.333 -0.098 

Fraction of t-statistics above |1.6| 1.000 0.833 

Fraction of t-statistics above |2.0| 1.000 0.619 

   

Actual impact using the Card placebo:   

Coefficient -0.237 -0.054 

Robust standard error (0.088) (0.026) 

Actual impact using the employment placebo:   

Coefficient -0.374 -0.130 

Robust standard error (0.078) (0.049) 

Actual impact using the synthetic placebo:   

Coefficient -0.344 -0.228 

Robust standard error (0.082) (0.051) 
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 Dependent variable: Log wage of education group 

Characteristics of distribution: < 12 years 12 years 13-15 years ≥ 16 years 

A. March CPS     

Mean effect -0.003 -0.004 -0.003 0.003 

Standard deviation 0.164 0.072 0.101 0.072 

     

Fraction of t-statistics above |1.6| 0.240 0.273 0.250 0.265 

Fraction of t-statistics above |2.0| 0.157 0.214 0.170 0.160 

     

Actual impact of Mariel using 

synthetic control: 

    

Coefficient -0.344 0.097 -0.031 0.044 

Robust standard error (0.082) (0.091) (0.115) (0.104) 

     

Percentile of actual Mariel effect 3.4 91.6 36.8 73.4 

     

A. CPS-ORG     

Mean effect -0.002 0.003 0.005 -0.002 

Standard deviation 0.098 0.048 0.065 0.053 

     

Fraction of t-statistics above |1.6| 0.235 0.305 0.301 0.310 

Fraction of t-statistics above |2.0| 0.131 0.221 0.208 0.192 

     

Actual impact of Mariel using 

synthetic control: 

    

Coefficient -0.228 0.035 0.072 0.051 

Robust standard error (0.051) (0.024) (0.064) (0.061) 

     

Percentile of actual Mariel effect 1.6 75.8 88.2 85.0 
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