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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
workers. 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. 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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VI. The Choice of a Placebo 
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A. Log wages of high school dropouts  

Across all city-year permutations 1980 treatment year 

  

  

B. Log wage of high school graduates  

Across all city-year permutations 1980 treatment year 
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A. Log weekly wage of high school dropouts 

 
B. Log wage of high school dropouts relative to college graduates 

 
C. Log wage of high school dropouts relative to high school graduates
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A. Log wage of high school dropouts 
 

March CPS CPS-ORG 

  

  

B. Log wage of high school graduates 
 

March CPS CPS-ORG 
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Miami’s pre-existing labor force:    

1980 Census 26.7 28.4 26.0 18.8 32,971 
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Education group: 

 

Size of Miami’s labor 

force in 1980 (1000s) 

Number of 

Marielitos in labor 

force (1000s) 

Percent increase 

in supply 

High school dropouts 176.3 32.5 18.4 

High school graduates 187.5 10.1 5.4 

Some college 171.5 8.8 5.1 

College graduates 124.1 4.2 3.4 

    

All workers 659.4 55.7 8.4 
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 Dependent variable: Log wage of education group 

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

Value for Mariel -0.439 -0.025 -0.116 -0.062 

     

Distribution across all city-year 

permutations 

    

Mean of distribution outside Miami -0.100 -0.061 -0.024 0.006 

Percentile of Mariel effect 1.8 65.6 19.0 20.7 

     

Distribution in treatment year 1980:     

Value for Mariel -0.170 -0.152 -0.092 -0.043 

Percentile of Mariel effect 1/44 42/44 14/44 17/44 
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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 -0.210 -0.135 

 (0.093) (0.090) (0.086) (0.080) 

1984-1986 -0.364 -0.495 -0.461 -0.378 

 (0.080) (0.071) (0.077) (0.033) 

1987-1989 -0.216 -0.251 -0.210 -0.192 

 (0.085) (0.071) (0.068) (0.058) 

1990-1992 0.188 0.096 0.021 0.188 

 (0.158) (0.136) (0.096) (0.111) 

     

B. Log wage relative to college graduates    

1981-1983 -0.168 -0.390 -0.269 -0.180 

 (0.187) (0.164) (0.193) (0.170) 

1984-1986 -0.387 -0.593 -0.552 -0.453 

 (0.159) (0.154) (0.193) (0.135) 

1987-1989 -0.340 -0.482 -0.387 -0.357 

 (0.154) (0.159) (0.195) (0.132) 

1990-1992 0.180 0.084 0.191 0.192 

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

     

C. Log wage relative to high school graduates    

1981-1983 -0.276 -0.420 -0.383 -0.285 

 (0.131) (0.146) (0.104) (0.136) 

1984-1986 -0.490 -0.627 -0.620 -0.470 

 (0.114) (0.093) (0.097) (0.094) 

1987-1989 -0.344 -0.325 -0.298 -0.254 

 (0.098) (0.071) (0.041) (0.082) 

1990-1992 0.067 0.016 -0.102 0.122 

 (0.195) (0.144) (0.101) (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 -0.240 -0.092 

 (0.027) (0.060) (0.082) (0.027) 

1984-1986 -0.032 -0.097 -0.203 -0.075 

 (0.039) (0.066) (0.078) (0.028) 

1987-1989 -0.061 -0.206 -0.241 -0.137 

 (0.031) (0.055) (0.075) (0.018) 

1990-1992 0.005 -0.105 -0.182 -0.051 

 (0.058) (0.078) (0.075) (0.041) 

     

B. Log wage relative to college graduates    

1981-1983 -0.020 -0.171 -0.302 -0.066 

 (0.059) (0.114) (0.117) (0.069) 

1984-1986 -0.018 -0.130 -0.275 -0.067 

 (0.056) (0.096) (0.109) (0.057) 

1987-1989 -0.048 -0.291 -0.377 -0.152 

 (0.055) (0.111) (0.112) (0.061) 

1990-1992 -0.017 -0.173 -0.283 -0.074 

 (0.086) (0.127) (0.115) (0.077) 

     

C. Log wage relative to high school graduates    

1981-1983 -0.141 -0.188 -0.320 -0.130 

 (0.033) (0.072) (0.088) (0.041) 

1984-1986 -0.084 -0.122 -0.242 -0.092 

 (0.070) (0.094) (0.096) (0.060) 

1987-1989 -0.081 -0.173 -0.222 -0.108 

 (0.041) (0.061) (0.077) (0.039) 

1990-1992 0.023 -0.082 -0.184 -0.033 

 (0.069) (0.062) (0.076) (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 -0.335 -0.237 

 (0.088) (0.078) (0.090) (0.076) 

     

2. Log wage of “pooled” high school -0.030 -0.064 -0.035 -0.039 

dropouts and graduates (0.049) (0.063) (0.082) (0.059) 

     

3. Interquantile range (20
th

 – 80
th

 percentile) -0.062 -0.029 -0.024 -0.044 

 (0.108) (0.096) (0.098) (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 -0.227 -0.087 

 (0.026) (0.049) (0.071) (0.022) 

    

2. Log wage of pooled high school -0.003 -0.052 -0.050 -0.036 

dropouts and graduates (0.018) (0.019) (0.022) (0.014) 

     

3. Interquantile range (20
th

 – 80
th

 percentile) 0.017 -0.031 -0.063 -0.037 

 (0.041) (0.051) (0.059) (0.040) 

     

4. Black/white relative wage -0.134 -0.135 -0.110 -0.127 

 (0.037) (0.051) (0.045) (0.037) 
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Characteristics of distribution: March CPS CPS-ORG 

Mean -0.243 -0.089 

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 0.845 

   

Average employment growth of placebo cities within 0.5 

standard deviations of Miami (N = 5,740) 

  

Mean -0.282 -0.105 

Fraction of t-statistics above |1.6| 0.998 0.933 

Fraction of t-statistics above |2.0| 0.980 0.812 

   

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 -0.335 -0.227 

Robust standard error (0.090) (0.071) 
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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 -0.000 -0.006 -0.000 

Standard deviation 0.163 0.071 0.099 0.072 

     

Fraction of t-statistics above |1.6| 0.250 0.301 0.262 0.278 

Fraction of t-statistics above |2.0| 0.167 0.205 0.185 0.182 

     

Mariel wage impact with synthetic control:     

Coefficient -0.335 0.114 -0.042 0.104 

Robust standard error (0.090) (0.076) (0.116) (0.086) 

     

Placement of Mariel effect:     

Percentile in distribution across all years 3.0 94.8 33.2 93.2 

Rank in 1980 treatment year 1/44 44/44 14/43 43/44 

     

B. CPS-ORG     

Mean effect 0.001 0.000 0.002 -0.002 

Standard deviation 0.104 0.049 0.065 0.053 

     

Fraction of t-statistics above |1.6| 0.253 0.306 0.292 0.328 

Fraction of t-statistics above |2.0| 0.154 0.218 0.194 0.214 

     

Mariel wage impact with synthetic control:     

Coefficient -0.227 0.042 0.071 0.052 

Robust standard error (0.072) (0.021) (0.057) (0.061) 

     

Placement of Mariel effect:     

Percentile in distribution across all years 1.8 81.6 89.4 84.8 

Rank in 1980 treatment year 1/44 37/44 38/44 36/44 
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