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Do Foreign Workers Substitute Natives?
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The Impact of the Mariel Boatlift on the Miami

Labor Market (Card, 1990)

This paper studies the effects of a sudden increase in the foreign
labor supply in Miami on the labor market outcomes of local
workers.

The Mariel Immigrants increased the labor supply of Miami by
7%. They should affect a very narrowed segment of the labor
market since they were relatively unskilled.

The author does not find any evidence that a sudden increase of
foreign labor supply affects the labor market outcomes of
different sub-groups of workers.
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Correlation or Causality in Card 1990

Correlation measures the dependence of two variables no matter
one of them has a causal effect on the other. In Card 1990,
there is no correlation since the labor market outcomes of native
are not affected by the increase in foreign labor supply.

Causality is a type of correlation and, in the case of Economics,
depends on the economic theory. Two variables might be
correlated but not causal if the cause and the effect are
correlated with a third variable that affects both. In Card 1990,
there is causality since the sudden increase of immigrants in
Miami does not depend on Miami’s economic conditions but
there is no effect.
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The Borjas’ Critique (Borjas, 2017)

Borjas 2017 does not agree with the Card 1990’s approach. Card
uses a broad definition of competitors in the labor market
comparing the labor market outcomes before and after the
Marielitos’ lending across different areas.

Borjas 2017 uses a finer definition of competitors to find an
effect on the more similar natives in terms of productivity. He
uses the fact that the Mariel immigrants are 60% high school
dropouts.

Comparing the average (log) weekly wage of high school
dropout natives before and after the lending of Mariel
immigrants in Miami, there is a decrease between 10% and 30%
with respect to other cities.
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Correlation or Causality in Borjas 2017

In Borjas 2017, there is a negative correlation since the labor
market outcomes of Miami high school dropout natives lower
after the sudden increase in the foreign labor supply.

In Borjas 2017, there is also causality since the sudden increase
of immigrants in Miami does not depend on Miami’s economic
conditions as in Card 1990.
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How is that possible to find such different results

within the same framework?

To assess whether the results are robust, we have to look at
number of observations since each statistics is robust when the
number of observations increases.

Clemens (2019) and Peri & Yasenov (2017) show that the main
problem to find an unique result to the Mariel Boatlift puzzle is
the number of observations. They show that the number of
observations is too small to get a meaningful result since outliers
might affect the estimates in any direction.
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Main takeaways

Causality is correlation but not the inverse. Economic theory
indicates whether a third variable that we are not considering in
the model (omitted variable problem) explains the correlation
between two variables.

To claim causality, we must be sure that the independent
variable is uncorrelated with the economic conditions and the
characteristics within the framework we are studying. (E.g.
within a municipality or a country, within a skill group)

Last but not least, small samples might show noisy results even
if the independent variable is uncorrelated with economic
conditions.
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Economic Assimilation of Migrants
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Immigrant Assimilation in the Labour Market:

What Is Missing in Economic Literature (Venturini,

2017)

Venturini 2017 is one the most comprehensive work on ‘the
economic of assimilation’ topic since it explains the main
determinants to understand the assimilation process of
immigrants.

The paper cites several works which are divided in “evaluation
policy” and “descriptive” papers. Evaluation policy papers aim
at uncovering the causal effect of an assimilation program on
economic assimilation, while the descriptive papers show the
variables that explain the economic assimilation.
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The Causal Effect of the Assimilation Programs

Assimilation programs are a wide range of programs tailored for
immigrants to accelerate their economic assimilation.

Sarvimäki & Hämäläinen (2016) show that immigrants arrived in
Finland just after 1st May 1997 experience better labor market
outcomes of immigrants arrived just before that date because the
first group of immigrants must attend an assimilation program.

In this case, the effect is causal because immigrants entered
around 1st May 1997 have similar characteristics. Paper shows
that earnings of “treated” immigrants increase by 7,000$.
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The Descriptives of the Economic Assimilation

Many variables affect the economic assimilation such as years
since migration, education, number of children. Having a deep
knowledge of migrants’ characteristics at the local level might
help to address economic assimilation issues.

Lee et al. (2020) show that there is stronger positive correlation
between years since migration and economic assimilation for
women than for men.

This correlation does not have any causal effect since we are not
sure that female and male immigrants are two homogeneous
groups. Data collection often does not provide a full information
about migrants and the two groups might differ in terms of
employability in the host country.
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Lee et al. (2020)’s findings
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Migration choice
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A Descriptive Analysis for Causal Effects

Individuals decide to migrate if the gains in the host country are
larger than the ones in the home country. Grogger & Hanson
(2011) describe the correlation between migration decision and
wage gains.

Aggregate level analyses show the variables affecting the
bilateral movements. Researchers, very often, rely on the gravity
model to understand bilateral movements. Beine et al. (2016)
show that the gravity model is helpful to understand the
correlations between economic variables and the migration flows.

However, both approaches do not lead to a causal interpretation
since both suffer of the simultaneity problem (We do not know if
immigrants affect wages and GDP or vice versa.).
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The Role of Cultural Goods: Lanati & Venturini

(2018)

The gravity model might show causal effect on migration choice
if the exports of cultural goods from a country h to a country d
increase the likelihood to move in the exporting country.

As usually to have a causal interpretation of the exports of
cultural goods on the migration flows, the change in exports
must be random. In other way, the change must not be
correlated to some specific host-origin-time economic factors.

Lanati & Venturini (2018) control several sources of endogeneity
(omitted variables) and find a positive impact of exports of
cultural goods on migration flows.
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Trade and Ties in the host country: Parsons and

Vézina (2018)

To assess the causal effect of migration on the economic growth
of both sending and receiving countries, we can use the variation
generated by migrants who are not moving for economic
reasons: Refugees.

Parsons & Vezina (2018) exploit the random displacement of
Vietnamese arrived after the fall of Saigon across US states.
They find a positive effect of forced migration on the exports to
Vietnam.
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Trade and migration - A quasi-random experiment
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Migration and Crime
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Crime: an effect not a cause

The anti-immigration moral describes immigrants as criminals
who move in host countries to commit crimes. Hence, the
criminal behaviour the cause and the migration choice the effect.

The positive correlation between migration and crimes might
explain the fact the immigrant move in the richer countries but
not why they move.

To study the positive relationship between migration and crime,
Mastrobuoni and Pinotti (2015) study the effect of a
naturalization program (EU enlargement) for Romanians and
Bulgarians on the probability to report crime committed by
immigrants from Romania and Bulgaria.
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Figure
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Migration and Voting Behaviour
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Attitudes towards immigrants

The correlation between anti-immigration parties and the share
of immigrants is one of the main topic in the media coverage.

However, it is not easy to detect the causal effect of an increase
in the immigrants’ share and the voting behaviour since the
presence of immigrant might be due to specific characteristics of
the host place.

Dustmann et al. (2019) use the variation generated by a random
allocation of refugees across Danish municipalities to study the
causal effect on the voting behaviour.
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Bad Attitudes in Rural Areas

The paper shows that a random allocation policy of refugees
within a municipality across years increases the vot shares for
anti-immigration parties.

The effect is larger for the smaller municipalities where
inhabitants are less likely to have a contact with immigrants.

The paper concludes showing that attitudes play a key role in
shaping votes for anti-immigration parties since rural areas are
more likely to vote for anti-immigration parties without any
observable reason.
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Thanks for your attention!

Contact me at salvatore.carrozzo@unito.it if you

have doubts about my classes.
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