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Immigration and Wage

Immigration and wage changes
of high school dropouts

From 1979 to 1989, the earnings gap

between immigrant and native high school dropouts
remained virtually unchanged, but it increased
substantially in areas of high immigration;

the growing proportion of immigrant high school
dropouts explains some of the earnings change

ne of the most dramatic economic
O changes of the last 20 years has been a

stagnation of earnings. In this regard,
low-skilled workers fared worse than any other
group. The hourly wage gap between white high
school dropouts and white college graduates went
from 23 percent in 1980 to 36 percent in 1990.!
Among the factors that have been held respon-
sible for the drastic deterioration in the relative
wages of low-skilled workers are technological
change and international trade.? The wage trends
in the 1980s are also characterized by a growing
disparity by ethnicity, such as the growing wage
gap between whites and African-Americans, and
between Latinos and non-Latinos.?

During the period of decline in wages of low-
skilled workers, immigration increased precipi-
tously. The number of immigrants ages 18 to 55,
not enrolled in school and with less than a high
school diploma, increased from 2.8 million in
1980 to 4.5 million in 1990, leading some to sug-
gest that immigration might be a factor behind
the decline. Research on inequality shows that the
largest increase in inequality took place in the West
and that this differential can be attributed, in part,
to the entrance of a large number of low-skilled
immigrants into the labor force.*Outside the West,
the large drop in the low-skilled labor supply par-

tially offset the decline in wages resulting from
structural change.’ One source attributes 40 per-
cent of the decline in the wages of low-skilled
natives to immigration and trade combined.®

Immigrants can affect wages in two ways. One
is compositional: low-skilled immigrants may
decrease the wages of low-skilled workers be-
cause immigrants have, on average, lower wages
than natives. The inability to speak English flu-
ently, very low levels of education, and little fa-
miliarity with the U.S. labor market tend to de-
press the wages of immigrants. The second way
immigrants affect wages is behavioral: by increas-
ing the supply of low-skilled workers, immigrants
may decrease the wages of other low-skilled work-
ers. In trying to evaluate the effect of immigrants
on the wages of low-skilled workers, these two fac-
tors are seldom differentiated. And there are other
factors: obviously, wages of low-skilled workers
could decline for reasons unrelated to immigra-
tion, such as industrial changes, technological
changes, and international trade.

This article traces the 1979-89 earnings of
foreign-born and native-born persons without a
high school diploma, in order to identify trends
in the wage standing of immigrants relative to
natives, as well as assess the compositional im-
pact of immigrants on the wages of low-skilled
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workers. Throughout, an eye is kept on how wage differentials
and the compositional impact of immigration on wages vary
across areas with different levels of immigration. Data are from
the 1980 and 1990 Census of Population. A low-immigration
area is composed of metropolitan areas in which the foreign-
born population arriving between 1980 and 1990 accounts for
up to 5 percent of the total population. In medium-immigra-
tion areas, the recent immigrant arrivals account for 6 percent
to 9 percent of the total population, and in areas of high immi-
gration, the foreign-born population makes up 10 percent or
more of the population. Because the article examines wages

for natives and immigrants, data are presented for selected met-
ropolitan areas, including areas that have very few immigrants,
but that are important labor markets for native-born workers.
especially minorities.

The reason that metropolitan area data are used is because
metropolitan areas are often utilized as a proxy for local labor
markets. Due to the economic integration of the different units
that compose the metropolitan area, metropolitan areas can
serve as a proxy for local labor markets better than each sepa-
rate component can. By looking at metropolitan areas, the ar-
ticle presents a comparative picture of immigrants across U.S.

Wercenf change in real wages of workers without a high school degree, U.S. totals and selected areas, by nativity,

1979-89
Area All workers Natives Immigrants Percent 1980 immigrant
immigrant sample size

US. OIS ..ttt e -13.3 -12.7 ~-13.4 21.2 19,368
25 largest metropolitan statistical areas ... -12.7 -10.5 -11.0 404 12,276
Outside largest metropolitan statistical areas ................ccceeeeeveeene. -14.1 ~13.4 -17.6 11.8 7,092
High-immigration areas -7.5 =2.1 =71 63.1 9,465
Medium-immigration areas ........... . -15.0 -11.6 -16.3 423 4,143
LOW-ImmMIgration @reas .............cecucevvermesienveinincnesinesnseesisssenesnns -14.4 -13.8 -20.3 9.3 5,760
Los Angeles-Long Beach, CA ...... -9.5 -8 -8.1 725 3,471
NEW YOrK, NY ...oiiiceirieceniceeee e eeeensenenne A -2 32 52.8 2,654
Chicago, IL .. -17.2 ~15.6 -18.1 40.1 1,363
Philadelphia, PA-NJ .. . -7.9 -7.5 -8.3 10.4 189
Detroit, Mi -17.8 -18.4 -10.7 82 271
Washington, DC ... -82 -4.7 —4.9 295 175
Houston, TX .. -27.5 -26.5 -24.3 39.9 521
Atlanta, GA ... -79 ~8.1 374 75 20
Boston, MA 35 6.7 23 37.8 302
Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA ........cccocccevereiirsevovesesnenns -9.5 ~7.5 -9 41.8 194
Nassau-Suffolk, NY .. -3.6 -17 =79 30.9 225
Dallas, TX ettt et e s e s s e -16.5 -143 -12.7 318 283
San Diego, CA ...ttt ettt -6.1 -7.2 1.8 51.3 317
Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN -16.6 -15.2 -30.8 7.9 32
St LoUIS, MO-IL oottt nee -16.0 -16.9 -19.8 22 43
Anaheim-Santa Ana-Garden Grove, CA ~8.6 6.6 -7.7 69.2 483
Baltimore, MD ... rerteeereeaereraraeerras —-4.3 -3.9 —4.2 5.5 43
Phoenix, AZ .. -13.3 -9.1 -27.1 234 125
QaKIZNG, CA ...t secern e ettt ae g ~-8.1 —4.9 -12.6 423 155
Tampa-St. Petersburg, FL -7.3 -5.6 -21.2 121 71
Pittsburgh, PA -28.5 277 -40.4 3.7 39
Seattle-Everett, WA -16.5 -14.1 -28.2 17.4 63
Miami, FL -14.7 -15.9 -12.0 71.8 783
Newark, NJ -7.3 -10.2 -1.3 372 349
Cleveland, OH .. -18.8 -18.1 -26.2 12.1 105
Bergen-Passaic, NJ ...t 2.2 -2.5 1.2 425 234
Jersey City, NJ . -6.4 2.0 -10.5 52.9 247
McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX ... ienecnicrcecneecenrreensnee -219 -26.8 -16.1 60.9 163
San Francisco, CA . -17.7 -5.7 -24.1 69.6 1,074
San Jose, CA ... -99 -9.0 -6.0 50.1 21

Note: The individual cities listed in this table make up the 25 largest metro-  cent immigrants. The low-immigration metropolitan statistical areas are Atlanta,
politan statistical areas, according to 1990 census numbers, plus 5 additional ~ GA, Dallas, TX; Detroit, MI; Houston, TX; Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN; Nassau-
metropolitan statistical areas with a high concentration of immigrants (Bergen-  Suffolk, NY; Philadelphia, PA-NJ; and St. Louis, MO-IL. Low-immigration areas
Passaic, NJ; Jersey City, NJ; McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX; San Francisco, CA;  include nonmetropolitan areas. (Overall, less than 1 percent of the population in
and San Jose, CA). High-immigration areas are metropolitan statistical areasin  these areas was recent foreign born.)
which at least 10 percent of the population immigrated between 1980 and 1990;
medium-immigration areas are composed of between 5 percent and 10 percent SOuRCE:  Author's tabulations, based on 1980 and 1990 1-percent pums
recent immigrants; and low-immigration areas contain less than 5 percent re-  Census data obtained from ciesin's “Explore” cross-tabulation engine.
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local labor markets that would not be possible if aggregate
figures were used.

National and local wage changes

Table 1 shows percent changes in real annual earnings from
1979 to 1989 for natives and immigrants without high school
diplomas and who worked during the previous year. The in-
formation is presented for workers inside and outside of the
largest 25 metropolitan areas, as well as for those in areas of
low, medium, and high immigration. The last column of the
table shows the 1980 unweighted sample size for each area.
The 1979 earnings are constant at 1989 prices, and the Con-
sumer Price Index was used to convert earnings into real fig-
ures.” The decline in wages of low-skilled workers is evident
in these data. Between 1979 and 1989, the annual earnings of
those without a high school diploma fell by 13 percent nation-
ally. Workers outside the largest 25 metropolitan areas fared
worse than those residing in these areas. Areas of high immi-
gration showed better wage performance than did areas of low
and medium immigration: wages declined by less than & per-
cent in the former and by more than 14 percent in the latter.

In the United States as a whole, immigrants fared only
slightly worse than did natives. Also, like natives, immigrants
experienced larger wage declines outside than inside the larg-
est 25 metropolitan areas: outside these areas, immigrants’
earnings dropped by 17 percent; inside, they fell by 11 per-
cent. In some metropolitan areas, immigrants fared better than
natives. For example, low-skilled immigrants did better than
low-skilled natives in San Diego and Riverside, California.
They fared worse, however, in Los Angeles, Oakland, and
Anaheim.

Natives and immigrants alike did better in areas of high
immigration than in areas of medium or low immigration. The
differentials in wage performance across areas according to im-
migration level is large: the average annual earnings of immi-
grants declined by 7 percent in areas of high immigration and by
20 percent in areas of low immigration; natives’ earnings de-
clined by 2 percent in the former and by 14 percent in the latter.
A study on wage growth in areas with different immigration lev-
els showed that, after controlling for human-capital variables,
wages in areas of high immigration grew by approximately 14
percent over wages in areas of low immigration between 1979
and 1989.3

Wage gap between immigrants and natives

Table 2 examines the wage ratio between immigrants and na-
tives in 1979 and in 1989. Nationally, in 1989, immigrants
without a high school diploma made 93 percent of the wages
of natives with similar educational attainment. The gap of 7
percentage points is remarkably small, considering that immi-

I %M Immigrant-to-native wage ratios for workers

without a high school degree, 1979 and 1989

Area 1979 1989

U.S.HOtaIS ..ot eaaen 0.94 0.93

25 largest metropolitan statistical areas .................. .85 .85
Outside largest metropolitan statistical areas .. .96 91
High-immigration areas . .84 .79
Medium-immigration areas ...........ccocecereernreerereecsas .88 .84
Low-immigration areas ...... 1.01 .93
Los Angeles-Long Beach, CA .......ccccivenniacncneens 78 72
NEW YOTK, NY ....ooiiireererececne e ntsenesesmseemeessnee .88 91
Chicago, IL .94 91
Philadelphia, PA-NJ... .89 .88
Detroit, Ml ......cceveeeene 1.01 1.10
Washington, DC .80 .80
Houston, TX .87 .89
Atlanta, GA ....... .65 97
BOSION, MA ..ottt veemessis s sresnasseeeseses 1.02 .94
Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA ........ce.c..e.... .80 .85
Nassau-Suffolk, NY ........... 1.00 .94
Dallas, TX ....cccoveeeeeanenns .85 .86
San Diego, CA ... . 78 .86
Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN ... .93 .75
St. Louis, MO-IL ... .98 .94
Anaheim-Santa Ana-Garden Grove, CA .................. .78 67
Baltimore, MD .......cococeeceen et .87 .87
Phoenix, AZ .99 .79
Oakland, CA ...... . 1.00 .92
Tampa-St. Petersburg, FL .....oooeeiiiiieceenes 1.08 .90
Pittsburgh, PA ... 1.32 1.09
Seattle-Everett, WA - 1.01 .84
Miami, FL .90 94
NEWANK, NU ..cooiveeicecerresae e seaeneessessssssssssssnns .96 1.0
Cleveland, OH ....... 1.12 1.02
Bergen-Passaic, NJ ....... .80 .93
Jersey City, NJ ............. 1.02 93
McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX ......cccveiveenverecnnnnes .92 1.056
San Francisco, CA........... 93 74
San Jose, CA .......ccccouveee .89 .92

Note: The individual cities listed in this table make up the 25 largest met-
ropolitan statistical areas, according to 1990 census numbers, plus 5 addi-
tional metropolitan statistical areas with a high concentration of immigrants
(Bergen-Passaic, NJ; Jersey City, NJ; McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX; San
Francisco, CA; and San Jose, CA). High-immigration areas are metropoli-
tan statistical areas in which at least 10 percent of the population immi-
grated between 1980 and 1990; medium-immigration areas are composed
of between 5 percent and 10 percent recent immigrants; and low-immigra-
tion areas contain less than 5 percent recent immigrants. The low-immigra-
tion metropolitan statistical areas are Atlanta, GA; Dallas, TX; Detroit, MI;
Houston, TX; Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN; Nassau-Sutfolk, NY; Philadelphia,
PA-NJ; and St. Louis, MO-IL. Low-immigration areas include nonmetropolitan
areas. (Overall, iess than 1 percent of the population in these areas was
recent foreign born.)

Source: Author's tabulations, based on 1980 and 1990 1-percent pums
Census data obtained from ciesin's “Explore” cross-tabulation engine.

grants are more likely to be in farm occupations, that many of
them lack fluency in English, that they have very low levels of
education, and that a significant portion of the immigrants are
recent arrivals—factors which should have a significant nega-
tive impact on immigrants’ earnings.

The relatively small wage gap between natives and immi-
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grants may have do to with the geographic concentration of
immigrants in higher wage areas or, alternatively, with the geo-
graphic concentration of natives in lower wage areas. In 1989,
the mean annual earnings for high school dropouts in areas of
high immigration were $14,047; in areas of low immigration,
the figure was $12,958, or 8 percent below earnings in high-
immigration areas. Eighty-four percent of natives, but only 32
percent of immigrants, lived in low-immigration areas.

To factor in the geographic differences in earnings, table 2
breaks down annual earnings ratios of immigrants to natives,
in 1979 and 1989, by local area. These ratios tend to be smaller
than the U.S. wage ratio, because the high-wage areas domi-
nate the aggregate figure for immigrants and the low-wage ar-
eas dominate the aggregate figure for natives. This shows the
importance of geographic disaggregation when one compares
immigrants with natives.

The largest earnings gap between immigrants and natives
is in areas of high immigration. In these areas, low-skilled im-
migrants make 79 percent of the earnings of natives. The low-
est immigrant-to-native earnings ratios in 1989 were in the
two lugu 1mmngratlon areas of Anaheim and Los rmgeles m
Anaheim, immigrants without high school diplomas make two-
thirds of the earnings of their native counterparts; in Los An-
geles, immigrants make 72 percent of the earnings of natives.
There are several local areas where immigrants do better than
natives—especially areas with few immigrants—possibly be-
cause of positive selection of the immigrants who live in areas
of low immigrant concentration. However, the small sample
sizes in some of these areas preclude any conclusion regard-
ing the earnings of immigrants in specific low-immigration
areas.

In the decade under study, the immigrant-to-native wage
gap remained fairly constant, changing only from 0.94 to 0.93.
But again, the overall U.S. figure masks substantial declines
across areas. For example, the wage gap increased by 5 per-
centage points in areas of high immigration and by 8 percent-
age points in areas of low immigration. Areas of low immi-
gration include cities in the Midwest and the Northeast that
experienced important restructuring during the 1980s. Appar-
ently, this restructuring hurt low-skilled immigrants more than
it did low-skilled natives. In low-immigration areas, immigrants
lack the networks and economic enclaves that could protect
them from economic downturns. In these areas, immigrants
rely on traditional labor market venues that put them in direct
competition with natives. In an economic downturn, immigrants
are at a high risk of experiencing wage losses. Also, areas of
low immigration have more room for deterioration in the rela-
tive earnings of immigrants because these areas started with a
very high earnings ratio. By 1989, and despite the changes
that took place during the decade, immigrants in areas of low
immigration made 93 percent of the wages of natives, while
immigrants in high-immigration areas made only 79 percent
of the wages of natives.
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Some research shows that the wage gap between Latino
and non-Latino natives grew during the 1980s. In California,
this growing wage gap has been attributed to the increasingly
higher value of skills, which left Latinos, many of whom have
low levels of education, behind.? For Mexican-Americans, most
of whom are also in California, educational deficits explain
most of the wage differential relative to natives.'® By focusing
on low-skilled workers and thereby holding educational levels
constant, and by desegregating by geographic area, we see that
the figures examined in this article show that the wage gap
between natives and immigrants increased among high school
dropouts.

The level of data aggregation used in our analysis does not
allow us to isolate the factors responsible for the large wage
gap between low-skilled natives and low-skilled immigrants
in areas of high immigration. The figures on wage growth dem-
onstrate that the increase in the area-specific wage gaps was
due to the large deterioration in the wages of low-skilled im-
migrants. The area-specific wages of natives also declined,
but not as much as those of immigrants. There is evidence
that those whose labor market outcomes are most affected by
immigration are other immigrants themselves.!! Thus, it is pos-
sible that the high volume of low-skilled immigration is re-
sponsible for the poor wage performance of immigrants rela-
tive to natives in high-immigration areas. A concentration of
immigrants intensifies competition for jobs, especially among
immigrants themselves, producing the wage declines and the
low immigrant-to-native wage ratios observed in these areas.

Decomposition of the change in wages

The decline in wages of low-skilled workers that occurred in
the last decade could reflect a compositional change, whereby
the increase in the proportion of immigrant workers among
the low skilled brings wages down because immigrants have
lower wages than natives. Alternatively, wages of low-skilled
workers may have decreased, not because there are more im-
migrants, but because the wages of both immigrants and na-
tives dropped. This may have occurred for either of two rea-
sons: industrial, technological, and international trade shifts,
or an increased supply of low-skilled workers. In the Nation,
however, the supply of high school dropouts declined by 14
percent during the period under analysis. To sort out the con-
tribution of increased immigration to average earnings, a
decompositional analysis of wage changes, using the follow-
ing formula, was carried out:

—_ = X
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= (Mg ~ T L/
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Here, W stands for annual earnings, n denotes proportions in
the work force, and the subscripts indicate the year (1979 or
1989) and the nativity of the worker (“fb” for foreign born—
that is, immigrant—and “n” for native born). This formula de-
composes the total wage change to changes due to the propor-
tions of natives and immigrants in the work force, keeping wages
constant, and changes due to the wages of each group, keeping
their proportions constant. Results for the decompositional analy-
sis appear in table 3.

As noted earlier, there was a national decline of 13 percent

in annual earnings of workers without a high school diploma
between 1979 and 1989. In that period, the immigrant share of
workers without high school diplomas increased from 12 per-
cent to 21 percent. However, only 4 percent of the wage drop
can be attributed to the increased representation of low-skilled
immigrants in the work force. The changing proportions of
immigrants and natives explain more of the wage change in
the largest 25 metropolitan areas than outside of those areas.
In the largest 25 metropolitan areas, the increasing immigrant
share of the work force accounts for 16 percent of the wage

MComposiﬂon of the real wage change for workers without a high school degree, 1979-89
Overall
Area percent change Percent change due Percent change due
in real wages' to change in nativity fo change in wages
U.S. totals -13.3 -0.5 -12.8
25 largest metropolitan statistical areas .............occeceeernrecees -12.7 -2.1 -10.6
Qutside largest metropolitan statistical areas ..........c..ccccoeeuee -14.1 -4 -13.7
High-immigration areas ...... -75 -3.3 -43
Medium-immigration areas -15.0 -2.2 -12.8
Low-immigration areas -14.4 -3 -14.2
Los Angeles-Long Beach, CA -9.5 -5.1 -45
New York, NY ....... A -1.0 1.1
Chicago, IL -17.2 -9 -16.3
Philadelphia, PA-NJ....... -7.9 -3 -7.6
Detroit, M -17.8 -1 -17.7
Washington, DC ...... -8.2 -35 -4.7
Houston, TX -275 -15 -26.1
Atlanta, GA ....... -79 -2 -7.7
Boston, MA 35 -8 43
Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA -95 -3.1 -6.4
Nassau-Suffolk, NY ....... -3.6 -5 -3.1
Dallas, TX -16.5 2.4 -14.1
San Diego, CA —6.1 -1.8 43
Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN -16.6 -8 -156.8
St. Louis, MO-IL -16.0 .0 -16.0
Anaheim-Santa Ana-Garden Grove, CA .. -8.6 -9.8 1.2
Baltimore, MD -4.3 -4 -3.9
Phoenix, AZ ....... -13.3 -1.7 -1.7
Oakland, CA -8.1 -1.7 -6.5
Tampa-St. Petersburg, FL -7.3 -5 -6.8
Pittsburgh, PA -28.5 .0 -28.4
Seattle-Everett, WA ...........ccovcreveecrcccinnisseessresnennssesesens -16.5 -1.0 -16.5
Miami, FL -147 -8 -13.8
Newark, NJ =73 3 -7.6
Cleveland, OH -18.8 1 -18.8
Bergen-Passaic, NJ -2.2 -7 -14
Jersay City, NU ....ccoeveuniinciiinniecncienes et ses st srsssssese s -6.4 -9 -5.5
McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX ........... ~21.9 .8 -22.8
SaN FranCiSCo, CA .......ocvievrmmeiiniissransvetessssesessssessss et asssssssssssn e -17.7 20 -19.7
San Jose, CA -9.9 -1.6 -8.2
' For any given row, percent change due to change in nativity and percent and 1990; medium-immigration areas are composed of between 5 percent and
change due to change in wages may not sum to overall percent change in real 10 percent recent immigrants; and low-immigration areas contain less than 5
wages because of rounding. percent recent immigrants. The low-immigration metropolitan statistical areas
Note: Theindividual cities listed in this table make up the 25 largest metro- itsggﬁ?éadfgﬁ' %ﬂ!a;hﬁzégethr;n’F'::I_'ﬁﬁu:r:gns’ﬁ’ an&a&ﬁl-lsLSt. Paul, .MN’
litan statistical areas, according to 1990 census numbers, plus 5 additional : e prid, ’ - LOUS, - Low-immigra-
po y o . . . coak tion areas include nonmetropolitan areas. (Overall, less than t percent of the
metropolitan statistical areas with a high concentration of immigrants (Bergen- population in these areas was recent foreign born.)
Passaic, NJ; Jersey City, NJ; McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX; San Francisco, !
CA; and San Jose, CA). High-immigration areas are metropolitan statistical Source:  Author's tabulations based on 1980 and 1990 1-percent pums
areas in which at least 10 percent of the population immigrated between 1980  Census data obtained from ciesiv's “Explore”cross-tabulation engine.
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decline. Outside these areas, the contribution of this shifting
nativity mix to the wage change was only 3 percent.

The larger the immigrant share of the work force, the greater
is the explanatory value of changing immigrant representation
on the wage change. In areas of low immigration, only 2 per-
cent of the wage change can be attributed to increased immi-
grant representation in the work force. In areas of medium
immigration, 14 percent of the wage drop is due to the larger
immigrant share among the low skilled, while in areas of high
immigration, the influx of immigrants accounts for 43 percent
of the 7-percent decline in wages experienced in these areas.

The different compositions of the wage change among met-
ropolitan areas underscores the discrepancies between areas
of high immigration and areas of low immigration, in terms of
the explanatory value of changing immigrant representation
on the wage change. In Los Angeles, the change in the propor-
tions of natives and immigrants accounted for more than half
of the 9-percent decline in real wages of low-skilled workers.
In Anaheim, wages declined by 9 percent; yet, if the propor-
tions of immigrants and natives had remained at their 1979
levels, wages would have increased.

These results show that in the Nation as a whole, the in-
creased proportion of immigrants had little to do with the wage
deterioration of high school dropouts. The story is different,
however, in areas of high immigration, where wages would
have declined at a considerably smaller rate, were it not for
the growing share of immigrants among the low skilled.

THIS ARTICLE HAS EXAMINED THE WAGE TRENDS of low-skilled im-
migrants and natives and explored the compositional effect
of immigration on the wages of low-skilled workers. In the
United States as a whole, no major divergence in wage per-
formance is observed between immigrant high school drop-
outs and native high school dropouts. In the last decade, in
the Nation as a whole, the immigrant-to-native high school
dropout earnings gap remained virtually constant at about 93
percent. But the overall U.S. figures mask important declines
in the immigrant-to-native wage ratios across areas of vary-
ing levels of immigration. During the 1980s, natives and im-
migrants alike did better in areas of high immigration. Still, in
these areas, low-skilled immigrants made just 79 percent of
the earnings of natives.

Footnotes

At the national level, the increased proportion of low-skilled
immigrants in the work force accounts for only 4 percent of
the decline in the wages of low-skilled workers. Apparently,
wages of low-skilled workers changed for reasons other than
the growing immigrant proportion. When this result is com-
bined with findings from other work that immigrants have little
or no effect on the wages of natives, as well as with findings
showing the effect of technological change, industrial change,
and international trade on wages, it appears that immigration
has little to do with the deterioration in the earnings of U.S.
low-skilled workers.

The story is different, however, in areas of high immigra-
tion. In these areas, the increased proportion of immigrants in
the low-skilled labor force accounts for around 43 percent of
the wage decline, with Anaheim and Los Angeles the largest
metropolitan areas most affected. The figures shown here
present some interesting policy dilemmas.

Social networks and immigration policies based on family
reunification increase the geographic concentration of immi-
grants. This, in turn, results in declining wages for immigrants,
growing immigrant-to-native wage gaps, and declining area
wages. But in areas of high immigration, immigrants count on
support networks and immigrant economic enclaves not found
in other areas. Immigrants and their advocates seem to be
making a tradeoff between wages and proximity to relatives
and friends.

A key factor in the way low-skilled immigrants shape the
wage profiles of the Nation and the areas in which they con-
centrate is the extent to which their wages grow with time spent
in the United States. Some of the negative wage consequences
of a large number of low-skilled immigrants can be offset by
policies that increase the entry wages of low-skilled immigrants,
as well as accelerate the wage growth of this population.

Research has investigated whether low-skilled immigrants
are pushing out natives in areas of high immigration.?
Outmigration from these areas may protect natives from com-
petition from immigrants. But research also should address to
what extent the new immigrants are pushing out old immi-
grants, and the extent to which new immigrants are altering
their destinations toward areas of low immigration. If the lat-
ter is the case, internal mobility will not be enough to insulate
natives from competition from immigrants. O
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