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Things I liked about this paper

• Important (and controversial) question
• Lots of papers about short-term effects, nothing about long-term 

• Amazing individual-level data
• Can even study movers

• Attractive design
• but at the end of the day, cross-section regressions where there are only 

200 or so observations of the CZ-level treatment.



Overview

• Theory
• Effects of immigration on children of low-income versus high-income 

families.

• Concerns about omitted variables and influential cases.
• A different reading of the results.



Theory

• Not much in the paper, but in the literature: 

Immigration shock

Lower high-school 
dropout wage,
greater relative high 
school completion 
premium

Higher high-
school graduation 
rate among 
natives from low-
income families

Higher income 
among natives 
from low-income 
families
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This is my favorite table in the 
paper, because it flows nicely 
from theory about the high 
school wage premium.

(But why does it only work for 
Whites?)  



What is the theoretical explanation for the negative 
impact on kids born to high-income families? 

• The paper reports large negative effects on income, employment, 
and college completion for people born in the top deciles.

• It seems we need at least some theoretical conjecture about this.
• Nothing in the paper. What about the literature? 



Best stories I can think of:
• Are immigrant skills bimodal?

• Russian programmers, Nigerian doctors etc. 
• But all the results for high-income people are driven by Mexican enclaves (Table 2). 

• White flight:
• Immigration makes the entire commuting zone worse off.
• This lowers opportunities for children of high-income people.
• Lowers returns to higher education.
• But most white flight is simply to the suburbs.
• And the results suggest that children from high-income families move to CZs with 

high opportunities.



If we can’t conjure a good post-hoc story, 
what are we left with? 
• Omitted variable bias?

• Regional dummies?
• Distance to the Southern border? 

• Influential cases? 



A specific concern about omitted variables:
• Immigration shocks were largest in cities like El Paso and Brownsville, 

where returns to higher education may be lower, also in the previous 
period.

• Difference between high-income families who own car dealerships versus 
corporate workers or researchers.

• We have a nice income mobility control, but why not break it down by 
income decile? 

• For education regressions, something like “propensity for the rich to get a 
BA in the 1980 census.”

• Much higher rates of college attainment among the wealthy in low-
immigration Northern cities than in Sun Belt cities receiving the shock. 

• This is not a diff-in-diff, but pure cross section, so these things matter.
• Currently only controls for population, college share, and manufacturing.



Fuel to the fire for this type of concern

• Immigration leads to higher rates of marriage and fertility among 
natives born to poor families.

• My first thought: need to control for Catholicism/religiosity.
• But the result is strongest for Black natives.
• What could be the causal mechanism? 
• My guess is simply that Southern Black (and White) folks have 

higher marriage rates than Northerners.  



A very different reading of the results

• As I work my way through the tables, I see a very different pattern 
of results than the ones discussed in the introduction and 
conclusion. 

• For the most part, the results seem most consistent with a story in 
which immigration puts downward pressure on income and 
employment. 



OLS versus IV

• Great that you show the OLS results (Table 2 for income). 
• It would be nice to see them for other outcome variables like 

education and employment. 
• For income, we need the shift share instrument to get the key 

(happy) result for lower income people.
• The overall impact on income is negative in the simple OLS model.
• Why does the enclave approach lead to such different inferences?  



Why is the COLA model 
not the preferred 
specification? 

Isn’t this extremely 
important? 

COLA model suggests a 
large negative impact of 
immigration across a 
wide range of income 
deciles. 



Immigration appears to be quite 
bad for employment, especially 
for white females born to high-
income families.

And bad for Black females born 
into all income deciles.

But again, my guess would be 
that immigration shocks 
happened in cities where 
employment prospects for Black 
women were poor to begin with 
and did not improve.  



Conclusion

• If the cost-of-living-adjusted income model and the employment 
models capture causal effects, they indicate that immigration is 
bad news for natives. 
• But curiously, much of this is driven by children of high-income natives.
• The consistent negative effects for children of high-income families in so 

many of the models is a mystery. 
• My hunch is that these are not causal effects. 

• The positive high school attainment effects for the children of low-
income people are interesting and consistent with theory
• But the same concerns about causal inference apply.  
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