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Race, wages, and assimilation among Cuban immigrants
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Abstract. This study uses data from the 1980 and 1990 Census and the 1994-2000 Current
Population Survey to examine the determinants of earnings among male Cuban immigrants
in the U.S. by race. Nonwhite Cuban immigrants earn about 15 percent less than whites, on
average. Much of the racial wage gap is due to differences in educational attainment, age at
migration, and years in the U.S., but the gap remains at almost 4 percent after controlling for
such factors. Nonwhite Cuban immigrants also have lower returns to education than whites. A
comparison to white, non-Hispanic U.S. natives indicates that nonwhite Cubans not only earn
less initially than white Cubans on arrival in the U.S., but also do not significantly close the
racial earnings gap over time.
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Introduction

Cubans are generally regarded as among the more ‘successful’ immigrant
groups, with higher average earnings and faster wage growth rates than other
groups of Hispanic immigrants (Borjas 1982; Portes & Grosfoguel 1994).
However, racial differences in earnings among Cuban immigrants suggest a
more complicated story. Average incomes among black Cuban immigrants
were almost 40 percent less than among their white counterparts in 1990
(Garcia 1996). This study explores the extent of and reasons for differences
in wage levels and growth rates between white and nonwhite Cubans.

Cuba is unique among immigrant-sending countries for several reasons.
First, Cuba’s population is racially mixed, although estimates are sensitive to
how blacks and mixed-race individuals are classified. As of 1995, the racial
distribution of the Cuban population was estimated as 11 percent black, 51
percent mixed race, and 37 percent white (Central Intelligence Agency 2000).
One of the stated goals of the 1959 revolution was to create a racially blind
society. The Castro government promoted opportunities for blacks in employ-
ment and education, abolished all institutional forms of racial discrimination,
and condemned all individual forms of racism (Pedraza-Bailey 1985).

There are several reasons why race might affect wages and wage growth
among immigrants. Characteristics that affect earnings could differ systemat-
ically across racial groups. For example, nonwhites might have more limited
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educational opportunities in their home country or in the U.S. Employer dis-
crimination against racial minorities also may play a role, with firms possibly
offering lower wages to nonwhites than to comparable whites. The theory
of segmented assimilation predicts that immigrants’ path of adaptation to
their new country depends on factors such as race (Portes & Rumbaut 1996).
Given the substantial racial differences in labor market outcomes between
whites and blacks in the U.S. (e.g., Waters & Eschbach 1995), segmented
assimilation theory predicts that black immigrants are less successful in the
U.S. labor market than are white immigrants from the same country, all else
equal. Earnings growth over time in the U.S., or assimilation (the process
of immigrants’ wages catching up to the earnings of natives as immigrants
acquire experience in the U.S. labor market) may therefore depend in part on
race.

Although there is a large literature on wages and assimilation among
immigrants, relatively few studies have examined racial differences in im-
migrants’ earnings. Nonblack immigrants earn about 22 percent more than
black immigrants, about two-thirds of which is due to differences in char-
acteristics, based on 1980 Census data (Daneshvary & Schwer 1994). Data
from the 1980 Census also suggest that black immigrants experience smaller
relative earnings gains over time in the U.S. than white immigrants (Butcher
1994). However, the results cannot be used to directly compare assimilation
between black and white immigrants because each group is compared to nat-
ives of the same respective race. Data from the 1970 Census also indicate that
black and Hispanic immigrants have smaller earnings gains over time than
do non-black, non-Hispanic immigrants (Stewart & Hyclak 1984). Although
these studies suggest racial differences in assimilation, their findings are
limited by the use of cross-sectional data; assimilation rates estimated from
cross-sectional data may reflect differences in earnings ability across cohorts
instead of the effect of duration of U.S. residence on earnings. Other studies
have focused on other aspects of relative earnings among black immigrants
(e.g., Model 1991; Dodoo 1997).

This study uses repeated cross-sectional data to examine differences in
earnings levels and earnings growth between white and nonwhite Cuban im-
migrants. Data from the 1980 and 1990 Census and the 1994-2000 Current
Population Survey indicate that nonwhite Cuban immigrants earn less than
white Cuban immigrants and have lower returns to educational attainment.
Nonwhite Cuban immigrants appear to experience rates of earnings growth
over time in the U.S. similar to those of whites, but because their initial
earnings are lower, average earnings among nonwhites do not catch up to
those of white immigrants over time.
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These findings make several contributions to the literature. Studies on non-
white immigrants have focused on blacks from the Caribbean, but not from
Cuba (e.g., Model 1991; Kalmijn 1996). Few studies have focused on white-
nonwhite immigrant differences in earnings determinants or earnings growth,
and none have used repeated cross-sectional data to examine assimilation.
In addition, studies that examine racial differences in labor market outcomes
include immigrants from multiple countries; the racial differences in earnings
and assimilation they find could merely reflect differences in source country
characteristics since the racial composition of most countries is quite ho-
mogeneous. Focusing on a racially diverse country eliminates this problem.
Although results for Cuban immigrants may not be generalizable to all im-
migrants, this study adds to the literature an examination of racial differences
in average earnings, in wage determinants, and in earnings assimilation.

Brief history of Cuban migration

The history of Cuban immigration to the U.S. after the 1959 revolution re-
veals sizable differences across cohorts in occupational backgrounds and in
racial makeup. Although the size of Cuban immigrant flows is dwarfed by
those from Mexico, over 750,000 Cubans — about 12 percent of the country’s
population (have migrated to the U.S. during the last four decades (Pedraza
2000; U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service 2000).

The first wave of post-revolution immigrants is characterized as being
Cuba’s elite, composed mainly of supporters of Batista and the upper and
upper-middle classes who were adversely affected by the nationalization of
American industries in 1960. After the failed Bay of Pigs invasion in April
1961, the exodus increased dramatically until the Cuban missile crisis led
to the suspension of flights from Havana to Miami in October 1962 (Aguirre
1976; Fagen et al. 1968). Migrants during 1961-1962 were primarily from the
middle class (Fagen et al. 1968). Over 90 percent of those who left shortly
after the revolution were white (Pedraza 1996).

Another major exodus occurred when flights resumed in December 1965
until April 1973. Most of the new adult male immigrants were semi- or un-
skilled blue-collar workers or in clerical and sales occupations because Cuba
barred the exit of professionals and technical and skilled workers during this
period (Aguirre 1976; Portes et al. 1977). About 14 to 19 percent of Cuban
immigrants during this period were nonwhite (Pedraza 1996; Portes & Bach
1985).

The next major wave of Cuban immigrants (1973—75) consisted largely
of refugees who had lived temporarily in Spain after leaving Cuba. A high
proportion of this wave of immigrants — which was relatively small — had
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worked in the service sector in Cuba. About 95 percent of these refugees who
arrived were white (Portes et al. 1977; Bach et al. 1981/1982). The flow of
Cuban immigrants then essentially halted until 1980 (Nackerud et al. 1999).

The Mariel exodus began in April 1980. Estimates of the fraction of Mar-
ielitos who were nonwhite range from 20 to 50 percent, whereas the vast
majority of Cuban émigrés during the 1960s and 1970s were white (Bach et
al. 1981/1982; Pedraza 1996; Skop 2001). The racial makeup of early waves
of immigrants did not reflect the racial distribution in Cuba both because the
earliest waves were made up of elites, who were almost exclusively white,
and because U.S. policy after 1965 gave priority to close relatives of Cubans
already present in the U.S., excluding most nonwhites (Aguirre 1976). The
relatively unrestricted nature of the Mariel boatlift opened the door to the
U.S. for nonwhite Cubans without relatives in the U.S. The vast majority of
Marielitos were blue-collar workers (Bach 1980; Bach et al. 1981/1982).

These differences across cohorts in occupational structure suggest that
both earnings levels and growth rates may differ across groups of Cuban im-
migrants arriving in different periods. The methodology used here therefore
controls for the time period when Cuban immigrants arrived in the U.S., as
described below.

Data

The study uses data from the 1980 and 1990 Census 5 percent Public Use
Microdata Samples and the 1994-2000 March Current Population Survey
(CPS) to examine wages and assimilation among Cuban immigrants. The
surveys ask about labor force outcomes during the previous calendar year.
The surveys also ask about demographic factors, including place of birth and,
for those not born in the U.S., the year they came to the U.S. Year of arrival
in the U.S. is reported in intervals. Five cohorts of immigrants are examined
here: 1960-64, 1965-69, 1970-74, 197579 and 1980-81.

The data used in this study include all Cuban-born men aged 25-64 who
arrived in 1960 or later and reported working during the calendar year prior to
the survey, had positive earnings, hours and weeks worked that year, and did
not live in group quarters. The analysis does not examine women in order to
avoid issues about selection in labor force participation. Some of the analysis
compares these male Cuban immigrants to native-born white, non-Hispanic
men; a random sample of 5 percent of these natives was drawn from each
survey. This analysis focuses on real hourly earnings, constructed as annual
earnings divided by weekly hours times average hours worked per week,
corrected for inflation using the personal consumption expenditures deflator.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for Cuban immigrants, by race

Whites  Nonwhites

Log hourly earnings 2.48 2.33
0.67) (0.64)
Age 44.2 42.5

(11.2) (11.4)
Less than high school graduate (%)  34.0 46.7

High school graduate (%) 20.3 21.0
Attended some college (%) 23.4 18.8
College graduate (%) 22.3 13.5
1960-64 arrival (%) 38.0 24.6
1965-69 arrival (%) 29.0 30.7
1970-74 arrival (%) 17.6 21.1
1975-79 arrival (%) 3.8 6.1
1980-81 arrival (%) 11.6 17.5
Years since migration 18.3 16.1
(7.1) 6.7)
Age at migration 25.9 26.4
(13.2) (13.5)
Sample size 12,648 2,261

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses.
Source. Author’s calculations from 1980 and 1990 Census and
1994-2000 March Current Population Survey.

In the data used here, about 15 percent of Cuban immigrants are nonwhite.
Of these, 13 percent reported their race as black, and 87 percent reported their
race as ‘other’. The other race category is believed to correspond to mixed-
race individuals (Mulatos) (Denton & Massey 1989; Pedraza 1996). A small
number of individuals who reported their race as Asian are not included in
the analysis. As suggested by the above summary of Cuban immigration, the
racial distribution of Cuban immigrants varies considerably across cohorts. In
the Census and CPS data, about 10 percent of Cubans who arrived during the
period 1960—64 are nonwhite, compared with over 20 percent of those who
arrived during 1980-81. The descriptive statistics in Table 1 indicate that a
larger proportion (almost 18 percent) of nonwhite Cuban immigrants arrived
during 1980-81 than among white Cubans (about 12 percent).

Table 1 suggests several differences between white and nonwhite Cuban
immigrants in addition to the period they arrived in the U.S. Average hourly
earnings among white Cubans are about 15 percent higher than among non-
whites. White Cubans tend to be older and to have more education than
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nonwhite Cubans. Average years since migration is higher among white
Cuban immigrants than among nonwhites, and average age at migration
slightly lower. All of these demographic differences are likely to contribute
to the racial earnings differential, so the empirical analysis below controls for
these factors.

Methodology

This analysis focuses on racial differences in earnings levels and earnings
growth among Cuban immigrants. Whereas estimating the determinants of
earnings levels is fairly straightforward, there are several ways to measure
earnings growth or assimilation. In cross-sectional data, assimilation can
be measured by comparing wages across cohorts and determining whether
wages are higher among cohorts that arrived in the U.S. earlier than among
more recent arrivals. However, as emphasized by Borjas (1985), cross-
sectional data do not allow for determining whether unobservable differences
in earnings ability across cohorts underlie observed differences in wages;
earlier cohorts of immigrants could have unobserved characteristics that lead
to higher average wages than more recent cohorts do, but cross-sectional data
cannot distinguish between cohort effects and years-since-migration effects.
In repeated cross-sectional data, the same cohort is observed with different
durations of residence in the U.S., allowing for estimation of the relationship
between wages and years since migration, controlling for cohort effects. This
study therefore uses repeated cross-sectional data to form synthetic cohorts.

The major concern about forming synthetic cohorts in this manner is se-
lective return migration. Selective emigration will bias estimated assimilation
rates upwards if individuals with lower earnings ability are more likely to
return migrate (Hu 1999; Lubotsky 2000). Such selection in return migration
is not of great concern here given that few Cuban immigrants have left the
U.S. because Castro has remained in power.

The basic regression model estimated here is

lnwl‘=ﬁXi+8Ai+)/Dl‘+UMi+¢Ci+TTi+€i, (1)

where w; is the real hourly earnings of individual i, X; is a vector of indi-
vidual characteristics that affect wages, A; is individual i’s age at the time
of the survey, D;is the approximate number of years individual i has lived
in the U.S., M; is age at migration, C; is a set of cohort dummy variables
indicating the time period when an individual moved to the U.S., and T; is a
set of dummy variables that control for the year of the survey (the 1994-2000
surveys are treated as separate years). This analysis follows Borjas (1995) in
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including age, years since migration, and age at migration in the regression
model as third-order polynomials. Assimilation is typically measured by the
variables measuring years since migration, with earnings expected to increase
with duration of residence in the U.S. As described further below, the model is
estimated using a sample that consists only of immigrants and using a sample
that includes both immigrants and natives.

Several issues arise when estimating the basic regression model. Although
using repeated cross-sections allows for identification of more variables than
in a single cross-section, all of the various effects described above cannot
be distinguished in a sample that consists only of immigrants because some
variables are linear combinations of each other. The variables measuring
survey year, year of arrival (cohort), and years since migration are perfectly
collinear, as are the variables measuring age, age at migration, and years since
migration. The basic regression model estimated here among immigrants in-
cludes only the cohort and survey year variables and excludes the years since
migration and age at migration variables, or

lnwi:ﬂXl-+8Al-+¢Ci+rY} + €, (2)

is estimated using only data on immigrants. As discussed below, the results
are robust to including years since migration (D;) or age at migration (M;)
instead of the survey year variables (7;), with which they are collinear.
Including both immigrants and natives in the sample can solve some of
these collinearity problems. The cohort, age at migration, and years since
migration variables are all equal to zero for natives. Under the assumption
that the survey year has the same effect on the wages of immigrants and
natives, the coefficients on the cohort and years since migration variables can
be identified for immigrants when survey year is also included in the model.
In other words, Equation (1) can be estimated by pooling immigrants and nat-
ives; the immigrants identify the coefficients y and ¢ while natives identify
the coefficients ¢. An alternate specification that assumes that the coefficients
of the age variables are the same for immigrants and natives allows for the
age at migration variables to be identified for the sample of immigrants; the
results are robust to making this assumption, as discussed further below.
Another consideration when estimating the model is which variables to in-
clude in the vector measuring characteristics that affect individuals’ earnings
ability, X;. The regressions here include dummy variables for three of four
education groups (high school diploma, some college, and college graduates,
with less than high school graduates as the omitted group). Other variables
that may affect earnings, such as marital status, English-speaking ability, oc-
cupation, and industry, are not included here because of concerns that they
might be endogenous with respect to earnings (e.g., Cornwell & Rupert 1997;
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Chiswick & Miller 1995; Murphy & Topel 1987; McLaughlin & Bils 2001).
The robustness of the results to controlling for state of residence is discussed
below.

Racial differences in earnings levels and earnings growth among Cuban
immigrants are first measured by estimating Equation (2) using only data on
immigrants. A dummy variable indicating whether an individual is nonwhite
is included in these regressions to measure the average difference in earnings
between whites and nonwhites, controlling for other factors. Equation (2) is
then estimated separately for white and nonwhite Cuban immigrants in order
to examine differences in the coefficients, and Oaxaca decompositions are
performed in order to determine the relative contributions of differences in
average characteristics and differences in returns to characteristics to the av-
erage racial earnings difference (Oaxaca 1973). White, non-Hispanic natives
are then included in the sample in order to examine earnings growth among
white and nonwhite Cuban immigrants relative to U.S. natives by estimating
a variant of Equation (1).

Results

Nonwhite Cuban immigrants earn about 4 percent less than white Cuban
immigrants, controlling for other factors. Column 1 in Table 2 shows the
determinants of hourly wages among white and nonwhite Cubans. The es-
timated racial wage gap is about 4 percent when controlling for cohort and
survey year. The coefficient on the nonwhite variable declines slightly in mag-
nitude to about 3.5 percent when controls for age at migration or years since
migration are included in the regression instead of the survey year variables
but remains statistically significant (not shown).

The other results show the usual patterns. Earnings increase with age and
are strongly related to educational attainment. The coefficients of the cohort
variables suggest that immigrant earnings increase with time in the U.S. If
years since migration is included (not shown), it also shows that earnings ap-
pear to increase with years in the U.S. In other results, immigrants’ earnings
appear to decline with age at arrival in the U.S. (not shown).

The results shown here do not control for state of residence because loc-
ational choice may be endogenous with respect to wages. Nonwhite Cuban
immigrants tend to be more geographically dispersed than white Cuban im-
migrants. Among immigrants who arrived during the Mariel boatlift, for
example, almost 82 percent of whites live in Florida, compared with less than
39 percent of nonwhites (Skop 2001). In results not shown here, controlling
for state of residence increases the magnitude of the nonwhite coefficient by
about 3.5 percentage points (in absolute value), suggesting that nonwhites
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Table 2. Determinants of log hourly earnings among Cuban immigrants

Pooled Whites Nonwhites
Nonwhite —0.039** - -
(0.014)
Age 0.148** 0.160** 0.103
0.024)  (0.027)  (0.061)
Age? (x 1072) —0.291%F  —0.314** —0.212
(0.057) (0.062) (0.143)
Age? (x 107%) 0.181** 0.195%* 0.144
(0.043) (0.047) (0.108)
Less than high school graduate ~ —0.520**  —0.527**  —0.450**
(0.015) (0.016) 0.041)
High school graduate —0.447**  —0.463**  —0.335**
(0.016) (0.017) (0.044)
Attended some college —0.292**  —0.304**  —0.197**
(0.015) (0.016) (0.045)
1960-64 arrival 0.436** 0.433** 0.451**
(0.018) (0.020) (0.044)
1965-69 arrival 0.302** 0.298** 0.329**
(0.018) (0.020) (0.042)
1970-74 arrival 0.264** 0.263** 0.276™*
(0.019) (0.021) (0.044)
1975-79 arrival 0.070* 0.072** 0.079
(0.028) (0.032) (0.061)
Adjusted R2 0.184 0.187 0.136

Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. Regressions also include a constant
and survey year controls. College graduates and 1980-81 arrivals are the
omitted groups. The sample size is 14,909 observations (12,648 whites and

2,261 nonwhites).
*p <0.05* p<0.01.

209

tend to live in states with higher average wages than whites. The estimates of
the racial earnings gap among Cuban immigrants presented here are there-
fore more conservative than estimates that control for state of residence.
The pattern of the other coefficients is unchanged when state controls are

included.

One potential concern about the results is that the dependent variable is
wage and salary income, which does not include self-employment income.
Almost 5 percent of Cuban immigrants report self-employment income, and
self-employment is more common among white Cubans than among non-
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whites (5 percent and 3 percent, respectively). Including self-employment
income slightly increases the magnitude of the estimated nonwhite coefficient
and does not affect the pattern of the other results.

Results by race

The above results indicate that nonwhite Cuban immigrants earn less on av-
erage than white Cuban immigrants but do not suggest whether the two racial
groups experience different rates of earnings growth or indicate the source of
the observed wage gap. The other two columns in Table 2 therefore present
regression results for the data stratified by race.

There are racial differences in the return to education. The earnings
difference between college graduates and high school dropouts is about 8
percentage points smaller for nonwhites than for whites. One potential ex-
planation for this difference is that white Cuban immigrants who completed
college may be more likely to have done so in the U.S., as suggested by
their lower average age at arrival, than nonwhite Cuban immigrants; returns
to schooling in the U.S. are generally believed to be higher than returns to
foreign schooling. The earnings difference between high school graduates
and dropouts, in contrast, is larger for nonwhites than for whites. Controlling
for age at arrival does not change the pattern of the education coefficients,
nor does restricting the sample to only immigrants who arrived after age
18 or age 25 and are likely to have acquired all of their schooling in Cuba
(not shown). The results also suggest that nonwhites may experience slightly
slower wage growth as they age than do whites (although the differences are
not statistically significant at conventional levels).

The results do not indicate that nonwhite Cuban immigrants experience a
different rate of wage growth over time in the U.S. than white Cuban immig-
rants. There are no significant differences between whites and nonwhites in
the coefficients of the cohort variables. Specifications that control for years
since migration variables also do not show differences between whites and
nonwhites (not shown).

Oaxaca decompositions offer a means of further examining racial differ-
ences in returns to characteristics as well as differences between whites and
nonwhites in average characteristics. The method decomposes the average
difference in earnings between whites and nonwhites into components due
to differences in average characteristics and differences in returns to those
characteristics, or
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wwhite_wnonwhite = ﬁwhite(thite_Xnonwhite)"'“Xnonwhite(ﬁwhite_ﬂnonwhite)v

3)
where w denotes log real hourly earnings, X denotes characteristics, and
denotes estimated coefficients for those characteristics. The first portion on
the right-hand side is usually called the ‘explained’ portion of the wage gap
because it is due to differences in observable characteristics, and the second
portion the ‘unexplained’ portion because it is due to differences in returns.
The results in columns 2-3 of Table 2 are used to calculate the Oaxaca de-
composition, and standard errors are calculated using the method outlined in
Oaxaca and Ransom (1998).

The decomposition suggests that nonwhite Cuban immigrants earn less
than their white counterparts because of differences in characteristics, par-
ticularly education. As Table 3 reports, lower average educational attainment
among nonwhites accounts for almost 6 percentage points of the total 14.6
percent difference in average earnings. Differences in the distribution across
arrival cohorts also contribute to the earnings gap; about 4 percentage points
of the earnings gap is due to the more recent arrival times among nonwhites.
Nonwhites’ higher average age at migration contributes about 1 percentage
point to the racial wage gap (not shown).

Differences in returns play a smaller role in the earnings gap, accounting
for less than 4 percentage points of the wage gap. As Table 3 indicates, the
differences in the coefficients for the education variables act to reduce the
earnings gap. Differences in the coefficients for the cohort variables do not
significantly contribute to the overall difference. In results not shown here,
differences in returns to age at migration and years since migration also do
not significantly affect the earnings gap.

Although these results indicate a substantial difference in average hourly
earnings, they provide little evidence of significant differences between white
and nonwhite Cuban immigrants in earnings assimilation. However, it is
difficult to distinguish between cohort, aging, and years since migration ef-
fects when estimating assimilation rates using only data on immigrants, as
discussed above. The next section therefore compares the wages of Cuban
immigrants to white, non-Hispanic natives.

Assimilation relative to natives

Comparing Cubans to natives generally does not indicate racial differences
in relative earnings growth, although nonwhite Cubans earn less than white
Cubans initially after arriving in the U.S. and their earnings do not catch up
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Table 3. Decomposition of racial dif-
ferences in log hourly earning among
Cuban immigrants

Total difference 0.146**
(0.015)
Difference predicted on 0.106**
basis of characteristics (0.003)
Education variables 0.056**
(0.002)
Cohort variables 0.042**
(0.002)
Difference predicted on 0.039**
basis of coefficients (0.014)
Education variables —0.083**
(0.032)
Cohort variables —0.017
(0.034)

Note. Shown are Oaxaca decomposi-
tions (and standard errors) of the dif-
ference in earnings between white and
nonwhite Cuban immigrants based on
the results in coumns 2-3 of Table 2. The
sub-components of the means and coef-
ficients results do not add up to the totals
because other variables are also included
in the regressions.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

over time. Table 4 shows the estimated determinants of earnings among white
and nonwhite Cuban immigrants relative to white, non-Hispanic natives. The
three columns are from a single regression, with the column for natives show-
ing the main effects of the included variables and the columns for white and
nonwhite Cubans displaying the effects of those variables interacted with
indicator variables for white and nonwhite Cubans, respectively.

The results indicate several differences in the returns to education between
immigrants and natives. White Cubans who graduated from high school or
attended some college earn relatively less in comparison with high school
dropouts than is the case for white natives, but the college premium is similar
for white Cubans and white natives. Nonwhite Cubans who finished college
earn a smaller premium, in contrast, relative to high school dropouts than do
their white native-born counterparts.
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Table 4. Determinants of log hourly earnings among Cuban immigrants

relative to natives

Natives Whites Nonwhites
Age 0.099** 0.063* —0.003
(0.007) (0.027) (0.061)
Age? (x 1072) —0.128**  —0.190**  0.009
(0.016) (0.063) (0.014)
Age? (x 107%) 0.041%* 0.157** 0.094
(0.012) (0.048) (0.011)
White Cuban immigrant - —0.993* -
(0.389)
Nonwhite Cuban immigrant - - —0.010
(0.848)
Less than high school graduate —0.541** 0.014 0.102*
(0.004) (0.016) (0.041)
High school graduate —0.359**  —0.104** 0.034
(0.004) (0.017) (0.044)
Attended some college —0.259**  —0.044** 0.073
(0.004) (0.016) (0.045)
1960-64 arrival - 0.159** 0.127*
(0.024) (0.054)
1965-69 arrival - 0.095** 0.094*
(0.022) (0.047)
1970-74 arrival - 0.136™* 0.125**
(0.021) (0.044)
1975-79 arrival - 0.031 —0.001
(0.033) (0.067)
Years since migration - 0.026* 0.017
(0.011) (0.030)
Years since migration2 (x 1072) - —0.056 —0.022
(0.061) (0.191)
Years since migration3 (x10~%4) - 0.084 0.081
(0.104) (0.373)
Adjusted R2 0.151
Sample size 202,650

Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. The results are from one regression.
The columns for whites and nonwhites show interactions of the indicated
variables with a dummy variable for white and nonwhite Cuban immigrants,
respectively. The regression also includes a constant and survey year dummy

variables.
*p <0.05; **p < 0.01.
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Most of the cohort coefficients indicate that earlier cohorts have higher
average wages than 1980-81 arrivals, and the estimated coefficients tend
to be slightly larger for whites than for nonwhites. The results also indic-
ate a significant return to years in the U.S. among whites but not among
nonwhites. If age at migration variables are included in the regression, the
estimated coefficients are not significantly different for whites and nonwhites
(not shown).

Because it is difficult to interpret all of the coefficients reported in Table 4,
Figures 1 and 2 use the estimated coefficients to trace out the predicted wage
path of white and nonwhite Cubans relative to white, non-Hispanic natives.
The figures predict the wage of a Cuban immigrant arriving in the U.S. at
age 20 relative to the wage of his native-born counterpart of the same age
through age 65. The regression results are evaluated at the sample means for
the education and survey year variables. Because most of the cohort effects
are statistically significant, separate wage paths are shown for each of the
five cohorts; although the relative growth rates are the same across cohorts
within each race, each cohort has a different initial relative wage (a different
intercept).

Initial average wages among nonwhite Cubans are lower relative to natives
than are those of white Cubans. As the figures indicate, the initial wage gap
is at least 30 percent among nonwhites — and over 40 percent for the 1975—
79 and 1980-81 cohorts — versus 20 to 35 percent among whites. Relative
earnings increase over time in the U.S. for both races, with the average earn-
ings of pre-1975 immigrants eventually reaching and then surpassing those
of natives. For white Cubans who arrived during 1960-64, the crossover
point occurs around 20 years in the U.S., compared with almost 30 years
for their nonwhite counterparts. Comparing the slopes across the two figures,
relative wage growth is the same or slightly faster among nonwhite immig-
rants in comparison with white immigrants, but because nonwhites start at a
larger earnings disadvantage it takes more years for their earnings to overtake
natives’ wages.

The figures indicate that the earnings of more recent cohorts of Cuban im-
migrants may never exceed those of natives, on average, because their initial
earnings are so low. The model predicts that earlier cohorts of immigrants, in
contrast, earned about 10 percent more than natives after living in the U.S.
for 45 years. This difference accords with other findings that the ‘quality’
of immigrant cohorts may have declined over time in the U.S. (e.g., Borjas
1995).



215

RACE, WAGES, AND ASSIMILATION AMONG CUBAN IMMIGRANTS

“S°[] Y} UI dWI) JOAO SjuBISrwwl ueqny) 1ym Jo yred o3em dANR[I PAIOIPAI] ‘[ 24nS1Lg

18-0861 —»— 6L-GL6| —w— tL-0L6) —a— 69-S964------ $9-0961 ——

‘SN Ul 81e8A
S€ 0e 4 0z Si oL

ot

esuaueyig eBejusaled



MADELINE ZAVODNY

216

*S°] AU} UI W JOAO SJuBISTWWI ueqny) AIymuou Jo yied 93em dANR[I PAIOIPAI] ‘7 NS

18-0861 —»— 6L-SL6| —w— ¥L-0L6) —a— 69-G96) ------ $9-0961 ——

‘S'N Ul siea)
ov 1 oe Se 0g St ot

08-

02

eouasayiq ebejuadiad



RACE, WAGES, AND ASSIMILATION AMONG CUBAN IMMIGRANTS 217

Conclusion

Nonwhite Cuban male immigrants earn about 15 percent less than their white
counterparts, and differences in educational attainment, duration of residence
in the U.S., and age at migration account for over two-thirds of this racial
wage gap. However, the racial earnings differential remains significant at
about 4 percent after controlling for such factors. Wage growth rates are
similar for nonwhite and white Cubans, so average earnings of nonwhite
immigrants do not catch up with those of white immigrants over time in the
U.S.

These findings are generally consistent with the theory of segmented as-
similation, or that immigrants’ path of adaptation to the U.S. depends on
race, ethnicity, and other such factors. However, it is not clear the extent to
which the existence of racial earnings differentials among Cuban immigrants
is due to discrimination in Cuba, in the U.S., or both. This analysis cannot
identify the source of the racial difference in average earnings and earnings
determinants beyond controlling for observable characteristics such as edu-
cation. Microdata from Cuba that would allow for an examination of racial
earnings differentials in that country are not publicly available. Collecting
retrospective data from immigrants on their earnings in their source country
as well as in the U.S., together with race and other characteristics, would
allow for a fuller examination of this issue.

A key issue when examining assimilation differences across racial groups
is what assimilation means. This analysis measures assimilation relative to
white, non-Hispanic U.S. natives. Assimilation could also be viewed as
whether immigrants’ earnings catch up to those of similar natives, which
could involve comparing black Cubans to black natives and white Cubans
to white natives or both groups to natives with Cuban ancestry. Comparing
immigrants to white, non-Hispanic natives is the standard means of evaluating
assimilation because it measures how immigrants fare relative to the majority
of natives, but using other comparison groups might yield different results.

A final point to note is that the results here, which indicate a statistically
significant yet small racial wage gap among Cuban immigrants, may not be
generalizable to all immigrants. Political refugees, such as the Cuban im-
migrants, may have greater incentives to adapt to the U.S. labor market than
other immigrants because their likelihood of return migration is relatively low
(Chiswick 1978; Borjas 1982). Cuban immigrants were allowed to bring few
possessions when they left and forfeited all of their savings in Cuba. This may
have wiped out any racial differences in capital among immigrants, except for
human capital. However, the earliest waves of immigrants — the elites — may
have had savings in the U.S. because of business ties to Miami (Portes & Step-
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ick 1993). In addition, Cuban immigrants are coming from an officially race
blind society under Castro, which may minimize any pre-arrival differences.
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