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Abstract

Estimation of the causal effect of immigration restriction on the size and structure of migration
flows is complicated by selection issues and the fact that contemporary migration policies
operate concurrently with other entry restrictions. In this paper, | examine the effect of
immigration quotas on the skills of incoming migrants using implementation of the quota
outlined by the Emergency Immigration Act of 1921 as a source of exogenous variation in
migrant skill. The 1921 quota restricted entry to three percent of the nationals who were in the
U.S. according to the 1910 census. Unaffected migrants, such as Canadian-born, foreign-born
Canadian citizens and Japanese migrants, are used to construct a control group against which to
compare those affected by the quota. Newly transcribed, individual-level data collected from
ship passenger lists report occupation, birthplace, and place of last residence, which are
necessary for measuring skill and constructing the control group. By studying migration quotas
in the 1920s, a true before-and-after comparison of restricted and unrestricted migrants can be
made independent of
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“If Moses attempted to come in, all his prescience and God given prophecy would avail him
nothing if there had already preceded him from the Nile to America eighteen Egyptians.”

- Rufus Hardy, U.S.






Williamson, 2005) and of the effects of lottery-type quotas implemented in the latter half of the
twentieth century (Shimada, 2011; Udwadia and Canto, 1986; Mayda, 2005). To my knowledge,
this paper is the first to examine the effects of the 1921 Emergency Immigration Act on the skills
of incoming migrants.”

Second, this paper uses a newly transcribed data set containing individual-level
information on migrants obtained at the time of migration. Because ship manifests recorded
birthplace, citizenship, and last permanent residence in addition to occupation, they allow for
precise identification of migrants unaffected by the quotas. Categorization of unaffected
migrants is crucial for the creation of the counterfactual: what restricted-migrant skill levels
would have looked like in absence of the 1921 Emergency Quota. Lastly, I collected the data
from ports and borders in the Pacific Northwest. The majority of immigration studies,
particularly in historical contexts, have focused on Atlantic migration flows.® These newly
collected data offer insight into migration through western ports. Furthermore, because of the
geography of the ports, I collected data on Asian immigrants to the U.S.; an immigration flow

that has received little attention by labor economists (Hatton, 2010).




Difference-in-differences results indicate that the median occupation-based income of
migrants increased by nearly eighteen percent as a result of the 1921 Emergency Quota Act.” To
account for the possibility of compensating wage differentials associated with low-skilled but
dangerous occupations, reported occupations are also broken up into high-, medium- and low-
skilled occupations. Differences-in-differences estimates reveal that the probability of a migrant
being low-skilled decreased by more than twenty percent after implementation of the quota.
Further analysis reveals this result was driven by a substantial increase in the percentage of
medium-skilled migrants. There was not a significant increase in the flow of highly-skilled
migrants. Only thirty percent of the measured change in skill resulted from changes in the

national-origins mix of migrants, implying that the majority of the change occurred due to



concerns, section thirty-nine of the immigration act of February 20, 1907 created the
Immigration Commission to gauge the current status of immigration and to make policy
recommendations.” Using reports from the Department of Labor and independent surveys, the
commission created statistical reports on the characteristics of aliens currently residing in the
u.s.’
On the basis of the Immigration Commission s reports, the commissioners concluded if
e eastern and southern
nations of Europe,  [and] adopted the educational test, it would substantially decrease the
1 The favored method for controlling migrant
education was a literacy test. Despite several attempts (beginning as early as 1897), a literacy
test was only mandated when the Senate overrode the presidential veto in 1917. Passage of the
1917 act amalgamated all previous laws attempting to control migrant quality with the addition
of a literacy test.*? By the time the 1917 immigration law was enacted, it was, however, no

longer as restrictivr,



The Emergency Quota Act

The 1921 Emergency Immigration Act placed a ceiling of 355,825 on the number of
immigrants allowed into America during a given fiscal year.*® The numerical restriction took the
form of a quota under which the number of aliens of each nationality allowed entry was
restricted to three percent of the nationals who were in the U.S. according to the 1910 Census.**
For the purposes of the quota, nationality was determined by birthplace. Immigrants born in
Canada, Mexico and South America were exempt from the quota, as were any immigrants who
had spent a continuous year residing in any of these regions. Migrants from Asia were not
counted.”™ Operationally, every port could only admit twenty percent of their allotment of the
quota each month. As a result, the quotas were often filled within the first five months of a fiscal
year.*® For any immigrant ultimately denied, the shipping companies were responsible for taking

that person back to his/her point of departure.

May 19, 1921.



had no time to adjust;
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Migration Decision

After 1921
Do not migrate Migrate to U.S.
Migrate Straight /\ Migrate through
to U.S. Canada

Under the quota, the expected return to migration will be equal to the maximum of the expected
returns to migrating straight to the U.S., or the expected returns to migrating indirectly to the

U.S. through Canada:

where the expected return to migrating straight to the U.S. is given by

and the expected return to indirectly migrating to the U.S. through Canada is

Here, the expected returns to migrating straight to the U.S. depends on , Which is the
probability that a migrant from country  will be admitted to the U.S. under the quota system at
time if they attempted direct entry into the U.S. The expected net returns of gaining immediate
access to the U.S. is given by the discounted difference in expected earnings between the U.S.

and the home country, from  to time , minus the cost of migration.
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The expected discounted return to migrating indirectly through Canada is given by
. An indirect migrant spends at least one year in Canada before migrating to the
U.S. Therefore, their expected earnings, should they migrate, include a year of working in
Canada (where expected earnings in Canada are dependent on the probability of finding work
there) and earning in the U.S. for the rest of their lifetime. If a migrant decides to take this
indirect route, the probability that they will be admitted into the U.S. under the quota increases to
one.

As a
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the left-hand side is the discounted expected net earnings, and the right-hand side is the cost of
migrating at time . In Figure 1, the discounted expected net earnings (EE) are represented as a
positive function of skill, characterizing that migrants of higher skill earn higher wages. A skill
level exists for which the expected earnings in the U.S. and the expected earnings in the home
country are equal. This point is shown where net expected earnings intersects the x-axis. All
skill levels to the left of S° earn a higher return to skill in the home country than in the source

country. Conversely, skill levels above S
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effect of the quota on skill, a differences-in-differences approach is used in which treated
migrants are compared to control migrants, before and after the law change. Whether a migrant
, and then by whether a migrant faced
the choice between migrating directly or indirectly to the U.S. All individuals born in North
America, South America, and Japan were not counted under the quota and are categorized as
non-treated. Once exempt migrants are categorized, treatment status for the remaining migrants
is based off of whether or not a migrant was given the choice to migrate directly or indirectly to
the U.S. Direct migrants to the U.S., who were counted under the quota, are categorized as
treated. Migrants, who would have otherwise migrated directly to the U.S., but chose to migrate
indirectly through Canada under the quota, are also categorized as treated. Foreign-born
migrants living in Canada who did not migrate to Canada with intent to indirectly migrate
through the U.S., are placed in the control group. For these migrants, the decision to migrate to
the U.S. would have been unaltered by passage of the quota act. The approximation used for

defining treatment status is discussed in the data section.

V. Data

a. Source and Sample

This paper uses hand-collected, individual-level data from archival ship records which
documented alien arrivals through Seattle from 1920 to 1922 and over twenty other border posts
and ports in Washington and Alaska from 1918 to 1924.%® The sample created contains
information from all available ports in Alaska and Washington. A map of these ports can be

found in Figure 2. The sample includes several entry points across the U.S.-Canadian border in

%8 Ancestry.com was used to collect a portion of this data; however, information was hand-collected from images of
the original documents, not the keyed-
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addition to several ports on the pacific. The location of these ports offers new insight into
migration through western ports during a period of mass migration from Russia, Eastern Europe,

and other parts of Asia.
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limited to the time period between the 1917 Immigration Act (May 1, 1921) and the 1924
Immigration Act (July 1, 1924) to avoid changes in the migrant pool resulting from the literacy
test and then the adoption of a more restrictive quota. There are no other immigration policies
changing within this period of time.

Over 2,300 Chinese migrants are omitted from the sample. Chinese migration was
restricted by the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act and not by the 1921 quota. Because Chinese
migrants are technically uncounted under the quota, | would categorize them as part of my
comparison group. However, only highly skilled Chinese migrants were allowed entry under the
Exclusion act and, as a result, they exhibit very different characteristics from the other migrants
in the sample and do not serve well as part of the comparison group.

My clean sample ultimately consists of 3,401 male immigrants. To get a sense of
whether collecting data from the original microfilm results in over or under sampling migrants,
Table 2 reports the number of migrants in my sample compared to the total recorded arrivals in
Seattle. For 1921 and 1922, the number of observations in my cleaned sample is 2/5 the number
of reported immigrants entering the port of Seattle.** Considering the official reported number
of migrants entering the port of Seattle includes several types of immigrants omitted from my
sample (such as women, children, students, retirees, and those not listing an occupation), this
sample captures a large proportion of the total number of migrants travelling through Seattle.®

Still, there may be some slight under-sampling. All conclusions must be kept in context of the

regressions with only visitors, there is only a .8% change in occupation prestige scores after the quota was
implemented (this estimate is not statistically significant). It appears that the composition of visitors through
northwestern ports is not changing as a result of the quota.

* This was calculated from the data collected for this sample and information collected from the 1924 Statistical
Abstract of the United States.

% Another article utilizing ship record data, Green and Green (1993), collected steerage class passengers admitted to
Canada. Their sample captured 1/34 of the reported migrants entering through the ports they collected.
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sample; particularly since migration through Alaska and Washington comprises less than ten

percent of all early twentieth century migration to the U.S.

b. Measuring Skill: Coding of Occupations

Occupation of each migrant was recorded in full text at time of entry. Information on

is not available; therefore, | matched these occupations to occupation

prestige scores listed in the 1920 census. Occupational prestige score is a variable created by the
census and is based off of occupation and wages from the 1950 census. The median income of
each occupation in the 1950 census was calculated to produce the occupational prestige scores.*
The medians created using the 1950 census were then assigned to occupations in the 1920 census
and represent the median incomes of each occupation in hundreds of 1950 dollars.*” Using
occupation scores from the 1920 census allows for a continuous measure of pay by occupation.

Table 3 reports several of the most common occupations in the sample. The most
common occupation is farmer, which is assigned an occupation score of fourteen.*® Therefore,
the median income of a farmer in 1950 was 1,400 in 1950 dollars. A majority of these farmers
are non-quota migrants. Where 14.6 percent of non-quota migrants are farmers, only 3.2 percent

of quota migrants are farmers.
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Occupation scores are used as a substitute for an actual measure of
As a result, occupational scores cannot capture differences in skill within each occupation. It

could be the case that only the best or worst workers in each occupation are migrating,
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analysis. To understand the potential consequences of miscategorizing some non-quota migrants

as quota migrants, we must recall
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migrants who
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score is regressed on an indicator for after the quota, an indicator for quota status, and an

interaction of the two.
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c. Changes in Source Country versus Within Country Changes

These results beg the question: Are the overall increases in skill due to changes in skill
within a source country, or due to changes in which countries are sending migrants after the
quota was implemented? As noted by Borjas (1985, 1995), birthplace and the skill

characteristics of migrants are strongly related, so it is reasonable to believe that there will be
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VII.

compositional change in the national-origins mix of migrants. This is evidence that migrants are

altering their behavior in response to the quota within countries.

Robustness Checks

Migrants residing in Canada for at least a year before migrating were not counted against

their birth- Therefore, it was
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estimates smaller than those found with the approximated comparison group. This is a result of
miscategorizing some untreated observations as treated, which closes the gap in occupational
scores between those counted as treated and untreated in the intent-to-treat regressions.
However, the quota is still associated with a statistically significant increase in occupation scores
and decrease in the probability a migrant is low-skilled. Occupation scores increase by 12.5
percent as a result of the quotas, while the probability of a migrant being low-skilled decreases
by 23.3 percent.

Migrants who lived in Canada were exempt from the quota. Because the ship manifests
did not record length of stay at last residence, it is difficult to determine if a migrant was in fact
counted under the quota or whether they moved to Canada to become exempt from the quota. In
my main analysis, these migrants are counted as quota migrants because, by moving to Canada
to avoid the quota, their behavior had been altered by implementation of the quota. For
robustness, I run the difference-in-differences specification from the main analysis allowing
those migrants who listed their last permanent residence as Canada to be categorized as
untreated. In this instance, | categorize some migrants that may have been treated as untreated.
Table 12 reports the regressions results. These regressions estimate that occupation scores
increased by 6.7 percent as a result of the quotas. This demonstrates that even in the most
expansive definition of treatment, I still find the quota to be associated with increases in

occupation scores.

VIIIl. Conclusions
The Emergency Quota Act substantially altered the size and characteristics of immigrant

flows into the U.S. in the 1920s. My analysis used differences-in-differences regressions to
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determine how the 1921 quota affected migrant skill. My results indicate that the occupational
prestige scores of incoming migrants increased by nearly twenty percent as a result of the quota.
In context, the median occupation-based income of incoming migrants increased substantially
from 2,611 to 3,076 in 1920 dollars. In linear probability models using dummies for low-,
medium-, and high-skilled workers as the dependent variable, | find that the quota resulted in a
decrease in the probability that an admitted migrant was low-skilled by 21.8 percent.
Conversely, the probability an admitted migrant was medium-skilled increased by 16.5 percent.
There was not a substantial change in the probability a migrant was high skilled.

My estimates are likely lower bounds of the true effect due to attenuation bias resulting
from measurement error in treatment-status variable. Using alternative measures of treatment
status, | continued to find that the quota resulted in an increase in skill; although the size of the
change was smaller than in my preferred specification. The small estimates obtained from
intent-to-treat regressions reveal that using country-level data on the skills of migrants results in
an estimate of the effect of quotas on skill levels that are too small. This highlights importance
of creating a control group of migrants.

Although I am confident I have pinned down the general size of the effect of the quota on
skill levels for migrants entering through the northwest, these results may not be generalizable to
eastern ports. The migrants that arrive on the east coast may be fundamentally different than
those on the west and will certainly have a different national-origins mix. My results indicate,
however, that more than seventy percent of the change in skill observed in western ports occurs
to the quota altering the optimization decision within countries. | expect increased migration
costs also occurred on the east coast, and would expect that there would be an increase in skill

observed there as well. Because most of the change in skill is due to within-country changes, the
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Figure 1: The Relationship between Migration Costs and Skill Before and After the Quota
Figure 1a: Costs and Skills before the Quota

$
EE
CBefore
0 H
S s* Skill Level

Figure 1b: The Effect of Increasing Costs on Skill Levels
$

EE

C:After

CBefore

S* S**  §***  Skill Level

Notes: This diagram is adapted from a version used in Greenwood (2012). Expected earnings are given by
. In panel a, a migrant indifferent between migrating or staying has skill level
S*. At this point EE=C,, S0 the discounted expected return to migration is equal to zero.



Figure 2a: Entry Points Through Alaska

Figure 2b: Entry Points Through Washington
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Notes: Panel a shows average log occupational score over six month periods for the treated and
untreated migrants. The dashed line i
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Notes: Panel 4a shows average log occupational scores for Seattle. The data for Seattle represent
3 month averages. The dashed line is 95% confidence interval about the average log occupation
scores of non-treated migrants. The second panel of Figure 4b shows the difference between the
occupation scores of quota migrants and nonquota migrants.
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Table 1: Quota Limits Set by Emergency Quota Act

Admitted Quota Allotment Admitted % Change Admitted
Country July 1920 - June 1921  Per Fiscal Year ~ July 1921 -June 1922 1920 - 1921 July 1922 - June
1923
Albania . 287 280 288
Austria 4,947 7,444 4,797 -3%
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Table 2: Migration through Seattle

Number of Migrants Number of Migrants

Recorded by the in Clean Samole %
Year Department of Labor P
1920 3575 808 0.226
1921 3682 1609 0.437
1922 2837 1115 0.393

Notes: This table demonstrates the difference between the reported number migrants
migrating through the port of Seattle compared to the number of migrants collected
by hand from ship manifest records. Note that the totals for my data do not include
women, children, Chinese migrants, students, retired individuals, and individuals that
did not report an occupation. Source: 1924 Statistical Abstract of the United States
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Table 5: Common Birthplaces, %

Entire Sample Quota NonQuota
Before After Before After Before After
Japan 43.85 41.06 0 0 61.59 57.34
Canada 9.01 10.33 0 0 12.64 14.42
United Kingdom 5.95 10.39 18.68 14.04 5.88 9.35

Sweden 4,22 1.75



Table 6: Descriptive Statistics: Before and After by Quota Status

Quota NonQuota

Before After Before After

Occupation Score 25.93 28.74 26.51 25.23

(9.04) (10.29) (12.45) (12.95)

% High Skilled 0.09 0.16 0.13 0.15

(0.28) (0.37) (0.34) (0.36)

% Low Skilled 0.60 0.44 0.37 0.43
(0.49) (
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Table 7: Descriptive Statistics by Control Group in the Before Period (1917-1921)

NonQuota Migrants

Foreign-Born

Canadian
Quota Migrants All NonQuota Citizens Canadian Born
Occupation Score 25.93 26.51 23.00 26.01
(9.04) (12.45) (8.26) (9.96)
% High Skilled 0.09 0.13 0.05 0.06
(0.28) (0.34) (0.22) (0.24)
% Low Skilled 0.60 0.37 0.53 0.59
(0.49) (0.48) (0.50) (0.49)
% Medium Skilled 0.31 0.50 0.42 0.34
(0.46) (0.50) (0.49) (0.48)
Age 34.81 38.44 43.70 41.22
(10.29) (10.70) (12.12) (12.82)
% Married 0.32 0.69 0.46 0.43

(0.47) (0.46



Table 8a: Difference-in-Differences Estimator
Mean Log Occupation Score Before and After 1921 Policy

Before After Difference

Table 8b: Difference-in-Differences Estimator
Percentage Low Skill Before and After 1921 Policy

Before After

Difference
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Table 9: Adding Fixed Effects for Birthplace x Canadian Citizenship

Log Occupation

Dependent Variable: Score Low Skill Medium Skill High Skill
After Dummy -0.0815*** 0.0551 -0.0798 0.0246**
(0.0137) (0.0631) (0.0723) (0.0109)
Quota Dummy -0.0882 -0.0357 -0.0225 0.0582**
(0.0672) (0.123) (0.108) (0.0219)
Quota x After 0.136*** -0.114*** 0.0802** 0.0338*
(0.0477) (0.0380) (0.0324) (0.0196)
Constant 3.170*** 1.094*** 0.0221 -0.117%**
(0.0404) (0.103) (0.0900) (0.0259)
Fixed Effects for Canadian Citizenship X
Birthplace y y y y
Observations 3,401 3,401 3,401 3,401
R-square 0.060 0.162 0.108 0.064

These regressions include fixed effects for birthplace by Canadian citizenship. For example, someone born in

Russia that did not become a Canadian citizen is given a differ
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Table 10: Regressions Restricted to One Year Before and After Policy Change

Log
Occupation
Score Low Skill Medium Skill High Skill
After Dummy -0.0414*** 0.0821*** -0.131*** 0.0488***
(0.00581) (0.0248) (0.0217) (0.00555)

Quota Dummy
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Table 12
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Appendix

Figure Al: Border Crossing Form of Miscategorized Migrant

Source: Ancestry.com
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Appendix

Appendix Table Al: Descriptive Statistics: Debarred Migrants

Debarred Entire Sample
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Appendix

Appendix Table A2: Regressions Including Visitors

Log Occupation

Dependent Variable: Score Low Skill Medium Skill High Skill
After -0.0543*** 0.0456 -0.0780 0.0324*
(0.00833) (0.0677) (0.0706) (0.0178)
Quota Dummy 0.0484 0.162 -0.148* -0.0138
(0.0517) (0.108) (0.0861) (0.0225)
Quota x After 0.159*** -0.137* 0.113* 0.0238
(0.0341) (0.0698) (0.0574) (0.0322)
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Appendix

Appendix Table A5: Regressions with Medium-Skill Dummy and Controls

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

After Dummy -0.0608 -0.107*** -0.0944*** -0.0873*** -0.0975*** -0.0997*** -0.102%** -0.109***
-0.0776 -0.0139 -0.0203 -0.0236 -0.0177 -0.0188 -0.0193 -0.0208

Quota Dummy -0.142 -0.0926 -0.0949 -0.0755 -0.0489 -0.0443 -0.047 -0.0356
-0.0842 -0.0765 -0.0735 -0.0642 -0.0526 -0.059 -0.0591 -0.0596

After x Quota 0.161*** 0.0532 0.0448 0.052 0.066 0.0611 0.0609 0.0732

-1.065 -0.0476 -0.0459 -0.0426 -0.04 -0.0462 -0.0489 -0.045
Age 0.0123*** 0.00329 0.00301 0.004 0.00686*
-0.00321 -0.0027 -0.00267 -0.00265 -0.00396

Age Squared -8.89e-05* 4.94E-06 8.10E-06 -1.04E-06 -3.57E-05









