Rethinking Crime
and Immigration

BY ROBERT J. SAMPSON

he summer of 2007 witnessed a perfect stormsfrprised by the intense reaction to what | thought at
controversy over immigration to the Unitedhe time was a rather logical reflection. From the
States After building for months with angry debateright came loud gdidws, expletive-filled insults,
a widely touted immigration reform bill supportecangry web postings, and not-so-thinly veiled
by President Gege W. Bush and many leaders irthreats. But the left wagdnso happy eithebecause
Congress failed decisivelyRecriminations soon my agument assumes racial and ethnidedénces
followed across the political spectrum. Just wheniit crime not tidily attributable to material depriva
seemed media attention coultdrbe greater a tion or discrimination—the canonical explanations.
human tragedy unfolded with the horrifying execu
tion-style murders of three teenagers in Newark, AlthoughAmericans hold polarizing and con
N.J., attributed by authorities to illegal aliens. flicting views about its value, immigration is a
major social force that will continue for some time.
Presidential candidate Repom Tancredo (R- It thus pays to reconsider the role of immigration in
Colorado) descended on Newark to blame city-leashaping crime, cities, culture, and societal change
ers for encouraging illegal immigration, while Newsvrit large, especially in this era of social anxiety
Gingrich declared the “war at home” against illegalnd vitriolic claims about immigratios’reign of
immigrants was more deadly than the battlefields t&frror.
Irag. National headlines and outrage reached a
feverish pitch, with Newark &ring politicians a
potent new symbol and a brown face to replace t8ME FACTS
infamousWillie Horton, who committed armed reb
bery and rape while on a weekend furlough from his  Consider first the “Latino Paradox.” Hispanic
life sentence to a Massachusetts prisdnother Americans do better on a wide range of social-indi
presidential candidate, forméfennessee senatorcators—including propensity to violence—than one
FredThompson, seemed to capture the mood of theuld expect given their socioeconomic disadvan
times at the Prescott Buslwards Dinner: “Welve tagesTo assess this paradox in more depth, my col
million illegal immigrants laterwe are now living leagues and | examined violent acts committed by
in a nation that is beset by people who are suicidadarly 3,000 males, and females in Chicago ranging
maniacs and want to kill countless innocent meim, age from 8 to 25 between 1995 and 2003
women, and children around the world.” study selected whites, blacks, and Hispanics (prima
rily Mexican-Americans) from 180 neighborhoods
Now imagine a nearly opposite, fact-based scenging from highly segregated to very integrated.
nario. Consider that immigration—even if illegal—We also analyzed data from police records, the U.S.
is associated withower crime rates in most disad Census, and a separate survey of more than 8,000
vantaged urban neighborhoods. Or that increasi@@icago residents who were asked about the charac
immigration tracks with the broadeduction in teristics of their neighborhoods.
crime the United &tes has witnessed since the
1990s. Notably, we found a significantly lower rate of
violence among Mexican-Americans compared to
Well before the 2007 Summer of Disconterilacks and white#\ major reason is that more than
over immigration, | proposed we take such ideasquarter of those of Mexican descent were born
seriously Based on hindsight | shouldriave been abroad and more than half lived in neighborhoods
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2 Rethinking Crime and Immigration

where the majority of residents were als ,
Mexican. In particular first-generation immi
grants (those born outside the Unitetht&s)
were 45 percent less likely to commit violenc
than third-generatiodmericans, adjusting for
individual, family, and neighborhood back
ground. Second-generation immigrants were . .
percent less likely to commit violence than th
third generationThis pattern held true for non-
Hispanic whites and blacks as well. Our stuc
further showed living in a neighborhood of eon
centrated immigration was directly associate
with lower violence (again, after taking intc Immigration (in 100s)
account a host of correlated factors, includir

poverty and an individua’ immigrant status).

Immigration thus appeared “protective” again¢ 1% 182 1984 199 1998 2000 2002 2004
violence.

mmigration flows and homicide trends:
U.S. total, 1990-2004 (three-year averages)

gration from Europe, along with ethnic diversity

Consider next the implications of these findmore generallywas linked with increasing crime
ings when set against the backdrop of one of thed formed a building block for what became
most profound social changes to visit the Unitdcdhown as “social disganization” theory New
States in recent decades. Foreign immigration to tierk today is a leading magnet for immigration, yet
United Sates rose sharply in the 1990s, especiailyhas for a decade ranked as onAmkricas safest
from Mexico and especially to immigrant enclavesties. Crime in LosAngeles dropped considerably
in large cities. Overall, the foreign-born populatiom the late 1990s (45 percent overall) as did other
increased by more than 50 percent in 10 years, tokispanic influenced cities such as San Jose, Dallas,
million in 2000. A report by the Pew Hispanicand PhoenixThe same can be said for cities smack
Center found immigration grew most significantlypn the border like EI Paso and San Diego, which
in the mid-1990s and hit its peak at the end of thave long ranked as low-crime areas. Cities of con
decade, when the national homicide rate plungeddentrated immigration are some of the safest places
levels not seen since the 1960s. Immigrant flovesound.
have receded since 2001 but remain high, while the
national homicide rate leveledf@nd seems now to
be creeping up. Both trends are compared over time
at top left. COUNTERPOINT

The pattern upends popular stereotypes. There are criticisms of thesegaments, of
Among the public, policy makers, and even margourseTo begin, the previous figure juxtaposes two
academics, a common expectation is that the carends and nothing more—correlation dogesgual
centration of immigrants and the influx of foreigncausation. But it does demonstrate, the trends are
ers drive up crime rates because of the assunoggbosite of whas commonly assumed, which is
propensities of these groups to commit crimes asdrely not irrelevant to the manwand strongly
settle in poarpresumably disganized communi causal, claims that immigration increases crime.
ties. This belief is so pervasive that in our ChicagDescriptive facts are at the heart of sound social sci
study the concentration of Latinos in a neighboence, a first step in any causal inquiry
hood strongly predicted perceptions of disorder no
matter the actual amount of disorder or rate of Perhaps a bigger concern is that we need to dis
reported crimesAnd yet immigrants appear in gentinguish illegal from legal immigration and focus on
eral to be less violent than people boriAmerica, the many illegal aliens who allegedly are acceunt
particularly when they live in neighborhoods witling for crime waves across the country—the
high numbers of other immigrants. “Newark phenomenon.” By onegrment, because

of deportation risk illegal immigrants are afraid to

We are thus witnessing a fdifent pattern from report crimes against them to the police, resulting in
early 20th centunAmerica, when growth in immi artificially low official estimates in the Hispanic


Ben
Highlight

Ben
Highlight


Rethinking Crime and Immigration 3

community But no evidence exists that reportingmmigrants may also come from cultures where
biases seriously fct estimates of the homicideviolence isnt rewarded as a strategy for establish
victimization rate—unlike other crimes there is &g reputation (to which I return below).

body At the national level, then, the homicides

committed by illegal aliens in the Uniteda®es o4 ated probability of vi
are reflected in the data just like for everyor
else. The bottom line is that as immigrant:
poured into the countyhomicides plummeted. . .. — e e
One could claim crime would decrease fast
absent immigration inflows, but thata diferent
argument and concedes my basic point.

olence by third-
generation males in Chicago neighborhoods

There is also little disputing that in areas ar
times of high legal immigration we find accem
panying suges of illegal entrants. It would be
odd indeed if illegal aliens descended on are
with no other immigrants or where they had no. z@*
pre-existing networksAnd so it is that areas of
concentrated immigration are magnets for illeg
concentration. Because crime tends to be he( 4 11 13 15 17 19 21 23 25
tively associated with undédrentiated immigra Age
tion measures, it follows that we can disconfirm
the idea that increasing illegal immigration is
associated with increasing crime. This scenario is undoubtedly the case and cen

tral to the agument—social selection is a causal

Furthermore, our Chicago study did includenechanism. Namelyo the extent that more people
both legal and illegal immigrants. | would estimatpredisposed to lower crime immigrate to the United
the illegal status at roughly a quarter—but in aritates (we now have some 35 million people of for
case no group was excluded from the analyi$is. eign-born status), they will sharply increase the
other important point is that the violence estimateenominator of the crime rate while rarely appear
were based on confidential self-reports and nioig in the numeratoAnd in the neighborhoods of
police statistics or other fadial sources of crime. U.S. cities with high concentrations of immigrants,
Therefore, police arrest biases or undercounts came would expect on selection grounds alone to find
explain the fact that first generation immigrant®wer crime rates. Selection thus favors thguar
self-report lower violence than the second generaent that immigration may be causally linked to
tion, which in turn reports less than the third gendower crime.
ation.

Another concern of social scientists is common
So let us proceed on the assumption of a simurces of causation, or “competing” explanations.
stantial negative association across individual®ne candidate is economic trendfter all, poten
places, and time with respect to immigration arigil immigrants respond to incentives and presum
violence. What potential mechanisms might explaiably choose to relocate when times are better in
the connections and are they cau3dliPking about their destinationsAlthough a legitimate concern,
these questions requires attention be paid te cetonomics caheasily explain the storfpepending
founding factors and competing explanations.  on the measure, economic trends drex@morphic
with either immigration or crime at either the begin
Social scientists worry a lot about selectioning or end of the time series. Real wages were
bias because individuals flif in preferences anddeclining and inequality increasing in the 1990s by
can, within means, select their environments. It hasst accounts, which should have produced
been widely hypothesized that immigrants, andcreases in crime by the logic of relative depriva
Mexicans in particularselectively migrate to thetion theory which says that income gaps, not
United Sates on characteristics that predisposdsolute povertyare what matters. Broad economic
them to low crime, such as motivation to workndicators like stock market values did skyrocket
ambition, and a desire not to be deportetut collapsed sharply while immigration ditin’
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4 Rethinking Crime and Immigration

Scholars in criminology have long searched farime-generating, influence of immigrant coneen
a sturdy link between national economic trends atr@tion.
violence, to little avail.The patterns just don’
match up well, and often they’re in the opposite Finally, we examined violence in Chicago
direction of deprivation-based expectatioi$ie neighborhoods by a foreign-born diversity index
best example is the 1960s when the economgpturing 100 countries of birth from around the
markedly improved yet crime shot up. Dofdrget, world (below). In both high- and low-poverty com
too, the concentrated immigration and crime linkunities, foreign-born diversity is clearly and
remains when controlling for economic indicatorsstrongly linked to lower violence. Concentrated
poverty predicts more violence (note the high
Finally, the “Latino Paradox” in itself shouldpoverty areas above the prediction line) but- vio
put to rest the idea that economics is the goience is lower as diversity goes up for low- and
answer: Immigrant Latinos are poor and disadvahnigh-poverty neighborhoods alike. Interestinghe
taged but at low risk for crime. Poor immigrantink between lower violence and diversity is
neighborhoods and immigrant-tinged cities like Etrongest in the most disadvantaged neighborhoods.
Paso have similarly lower crime than their eco
nomic profile would suggest. Violence and diversity in Chicago neighborhoods

Competing explanations also caexplain i oene e, 20002003
the Chicago findings. Immigrant youths commit -
ted less violence than natives after adjustment: ¥
arich set of individual, familyand neighborhood 2s0%* e
confounders. Moreovetheres an influence of HE it :
immigrant concentration beyond thefests of . ©
individual immigrant status and other individua
factors, and beyond neighborhood socioeconol :
ic status and legal cynicism—previously show . 5—+F=<0 : -
to significantly predict violencewe estimated S +
male violence by age for three types of neighbc o ¥
hoods (below): TR e SR S —

« “Low-risk,” where a very high percentage ‘ _
of people work in professional and mane 7.2 ' " 8 0 e
gerial occupations (90th percentile), fev
people hold cynical attitudes about th o
law and morality (10th percentile), anc ™"
there are no immigrants;

« “High-risk,” where professional/manageri - e 9:E0 R0
al jobs are scarce, cynicism is pervasiv: FOren bar Simety, S5
and there are also no immigrants;

e “High-risk, immigrant neighborhoods,”CRIME DECLINES AMONG

defined by similarly low shares of profesINON-HISPANICS
sional/managerial workers and high legal
cynicism, but where about one-half of the A puzzle apparently remains in how immigra
people are immigrants. tion explains the crime decline among whites and
blacks in the 1990s. One agitated critic, for exam
The estimated probability an average male liple, chaged that my thesis implies that for every
ing in a high-risk neighborhood without immigrant$lexican enteringAmerica a black person would
will engage in violence is almost 25 percent highbave to commit fewer crimes. But immigration tsn’
than in the high-risk, immigrant neighborhood, the only cause of the crime declifidiere are many
pattern again suggesting the protective, rather theauses of crime—that declines ensued for blacks
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and whites doeshin itself invalidate the immigra most thriving scenes of economic activity in the
tion agument. entire Chicagoland area, for example, second only
to the famed “Miracle Mile” of MichigaAvenue, is
This critigue also exposes a misconceptidhe 26th eet corridor in LittleVillage. A recent
about immigrant diversitylmmigration isnt just analysis of Newrork City showed that for the first
about Mexicans, i§ about the influx of a widetime ever blacks’incomes in Queens have sur
range of diferent groupsThe previous figure, for passed whites’, with the f1& in the black middle
example, represents 100 countries, a conservatilass driven laggely by the successes of black irami
template for many places. In cities such as Lgsants from théMest Indies. Segregation and the
Angeles, and Nework, immigrant flows are eras concentration of poverty have also decreased in
ing simple black-white-brown scenarios and replamany cities for the first time in decades.
ing them with a complex mixture of immigrant
diversity, Such changes are a major social force and
immigrants aren’ the only beneficiaries—native
Even the traditionally black-white city ofborn blacks, whites, and other traditional groups in
Chicago reflects evidence of immigratisrbroad the United $ates have been exposed to the gains
reachWhen we looked at whites and blacks we sti#élssociated with lower crime (decreases in segrega
found surprising variation in generational statusipn, decreases in concentrated povertyreases in
with immigration protective for all racial/ethnicthe economic and civic health of central cities, to
groups except Puerto Ricans/other Latinos. In faokme just a few)There are many examples of
controlling for immigrant generation reduced thanercity neighborhoods rejuvenated by immigra
gap betweemfrican Americans and whites by 14tion that go well beyond Queens and the Lower
percent, implying one reason whites have lower leWest Side of Chicago. From Bushwick in Brooklyn
els of violence thamAfrican Americans is that to Miami, and from lage swaths of south central
whites are more likely to be recent immigrafise Los Angeles to the rural South, immigration is
pattern of immigrant generational status and lowsrshapingAmerica. It follows that the “externali
crime is thus not just restricted to Latinos, and ties” associated with immigration are multiple in
extends to helping explain white-blackfdiiences character and constitute a plausible mechanism
as well. explaining some of the variation in crime rates of all
groups in the host society
Added to this is substantial non-Latino immi
gration into the United tates from around the There are important implications for this line
world, including Russia, Poland, India, and thef agument. If it is correct, then simply adjusting
Caribbean, to name just a few countries. Black afat things like economic revitalization, urban
white populations are increasingly characterized lohange, and other seemingly confounding explana
immigrants (Poles and Russians among whitestians is illegitimate from a causal explanation stand
Chicago, for example, and Caribbeans aWest point because they would instead be mediators or
Africans among blacks in NeXork). According to conduits of immigration éécts—themselves part of
Census 2000, the Chicago area has more thiha pathway of explanation. Putféifently, to the
130,000 Polish immigrants, so we atetalking extent immigration is causally bound up with major
about trivial numbers. social changes that in turn are part of the explanato
ry process of reduced crime, estimating only the net
Perhaps more important, focusing on the “whaffects of immigration will give us the wrong
about whites and blacks” question misses the n@answer
selection-based component of a broader immigra
tion agument.We're so used to thinking about
immigrant adaptation (or assimilation) to the ho
society we've failed to fully appreciate how immi%:ULTURAL PENETRATION
grants themselves shape the host sacletse eco  AND SOCIETAL RENEWAL
nomic revitalization and urban growtA.growing
consensus gues immigration revitalizes cities A related cultural implication, while specula
around the countryMany decaying innecity areas tive and perhaps provocative, is worth considering.
gained population in the 1990s and became mdtgnmigration leads to the penetration itmerica
vital, in laige part through immigration. One of thef diverse and formerly external cultures, then this
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diffusion may contribute to less crime if these-cul  In todays society then, | would hypothesize
tures dort carry the same meanings with respect tbhat immigration and the increasing cultural diversi
violence and crime. ty that accompanies it generate the sort of conflicts
of culture that lead not to increased crime but-near
It's no secret the Unitede®es has long been dy the opposite. In other words, selective immigra
high-violence societywith many scholars positingtion in the current era may be leading to the greater
a subculture or code of the streets as its main caussibility of competing non-violent mores thatext
In one influential version, shared expectations foot just immigrant communities but flise and
demanding respect and “saving face” lead parti@doncatenate through social interactions to tamp
pants in the “street culture” of poor inner cities tdown violent conflict in general. Recent findings
react violently to perceived slights, insults, and otshowing the spread of immigration to all parts of
erwise petty encounters that make up the roundsAwherica, including rural areas of the Midwest and
daily life. But according to the logic of this theprySouth, give credence to thisgament.The Willie
if one doesrt’ share the cultural attribution or perHortinization of illegal aliens notwithstanding,
ceived meaning of the event, violence is less likeljiversity and cultural conflict wrought by immigra
Outsiders to the culture, that is, are unlikely to he®n may well prove healthyather than destructive,
caught in the vicious cycles of interaction (and reaas traditionally believed.
tion) that promote violence.

The massive penetration of immigrant (partidRecommended Resour ces
ularly, but not only Mexican) populations through
out the United ftes, including rural areas and th&ichard Nisbett and Dov CoheGulture of Honor:
South, can properly be thought of as &udibn-like The Psychology of Violence in the South
process. One possible result is that over time (Westview 1996).A fascinating take on the
American culture is being diluted. Some of the most cultural roots of violence in the Unitedages,
voracious critiques of immigration have embraced including the culture of honor posited tdliat
this very line of agument. Samuel Huntington, in the South disproportionately and traced to
one well-known example, claims the very essence European immigration.
of American identity is at stake because of increas
ing diversity and immigration, especially fromEyal Press. “Do Immigrants Make Us Safek&wv
Mexico. He may well be right, but the diagnosis York Times Magazine December 3, 2006 New
might not be so bad if a frontier mentality that  York Times writer considers the questions raised
endorses and perpetuates codes of violence is a in this article, taking to the streets of Chicago.
defining feature oAmerican culture.

Ruben G Rumbaut andwalter A. Ewing. “The

A profound irony in the immigration debate Myth of Immigrant Criminality and the Para
concedes another point to Huntington. If immigra  dox of Assimilation: Incarceration Rates among
tion can be said to have brought violence to Native and Foreign-Born Men,” (Immigration
America, it most likely came with (white) Irish and Policy Center2007).A recent synthesis of the
Scottish immigrants whose cultural traditions empirical facts on immigration and crime, with
emphasizing honor and respect were defended with a special focus on incarceration.
violent means when they settled in the South in the
1700s and 1800s. Robert Nisbett and Dov Coh&horsten SellinCulture Conflict and Crime (Social
have presented provocative evidence in favor of this Science Research Council, 1938jidely con
thesis, emphasizing cultural transmission in the sidered the classical account of immigration,
form of Scotch-Irish immigrants, descendants of culture, and crime in the early part of the 20th
Celtic herdsman, who developed rural herding-com  century
munities in the frontier South. In areas with little
state power to command compliance with the lawRobert J. Sampson is chair of the sociology
tradition of frontier justice carried over from ruratlepartment at Harvard Universityis research cen
Europe took hold, with a heavy emphasis on retalers on crime, deviance, and stigma; the life course;
ation and the use of violence to settle disputes, refgighborhood éécts; and the social ganization of
resented most clearly in the culture of dueling. cities.



