
 

Study shows undocumented immigration
doesn't increase violent crime
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Undocumented immigrants reduce the rate of violent crime in the
United States, according to a new study, despite immigrants struggling
with many socioeconomic factors shared by people who are more likely
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to commit crimes.

University of Wisconsin–Madison sociology professor Michael Light
undertook the comparison of undocumented immigration and violence in
an effort to examine the relationship between two notable recent shifts in
American society. His findings are published in the journal Criminology.

"Since 1990, the undocumented immigrant population in the United
States has tripled. It's part of the largest wave of immigration the country
has ever experienced," says Light. "In that same time, the violent crime
rate has halved."

And the impact of undocumented immigration—especially on public
safety—remains a contentious topic of discussion in the United States.

"This is one of those rare areas everyone is talking about, but the
conversations are occurring in a vacuum of data," Light says. "A lot of
research has looked at immigration and crime, but most of those
conversations have been limited to the overall foreign-born population or
the Latino foreign-born population, not the undocumented population."

Light and Purdue University sociology graduate student Ty Miller used
state-level immigration data from the Center for Migration Studies and
the Pew Research Center spanning 1990 to 2014, comparing
undocumented immigration rates to an index of violent
crimes—homicide, rape, robbery and aggravated assault—kept by the
FBI. They also examined the impact of undocumented immigration on
violent victimization rates from the National Crime Victimization
Survey.

All told, the researchers examined annual rates of migration and crime-
related factors such as unemployment, age, gun availability and drug
activity for each of the 50 states and Washington, D.C., over the course
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of 24 years—more than 1,000 discreet time periods with which to weigh
the effect of undocumented immigration.

"The direction of the relationship is fairly clear," says Light. "They're all
negative."

More undocumented immigration meant less violent crime. According to
the study, a 1 percent increase in the proportion of the population that is
undocumented is associated with 49 fewer violent crimes per 100,000
people.

That immigration waxed while crime waned didn't necessarily mean 
undocumented immigrants helped the country reduce violent crime. In
fact, Light says, there are cases to be made that undocumented
immigrants would contribute to more crime.

"By definition, these people are on the margin of society," Light says.
"It's hard for them to get steady employment, hard to find solid footing
in terms of housing. Poverty rates are higher and educational attainment
is lower. Those are all risk factors that we typically associate with high-
crime populations. But we can also think of a host of other reasons why
that would not be the case—why increased undocumented immigrants
would not increase crime."

For example, Latino immigrant communities in particular seem to
provide informal social and economic support that insulates their
members against alcohol and drug problems and other criminal activity.

Another potential crime-confounding factor is the selective nature of
undocumented immigration.

"The idea is, immigrants are driven by pursuit of education and
economic opportunities for themselves or their families," Light says.
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"Moreover, migration—especially undocumented migration—requires a
lot of motivation and planning. Those are characteristics that aren't
highly correlated with a high crime-prone disposition."

Light and Miller published a similar study in 2017 showing
undocumented immigrants reduce drug and alcohol arrests and deaths,
and Light hopes the new findings make for more informed public policy
discussion.

"I think public debate divorced entirely from data is problematic," Light
says. "There are reasons to think undocumented immigrants would
increase crime, but the data doesn't support those arguments. It's telling
us that has not been the case."
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