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Abstract 

In 2006, the emergence of several controversial congressional immigration 

reform plans is triggering heated debate across the nation.  Though a growing 

majority of Americans view immigrants positively, a growing majority also view 

immigrants as more of a burden than asset to society.  One implicit concern 

underlying the immigration debate is the belief that immigrants or foreigners are 

more criminal than native-born citizens… but is this the case?  Using 1990 and 2000 

U.S. Census and F.B.I. Uniform Crime Report data, I analyze the relationship 

between foreign-born people in the U.S. and crime rates.  I examine changes in crime 

and immigration rates from 1990 to 2000, the nation’s immigrant-crime link during 

2000, and the immigrant-crime link in counties that experienced an increase in their 

foreign-born population.  I find that counties with higher proportions of foreign-born 

people, specifically higher proportions of established immigrants, are associated with 

lower crime rates.  More recent immigrants (with less than five years in the U.S.) are 

found to be associated with higher crime, but it may be that new immigrants’ labor 

market factors (such as unemployment and graduation rates) or their vulnerability to 

being victimized are driving the association with crime.  These findings suggest that 

policies focused on better integrating new immigrants into the U.S. could help lower 

crime rates. 
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IMMIGRATION AND BORDER POLICY HOLD PROMINENT PLACE ON U.S. POLICY AGENDA 

 With 2006 being an election year, immigration policy is an especially heated topic 

on the Capitol Hill agenda and across the nation.  In what are being described as the most 

massive demonstrations since the civil rights movement, hundreds of thousands of 

immigrant-rights supporters in over 60 American cities took to the streets on April 11, 

2006 protesting the federal government’s approach to tackling the nation’s illegal 

immigration situation. 1  One month earlier, in March of 2006, over 500,000 people 

marched down the streets of Los Angeles, California in just one example of a local 

community rallying together “to show that illegal immigrants are already part of the 

American fabric, and want the chance to be legal, law-abiding citizens (Associated Press, 

2006).”  Though varying in size, the turnout at similar immigrant-rights demonstrations 

across the nation is catching elected officials and the media by surprise.  Demonstrators 

oppose House Resolution 4437, legislation passed by the U.S. House of Representatives 

in December of 2005 that would, among other things: make it a felony to be in the U.S. 

illegally, impose new penalties on employers hiring undocumented workers2, require 

churches to check parishioners’ legal status before helping them, and order the 

construction of fences along one-third of the U.S.-Mexican border. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

1 See the map in Appendix B, Graphic 1 to view estimates of illegal immigrants in each state and the 
locations where pro-immigrant rallies were held on April 10, 2006. 
2 In this thesis, I specifically use the term “undocumented immigrant” or “undocumented worker” to 

describe the immigration status of people who do not have the federal documentation to show they are 
legally entitled to work, visit or live in the U.S.  The National Association of Hispanic Journalists reports 
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 With hundreds of thousands citizens marching in the streets, the immigration 

debate is clearly politically charged… both between and within political parties.  

President George W. Bush advocates a guest-worker program that would give some of 

the nation’s undocumented workers the temporary right to legally work in the U.S.  Many 

Republicans are against offering undocumented workers legal status, but some fellow 

party members say amnesty could score Republicans Hispanic votes that will likely be 

critical for garnering congressional seats in the 2006 election.  With Senate Majority 

Leader Bill Frist, Senator John McCain, and other potential presidential nominees being 

so vocal on this issue, some say presidential politics may even be an undercurrent in 

today’s immigration debate.  At the end of the day however, immigration policy is 

currently in the hands of the Senate Judiciary Committee, and the fact remains that 

beneath the politics of immigration reform there is a policy decision that must be made.3 

 Since the September 11th terrorism attacks, the U.S. has tripled spending on 

border enforcement.  Despite increased funding, illegal immigration doubled and an 

estimated 12 million undocumented immigrants are now in the U.S (Passel, 2006).  Just 

as illegal immigration has risen, legal immigration has increased too.  The 34 million 

foreign-born people in the U.S. in 2004 comprised the nation’s largest foreign-born 

                                                                                                                                                 

these terms are more accurate because they reference people’s undocumented status without dehumanizing 
them in the manner that such terms as ‘aliens’ and ‘illegals’ do (NAHJ, 2006). 
3 See Appendix B, Table 1 for an overview of the Senate Judiciary Committee’s current compromise. 
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population since 1930 (Gibson & Jung, 2006).4  Increases in both legal and illegal 

immigration draw mixed reactions.  On one side, the President says, "We've got to 

strengthen security along our borders… we've got to stop people from coming here 

(Bush, 2005)."  Meantime, Democratic Senator Edward Kennedy argues immigrants are 

workers not criminals, saying "border guards are out chasing busboys when they ought to 

be looking for terrorists (Farrell, 2005)."  This juxtaposition of perceptions conveys an 

implicit concern behind the immigration debate.  There exists a concern that foreigners 

are more criminal than native citizens… but is this the case?5 

 Using 1990 and 2000 Decennial U.S. Census data and the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation’s Uniform Crime Report data (UCR), this paper analyzes the relationship 

between the number of foreign-born people in the U.S. and county crime rates.  The focus 

of this thesis is primarily on the year 2000 data- how it changed from 1990 levels and 

what correlations exist.  Controlling for standard determinants of crime, this study 

explores whether or not the number of foreign-born people in a county is correlated with 

the county’s crime rates.  This discussion examines: (i) changes in crime and immigration 

rates from 1990 to 2000, (ii) the nation’s immigrant-crime link during 2000, and (iii) 

whether the immigrant-crime link in counties with more foreign-born people varies from 

the general national county-level trends.  The analysis also considers whether new 

immigrants (who have five years or less in the U.S.) impact crime rates any differently 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

4 See Appendix B, Chart 1 to view foreign-born population trends for the U.S. from 1850 to 2000 
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from immigrants who have been in the U.S. for longer periods of time.  The hypothesis is 

that the proportion of foreign-born people in the U.S. does not explain changes in crime.  

Foreign-born people are not responsible for crime increases-  if anything, their presence 

in a community can be associated with lower crime rates.   

I find that counties with higher proportions of foreign-born people, specifically 

higher proportions of established immigrants, are associated with lower crime rates.  

More recent immigrants (with less than five years in the U.S.) are found to be associated 

with higher crime rates, but it may not be the immigrants themselves that are associated 

with higher crime.  Labor market factors associated with new immigrants, such as higher 

rates of unemployment and lower graduation rates are strongly correlated with higher 

crime rates and may be driving the variable’s association with crime.  There is something 

about the cohort of immigrants that have been in the U.S. longer that is linked to lower 

crime rates.  It may be that because of the linguistic and cultural challenges of integrating 

into American society, newer immigrants may be easier targets for criminals than more 

street-savvy people who have lived longer in the U.S.  These findings suggest that 

policies focused on better integrating new immigrants into the U.S. (helping them 

become more like the cohort of established immigrants) could help lower crime. 

                                                                                                                                                 

5 At the March 2006 Washington DC rally, one woman tackled the stereotype that immigrants are criminals 
wearing a shirt that read, “I don’t sell drugs or sell sex.  I am not Osama Bin Laden.  I just need to work.” 
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 My thesis paper begins by reviewing literature analyzing whether or not 

immigrants pose social, economic, or educational problems to society.  This discussion is 

followed by a review of some existing immigrant-crime research and the limitations of 

the existing research.  The next section focuses on the contribution of this study.  This 

study’s empirical method is then discussed.  A description of the data, variables, and 

sample of interest, and results are presented.  Finally, this paper concludes by addressing 

the policy relevance of my findings. 

REVIEW OF THE IMMIGRATION ‘PROBLEM’ 

For the most part, scholars have found little evidence linking immigration with 

increased crime rates.  Though many immigrants enter the U.S. legally, researchers find 

that over time, regardless of whether immigration to the U.S. is legal or illegal, public 

opinion has almost always been negative on the issue of whether additional immigrants 

should be allowed to enter this country (Simon 1985, 1987, 1993; Espenshade and 

Belanger 1998).  A recent nation-wide poll commissioned by the nonpartisan Pew 

Research Center and Pew Hispanic Center finds no clear consensus on what should be 

done about undocumented immigrants already in the county.  The report says 32% of the 

2,000 Americans polled want to let undocumented immigrants stay permanently, 32% 

favor a temporary-worker program, and 27% would have them all deported.  The poll 

finds that a growing majority of Americans positively view immigrants as individuals, 

but a growing majority also view immigrants as more of a burden than asset to the 
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country (Cohn, 2006).  Immigrant reductionists assume that immigrants strain resources 

available to native citizens.  To evaluate the validity of such public opinions, analysts 

often examine the relationship between immigration and factors such as: educational 

attainment and achievement gaps (Jeynes, 2004), gaps in wages/earnings (Card & Lewis, 

2005), and language acquisition (Kondo, 1998).  Findings are mixed.  Some studies find 

evidence that immigrants drive down wages for less-skilled natives (Borjas, 1998; 

Butcher, 1998; and Reimers 1998).  Betts (1999, 1998), and Hoxby (1998) suggest that 

immigrant inflows to the U.S. in the 1980s weakened native-born minority students’ 

educational attainment.  Other researchers find that immigrants do little to harm native 

people’s opportunities.  Enchautegui (1995) finds that immigration had no negative 

effects on wages in 1980 or 1990.  Using immigrants’ U.S. born children as a 

measurement of assimilation, David Card finds that rather than draining social resources, 

second generation children of immigrants assimilate into American society well and 

actually have higher education and wages than children of natives (Card, 2005). 

A somewhat less studied issue is the relationship between immigration and crime.  

Some believe immigrants have greater criminal tendencies than natives because 

immigrants face more acculturation problems and tend to settle in areas characterized by 

common determinants of crime (i.e. poverty, ethnic heterogeneity, etc.)  Indeed, 

immigration and crime trends sometimes seem to move together, contributing to the 
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perception of foreign-born persons as criminals6, but the causal link between immigration 

and crime is not established.  Despite claims that “immigrant crime” is an unavoidable 

byproduct of immigration, “scholars rarely produce any systematic evidence of this 

recently reemerging social problem” (Martinez & Lee, 2000).   

RESEARCH EVALUATING THE IMMIGRANT-CRIME LINK 

 In evaluating the immigrant-crime link over the past 25 years, more and more 

researchers are finding that immigrants do not pose any unique, violent threat to society 

(Horowitz 2001, Moore no date-n.d.).  Aguirre, Saenz and Sinclair (1997) study the 1980 

Mariel mass migration of Cubans to the U.S.  Using 1990 Census data, they find that 

Mariel migrants had higher rates of institutionalization (either as mental institution 

patients or inmates) than other Cubans.  This finding might suggest that this migrant 

cohort is more likely to be criminal, but authors argue that a “moral epidemic” at the time 

(racism against the Mariels) increased their likelihood of apprehension or 

institutionalization.  Using 1980 and 1990 U.S. Census of Population and Housing 

Public-Use Microdata, Butcher and Piehl (1998a) find that immigrant men ages 18 to 40 

are less likely to be institutionalized than their native-born counterparts.  They also find 

that more recent immigrants are less likely to be institutionalized than earlier immigrants, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

6 A 2001 study of 12 OECD-Countries by the University of California San Diego finds that natives are 
especially concerned about increasing crime rates in countries receiving mainly non-economic migrants.  
(who enter the country for reasons other than employment.)  This trend should be kept in mind as the rate 
of non-economic migrants rises.  Refugees and asylees made up 6% of the 1990 immigrant population, and 
8% of immigrants in 2000  (According to the U.S. Department of omeland Security Website.  Table 4: 

Immigrants Admitted by Type and Selected Class of Admission: Fiscal Years 1986H-2004”). 
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even though the earlier immigrants typically have better labor market characteristics.  

The paper, “Cross-City Evidence on the Relationship between Immigration and Crime,” 

is a framework for this thesis.  It examines the immigrant-crime relationship in 43 

metropolitan areas in the 1980s, finding that immigration flow has no effect on city crime 

rates.  The authors also find that foreign born youth are significantly less likely to engage 

in criminal activity than native born youth (Butcher and Piehl 1998b).   

Using the number of border patrol apprehensions near the U.S.-Mexico border 

from 1991-2000 as a proxy for the volume of illegal immigration, Coronado and Orrenius 

find a positive correlation between illegal immigration and violent crime rates (2003).  

Border enforcement is found to be initially associated with less crime, but over time, the 

deterrence effect of border enforcement diminishes and yields a net impact of zero on 

crime.  The authors suggest the correlation between illegal immigration and crime may 

exist due to three reasons; illegal immigrants may: commit more crime, be more likely to 

be victims of crime, and/or use smugglers whom commit more crime.  Interestingly, the 

authors also report that violent crime and the nature of smuggling became more violent as 

the U.S. enhanced its’ border enforcement efforts and tightened penalties on smuggling. 

 The most recent contribution to the immigrant-crime literature appears in the 

recent study and New York Times article written by Harvard University sociologist Robert 

Sampson (2006).  He asserts that increased immigration is “a major factor associated with 

the lower crime rate of the 1990s (and its recent leveling off).”  Sampson evaluates 
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violent crime and immigration rates in 180 Chicago neighborhoods from 1995 to 2003.  

He finds a significantly lower violence rate among Mexican-Americans in comparison to 

blacks and whites.  He attributes this negative correlation to the fact that many of the 

Mexican-Americans were foreign-born and/or lived in neighborhoods primarily 

composed of Mexican-Americans.  Sampson’s study also finds that “living in a 

neighborhood of concentrated immigration is directly associated with lower violence.” 

LIMITATIONS OF EXISTING RESEARCH 

 Though the studies above offer an insight into the immigrant-crime link, there are 

shortcomings to the existing research due to the limited scope of studies and some poor 

use of proxies.  Focusing only on Cuban immigrants in Florida, the study of Mariel 

immigrants is limited in scope and not as applicable to current immigration trends.  It is 

worth further examining the immigrant-crime trends in this area over time.  Some studies 

(Butcher and Piehl, 1998a) use institutionalization to indicate crime; however this 

institutionalization proxy includes people who are hospitalized in mental institutions 

(something which may have nothing to do with crime).  This proxy does include 

individuals imprisoned in jails/prisons, but that only captures the extreme cases of worst 

offenders and does not capture crime levels for less serious crimes (like property crimes) 

that may impact crime rates but not result in imprisonment. Coronado & Orrenius’ study 

of illegal immigration and crime is interesting, but admits there are challenges to 

identifying accurate proxies for measuring illegal immigration.  Border patrol linewatch 
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apprehension data includes repeat apprehensions for the same individual, and the variable 

fails to capture attempted or successful illegal entries and the number of visa overstays 

(who are said to account for up to half of the illegal immigrants present in the U.S.).  

Sampson’s study parallels my topic closely, but may be limited in scope because it 

focuses strictly on Chicago and there may be different trends in other regions of the U.S.  

CONTRIBUTION OF THIS STUDY 

 This thesis addresses drawbacks of current studies and tests the hypothesis that 

foreign-born people do not contribute to increased crime rates.  Though cities with higher 

proportions of immigrants sometimes have higher crime, this crime is not necessarily 

linked to the presence of criminal immigrants.  It is difficult to empirically negate the 

perception of immigrants as criminals, especially given the lack of individual-level data 

on immigrants and their involvement (or lack thereof) in criminal activity.  Immigration 

and citizenship status are sensitive topics for law enforcement agencies.  Not all agencies 

record their criminals’ immigration or citizenship status.  Because individual level 

immigrant-crime information is not gathered methodically, it is not helpful to attempt to 

quantitatively analyze such incomplete data.   

 Rather than examine the immigrant-crime link on an individual level or within a 

specific city, I improve on existing limitations by looking a nation-wide broader category 

of immigrants and analyzing the county-level relationship between immigration and the 

level and types of crimes committed in U.S. counties.  The F.B.I.’s UCR arrest data, as 
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opposed to institutionalization, is used in order to offer a more accurate description of 

specific nation-wide crime trends.  I consider the immigrant-crime link on a nation-wide 

scale (looking at 3,139 counties across the U.S.), and then on a micro-level of 329 

counties that experienced the greatest changes in their foreign-born population from 1990 

to 2000.  I control for aggregated labor market, demographic, and county characteristics 

as is standard practice in crime literature; however I also disaggregate the foreign-born 

variable to see if new immigrants (with five years or less in the U.S.) impact crime 

differently than established immigrants (who have been in the U.S. more than five years).  

Though undocumented immigrants cannot be studied using my data, it is of interest to 

study the cohort of new immigrants because the largest share of illegal immigrants (40% 

of the total or 4.4 million people) have been in the U.S. five years or less (Passel, 2006).    

DATA 

This thesis uses two sources of data to examine immigration and county crime 

rates in 1990 and 2000.  The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime Report 

(UCR) contains data provided by nearly 17,000 U.S. law enforcement agencies regarding 

crime arrests in their jurisdiction over time.  UCR data 1990 and 2000 (acquired from 

The Interuniversity Consortium for Political and Social Research) provides information 

about the dependent variables (total crime, property crime and violent crimes).  The U.S. 

Census Bureau’s 1990 and 2000 Decennial Reports (acquired from Geolytics, Inc. 

CensusCD datasets) are also key data sources.  These survey results have self-reported 
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data asking, among other things, respondents’ place of birth.  Census data provides 

information about the independent variables, including: Population Size, Mean age, 

Proportion of Males in a county, Proportion of Black people in a county, Proportion of 

Hispanic people in a county, Mean Education Level, Proportion of Population living in 

Poverty, Proportion of county population that is unemployed, Proportion of county that is 

foreign-born, proportion of people in a county that are new immigrants, and proportion of 

people in a county that are established immigrants.  Both the UCR and Census datasets 

are widely accepted for use in crime policy research and serve as the more 

comprehensive and reliable sources of data for pursuing study of the immigrant-crime 

link (Butcher and Piehl, 1998b; Coronado and Orrenius, 2003; Sampson 2006). 

It is always valuable to consider the most current data available, which in this 

case is for the year 2000.  Though UCR data is collected every year, the Decennial 

Census is only conducted every 10 years.  Because this census survey offers the most 

comprehensive information for all of the key independent variables, it constrains the 

scope of this study to focus on1990 and 2000- the most recent years for which both UCR 

and Decennial Census surveys are available.  The two datasets cover over 3,000 of the 

same counties, but there are a few counties that are observed in one dataset, or one 

decade, but not the other.  Therefore, the working datasets of this study are restricted to 

only those counties that are observed in both the UCR and Census in both 1990 and 2000.  

The UCR & Census assign each county a Federal Information Processing Standards 
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(FIPS) code, which is the variable used to merge these two data sources into a dataset.  

For a more in-depth analysis, I isolate a subset of 329 counties in 2000 whose change in 

the proportion of foreign-born people was greater than the national rate of change.  The 

datasets raise some empirical concerns.  Both the UCR and Census ask voluntary 

respondents, household members (Census), and law enforcement agencies (UCR) to self-

report information about what could be construed as negative social indicators 

(citizenship status and crime rates).  To avoid being stigmatized, respondents might 

under-report their real crime rate or citizenship status, thus misrepresenting the truth.   

There are also differences in the ways that the 2000 and 1990 census data were 

collected and compiled.  In 2000, a cohort of interest, males ages 18 to 24 years old, can 

be separated out as a distinct variable but this cannot be done for the 1990 data.  For the 

1990 working dataset and descriptive statistics, the data only allows for the creation of a 

variable accounting for the proportion of people (both male and female) in this age 

category.  Also, 1990 census reports the percent of people in a county that graduated 

from high school or have higher levels of educational attainment.  The 2000 dataset only 

has a variable that shows the number of males and the number of females over the age of 

25 years old that are high school graduates or have the equivalent certification.  These 

differences mean that a perfect year-to-year comparison of these descriptive statistics 

cannot be done, however, because regression models are run using only the 2000 data, 

the interpretation of the ordinary least squares coefficients does hold empirical value. 
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Another complication is that there are many immigrant classifications: an asylee 

(in the U.S. seeking protection for fear of persecution), a legal permanent resident (green 

card holder), a naturalized citizen (applying to be a U.S. citizen), a nonimmigrant 

(permitted to enter the U.S. for a limited time), a refugee (outside the U.S. seeking 

protection for fear of persecution), or an undocumented immigrant (NCLR, 2004).  These 

categories complicate the collection and accuracy of immigration data.  Study outcomes 

might differ if specific immigrant categories than “foreign-born” were used. For example, 

if the perception that refugees are more criminal were true, the inflow of refugees in 

recent years might create a positive bias suggesting that all immigrants are more criminal 

than they actually are.  Outcomes might also differ if data were collected on 

undocumented immigrants.  However interesting and relevant data on illegal immigration 

may be, it is rarely or reliably collected.  The data used for this study does not lend itself 

to make distinctions about the legality or classification of immigrants.  This study uses 

the term, “immigrants” to refer to foreign-born people because it is the most straight-

forward interpretation of the term.  Though a broader generalization, the “foreign-born” 

category is the most reliable and accurate measure of capturing the immigrant population.   

VARIABLES 

Though some discussion of the variables has occurred in earlier sections of this 

paper, this section serves to present a clear overview of my study’s key variables.  The 

key independent variables of interest in the regression model are the proportion of 



 

15 

foreign-born people in a county, the proportion of new immigrants in a county and the 

proportion of established immigrants in a county.  Other independent variables include 

counties’: proportion of the county population that is male, proportion of county in the 

cohort of male ages 16 to 24, proportion of county population that is Black, proportion of 

county population that is Hispanic, proportion of county population that is Asian or 

Pacific Islander, proportion of county population that is an “other” race/ethnic group 

(includes Native Americans and people with more than one race/ethnicity), proportion of 

county with at least a high school degree (or equivalent), log of population, proportion of 

population living in poverty, and proportion of unemployed people in the county.   

The F.B.I.’s UCR reports include nearly 30 categories of crimes, but standard 

crime policy analysis focuses on what are called Part I crimes.  Part I crimes include 

violent crimes (murder, rape, robbery, aggravated assault) and property crimes (auto 

theft, burglary, larceny, and arson).  One method of addressing reporting biases in crime 

data is to work with the logarithms of the crime rates, which are likely to be proportional 

to the true crime rates (Gould, Weinberg, Mustard, 2002).  This commonly used strategy 

is applied to this study as well.  The dependent variable of this study is the county crime 

rate, which is defined three ways: log of total crime, log of violent crime or log of 

property crime.  In cases where crime rates are zero, the value of 0.001 is added in order 

to create the log variables because it is not possible to take the natural log of zero.  The 

function y=log(x) is defined only when the observed value (x) is greater than zero 
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(Wooldridge, 2003).  Changing the value from zero to 0.001 maintains the essential 

“zero” value of the observation while allowing the variable to be logged. 

It is important to make some notes regarding variables of interest to this study.  

Variables in this study focus on the working age population (ages 16 to 64), because most 

criminal offenders are likely to fall within this age group.7    Information pertaining to 

juvenile criminal offenses or county demographics associated with people under the age 

of 16 are not considered because youth are a special population; any associations found in 

any sort of analysis including or limited to the juvenile population would not likely be 

representative of the larger population en masse.  Likewise, data related to people over 64 

years of age are not likely to reflect true societal trends. 

    The regression model considers both the fraction of immigrants in a county as 

well as the proportion of people who immigrated within more recent years.  More recent 

immigrants are classified as the “new immigrants” variable and include foreign-born 

people who have been in the U.S. for five years or less.  In the 1990 dataset, this means 

“new immigrants” are people whose year of entry was between 1985 and 1990.  For the 

2000 dataset, “new immigrants” are those whose year of entry was between 1995 and 

March 2000.  People who are foreign-born but entered into the U.S. prior to these 

mentioned time periods are classified in this study as “established immigrants”. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

7 A 2004 survey of jail inmates shows that the majority (96%) of the inmate population is within the age 
range of 18 to 55 years old (James, 2002). 
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 The last distinction to make in terms of variables is in reference to the descriptive 

statistic variables: “high-crime” counties, “low-crime” counties, and “high change in 

foreign-born” counties.   The “high-crime” county variable is an indicator variable equal 

to one if the county’s total Part I crime rate is greater than the nation’s median, and it is 

equal to zero if the county’s total Part I crime rate is equal to or less than the nation’s 

median rate.  An indicator variable for “high change in foreign-born” counties helps 

create a sub-sample of 329 counties whose change in the percent of foreign-born people 

in its population demonstrates a statistically interesting amount of change.  This allows a 

more focused look at what trends are seen when counties experience an increase in the 

proportion of immigrants in their region.  The “high change in foreign-born” counties 

variable equals one if it is in the top 25% of most populous counties and if its’ change in 

the proportion of foreign-born population in 2000 was greater than the national median of 

44%.  Otherwise, the variable equals zero and it is not considered a “high change in 

foreign-born” county.  I concentrate on the most populous counties in the nation for this 

secondary analysis because otherwise the rate of change in immigrants in less populous 

counties would be an overestimate and counties that really did not have a significant 

change in the number of foreign-born people would inadvertently be categorized as a 

“high-change in foreign-born county”.  For example, a small rural county that had 2 

foreign-born people in 1990 but a total of 5 foreign-born people in 2000 would 

mathematically be considered to have a 150% increase in the proportion of foreign-born 
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people, but the increase of only 3 people isn’t really significant enough to designate the 

area as a county of interest for the “high-change in foreign-born county” analysis. 

Existing research indicates that crime rates are functions of many factors, such as: 

county characteristics (population size), community characteristics (mean age, gender 

composition, ethnic composition, educational attainment), labor market factors (poverty 

level, employment level), and law enforcement characteristics (number of officers and 

police budget or funding level) (Levitt 1996, 1997; Cook & Lamb, 1998).8  Law 

enforcement characteristics are difficult to analyze because they can be interpreted in 

many different ways.  For example, a correlation between high crime counties with a high 

proportion of officers could be interpreted to mean that the county simply has more crime 

and a greater need for more officers.  On the other hand, crime rates might be higher in 

counties with more officers simply because there are more officers in the field to arrest 

people.  Also, the increased presence of more officers could overestimate true changes in 

crime rates.  Crime might not necessarily have increased from one year to the next, but it 

may seem like it did because there were more officers in the second year that resulted in 

more arrests.  Because the law enforcement characteristics can be interpreted in many 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

8 The Federal Bureau of Investigations website lists some of the following factors as influences affecting 
the volume and type of crime occurring from place to place: “Population density; degree of urbanization; 
variations in composition of the population, particularly youth concentration; stability of population with 
respect to residents’ commuting patterns/transient factors; modes of transportation; economic conditions, 
including median income, poverty, and job availability; cultural factors and educational, recreational, and 
religious characteristics; divorce and family cohesiveness; climate; effective strength of law enforcement 
agencies; administrative and investigative emphases of law enforcement; policies of other components of 
the criminal justice system (i.e., prosecutorial, judicial, correctional, and probational); citizens’ attitudes 
toward crime; crime reporting practices of the citizenry.”   
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different ways, such characteristics are not included in this study’s regression analysis.  

Law enforcement characteristics are not necessary for this study and do not need to be 

included in regressions because they are outside the immediate scope of this study.  Such 

variables are also not related to my independent variables of interest (the foreign-

born/immigrant variables), which eliminates concerns for omitted variable bias. 

EMPIRICAL METHOD/PLAN OF ANALYSIS 

Controlling for county characteristics, community characteristics, and labor 

market factors, this thesis considers whether the fraction of foreign-born immigrants in a 

county is associated with its crime rates holding all else equal.  To test the hypothesis that 

immigration does not affect crime, ordinary least squares regressions are used to study 

how county-level crime rates change with variation in county-level immigration (the 

independent variable of interest).  A draw-back of county-level data is that it shows large 

variations in rates of change because less populated areas often have lower crime rates 

(Lott, 1998) and less diversity.  As previously mentioned, in less populated areas, a slight 

change might appear far larger in magnitude than it really is.  To prevent observations 

from underestimating the true means and rates of from these smaller counties change, 

descriptive statistics and regressions are weighted by population.  By doing so, more 

weight is given to more populated areas (such as New York City, which has higher crime 

and more ethnic diversity) and less weight is given to less populated areas (like a remote 

county in Alaska that has far less crime and less ethnic diversity).      
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The immigrant-crime relationship is studied according to three lines of analysis: 

(i) changes in crime and immigration rates from 1990 to 2000, (ii) the nation’s 

immigrant-crime link during 2000, and (iii) whether the immigrant-crime link in counties 

with more immigrants varies from general national county-level trends.  In Appendix A 

Tables 1 and 2, I report descriptive statistics and differences in means pertaining to the 

UCR and Census variables.  Appendix A Table 4 compares crime and county 

characteristics of counties that have crime rates lower than the national median with 

counties that have crime rates higher than the national median.  Appendix A Table 6 

compares counties with high rates of change in immigration to national averages. 

To find the most revealing observations, I run nine regressions to evaluate the 

immigrant-crime link in 2000 (see Appendix A Table 3).  I then run the same nine 

regressions using a subsample of the 392 most populous counties whose foreign-born 

population increased at a rate greater than the national median (see Appendix A Table 5).  

Regressions are based on the following three models.   

Model 1: ltcrime=  β0 + β1 %male + β2 %males16to24 + β3  %black + β4 %hispanic +  
  β5 %asian pacific islander + β6 %“other” race or ethnic group +  

 β7 %high school graduates in county + β8 log(population) +  
 β9 % living in poverty + β10 % unemployed 
 

 The first/base model considers how labor market, county and demographic 

characteristics are associated with county crime rates.  The base model is run three 

separate times using log(total Part I crime rate), log(violent crime rate) and log(property 
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crime rate) as distinct dependent variables.  Coefficients for the base model are reported 

under columns marked by “1t” (when the dependent variable is log of total crime), “1v” 

(when the dependent variable is log of violent crime), and “1p” (when the dependent 

variable is log of property crime). 

Model 2: ltcrime=  β0 + β1 %male + β2 %males16to24 + β3  %black + β4 %hispanic + 
 β5 %asian pacific islander + β6 %“other” race or ethnic group +  

 β7 %high school graduates in county + β8 log(population) +  
 β9 % living in poverty + β10 % unemployed + β11 %foreign-born  
 

The second model includes all the base variables and adds a variable accounting 

for the proportion of foreign-born people in a population.  This model is also run three 

times using the different log crime variables and is reported under columns marked by 

(2).  Coefficients for this second model are reported under columns marked by “2t” 

(when the dependent variable is log of total crime), “2v” (when the dependent variable is 

log of violent crime), and “2p” (when the dependent variable is log of property crime). 

Model 3: ltcrime=  β0 + β1 %male + β2 %males16to24 + β3  %black + β4 %hispanic + 
 β5 %asian pacific islander + β6 %“other” race or ethnic group +  

 β7 %high school graduates in county + β8 log(population) +  
 β9 % living in poverty + β10 % unemployed + β12 %new immigrants +  

 β13 %established immigrants  
 

Instead of just looking at the broad category of foreign-born people, the third 

model disaggregates the foreign-born population into the form of two variables: “new” 

immigrants (with a year of entry between 1995 and 2000) and “established” immigrants 

(who entered the U.S. prior to 1995).  This third model is run using the three distinct log 
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crime variables and reported under the columns “3t” (when the dependent variable is log 

of total crime), “3v” (when the dependent variable is log of violent crime), and “3p” 

(when the dependent variable is log of property crime). 

 In the regression models above, the primary coefficients of interest are: 

β11%foreign born, β12 %new immigrants, and β13 %established immigrants.  When 

variables are found to be statistically significant, it is said that a one percentage point 

change (increase/decrease) in the proportion of foreign-born people is associated with a 

(β / 100) percent change (increase/decrease) in the county crime rate.  Coefficients, their 

robust standard errors (to account for potential heteroskedasticity), and statistical 

significance are reported. 

FINDINGS 

(i) Changes in crime and immigration rates from 1990 to 2000 

 Appendix A Tables 1 and 2 report the key UCR and Census descriptive statistics 

for 1990 and 2000. 9  Even as the proportion of foreign-born people increased from 1990 

to 2000, total crime fell during this time.  Property crimes in 2000 fell by 45% and 

violent crimes dropped by 33%, causing the total crime rate to fall by an average of 41%.  

County descriptive statistics reveal a decline both in the proportion of unemployed people 

and proportion of people living in poverty, despite the population increase from 1990 to 

2000.  The number of ethnic minorities increased in 2000, with Hispanics showing the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

9 See Appendix B, Chart 2 to view Crime Trends For the United States from 1981-2000. 
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largest increase of the ethnic groups.  Focusing on the variables of interest, the proportion 

of foreign-born people in an average county increased 35.4% over the ten year period.  

On average, foreign-born people comprised about 8% of a county’s population in 1990, 

but nearly 11% in 2000.  Within this category of foreign-born people, the proportion of 

established immigrants grew at a faster rate than the proportion of new immigrants.  The 

proportion of new immigrants increased from 2% of the county population in 1990 to 

2.6% in 2000, and the proportion of established immigrants increased from 6% of the 

county population in 1990 to 8.1% in 2000.   

(ii) Findings for the Nation’s Immigrant-Crime Link in 2000 

Base Model  

 Appendix Table 3 reports the coefficients for the immigrant-crime link regression 

data from the nation’s counties in 2000.  Not accounting for any form of immigrant or 

foreign-born variables, the base model regression shows that the factors statistically 

significantly associated with total crime include: the cohort of males 16-24 years old, 

population size, Hispanics, Asian/Pacific-Islanders, unemployment rate, and high school 

graduation (for base model coefficients, see columns 1t, 1v, and 1p).  The cohort of males 

aged 16 to 24 is found to be associated with crime, but only in the base model regression 

in which total crime is the dependent variable.  A one percentage point increase in the 

proportion of males 16 to 24 years old in a county is associated with a 0.14% increase in 
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total crime.  Variation in population size is associated with crime, but at a very small 

level.  A one percent change in population is associated with a 0.01% change in crime. 

This holds true in the second and third models that consider immigrant/foreign-born 

variables.  A similar level of association is found between Hispanics and violent crime; a 

one percentage point increase in the proportion of Hispanics is associated with a 0.01% 

increase in crime.  Though the population and Hispanic variables are found to be 

associated with crime, their coefficients are rather trivial in comparison to other variables 

like the foreign-born/immigrant, unemployment, and high school graduation variables. 

Surprisingly, the Asian/Pacific-Islander variable is statistically significant in all 

models, contradicting standard crime policy literature and data.  The Bureau of Justice 

Statistics (BJS) reports that in 2002, 40% of jail inmates are black; 19% are Hispanic, 3%  

are of more than one race/ethnicity, 1% are American Indian, and only 1% are Asian 

(BJS Criminal Offenders Statistics website, n.d.).  BJS also reports that while 

Asian/Pacific Islanders are about 3% of the population, they only account for 1.8% of 

victimization rates (BJS, 2001).  Being that Asians account for a small amount of 

criminals and a small percent of those being victimized in the U.S., it does not seem 

logical that this variable would be statistically significant and of such a large magnitude.  

Similarly, it does not make sense that the Black variable is never statistically significant 

in any model because Black people are the largest proportion of both the inmate 
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population and crime victims.  Blacks are most often the victims of violent crime, and 

comprise 14.7% of all crime victims (BJS, 2001).   

 The unexpected findings associated with the Asian and Black variables could be 

partially due to the complicated nature of race and ethnicity.  “Race” is often described as 

a biological construct based on physical features (skin color, genes, evolutionary lineage), 

while “ethnicity” refers to the national origin of a person’s heritage.  In 2000, the Census 

surveys ask about race and ethnicity in separate questions whose data I merged to create 

my ethnicity variables.  The values and findings associated with the race/ethnicity 

variables may be imprecise due to coding difficulties.  The term “Hispanic” is not listed 

as an option in the race category; it is considered an ethnic category.  In this study, I code 

the race/ethnicity variables by placing all Hispanics in same “Hispanic” variable 

category, regardless of whether they are Black-Hispanics, White-Hispanics, Asian-

Hispanics, etc.  The Black variable includes people who reported to the Census that they 

are black but non-Hispanic, the Asian/Pacific Islander includes people who reported that 

they were either Asian or Pacific Islander and non-Hispanic, and the “Other” 

race/ethnicity variable includes people who identified themselves as being Native 

Americans, having more than one race, or being of another race/ethnic group not listed.  

The discrete nuances of the distinct race and ethnicity questions on the Census survey not 

only pose challenges for the sake of coding data, there may also be reporting errors 

because the questions could confuse respondents who may not be sure of the most 
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accurate way to answer the survey questions.  For both of these reasons, I will not go into 

any depth explaining the meaning of the Asian/Pacific Islander variable in the models 

because there is a possibility that the race and ethnicity variables may show some 

irregularities or be somewhat inaccurate.   

One last odd observation to note is that poverty is never statistically significant in 

any of my models.  Unemployment and poverty often go hand-in-hand, but it may be that 

unemployment is a more important determinant of crime than poverty.  The 

unemployment variable could also be absorbing the effect of poverty for some reason.  

Model 2 (Foreign-Born Effect) & Model 3 (Effect of New & Established Immigrants) 

 Adding the foreign-born variable into model 2 and the disaggregated 

new/established immigrant variables into model 3, I find that unemployment and high 

school graduation rates have a stronger association with crime when I account foreign-

born/immigrant variables.  This suggests there is an omitted variable bias in the base 

model that does not account for foreign-born/immigrant variables.  (See columns 2t, 2v, 

and 2p for the second model/foreign-born effect and columns 3t, 3v, and 3p for the third 

model effects of disaggregating the new and established immigrant variables.)  It may be 

that unemployment and high school graduation rates are correlated with the foreign-born 

and immigrant variables.  If foreign-born immigrants are correlated with crime, then 

omitted this variable (as is done in the base model) causes a bias.   Unemployment is the 

factor most correlated with crime.  Its’ coefficient is larger than any of the other 
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statistically significant variables in a trend that also holds true across all three models and 

all dependent variables.  It also seems that the correlation between unemployment and 

crime increases when foreign-born/immigrants variables are considered in the model.  A 

one percentage point increase in unemployment is associated with a 0.55% increase in 

crime in model 1, a 0.58% increase in crime in model 2 (which considers the proportion 

of foreign-born people) and a 0.60% increase in crime in model 3 (which disaggregates 

the new and established immigrants).  Better high school graduation rates are also 

consistently correlated with lower crime in all three models.  In the base model, a one 

percentage point increase in the proportion of a county’s high school graduates is 

associated with a 0.03% decrease in violent crime and a 0.04% decline in property crime.  

When foreign-born/immigrant variables are considered (in models 2 and 3), a one 

percentage point increase in the high school graduates variable is associated with a 0.05% 

lower crime rate. 

 In the second and third models including the foreign-born/immigrant variables, 

the Hispanic variable becomes statistically significant with a larger coefficient.  A one 

percentage point increase in Hispanics is associated with a 0.01% increase in violent 

crime only in the base model (column 1v), but a higher 0.04% increase in total crime for 

both models 2 and 3 which include the foreign-born/immigrant variables (see columns 2t, 

3t, 2v, 3v, 2p, and 3p).  Still, the association between the proportion of Hispanic people in 

a county and higher crime is a much smaller magnitude than the 0.6% crime increase 
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associated with unemployment.  Also, the association between Hispanic people and 

slightly higher crime is not necessarily because people’s Hispanic race/ethnicity is 

driving their engagement in crime.  Rather, the poorer economic and educational status 

associated with Hispanics are creating this association.  Such factors, like lower 

graduation rates, unemployment, and poverty affect Hispanics disproportionately, but my 

data compilation prevents such factors plaguing Hispanics from being separated out into 

distinct variables.  Though educational attainment, unemployment, and poverty are 

controlled for in the models, they are aggregated variables and their levels for specific 

races/ethnicities cannot be controlled for directly.     

 Of particular interest to my thesis question are the observations in the second and 

third models which account for foreign-born and immigrant variables.  I find that an 

increase in a county’s proportion of foreign-born people is associated with lower crime 

rates, and established immigrants in particular are associated with especially noteworthy 

decreases in crime.  Model 2 shows a one percentage point increase in the proportion of 

foreign-born people is associated with a 0.07% decrease in violent crime (column 2v), a 

0.10% decrease in property crime (column 2p), and an average of a 0.09% decrease in 

total crime (column 2t).  Model 3 finds that a one percentage point increase in the 

proportion of established immigrants is associated with 0.07% decrease in violent crime 

(column 3v), a 0.13% drop in property crime (column 3p), and an 11% lower total crime 

rate (column 3t).  The same variables that are statistically significant in the base model 
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continue to be significant, but with mostly larger coefficients, in the second and third 

models.  Population size still has only a small association with crime, but unemployment, 

high school graduation, and Hispanics have larger coefficients in the second model and 

even larger coefficients in the third model.  As previously mentioned, this data does not 

make it possible to disaggregate what exactly it is about foreign-born people and 

established immigrants that is responsible for their association with lower crime rates.  

These numbers simply make it clear that there is something about the foreign-born 

cohort, and the cohort of immigrants with more than five years in the U.S., that is linked 

to lower crime rates.  The disparities in the coefficients between new immigrants and 

established immigrants may be due to the heightened challenges that more recent 

immigrants face in terms of acculturating and integrating into American society.  New 

immigrants may have to learn a new language, new social norms, and new marketable 

skills.  Upon arriving to the U.S., they may not have the social networks to help them 

with career or educational advancement.  These linguistic, cultural, educational and 

employment difficulties could make newer immigrants more likely than established 

immigrants to either engage in crime or become victims of crime.   

Comparing “High-Crime” and “Low-Crime” Counties’ Characteristics 

To better understand the dynamics and differences of the immigrant-crime link, I 

compare the characteristics of “high-crime” counties with the characteristics of “low-

crime” counties.  (See Appendix A Table 4 for comparison of the variable means of 
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“high-crime” and “low-crime” counties.)  The level of crime is far different between the 

two categories of counties.  “Low-crime” counties have a mean of 603 total crimes per 

100,000 people while “high-crime” counties have a far higher mean of 16,373 total 

crimes per 100,000 people.  “High-crime” counties typically have higher unemployment 

and poverty rates and a smaller proportion of high school graduates.  The “high-crime” 

counties also have more ethnic diversity than “low-crime” counties, most notably, a 

larger proportion of Black and Hispanic people.   

For my study’s variables of interest, I find there is a large gap in the average 

proportion of foreign-born people in “high-crime” counties and “low-crime” counties.  In 

“high-crime” counties, established immigrants comprise 13% of the county’s population 

and new immigrants comprise 3.9% of the county population.  Established immigrants 

are only 3.7% of “low-crime” counties’ populations and new immigrants are just 1.3% of 

“low-crime” counties’ populations.  The findings from this comparison of means suggest 

that counties with higher crime rates have larger proportions of foreigners.  At first, this 

observation may seem to challenge my findings that foreign-born people are associated 

with lower crime rates.  Part of this apparent conflict may be due to the fact that the many 

small, urban counties in the nation are misrepresenting, or skewing, the data.  Also, “high 

crime” counties quite often are those that include large cities with large populations.  In 

general, large cities and counties tend to have more immigrants.  Irrespective of the 

proportion of immigrants in an area, crime rates will inherently be higher when there are 
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more people in an area and the population density is higher.  Highly populated large 

counties simultaneously attract more immigrants and exhibit higher crime rates, but no 

causal inference can be drawn between immigrants and crime.  To further investigate the 

immigrant-crime correlation, I conduct regression analysis using data only from the most 

populous counties that experienced the greatest rates of change in their foreign-born 

population.   

(iii) The Immigrant-Crime Link in Counties with the Greatest Increase in Immigrants 

 Observing the most populous counties with the greatest increases in immigrants, I 

find that unemployment and proportion of immigrants are the two variables exhibiting the 

greatest association with crime (see Appendix A Table 5).  The coefficients of these two 

variables are in the same direction as those found in the nation-wide regressions, but they 

are stronger (larger) in this level of analysis.  Unemployment consistently is correlated 

with crime in all three models and has a stronger association with crime than any other 

variable.  A one percentage point increase in the proportion of unemployed people in a 

county is associated with as much as 1.23% increase in total crime (column 3t).  Looking 

at the regression analysis of the populous counties with greatest growth in immigrants, I 

find that the new immigrant variable becomes statistically significant (it was not 

statistically significant in the nation-wide models) and is positively correlated with crime.  

This suggests that a one percentage point increase in the proportion of new immigrants is 

associated with an average of a 1.07% increase in total crime (column 3t).  The new 
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immigrants are found to have a stronger association with property crime than with violent 

crime.  As in the earlier models, established immigrants are once again found to be 

statistically significant and inversely correlated with crime.  In this subsample of 

counties, a one percentage point increase in established immigrants is associated with 

1.32% decrease in overall crime rates (column 3t).   

Characteristics of “High-Change Foreign-Born” Counties  

 Counties with a high increase in foreign-born people have an average crime rate 

lower than that of an average county in nation.  Foreign-born people comprise 15% of the 

population in an average county in the “high-change foreign-born” category.  An average 

county in the nation has only 9.5% of its population comprised of by foreign-born people.  

Interestingly, counties in the “high-change foreign-born” category have an average of 

7,047 total crimes per 100,000 people but an average county in the nation has a higher 

rate of 8,630 crimes per 100,000 people.  Another noteworthy observation is that property 

crimes make up a larger portion of total crime in counties with increases in their foreign-

born population.  This lends support to the claim that immigrants’ association with 

property crime is stronger than their association with violent crime.  Two thoughts 

surface in response to this observation: 1) if immigrants are associated to crime as the 

offenders they are more likely engaged in property crimes not violent crimes, and 2) 

immigrants’ association with crime may be due to their being victims of crimes of 

opportunity (like burglaries or auto theft).  Newer immigrants in particular may have to 



 

33 

adjust to a new language, new customs, and new values in the U.S., perhaps making them 

more vulnerable marks for native-born criminals to target.  As immigrants become more 

accustomed to the U.S., they may become more savvy and cautious through their 

integration and consequently become harder to victimize. 

Summary of Findings 

 I conclude that there is something about established immigrants that is associated 

with lower crime rates, and there are some factors linked to newer immigrants that 

associate this group with higher crime rates.  My data prevents me from disaggregating 

my key variables further, so I cannot identify what specific factors link established 

immigrants to low crime rates and recent immigrants to higher crime rates.  I do find that 

higher unemployment rates and lower high school graduation rates and are associated 

with higher crime.  The fact that these factors display such a strong magnitude/correlation 

with crime may indicate that immigrants become less and less associated with crime as 

their jobs and education improve.  Also, it is likely that immigrants’ employment and 

educational attainment get better the longer they are in the country.  Though new 

immigrants are associated with higher crime, the stronger association between established 

immigrants and lower crime rates offers a normative counterbalance.  In other words, the 

positive association of established immigrants is greater than the negative association of 

the more recent immigrants.  Because the cohort of established immigrants has some 

characteristics associated with lower crime, it is likely that extracting some lessons or 
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practices from established immigrants might help lower crime rates if transferred to the 

cohort of newer immigrants and even the rest of American society 

POLICY RELEVANCE OF THIS THESIS AND ITS’ FINDINGS 

In addition to being a recurring campaign issue, immigration research has multi-

faceted policy implications.  Historically, early 20th-century immigration policy was 

shaped by questionable research and prejudices more so than reliable data (Espenshade & 

Belanger, 1998 and Simon, 1985 in Martinez & Lee, 2000).  Today, public opinion still 

plays a role in the shaping of policy.  There are essentially three main concerns or fears 

when it comes to immigration: 1) foreign terrorists entering the country illegally, 2) 

illegal immigrants engaging in criminal activity while in the U.S., and 3) illegal 

immigrants draining public services (health care, education system, etc.).  In light of the 

fact that the September 11th terrorists were foreigners, there is a certain public fear 

against the foreign-born.  A recent poll of 800 legal immigrants finds that 67% of all 

respondents, and 76% of legal Latino immigrants believe that anti-immigrant sentiment is 

on the rise.  The majority of the respondents (62%) say this affects them and their 

families (Bendixen & Associates, 2006).  With both immigrants and non-immigrants 

feeling a heightened degree of anti-immigrant sentiment, it is all the more critical for 

policy decisions to be grounded in factual evidence.  Understanding the empirical 

relationship between crime and societal conditions can improve policymakers’ abilities to 

create crime policies/laws to quell criminal activity.  For the sake of crime, immigration, 
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and even national security policies, it is important to determine the validity of public 

opinion and the perceived threat of immigrants.  I hope my quantitative analysis of the 

foreign-born population adds to the body of empirical data on the immigration issue and 

helps avert unsound biases from infiltrating the policy-making process.   

POSSIBLE POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

 My research on the link between immigrants and crime could most directly 

inform national security, crime, and immigration policies.  My finding that a higher 

presence of immigrants in a community is linked to lower crime rates can serve to 

motivate current and future crime policies.  It is worthwhile to analyze immigrant 

communities to determine what specific values, characteristics, traits or mechanisms may 

be responsible for the lower crime rates.  Lessons learned can then be adapted for use in 

new-immigrant, and even non-immigrant, communities.  This finding also makes the case 

that policies or efforts to better-integrate more recent immigrants, and help them become 

more like the established immigrants, may help lower crime rates.  Lower crime may be a 

positive externality of policies or programs that help new immigrants improve their 

language skills, find and retain jobs, and succeed in the legal labor market.  My findings 

linking unemployment and lower high school graduation rates to higher crime suggest 

that crime-cutting policies should incorporate employment and educational development 

components.  To improve community safety levels, particularly in areas with high 

unemployment, it may worthwhile to engage in workforce development programs- not 
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just for immigrants, but for all unemployed or marginalized members of the community. 

There is even evidence that crime could be lowered with policies concentrating on males, 

or males ages 16 to 24 years old.   

My thesis findings can also serve to expand the dialogue on the current 

immigration issues on the table for our nation’s legislators.  A controversial component 

of H.R. 4437 would classify any undocumented person in the U.S. as a felon.  Data and 

literature seems to suggest that immigrants, whether legal or illegal, come to the U.S. for 

economic opportunities… not to engage in criminal activity.  It is likely excessive action 

to persecute an undocumented worker as a “felon” when the term is typically used to 

refer to violent criminals guilty of aggravated assault, arson, burglary, murder, or rape. 

Another controversial aspect of the immigration debate is whether or not a guest-

worker program should be implemented and whether undocumented workers should be 

allowed to gain legal residency or citizenship status.  In light of my finding that more 

established immigrants are associated with lower crime rates, it makes sense to better 

integrate undocumented immigrants by giving them some form of legal residency and 

path toward citizenship.  Like those included in the “new immigrants” variable, 

undocumented workers have typically been in the U.S. less than five years.  A third hot 

topic in the immigration debate is whether service-providers, at such places as churches 

or health clinics, should be deemed as “criminals” for helping undocumented people.  My 

findings lend credence to the argument that, rather than criminalizing people for offering 
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health or religious services, the federal government should concentrate on improving 

domestic problems like unemployment, poor high school graduation rates, and poverty.  

Instead of criminalizing service-providers, the government might be better off supporting 

service-providers in their mission to help new immigrants integrate into the U.S.   

 Along the lines of homeland security, it is interesting to note that there have been 

dozens of attacks in Europe in recent years, but the U.S. has not had a terrorist attack  

since the September 11th bombings in 2001.  Some say Europe’s marginalization of 

immigrants (through its’ guest-worker, penalty, and deportation policies) alienates 

immigrants and makes them “ripe for radicalism” (Zakaria, 2006).  As recent proof, 

consider the past year’s London’s tubes bombings and major riots launched by migrant 

youth in France.  Jerrold Post, a founding director of the CIA’s Center for the Analysis of 

Personality and Political Behavior, says, “Al-Qaeda version 1.0 is functionally dead.  Al-

Qaeda version 2.0 is almost more an ideology… It’s an adaptive organization responding 

to a crisis” (Associated Press, 2005).  Post goes on to say that immigrants and children of 

immigrants are disenchanted with Western life, have not been able to integrate into their 

new societies, and are therefore ripe for being recruited as terrorists.  First and second 

generation immigrants-turned-terrorists are often young, well-educated, middle class men 

disillusioned with prospects of changing society (Whittaker, 2003). They may lag in 

social mobility and see little chance of accessing their new political environment.  Post 

says alienation is partly to blame for individuals directing anger and frustration at 



 

38 

Western society.  Combining this insight with my findings, it seems that helping 

immigrants and their children integrate into American society may be an effective tool in 

combating violence, whether it is in terms of violent crime, property crime, or terrorism. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  

This thesis could be expanded to explore more aspects of the immigration debate.  

Research could disaggregate native-born characteristics from foreign-born characteristics 

to determine what specific factors drive established immigrants to be correlated with less 

crime and new immigrants with more crime.  It is worth investigating victimization rates 

and disaggregating criminal arrest rates to see what specific populations are engaging in 

crime and which groups are being victimized.  It may well be that the negative 

association between new immigrants and crime is attributed to immigrants’ increased 

likelihood to be victimized.  My study finds that unemployment is strongly correlated 

with crime, but a follow-up question might consider whether it is unemployed native-

born people, unemployed new immigrants, or unemployed established immigrants that 

are linked to more crime.  Because security along the U.S.-Mexico border is of particular 

interest in current political debate, it is worth evaluating the immigrant-crime link in U.S. 

counties/cities near the Mexican border to see if there is a different correlation between 

immigrants and crime in those areas.  It is also worth studying the correlation between 

increased border enforcement funding, manpower, and technology and illegal 

immigration to see if those approaches are effective for curbing illegal immigration or 
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improve safety.  In terms of the illegal immigration dilemma, it would be valuable to 

evaluate how different types of undocumented immigrants impact crime rates and social 

benefits.  One-third to one-half of the nation’s illegal immigrants are people who entered 

the U.S. legally with a Visa but never returned to their native country (Borden, 2006).  

Understanding how the visa overstays affects crime levels might offer an insight into 

improving the accountability and enforcement of the Visa system.   

CONCLUSION 

 In the early 20th century, increased immigration from Europe was linked with 

increased crime in America. (Gerlach, 2006).10   Today, foreigners are still stereotypically 

believed to be responsible for driving up crime rates because they often settle in poor 

neighborhoods and their socioeconomic disadvantages are assumed to increase their 

propensity to commit crime.  My findings, however, align with those of Harvard 

sociologist Robert Sampson and contradict such stereotypes.  Our data suggests that 

immigrants are less violent than native-born Americans and communities with greater 

proportions of immigrants are associated with lower crime rates.  As Sampson argues, 

when it comes to creating immigration policies and cracking down on crime, closing the 

nation’s doors and sweeping out immigrants is not a practical solution.   

 Our nation prides itself on being a multicultural melting pot of immigrants 

seeking the American Dream.  The truth is that hidden in the glorified vision of an 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

10 See Appendix B Table 2 for Chronology of Key Moments in American Immigration Policy. 
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American Dream, there exists a history of policies that use then abuse immigrants for the 

sake of jump-starting the economy- from the enslavement of Africans, to hiring and then 

banning of Chinese laborers who built our railroads in 1882, to the Bracero program that 

brought workers from Mexico into the U.S. to offset the labor shortage of World War II.  

As legislators, policy-shapers, and the public move forward in considering immigration 

and border policies, I hope they sever the historical timeline of “use and abuse” policies 

targeting foreigners and instead create policies valuing the positive externalities that 

immigrants bring to our country.  This study seeks to safeguard and uphold the value of 

the social capital that immigrants bring to the U.S.  Rather than allowing the fuel and fire 

of public perception, stereotypes, and assumptions to drive policy debates, I hope that 

empirical studies, such as this thesis, will feed the policy-making process by exploring 

critical questions and challenging assumptions based on racism, prejudices, or other 

faulty grounds.  Public sentiment, empirical evidence, economic and social outcomes, 

and moral considerations must be balanced.  If immigration policies are designed, 

implemented, monitored, and cared for appropriately, immigration may even be able to 

positively influence our nation’s efforts to suppress crime and violence.  
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APPENDIX A 

TABLE 1.  UNIFORM CRIME REPORT (UCR) DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS: 1990 & 2000 

 

1990 2000 1990-2000 Means 

Variable Mean Median Mean Median Difference % 

Difference Murders 153 14  67 8 -86 -

128% Rapes 173 45 95 24 -78 -45% 

Robberies 1,355 128 623 85 -732 -54% 

Aggravated Assaults 

 

 2,784 425 2,227  

 

328 

 

-557 -20% 

Violent Crimes 4,465 623 3,012 459 -1453 -33% 

Burglaries 2,179 439 1,055 241 -1124 -52% 

Larcenies 6,131 2,055 3,613 1,262 -2518 -41% 

Motor Vehicle Thefts 1,541 160 763 91 -778 -50% 

Arsons 

 

65 22 

 

43 14 

 

-22 -33% 

Property Crimes 9,916 2,772 5,474  1,685 -4442 -45% 

Part I Crimes Total 14,381 3,469 8,486 2,155 -5895 -41% 

 

Notes: 

(1) Number of observations: 3,139 counties 
(2) Crime values above indicate the number of crimes per 100,000 people. 
(3) Estimates are rounded to the nearest whole number. 
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TABLE 2.  U.S. CENSUS COUNTY DEMOGRAPHICS: 1990 & 2000 

 1990 2000 1990-2000 Means 

Variable Mean Median Mean Median Difference  %Difference 

Average county 

population size 957,856       355,660 1,034,199 399,347 76,343 8.0%  

Native/Foreign-Born Composition 

Foreign Born People 7.9% 4.3% 10.7% 6.6% 2.8% 35.4% 

New Immigrants 2.0%  0.8% 2.6% 1.9% 0.6% 30.0% 

Established Immigrants 6.0% 3.4% 8.1% 4.7% 2.1% 35.0% 
County Race & Ethnic Composition 

  

Black Non-hispanic 11.8% 7.7% 11.9% 8.0% 0.1% 0.85% 

Hispanic 8.8% 2.8% 12.2% 5.6% 3.4% 38.6% 

Asian/ Pacific 2.8% 1.2% 3.7% 2.0% 0.9% 32.1% 

“Other”  race/ethnic 
group 0.8% 0.3% 2.7% 2.0% 1.9% 70.4% 

County Gender Composition 

Males 48.7%  48.6% 49.0% 49.0% 0.3% 6.16% 

People Ages 16-24 13.3% 13.0% - - - - 

 Males Ages 16-24 - - 6.4% 6.2% - - 

County Education Characteristics 
People with High 
School Degree or 
Equivalent 

75.2% 76% 28.6% 28.1% -46.6% -62.0% 

County Unemployment Conditions 

Unemployed People 6.5% 6.1% 3.7% 3.5% -2.8% -43.1% 

County Poverty Conditions 

People Living Below 
Poverty 13.1% 12.5% 12.4% 11.7% -7.0% -5.3% 

Notes:  

(1) The 1990 dataset includes 3,141 counties.  The 2000 dataset includes 3,139 counties. 
(2) Values above indicate the average percentage of the variable that exists in a county. 
(3) Data is presented slightly differently in the 1990 census than in the 2000 census.  The 2000 data allows 

the cohort of males ages 16 to 24 to be disaggregated as a category, but in 1990, only the proportion of 
people ages 16 to 24 can be reported.   

(4) The “% Difference” column calculates the difference between the 2000 and 1990 means divided by the 
base 1990 mean percent value. 
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TABLE 3.  DETERMINANTS OF THE NATION’S COUNTY-LEVEL IMMIGRANT-CRIME LINK (2000) 

Dependent 

Variable: 

Log Total Crime Rate Log Violent Crime Rate Log Property Crime Rate 

Model: (1t) (2t) (3t) (1v) (2v) (3v) (1p) (2p) (3p) 

Intercept -0.35 
(4.66) 

-1.05 
(4.65) 

-0.96 
(4.61) 

-3.89 
(4.13) 

-4.40 
(4.13) 

-4.42 
(4.12) 

-0.39 
(4.64) 

-1.14 
(4.62) 

-1.02 
(4.13) 

Male -9.71 
(7.86) 

-10.16 
(8.02) 

 -10.64 
(7.93) 

-7.86 
(7.00) 

-8.20 
(7.19) 

 -8.12 
(7.19) 

-9.77 
(7.80) 

-10.26 
(7.93) 

-10.95 
(7.79) 

Males 16 to 
24 yrs. old 

14.45
* 

(11.06) 

9.39 
(9.95) 

8.27 
(10.10) 

8.11 
(10.03) 

4.32 
(8.99) 

4.49 
(9.14) 

16.41
*
 

(10.83) 

 10.89 
(9.74) 

9.28 
(9.89) 

Black 0.17 
(1.40) 

0.24 
(1.38) 

 0.08 
(1.35) 

0.61 
(1.30) 

0.66 
(1.29) 

 0.68 
(1.25) 

0.10 
(1.37) 

 0.18 
(1.35) 

-0.04 
(1.31) 

Hispanic 1.19 
(1.15) 

3.96
*
 

(1.76) 

 4.10
*
 

(1.80) 

1.34
 ψ 

(1.06) 

3.41
*
 

(1.66) 

 3.39
*
 

(1.68) 

1.07 
(1.14) 

4.10
*
 

(1.70) 

4.31
*
 

(1.74) 

Asian/Pacific 
Islander 

8.74
* 

(3.33) 

15.70
*
 

(8.02) 

16.09
*
 

(8.08) 

9.47
*
 

(3.57) 

14.66
*
 

(7.91) 

14.61
*
 

(7.92) 

7.83
*
 

(3.07) 

15.42
*
 

(7.66) 

15.97
*
 

(7.74) 

 “Other” race 
or ethnicity 

-0.67 
(2.34) 

-1.89 
(2.81) 

-2.01 
(2.78) 

-0.96 
(2.24) 

-1.87 
(2.65) 

-1.85 
(2.62) 

-0.57 
(2.30) 

-1.90 
(2.72) 

-2.07 
(2.70) 

High school 
graduates 

-3.85 
(2.44) 

-5.03
*
 

(2.81) 

 -4.67
*
 

(2.92) 

-2.86
 Λ 

(2.31) 

 -3.75
*
 

(2.62) 

 -3.80
*
 

(2.71) 

-3.88
*
 

(2.38) 

 -5.17
*
 

(2.74) 

-4.65
*
 

(2.84) 

Log 
population 

0.76
* 

(0.17) 

0.91
*
 

(0.16) 

 0.91
*
 

(0.16) 

0.85
*
 

(0.16) 

0.96
*
 

(0.14) 

 0.96
*
 

(0.14) 

0.76
*
 

(0.17) 

0.91
*
 

(0.16) 

0.91
*
 

(0.16) 

Living in 
poverty 

 -3.61 
(4.12) 

-3.02 
(4.21) 

-2.84 
(4.21) 

-1.15 
(3.77) 

-0.71 
(3.84) 

 -0.73 
(3.83) 

-4.51 
(4.04) 

-3.86 
(4.12) 

-3.61 
(4.13) 

Unemployed 55.17
* 

(21.94) 

58.48
*
 

(22.35) 

 59.76
*
 

(22.37) 

53.95
* 

(20.03) 

56.43
*
 

(20.52) 

 56.24
*
 

(20.56) 

52.58
*
 

(21.54) 

56.19
*
 

(21.86) 

58.01
*
 

(21.87) 

Foreign-born - 
- 

-9.23
*
 

(6.09) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

 -6.89
*
 

(5.78) 

 - 
- 

- 
- 

 -10.06
*
 

(5.87) 

- 
- 

New 
immigrants 

- 
- 

- 
 - 

-2.18 
(13.30) 

- 
- 

 - 
- 

 -7.96 
(12.15) 

- 
- 

 - 
- 

-0.02 
(13.06) 

Established 
immigrants 

- 
- 

- 
- 

-11.30
*
 

(6.99) 
- 
- 

- 
- 

-6.58
*
 

(6.54) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

-13.02
*
 

(6.79) 

R-square 0.2096 0.2173 0.2176 0.2675 0.2723 0.2723 0.2043 0.2139 0.2143 

Observations 3139 3139 3139 3139 3139 3139 3139 3139 3139 

Notes:   

(1) * indicates that the variable is statistically significant at the 1% level. <0.001-0.010 
(2) 

Λ
 indicates that the variable is statistically significant at the 5% level. 0.0105-0.05 

(3) ψ indicates that the variable is statistically significant at the 10% level. 0.055-0.10 
(4) Model 1 columns give coefficients for the base model which does not take foreign-born people into 
account at all. Column 2 models consider base model variables as well as the foreign-born variable. 
Column 3 models consider the base variables and distinguish between new and established immigrants.  
(5) To account for potential heteroskedasticity, robust standard errors are reported in parenthesis. 
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TABLE 4.  COMPARING CHARACTERISTICS OF LOW-CRIME COUNTIES & HIGH-CRIME COUNTIES 

(2000) 

 

 

Low-Crime Rate 

Counties’ Means 

High-Crime Rate 

Counties’ 

Means 

µlow = µhigh 

Statistical 

significance 

County Crime Characteristics 

Avg. Number of Part I Crimes 603 16,373 -29.22* 

Avg. Number of Violent Crimes 137 5,888 -23.52* 

Avg. Number of Property Crimes 466 10,485 -31.83* 

    

County Census Characteristics 

Foreign-born people 5% 16% -36.94* 

New immigrants 1.3% 3.9% -36.34* 

Established immigrants 3.7% 13% -35.74* 

Males in county 49% 49% 9.26* 

Males 16 to 24 yrs. old in county 6.4% 6.3% 1.57 

Black 9.4% 14% -11.11* 

Hispanic 6.3% 18% -24.67* 

Asian/Pacific Islander 1.5% 6.0% -25.65* 

“Other” race/ethnic group 2.5% 2.9% -3.00* 

High School graduates/equivalent 32% 25% 34.08* 

Living in poverty 12% 13% -3.03* 

Unemployed 3.4% 4.0% -13.98* 

 

Notes: 

(1)  “High-crime” counties are defined as those counties whose Part I crime rates are higher than the 
nation-wide median of 2,155 Part I total crimes per 100,000 people.  “Low-crime” counties are those 
whose Part I crime rates are equal or less than this mean of 2, 155 crimes per 100,000 people.  
(2)  The last column marks the t-values for each variable, with an asterisk (*) indicating that the means 
of the two groups are statistically different at the 1% level. 
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TABLE 5.  THE IMMIGRANT-CRIME LINK IN COUNTIES WITH INCREASES  IN IMMIGRATION (2000) 

Dependent 

Variable: 

Log Overall Crime Rate Log Violent Crime Rate Log Property Crime Rate 

Model: (1t) (2t) (3t) (1v) (2v) (3v) (1p) (2p) (3p) 

Intercept -14.37 
(20.28) 

-30.78 
(19.43) 

-11.77 
(20.20) 

-13.64 
(18.33) 

-29.18 
(17.04) 

-11.49 
(17.64) 

-15.08 
(19.95) 

-31.04 
(19.29) 

-12.46 
(20.06) 

Male 33.87 
(42.87) 

61.63
 Λ 

(37.65) 

23.05 
(37.79) 

26.81 
(38.94) 

53.10
* 

(33.17) 

17.19 
(33.07) 

34.60 
(42.14) 

61.59
 ψ 

(37.36) 

23.88 
(37.51) 

Males 16 to 
24 yrs. old 

42.74 
(31.96) 

10.71 
(25.08) 

-40.77 
(26.38) 

34.20 
(29.13) 

3.87 
(22.35) 

-44.06
Λ 

(23.16) 
42.98

 ψ 

(31.35) 

11.84 
(24.71) 

-38.49 
(26.06) 

Black -0.71 
(3.24) 

2.57 
(3.16) 

-1.37 
(3.24) 

0.37 
(2.94) 

3.47 
(2.83) 

-0.20 
(2.92) 

0.93 
(3.20) 

2.25 
(3.12) 

-1.60 
(3.20) 

Hispanic -5.21 
(4.74) 

16.66
*
 

(5.75) 

19.33
* 

(4.34) 

-4.54 
(4.40) 

16.17
* 

(5.02) 

18.66
* 

(3.75) 

-5.08 
(4.63) 

16.18
* 

(5.74) 

18.80
* 

(4.38) 

Asian/Pacific 
Islander 

10.98 
(6.83) 

60.76
*
 

(14.71) 

81.89
* 

(11.96) 

12.83
 Λ 

(6.08) 

59.98
* 

(12.85) 

79.65
* 

(10.23) 

9.76 
(6.80) 

58.17
* 

(14.65) 

78.82
* 

(11.97) 

 “Other” race 
or ethnicity  

-0.81 
(5.81) 

-2.54 
(5.08) 

-1.74 
(4.98) 

-0.54 
(5.37) 

-2.17 
(4.61) 

-1.43 
(4.53) 

-0.85 
(5.69) 

-2.53 
(5.01) 

-1.75 
(4.91) 

High school 
graduates 

-15.71
* 

(6.37) 

-20.84
* 

(5.98) 

 -11.33
Λ 

(5.49) 

-12.58
 Λ 

(5.78) 

-17.43
* 

(5.32) 

-8.58
ψ 

(4.87) 

-15.73
*
 

(6.27) 

-20.71
* 

(5.91) 

-11.42
Λ 

(5.41) 

Log 
population 

0.28 
(0.56) 

0.90
* 

(0.48) 

0.81
* 

(0.46) 

0.35 
(0.51) 

0.93
 * 

(0.44) 

0.86
* 

(0.41) 

0.29 
(0.54) 

0.90
* 

(0.47) 

0.81
* 

(0.45) 

Living in 
poverty 

-6.26 
(12.94) 

-10.88 
(11.98) 

-12.84 
(11.38) 

-2.73 
(11.64) 

-7.11 
(10.66) 

-8.94 
(10.15) 

-6.95 
(12.73) 

-11.45 
(11.82) 

-13.37 
(11.23) 

Unemployed 87.36
 Λ 

(49.01) 

92.00
 Λ 

(46.46) 

122.54
*
 

(46.35) 

72.29
 ψ 

(44.33) 

76.68
 Λ 

(41.57) 

105.11
* 

(41.05) 

88.00
 Λ 

(48.17) 

92.51
 Λ 

(45.77) 

122.37
*
 

(45.80) 

Foreign-born - 
- 

-61.36
* 

(15.07) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

 -58.12
* 

(13.30 

 - 
- 

- 
- 

 -59.66
* 

(14.98) 

- 
- 

New 
immigrants 

- 
- 

- 
- 

107.27
* 

(37.01) 

- 
- 

 - 
- 

98.85
* 

(33.27) 

- 
- 

 - 
- 

105.18
* 

(36.45) 
Established 
immigrants 

- 
- 

- 
- 

-

131.58
* 

(18.15) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

-

123.48
* 

(15.94) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

-

128.31
* 

(17.99) 

R-square 
0.1078 0.2093 0.2797 0. 1133 0.2236 0.2974 0.1091 0.2086 0.2783 

Observations 392 392 392 392 392 392 392 392 392 

Notes:   

(1) * indicates that the variable is statistically significant at the 1% level. <0.001-0.010 
(2) 

Λ
 indicates that the variable is statistically significant at the 5% level. 0.0105-0.05 

(3) ψ indicates that the variable is statistically significant at the 10% level. 0.055-0.10 
(4) Model 1 columns give coefficients for the base model which does not take foreign-born people into 
account at all. Column 2 models consider base model variables as well as the foreign-born variable. 
Column 3 models consider the base variables and distinguish between new and established immigrants.  
(5) To account for potential heteroskedasticity, robust standard errors are reported in parenthesis. 
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TABLE 6.  COMPARING THE MOST POPULOUS COUNTIES WITH THE GREATEST CHANGE IN 

IMMIGRANTS TO NATIONAL MEANS (2000) 

 

 

Means of Nation’s 

Counties 

Means of Counties 

with High Rate of 

Change in 

Immigrants 

µlow = µhigh 

Statistically 

significant 

County Crime Characteristics    

Avg. Number of Part I Crimes 8,630 7,047  

Avg. Number of Violent Crimes 3,342 1,770 * 

Avg. Number of Property Crimes 5,288 6,177  

    

County Census Characteristics    

Foreign-born people 9.5% 15% * 

New immigrants 2.2% 4.4% * 

Established immigrants 7.4% 10.1% * 

Males in county 49% 49% * 

Males 16 to 24 yrs. old in county 6.4% 6.2% 
*
 

Black 12% 11%  

Hispanic 11% 16% * 

Asian/Pacific Islander 3.2% 5.6% * 

“Other” race/ethnic group 2.7% 2.8%   

High School graduates/equivalent 30% 24% * 

Living in poverty 13% 10% * 

Unemployed 3.8% 3.3% * 

 

Notes: 

(1)  “Most populous counties with the greatest change in immigrants” are counties who are ranked in the 
top 25% of most populous counties (populations greater than 61,758) and have a percentage change in 
foreign-born population from 1990 to 2000 that is greater than the national median change rate (44%). 
(2)  * Indicates sample means are statistically different at the 1% level. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

 

GRAPHIC 1: SHOWING SUPPORT 

 

 
 
Graphic: The Washington Post- April 11, 2006 
Sources: Pew Hispanic Center, National Capital Immigration Coalition 
 

 

Dots on the map mark cities where 
pro-immigrant rallies were held 

April 10, 2006. 
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TABLE 1.  THE SENATE JUDICIARY COMMITTEE’S MOST RECENT COMPROMISE 

 

The latest Congressional proposal would allow illegal immigrants to obtain temporary 

visas or legal residency as follows, depending on how many years they have been in 

the country: 

 

Number of Years 

Undocumented 

Person has been 

in Country 

Benefit Requirement 

Less than 2 No benefit 
- return to home country and apply for temporary work 
visa from there 

2-4 
Temporary work visa 

 

- report to a U.S. port of entry for processing 
- pass temporary workers requirements (background 
checks, fees, paid taxes) 

5+ 
Eventual legal 

residency 

- work five more years in the U.S. before applying for 
citizenship 
- pass national security and criminal background checks 
- must have paid all state & federal taxes 
- demonstate knowledge of English & U.S. civics 
- Pay a $2,000 fine and application fees 

Graphic: The Washington Post - April 07, 2006 
Source: Office of U.S. Sen. Bill Frist (R-Tenn.) 

 

Among other things, the measure would also add up to 14,000 border patrol agents by 

2011, and improve border technology to create a "virtual wall" securing the U.S.-

Mexican border. 

 

Unlike H.R. 4437, this proposal does not authorize border fence construction, nor does 

it classify illegal immigrants and those who assist them as felons.   
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CHART 1.  SIZE OF THE FOREIGN-BORN POPULATION AND FOREIGN-BORN AS A 

PERCENTAGE OF THE TOTAL POPULATION, FOR THE UNITED STATES: 1850 TO 2000 

 

 

 

Graphic: Migration Policy Institute.   
Sources: U.S.  Census 2000 and Gibson, Campbell and Emily Lennon, US Census Bureau, Working Paper No. 
29, Historical Census Statistics on the Foreign-Born Population of the United States: 1850 to 1990, US 
Government Printing Office, Washington, DC, 1999. 
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CHART 2.  CRIME TRENDS FOR THE UNITED STATES: 1981-2000 
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Notes: 

(1) Crime values above are reported as the number of crimes per 100,000 people. 
(2) Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation Uniform Crime Report “Crime in the United States: 

2000” Table 1 Data- Index of Crime, United States, 1981-2000. 
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 TABLE B.  CHRONOLOGY OF KEY MOMENTS IN AMERICAN IMMIGRATION POLICY 

 

Year U.S. Immigration Policy Action 

1790 Congress authorizes the Naturalization Act, which limits citizenship to free 
whites “of good moral character” who have been in the U.S. for two years. 

1865 Congress passes and ratifies the 13th amendment abolishing slavery in the U.S.  

1882 Chinese laborers come to the U.S. during the Gold Rush to help build railroads.  
Poor economic conditions and high competition for jobs leads the government 
to close the borders and implement the first federal ban of an immigrant group 
with The Chinese Exclusionary Act. 

1903 Anarchists, lunatics, convicts, and those with a “dangerous contagious disease” 
are listed as people inadmissible to the country. 

1906 English-language knowledge is added as a requirement for naturalization. 

1924 The National Origins Act set immigration quotas based on nationality.  
Northern and Western European immigrants benefited while Southern and 
Eastern Europeans were shut out.  As a result, many Jewish people fleeing the 
Nazis could not seek refuge in the U.S. 

1942 To offset the domestic labor shortage of World War II, farmworkers from 
Mexico are brought into the U.S. with the Bracero Program.  Over the next 20 
years,  millions of Mexicans continue to come work in the U.S. 

1950 Immigrants with ties to the Communist Party are banned.  

1952 Immigrants with needed job skills are allowed entry with the introduction of a 
new preference system. 

1965 Race and nationality quota systems are eradicated.  Immediate relatives of U.S. 
citizens are allowed to immigrate.  Asian and Hispanic immigration rises. 

1986 The Immigration and Reform Control Act fines employers deliberately hiring 
undocumented workers.  Nearly 3 million undocumented workers are granted 
amnesty. 

 
Source:  Gerlach, David.  April 10, 2006.  Newsweek Magazine. 
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