
	

For more than a century, innumerable studies have confirmed two simple yet powerful truths about 
the relationship between immigration and crime: immigrants are less likely to commit serious crimes 
or be behind bars than the native-born, and high rates of immigration are associated with lower rates 
of violent crime and property crime.  This holds true for both legal immigrants and the unauthorized, 
regardless of their country of origin or level of education 

Higher Immigration is Associated with Lower Crime Rates 

 Between 1990 and 2013, the foreign-born share of the U.S. population grew from 7.9 percent 
to 13.1 percent and the number of unauthorized immigrants more than tripled from 3.5 million 
to 11.2 million. 

 During the same period, FBI data indicate that the violent crime rate declined 48 percent—
which included falling rates of aggravated assault, robbery, rape, and murder. Likewise, the 
property crime rate fell 41 percent, including declining rates of motor vehicle theft, 
larceny/robbery, and burglary. 

Immigrants are Less Likely than the Native-Born to Be Behind Bars 

 An analysis of data from the 2010 American Community Survey (ACS) indicates that roughly 
1.6 percent of immigrant males age 18-39 are incarcerated, compared to 3.3 percent of the 
native-born. This disparity in incarceration rates has existed for decades, as evidenced by 
data from the 1980, 1990, and 2000 decennial censuses. 

 The 2010 Census data reveals that incarceration rates among the young, less-educated 
Mexican, Salvadoran, and Guatemalan men who make up the bulk of the unauthorized 
population are significantly lower than the incarceration rate among native-born young men 
without a high-school diploma.  

o In 2010, less-educated native-born men age 18-39 had an incarceration rate of 10.7 
percent—more than triple the 2.8 percent rate among foreign-born Mexican men, and 
five times greater than the 1.7 percent rate among foreign-born Salvadoran and 
Guatemalan men.   

Immigrants are Less Likely Than the Native-Born to Engage in Criminal Behavior 

 Several studies have found that immigrants are less likely than the native-born to engage in 
either violent or nonviolent “antisocial” behaviors; that immigrants are less likely than the 
native-born to be repeat offenders among “high risk” adolescents; and that immigrant youth 
who were students in U.S. middle and high schools in the mid-1990s and are now young 
adults have among the lowest delinquency rates of all young people. 

 Immigrants are a self-selected group of people who tend to be highly motivated.  They have 
left their homes and moved to a new country to improve their lives and the lives of their 
children.  There is a great incentive to stay out of trouble. 

For more information, see the full report, The Criminalization of Immigration in the United States, by 
Walter A. Ewing, Ph.D., Daniel E. Martínez, Ph.D., and Rubén G. Rumbaut, Ph.D, available at 
www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org. 


