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ABSTRACT 

Amidst debate about immigration into the United States, many in the public and varying levels of 

government have questioned its impact on vital social institutions of social control. Public 

perception often associates immigrants with increased crime, though empirical research reveals a 

consistently null or negative association at the community-level. Scholars have proposed that 

immigrants contribute to community revitalization and foster social control, at least some of which 

may be tied to the ways that immigration reshapes aggregate family structures across the 

community. However, few empirical studies examine this important relationship. The current 

study aims to bridge this gap in research examining how immigration and aggregate family 

structure (e.g., households with single mothers, presence of divorced individuals, individuals 

living alone, extended family households) relate to crime, accounting for other important socio-

structural characteristics. Likewise, we examine the degree to which the immigration-crime 

association is mediated by aggregate family structure. Using data from over 2,000 census places 

in the US for the year 2015, we employ ordinary least squares regression analysis to explore how 

immigration is linked to violence net of and through aggregate family structure. Findings reveal 

key differences in the prevalence of different aggregate family structural characteristics in low 

versus high immigration places. In turn, we find immigration is negatively associated with 

violence, and that aggregate family structure partially reduces the strength of this association, 

suggesting some degree of mediation. Implications for prior research and policy are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The United States, like many Western nations, has experienced a surge in immigration extending 

nearly fifty years (United States Census Bureau, 2020). Amidst this increase, the public and policy 

makers have questioned whether the settlement of immigrants into communities throughout the 

nation has affected vital social institutions, including religious (Cadge & Ecklund, 2007), 

educational (New American Economy, 2021; Foner, 2022), and civic ones (Foner, 2022). At the 

same time, immigration’s impact on United States communities has also been featured in much 

political rhetoric (Hero, 2010), resulting in considerable debate about how best to provide safety 

and security to the communities into which immigrants settle (Klobucista et al., 2023), as well as 

how to protect and assimilate immigrants into the U.S. landscape (Waters and Jiménez, 2005). 

Coinciding with these concerns, empirical research within criminology has long explored the 

relationship between immigration and crime (e.g., Martinez & Lee, 1998; see review in Ousey & 

Kubrin, 2018). While a large share of the public believes that immigrants make United States 

communities less safe (Pew Hispanic Center 2015), most research finds that immigration is either 

unassociated or negatively associated with crime (Ousey & Kubrin, 2018). While some studies 

have found some link between immigration and specific measures of crime or race-specific 

measures of violence (Kubrin et al., 2018; Harris et al., 2023; Painter-Davis, 2016; Shihadeh & 

Barranco, 2010), there appears little evidence that, contrary to public expectation, immigration 

systematically elevates rates of crime. 

As a key explanation for why immigration might be unassociated or reduce crime, some scholars 

have argued that immigrants “revitalize” communities (Martinez, Stowell, & Lee, 2017), 

particularly by creating social control through extended family and kinship networks (Barranco, 

Harris, & Feldmeyer, 2017). Yet, empirical research on the ways that family structure at the 
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community-level works alongside immigration to affect crime remains underdeveloped. That is, 

few empirical studies examine how immigration is associated with crime net of different socio-

structural familial characteristics (e.g., the prevalence of single-parenting families, extended 

families, divorce, or those living alone) or (2) how the prevalence of specific familial 

characteristics in a community might mediate the immigration-crime link. The current study aims 

to fill these gaps. 

The following sections, first, describe the immigration, family structure, and crime literatures. 

Second, we review several key theories that provide leverage for understanding why family 

structure as a macro-level phenomenon might be linked to crime, as well as how immigration’s 

association with crime may be explained in part by its link to specific family structure 

arrangements. Third, we describe the current study’s proposed data and methodology designed to 

address the immigration, family structure, and crime dynamic. 
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IMMIGRATION AND CRIME 

Scholarship examining the relationship between immigration and crime extends back nearly a 

century (Sutherland, 1927), and has been conducted at two levels of analysis. On the one hand, 

some research explores whether individual immigrants are more/less prone to crime than native-

born persons. For example, Bersani (2014) shows that low crime rates are consistently observed 

among foreign-born individuals residing in the U.S. compared to domestic-born individuals, 

though she finds that criminality increases with subsequent generations. Similarly, Hagan and 

Palloni (1999) show that, once adjusted for age, sex, and detention levels, Mexican immigrants’ 

crime rates are not noticeably different from U.S. citizens. 

On the other hand, another line of research central to the current study examines whether aggregate 

levels of immigration are associated with rates of crime across geographic units. That is, regardless 

of whether immigrants are themselves more or less likely to commit crime, these studies address 

whether immigration as a process changes geographic spaces in ways that increase/decrease the 

overall levels of crime in those places. For example, early work by Lee, Martinez, and Rosenfeld 

(2001) finds a null or even small negative association between recent immigration and homicide 

victimization in San Diego (California), El Paso (Texas), and Miami (Florida). Relatedly, Martinez 

and Stowell (2008) show that immigration is unrelated to lethal violence once spatial proximity to 

homicide is taken into account. Other scholarship generally confirms such findings (see Ousey & 

Kubrin, 2018 for a review), including for robbery (Wadsworth, 2010), broader violence 

(Feldmeyer, 2009), and “expressive” violence (Stowell & Martinez, 2007). 

Yet, the relationship between immigration and crime across communities appears to differ 

depending on both (a) the type of community into which immigrants are received and (b) which 

racial/ethnic group’s crime is in question. For example, immigration might reduce crime especially 
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in more traditional receiving communities that have a long history of immigrant settlement 

(Barranco et al., 2017; Harris & Feldmeyer, 2013), largely by strengthening social ties, community 

institutions, and a pro-social culture (e.g., Lee et al., 2001; Ramey, 2013; Ramos et al., 2023; 

Vélez, 2009). Other research shows that immigration’s protective effects may be limited to 

Hispanic crime (Harris & Feldmeyer, 2013) but may actually exacerbate aggregate levels of 

violence among Black residents (Shihadeh & Barranco, 2010). 

Finally, related research focusing on the macro-level relationship between immigration and crime 

has attempted to explain why immigration might have specific associations with aggregate levels 

of crime. This line of inquiry finds important effects of socio-demographic features like language 

use (Feldmeyer, Harris, & Lai, 2016), religious adherence (Harris & Feldmeyer, 2018), and 

segregation (Barranco, 2013; Feldmeyer, Harris, & Scroggins, 2015). Broadly, the conclusion 

from such research is that immigration can reduce community-level violence and crime when it 

reinforces or revitalizes key social control mechanisms (Martinez, Stowell, & Lee, 2010), but can 

exacerbate crime when it occurs in more disadvantaged and/or isolated contexts or reduces 

community-wide control. Overall, immigration’s impact on crime depends on other critical socio-

demographic factors (Portes & Zhou, 1993). 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY STRUCTURE 

While macro-level immigration-crime research has made important advances, a key issue that has 

yet to be addressed within the community-level immigration-crime literature is the role of 

aggregate family structure. For instance, the overall presence in a geographic area of single-parent 

families with children may be linked to elevated rates of crime, whereas the presence of extended 

family networks could reduce violence in important ways. However, empirical research has yet to 

fully examine this issue amidst the immigration-crime debate, despite related literature on family 

structure within immigrant communities.  

There remain important differences in the prevalence of family structures in immigrant 

communities, often linked to different cultural, socioeconomic, and contextual factors (Dinesen & 

Hooghe, 2010). For example, Ballard et al. (2019) describes the strong familial ties and the crucial 

role of extended family networks in providing protective influence and resilience for both children 

and adults in immigrant neighborhoods. That is, family connectedness, including cohesion, a sense 

of obligation, and the preservation of ethnic heritage, serve as sources of resilience for these 

immigrant communities. Similarly, Ousey and Kubrin (2009) observe lower rates of divorce and 

single-parent households within those places with more immigrants. The authors note that the 

converse – more divorce and single-parent households – may deplete social capital and attenuate 

socialization and informal control processes in critical ways that affect rates of crime, suggesting 

that immigrant communities are buffered against crime through aggregate family structures. 

Not surprisingly, research on family structure and crime consistently finds an association between 

what many consider “non-traditional” family structures (e.g., single-parent, stepparent, or 

cohabitation) and increased likelihood of criminal and antisocial behavior in children (Amato, 

2005; Demuth & Brown, 2004; Harper & McLanahan, 2004; Hetherington & Kelly, 2002; 
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Sampson et al., 2005). At the individual-level, such studies point to the ways that some parenting 

arrangements might lower levels of supervision, monitoring, child involvement, attachment, and 

support, while also increasing levels of family conflict, stress, instability, and economic hardship 

(Amato, 2005; Hetherington & Kelly, 2002; Sampson et al., 2005). Such family types can be 

further complicated by the presence of parental criminality, substance abuse, mental health, and 

quality of parenting – all of which appear to increase the likelihood of crime (Demuth & Brown, 

2004; Harper & McLanahan, 2004; Sampson et al., 2005). At the macro-level, Sampson et al. 

(2005) note that these family structures can be more criminogenic for young adults in particularly 

disadvantaged neighborhoods, indicating a unique relationship that functions as a feature of 

communities. Likewise, Wikström and Loeber (2000) find that intact families (two-parent 

families) can buffer against the criminogenic effects of neighborhood disadvantage. 

In summary, existing research suggests that immigrant communities may differ from non-

immigrant communities in terms of the prevalence of some familial arrangements. At the same 

time, family structure remains consequential for crime at both the individual and aggregate levels. 

While there is an empirical relationship between immigration, family structure, and crime across 

communities, this has yet to be fully examined. To date, only a single study has so far explored 

the role of aggregate-level family structures on community crime rates in the context of 

immigration. Utilizing the National Vital Statistics System's coroner data to examine changes in 

Latino homicide victimization between 2000 and 2010 across 876 counties, Barranco et al. (2017) 

identified a significant relationship between changes in immigration and changes in Latino 

homicide victimization, which was partly explained by changes in family structure composition in 

immigrant communities, as well as changes in linguistic context. These findings underscore the 
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crucial role of family structure components in shaping crime patterns, aligning with existing 

research that highlights the protective role of certain family structures in immigrant communities. 
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IMMIGRATION AND FAMILISM 

According to Foote (1956), the family serves as the fundamental unit of socialization and 

represents a core institution that exists universally across all societies. The family also plays a 

crucial role in various aspects of human development (Feinberg et al., 2022) and, within the family, 

children learn social skills and find fulfillment for their emotional needs (Prakash, 2024). Family 

relationships shape moral values, self-control, and enable members to develop capacity for love 

and trust (Feinberg et al., 2022). Unsurprisingly, research finds that family-related variables have 

a significant impact on antisocial behavior (Deković et al., 2003).  

Within criminology, studies have increasingly emphasized the role of family dynamics in 

deviant/criminal behavior development. Several criminological theories, including social control 

theory (Hirschi, 1969), life-course perspective (Sampson & Laub, 1990), social learning theory 

(Akers, 1973), and general theory of crime (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990), emphasize parental 

behavior as a significant factor contributing to prosocial and delinquent behavior. As an example, 

Demuth and Brown (2004) and Nye (1958) elaborate on social control theory, asserting that 

parents influence their children’s delinquent behaviors through several mechanisms, including 

direct control (supervision, punishment), internalized control in which parents shape a child’s 

conscience, and indirect control through the child-parent bond.  

In immigrant communities, families play a pivotal role in immigrant adaptation (Landale et al., 

2014), making key decisions as a key part of immigrant social networks (see also Rumbaut, 2012). 

In turn, scholars have long recognized the role of families as protective factors within immigrant 

communities, particularly as mechanisms of social control. Many immigrant-origin families share 

collectivistic values of familism and interdependence, common in their home countries, while 

immigrant settlement communities often continue to uphold these strong cultural norms and values 
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(e.g., respect for authority, cooperation, and collective well-being) that discourage criminal 

behavior and promote cooperation with law enforcement (Ghandnoosh & Rovner, 2017). 

Moreover, some research suggests that immigration reinforces positive role modeling in 

communities that contrast against more individualistic native-born practices (Tseng, 2004). In this 

way, immigrant communities exhibit greater degrees of social cohesion and cultural resilience that 

act as a buffer against criminal activities by reshaping patterns of aggregate family structures and 

practices. 

Moreover, familism impacts aggregate social outcomes through other mechanisms, as well. 

Immigrant youth frequently contribute to family expenses at home, care for siblings and extended 

family members, translate for family members, and help navigate social institutions (Faulstich-

Orellana, 2009; The Immigration Initiative at Harvard, 2023). As a result, immigration may 

reshape community connectivity and engagement that fosters a sense of collective responsibility 

for maintaining safety. Moreover, familism values are associated with more positive parent–child 

relationships, greater meaning in life, and enhanced support-seeking or coping in times of trouble 

(Stein et al., 2020). Likewise, familism has been linked to greater academic motivation, and 

positive parent–child relationships explained the association between familism and fewer 

externalizing symptoms (The Immigration Initiative at Harvard, 2023). 

Overall, familism emerges as a central force in shaping socialization and behavior, including at 

the community-level. Immigrant families, often misrepresented in media, display protective 

qualities through their collectivistic values like interdependence and shared support. These values 

act as a deterrent to delinquency and foster positive outcomes, especially among youth, potentially 

reducing crime in immigrant populated communities. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

That family structure might matter both independently of and in conjunction with immigration to 

affect aggregate levels of crime is consistent with at least three theoretical frameworks, including 

social disorganization, social control theories (both bonding and self-control), and routine 

activities theory. As an important note, the current study does not propose to test these theories, 

but rather to leverage them to articulate why family structure might intersect with immigration and 

crime across communities. We turn to each theory in turn below. 

First, social disorganization theory sees rates of crime as being affected by the breakdown of social 

institutions and community structures. This breakdown is often characterized by factors such as 

weakened social bonds, lack of collective efficacy, and a diminished capacity for informal social 

control within a community. Originating out of the Chicago School of Sociology in the early 20th 

century, the work of Shaw and McKay (1942) lays out the original theory and identifies key factors 

such as poverty, residential instability, and ethnic heterogeneity as contributors to social 

disorganization, the reduction of a community’s capacity to exert social control, and eventually to 

higher crime rates. 

Central to the current study, families function as critical means of crime prevention in the 

neighborhood, largely through the informal control they provide. Thus, two-parent and extended 

family networks can provide critical supervision for the wider community, and not just to the 

members of those families, in ways that promote collective efficacy and reduce crime broadly. The 

opposite is, of course, also true: the widespread prevalence of single or broken families could 

undermine critical institutions beyond the family (civic, religious, educational) and reduce 

collective efficacy and control. As such, family structure could work to mediate the immigration-
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crime relationship through the social organization (or “revitalization”) it provides for immigrant 

communities. 

Second, social control theories originate with the work of Reckless and colleagues (1958; 1981) 

and later Hirschi (1969), and center on the assumption that crime occurs from a lack of effective 

pro-social bonds and/or internal social control. These theories propose that individuals are 

naturally inclined toward deviant behavior, and it is the strength of their social bonds or individual 

self-control that acts as a deterrent to criminal activities. Social bonding theory, in particular, 

proposes that an individual’s likelihood of committing crime increases when the bond to society 

is weak or broken. A key element of the bond includes attachment to conventional others, including 

family. That is, social control is affected to some degree by parenting and extended family 

members that (along with the other elements of the bond) reinforces the overall bond to society 

(Hirschi, 1969). Indeed, research shows that a juvenile’s bond to society tends to be stronger – and 

delinquency decreases – when attachment to parents increases (Hoeve et al., 2012). Though it is 

beyond the scope of the current study to test parental attachment as a mechanism that might affect 

immigration’s aggregate impact on crime, such an observation suggests that family structure (and 

subsequent attachment) plays an important role in the development of social control, perhaps 

within communities broadly and in immigrant communities especially. 

Third, routine activities theory similarly suggests that parental structure as an aggregate 

phenomenon might affect crime through the ways it shapes the daily activities and routines of 

community members. As an environmental theory within criminology, this perspective argues that 

crime occurs situationally when motivated offenders are present in time and space with suitable 

targets (people, places, or things) in the absence of capable guardians (Cohen & Felson, 1979). 

Thus, the day-to-day activities of people within a geographic space affect the distribution of crime 
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as those activities move offenders, victims, and guardians throughout that space. A key component 

of this theory is that supervision – including by parents and other adult figures – decreases the 

overall likelihood of crime occurring by introducing more guardianship. Indeed, research 

demonstrates that “unstructured socializing” in the absence of parental supervision is associated 

with greater incidence of delinquency, at both individual and contextual levels (Osgood & 

Anderson, 2004). Again, though it is beyond the scope of the current study to test every facet of 

routine activities theory, the assumption is that the aggregate presence of guardians is affected by 

the prevalence of different family structures (e.g., single-parent families, extended families) in 

ways that might affect crime in immigrant communities. 
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THE CURRENT STUDY 

SOURCES OF DATA 

Recall, the goal of the current study is to answer two related questions: (1) Is immigration 

associated with crime net of different macro-level familial characteristics? And (2) Does the 

prevalence of specific familial characteristics in a community mediate the relationship between 

immigration and crime across communities? To answer these questions, we propose to use data 

drawn from three sources. First, information on crime across the United States is taken from the 

Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) program’s “offenses known” 

database for the year 2015. These data include all criminal offenses recorded by each participating 

law enforcement agency through both report and detection. Whereas arrest data captures both 

offending and police discretion in deciding to make an arrest or not, offenses known data are 

somewhat less influenced by law enforcement decision making and have been used in much prior 

immigration-crime research (Feldmeyer et al., 2016; Harris & Feldmeyer, 2013; Harris & 

Feldmeyer, 2015; Klein et al., 2017; Barranco et al., 2017). 

Second, we use the United States Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS) data for 

2015 (5-year estimates from 2011–2015) to measure the key independent variables, including the 

relative size the immigrant population and key characteristics related to aggregate family structure. 

In addition, the Census database provides several important control variables as described below. 

Finally, third, we use the Law Enforcement Officers Killed and Assaulted (LEOKA) database for 

the year 2015, which contains information on the number of law enforcement officers within each 

United States community. We use this database to account for the enforcement capacity in different 

immigrant communities that might be related to violent offenses detected or reported to police. 
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It is worth noting here that examining the important relationships between immigration, family 

structure, and crime in 2015 has two advantages over more recent years. For one, it allows us to 

explore these dynamics before external factors such as the COVID-19 pandemic, widespread 

protests (e.g., George Floyd protest events), and the crime surge in 2021 might have affected these 

same relationships. Second, by constraining the analysis to 2015, we avoid the potential negative 

influences associated with Trump's Presidency in 2016-2020 on the immigration-crime link. 
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UNIT OF ANALYSIS 

The unit of analysis for the current study is the census place, which represents census-designed 

incorporated and unincorporated populated areas. These places may or may not have legally 

prescribed limits, powers, or functions, but must have a name, be locally recognized, and not be a 

part of any other place (United States Census Bureau, 2020). Census places provide several 

important advantages relative to other geographic units. First, they are politically independent 

versus census tracts or block groups within the same city that are still governed by broader 

municipal policies (e.g., “sanctuary city” policies, employment and housing initiatives, law 

enforcement agency-level policies, etc.). Second, some important factors, like family structure, 

may be associated with crime uniquely across neighborhoods as compared to the broader 

community, but the reverse is also possible: immigration’s association with crime may work 

alongside and with aggregate family structure in larger units more so than in smaller ones. 

We restrict our analysis to those census places with at least 1,000 foreign born persons and that 

includes valid crime data. This results in a final sample size of 2,158 places out of just over 12,000 

in the United States during the study period (or roughly 18 percent). All analyses are restricted to 

these places. 
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DEPENDENT VARIABLE 

The dependent variable for the current study is the three-year averaged (2014–2016) violence rate 

per 100,000 persons. Violence includes the offenses of homicide, rape, robbery, and assault for 

each census place, which we use because (a) it is relevant for both political and policy 

considerations, being the type of crime that generates the most concern among the general public 

and (b) it allows us to explore how family structure at the community-level shapes the most serious 

type of interpersonal crime, aiding in the development of targeted interventions and support 

systems for both victims and perpetrators. 
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MEASURES OF FAMILY STRUCTURE 

Our key independent variables consist of four measures capturing family structure. First, we 

capture the percentage living alone, or the relative presence of households without roommates or 

family. Second, we measure the percent single mother, reflecting the percentage of households 

headed by females with children present. This measure has been used in prior immigration-crime 

and macro-structural criminological research (Steffensmeier et al., 2010). Second, we include the 

percent of households that include extended family (grandparents, other family adults). Third, we 

include a measure of the percent divorced, which is the percentage of the total population that was 

married but is now divorced. Finally, fourth, extended percent extended family measures the 

relative presence (out of the total population) of other adult family members (i.e., excludes 

children), including grandparents, stepsiblings, and other family adults that live in the same 

household. Though we do not generate specific hypotheses, extant literature would suggest the 

first three variables to be positively associated with violence, whereas the presence of extended 

family should reduce crime through the provision of greater aggregate social control.  
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CONTROL VARIABLES 

To mitigate the potential influence of other significant socio-demographic differences and ensure 

the clarity of any identified associations between immigration, family structure, and crime, we 

include controls for the following variables in our analysis: the percent poverty, percent 

unemployment (in civilian labor force), percent low education (i.e., without a high school degree, 

and percent SNAP as the proportion of the population using federal Supplemental Nutritional 

Assistance Program benefits (Harris et al., 2023). Due to the high degree of correlation among 

these variables and the existing literature suggesting that it is the collective impact of these socio-

economic characteristics influencing crime, we combine them into a single disadvantage index 

through principal component analysis (Harris et al., 2023; see also Land et al., 1990). Additionally, 

we control for percent mobility (percentage of the population living in a different house than the 

year prior), as well as a multi-group entropy index that captures racial/ethnic diversity (see 

Reardon and Firebaugh 2002). Finally, we include dummy variables for the census Midwest, South, 

and West census regions and the logged police per capita to account for differences in law 

enforcement capacity/detection across places. 
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ANALYTIC TECHNIQUES 

The current study’s analysis unfolds by, first, describing the overall prevalence of violent crime, 

family structures, and other socio-demographic characteristics in our sample of census places. For 

sake of comparison, we also show these features in both low immigration (one standard deviation 

below the mean at 5 percent foreign born) and high immigration communities (one standard 

deviation above the mean at 28 percent foreign born). Second, we construct a series of regression 

models that (a) estimate the relationship between immigration and crime net of basic socio-

demographic controls and (b) estimate the same relationship controlling for different family 

structure measures. These models are estimated using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression with 

particular attention given to the change in the coefficient for the percent foreign born with the 

inclusion of family structure measures. 
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RESULTS 

We begin by providing an overview of the main dependent and independent variables through 

descriptive statistics, as shown in Table 1. The first column depicts the descriptive statistics for all 

the census places that meet our selection criteria of at least 1,000 population of foreign-born 

residents in a census place (N = 2,158). The second displays the same but for those census places 

with low levels of immigration (one standard deviation below the mean at less than 5 percent 

foreign born), while the third column shows the means and standard deviations for key variables 

among those places where greater than 28 percent of the residents are foreign born.  

We note two findings. First, the average census place overall had almost 2,000 violent offenses 

per 100,000 people and the foreign born comprised about 16.5 percent of the total population. 

Regarding family structure, just over 12 percent of households were headed by single mothers, 

just over 14 percent were living alone, and almost 11 percent were divorced. Just less than 5 

percent of households included extended family members. Measures of disadvantage were 

moderate-to-high with 15.7 percent in poverty, 5.3 percent unemployed, 11.8 percent without a 

high school degree, and 13.8 percent receiving SNAP benefits. Almost 17 percent were living in 

a different house than the year prior. 

Second, and most strikingly, there are important differences across low and high immigration 

census places, particularly regarding violence and family structure. At the lower end of the 

distribution, places with less than 5 percent foreign born have higher levels of single mother 

households than places with more than 28 percent foreign born (14.4 percent vs. 12.1 percent), as 

well as a higher prevalence of living alone (17.1 percent vs. 10.7 percent), and divorce (12.8 

percent vs. 9.0 percent). In contrast, these low immigration places have a lower prevalence of  
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extended family households (3.3 percent) than high immigration places (8.1 percent). In turn, the 

average violence rate is almost twice as high in the low immigration places (1,737 per 100,000) as 

compared to the high immigration places (912 per 100,000). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 All census places in the sample have at least one 1,000 foreign-born persons 

TABLE 1. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR (A) SAMPLE OF SELECT CENSUS PLACES, (B) CENSUS PLACES 

WITH LOW IMMIGRATION AND (C) CENSUS PLACES WITH HIGH IMMIGRATION 

 1All Census Places 

N = 2,158 

Low Immigration  

(< 5% Foreign Born) N = 

201 

High Immigration 

(> 28% Foreign Born) N 

= 353 

DEPENDENT VARIABLE MEAN (S.D) MEAN (S.D) MEAN (S.D) 

Violence rate 1,194.9 (1,035.2) 1,737.4 (1,238.1) 912.8 (819.6) 

    

IMMIGRATION VARIABLE    

% Foreign Born 16.5 (11.5) 3.9 (0.8) 37.5 (8.3) 

    

FAMILY STRUCTURE 

VARIABLES 

   

% Single mothers 12.1 (5.5) 14.4 (5.6) 12.1 (5.4) 

% Living alone 14.2 (5.0) 17.1 (4.4) 10.7 (4.8) 

% Divorced 10.9 (3.1) 12.8 (2.9) 9.0 (2.8) 

% Extended family 4.9 (2.6) 3.3 (1.2) 8.1 (3.0) 

    

CONTROL VARIABLES    

% Poverty 15.7 (9.1) 18.2 (9.0) 16.7 (9.0) 

% Unemployed 5.3 (2.0) 5.3 (2.0) 6.0 (2.2) 

% Low education 11.8 (8.3) 9.1 (4.1) 19.3 (11.6) 

% SNAP 13.8 (8.9) 16.2 (8.0) 15.2 (10.6) 

% Mobility 16.6 (6.8) 18.8 (6.1) 13.2 (4.7) 

Entropy (diversity) 0.6 (0.2) 0.4 (0.2) 0.7 (0.2) 

South  0.3 (0.5) 0.3 (.5) 0.2 (0.4) 

Midwest 0.3 (0.4) 0.5 (0.5) 0.1 (0.3) 

West 0.3 (0.4) 0.1 (0.4) 0.4 (0.5) 

Police per capita (ln) 0.6 (.5) 0.7 (0.6) 0.6 (0.6) 
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MULTIVARIATE ANALYSES 

Our analysis turns now to two multivariate models presented in Table 2. Across these models, the 

focus is on whether (a) immigration is associated with violent crime, (b) aggregate family structure 

is associated with violent crime net of immigration, and (c) whether the inclusion of aggregate 

family structure might mediate the association between immigration and crime. For both models, 

we control for all variables listed above. The initial baseline model (Model 1) incorporates the rate 

of foreign-born individuals while excluding family structure variables. Subsequently in Model 2, 

we introduce the four family structure measures to the baseline model. 

We note several key findings from Model 1. First, with all other socio-demographic factors held 

constant, there is a significant negative association between the percentage of foreign-born and the 

violence rates (b=-28.4, p<.001). For every one point increase in the percentage of the population 

that is immigrant, the violent crime rate decreases by 28.4 per 100,000, all other variables held 

constant. This finding aligns with conclusions drawn from numerous earlier studies (see the review 

by Kubrin & Ousey, 2023). Second, other key socio-demographic variables also predict violent 

crime as expected from prior research. For example, disadvantage has a statistically significant 

TABLE 2. OLS MODELS REGRESSING THE VIOLENT CRIME RATE ON FAMILY STRUCTURE AND OTHER KEY 

CENSUS PLACE CHARACTERISTICS (N = 2,158) 

  Model 1 Model 2 

  b SE b SE 

% Foreign Born  -28.4*** (3.5) -21.7*** (3.2) 

% Single mothers  - - 30.9** (8.3) 

% Living alone  - - 23.8** (7.0) 

% Divorced  - - 19.0 (10.4) 

% Extended family  - - 24.0 (18.6) 

      

Disadvantage  326.0*** (34.8) 208.5*** (43.5) 

% Mobility  6.43 (4.1) 2.3 (3.7) 

Entropy (diversity)  781.7*** (205.1) 446.5* (188.5) 

South   269.5* (109.0) 280.6* (107.5) 

Midwest  -204.8 (226.0) -204.1 (192.1) 

West  76.6 (114.3) 158.4 (114.2) 

Police per capita (ln)  414.1*** (63.1) 341.5***  

      

R2  0.46 0.49 
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and positive association with violence (b=326.0, p<.001), as does racial/ethnic diversity and police 

per capita. There is some indication that census places in the South region (b=269.5, p<.05) are 

more prone to violence than those in the Northeast region (which serves as the reference category). 

Turning to Model 2, we identify three key findings. First, two out of the four family structure 

measures are associated with violence: the percentage of households headed by single mothers 

(b=30.9, p<.01) and the percentage of the population living alone in their households (b=23.8, 

p<.01). Taken together, these relationships suggest that places with weaker aggregate family 

structures are linked to higher rates of violent crime, net of other key controls and immigration. 

Second, while immigration continues to be negatively associated with violence (b=-21.7, p<.001), 

the introduction of family structure variables in Model 2 reduces the strength of that coefficient by 

almost 24 percent. Notably, the presence of individuals living alone, and single mothers appears 

to mediate the relationship between immigration and violent crime, though other family structure 

variables do not exhibit a statistically significant association with violence rates. 

Finally, third, all other key control variables that were statistically significant in Model 1 remain 

so with the inclusion of aggregate family structure measures. However, there appears to be some 

important changes in those relationships, as well. For example, the strength of the disadvantage-

violence association declines by approximately 36 percent, while the association between 

racial/ethnic diversity and violence declines by almost 43 percent. This may reflect the fact that 

part of the way that disadvantage and racial/ethnic diversity increase violence is by weakening 

aggregate family structures. We return to this in our concluding remarks.  
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DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study has been to examine the relationship between family dynamics, 

particularly within immigrant communities, and its effects on rates of violence across United States 

communities. Specifically, our focus has been on two related questions: (1) whether immigration 

is associated with crime, accounting for various macro-level familial characteristics; and (2) 

whether the prevalence of specific familial characteristics within a community mediates the 

relationship between immigration and crime across communities. In doing so, our study addresses 

the common public narrative that immigrant communities are dangerous and prone to violence. 

Using data from over two thousand census places across the United States, our study revealed four 

important findings. First, there were important differences in the prevalence of different family 

structural characteristics across communities. Specifically, lower immigration places had higher 

levels of divorce, living alone, and single-mother households than higher immigration places, just 

as these same places were also more prone to violence. Second, multivariate models showed that 

immigration was negatively associated with the violence rate, paralleling many prior studies at the 

macro-level (Harris et al., 2021; Kubrin & Ousey, 2023; see also Ousey and Kubrin, 2018). Third, 

we observed that other socio-demographic variables, including disadvantage, racial/ethnic 

diversity, and police per capita also predicted violent crime in the expected direction. Finally, 

fourth, our analysis revealed that some family structures such as households headed by single 

mothers and individuals living alone were associated with violence and that these place-level 

characteristics partially mediated the relationship between immigration and violence.  

In contrast to the prevailing public opinion suggesting that immigration leads to crime, our findings 

indicate the opposite to be true – immigration is associated with reduced crime on the aggregate 

level. One (partial) reason for this is that immigrant communities appear to reduce single mother 
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households and the relative presence of those living alone (i.e., without any other household 

member). We suspect this is because immigration reinforces strong familial bonds and support 

while facilitating cohesiveness in their neighborhoods (Ghandnoosh & Rovner, 2017), especially 

by reducing the prevalence of vulnerable family structures (e.g., single mother families) and by 

boosting multi-person households generally. Single-parent households lack the capacity for 

supervision of other family structures, while individuals living alone may experience social 

isolation, loneliness and depression, and increased risk of violence. Even if not directly linked to 

violence, isolation can be a contributing factor or correlate with other underlying issues to cause 

crime (Cherry, 2023). Broadly, this reinforces the argument that immigration increases the strength 

of social networks through families and reduces social isolation, which subsequently fosters a 

sense of collective responsibility and support that can deter individuals from engaging in criminal 

behavior. 

Our findings are similarly in line with a limited body of prior scholarship. For example, Kubrin et 

al. (2018) note that many immigrant groups have strong family values and social networks that 

support traditional family structures (see also Fukuyama, 1993; Oropesa, 1996; Oropesa, Lichter 

and Anderson, 1994; Vega, 1990; Wildsmith, 2004). Our own analysis reinforces these 

observations with empirical evidence of such. This cultural emphasis on family and parental 

authority norms leads to lower crime rates among immigrants compared to the native-born 

population in ways that explain why immigration to an area is associated with decreased crime 

rates (Ousey and Kubrin, 2009; see also MacDonald et al., 2012). Certainly, studies have shown 

that mother-only households and areas with elevated rates of single adults are linked to increased 

levels of crime (Kubrin et al., 2018; see also Sampson, 1987). Likewise, Barranco, Harris, and 

Feldmeyer (2017) demonstrate that changes in crime over time can be at least partially explained 
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by immigration’s impact on aggregate family structures across places. Indeed, our own findings 

reveal the specific kinds of family structures (namely, living alone and single mother households) 

most strongly linked to violent crime within the immigration-crime literature. 

Additionally, it is worth noting that some socio-demographic variables, such as disadvantage, 

racial/ethnic diversity, and police per capita, also predict violent crime. Much prior research has 

pointed to concentrated disadvantages within communities as indicative of economic hardships, 

limited access to resources, and problematic labor markets (Massey & Denton, 1990; Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2001). These conditions can contribute to feelings of frustration, hopelessness, and 

social isolation, which are risk factors for community-level rates of crime. Indeed, Pratt and 

Cullen’s (2005) meta-analysis suggests that disadvantage remains among the most important 

predictors of crime in all of criminology. Our findings certainly support this contention, while also 

indicating that areas with high racial or ethnic diversity may experience social and cultural 

tensions, misunderstandings, and conflicts that lead to high rates of crime (Sharkey, 2008). 

Meanwhile, our finding that a greater rate of police per capita is linked to more violence could 

indicate that law enforcement is simply more active in places with more crime as resources are 

devoted to the most problematic cities/places over those deemed more safe. That is, our findings 

here could indicate a proactive policing strategy in response to high crime rates. Overall, we see 

our findings as aligning with the observations of Ousey and Kubrin (2018), whose comprehensive 

analysis characterizes the macro-level relationship between immigration and crime as neutral or 

even protective, while filling in an important gap in describing the reasons why immigration 

appears to reduce violence.  
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Though our aim has been to explore two interconnected research questions stemming from existing 

gaps in scholarly investigation, it is crucial to acknowledge the significant policy implications that 

emerge from our findings. Most notably, immigration-restrictive policies, often based on public 

safety concerns, should be re-evaluated/eliminated if they undermine the benefits that immigrants 

bring to the broader community via family structures. Since immigration has a neutral or slightly 

negative impact on crime rates, policies promoting immigrant integration and acknowledging their 

positive contributions to communities – especially by encouraging parental supervision capacity 

and community cohesion through families – could be beneficial. This might involve implementing 

language and job training programs, providing access to healthcare, and establishing pathways to 

citizenship that cultivate a sense of belonging and community investment. At the very least, this 

might entail targeted interventions that help support single-parent households and individuals 

living alone, such as providing access to counseling, childcare, and job training in ways that could 

reduce their impact on violence. 
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LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS 

While this study seeks to make advances in immigration-crime research, we acknowledge a few 

limitations. First, the findings may not be generalizable to all immigrant communities or regions 

due to the specific focus on certain census places that met the set thresholds. Likewise, the data 

here are somewhat older and capture immigration, family structure, and crime in the mid-2010s 

rather than post-Covid pandemic and Trump presidency, where both patterns of immigration and 

family settlement changed. More research is needed to update this analysis to explore other points 

in time and a wider range of communities. 

Second, due to the cross-sectional design of the study, we were unable to thoroughly investigate 

whether immigrants may intentionally choose communities with lower crime rates rather than 

directly reducing crime themselves (see also Harris et al., 2021). Some immigrant populations 

might opt for areas with existing lower crime rates, thus reinforcing their own familial social 

networks, while others may not have the same degree of choice. The absence of comprehensive 

longitudinal data prevented us from definitively excluding this possibility.  

Third, the availability of data on certain variables, such as specific familial characteristics, was 

limited to those available in the United States Census files. Though this not necessarily as a 

limitation so much as a trade-off that must be made with any choice of units of analysis, previous 

studies have mainly considered single-parent families or a single alternative to it (e.g., divorce 

rate). Other familial arrangements, like single-father families, could also be considered as a “non-

two parent family” or a non-traditional family that future research would do well to examine. To 

this end, further exploration is required to thoroughly understand the intricate mechanisms 

affecting the relationship between immigration and crime. 
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In conclusion, immigration will likely remain a prominent issue for policymakers and the public 

as we continue through the 2020s. Amidst debate about the role of immigration in reshaping United 

States communities, empirical scholarship should continue to explore the ways that the foreign-

born population is linked to (or not) critical political and social issues, like crime. 
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