
 

 

Migration and crime 
Research review conducted for the Swedish National 
Institute of Economic Research 

Report 2025:7 

Research 



1 

The Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brå ) – centre for 

knowledge about crime and crime prevention measures

The Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brå) is a government agency 

that works to reduce crime and increase safety in society. We do this by providing 

factual information and disseminating knowledge about crime, law enforcement and 

crime prevention work - primarily for the Government, agencies within the criminal 

justice system and organisations engaged in crime prevention. 

The publication is available as a pdf online at bra.se. Please send any enquiry about 

alternative formats to produktion@bra.se. When material is quoted or tables, figures, 

and diagrams are used, Brå must be stated as the source.  

Permission of the copyright holder is required for the reproduction of images, 

photographs, and illustrations. 

Author: David Shannon  
This report is a translation of the Swedish report Migration och brott 2025:7 

urn:nbn:se:bra-1357
ISSN 1100-6676 

© Brottsförebyggande rådet 2026 

Brottsförebyggande rådet, Box 1386, 111 93 Stockholm 
Telefon 08–527 58 400, e-post registrator@bra.se, www.bra.se

mailto:produktion@bra.se


 

 2 

Migration and crime 

Research review conducted for the Swedish National 
Institute of Economic Research 

2025:7 

  



 

 3 

Preface 
This report presents the main findings from a review of the Swedish and international 

research on migration’s effects on crime. It has been written at the instruction of the 

Swedish Government, as part of a larger assignment given to the Swedish National 

Institute of Economic Research, which was to instructed to analyse the net effect of 

migration to Sweden on public finances during the modern era. 

The report is primarily intended for the National Institute of Economic Research, the 

Government and the Swedish parliament, although it is also intended for others 

interested in a review of the existing knowledge base in this extensive field of research. 

The report has been written by David Shannon, Head of Unit at the Swedish National 

Council for Crime Prevention (Brå). Sven-Åke Lindgren, Professor Emeritus at the 

University of Gothenburg, and Felipe Estrada, Professor at Stockholm University, have 

reviewed a draft of the report and provided valuable comments. However, Brå is 

responsible for the content of the report in all respects. 

Stockholm, May 2025

Jonas Trolle 

Director General

David Shannon 

Head of Unit 
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Summary 
The Government has instructed the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention 

(Brå) to assist the Swedish National Institute of Economic Research by compiling a 

research review on the effects of migration on crime. This report aims to provide an 

easily accessible overview of the current knowledge base on the links between 

migration and crime. The review is based on both Swedish and international research. 

Migration can be expected to have both a positive and 
negative effect on crime 
Researchers argue that there are several different factors that could contribute to an 

effect of migration on crime. These include factors that can lead to a direct effect on 

crime through migrants themselves committing more or less offences than the rest of 

the population. At the same time, other factors linked to migration may have an 

indirect effect on crime by influencing levels of involvement in crime in the rest of the 

population. 

Within both groups of factors, there are those that suggest that migration would be 

expected to increase crime levels and those that instead suggest a reduction in crime as 

a result of migration. In order to estimate migration’s net effect on crime, knowledge of 

both the direct and indirect effects is needed, since they can cancel each other out to a 

varying extent. It is possible, for example, that migration might lead to an increase in 

crime through direct effects but to a decrease in crime in other parts of the population. 

Studies focus on three levels of analysis 
The links between migration and crime have primarily been examined at three different 

levels of analysis: the national level, the area level and the group level. 

Studies at the national level describe either how migration correlates with crime trends 

in society by using simple comparisons of time series for crime trends and the 

proportion of migrants in the population, or by comparing crime levels between 

countries with higher and lower levels of immigration.  

Studies focusing on the area level analyse the link between migration and crime by 

focusing on variations in crime between different geographical units within the same 

country, such as municipalities or counties.  

Studies at the group level compare rates of involvement in crime between native-born 

and foreign-born individuals on the basis of different sources of crime data. 
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Studies at the national level 
Analyses that present simple time series comparisons of crime trends and trends in the 

proportion of migrants in the population show that there is no simple correlation 

between migration and crime trends at the national level. Overall crime trends are 

influenced by many different factors, and the effects of migration are small compared 

to the combined effect of these other factors, which influence crime among both 

foreign-born individuals and the larger native-born population.  

Studies examining whether crime rates are higher or lower in countries that receive 

more or fewer migrants show that high-income countries in general have higher rates 

of registered property crime than low-income countries, and lower homicide rates. The 

studies also show that these differences are due to factors linked to the countries’ 

economic and demographic development and not to immigration levels. There is no 

correlation between different countries’ crime rates and immigration trends when 

differences in demographic development and GDP per capita are taken into account. At 

the same time, high-income countries have higher levels of immigration because they 

tend to constitute the most attractive destinations for international migration.  

Studies at the area level 
The studies that are considered to have the greatest potential to provide insights into 

migration’s net effects on crime are those that analyse the links between migration and 

crime at the level of different areas within the same country. These are the only studies 

that use a research design that takes into account both the direct and indirect effects of 

migration, and which can also provide answers about the effects of migration in a 

particular country.  

Area-level studies show that migrants tend to concentrate in certain areas and that 

these areas often have higher average crime rates and can be considered more 

criminogenic. When controlling for this, studies from the USA and Europe show a 

picture that is somewhat difficult to interpret. 

In the USA, studies tend to show that migration either has no effect on crime or a weak 

crime-reduction effect. 

There are methodologically robust1 area-level studies that have examined the link 

between migration and crime rates in several European countries during various parts 

of the period from the 1990s onwards. Several European studies report a positive 

 
1 The studies considered methodologically robust are those that both use a longitudinal design and include 
controls for the effects of variations in conditions in the areas where migrants choose to settle, which can 
affect estimates of migration’s effects on crime. 
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correlation between migration and one or more categories of crime (more migration 

produces higher crime rates), while at the same time several studies find no significant 

effect, and some report that migration has a negative effect on crime (with more 

migration producing lower crime rates). 

There are some differences in the main patterns of findings between studies that have 

analysed very large inflows of, for example, asylum seekers over a relatively short 

period of time and studies that have examined periods characterised by less extreme 

migration flows. 

Major migration “shocks” often linked to an increase in crime 
In several cases, but not always, methodologically robust European studies focusing on 

very large migration inflows show that this type of migration event can lead to higher 

rates of both violent and property crime, at least in the short term. Most of these 

studies have focused on the wave of migration that reached Europe in the mid-2010s as 

a result of the civil war in Syria. The majority of the studies have been conducted in 

Germany and show that the increase in violent crime linked to migration only applied 

to crimes against foreign nationals – the number of victims of violent crime with 

German citizenship decreased during the years surrounding this wave of migration. 

There are some differences between the various studies that are difficult to interpret, 

but a reasonable conclusion is that the large wave of migration that reached Europe in 

the mid-2010s led to an increase in the crime rate in countries with a large inflow of 

asylum seekers in relation to their population size. At the same time, the magnitude of 

the effect must be considered uncertain (estimates vary between different studies). 

The available analyses of Swedish conditions during the period around 2014–2016 

indicate an increase in violent crime but show varying results in terms of an effect on 

property crime. For Sweden, there are no analyses like those from Germany that have 

examined who was affected by the increase in violent crime.  

The results from both the European and Swedish analyses of the wave of asylum 

seekers only focus on the years around the actual “migration shock”, and there is 

currently no research on the long-term effects that this wave of migration has had on 

crime. At the same time, other studies show that research findings on the effect of this 

type of very large migration flow cannot be generalised to other types of migration or 

other time periods. 
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Area-level studies of less extreme migration conditions 
With some exceptions, methodologically robust European studies focusing on less 

extreme migration conditions have shown that migration has either no significant effect 

on crime rates, or an effect on property crime (in both directions) but not violent crime. 

This applies to studies from Germany, Italy, Spain, the United Kingdom and Norway, 

as well as a couple of studies that have simultaneously examined two or more European 

countries, during different parts of the period between the latter years of the 20th 

century and the second half of the 2010s. 

Here, too, there are some differences between studies that are difficult to interpret. For 

example, analyses from the United Kingdom, Italy and Spain show differences in the 

effect of migration for different migrant groups, which also vary between studies. A 

study from the United Kingdom found that migration from Eastern Europe led to lower 

rates of property crime after the EU enlargement in 2004, while a study on Italy and 

Spain from the same period found that migration from Europe had the opposite effect 

on property crime in these countries.  

The study from the United Kingdom showed that refugee migration from various 

countries in Africa and the Middle East led to an increase in the rate of property crime 

but had no effect on violent crime. The study on Italy and Spain, on the other hand, 

found that migration from both Africa and Central and South America had a negative 

effect on both property and violent crime (the more migrants from these countries, the 

lower the crime rate).  

The only methodologically robust study from the Nordic countries that does not focus 

on the effect of the large wave of migration in 2014–2015 analysed the effects of 

migration on crime in Norway during the period 2007–2016. After controlling for the 

structural conditions that characterise the areas where migrants typically settle, the 

results showed that migration had a significant and negative effect on crime for both 

labour migrants and refugees (the larger the proportion of migrants in the population 

of an area over time, the fewer crimes per capita). 

Studies at the group level 
Studies at the group level are mostly descriptive in nature, focusing only on the possible 

direct effects of migration on crime. As a result, they do not claim to provide a basis for 

estimating migration’s net effects on crime in society. It is at this level of analysis that 

most Nordic studies on migration and crime have focused their attention. 

The results of this group-level research show that migrants in Western Europe and the 

Nordic countries exhibit a higher average level of involvement in crime than native-
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born individuals, whereas in the USA and certain other countries migrants are 

registered for crime at a lower rate than the native-born population. 

Nordic studies that have examined variations in over-representation between different 

groups of migrants show a generally lower over-representation or an under-

representation in crime for people from high-income countries and people who have 

migrated for reasons of work or education, and a higher over-representation among 

people from low-income countries and people who have migrated as a result of war and 

conflict in their country of origin. Research also shows that access to the labour market 

plays an important role for migrants’ involvement in crime in recipient countries. 

Studies from both Sweden and other Nordic countries also show a decline in 

involvement in crime among both native-born and foreign-born individuals in the 

period after the 1990s, with the decline being greater among foreign-born individuals. 

There is a lack of research on the reasons behind this trend. 

A summary assessment 
It is no easy task to draw conclusions about migration’s net effects on crime in society 

at a general level. The research shows that the effect can vary, for example between 

different migration events, different groups of migrants and different reception 

contexts. 

One result of the research review that is difficult to interpret is the contrast between the 

similarities between the USA and Europe in the findings from many area-level studies 

and the differences between the USA and Europe in studies at the group level. Several 

area-based studies from both continents show no effect of migration on crime, despite 

clear differences between the USA and Europe in terms of the under- and over-

representation of foreign-born individuals in crime. 

Given the over-representation of foreign-born individuals in crime in Europe, the 

finding that migration has a null effect on crime rates would reasonably imply that 

migration has affected the recipient countries in a way that has led to a reduction in 

crime among the rest of the population. One possible partial explanation highlighted in 

the research is that, over time, foreign-born individuals may have replaced native-born 

individuals in certain criminal markets, which have always existed but are no longer 

dominated by native-born individuals in the same way as previously. Other possible 

partial explanations are that in many countries, foreign-born individuals do not 

constitute a large enough proportion of the population to cause noticeable changes in 

crime at the area level, or that migration has affected the conditions of the rest of the 

population in a way that has led to a lower exposure to risk factors for crime over time. 

For example, there is research from Europe showing that one effect of migration to 
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Western Europe during the 1990s and 2000s was a shift in the native population to 

more complex and better paid work. 

Insufficient research to draw reliable conclusions about Sweden 
Unfortunately, it is not possible to draw any conclusions about migration’s net effect on 

crime in Sweden in the modern era based on the existing research. At present, there is 

insufficient research in the form of methodologically robust studies that have examined 

the overall effect of migration to Sweden, taking into account both the effect of the 

over-representation of foreign-born individuals in crime and migration’s possible 

effects on crime in the rest of the population. 

It is also difficult to generalise to Swedish conditions from European area-level studies. 

As has been noted, area-level studies show different effects for different groups of 

migrants in the same country, and the effect of migration from the same country of 

origin or region may vary between different recipient countries. Migration’s effects on 

crime may also vary between different reception contexts, which also change over time, 

not least in terms of labour market conditions. Given that different countries have 

different migration patterns – and migration patterns within the same country change 

over time – methodologically robust Swedish studies from different parts of the 

modern era would be needed in order to be able to draw conclusions about migration’s 

net effect on crime in Sweden. 
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Introduction 
In 2024, the Swedish government instructed the National Institute of Economic 

Research to assess the net effects of migration to Sweden on public finances during the 

modern era. At the same time, the government instructed the Swedish National Council 

for Crime Prevention (Brå) to assist the National Institute of Economic Research by 

providing a synthesis of the existing knowledge on migration’s effects on crime. 

Brå has previously published a review of the Nordic research on migration and crime 

(Brå 2019). The current report updates the findings from the Nordic research, 

including results from more recent studies, but the report also has a more international 

focus and locates the Nordic research in a broader context. The report therefore also 

describes key findings from research from the rest of Europe and other parts of the 

world. In line with the overall focus of the review, which is to describe the effects of 

migration at the societal level, one of the starting points for Brå’s review has also been 

to describe, as far as possible, what the research says about migration’s effects on crime 

levels in society as a whole. 

1. The following questions have formed the basis for the review: 

• In what ways do researchers argue that migration might be expected to affect 

crime levels in society?  

• How have researchers investigated the issue of migration’s significance for 

crime levels in society?  

• What are the main findings of this research? 

Data and method 
The report presents a descriptive literature review. The review is primarily based on 

published research in the form of articles in scientific journals, book chapters or, in 

some cases, overviews in sociological or criminological encyclopaedias. At the same 

time, the compilation also includes results published in government reports and 

statistics, as well as in academic theses and reports. 

The material that forms the basis of the report was compiled using literature searches 

on Google Scholar and in the Criminal Justice Abstracts database. In order to identify 

relevant studies, a search was first conducted using the terms “migration” or 

“immigrant” or “immigrants” in combination with “crime” or “delinquency” or 

“offending”. The words “generation” and “generations” were added to identify studies 

that included a focus on the children of foreign-born individuals, and the names of 

different countries were also used one at a time to search for studies focused on specific 
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countries in Europe. The searches were limited to texts published since 2010. As the 

work progressed, new searches were also conducted with further additions focusing on 

different methodological approaches: “causal effect”, “panel data”, “instrumental 

variable”, “‘difference-in-difference(s)” and either of the words “random” or “quasi-

random” in combination with “allocation” or “dispersal”. 

Studies deemed relevant to the review were selected based on whether the title and 

abstract indicated that the link between migration and crime was a main focus of the 

study. Additional studies were then added to the data using a snowballing method, 

which involved reading through the reference lists of the selected studies and also 

examining later studies that, according to Google Scholar, had cited the articles and 

reports identified in the searches. After reading through the reference lists, texts 

published before 2010 were also included in the review, insofar as they had been cited 

by several of the later studies and can thus be considered to have influenced later 

research. 

A brief note on the problems associated with measuring 
crime 
There are well-known problems associated with measuring crime and involvement in 

crime. Registered offences – which capture offences that come to the attention of the 

justice system – are affected by several selection processes that lie between the actual 

offences and the data presented in crime statistics. For example, it is well established 

that only a fraction of actual crime is detected, reported and registered by the police, 

and that the risk of detection, the propensity to report and the clearance rate all vary 

between different types of crime.2 

Two particular problems noted in the research on migration and crime are, firstly, that 

studies show that migrants are less likely than other groups to report their victimisation 

to the police, and that policing methods and the organisation of police work can lead to 

offences committed by certain groups being detected and cleared more often than the 

offences committed by other groups in society.3 

Research has also shown that the effect of various sources of error can change over 

time, among other things as a result of changes in the resources allocated by the police 

and other agencies to different types of crime, geographical areas or groups of 

 
2 See e.g. Coleman and Moynihan (1996), Shannon and Granath (2012), Brå (2021a, b), Bäckman et al. (2021), 
Pina-Sánchez et al. (2023). 
3 See e.g. Zhang (2014), Gutierrez and Kirk (2017), Ousey and Kubrin (2018), Brå (2021a, 2023a), Bäckman et al. 
(2021), Zhang et al. (2022), Sarnecki et al. (2025). 
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offenders, changes in legislation or shifts in the crime-classification practices of the 

justice system.4 

Other data used to study crime are also subject to sources of error. This includes, for 

example, data from self-report studies in which different groups are asked to provide 

information about their own involvement in crime and victim surveys that ask about 

experiences of crime victimisation. Here, the sources of error include over- or under-

reporting, whereby respondents, for various reasons, may over- or underestimate their 

involvement in or exposure to crime during the period covered by a given survey. In the 

current context, these data may also present problems due to the fact that migrants are 

less likely to be included in these surveys than other groups in society.5 

These various sources of error mean that research results based on crime data are 

always associated with uncertainty, which means that estimates of the effect that 

various phenomena may have on crime are subject to relatively large margins of error.6 

Migration, migrants, foreign-born individuals and foreign 
background 
All studies that empirically examine the link between migration and crime use data on 

individuals who are in some way considered to have a migrant background. This often 

refers to foreign-born individuals, but studies also use data on citizenship or combine 

foreign-born individuals with native-born individuals with foreign-born parents. 

Citizenship data are often used because many countries do not have access to register 

data on the country of birth for the entire population. One problem with using 

citizenship status is that there are variations between countries in how citizenship is 

regulated, and there are often both native-born and foreign-born individuals among 

both native and foreign citizens. The foreign citizen group also includes, for example, 

tourists and individuals belonging to cross-border criminal groups whose main purpose 

for spending time in a given country is to engage in certain types of crime. These factors 

make it difficult to describe the possible effects of migration on the basis of citizenship 

data (see e.g. Berardi and Bucerius 2014, Lehti 2015, Brå 2021a). 

As far as possible, the report presents results from studies that have used 

categorisations based on country of birth and that distinguish between foreign-born 

 
4 See e.g. Brå (2006), Pople and Smith (2010), Shannon and Granath (2012). 
5 See e.g. Elliot and Huizinga (1989), Ekström (2008), Papadopolous (2014), Nunziata (2015), Brå (2025a). 
6 There are also specific problems associated with international comparisons of crime, which are described in 
the section of the report where they are most relevant. See the section Comparisons of countries with different 
levels of immigration in the chapter Studies at the national level. 
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individuals and individuals born in the recipient country to foreign-born parents. To 

the extent that the report deviates from this principle, this is noted in connection with 

the results presented. 

Structure of the report 
The report’s presentation of results is divided into four chapters. The first chapter 

describes what the research has to say about how migration might be expected to affect 

crime in society and what factors may lie behind this effect. 

The subsequent chapters then present research findings from studies focused on 

different levels of analysis. The literature review shows that the issue of migration’s 

significance for crime has mainly been examined at three different levels: the group 

level, the area level and the national level. The second, third and fourth chapters 

present the main findings from these three bodies of research. 
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Expectations regarding migration’s effects 
on crime 
According to the research, there are a number of factors that could contribute to an 

effect of migration on crime. These are usually divided into factors that can lead to a 

direct effect on crime (factors that lead to migrants themselves committing more or less 

crime than the rest of the population) and factors that have an indirect effect on crime 

(by influencing crime among the rest of the population).7 Within both groups of factors, 

there are those that suggest that migration would be expected to increase crime levels 

and those that instead suggest a reduction in crime as a result of migration. 

Migration-related factors that might lead to increased crime 
One migration-related factor that would be expected to lead to increased crime, but 

which is rarely mentioned in the research and is more or less taken for granted, is that 

immigration – to the extent that it is not matched by an equal level of emigration – 

leads to an increase in population size. It is considered more or less self-evident that 

there is a correlation between population size and total crime – the larger the 

population, the more potential victims and perpetrators, which means that more people 

are expected to commit and become victims of crime. However, relatively few studies 

have examined this correlation in more detail, for example, whether or not it should be 

considered linear (see e.g. Chamlin and Chochran 2004, Oliveira 2021). Many studies 

on migration and crime report results in terms of an effect on per capita crime rates, 

and this may be relevant to the question of the significance of research results for 

interpretations of migration’s net effect on crime. The report therefore returns to this 

question in the chapter Conclusions and discussion. 

Demographic and socio-economic factors 
Among the other factors that would be expected to lead to increases in crime as a direct 

effect of migration, scholars often highlight the demographic composition of the 

foreign-born population. Several have noted that migrant populations often include a 

larger proportion of men and younger people than the populations of recipient 

countries, and participation in crime is higher among these demographic groups than 

among women and older people.8  

 
7 See e.g. Feldmeyer (2009), Martinez and Mehlman-Orozco (2014), Papadopolous (2014), Piopiunik and 
Ruhose (2017), Feldmeyer et al. (2019), Maghularia and Uebelmesser (2023), Tufail et al. (2023). 
8 E.g. Bell and Machin (2013), Spenchuck (2014), Ozden et al. (2018), Feltes et al. (2018), Schaffer and 
Obergfell-Fuchs (2018), Mercan et al. (2022), Rennó Santos et al. (2022), Kubrin and Ousey (2023). 
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Similarly, differences in levels of education and proficiency in the language of the 

receiving country are also cited as reasons to expect higher levels of involvement in 

crime among migrants. In many countries, migrant populations have, on average, a 

lower level of education and less well-developed language skills in the recipient 

country’s native language than the native-born population and thus also a weaker 

position on the labour market, and there is a correlation between the risk of 

involvement in crime and both education and employment.9 These effects can also be 

exacerbated by the existence of discrimination. Exclusion and discrimination can also 

create stress, which makes individuals more vulnerable to both victimisation and 

exploitation, as well as involvement in crime.10 

Researchers have also noted that exclusion and marginalisation can increase the risk of 

radicalisation, and, in combination with certain types of conditions at the 

neighbourhood level, the same factors can also make migrants and their children more 

vulnerable to being drawn into criminal subcultures.11 

Norm conflicts 
Several scholars have argued that foreign-born individuals might be expected to 

commit more offences than native-born individuals to the extent that certain types of 

behaviour are codified as offences in the recipient country but not in the country of 

origin.12 Examples described in the research include norms regarding the corporal 

punishment of children, honour-related behaviours, women’s sexual self-

determination, masculinity and certain types of drug use.13 At the same time, norm 

conflicts can also lead to increased stress at the individual level, which, often in 

combination with other factors, may lead to an increased risk of involvement in crime. 

Among the children of foreign-born parents, there is an additional dimension to so-

called cultural conflict explanations, in that conflicts may arise in the ways parents and 

children relate to and navigate differences in norms and expectations between the 

parents’ country of origin and their new home country.14 

 
9 E.g. Bell and Machin (2013), Spenchuck (2014), Beckley et al. (2015), Schaffer and Obergfell-Fuchs (2018), Brå 
(2019), Light and Anadon (2020), Palinkas (2022), Marie and Pinotti (2024). 
10 E.g. Bursell (2014), Leerkes et al. (2012), Zadnik et al. (2016), Chavez (2017), Quillian et al. (2019), Bortoletto 
(2021), Brå (2021a), Palinkas (2022), Eraliev (2023). 
11 E.g. Reid et al. (2005), Esposito (2008), Malthaner (2017), Abushi and Nordbruch (2020), Gerell et al. (2020), 
Rubin (2021), Palinkas (2022), Brå (2023b), Hermansen (2023). 
12 E.g. Alvarez-Rivera (2016), Chavez (2017), Brå (2019, 2021a), Stageman (2022). 
13 E.g. Wortley (2009), Salmi et al. (2015), Chavez (2017), Schmidt et al. (2019), Brå (2021a). 
14 E.g. Bui (2009), Decker et al. (2009), Beckley (2015), Brå (2021a). 
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Criminalisation of acts that can only be committed by migrants 
There is an extensive research literature describing a shift in many countries towards 

an increased focus on dealing with migration issues via the criminal justice system, not 

least through the criminalisation of acts that can only be committed by migrants and 

that were previously dealt with within the administrative justice system. Examples 

include being unable to present a migration document at an asylum interview or 

remaining in the country following the rejection of one’s asylum application.15 

Particularly in countries that experience a large inflow of migrants, this contributes to a 

correlation between migration and the number of offences registered in crime statistics, 

and also creates an incentive for migrants to avoid contact with the authorities and turn 

to the black economy and crime in order to make a living.16 

Factors that could indirectly lead to increased crime 
Among the migration-related factors that can indirectly lead to increased crime, by 

influencing crime among the native-born population, it is worth noting that migration 

often increases the proportion of the population with certain educational and labour 

market profiles, which increases competition for available jobs for both previous 

migrants and native-born persons with these characteristics. This can lead to increased 

unemployment and affect wages for both groups, which can increase the risk of 

conflicts between different groups as well the risk of social marginalisation and crime.17 

The so-called group conflict hypothesis (e.g. Blumer 1958, Lancee and Pardos-Prado 

2013, Kalogeraki 2022) further argues that conflicts can arise for other reasons, 

including fear or hostility among the native-born population. Effects of this kind can be 

seen in research from Germany, for example, which shows an increase in hate crime 

and other offences against foreign-born individuals in certain parts of Germany in 

connection with the rapid increase in the number of asylum seekers who came to the 

country between 2014 and 2016.18 

Many studies also note that migration might lead to increased crime through indirect 

effects at the area level by influencing the degree of so-called social disorganisation 

and, by extension, social control in areas experiencing migration inflows. It has been 

argued, for example, that an increased concentration of ethnically and linguistically 

 
15 E.g. Aliverti (2012, 2016), Barker (2012), Rumbaut et al. (2019) Chacon (2012), Stumpf (2015), Bowling and 
Westenra (2020), Dehos (2021), Gershitz and Ungerer (2022), Palinkas (2022). 
16 E.g. Leerkes et al. (2012), Jaitman and Machin (2013), Martinez and Slack (2013), Boateng et al. (2021), 
Rosina (2024). 
17 E.g. Reid et al. (2005), Dai et al. (2013), Alvarez-Rivera (2016), Stansfield (2016), Adelman et al. (2017), Light 
and Anadon (2020), Gunadi (2021), Mercan et al. (2022), Pinotti and Rozo (2022). 
18 E.g. Feltes et al. (2018), Entorf and Lange (2019), Piatkowska et al. (2020), Schikora (2021), Wagner et al. 
(2020), Albarosa and Elsner (2023), Egami (2024). 
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disparate groups can lead to increased population turnover in a given area, weakened 

social ties among residents and weaker social cohesion, which would be expected to 

affect the crime preventive effect of informal social control. As a newly arrived 

immigrant, having an imperfect understanding of the language and legal system of the 

recipient country also means that you are less able to report crime to the police, which 

makes migrants on average more vulnerable to victimisation and also provides 

potential offenders with increased access to attractive potential victims who can be 

exposed to crime with a lower risk of detection and conviction.19 

Migration-related factors that might lead to reduced crime 
There are also several factors associated with migration and its effects that might 

reasonably be expected to lead to lower crime rates. 

Factors that could influence the direct effect of migration 
In terms of direct effects, researchers argue that the difficulties involved in the 

migration process mean that the individuals who self-select into migration have 

comparatively high levels of initiative and goal focus and a relatively low propensity to 

commit crime.20 It has also been argued that migrants to Western countries often have 

a background in cultures where traditional family structures are more normative, with 

stronger family cohesion and fewer divorces and single parents, which generally means 

a higher degree of social control and a lower risk of involvement in crime.21 

The risk of deportation associated with a conviction for crime would also be expected to 

have some form of deterrent effect, which would translate into an expectation of lower 

crime rates compared to the native-born population. Asylum seekers also often lack the 

opportunity to return to their country of origin, which increases the pressure to 

integrate into the recipient country.22 

Factors that could influence the indirect effect of migration 
When it comes to indirect effects, researchers argue that immigration, rather than 

increasing the risk of social disorganisation, can breathe new life into socially 

disadvantaged areas. Among other things, migrants fill gaps on the labour market and 

 
19 E.g. Mears (2002), Lee and Martinez (2009), Pettersson (2013), Alvarez-Rivera (2016), Ferraro (2016), 
Adelman et al. (2017), Light and Anadon (2020), Stageman (2022), Barranco and Shihadeh (2024). 
20 E.g. Tonry (1997), Butcher and Piehl (2007), Sampson (2008), Wickes and Sydes (2016), Chen and Zhong 
(2017), Kubrin and Mioduszewski (2018), Duncan and Darger (2019), Orrenius and Zavodny (2019), Mariani and 
Mercier (2021), Mercan et al. (2022), Rennó Santos et al. (2022), Stageman (2022). 
21 E.g. Ousey and Kubrin (2009), Kubrin et al. (2018), Solivetti (2018), Stowell and Gostjev (2018), Mercan et al. 
(2022), Chen (2024). 
22 E.g. Butcher and Piehl (1998), Simes and Waters (2019), Freedman et al. (2018), Mariani and Mercier (2021), 
Abramitzky et al. (2023), Maghularia and Uebelmesser (2023), Lange and Sommerfeld (2024). 
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form new businesses and associations, which leads to improvements in both socio-

economic conditions and social control in these areas.23 Increased competition for low-

paid jobs can also lead to native-born individuals moving to more complex jobs and 

investing more in their educational careers and further education, which would also be 

expected to lead to reduced involvement in crime (Dai et al. 2013, Sayago Gomez 2017). 

Perceptions of higher crime rates among foreign-born individuals may also lead to an 

increased police presence in areas with higher concentrations of foreign-born residents, 

which might in turn be expected to have a deterrent effect and lead to lower rates of 

involvement in crime among others living in the same areas.24 

Summary 
The review shows that there are reasonable arguments for an expectation that 

migration might lead to both higher and lower crime rates, for different reasons – 

partly because migrants themselves may exhibit a higher or lower level of involvement 

in crime than the rest of the population, and partly because migration can affect the 

level of involvement in crime in the rest of the population. These direct and indirect 

effects of migration may also go in different directions, and cancel each other out to a 

varying extent. It is possible, for example, for migration to lead to an increase in crime 

through direct effects but, at the same time, to a decrease in crime in other parts of the 

population. 

 

  

 
23 E.g. Lee and Martinez (2009), Zatz and Smith (2012), Vigdor (2014), Wickes and Sydes (2016), Kubrin and 
Mioduszewski (2018), Feldmeyer et al. (2019), Gunadi (2021), Chen (2024), Kubrin et al. (2024). 
24 E.g. Ousey and Kubrin (2009), Adelman et al. (2020), Mercan et al. (2022), Rennó Santos et al. (2022). 
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Studies at the group level 
A large number of studies have been published in various countries on the link between 

migration and crime at the group level. It is also at this level that most Nordic studies 

on migration and crime have focused their attention. These studies compare levels of 

involvement in crime between native-born and foreign-born individuals based on 

different data sources. The studies are mostly descriptive in nature, focusing only on 

the possible direct effects that migration may have on crime. They do not therefore 

claim to provide a basis for estimating migration’s net effects on crime in society. 

Many of the findings presented in this chapter have been published in scientific 

journals, but the presentation is also based on information from official statistics, as 

well as academic dissertations, book chapters and reports published by government 

agencies and other actors. The chapter’s focus is directed at key findings in the form of 

overall patterns, and for the sake of readability, few figures are presented in the form of 

proportions or ratios etc. However, the chapter concludes with a section presenting 

some key figures from Sweden on the over-representation of foreign-born individuals 

in crime. 

Overall, the results of group-level research show that foreign-born individuals (or 

foreign citizens) in many countries exhibit a higher average level of involvement in 

crime than native-born individuals. However, there are also countries where foreign-

born persons have consistently shown lower levels of involvement in crime than the 

native-born population. The results also show that differences in crime rates between 

native-born and foreign-born individuals vary between different categories of crime, 

and between foreign-born individuals from different countries and those who have 

migrated for different reasons. In many countries, native-born individuals with foreign-

born parents tend to exhibit a higher degree of involvement in crime than both foreign-

born individuals and native-born individuals with native-born parents. 

Variation between countries in the over- or under-
representation of foreign-born individuals in crime 
Studies from the USA have consistently found that, on average, foreign-born 

individuals exhibit lower levels of criminal activity than native-born individuals, both 

throughout most of the 20th century and since the turn of the millennium.25 Similar 

 
25 E.g. Butcher and Piehl (1998), Martinez and Lee (2000), Bucerius (2011), Stowell and DiPietro (2014), Chouhy 
and Madero-Hernandez (2019), Kubrin and Mioduszewski (2018), Pendergast et al. (2018). 
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results are found in studies based on register data on reported crime, arrests and the 

prison population26 as well as studies based on self-reported crime data.27 

International comparisons focusing on prison populations show that there are also 

several other countries in which foreign-born individuals (or foreign citizens) are 

under-represented among those sentenced to prison, particularly other English-

speaking countries (e.g. Australia, Canada, Ireland, and New Zealand) but also some 

countries in Eastern Europe (e.g. Latvia, Poland, Serbia, Slovakia, Russia, and 

Ukraine).28 

There are also studies from the United Kingdom that show an under-representation of 

foreign-born individuals in self-reported and registered offences (Papadopolous 2014, 

Ignatans and Matthews 2017), although the picture regarding the prison population 

seems to vary between different studies.29 

Over-representation according to register studies from the Nordic countries 
and other parts of Western Europe 
In both the Nordic countries and other parts of Western Europe, studies have instead 

shown an over-representation of foreign-born individuals in various crime indicators 

compared to their proportion of the population in the respective country. 

For Western Europe, studies from Spain, Portugal, Italy, Switzerland, Greece and the 

Netherlands show an over-representation of foreign-born individuals in registered and, 

in several cases, self-reported crime,30 while several studies describe a clear over-

representation of foreign citizens in the prison population in most Western European 

countries (e.g. Barker 2012, Solivetti 2012, Cohn et al. 2024). 

 
26 E.g. Butcher and Piehl (2007), Polczynski et al. (2009), Moehling and Piehl (2009, 2014), Ewing et al. (2015), 
Nowrasteh (2018), Light et al. (2020, 2024), Abramitzky et al. (2023), Cohn et al. (2024). 
27 E.g. Bersani (2010, 2014), Vaughn et al. (2014a, b), Salas-Wright et al. (2016), Rima et al. (2021), Jiang (2024). 

28 E.g. Hochschild and Brown (2014), Fasani et al. (2019), Cohn et al. (2024), Marie and Pinotti (2024). For 
Australia and Canada, see also Hamilton et al. (2009), Egli et al. (2010), Jung (2017, 2020), Sydes (2017). 
29 E.g. Hochschild and Brown (2014), Solivetti (2012), Cohn et al. (2024), Marie and Pinotti (2024). 
30 E.g. Alonso et al. 2008, Fernández-Molina and Bartolomé Gutiérrez 2020 (Spain), Fernández-Pachecho 
Alises et al. 2022 (Portugal), Crocitti 2014, Fasani et al. 2019 (Italy), Killias 2009, Vazsonyi and Jakub 2013, 
Killias and Lukash 2020 (Switzerland), Antonopoulou and Pitsela 2014, Livas et al. 2022 (Greece), Schmitt- 
Rodermund and Silbereisen 2008, Titzmann et al. 2014, Kirkegaard and Becker 2017 (Germany), Engbersen et 
al. 2014, Leerkes et al. 2019, Kirkegaard and de Kuijper 2020 (Netherlands). Some of these studies use 
citizenship data for the register-based comparison, while others use only data on the parents’ country of birth 
to define foreign background in the self-report studies. 
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Studies and statistics from Denmark, Norway and Finland show an over-representation 

of foreign-born individuals in registered crime,31 and there is a long series of studies 

from Sweden that report an over-representation of foreign-born individuals both 

among individuals registered as crime suspects and individuals with convictions for 

crime.32 

Both over- and under-representation according to Nordic self-report studies 
among young people 
Several Nordic researchers point out that the results of self-report studies on over- or 

under-representation should be interpreted with caution. This is partly due to an 

increasing non-response rate in these studies over time and partly because the non-

response rate may be skewed with regard to the proportions of respondents with native 

and foreign backgrounds.33 

Having said this, the picture from Nordic self-report studies among young people is 

more fragmented than that presented in the studies based on register data. Nationwide 

studies from Sweden show that foreign-born young people reported higher rates of 

involvement in crime than their native-born counterparts in the period up to 2010, but 

have subsequently reported lower rates of involvement in crime (Vasiljevic et al. 2020, 

Brå 2018, 2024b). 

Data from Finland on self-reported involvement in crime in 2012 show that young 

people of foreign background were more likely to report involvement in crime than 

native-born young people with two native-born parents (Salmi et al. 2015), while the 

results from Danish self-report studies from the 2010s show a lower rate of self-

reported involvement in crime among young people with a foreign background 

compared to young people with a Danish background (Ottosen et al. 2014, 2018, 

Liversage and Præstgaard Christensen 2017). 

For Norway, studies from the 2010s onwards show a somewhat mixed picture. Øia 

(2012) found that young people in Oslo with a foreign background reported higher 

levels of involvement in crime than young people with a Norwegian background, while 

a repeat of the same study three years later (Andersen and Bakken 2015) showed no 

difference between young people with a Norwegian and foreign background 

respectively. Later waves of the study have also found either no difference between 

 
31 For Denmark, see e.g. Højsgaard Andersen and Tranæs (2011) and Kardell (2011); for Norway, Skardhamar 
et al. (2011), Kardell (2011) and Andersen et al. (2017); for Finland, Skardhamar et al. (2014). See Skardhamar 
(2016), Brå (2019), Nielsen et al. (2019) and Klement (2020) for descriptions of the Nordic research. 
32 E.g. Brå (1996, 2005, 2021a), Hällsten et al. (2013), Beckley (2015), Adamson (2020), Bäckman et al. (2020, 
2021). See also Kardell (2011) for a description of additional studies from the 1960s onwards. 
33 E.g. Liversage and Præstgaard Christensen (2017), Brå (2019), Nielsen et al. (2019). 
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these two groups of young people or that young people with foreign backgrounds 

reported slightly lower rates of involvement in crime or other problem behaviours 

(Bakken 2018, Bakken and Osnes 2021, Bakken 2023).34 

Sex and age 
Two of the most consistent findings in crime research are that there is a correlation 

between involvement in crime and age and sex, respectively. Studies have consistently 

shown that involvement in crime usually begins during adolescence and increases 

relatively rapidly over a few years, before declining sharply during and after the 

transition to adulthood.35 Research also consistently shows that involvement in crime is 

less common among girls and women than among boys and men at all ages.36 

There are relatively few Nordic studies on migration and crime that report sex-

disaggregated results (Brå 2019), which means that it is primarily the behaviour of 

(young) men that determines the reported patterns of involvement in crime broken 

down by native and foreign background. At the same time, Swedish studies that have 

presented results separately for women and men show that the overall pattern is the 

same for both sexes. Foreign-born women show a higher degree of involvement in 

crime than native-born women, and foreign-born men show higher involvement in 

crime than native-born men (Brå 2019, 2021a, Bäckman et al. 2021). 

When it comes to age-related developments – with increasing criminal activity during 

adolescence, followed by a decrease during and after the transition to adulthood – 

research shows that the same pattern applies regardless of native or foreign 

background.37 

Degree of over-representation decreases when controlling for sex, age and 
socio-economic situation 
As mentioned in the chapter Expectations regarding migration’s effect on crime, the 

demographic composition of the migrant population differs from that of the population 

in recipient countries as a whole.38 On average, migrants are usually younger than the 

general population and more often male. In many countries, migrants also have a lower 

 
34 The Finnish, Danish and Norwegian studies referred to do not report on foreign-born young people 
separately, but combine foreign-born young people with young people born in Finland, Denmark and Norway, 
respectively, to one or two foreign-born parents. 
35 E.g. Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983), Farrington (1986), Weatherburn et al. (2014), Rocque et al. (2016), Brå 
(2024a). 
36 E.g. Liu (2015), Carlsson and Sivertsson (2021), Steffensmeier et al. (2021), Brå (2024a), Sivertsson et al. 
(2024). 
37 See e.g. Kardell and Carlsson (2009), Højsgaard Andersen and Tranæs (2011), Skardhamar et al. (2011). 
38 See the section Demographic and socio-economic factors. 
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average level of education than the rest of the population, a weaker position on the 

labour market and lower incomes. Nordic studies have consistently shown that the 

degree of over-representation in crime decreases when comparisons take these 

differences into account (e.g. Brå 2019, 2021a, Bäckman et al. 2021). 

Variation between different groups of foreign-born individuals 
Studies from the Nordic countries also consistently show that the degree of over- or 

under-representation in crime varies between groups of foreign-born individuals from 

different countries or regions of origin.39 Similar results have also been reported in 

research from several other countries.40 

USA – variation but under-representation overall 
Based on data on self-reported crime among the adult population in the United States, 

Vaughn et al. (2014a) show that migrants from Europe report the highest levels of 

involvement in crime, followed by migrants from Latin America, Asia and Africa, while 

Abramitzy et al. (2023) show clear differences in the proportion of foreign-born 

individuals from Mexico and Central America and those from Europe and China who 

have been sentenced to prison. 

In both studies, however, the rates of both self-reported and registered offences are 

lower among all groups of foreign-born individuals than among the native-born US 

population.41 

Studies from the Nordics – major similarities between the Nordic countries 
today 
As regards the Nordic research, some studies have divided foreign-born individuals 

into groups from Western countries and non-Western countries. On the basis of this 

categorisation, the studies show that involvement in crime in Denmark and Sweden is 

more common among people from non-Western countries than among people from 

Western countries (Højsgaard Andersen and Tranæs 2011, Bäckman et al. 2020). 

 
39 See e.g. Statistics Denmark (2010, 2024), Skardhamar et al. (2014), Skardhamar (2016), Brå (2019, 2021a). 
40 For the USA, see e.g. Dipietro and Bursik (2012) Vaughn et al. (2014a), Pinotti and Rozo (2022); for Spain, 
Alonso et al. (2008); for the United Kingdom, Johnson et al. (2018); for the Netherlands, Blom and Jenissen 
(2014), Kirkegaard and de Kuijper (2020); for Germany, Kirkegaard and Becker (2017). 
41 The study by Abramitzy et al. (2023) shows that the pattern has been the same throughout the period since 
1960, despite both increases and decreases in the proportion of the population sentenced to prison. See also 
Moehling and Piehl (2014) for an analysis of differences in the probability of being sentenced to prison in the 
USA for native-born individuals and various migrant groups from Europe during the first decades of the 20th 
century. 
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At the same time, studies that use a more detailed classification show large variations 

within these two broad groups. Statistics from Denmark (Statistics Denmark 2024) 

show the same difference as Højsgaard Andersen and Tranæs (2011) between foreign-

born individuals from Western and non-Western countries, but also that the proportion 

convicted of crime is higher among foreign-born individuals from, for example, 

Sweden, Germany, the United Kingdom and the USA than among foreign-born 

individuals from China and India. 

For both Finland and Norway, Skardhamar et al. (2014) show that involvement in 

registered offending is higher among foreign-born individuals from countries in Africa 

and the Middle East than among foreign-born individuals from most countries in 

Europe, but that individuals from the former Yugoslavia stand out with high rates of 

involvement in crime. In both Finland and Norway, individuals born in Sweden show 

lower levels of involvement in crime than individuals from Africa and the Middle East, 

but similar or slightly higher levels than individuals from Eastern Europe (excluding 

the former Yugoslavia) and higher levels than individuals from Germany, North 

America and China. 

Variation over time in Sweden 
In Sweden, there has been a shift over time in the groups of foreign-born individuals 

that are most over-represented in crime. In studies from the 1980s, foreign citizens 

from other Nordic countries presented similar levels of over-representation in crime to 

people of non-Nordic citizenship (Lenke 1983, Martens 1990, cf. Kardell 2011). 

Studies from the period around the turn of the millennium and thereafter show that 

foreign-born individuals from other Nordic countries have been slightly more over-

represented in crime than individuals from other countries in Western Europe, but less 

over-represented than individuals from most other parts of the world (Brå 2005, 

2021a). 

Brå’s most recent study (2021a) found that over-representation in crime was greatest 

for foreign-born individuals from Central Asia and Africa, but the study also shows a 

clear variation in the proportion foreign-born individuals registered as crime suspects 

both between individuals from different parts of Europe and between individuals from 

East Asia and West Asia. 

Reasons for migration and “cultural distance” 
As regards possible explanations for the variation between different groups’ 

involvement in crime, a study from Norway (Andersen et al. 2022) has reported results 

for different groups of foreign-born individuals based on two categorisations. The first 

relates to the reasons for migration, focusing on people who arrived as refugees or who 
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migrated to Norway for work or education. The second categorisation is based on the 

countries of origin’s location on what is known as the Inglehart-Welzel World Cultural 

Map (Ingelhart et al. 2014).42 

The map divides the world into nine different zones based on two value-based 

dimensions that capture variations in traditional versus secular-rational values and the 

relative importance of values related to survival versus self-expression. 

The World Cultural Map can be described as a square in which the Nordic countries are 

located at the top right in a zone called Protestant Europe, while countries in the 

Middle East and Africa are located at the bottom left in a zone called African-Islamic. 

Some countries in Catholic Europe, such as Italy, Portugal and Croatia, together with 

countries from South Asia, are located near the centre of the map. 

With regard to the reasons for migration, the study found that involvement in crime 

was most common among refugees and their relatives who had moved to Norway for 

family reunification, and least common among people who had migrated for education 

or work. Crime rates in the latter two groups were lower than among Norwegian-born 

people with Norwegian-born parents. 

The analysis focusing on the World Cultural Map found that involvement in crime was 

most common among migrants from the African-Islamic zone, followed by migrants 

from the Baltic states (located in the zone labelled Catholic Europe), and least common 

among migrants from Confucian countries (such as China and South Korea) and 

English-speaking countries. 

The researchers hypothesised that the low crime levels among individuals who have 

migrated for reasons of work or education may in part be due to the fact that they 

constitute a select group, and in part to the fact that their work- or education-related 

context automatically embeds them in a relatively strong social network upon arrival in 

Norway, thereby exposing them directly to a relatively high degree of social control. 

Research from other parts of Europe and the USA also shows that access to the labour 

market plays an important role in relation to migrants’ involvement in crime. Several 

studies show that migrants who are able to access the labour market more easily exhibit 

lower crime rates, regardless of the reason for migration, and vice versa.43 

 
42 The classification is based on data from the World Values Survey, 
https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp. 
43 E.g. Mastrobuoni and Pinotti (2011), Bell et al. (2013), Pinotti (2017), Piopunik and Ruhose (2017), Freedman 
et al. (2018), Couttenier et al. (2019), Fasani et al. (2021), Marie and Pinotti (2024). 

https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp
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With regard to the results on cultural distance, Andersen et al. conclude that cultural 

distance appears to play a role in the risk of involvement in crime, but that the study’s 

data do not allow for any conclusions as to why this might be the case. 

Wealth-related distance and experience of conflict rather than cultural distance 
The Norwegian study described above does not take into account differences in income 

levels between countries of origin with different positions on the World Cultural Map. 

This makes it impossible to draw conclusions about whether the results are due to 

cultural distance or factors linked to socio-economic differences between Norway and 

the various countries of origin. And there is a clear correlation between different 

countries’ positions on the World Cultural Map and their socio-economic development 

and GDP per capita (Bova 2010, Arzensek 2024). 

Other studies that have examined the link between cultural differences and 

involvement in crime have found that the correlation is weak compared to the effect of 

other possible explanatory factors, including the experiences of foreign-born 

individuals in the reception country after migration. And, as mentioned earlier in this 

section of the report, people from the other Nordic countries were equally over-

represented in crime in Sweden in the 1980s as people from non-Nordic countries. This 

suggests that the level of over-representation was not primarily due to the cultural 

distance of the groups from Sweden.44 

One conclusion from Brå’s previous (2019) compilation of Nordic research on 

migration and crime was that the higher the level of education in the country of origin, 

and the higher the origin country’s income level, the lower migrants’ level involvement 

in crime tends to be. This is also supported by Brå’s (2021a) latest study on individuals 

registered as crime suspects, which shows a correlation between levels of involvement 

in crime and the values of different countries of origin on the Human Development 

Index (HDI).45 

The proportion of different groups registered as crime suspects is generally lower for 

foreign-born individuals from countries with high HDI values and higher for 

individuals from countries with low HDI values, i.e. countries with lower levels of 

prosperity.46 One possible interpretation is that individuals who grow up in countries 

 
44 E.g. von Hofer (1990), Hällsten et al. (2013), Bovenverk and Fokkeman (2016), Unnever (2019), Van der Gaag 
(2019), Killias and Lukash (2020). 
45 The HDI measures different countries’ levels of education, income and health. 
46 The correlation can be considered relatively strong in a social science context – r = 0.66. r is a measure of 
correlation that can vary between 0 and 1. Correlations with r values of at least 0.50 are generally considered 
strong, while correlations around 0.10 are considered weak (e.g. Hemphill 2003, Borg and Westerlund 2020, 
cf. Brå 2023). 
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with low HDI values may have been negatively impacted by the environment in their 

home country, which over the long term may produce a higher risk of criminal 

behaviour (Beckley 2015). Skardhamar et al. (2014) also note that the highest risks of 

involvement in violent and property crime in both Norway and Finland were found 

among groups of migrants who had often experienced war or other conflicts in their 

countries of origin (see also Beckley 2013, Couttenier et al. 2019). 

The rest of Europe – a mixed picture 
Studies from other European countries show patterns of variation that cannot easily be 

explained by either cultural distance or the level of prosperity in countries of origin. For 

the United Kingdom, Carl (2016) has analysed data from London and finds that 

involvement in registered offences is lowest for foreign citizens from Japan and 

Canada, higher for people from South Africa, Sweden and Argentina, among others, 

and highest for people from Brazil, Turkey, Nigeria and Romania. For Spain, Alonso-

Borrego et al. (2012) found that participation in recorded crime was significantly more 

common among foreign nationals from Algeria than from Morocco, and more common 

among people from the United Kingdom than people from Ecuador, Peru and China. 

Research from Germany (Kirkegaard and Becker 2017) has found clear variations even 

between groups from neighbouring countries of origin in the same part of the world. 

For example, the rate of involvement in crime was significantly higher among foreign 

citizens from Belgium compared to the United Kingdom, among people from Georgia 

compared to Armenia, and among people from Nigeria compared to Cameroon. 

Variations in over-representation between different 
categories of offences 
Nordic studies show that there is variation in the over-representation of foreign-born 

individuals in crime between different categories of offences, but also that there are 

differences between different Nordic countries and over time. 

For Denmark, researchers such as Højsgaard Andersen and Tranæs (2011) have shown 

that the over-representation of foreign-born individuals from non-Western countries 

was greater for violent crime than for property crime in 2006, which has also been the 

case for most of the 2010s, according to Statistics Denmark. However, statistics from 

recent years (Statistics Denmark 2023, 2024) show a change, with a higher level of 

over-representation for property crime. 

For Finland, Skardhamar et al. (2014) found that the over-representation of foreign-

born individuals from a number of countries of origin was higher for violent crime than 

for theft in the years around 2010. For Norway during the period 2010–2013, however, 
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Andersen et al. (2017) found that the degree of over-representation among foreign-

born individuals was relatively similar across different categories of violent and 

property crime, but lower for sexual offences and traffic offences. 

Swedish convictions data show a higher over-representation of foreign-born individuals 

among those convicted of violent crime than among those convicted of theft during the 

period 1973–2005 (Bäckman et al. 2021). Thereafter, there was a sharp decline in the 

over-representation of foreign-born individuals in convictions for violent crime, and in 

the latter part of the 2010s, there was no longer any clear difference when comparing 

the degree of over-representation between the two crime categories. 

A Swedish study by Adamson (2020) comparing the periods 2002–2006 and 2013–

2017 shows that the over-representation of foreign-born individuals was greater for 

robbery and rape than for assault offences during the period 2002–2006. Thereafter, 

the degree of over-representation in robbery and rape offences decreased, and in the 

years 2013–2017 there was no difference between assault offences and the other two 

crime categories. 

According to Brå’s most recent (2021a) study of crime suspects with native and foreign 

backgrounds during the period 2015–2018, there was no significant difference in the 

over-representation of foreign-born individuals in relation to theft and other 

appropriative offences versus various types of crime against the person (sexual 

offences, offences against life and health, offences against liberty and peace). At the 

same time, the level of over-representation was higher in relation to individuals 

suspected of robbery and homicide-related offences (including preparation, attempts, 

etc.) compared with the larger categories of violent and property crime. 

Native-born individuals with foreign-born parents 
With some exceptions, the research that has reported results for native-born 

individuals with foreign-born parents has found that children of foreign-born parents 

exhibit higher levels of involvement in crime than individuals born abroad. This is the 

case for studies from the USA and Canada, and also from the Nordic countries and 

other parts of Western Europe.47 

For the USA and Canada, studies show that although children of foreign-born 

individuals exhibit higher levels of involvement in crime than individuals born abroad, 

the levels are still lower than, or at least on par with, those exhibited by individuals 

 
47 There are some exceptions to this general pattern, with self-report studies from Italy and Portugal, for 
example, finding no differences between native-born individuals with foreign-born parents and the native-born 
population in general (Melossi et al. 2009, Fernández-Pachecho Alises et al. 2022). 
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born in the USA to parents who were also born there. At the same time, some studies 

do show an over-representation of children of foreign-born parents from certain 

countries of origin among prison inmates.48 

The picture from the Nordic countries and the rest of Western Europe is different in the 

sense that both foreign-born individuals and the native-born children of foreign-born 

parents are over-represented in crime, and that the degree of over-representation is 

generally somewhat higher for individuals born in the country to foreign-born 

parents.49 

Shift in Sweden after the 1990s 
For Sweden, studies of registered offences show a change over time in the relative over-

representation of foreign-born individuals and individuals born in Sweden to two 

foreign-born parents (e.g. Kardell 2011, Kardell and Martens 2013, Bäckman et al. 

2020). Up until the turn of the millennium, the level of over-representation was higher 

for foreign-born individuals than for native-born individuals with two foreign-born 

parents, but the relationship between these two groups changed during the 2000s. 

Studies by Brå (2005, 2021a) show a greater over-representation of foreign-born 

individuals among suspects in the period up to 2001, but a greater over-representation 

among native-born individuals with two foreign-born parents in the period 2007–2018. 

As with foreign-born individuals, Nordic studies and statistics show that the degree of 

over-representation in crime varies among individuals born in the Nordic countries to 

parents who have migrated from different parts of the world.50 

Declining crime rates in several countries for individuals with 
both native and foreign backgrounds 
For both the USA and several countries in Europe, studies show a reduction in 

involvement in crime since the turn of the millennium among both native-born and 

foreign-born individuals.51 One country that stands out is Greece, where registered 

 
48 E.g. Tonry (1997), Rumbaut and Ewing (2007), Hagan et al. (2008), Powell et al. (2010), Waters et al. (2010), 
Dipietro and McGloin (2012), Berardi and Bucerius (2014), Bersani (2014), Jiang and Peguero (2017), Chavez 
(2018), Kubrin and Mioduszewski (2018), Orrenius and Zavodny (2019), McCann et al. (2022). 
49 E.g. Højsgaard Andersen and Tranæs (2011), Webb et al. (2016), Andersen et al. (2017), Boesen Pederson 
and Tambour Jørgensen (2017), Brå (2021a), Kirkegaard and de Kuijper (2020), Jensen and Manning (2024). 
50 E.g. Højsgaard Andersen and Tranæs (2011), Webb et al. (2016). Andersen et al. (2017), Brå (2021a), 
Statistics Denmark (2024). 
51 Or based on data on citizenship. See e.g. Abramitzky et al. (2023), USA; Fernández-Molina and Bartolomé 
Gutiérrez (2020), Spain; Kirkegaard and de Kuijper (2020), Netherlands; Højsgaard Andersen and Tranæs 
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offending among Greek citizens increased significantly during the period 2009–2015 

when Greece was undergoing a severe and prolonged economic crisis, while crime 

among foreign citizens decreased. The proportion of Greek citizens among registered 

offenders increased from 40 per cent in 2009 to 70 per cent in 2015 before beginning to 

decline, while the proportion of foreign citizens shows the opposite trend – a marked 

decrease in the period 2009–2015 followed by an increase in 2016–2018 (Livas et al. 

2022). 

In countries where studies show declining rates of involvement in crime, the decline 

began at different times in different countries and for different types of crime,52 but one 

general conclusion is that the trend has primarily been driven by a decline in crime 

rates among adolescents and young adults, which constitute the population groups in 

which offending is most common.53 For Sweden, Finland and the USA, research has 

shown the trend to be linked to, among other things, changes in young people’s alcohol 

habits and routine activities.54 

Self-report studies from Denmark for the period 1999–2010 show that the proportion 

of offenders decreased among both native-born and foreign-born individuals, but with 

a greater decrease among foreign-born individuals (Balvig 2006, 2011, cf. Brå 2019). 

Similarly, Højsgaard Andersen and Tranæs (2011) show a decrease in the proportion of 

men convicted of crime in Denmark during the period 1990–2006 for both native-born 

and foreign-born individuals, but with a greater decrease for foreign-born individuals 

from non-Western countries than for native-born or foreign-born individuals from 

Western countries. The same trend can be seen for foreign-born young people 

registered as crime suspects in Denmark during the period 2006–2014 (Boesen 

Pedersen and Tambour Jørgensen 2017). 

Similar results have also been reported for Norway during the period 2000–2015 

(Andersen et al. 2017), with a greater decrease in the proportion registered for 

involvement in crime among foreign-born individuals than native-born individuals. 

 
(2011), Boesen Pedersen and Tambour Jørgensen (2017), Denmark; Andersen et al. (2017), Norway. For 
Sweden, see Bäckman et al. (2020, 2021), Vaslijevic et al. (2020), Brå (2021a). 
52 In Sweden, statistics on reported offences show a declining rate of theft offences per capita since 2000, 
while reported assault offences increased during the 2000s and then declined after 2011. 
53 E.g. Farrell et al. (2015), Balvig (2017), Berghuis and de Waard (2017), Boesen Pedersen and Tambour 
Jørgensen (2017), Baumer et al. (2018), Kyvsgaard (2018), Payne and Piquero (2020), McCarthy (2021), Brå 
(2024a), Steffensmeier et al. (2024), Tuttle (2024), Ministry of Justice Research Office (2024). 
54 Baumer et al. (2021), Svensson and Oberwittler (2021), Lu (2024), Näsi et al. (2024). For a definition of 
routine activities, see Cohen and Felson (1979), Engdahl and Lindgren (2021); these are recurring and 
common activities that people engage in to meet various needs. 
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Levels of registered involvement in crime have also decreased among foreign-born 

individuals in Finland during the 2010s (Danielsson 2020, Koltolla 2021).55 

With regard to Swedish self-reported data, it has already been noted56 that foreign-born 

individuals were over-represented in self-reported crime in Sweden during the 2000s 

but have reported lower levels of involvement in crime than native-born individuals 

since 2010. Self-reported involvement in crime decreased among both native-born and 

foreign-born young people between 1999 and 2017, but decreased more among foreign-

born individuals (Vasiljevic et al. 2020). 

Convictions data show the same pattern, with a decrease in the proportion of both 

native-born and foreign-born individuals who are convicted of crime, but with a greater 

decrease among foreign-born individuals (Bäckman et al. 2021). 

Studies on crime suspects also show a decrease over time in the proportion of crime 

suspects in Sweden among both foreign-born and native-born individuals (Adamson 

2020, Brå 2021a). The same studies also show a decrease over time in the over-

representation of foreign-born individuals among crime suspects between the first part 

of the 2000s and the second half of the 2010s. 

Non-residents 
Most Nordic studies on crime among foreign-born individuals have limited their focus 

to foreign-born individuals who are officially registered as residents in the respective 

countries. However, there are some exceptions that describe participation in crime 

among non-residents. The group of non-residents includes people who are staying in 

the country on a more or less temporary basis, such as tourists, seasonal workers, EU 

citizens and asylum seekers, as well as people who belong to cross-border criminal 

groups, whose main reason for being in the country is to engage in certain types of 

crime. 

A study by Lehti (2015) found that non-residents accounted for just over 3 per cent of 

all crime suspects in Finland between 2009 and 2012. Individuals from the Baltic and 

Eastern European countries had the highest crime levels, which Lehti noted was 

 
55 These publications, which report on crime trends in Finland, are in Finnish but include a summary in English. 
Until 2021, the English summary contained a brief description of crime trends among foreign-born individuals. 
However, the literature searches conducted for this study have not found any information on a possible 
increase or decrease in the over-representation of foreign-born individuals in crime in Finland. 
56 See the section Both over- and under-representation according to Nordic self-report studies among young 
people. 
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probably due to individuals from these countries who were involved in organised 

criminal groups.57 

Norwegian studies (Mohn et al. 2014, Mohn and Ellingsen 2016) show that the 

proportion of non-residents who were registered for crime in Norway increased from 4 

per cent in 2001 to 8 per cent in 2010, and that most of the increase could be attributed 

to individuals from the Schengen area. Asylum seekers and undocumented migrants 

were together estimated to account for around 2 per cent of registered offences in 2010. 

For Sweden, Brå (2021a) has reported an estimate of the proportion of total registered 

offences, measured in terms of the number of offences linked to a crime suspect, that 

had been registered against non-residents during the period 2007–2018. In 2007, non-

residents accounted for 6 per cent of all registered suspected offences, a proportion that 

had increased to 9 per cent in 2018. The patterns in the development of different types 

of crime show a clear increase in types of crime that can be linked to cross-border 

organised crime groups during the period 2007–2015 (particularly burglary and other 

types of theft), and a temporary increase for most types of crime during the years 2015–

2017, which then turned into a decrease.58 

The increase in the number of suspected offences registered against non-residents in 

the period 2015–2017 is linked to the fact that, during this period, there were a large 

number of asylum seekers living in Sweden who had yet to be processed and thus were 

not registered as residents. At the same time, the study showed that the large increase 

in the number of asylum seekers, particularly in 2015, was not reflected in an equally 

large increase in the number of suspected offences registered against non-residents. 

Compared with 2011, there were just over 30 per cent more suspected offences 

registered against non-residents each year during the period 2015–2017. At the same 

time, over 400 per cent more asylum seekers arrived in Sweden in 2015 compared with 

2011. 

Some key figures for Sweden 

Persons convicted of offences 
The longest time series on the over-representation of foreign-born individuals in crime 

in Sweden using comparable data has been reported by Bäckman et al. (2020, 2021) 

and refers to persons convicted of offences during the period 1973–2017. The study 

 
57 It should also be mentioned here that organised crime is spreading in both directions between Western and 
Eastern Europe. For example, the Hells Angels have expanded their activities from Western Europe to many 
countries in Eastern Europe (Arsoska 2018). 
58 See also the figures in the section Proportion of registered offences linked to suspects during the period 
2007–2018 below. 
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describes the excess risk59 for conviction among foreign-born individuals compared 

with native-born individuals with native-born parents, broken down by whether the 

foreign-born individuals were born in Western countries or non-Western countries. 

The study’s findings are standardised for age differences between the native- and 

foreign-born populations. 

In 1973, the over-representation in convictions was higher among foreign-born men 

from Western countries (excess risk of 1.9) than among foreign-born men from non-

Western countries (excess risk of 1.6). Among men from non-Western countries, the 

over-representation was highest during the period 1992–2004, when it was around 2.5, 

and then decreased to 2.0 at the end of the period. Among foreign-born men from 

Western countries, the over-representation had decreased to 1.6 in 2017.60 

For women, the over-representation among foreign-born individuals from both 

Western and non-Western countries increased during the 1970s and 1980s. For women 

from Western countries, the excess risk of conviction was 2.3 in 1973 (compared to 

native-born women with native-born parents), while the excess risk for women from 

non-Western countries was 1.8. In 1989, the corresponding excess risks were 2.4 

(women from Western countries) and 3.2 (non-Western countries). Thereafter, the 

excess risks decreased up to 2017: 1.5 for foreign-born women from both Western and 

non-Western countries. 

For native-born men with foreign-born parents, the excess risk for conviction has 

increased since 1973 – from 1.9 to 2.4 in 2017. However, as Bäckman et al. note, this 

increase does not reflect an increase in the conviction rate within this group, but is due 

to the fact that the rate of conviction in this group has declined less than the conviction 

rate among native-born individuals with native-born parents. The corresponding 

figures for the excess risk for native-born women with foreign-born parents are 1.1 

(1973) and 1.9 (2017), respectively. 

Persons suspected of offences 
With regard to persons suspected of offences, Adamson (2020) reports comparable 

figures for 2002–2006 and 2013–2017. The study reports figures for all individuals 

(not broken down by sex) but with standardisation for age and sex, and shows a 

 
59 The excess risks are calculated by comparing crime rates among foreign-born individuals with those among 
native-born individuals. An excess risk of 1.5 means that the crime rate among foreign-born individuals is 50 
per cent higher than among native-born individuals with native-born parents. An excess risk of 2.0 means that 
involvement in crime is twice as common among foreign-born individuals as among native-born individuals 
with native-born parents. 
60 All figures are either taken from the main text in Bäckman et al. (2020) or are based on calculations using 
Table 4.1 in the appendix to the same report. 
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reduced excess risk for foreign-born individuals (from 2.4 to 2.1) and a slightly 

increased excess risk for native-born individuals with foreign-born parents (from 1.7 to 

1.8). 

Brå (2021a) presents comparable figures from the periods 1997–2001 and 2015–2018. 

The figures are reported for all individuals (not broken down by sex) and without 

standardisation for sex or age. The excess risk of being suspected of offences among 

foreign-born individuals decreased from 2.5 in 1997–2001 to 2.2 in 2015–2018. The 

excess risk for native-born individuals with foreign-born parents increased from 2.0 to 

2.4. 

As a way of contextualising the size of the excess risks, the Brå (2021a) study also 

reports excess risks linked to certain other factors. During the period 2015–2018, the 

excess risk of being registered as a crime suspect was 6.1 for individuals whose family 

had received social assistance, compared with individuals whose family had not 

received social assistance. The excess risk for individuals with at most a compulsory-

level education was 4.1, compared to individuals with at least three years of higher 

education. The excess risk for men compared to women was 3.2. 

Proportions of registered offences linked to suspects during the period 
2007–2018 
Brå’s (2021a) most recent report on crime suspects of native and foreign background 

presents figures on the proportion of all offences linked to crime suspects from 

different groups in the population (Figure 1). 

The figure shows that the proportion of registered offences linked to suspects who were 

native-born individuals with two native-born parents decreased between 2007 and 

2018, while the proportion linked to foreign-born individuals increased. This reflects 

the trend in the proportions that each group comprises of the population as a whole. 

Among individuals aged 15 or older, i.e. those who can be registered as crime suspects, 

the proportion of the population comprised of native-born individuals with two native-

born parents decreased by 10 per cent between 2007 and 2018, while the proportion of 

the population comprised of foreign- born individuals increased by just over 40 per 

cent (from 14.4 per cent of the population aged 15 and older in 2007 to 20.5 per cent in 

2018).61 

 
61 Over the period 2007–2018, the total number of registered offences linked to a suspect increased up to 
2011, and then gradually decreased. In relation to the number of individuals aged 15 or older in the 
population, the number of such offences per capita decreased by 2 per cent between 2007 and 2018 among 
both foreign-born individuals and native-born individuals with two native-born parents. 
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Native-born individuals with one or two foreign-born parents comprise significantly 

smaller groups in the population and thus account for only a small proportion of 

suspected offences. The proportion of all registered offences linked to suspects from 

these two groups has been below or around 10 per cent throughout the period 2007–

2018. 

Figure 1. Proportions (per cent) of all registered offences linked to suspects from different groups in the 
resident population by native and foreign background, and non-residents. 2007–2018. 

 

Brå (2021a) reports similar figures for the trend in several different crime categories, 

where the overall pattern of a decreasing proportion of offences registered against 

native-born suspects with two native-born parents and an increasing proportion 

registered against foreign-born suspects is evident for most crime categories. However, 

one type of crime that stands out is sexual offences (Figure 2). 

For sexual offences, the proportion of registered offences linked to native-born suspects 

with two native-born parents did not decrease during the period 2007–2018, and the 

proportion of offences to linked foreign-born suspects did not increase. Overall, the 

number of registered suspected sexual offences increased gradually throughout the 

period, but in relation to population growth, registered sexual offences have increased 
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considerably more among native-born individuals with two native-born parents than 

among foreign-born individuals.62 

Figure 2. Proportions (per cent) of all registered sex offences linked to suspects from different groups in 
the resident population by native and foreign background, and non-residents. 2007–2018. 

 

 
 

  

 
62 In relation to the number of individuals aged 15 or older in the population, the number of suspected sexual 
offences per capita linked to native-born individuals with native-born parents increased by 127 per cent 
between 2007 and 2018. During the same period, the number of suspected sexual offences per capita linked 
to foreign-born individuals increased by 40 per cent. 
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Studies at the area level 
This chapter describes the main findings from research that has studied the link 

between migration and crime by focusing on variations in crime rates between different 

geographical units within the same country. The size of the geographical units 

examined varies between studies, ranging from comparisons between different districts 

within the same city to comparisons between cities, municipalities or larger regions. 

The term area is therefore used as a collective term for these different types of 

geographical units. The studies examine the link between migration and crime by 

analysing whether different areas have higher or lower crime rates depending on the 

size of the proportion of newly arrived immigrants or other foreign-born persons 

among those living in the areas in question. 

In order to isolate the correlation between migration and crime, studies include 

controls for differences between the areas examined in terms of other factors that can 

be expected to affect crime, and the strongest studies use methods to take into account 

the fact that there are skews in the geographical distribution of migrants. Controls of 

this kind are included for two reasons. Firstly, varying crime rates in different areas 

may influence where migrants choose to settle, which would pose a problem of reverse 

causality. Secondly, migrants may become concentrated in areas that are themselves 

more or less criminogenic, with area conditions themselves producing a relatively high 

or low risk of involvement in crime.63 

Several advantages associated with area-level studies 
Compared to the studies reported in the previous chapter, which compare involvement 

in crime at the group level, there are several advantages associated with area-based 

studies. One is that the studies do not require information about who committed the 

individual crimes, which means that estimates of the correlation between migration 

and crime can be made using data on all registered crime in the areas studied (or, in 

some cases, data from victim surveys), thus avoiding some of the risks for selection 

biases that arise in studies based on arrests, offences linked to suspects, or convictions. 

These risks include the possibility of bias in the criminal justice system’s handling of 

reported offences, which may lead to variations between different groups in the risk of 

being registered as a suspect or convicted.64 Basing estimates on all registered offences 

also means that they are not limited to the relatively small proportion of offences that 

are linked to a suspect or that result in conviction, a proportion which also varies 

 
63 E.g. Macdonald et al. (2013), Sayago-Gomez (2017), Bell (2019), Marie and Pinotti (2024). 
64 See the section A brief note on the problems associated with measuring crime in the introduction chapter. 
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between different types of crime. At the same time, access to data on reported offences 

varies between countries, which means that some studies still use data from a later 

point in the criminal justice system. 

Another advantage of area-level studies is that they also take into account any indirect 

effects that migration may have on crime. As mentioned in the chapter Expectations 

regarding migration’s effect on crime, the indirect effects of migration could 

theoretically lead to both increases and decreases in crime rates, and the indirect and 

direct effects may go in different directions. For example, it is possible for migration to 

lead to an increase in crime through direct effects, with an over-representation of 

involvement in crime among foreign-born individuals but, at the same time, to a 

decrease in crime in other parts of the population. These direct and indirect effects may 

also cancel each other out to varying degrees, giving a different net result than if only 

the direct effects were measured. This means that area-level studies are considered to 

provide better a much better basis for estimating the net effects of migration on 

crime.65 

Longitudinal studies provide a more reliable picture of the correlation 
between migration and crime 
The area-level research includes both cross-sectional studies, which compare different 

areas at a given point in time, and longitudinal studies, which compare how crime rates 

in the areas examined are affected as the concentration of migrants among the areas’ 

inhabitants increases or decreases over time. Of these two study designs, longitudinal 

studies are considered to provide a better basis for assessing migration’s effects on 

crime. This is not least because longitudinal studies provide better opportunities to 

control for the effect of what are known as confounding factors. These are variables that 

covary with (in this case) both migration patterns and crime, and which can interfere 

with estimates of the effects of migration (e.g. Ousey and Kubrin 2018). 

Unlike studies on migration and crime that focus on the group level (as described in the 

previous chapter), and those that focus on the national level (described in the next 

chapter), longitudinal area-level studies – insofar as they control for skews in the 

geographical distribution of migrants – are considered to approximate an estimate of 

migration’s causal effect on crime, which is the closest you can come to an estimate of 

the net effect of migration. Many of the longitudinal area-level studies have been 

conducted by economists using methods that are also used to describe migration’s 

labour market effects in recipient countries. 

 
65 E.g. Ousey and Kubrin (2018), Feldemeyer et al. (2019), Pinotti and Rozo (2022), Zhang (2022), Tufail et 
al.(2023). 
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Most studies conducted in the USA 
Significantly more geographical area-level studies on the link between migration and 

crime have been conducted in the USA than in any other country. A systematic review 

of these studies was published in 2018, describing the results of 51 studies from the 

USA during the period 1994–2014 (Ousey and Kubrin 2018). The review also includes a 

statistical meta-analysis comparing how different study designs can affect the results of 

area-level analyses. 

The meta-analysis shows that there is some variation in the results depending on 

different study designs and the geographical unit in focus. Overall, however, the results 

show that migration has either no effect or a small negative effect on per capita crime 

levels in the USA. The studies that show a negative effect (the higher the proportion of 

migrants, the lower the crime rate) are characterised by being longitudinal and focusing 

on smaller rather than larger geographical areas. The meta-analysis also found that 

studies indicate that migration has a negative effect on crime in areas that have 

traditionally received more migrants, but no effect in areas that are not traditional 

reception contexts. 

The meta-analysis found no differences in results based on the type of crime that 

constituted the focus of the analysis, or on whether the analysis focused on the 

proportion of foreign-born individuals in the total population of the area or the 

proportion that had recently migrated to the area. Ousey and Kubrin (2018) also note 

that a couple of studies that report both cross-sectional and longitudinal analyses for 

the same areas show that areas with high concentrations of migrants appear to have 

higher crime rates than other areas (cross-sectional analysis). However, when looking 

at the effect of changes in the proportion of migrants over time (longitudinal analysis), 

it can be seen that there is either no correlation between migration inflow and crime or 

that the correlation is negative (the higher the proportion of migrants over time, the 

fewer crimes per capita in the areas studied). Similar results, showing that migration 

has no effect or a weak negative effect on crime, have also been reported in area-based 

studies from Canada.66 

Studies from Europe 
By comparison with the USA, fewer area-level studies on the link between migration 

and crime have been conducted in Europe. And while there are examples from several 

different countries, such studies have been more common in Germany, Spain and Italy 

than in other parts of Europe. The methodological approaches used in the studies vary, 

 
66 See Appendix 1, Area-level studies from Canada. 
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and they use different measures of crime and different indicators of the proportion of 

migrants in the population. They also use different geographical units of analysis and 

different sets of control variables. These differences mean that different studies 

sometimes arrive at different results, even for the same country and time period. 

Unlike the overall picture from the USA and Canada, several European studies report a 

positive correlation between migration and one or more types of crime (more migrants, 

higher crime rates), although there are also several that find no significant effect, and 

some that report migration as having a negative effect on crime. This section presents 

the results of these European studies. The presentation begins by describing studies 

from the latter years of the 20th century up to 2010, followed by studies focusing on the 

2010s. 

When the studies report a significant effect of migration, and the authors quantify the 

magnitude of the effect in the main text of the article, these figures are also reported. 

Unless otherwise stated, the studies have been published in scientific journals. All 

studies are longitudinal and, with the exception of the study by Entorf and Spengler 

(2000), which is reported first below, all describe that they have used (different) 

methods to control for selection effects linked to the fact that migrants may become 

concentrated to areas that are more or less criminogenic. 

Overall, the studies show that measuring migration’s effects on crime is a complex 

issue. The measured effect of migration on crime can vary between different types of 

migration and different types of crime, and the size of the effect of the same migration 

event in the same country can also vary due to methodological variations and the choice 

of data and observation period. 

At the same time, there are certain common denominators between studies from 

different European countries and different periods. One common denominator is that, 

to the extent that the studies report an effect of migration, it is usually an effect on 

property crime. Another is that studies that report an effect on violent crime usually 

refer to extreme migration conditions, where a very large number of migrants have 

arrived in the country in a short period of time – most of these studies have focused on 

the period around the large wave of asylum seekers that began arriving in Europe in 

connection with the civil war in Syria. The few studies that have examined who was 

affected by the increase in violent crime show that these violent offences were for the 

most part directed at migrants and not the native-born population. 

The latter years of the 20th century up to 2010 
Three of the earliest area-level European studies to report data on the link between 

migration and crime are a study from Germany by Entorf and Spengler (2000), one 
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from Italy by Buonanno (2006) and one from Spain (Buonanno and Montolio 2008). 

All three studies have a broader focus than simply examining the correlation between 

migration and crime, but all report findings on the correlation between the proportion 

of foreign citizens in the population and different types of crime. 

Entorf and Spengler (2000) examine variations in reported crime between different 

federal states in Germany during the period 1975–1996, and find a significant positive 

correlation between the proportion of foreign citizens in the population and theft 

crimes per capita (the higher the proportion of foreign citizens, the more thefts 

reported to the police), but no correlation for robbery or other types of offences against 

the person (homicide, rape, serious assault). 

Buonanno and Montolio (2008) analyse the correlation between the proportion of 

foreign citizens in the population and per capita crime for property crime, offences 

against the person and total crime in Spain during the period 1993–1999. The study 

uses provincial-level data on reported offences and finds that the proportion of foreign 

citizens in the population had a significant positive effect on property crime and crime 

in general, but no effect on offences against the person. 

Buonanno’s (2006) study examines variations in registered offences in different 

provinces in Italy during the period 1993-2002, focusing on total crime and property 

crime. The analyses show no correlation between the proportion of foreign citizens in 

the population and either of these outcome measures. 

Contradictory results from two studies examining the same period in Italy 
More recent studies from Italy, however, have reported significant correlations between 

migration and crime. A study by Bianchi et al. (2012) examines the correlation between 

the proportion of migrants in the population of Italian provinces (based on residence 

permit data) and registered offences during the period 1990–2003. An initial analysis 

found that an increase in the proportion of migrants led to an increase in the number of 

crimes per capita, a correlation that was driven by higher levels of theft and robbery in 

regions with a higher proportion of migrants. The analysis shows no correlation 

between the proportion of migrants and violent or drug-related crime. 

However, the results of a more advanced analysis in the same study – which controls 

for selection effects linked to migrants’ choice of place of residence – showed that the 

proportion of migrants had no effect on crime in general or on any of the other types of 

crime, with the exception of robbery, where the correlation was still significant. The 

authors conclude that the proportion of migrants in the population had an effect on 

robbery offences, but not on most types of crime. At the same time, robbery offences 
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were so rare that the effect was not large enough to be significant in analyses of total 

crime. 

Solivetti (2018) reports results from analyses of crime in Italian provinces during the 

period 1995–2005. The study uses the same sources as Bianchi et al. (2012) for data on 

crime and the proportion of migrants in the population, but Solivetti finds a significant 

positive correlation between the proportion of migrants in the population and the 

development of per capita crime in the provinces for both violent and property crimes. 

The results were not affected when the analysis included a control for selection effects 

linked to migrants’ choice of place of residence. 

There are several methodological differences between the studies, which may be the 

reason for the different results. For example, Bianchi et al. (2012) use an approach that 

is common in the European studies included in this review. The analysis examines the 

correlation between the change in the proportion of migrants in the population and the 

change in per capita crime based on a series of annual measurements. Solivetti (2018), 

on the other hand, uses an approach that does not appear in any of the other European 

studies, with a different calculation method and four cross-sectional measurements 

with a three-year interval between each measurement. 

An effect on serious offending in Spain 
In a study from Spain, Alonso-Borrego et al. (2012) examine the link between 

migration and registered offences using data for the country’s 50 provinces between 

1999 and 2009. The study reports results for crime in general, serious offences 

(including violent crime, serious property crime, traffic offences, drug offences and 

offences against public order), misdemeanours and property crime. The results show 

that the proportion of migrants in the population has a significant effect on serious 

offences (the higher the proportion of migrants, the higher the crime rate), but no effect 

on total crime or any of the other crime categories. 

Differences in the impact of the same wave of migration in areas with different conditions 
A study from Germany (Piopiunik and Ruhose 2017) shows that the effect of the same 

wave of migration can vary between areas with different socio-economic and 

demographic conditions. The study covers the period 1996–2005 and examines the 

effect of a large wave of migration consisting of “ethnic Germans”, mainly from states in 

the former Soviet Union, during the 1990s and early 2000s. The effects that the wave of 

migration had on crime rates in the western German federal states were analysed at the 

county level using data on reported offences and the migrants’ place of residence, which 
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was registered when they were assigned to different locations in Germany upon arrival 

in the country.67 

The analyses show that the wave of migration had a clear effect on per capita crime 

rates, both for total crime and for assault, drug offences, various types of property 

crime and a category of crime referred to as “street crime”, which includes all crimes in 

public places, including robbery and theft of and from cars. 

Compared with the effects reported in other studies, Piopiunik and Ruhose describe the 

size of the effect on total crime as substantial. A later article by Gehrsitz and Ungerer 

(2022) describes the magnitude of the effect in such a way that an increase of 100 

migrants per 100,000 of the population would mean a 0.9 per cent increase in total 

crime. According to Piopiunik and Ruhose, the comparatively large effect may be due in 

part to the fact that migrants automatically received German citizenship upon arrival in 

the country and were therefore not at risk of deportation if convicted of a crime. 

Another reason, according to the authors, may be that the requirement to live in the 

county to which they were assigned made it difficult for migrants to access jobs that 

matched their labour market qualifications. 

The study also shows that migration’s effects on crime varied between different areas, 

depending on the labour market conditions, population density and crime levels in 

those areas. The inflow of migrants had a stronger effect on crime in areas with higher 

unemployment, higher population density and higher crime levels. 

Differences in the impact of two different waves of migration in the United Kingdom 
Bell et al. (2013) have examined two different waves of migration in the United 

Kingdom at the municipal level and reported differences between the effects that these 

waves had on violent and property crime, using data on reported offences. The first 

wave consisted of asylum seekers from countries such as Iraq, Afghanistan and Somalia 

in the late 1990s and early 2000s, while the second wave mainly consisted of people 

from Eastern European countries who migrated to the UK after the EU enlargement in 

2004. 

Neither the asylum seeker wave nor the EU enlargement wave had any effect on violent 

crime. However, migration had a varying effect on property crime between the two 

migration waves. The asylum seeker wave had a significant positive effect on property 

crime, while the EU enlargement wave had a significant negative effect. According to 

Bell et al. (2013), the results mean that a one per cent increase in the proportion of 

 
67 During the period studied, migrants were required to live in the county to which they were assigned during 
their first three years in the country, with sanctions in the form of withdrawal of benefits if they moved from 
this county. 



 

 46 

asylum seekers in the local population increased the number of per capita property 

offences by 1.09 per cent, while a one per cent increase in the proportion of EU 

migrants reduced the number of per capita property offences by 0.39 per cent. 

Bell et al. argue that the results should be interpreted in relation to differences between 

the two migrant groups’ opportunities to access the labour market. Asylum seekers 

were not allowed to work during their first six months in the country, a period that was 

extended to twelve months in 2002. 

Those who arrived with the EU enlargement wave, on the other hand, had immediate 

access to the labour market. The researchers show that there was also a clear difference 

between the groups in their establishment on the labour market after arriving in the 

UK. Those who came with the wave of asylum seekers had difficulty entering the labour 

market and showed higher levels of unemployment than the rest of the population, 

while the opposite was true for the group that arrived as a result of the EU enlargement. 

Differences in the effect of migration from different regions of origin in Italy and Spain 
Sayago-Gomez (2017)68 has studied developments between 2003 and 2008 in various 

regions in Italy and Spain using data on foreign citizens from different regions of origin 

(Europe, Africa, and Central and South America) and registered offences from various 

sources in each country. The results are reported for total crime as well as violent and 

property crime. 

The analyses show different results for migrants from Europe and the other countries. 

Unlike the findings of Bell et al. (2013) for the United Kingdom, Sayago-Gomez found 

that migration from other European countries had a positive and significant effect on 

property crime per capita (the more European migrants in relation to the population, 

the higher the rate of property offences), but no effect on total crime or violent crime. 

For migrants from both Africa and Central and South America, the analyses instead 

show a negative effect for all three crime categories (the more migrants from Africa or 

Central and South America in relation to the population, the lower the crime rates). 

An effect on fear of crime but not exposure to crime in a study of 16 European countries 
In a study that differs from most in its choice of data sources, Nunziata (2015) has used 

data on exposure to crime and migration from two large surveys.69 The study analyses 

the effect of migration flows (over the previous five years) on crime victimisation at the 

regional level in 16 Western European countries during the period 2002–2008.70 

 
68 The study is part of a doctoral thesis. 
69 European Social Survey and Labour Force Survey. 
70 The study uses data from four data collections in the European Social Survey in 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2008. 
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The analyses show that migration has no effect on crime victimisation, but a significant 

effect on the proportion who reported fear of crime in the survey (the more migrants, 

the greater the proportion who responded that they felt very unsafe when out in their 

neighbourhood late at night).71 

European studies focusing on the 2010s 
Most of the European area-level studies focusing on migration’s effects on crime in the 

2010s have examined effects linked to the large wave of asylum seekers that reached 

various parts of Europe during the period 2014–2016. Exceptions are studies by Marie 

and Pinotti (2024) and Bortoletto (2021). 

Marie and Pinotti (2024) examine the link between the change in the proportion of 

foreign citizens in different regions in 23 EU countries and changes in the number of 

crimes per capita during the period 2002–2017. The analysis uses data on registered 

offences from Eurostat and is limited to homicide and vehicle theft (two types of crime 

whose definitions are consistent internationally). The presentation of findings is brief, 

since the article mainly focuses on describing the results of some previous studies from 

the USA and Europe, but the results show that migration flows have no effect on per 

capita crime for either offence type. 

An effect on mafia-related crim in Italy in the 2010s 
Bortoletto’s (2021) study is presented in a doctoral thesis and examines migration’s 

effect on the per capita crime rate for a specific group of migrants to Italy during the 

period 2010–2017. The study uses provincial-level data on crimes referred by the police 

to prosecutors and information on foreign citizenship. 

The citizenship data is used to identify citizens from so-called FCS countries72, and the 

study analyses the effect of the proportion of FCS migrants in the population of the 

regions. 

As background, Bortolleto presents time series for crime trends per capita in different 

regions of Italy, which in most regions follow a weak downward trend in the period 

 
71 Similar results have been reported in a study from Chile examining the impact of a large wave of migration 
from Venezuela in the 2010s using data from a victim survey (Ajzenman et al. 2023). The wave of migration was 
a result of large-scale emigration from Venezuela to neighbouring countries during various parts of the period 
after 2010, when a prolonged economic and humanitarian crisis began in Venezuela. The results of the study 
are described in Appendix 2, Studies on the effect of migration from Venezuela to Chile, Brazil and Colombia. 
72 FCS is a term used by the World Bank, and stands for Fragile and Conflict-affected Situation. The World Bank 
produces a list of FCS countries each year, comprising countries with ongoing conflicts and countries 
considered to be socially and institutionally vulnerable. 



 

 48 

after 2012, while the proportion of FCS migrants in the regions’ populations increased 

more or less continuously between 2010 and 2017. 

Results are reported for some 30 types of crime (including various types of sexual 

offences, violent offences, drug offences, robbery and property offences). For most 

crime types, the proportion of FCS migrants in the population has no apparent effect, 

with the exception of a positive effect for a crime category referred to as mafia-related 

crime (the higher the proportion of FCS migrants, the higher the rate of mafia-related 

offences). This crime category reflects a provision in the Italian Criminal Code that 

targets offences linked to mafia organisations. Bortoletto argues that the link between 

FCS migration and mafia-related crime may be due to the involvement or exploitation 

of FCS migrants in organised crime, but that it is more likely to be due to mafia 

involvement in migration flows from FCS countries, including human trafficking and 

smuggling, as well as corruption offences focused on public funds allocated to Italy’s 

reception of refugees. 

Effects of the wave of migration linked to the civil war in Syria 
Several studies have examined the impact of the wave of migration that began as a 

result of the civil war in Syria. In Turkey in particular, a number of researchers have 

used area-level data to analyse what effect the inflow of Syrian refugees into Turkey has 

had on crime. These studies are described in the appendix,73 but in summary they show 

varying results depending on the choice of crime indicator and method. The majority of 

the studies use data from a fairly late stage in the justice system, either in the form of 

the number of cases registered in the country’s courts or offences that have resulted in a 

prison sentence. Generally speaking, these studies describe migration as having either 

no effect on crime rates or a crime-reduction effect, although some analyses show an 

effect in the form of an increase in prison sentences for individual crime categories. 

The only study on the effect of migration flows from Syria to Turkey that uses a data 

source closer to actual crime (Akbulut-Yuksel et al. 2024) analyses the effect of the 

refugee wave on the number of crimes in prosecutors’ caseloads. This study shows that 

the inflow of Syrian refugees into the Turkish provinces resulted in a significant 

increase in crime (the greater the inflow of refugees, the greater the number of 

offences). At the same time, the results are not reported in terms of offences per capita, 

which makes it difficult to compare the study’s results with those of studies that have 

used data from the courts (which all report their results per capita). 

 
73 See Appendix 3, The impact of the wave of refugees from Syria to Turkey. 
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Clear impact of the wave of asylum seekers on the Greek islands 
Similar results are presented by Megalokonomou and Vasilakis (2023), who have used 

data on individuals arrested by the police to study the impact of migration flows from 

the Middle East, via Turkey, on crime levels on the Greek islands. The study draws on 

variations in the inflow of migrants to the islands, which is due to differences in the 

distance between different islands and the migrants’ points of departure along the 

Turkish coast. The analyses compare developments in the period prior to 2015 with 

developments in 2015–2016 for islands that became destinations for migration and 

islands that did not. 

The results show that a one per cent increase in the proportion of refugees in relation to 

the island’s population led to a 1.5 to 1.7 per cent increase in the number of per capita 

arrests by the police, compared with neighbouring islands that had not received 

refugees. The analyses show no increase in the number of individuals in the rest of the 

population who were arrested by the police, leading Megalokonomou and Vasilakis to 

conclude that the increase in crime – which is evident for both property offences and 

violent offences but not drug offences – can be attributed to offences committed by 

refugees. 

Several studies on the impact of the asylum wave in Germany 
Several studies have examined migration’s effects on crime in Germany during the 

2010s, including the years 2014–2015, when Germany received a large number of 

asylum seekers. 

A study by Dehos (2021) has examined migrations’ effects on crime in Germany during 

the period 2010–2015, focusing on distinguishing the effects of asylum seekers and 

persons whose asylum applications had been approved and who were thus able to 

remain in the country. The study uses county-level register data on reported offences 

and suspects. The analyses show that changes in the proportion of asylum seekers in 

the counties had no effect on crime, with the exception of offences against migration-

related legislation. 

However, the analyses also found that changes in the proportion of people whose 

asylum applications had been approved had a significant positive effect on total crime 

per capita (the more migrants with approved asylum applications, the higher the crime 

rate). The effect was driven by an impact on property crime, and no increase was noted 

for violent crime, sexual offences or robbery. For these types of crime, there was a 

negative correlation, but the correlation was only significant for robbery. 

While Dehos’ study focuses primarily on the period up to and including the large wave 

of asylum seekers that arrived in Germany in 2014–2016, Gehrsitz and Ungerer (2022) 
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examine the short-term effects of the wave of asylum seekers itself by studying the 

period up to 2017. As background, Gehrsitz and Ungerer report on the development of 

“street crime”74 per capita in Germany during the period 2005–2017. The crime trend 

declined slowly throughout the period, both before and during the large inflow of 

asylum seekers in 2014–2016. However, there was a large increase in offences against 

migration-related legislation during the period 2014–2016, followed by a sharp decline 

in 2017. 

The analysis uses information on registered offences per capita (excluding migration-

related offences) at the county level and examines the period from 2013 to 2016 and 

2017, respectively. The results show a significant and positive correlation between 

inflows of asylum seekers and crime rates (the greater the number of asylum seekers, 

the higher the crime rate). The effect was clear for total crime and violent crime, but 

weaker for street crime. According to Gehrsitz and Ungerer, the results mean that an 

increase of 100 migrants per 100,000 in the population would mean a 0.4 per cent 

increase in total crime, and they noted that the size of the effect is in line with that 

reported by Bell et al. (2013) for the wave of asylum seekers in the United Kingdom in 

the late 1990s.75 

An analysis of data on suspects showed that migration had an effect on crimes linked to 

suspects with both German and foreign citizenship, but that the effect was mainly 

driven by crimes involving suspects who were foreign citizens. 

Primarily asylum seekers who had been victims of violent crime 
Gehrsitz and Ungerer note that the impact of the wave of asylum seekers was greater 

for violent crime than for crime overall, but that it was foreign citizens who were the 

victims of this violent crime (homicide, rape, robbery and serious assault). Register 

data on crime victims for 2014–2016 show a 60 per cent increase in the number of 

foreign citizens who were victims of the types of crime in question, while the number of 

German citizens who were victims of these types of crime actually decreased during the 

same period. 

Similar results on migration’s effects on different groups of crime victims have been 

reported for the period 2013–2016 in a study by Huang and Kvasnick (2019)76, which 

also analyses the issue using register data at the county level in Germany. Similar to the 

study by Gehrsitz and Ungerer, the analyses show a significant and positive correlation 

between migration inflows and crime rates. However, analyses of register data on crime 

 
74 All offences committed in public places. 
75 See the section Differences in the impact of two different waves of migration in the United Kingdom earlier in 
this chapter. 
76 The study has not yet been published in a scientific journal, but is available in the form of a discussion paper. 
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victims show that migration flows did not increase the risk of German citizens being 

victims of crime committed by asylum seekers. The same pattern has also been 

reported in studies on the effects of a large wave of migration from Venezuela to 

neighbouring countries in the 2010s.77 

The results of the studies by Gehrsitz and Ungerer (2022) and Huang and Kvasnick 

(2019) also show that migration had a greater effect on crime in counties in which a 

larger proportion of asylum seekers were allocated to large asylum accommodation 

facilities than in counties that introduced more decentralised housing solutions. Huang 

and Kvasnick (2019) conclude that the use of decentralised accommodation solutions 

may have had a crime-reduction effect. 

Varying results on the effects of the asylum wave up to 2019 
Two further German studies have examined the effect of the asylum wave up to 2018 

(Lange and Sommerfeld 2024) and 2019 (Maghularia and Uebelmesser 2023), 

respectively. Both use data on reported offences and examine the asylum wave’s effect 

on crime at the county level, but using slightly different approaches. 

Lange and Sommerfeld (2024) examine the period 2013–2018 and report results for 

the crime effect of the inflow of asylum seekers in the same year and the inflow in the 

previous year. The results of the analysis examining how the inflow of migrants affected 

crime in the same year show that migration had a positive but not statistically 

significant effect on total crime per capita and on violent and property crime, but not 

on drug offences. The analysis of the effect of the inflow of migrants during the 

previous year shows a slightly larger and statistically significant effect in the same 

direction for the same crime categories. 

As regards the size of the effect, Lange and Sommerfeld compare their estimates of the 

effect of the previous year’s migration flow with the results of the above-mentioned 

study of the effect of asylum immigration to the United Kingdom by Bell et al. (2013) 

and the study by Piopiunik and Ruhose (2017), which examined the impact of the wave 

of migration to Germany from the former Soviet Union. The authors state that the 

effect they measure for the wave of asylum seekers to Germany in 2014–2016 is smaller 

than that reported in previous studies.78 At the same time, the authors note that the size 

 
77 See the description of the studies by Marques (2024) and Knight and Tribin (2023) in Appendix 2, Studies on 
the effect of migration from Venezuela to Chile, Brazil and Colombia. 
78 To compare between studies, so-called elasticities are used, which are a measure of the effect of a 1 per cent 
increase in the inflow of migrants. The higher the elasticity value, the greater migration’s effect on crime. For 
total crime, the elasticity for Bell et al.’s study in the United Kingdom is 0.16, while the elasticity from the study 
by Piopiunik and Ruhose (migrants from former Soviet countries) is 0.39. The corresponding elasticity for Lange 
and Sommerfeld’s study is 0.05 (for the effect of the inflow of migrants during the previous year). 
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of the wave of asylum seekers meant that the effect on the number of registered 

offences in the country was nevertheless significant. 

Maghularia and Uebelmesser (2023) examine the effect of migration on the number of 

crimes per capita in Germany during the period 2008-2019, and report the effect for 

the entire period as well as for 2008–2014 and 2015–2019, respectively. Unlike Lange 

and Sommerfeld (2024), who use administrative data on the inflow of asylum seekers, 

Maghularia and Uebelmesser use data on citizenship and focus on changes in the 

proportion of foreign citizens in each county. 

The analyses show a difference in the effect of migration between the periods 2008–

2014 and 2015–2019. For the first period, the effect is positive (an increase in the 

proportion of foreign citizens is associated with an increase in the number of crimes per 

capita), while no effect is apparent for the second period. Looking at the period 2008–

2019 as a whole, Maghularia and Uebelmesser find that migration (measured in terms 

of the proportion of foreign citizens in the population) had no effect on crime per 

capita. 

Nordic studies 
Relatively few Nordic studies have examined the effects of migration in longitudinal 

geographical area-level studies. Brå’s literature searches have identified three Nordic 

area-level studies published in scientific journals. Of these, only one Norwegian study 

has used a methodological approach similar to the studies from the rest of Europe 

described above, and includes a control for geographical selection effects linked to 

migrants’ choice of place of residence. 

This study from Norway (de Soysa et al. 2023) examines the link between migration 

and registered offences per capita during the period 2007–2016 using data on reported 

offences and information on country of birth at the municipal level. Migrants are 

defined as individuals with two foreign-born parents and four foreign-born 

grandparents, and thus also include individuals born in Norway with foreign-born 

parents. An initial analysis shows a weak but significant positive correlation between 

the proportion of migrants in the municipal population and the per capita crime rate 

(the higher the proportion of migrants, the higher the crime rate). However, a closer 

analysis shows that this is explained by the fact that migrants are more likely to live in 

areas with higher crime rates. 

When controls are included for geographical selection effects linked to migrants’ choice 

of place of residence, the correlation between the proportion of migrants and the total 
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crime rate becomes negative but non-significant.79 However, the analysis found that 

migration had a significant negative effect on violent crime (the higher the proportion 

of migrants, the lower the rate of violent offences). 

Further analyses examining the effect separately for labour migrants and refugees 

found that migration had a significant negative effect on crime for both migrant 

groups.80 Based on the results, the researchers concluded that, regardless of the reason 

for migration, there is no support for the view that migration leads to increased crime 

rates when taking into account the effect of the structural conditions that characterise 

the areas where migrants typically settle. 

Swedish studies 
Two Swedish studies identified in the review have examined the link between migration 

and changes in crime over time and been published in scientific journals (Swain et al. 

2020, Sarnecki et al. 2025). The studies use different methods that differ from the 

European studies described above, and they do not claim to investigate a possible 

causal link between migration and crime. 

The study by Swain et al. (2020) uses a unique method compared to other studies in 

the compilation,81 and examines how different variables, including the proportion of 

migrants in the population, affect changes over time in the number of reported offences 

per capita at the municipal level during the period 2002–2014. The study focuses on 

three offence types: rape, burglary and assault. The analyses show no correlation 

between the proportion of foreign-born individuals in the municipal population and 

changes in rapes per capita, but a correlation between the proportion of foreign-born 

individuals and an increase in rates of burglary and assault. 

For these types of crime, the researchers state that the correlations were as strong as 

the correlations between crime and other socio-economic variables, such as income, 

unemployment and the proportion of municipal residents who had received social 

assistance payments. 

The design of the study by Sarnecki et al. (2025) is also unique, using what is referred 

to as the retrospective case-control method. The study examines the link between the 

proportion of foreign-born individuals in the population and violent crime per capita at 

the municipal level during the period 2000–2020. The study presents several different 

analyses, comparing municipalities that had experienced a larger and smaller increase 

in registered violent offences between the end of the 1990s and the end of the 2010s 

 
79 The correlation approaches statistical significance with a p-value between 0.1 and 0.05. 
80 The analysis is reported only for total crime, not broken down into property crime and violent crime. 
81 The study uses a statistical model based on so-called non-parametric Gaussian processes. 



 

 54 

based on several different variables, including the proportion of migrants in the 

population. Based on the analyses, the authors conclude that, on average, there appears 

to be no correlation between the proportion of migrants in the population and the trend 

in reported violent offences at the municipal level. 

Four additional Swedish studies 
In addition to the two Swedish studies mentioned above, the Swedish Prison and 

Probation Service (2021) has published an analysis that reflects the methods used in 

several of the longitudinal studies from other European countries, but without any 

specific control for geographical selection effects linked to migrants’ choice of place of 

residence. The study analyses migration’s effects on property, violent and “street 

crime”82 per capita at the county level during the period 2004–2018. Migration is 

measured in terms of the proportion of foreign-born individuals and the proportion of 

asylum seekers in the population. 

The analyses show that the proportion of foreign-born individuals in the population 

had a positive and statistically significant effect on violent crime (the higher the 

proportion of migrants, the greater the number of violent offences per capita), but not 

on street crime or property crime. No significant effect was noted for the proportion of 

asylum seekers in the population for any of the crime types studied, although a weak 

positive effect was noted for both property crime and violent crime that approached 

statistical significance.83 

Three master’s theses 
Given that there are few published Swedish studies that have used methods similar to 

those used in European studies, this section also provides a brief description of the 

results of three master's theses that have used methods similar to those used in several 

European studies, all of which take into account the effects of migrants’ choice of place 

of residence (in different ways). All three studies focus on the effect of the large 

increase in the number of asylum seekers who came to Sweden in 2014–2015 and focus 

on effects linked to the asylum wave itself, not on changes in the proportion of foreign-

born individuals in the population in general. 

One of the studies (Rojas 2019) uses methods similar to those used in Megalokonomou 

and Vasilakis’ (2023) study of the impact of the wave of asylum seekers on the Greek 

islands and Gehrsitz and Ungerer’s (2022) study of the impact of the wave of asylum 

 
82 The category “street crime” includes violent offences, robbery and other appropriative offences, as well as 
drug offences, driving without a license, violation of the Knife Act and violation of the Firearms Act. 
83 For both these types of crime, the p-value was between 0.1 and 0.05. The study also conducted similar 
analyses based on data on exposure to crime from Brå’s Swedish Crime Survey. However, due the small number 
of respondents in certain regions, the author notes that the results cannot be considered robust. 
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seekers in Germany. Another (Kaddoura 2019) uses methods more similar to the study 

by Bianchi et al. (2012) on developments in the Italian provinces during the 1990s. The 

third (Uddfeldt 2020) presents analyses that use both types of methods. All three 

studies use data at the municipal level. 

A common denominator in the results of the three studies is that the inflow of asylum 

seekers had a positive effect on assault (the greater the inflow of asylum seekers in 

relation to the municipal population, the greater the number of reported assault 

offences per capita at the municipal level), and all three studies show no effect on 

sexual offences. The results for property crime vary. One of the studies found that the 

inflow of asylum seekers had a positive effect on theft, while the other two found no 

effect or a negative effect. 
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Studies at the national level 
Compared to the number of studies examining the link between migration and crime at 

the group and area levels, there is relatively little research examining this link with a 

focus on the aggregate national level. Having said this, there are several studies that 

report simple time series comparisons of crime trends and trends in the number or 

proportion of foreign-born individuals or foreign citizens in the population, but there 

are also studies that have examined whether crime rates are higher or lower in 

countries that receive more or fewer migrants. These studies include several countries 

in the same statistical analysis and take into account other indicators that may affect 

crime rates, such as a country’s GDP, unemployment rate or level of income inequality. 

Simpler comparisons of time series for immigration and crime 
trends 
Simple analyses comparing time series on the development of the proportion of 

migrants in the population and crime trends at the national level show that crime can 

both increase and decrease with increasing immigration. The trends for immigration 

and crime follow each other in certain periods but go in different directions in others.84 

Marie and Pinotti (2024) report on trends in homicide and immigration for 55 

countries around the world during the period 1990–2019. The analysis combines data 

for all countries and shows a clear decline in homicide since the mid-1990s, while the 

proportion of migrants in the countries’ populations has increased gradually 

throughout the period. Between 1995 and 2019, the average per capita murder rate for 

the countries studied decreased by one-third, while the proportion of migrants in the 

countries' populations increased by two-thirds. 

Solivetti (2010) reports on the trend in the proportion of foreign-born individuals in 

the US population and the trends for several different types of crime during the period 

1985–2005, as well as presenting similar comparisons for a dozen European countries 

(based on citizenship data).  The vast majority of countries included in the presentation 

have experienced a gradual increase in the proportion of foreign-born individuals or 

foreign citizens in the population, which means that the trends for crime per capita and 

the proportion of foreign-born individuals in the population follow each other during 

periods when the crime rate increases for the respective countries. At the same time, 

the trend for several of the types of crime examined has shifted to a decline in many 

 
84 E.g. Rumbaut and Ewing (2007), Bell et al. (2013), Zhang (2014), Ignatans and Mathews (2017), Jung (2017), 
Sayago-Gomez (2017), Ozden et al. (2018), Bortoletto (2021), Nomikos (2022), de Soysa et al. (2023), Marie and 
Pinotti (2024), Menshykov et al. (2024), Sarnecki et al. (2025). 
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countries during different periods, while the proportion of migrants in the population 

has continued to increase. 

This means that the curves for crime trends and the proportion of foreign-born 

individuals or foreign citizens in the population during these periods have moved in 

different directions – increased immigration, decreased crime per capita. A similar 

picture emerges from an analysis by Fasani et al. (2019), which compares trends in 

several different types of crime with trends in the number of refugees and asylum 

seekers in eight Western European countries between 1995 and 2017. 

The lack of a simple correlation between time series for immigration and crime trends 

is an expected result, since broad trends in crime are governed by many different 

factors. These include demographic changes and changes in routine activities, the 

availability of attractive targets for crime, alcohol consumption patterns, 

macroeconomic conditions, the presence of police officers or security guards in public 

environments, and access to various types of security devices.85 Migration’s effects on 

crime trends can therefore be expected to be relatively small compared to the combined 

effect of these other factors, since they affect crime among both migrants and the 

native-born population, which is significantly larger than the foreign-born population. 

Comparisons of countries with different levels of immigration 
In addition to studies presenting simple comparisons of time series, there are a number 

of studies that have conducted statistical analyses to compare crime trends in different 

countries in light of variations between countries in the level of immigration. Like most 

of the area-level studies presented in the previous chapter, the international 

comparisons have also used data on registered offences. 

There are well-known problems with international comparisons of registered offences. 

This is because different countries have varying definitions of what is registered in 

different crime categories, there are differences between countries in offence-counting 

procedures, and statistical data are collected at different points in the process from the 

reporting of an offence to a possible conviction.86 

When it comes to prison sentences, differences between countries in terms of 

sentencing levels, priorities, the effectiveness of the investigation process and 

sentencing levels also mean that countries with similar crime levels may have prison 

populations of different sizes. These factors are less problematic for longitudinal 

 
85 See e.g. von Hofer (2008), Tham and von Hofer (2009), Farrell et al. (2011), van Dijk (2014), Rosenfeld and 
Levin (2016), Baumer et al. (2018), Lehti and Sirén (2020), Svensson and Oberwittler (2021), Spelman (2022), 
Rosenfeld (2024). 
86 E.g. von Hofer (2000), Aebi (2008), Harrendorf (2018), Brå (2020). 
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analyses, since the studies use statistical methods that take into account persistent 

differences between countries due to factors such as differences in the countries’ legal 

systems and statistical procedures (see e.g. Baumer and Wolff 2014, Fasani et al. 2019). 

The results should therefore not be overly affected, provided that the respective 

countries do not change the legal definitions of offence types or the way in which crime 

data are collected during the period studied – but these things do happen, of course, 

and may to some extent distort effect estimates even in longitudinal studies. 

The problems are greater in cross-sectional studies, which focus on a single point in 

time, since various factors (in addition to actual crime) that affect the statistics can be 

assumed to have a greater effect on the results than in longitudinal studies. Researchers 

therefore urge caution when interpreting results from cross-sectional international 

comparisons of crime levels (see e.g. Harrendorf 2018, Brå 2020). 

One type of crime that is usually considered less problematic than others in 

international comparisons in the form of both cross-sectional and longitudinal analyses 

is completed homicide. This is because the number of unreported cases can be assumed 

to be small (most crimes are detected and registered by the criminal justice system) and 

the definition of the offence is stable over time and largely the same in different 

countries. It can also be assumed that offence-counting procedures do not vary too 

much between different countries. For this reason, several studies have used homicide 

as an outcome measure in international analyses of migration’s significance for crime.87 

This part of the report first presents results from analyses focused on homicide, 

followed by results from analyses focusing on other types of crime. The studies often 

begin by presenting data on simple correlations between migration flows and crime 

trends for one or more types of crime, and then include a number of control variables to 

investigate whether the simple correlations can be attributed to the migration flows or 

are instead due to differences between countries in terms of factors such as economic or 

demographic conditions. With one exception, all of the studies have been published in 

scientific journals.88 

A summary of the main findings from these studies is, firstly, that the direction of the 

reported simple correlations between migration and registered criminal offences varies 

 
87 Even for homicide, however, there may be differences between countries depending on the indicator used. 
For example, some studies have used data from the Swedish reported crime statistics, which present the 
number of offences registered by the police under the crime codes for homicide at the time the police report 
was filed. These figures grossly overestimate the number of actual cases of completed homicide in the country, 
among other things because the police register many deaths under the crime codes for homicide that later turn 
out to be natural deaths, accidents or suicides, and these are not then corrected in the statistics on reported 
crime (see e.g. Fasani et al. 2019; cf. Brå 2024c, 2025b). 
88 The exception is Fasani et al. (2019), which is reported in a book chapter. 
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for different categories of crime. For some crime categories, immigration is correlated 

with higher crime rates, while the opposite is true for other crime categories. Secondly, 

the studies show that the simple correlations disappear or sometimes change direction 

when different economic and demographic differences between countries are taken into 

account. A consistent conclusion of the studies is that variations in crime rates at the 

national level are much better explained by economic and demographic factors than by 

the number of migrants in given country. 

Studies focusing on homicide 
Longitudinal analyses – no correlation after controlling for GDP per capita 
Many countries around the world have experienced a decline in homicide rates since 

the 1990s, particularly in Europe.89 In a longitudinal study aimed at investigating 

possible explanations for these declines, Baumer and Wolff (2014) have analysed the 

correlation between the decline in homicide and several different factors – including 

migration – in a sample of 51 countries from several different continents during the 

period 1989–2008. The analysis shows no correlation between changes in homicide 

and migration, which was measured as the change in the proportion of foreign-born 

individuals in the respective countries’ populations over the previous five years. 

However, the study shows that homicide has declined more in countries that have 

experienced greater reductions in poverty (measured by a variable combining child 

mortality and GDP per capita) and where there has been a decline in the proportion of 

the population living in urban areas. 

There is also a significant correlation between reductions in the proportion of 15–24-

year-olds in the population and reductions in homicide. The authors argue that the 

results suggest that the ageing population in many countries may partly explain the 

observed declines in homicide rates. 

A later longitudinal study examined the correlation between migration and homicide 

during the period 1993–2015 (Rennó Santos et al. 2022) in an analysis of data from 88 

countries. An initial bivariate analysis showed a negative and significant correlation 

between changes in the proportion of foreign-born individuals in the respective 

countries’ populations and changes in homicide rates (the larger the proportion of 

foreign-born individuals in the country, the lower the homicide rate). The correlation 

remained approximately the same in multivariate analyses that included controls for a 

number of different variables relating to factors such as income inequality, the 

proportion of the population living in urban areas, the level of education of the adult 

population and the proportion of young adults in the population. However, when the 

 
89 See e.g. Tuttle et al. (2018), Rennó Santos and Testa (2018), Brå (2021c), Hradilova Selin et al. (2024). 
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researchers included GDP per capita in the analysis, the negative correlation between 

homicide and the inflow of foreign-born individuals virtually disappeared, while the 

correlation between GDP and homicide was both significant and negative (the higher 

the GDP, the lower the homicide rate). 

In a further analysis, the researchers examined the correlation between GDP and 

migration trends. The analysis showed a significant positive correlation between GDP 

and the proportion of foreign-born individuals in the population (the higher a country’s 

per capita GDP, the greater the proportion of foreign-born individuals in the 

population). The researchers concluded that factors linked to economic development in 

different countries explain the correlation between increases in the proportion of 

foreign-born individuals in the population and decreases in homicide at the national 

level. Countries with a higher level of economic development both have decreasing 

levels of homicide and constitute a more attractive destination for international 

migration. 

A study by Tufail et al. (2023) has examined the link between migration (the inflow of 

foreign-born individuals) and homicide in a sample of 30 OECD countries from 

different parts of the world during the period 1988–2018. The analyses include controls 

for factors such as GDP per capita and the proportion of young adult males in the 

population, and results are presented for both short-term and long-term effects.90 

In the short term, the analysis showed no correlation between migration and homicide. 

However, this study showed a significant and negative correlation in the longer term – 

higher levels of immigration were associated with a decline in the homicide rate over 

time.91 

Fasani et al. (2019) examine the correlation between the inflow of refugees and asylum 

seekers and homicide in the EU15 countries92 during the period 2000–2015, a period 

when there was considerable variation between countries in the number of asylum 

seekers or refugees received. The analysis shows no correlation between variations in 

the inflow of asylum seekers and refugees and homicide rates in the different countries, 

either in a model without control variables or in a model that included controls for GDP 

per capita, youth unemployment and the proportions of 15–24-year-olds and low-

skilled individuals in the population. 

 
90 By short-term, the authors mean the effect that occurs in the same year as migration, and by long-term, the 
effect that occurs in subsequent years. 
91 According to the researchers, the results mean that, for the countries included in the sample, a 1 per cent 
increase in the inflow of migrants leads to a 0.14 percentage point decrease in the number of cases of homicide 
per capita in the years following immigration. 
92 The 15 countries that were EU member states prior to the 2004 enlargement. 
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Similar results in cross-sectional analyses 
Cross-sectional analyses have also concluded that there is no correlation between 

migration and homicide at the national level. In a multivariate cross-sectional analysis, 

for example, Boateng et al. (2021) examined the correlation between migration and 

homicide in a sample of 21 European countries in 2015. The researchers analysed three 

different migration indicators: the proportion of migrants in the respective countries’ 

population, the proportion of foreign citizens in the population, and the proportion of 

refugees in the population. In this case, the analyses included controls for factors such 

as GDP per capita, the proportion of the population with higher education, the 

proportion of unemployed, the proportion of youth and young adults in the population, 

and the proportion of single-person households. 

The analysis showed no correlation between homicide and the proportion of migrants 

or foreign citizens in the population, but a significant negative correlation between 

homicide and the proportion of refugees (the higher the proportion of refugees in the 

population, the lower the homicide rate). Some of the control variables in the analysis 

also showed a significant negative correlation with homicide – GDP per capita and the 

proportion of the population with a higher education (the higher the GDP and the 

greater the proportion with a higher education, the lower the homicide rate). 

Two other cross-sectional analyses from Europe, conducted by the same research group 

(Cohn et al. 2021, Coccia et al. 2024), analyse the correlation between the proportion of 

migrants in the population and homicide per capita for 38 European countries during 

the second half of the 2010s. The 2021 study, which uses data on citizenship, divided 

the countries into two groups with a high and low proportion of foreign citizens in the 

population respectively, and found no correlation with homicide depending on whether 

the country had previously experienced relatively high or low immigration. The 2024 

study used data on the number of migrants who had arrived in the country in the 

preceding years, expressed as a proportion of the population. Here, regression analysis 

was used without first dividing the countries into groups by immigration level. An 

initial bivariate analysis showed a negative correlation between homicide and the 

proportion of the population consisting of newly arrived migrants (the higher the 

proportion of migrants, the lower the homicide rate), but the correlation disappeared 

when controlling for differences between countries in GDP per capita and the degree of 

income inequality. 

Results for other types of crime 
The previously mentioned longitudinal study by Tufail et al. (2023) reported results on 

the correlation between migration and a number of other crime categories in addition 

to homicide: serious assault, kidnapping, burglary, car theft and other theft. Here too, 
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the analyses include controls for factors such as GDP per capita and the proportion of 

young adult males in the population. 

The results show a positive correlation between GDP per capita and property crime 

(burglary, car theft, other theft), but not violent crime (serious assault, kidnapping) in 

both the short and long term. However, there was no correlation between migration 

and any of the crime types examined. 

The study by Fasani et al. (2019) on the EU15 countries during the period 2000–2015 

also reported results from an analysis of the correlation between the inflow of asylum 

seekers and refugees and changes in the countries’ rates of property crime, drug 

offences, sexual offences and violent crime. The analyses were conducted both with and 

without controls for GDP per capita, youth unemployment and the proportion of 15–

24-year-olds and low-skilled individuals in the population. 

The analyses showed no correlation between the inflow of asylum seekers and refugees 

and changes in crime rates for most types of crime, regardless of whether or not the 

control variables were included. The only exceptions were burglary and robbery, where 

the analyses showed a negative correlation (the greater the number of asylum seekers 

and refugees, the lower the rate of burglaries and robberies). In these cases, however, 

the correlations disappeared when the researchers controlled for differences in GDP 

per capita in the countries included in the study. 

Cross-sectional studies – analyses of sexual offences and theft offences 
The multivariate cross-sectional analysis of 21 European countries by Boateng et al. 

(2021), which relates to the situation in 2015, also analysed the correlation between the 

proportion of immigrants, foreign citizens and refugees in the respective countries’ 

populations and crime rates for rape and other sexual assaults. None of the migration 

indicators showed a correlation with sexual offences. However, several of the control 

variables in the analysis showed a significant correlation with crime rates for the 

different types of sexual offences. 

The analysis showed a weak but significant negative correlation between GDP per 

capita and sexual assault (the higher the GDP, the lower the rate of sexual assault), but 

there was no correlation for rape. A positive correlation was also noted between the 

proportion of the population aged 15–24 and rape, but not sexual assault (the higher 

the proportion of 15–24-year-olds in the population, the greater the number of 

registered rapes per capita). 

The researchers suggest that the results indicate that there is no correlation between 

migration and the types of sexual offences included in the analyses. Rather, crime rates 
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for sexual offences are much better explained by economic and demographic factors at 

the national level than by the number of migrants, refugees or foreign citizens in the 

country. 

The European cross-sectional analyses by Cohn et al. (2021) and Coccia et al. (2024) – 

which study some 40 European countries with a focus on the latter part of the 2010s – 

also report correlational analyses of the link between the proportion of foreign citizens 

and newly arrived migrants in the population and rates of sexual offences and theft 

offences. 

In both studies, there were positive simple correlations between the migration 

indicators and both sexual offences and theft offences – both types of crime were more 

common in countries with a higher proportion of foreign citizens in the population 

(Cohn et al. 2021) or a higher proportion of newly arrived migrants in the population 

(Coccia et al. 2024). 

The 2021 study does not report any multivariate analysis with GDP per capita as a 

control variable, but shows that the bivariate correlation between the two types of 

crime and GDP per capita is stronger than the correlation between these types of crime 

and the proportion of foreign citizens in the population.93 

The 2024 study reports a multivariate analysis with GDP per capita as a control 

variable. The analysis shows that when differences between countries’ GDP per capita 

and degree of income inequality are taken into account, the correlation between the 

proportion of newly arrived migrants in the population and theft and sexual offences 

becomes negative instead of positive – the larger the number of newly arrived migrants 

in the country, the lower the rates of sexual and theft offences. 

Overall, the results of the studies by Cohn et al. (2021) and Coccia et al. (2024) show 

that levels of reported theft and sexual offences are, on average, higher in European 

countries with higher GDP per capita, which are also countries with higher 

immigration, since they constitute more attractive destinations for migrants (Cohn et 

al. 2021) 

  

 
93 The correlation with GDP per capita is r=0.77 (sexual offences), r= 0.75 (theft offences); the corresponding 
correlation with the proportion of foreign citizens in the population is r= 0.46 for both types of crime. 
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Conclusions and discussion 
It is no easy task to draw conclusions about migration’s net effects on crime in society 

at a general level. The research as a whole shows that the effect can vary, for example 

between different migration events, different groups of migrants and different 

reception contexts. 

This is an expected result given that there are reasons to expect migration to have both 

positive and negative effects on crime, partly due to variations in the demographic, 

educational, linguistic and qualificational composition of different groups of migrants 

and the reasons for migration, but also based on factors that may lead to variations in 

migration’s impact on different parts of the population in the recipient country and 

which may affect the rest of the population’s involvement in crime. 

Crime trends at the national level are not driven by migration 
The main findings from research focusing on the national level are relatively easy to 

summarise. Studies show that high-income countries have higher rates of registered 

crime for offence categories such as property crime and sexual offences than low-

income countries, and lower rates of homicide. This is mainly due to factors linked to 

the countries’ economic and demographic development, but may also be due to a higher 

propensity to report crimes such as sexual offences and other offences against the 

person. It is also the high-income countries that constitute the most attractive 

destination for migration, where the main trends involve migration from lower-income 

to higher-income countries (both globally and within Europe). 

Studies show that there is no simple correlation between migration and crime trends at 

the national level in high-income countries. Overall crime trends are influenced by 

many different factors, and the effects of migration are small compared to the 

combined effect of these other factors, which influence crime among both migrants and 

the larger native-born population. 

Variations in over-representation based on factors such as 
migration context and reasons for migration 
The results of group-level research show that migrants in Western Europe and the 

Nordic countries exhibit a higher average level of involvement in crime than native-

born individuals, while the picture from the USA and certain other countries is the 

opposite. 
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Nordic studies that have examined variations in over-representation between different 

groups of migrants show a generally lower over-representation or an under-

representation in crime for people from high-income countries and people who have 

migrated for reasons of work or education, and a higher over-representation among 

people from low-income countries and people who have migrated as a result of war and 

conflict in their country of origin. Research also shows that access to the labour market 

plays an important role in migrants’ involvement in crime in the recipient country. 

Studies from both Sweden and other Nordic countries also show a decline in 

involvement in crime among both native-born and foreign-born individuals in the 

period after the 1990s, with the decline being greater among foreign-born individuals. 

This suggests that foreign-born individuals’ involvement in crime has been more 

affected by the contextual factors underlying the general decline in registered 

involvement in crime, but there is a lack of research on the reasons behind this 

development. 

Despite these declines, an over-representation is still evident, even when controlling for 

differences in demographic factors and socio-economic conditions between native-born 

and foreign-born individuals. And in Sweden, the level of over-representation among 

native-born individuals with two foreign-born parents has increased since the turn of 

the millennium. 

Results from European studies at the area level 
Studies focused on the area level show that migrants often tend to concentrate in 

certain areas, and that these areas on average have higher crime rates and can be 

considered more criminogenic. When controlling for this, studies from the USA and 

Europe show a picture that is somewhat difficult to interpret. 

In the USA, studies tend to show that migration either has no effect on crime rates or a 

weak crime-reduction effect. In Europe, several studies report a positive correlation 

between migration and one or more categories of crime (the more migrants, the higher 

the crime rates), while at the same time, several find no significant effect, and some 

report that migration has a negative effect on crime. 

Major migration “shocks” are often linked to an increase in crime 
In several cases, but not always, European studies focusing on very large migration 

inflows show a resulting increase in crime rates for both violent and property crime. 

The available analyses of Swedish conditions during the period around 2014–2016 

together indicate an effect on violent crime, but varying results in terms of an effect on 

property crime. 



 

 66 

Studies from Germany that show an increase in violence linked to the wave of asylum 

seekers in 2014–2016 also show that the violence affected foreign citizens and not the 

native-born population, but there are no corresponding analyses for Sweden. 

The studies from Germany also contain some differences between the various analyses 

that are difficult to interpret. For example, Dehos (2021) found an increase in property 

crime linked to the proportion of individuals in the population with an approved 

asylum application, but no effect for the proportion of asylum seekers and no effect on 

violent crime for either group. Lange and Sommerfeld (2024) found that the inflow of 

asylum seekers increased crime rates for both violent and property offences. Gershitz 

and Ungerer (2022) found that the inflow of asylum seekers led to higher crime rates 

for violent crime and street crime. In contrast, Maghularia and Uebelmesser (2023) 

used data on citizenship and found that migration had no effect on crime rates in the 

years around the wave of asylum seekers, but did lead to higher crime rates during the 

preceding years (2008–2014). 

Despite these differences between studies, it is reasonable to conclude that the large 

wave of asylum seekers had an effect on crime in countries with a large inflow of 

asylum seekers, even if the magnitude of the effect must be considered uncertain. At 

the same time, the results from both the European and Swedish analyses of the wave of 

asylum seekers only refer to the years around the actual “migration shock”, and there is 

currently no research on the long-term effects this wave of migration has had on crime. 

The European study that has described the greatest impact of migration on crime is 

that of Piopiunik and Ruhose (2017), which analysed a large wave of immigration from 

the former Soviet Union (over 3 million people) during the 1990s and early 2000s. This 

inflow of migrants had a stronger impact on crime in areas with higher unemployment, 

and the authors argue that one reason for the relatively large impact may be a 

requirement that migrants had to live in the county to which they were assigned for 

three years, which made it difficult for them to access jobs that matched their labour 

market qualifications. 

At the same time, other studies show that research findings on the effect of this type of 

very large migration flow cannot be generalised to other types of migration or other 

time periods. 
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Area-level studies on less extreme migration conditions 
European studies focused on less extreme migration conditions have mostly shown that 

migration has either no significant effect on crime per capita, or an effect on property 

crime (in both directions) but not violent crime.94 

This applies to studies from Germany during the 1970s-1990s (Entorf and Spengler 

2000), Italy and Spain in the 1990s and 2000s (Buonanno 2006, Buonanno and 

Montolio 2008, Bianchi et al. 2012, Sayago-Gomez 2017), the United Kingdom in the 

1990s and 2000s (Bell et al. 2013), several EU countries in the 2000s and 2010s 

(Nunziata 2015, Marie and Pinotti 2024) and Norway during the period 2007–2016 (de 

Soysa et al. 2023). 

Here, too, there are some differences between studies that are difficult to interpret. For 

example, analyses from the United Kingdom (Bell et al. 2013) and Italy and Spain 

(Sayago-Gomez 2017) show differences in the effect of migration for different migrant 

groups, which also vary between studies. Bell et al. (2013) found that migration from 

Eastern Europe led to lower crime rates for property offences in the UK, while Sayago-

Gomez (2017) finds the opposite for migrants from Europe in Italy and Spain. 

In the UK, Bell et al. (2013) found that migration had no effect on violent crime, while 

Sayago-Gomez (2017) found that migration from both Africa and Central and South 

America led to lower crime rates for both property and violent crime. 

How should we interpret the combination of findings from the 
group and area levels? 
One result of the review that is somewhat difficult to interpret is the contrast between 

the similarities between the USA and Europe in the findings of several area-level 

studies and the differences between studies at the group level. Several area-level studies 

from both continents show no effect of migration on crime per capita, despite clear 

differences between the USA and Europe in terms of the under- and over-

representation of foreign-born individuals in crime. 

Given the over-representation of foreign-born individuals in crime in Europe, the 

finding that migration has a null effect on crime rates would reasonably imply that 

 
94 The exception is Solivetti (2018), who shows migration as having a positive effect on both property and violent 
crime. Another possible exception is Alonso-Borrego et al. (2012), whose analyses found that migration had no 
effect on total crime or property crime, but did have an effect on a category referred to as “serious offences”, 
which includes violence but also several other types of crime, including traffic offences and drug offences. 
There are also studies that have found migration to have a negative effect on violent crime (Sayago-Gomez 2017, 
de Soysa et al. 2023). 
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migration has affected the recipient countries in a way that has led to a reduction in 

crime among the rest of the population. 

Marie and Pinotti (2024) suggest three possible explanations for the apparent paradox 

in the results from European studies conducted at the group and area levels 

respectively. The first is that some of the differences found in group-level studies may 

reflect discrimination effects within the criminal justice system rather than actual 

differences in crime rates between native-born and foreign-born individuals. Another 

possibility is that, over time, foreign-born individuals have replaced native-born 

individuals in certain criminal markets, which have always existed but are no longer as 

dominated by native-born individuals. The third possible explanation is that in many 

countries, foreign-born individuals still do not constitute a large enough proportion of 

the population to cause noticeable changes in crime rates at the area level. 

At the same time, one explanation could also be that migration has affected the 

conditions of the rest of the population in a way that has led to a lower exposure to risk 

factors for crime over time – in other words, that the risk of involvement in crime has 

become more concentrated among the foreign-born population. 

A study by D’amuri and Peri (2014) shows, for example, that one effect of migrants 

entering the labour market in European countries during the period 1996–2010 was 

that native-born individuals moved to more complex jobs, which also led to an increase 

in the average wages of native-born individuals. Similar results have been reported for 

Denmark for the period 1991–2008 (Foged and Peri 2015). 

The question of migration’s net effect on crime 
Area-level studies are considered to be those that come closest to describing migration's 

net effects on crime, since they account for both the direct effects of migration in terms 

of migrants’ own involvement in crime and the effects that migration can have on crime 

among the rest of the population. 

Most of these studies report results on crime per capita, which raises the question of 

how to interpret these results in terms of the net effect of migration. If we think in 

terms of the absolute number of crimes, a null per capita effect of migration would still 

mean more crime in society if migration leads to a net increase in the population. 

However, the additional number of offences is no greater than would be expected from 

an increase in the native-born population of the same size as the increase caused by 

migration. At the same time, it may seem unreasonable to expect that population 

increases (ceteris paribus) would not lead to more crime in society, regardless of 

whether the increases are due to migration or a slow increase in the native-born 

population over time. 
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Unfortunately, it is not possible to draw any definite conclusions about migration’s net 

effect on crime in Sweden in the modern era based on the existing research. At present, 

there is insufficient research in the form of studies that have examined the overall effect 

of migration to Sweden, taking into account both the effect of the over-representation 

of foreign-born individuals in crime and migration’s possible effects on crime among 

the rest of the population. 

It is also difficult to generalise from European area-level studies to Swedish conditions. 

As mentioned in the previous section, area-level studies show different effects for 

different groups of migrants in the same country, and the effect for migrants from the 

same country or region of origin can vary between different recipient countries. 

Migration’s effect on crime may also vary between different reception contexts, which 

also change over time, not least with regard to labour market conditions. Since different 

countries have different migration patterns, and since migration patterns within the 

same country change over time, methodologically robust studies from different parts of 

the modern era would be needed in order to draw conclusions about migration’s net 

effects on crime in Sweden. 
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Appendix 1 Area-level studies from Canada 
Zhang (2014) examines the effects of migration on property crime per capita in Canada 

during the period 1981–2006, and analyses the effect of migration during the first 1-4 

years after arrival in Canada.95 At an overall level, the results show that newly arrived 

migrants have no effect on property crime rates, but that this changes to a negative 

effect as migrants spend more time in Canada. When viewed over the study’s four-year 

observation period, the analyses show that a 10 per cent increase in the proportion of 

migrants in the population would be expected to lead to a 2–3 per cent decrease in the 

number of property crimes per capita. 

The study shows certain differences between different groups of migrants in connection 

with their arrival in Canada, where an increase in the proportion of new arrivals from 

Africa, South and Central America and Asia is associated with a short-term increase in 

property crime per capita, while migrants from Europe are associated with a (greater) 

short-term decrease in crime. However, as time passes following their arrival in the 

country, a crime-reduction effect is seen for all groups of migrants. 

The study also uses data from a nationwide victim survey conducted in 1999 and 2009 

to investigate whether the results may have been influenced by differences between 

migrants and the rest of the population in terms of how often they report crime to the 

police. This analysis found a statistically significant difference between migrants and 

the rest of the population in how often they contacted the police when they were victims 

of crime, with migrants being less likely to report crime. However, the difference was 

too small to explain the crime-reduction effect reported in the analysis of migration’s 

impact on registered offences. 

Similar results for Canada, showing that migration either has no effect or a weak 

negative effect on crime, have also been reported in other longitudinal area-level 

studies for different parts of the period 1976–2016: by Andresen (2013) with a focus on 

homicide, Jung (2020) with a focus on both violent crime and property crime, and Ha 

and Andresen (2020) with a focus on property crime in total and broken down by 

different offence types. The latter three studies use different geographical units of 

analysis and methodological approaches, but the main findings are consistent across all 

three studies 

 

  

 
95 The study is presented in a doctoral thesis. 



 

 99 

Appendix 2 Studies on the effect of migration from Venezuela to Chile, 
Brazil and Colombia 
A number of studies from South America have examined the impact of large-scale 

emigration from Venezuela to neighbouring countries during various parts of the 

period after 2010, when a prolonged humanitarian and economic crisis began in 

Venezuela.96 

For Chile, Leiva et al. (2020) have used data on registered offences from 330 

municipalities in Chile and examine the effect of migration flows from Venezuela on 

crime rates for eight different types of crime (both property crime and violent crime) 

during the period 2006–2015. The analyses show that the inflow of migrants had no 

effect on most types of crime, either one or three years after the migrants’ arrival. For 

one of the violent crimes, described in the study only as “injuries”, however, a negative 

effect was noted in both the short (1-year) and longer (3-year) term. 

Another study from Chile (Ajzenman et al. 2023) has used crime data from an annual 

survey that includes questions about victimisation and examines migration’s effects on 

crime during the period 2008–2017. The analyses show no significant effect of 

migration on any of the types of crime included in the victim survey (burglary, car theft, 

other theft, robbery and assault). The study also examined the effect of migration flows 

on homicide using register data and found that migration had no effect, regardless of 

whether the study looked at homicide in total or at cases where the perpetrator had a 

Chilean or foreign background. However, analyses of data from the victim survey 

showed that the inflow of migrants had produced a notable effect on people’s concerns 

about crime – the greater the number of migrants, the greater the concern about 

becoming a victim of crime and the greater the number of respondents who said that 

crime in society affected their quality of life. 

Similar findings regarding migration’s lack of a statistically significant effect on overall 

homicide rates have been reported for Brazil by Marques (2024), who used longitudinal 

data at the municipal level for the period 2010–2019. At the same time, some of the 

study’s analyses indicated that some form of change in homicide did appear to be 

linked to migration flows, and an in-depth analysis found that migration had not 

affected homicide against the Brazilian population as a whole, but had led to a 

significant increase in homicide specifically against migrants from Venezuela, 

especially young men.  

 
96 The crisis in Venezuela began under President Hugo Chavez and continued under his successor, Nikolás 
Maduro. By the end of 2022, seven million people had left Venezuela, nearly a quarter of the population (Alvarez 
et al. 2022). 
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Similar findings have been reported in a study by Knight and Tribin (2023) focused on 

Colombia. This study found that when the border with Venezuela was first closed and 

then reopened in 2016, the subsequent inflow of migrants from Venezuela had no 

significant effect on homicides against Colombian victims, but that there was an 

increase in homicides against people from Venezuela, particularly in the border 

regions. 
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Appendix 3 Studies on the impact of the wave of refugees from Syria to 
Turkey 
Several studies have been published analysing the impact of the inflow of Syrian 

refugees to Turkey since the start of the civil war in Syria in 2011.97 Overall, studies 

from Turkey show that there is a lack of access to good sources of data on reported 

offences, which means that, with one exception, the studies use data from the courts. 

This means that the results may be affected by more selection effects than the European 

studies reported in the chapter on area-level studies earlier in this report, and that it is 

conceivable that the results have been affected by an increased burden on the criminal 

justice system linked to the large inflow of refugees – for example, that a smaller 

proportion of total crime has resulted in court proceedings over time. 

Kayaoglu (2022) has used data on the number of criminal cases registered in courts in 

different provinces in two longitudinal analyses that examine migration's effects on 

(prosecuted) crime during the period 2009–2017. Both analyses are based on 

comparisons of provinces that had received more or fewer refugees in relation to their 

population size. The first analysis examined the short-term effect of the large inflow of 

refugees in 2013–2014 compared to previous years, while the second examined the 

longer-term effects up to the beginning of 2017.98 

The analyses show that migration had no effect on crime in either the short or long 

term, but when the analysis of long-term effects was developed to better control for 

possible selection effects in refugees' choice of place of residence, the inflow of refugees 

was shown on average to have had a negative effect on provincial crime rates. The 

analysis found that a one percentage point increase in the proportion of refugees in the 

province resulted in a 1.6 percentage point decrease in the number of crimes per capita 

registered in the province’s courts. 

Osman and Gkergki (2024) have studied crimes that resulted in a prison sentence and 

examined the short-term effect that the inflow of refugees had on crime by comparing 

developments in the period before and after the large inflow of Syrian refugees up to 

2015. The analyses show that migration had no effect on violent crime per capita, but a 

clear positive effect on other crimes (more “other crimes” resulting in prison sentences 

were registered in provinces that had received more refugees compared to provinces 

 
97 The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) has estimated that nearly three million Syrian refugees settled in Turkey 
between 2011 and 2016 (Osman and Gkergki 2024). 
98 January 2017 was used as the end point for the observations due to a clear increase in the number of more 
serious crimes registered in the courts in 2017 as a result of the state's response to the failed coup in Turkey in 
July 2016 (see also the study by Akbulut-Yuksel et al. 2024 described later in this appendix). 
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that had received fewer refugees).99 The study also showed that migration had a similar 

impact on unemployment per capita between provinces that took in fewer and more 

refugees, respectively. Further analyses showed that the increases in the category 

“other crimes” were driven by an increase in crime among the rest of the population 

rather than among the refugees themselves, which the researchers noted was probably 

the result of disruptions to the labour market ties of the rest of the population in 

provinces with a large inflow of refugees, especially in the informal agricultural sector. 

Similarly to Osman and Gkergki, Mercan et al. (2022) used the number of persons per 

capita sentenced to imprisonment as an outcome measure. This study reports results 

for prison sentences in total and broken down by different crime categories100 for the 

period 2010–2015 and compares developments in different provinces in 2010–2011 

with developments in 2012–2015. The analyses show that migration had no effect on 

the trend in the number of prison sentences. 

Kirdar et al. (2022) also have used the same measure of crime (offences resulting in a 

prison sentence) and studied the effect of migration on both total crime and different 

types of crime, but over a longer period, up to 2019. The analyses show that a 10 per 

cent increase in the proportion of refugees in a province’s population resulted in an 8.1 

per cent decrease in the number of crimes per capita that had resulted in a prison 

sentence. The results for different types of crime also showed a negative effect for most 

categories of crime, including theft, assault and sexual offences, but it was more 

uncertain whether there was a negative effect or no effect for homicide. 

Smuggling was the only type of crime for which migration appeared to have resulted in 

an increase. According to these analyses, a 10 per cent increase in the proportion of 

refugees in the province resulted in a near 40 per cent increase in the number of 

smuggling offences per capita that resulted in a prison sentence. 

Akbulut-Yuksel et al. (2024) have focused on total crime and use a measure based on 

the number of crimes in criminal investigations that the police have submitted to 

prosecutors for a decision, which means that these data come from a slightly earlier 

point in the justice system process and are less affected by the selection processes that 

may bias the results of studies that only focus on offences that have led to a prison 

sentence. The authors note that the measure used by Kirdar et al. (2022) – crimes 

resulting in a prison sentence – would give a picture of a crime rate corresponding to 

196 crimes per 100,000 in the population, whereas the number of crimes in 

 
99 Violent crimes were defined as homicide, sexual offences, assault, robbery, kidnapping and weapons 
offences, while the category “other crimes” combines everything that was not defined as violent crime and 
includes, among other things, property crime, drug offences, fraud, smuggling offences and traffic offences. 
100 Homicide, assault, theft and two larger categories: profit-driven crime and non-profit-driven crime. 
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prosecutors’ caseloads implies a crime rate corresponding to 4,500 crimes per 100,000 

in the population. The study by Akbulut-Yuksel et al. also used an alternative measure 

that focused on the number of offences in cases that had gone to court. 

The study focuses on the period 2006–2016 for measures based on prosecutors’ 

caseloads and 2010–2016 for measures based on the number of offences that had gone 

to trial.101 For both measures, the analyses found that migration had a significant 

positive effect on total crime. Unlike other studies focusing on the inflow of refugees to 

Turkey, however, the results are not presented in terms of a change in the number of 

crimes per capita, but are described in terms of the total number of crimes per 

thousand refugees in each province. During the period 2006–2012, the average number 

of refugees per province was 0, while the corresponding figure for the period 2013–

2016 was 24,453. Based on the results of the analyses, the average increase in the 

number of refugees is estimated to have resulted in a net increase of between 920 and 

1,858 crimes per year in prosecutors’ caseloads in a typical province, which can be 

compared to the average number of crimes in prosecutors’ caseloads for the years 2013 

–2016 (43,414 per year in the average province). In-depth analyses showed that the 

increase in crime was due both to crimes committed by the refugees themselves and 

crimes committed by the rest of the population as a result of changes linked to the 

inflow of refugees from Syria 

 

 

 

 

 
101 According to the authors, the reason for limiting the period to 2016 is the same as that described by Kayaoglu 
(2022), namely that there was a large increase in the number of criminal cases handled by the Turkish Public 
Prosecutor's Office in 2017 and 2018 (at the same time as around a quarter of the judiciary and prosecution 
service were replaced by new recruits), as a result of the state's reaction to the failed coup in 2016. 
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