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Summary of a presentation by Michael Tonry, School of Law, University of Minnesota 

Members of some minority groups in every Western 
country are disproportionately likely to be arrested, 
convicted, and imprisoned. This is true whether they are 
from "racial" groups, have different ethnic backgrounds, 
or are recent emigrants. The offending patterns and 
justice system experiences of different groups are not 
simply the result of differences in wealth, social status, 
or political power, however. That is why "some" is em- 
phasized. Not all disadvantaged groups are dispropor- 
tionately involved in crime. 

,~Ii~Race relations and political controversies involving 
' .,'~'immigrants and minorities are high on many countries 
" "  political and policy agendas. In an era of rapid social 

and economic change, many people feel threatened 
and insecure, and minority and immigrant groups may 
be blamed for much of what seems wrong. Hate crimes 
are increasingly common, and violent attacks against 
minority groups are more evident in Europe. 

Minorit ies and crime 

Countries vary significantly in crime patterns, legal 
traditions, and social science research traditions, and 
in their criminal justice systems. However, on some 
research questions related to minorities and crime, the 
findings are so robust and consistent across borders 
that generalizations can be made. 

One is that in every country, crime and incarceration 
rates for some minority groups greatly exceed those for 
the majority. Perhaps most important, there are compa- 
rable disparities both for racial and ethnic minorities and 
for some that are not 'Msible" minorities. In England and 
Wales, and the United States, blacks are seven to eight 
times more likely than whites to be in prison. In Sweden, 

owever, Finns have higher rates than Swedes, and the 
ghest arrest disparities affect immigrants from Arab 

' countries, South America, and Eastern Europe. 

Second, it has long been clear that minority groups with 
high crime and imprisonment rates also suffer social and 
economic disadvantages, it was as clear in nineteenth- 
century England and early twentieth-century America, 
when the high-crime groups were white, as today in those 
countries when some of these groups are black. However, 
not all disadvantaged groups exhibit high crime rates. 

Third, in countries where research has been conducted 
on racial and ethnic disparities in imprisonment, group 
differences in offending---not biasmappear to be the 
principal cause. Much of this research has been in 
English-speaking countries, with by far the most work 
in the United States. While showing that bias plays some 
role, the evidence indicates that criminality past and 
present is the major determinant of officials' decisions. 

Fourth, seemingly neutral case processing often oper- 
ates to the systematic disadvantage of minority group 
members. Justifiable practices, such as detaining people 
who seem least likely to appear for trial, result in the 
disproportionate confinement of minority offenders, who 
are often disadvantaged and less settled (fewer have 
stable families and jobs) than the majority. In some 
countries, detention before trial increases the likelihood 
of a prison sentence. 

A second, similar problemDrewarding guilty pleas 
with sentencing concessionsDmay be more troubling. 
There is convincing evidence in some countries that 
some minority group members are less likely than other 
defendants to plead guilty, in part because of alienation 
from systems they believe treat them unfairly. From a 
management perspective, it makes sense to encourage 
guilty pleas, and thereby conserve resources, by reduc- 
ing sentences. From a sentencer's perspective, it will 
often seem appropriate to acknowledge contrition and 
acceptance of responsibility, evidenced by a guilty plea, 
by reducing the sentence. 
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In England, under the "progressive loss of mitigation" 
doctrine, defendants who plead guilty are entitled to a 
reduced sentence. The later the plea, the smaller the 
discount. Afro-Caribbean defendants were found in one 
study to be substantially less likely than whites to plead 
guilty and often did so later in the process, thus losing 
sentence mitigation. (There are similar findings for the 
United States.) 

Fifth, subcultural behaviors and stereotyping of minority 
groups often work to their disadvantage. Disproportion- 
ately large numbers of some minority groups commit 
crime. Many offenders in particular subcultures share 
distinctive patterns of dress and speech, places of 
recreation and residence, and socioeconomic back- 
grounds. Justice system officials, like many ordinary 
citizens, often assume that individuals with these char- 
acteristics are likely to be offenders. In the United States, 
young black men are particularly victimized this way. 

What is most striking is that these findings come from so 
many countries. They apply to many groups, suggesting 
that bias, disparities, and disparate-impact policy dilem- 
mas are endemic to developed countries where some 
groups are substantially less successful than the major- 
ity population. 

Immigrants and crime 
On the basis of the experiences of Western European 
immigrants to Canada and the U. S. early in this century, 
it has often been asserted that first-generation immigrants 
are typically more law-abiding than residents, with higher 
crime and imprisonment rates in later generations. 
Contemporary research has to some extent validated 
that traditional model. However, we now know the model 
is simplistic and only partly true. 

One reason is that self-selected economic migrants 
from many Asian cultures have lower crime rates than 
the resident population in the first and later generations. 
The traditional model does not account for many groups 
deriving directly and sometimes indirectly from South 
and East Asia. 

A second reason is this model insufficiently takes 
account of cultural differences between groups that 
differentially affect adaptation. The model would predict 
that Moroccans and Turks have similar crime patterns in 
the Netherlands, both being economically and socially 
disadvantaged groups who emigrated for the same 
reason at the same time. Yet Turks have markedly lower 
crime rates, and similar contrasts distinguish the two 
groups in other countries. 

Third, the model insufficiently accounts for differences 
in receiving countries' social welfare (and settlement) 
policies. Research in Sweden reveals that Swedish 
social welfare has reduced the "second-generation effect." 

There, crime rates for most immigrant groups are lower 
in the second than the first generation. 

Fourth, why groups migrate powerfully shapes criminal 
ity and indications of successful adaptation. Swedish 
research shows that the adaptation experiences of 
guest-workers in the 1950s and 1960s from Croatia and 
Serbia were very different from those of comparable war 
refugees from the same areas in the 1980s and 1990s. 
The first wave roughly followed the North American 
pattern. In the second, first-generation migrants had 
high rates of crime and victimization (and unemploy- 
ment, welfare dependence, family breakup, and mental 
health problems). 

Fifth, the traditional model does not describe the experi- 
ences of many immigrant groups that have economic or 
social characteristics fundamentally shaping predicted 
criminality. Large numbers of Hong Kong Chinese moved 
to Canada in the 1980s and 1990s or made investments 
that will make a move possible later. For this group and 
many others, their economic, social, and cultural traits 
are much better predictors of crime than is any immigra- 
tion and crime hypothesis. 

The next step for research 
Every Western country faces and will continue for 
years to face issues of race, ethnicity, migration, al 
crime. Much can be learned by looking at the issues 
comparatively and cross-nationally. The next step is to 
create a community of researchers and policymakers 
who will attempt to establish what is known, what is 
knowable, and how knowledge might be advanced 
through comparative inquiry. 

This summary is based on a presentation by Michael 
r 

Tonry at an NIJ Research in Progress Seminar, 
I where he discussed his work with researchers and 

criminal justice professionals and practitioners. A 60- 
minute VHS video, "Ethnicity, Crime, and Immigra- 
tion," is available for $19 ($24 in Canada and other 
countries). Ask for NCJ 160765. Use the order form 
to obtain this video and any of the other tapes in the 
series. 

The presentation was based on Ethnicity, Crime, and 
Immigration: Comparative and Cross-Nationa/ 
Perspectives, volume 21 in the NIJ-supported series, 
Crime and Justice: A Review of Research, ed. 
Michael Tonry (Chicago, University of Chicago Press 
1996). It is available from the publisher. 

Points of view in this document do not necessarily reflect the 
official position of the U. S. Department of Justice. 
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The Latest Criminal Justice 
Videotape Series from NIJ: 
Research in Progress Seminars , v  

Learn about the latest developments in criminal justice research from prominent criminal justice experts. 

Each 60-minute tape presents a well-known scholar discussing his or her current studies and  how 
they relate to existing criminal justice research and includes the lecturer's responses to audience questions. 
In addition to Ethru~t~y, Crime, and Immigration, reported on in this Research Preview, the other tapes available in 
VHS format are: 

NCJ 152235--Alfred Blumstein, Ph.D., 
Professor, Carnegie Mellon University: 
Youth Violenc6 Guns, and Illicit Drug Markets. 

NC, J 152236--Peter W. Greenwood, 
Ph.D., Director, Criminal Justice Research 
Program, The RAND Corporation: Three 
Strikes, You "re Out." Benefits and Costs of 
California's New Mandatory-Senttndng Law. 

NCJ 152237-Christian Pfeiffer, Ph.D., 
Director, Kriminologisches Forschungs- 
institut Niedersachsen: Sentenn~ Policy and 
Cr~ne Rates in Reun#'ied Germany. 

NCJ 152238--.Arthur L. Kellermann, 
M.D., M.P.H., Director, Center for Injury 
Control, and Associate Professor, Emory 
University: Understanding and Preventing 
Violence.. A Public Health Perspectiv~ 

NC_,J 152692--James Inciardi, Ph.D., 
Director, Drug and Alcohol Center, 
University of Delaware: A Corrections-Based 
Continuum of Fffective Drug Abuse Treatment. 

NCJ 153270--Adele HarreU, Ph.D., 
Director, Program on Law and Behavior, 
The Urban Institute: Intervening with H(gh- 
Risk Youth: Preliminary Findings from the 
Children-at-Risk Program. 

NCJ 153271--Marvin Wolfgang, Ph.D., 
Director, Legal Studies and Criminology, 
University of Pennsylvania: Crime in a Birth 
Cohort: A Replication in the People's Republic of 
China. 

NCJ 153730--Lawrence W. Sherman, 
Ph.D., Professor, University of Maryland: 
Rt~udug Gun Violence: Community Policing 

�9 Against Gun Crime. 

NC.J 153272--Cathy Spatz Widom, Ph.D., 
Professor, State University of New York- 
Albany: The Cycle of Violence Revisited Six Years 
later. 

NCJ 153273--Wesley Skogan, Ph.D., 
Professor, Northwestern LL~iversity: 
Community Policing in C'/iicago: Fact or Fiction? 

NCJ 153850--Scott H. Decker, Ph.D., 
Professor, University of Missouri-St. Louis, 
and Susan Pennell, San Diego Association of 
Governments: Monitoring the Illegal Firearms 
Market. 

NCJ 154277--Terrie Moffitt, Ph.D., 
Professor, University of Wisconsin: Partner 
Violence Among Dung Adu/ts. 

NCJ 156925 --Orlando Rodriguez, Ph.D., 
Director, Hispanic Research Center, 
Fordham Unive~ity: The New Immigrant 

Hispanic Populations: Implications for Crime and 
Delinquency in the Next Decad~ 

NCJ 156924--Robert Sampson, Ph.D., 
Professor, University of Chicago: Commun/- 
ties and Crime: A Study in Chicago. 

NCJ 156925--John Monahan, Ph.D., 
Professor, University of Virginia: Mental 
Illness and Violent Crime. 

NCJ 157643--Benjamin E. Saunders, 
Ph.D., and Dean G~ Kilpatrick, Ph.D., 
Medical University of South Carolina: 
Prevalence and Consequences of Child Victimiza- 
tiotL" Preliminary Results from the National 
Survey o/ Ado~cents. 

NCJ 159739--Joel H. Garner, Ph.D., 
Research Director, Joint Centers for Justice 
Studies: Use of Force By and Against the Polic~ 

NCJ 159740--Kim English, Research 
Director, Colorado Division of Criminal 
Justice: Managing A~alt Sex Offenders in 
Communily Settings: A Containment Approach. 

NCJ 161259--Robert Crutchfield, Ph.D., 
Professor, University of Washington: 
Labor Markeu, F, mploym~nt, and Crime. 

(continued on back) 
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To order any of these tapes, please complete and return this form with your  payment ($19, U.S.; $24, Canada and 
other countries) to National Criminal Just ice Reference Service, P.O. Box 6000, Rockville, M D  20849-6000. 
Call 800-851-3420, or e-mail askncjrs@ncjrs.org if you have any questions. 
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NC_J 161836--GeoffAlpert, Ph.D., 
Professor, University of South Carolina: 
Police in Pursuit: Policy and Practice. 

NCJ 163056--Dan Brookoff, M.D., Ph.D., 
Associate Director, Medical Education, 
Memphis Methodist Hospital: Drug Use and 
Domestic Violence. 

NC-J 163057--Marcia Chaiken, Ph.D., 
Research Director of LINC, Alexandria, VA: 
Youth Afterscbool Programs and the Role of Law 
Enforcement. 

NCJ 163058--Eric Wish, Ph.D., Director, 
Center for Substance Abuse Research, 
University of Maryland, Dependence and Drug 
Treatment Needs Among Adu/t Arrestees. 

NCJ 163059--Jeffrey Fagan, Ph.D., 
Professor, Columbia University, Ad0kscent 
Violence. A View From the Street. 

NCJ 163921 --Patricia Tjaden, Ph.D., 
Senior Researcher, Center for Policy 
Research, The Crime o/Stalking: How Big 
Is the Problem? 
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