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Boys from immigrant backgrounds are affected by 
the number of criminal youths who live in their 
childhood municipality. The more young people there 
are with criminal convictions, the greater the likeli-
hood that immigrant boys will later be convicted of 
a youth crime.

This is revealed by a new analysis carried out for 
the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit by Anna Piil 
Damm of Aarhus University and Christian Dustmann 
of University College London.

The analysis examines subsequent youth crimina-
lity of children of refugees who were settled in vari-
ous parts of Denmark by the Danish Refugee Council 
during the period 1986-1998 before they reached the 
age of criminal responsibility (age 15). The results 
are clear: immigrant male youths are more likely to 
refrain from crime if they grow up in areas where re-
latively few young people have criminal convictions, 
whether these convictions are for theft, drugs, vio-
lence or other crimes. The analysis examines youth 
crime in Denmark by municipality. In a municipality 
with a low level of youth crime, for example Grind-
sted, 1.2 percent of young people aged 
15-25 were convicted of one or more 
crimes in an average year during the 
period 1986-1998. In contrast, in a mu-
nicipality with a relatively high level 
of youth crime, e.g. Frederiksværk, 2.8 
percent of young people in the same age 
range were convicted of crimes in the 
course of an average year. Immigrant 
boys who grow up municipalities like 
Frederiksværk rather than ones like 
Grindsted exhibit a much higher proba-
bility of being convicted of a crime before they reach 
the age of 21. The probability of a young immigrant 
male receiving a conviction increases by between 10 
and 18 percent, while the number of crimes com-
mitted by this group increases by between 14 and 22 
percent. To put this another way: for every percen-
tage point by which the rate of youth crime increases 
in a Danish municipality, the probability of a young 
male person of immigrant origin being convicted of 
a crime rises by between 7 and 13 percent, while the 
actual number of criminal convictions received by 
this group increases by between 10 and 16 percent.

An additional effect from fellow countrymen

According to Anna Piil Damm, the results show that 
to a great extent immigrant male boys know and 
integrate with youths, regardless of their national 
origins. ‘These boys are influenced by youth de-

linquents, regardless of the ethnicity of 
the criminals. This indicates that their 
contacts include people of Danish ori-
gin. However, the effects are greater if 
the criminals are from the same coun-
try of origin as the immigrant boys 
themselves.’

On the other hand, the total amount 
of crime committed in a municipality 
is of no significance in this context, 
as has also been demonstrated by pre-
vious studies in other countries. Such 

results have previously been interpreted as showing 
that young people do not exhibit more criminal ten-
dencies as a consequence of living in a criminal en-
vironment.

We now know that this interpretation is incorrect, 
or at best imprecise. If there are more young crimi-
nals living in a municipality, this has a negative ef-
fect in that the proportion of subsequent juvenile de-
linquents among the children growing up in that area 
is greater. However, a large number of crimes being 
committed in an area does not in itself influence the 
children of that area in the direction of crime.

Criminality is contagious
Immigrant boys are more likely to commit youth crime if they grow up in a municipality with many 
young criminals, but not if they grow up in a municipality with many reported crimes

The analysis that forms the basis of this news-
letter is published as Does Growing Up in a High 
Crime Neighborhood Affect Youth Criminal Be-
havior?, Rockwool Foundation Research Unit 
Study Paper no. 63. The analysis forms a con-
tinuation of the work begun in the Rockwool 
Foundation Research Unit project entitled ‘A Di-
viding Population?’, which has been described 
in various publications, including Research Unit 
Newsletters of June 2006 and November 2013. 
This new analysis was also published in June 
2014 in the journal American Economic Review.

‘These boys and young 
men are influenced by 
others, regardless of the 
ethnicity of the criminals. 
However, the effects are 
greater if the criminals 
are from the same coun-
try of origin as the young 
people themselves.’

Anna Piil Damm
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Unique data material furnishes new knowledge

tion is available concerning how many cri-
mes are committed in the various areas of 
the country. Consequently, studies have been 
made of whether the number of crimes com-
mitted in a specified residential area affects 
the criminality of the inhabitants. For the Da-
nish study, there was also information avai-
lable about where criminals live, and conse-
quently it has been possible to study the sig-
nificance of the number of criminals living in 
an area.

The results obtained from analysing these 
two different sets of data are rather different. 
If the basis of an analysis – as in the previous 
American studies – is the number of crimes 
in an area, then what is being measured is 
the effect on the inhabitants of that area of 
the number of robberies, break-ins and cri-
mes of violence to which they are exposed. 
Such studies show something about how in-
security and urban decay can affect people.

However, they do not necessarily reveal 
anything about relations between people – 
about social interactions, in other words. The 
crimes that occur in one area are often com-
mitted by people who live elsewhere.

Several studies show that among crimi-
nals, it is customary to leave in peace an area 
within a certain radius of one’s own home. 
Consequently, a high level of crime in a gi-
ven area does not necessarily mean that there 
are many criminals among the people that 
the children and young people who live the-
re meet on a daily basis. It is precisely this 
dimension that can be captured by the new 
Danish study, in that it reveals the types of 
people encountered by immigrant boys in 
their everyday environment – at school, in 
youth clubs, and on street corners. And the 
results of the study show that the more cri-
minals such boys meet, the greater the like-
lihood that they will be convicted of crime 
themselves when they reach the age of crimi-
nal responsibility.

The data available would in theory make 
it possible to base the Danish study on smal-
ler areas than entire municipalities – for 
example, on neighbourhoods. However, it 
transpires that such units are actually too 
small to use for measurements.

The fact that criminals often commit their 
crimes in partnership with others from the 
same municipality, but not necessarily the 
same neighbourhood, is a further indication 

The analysis that shows that immigrant boys 
are more likely to commit youth crime if they 
grow up in a municipality with many young 
criminals represents entirely new knowledge.

An important reason for this is that it 
draws upon data material that is unique in 
an international context.

The material is, in fact, unique in two 
ways.

One way in which it is unique is that the 
immigrant children included in the study 
are children (below age 15) of refugees who 
were placed in housing by the Danish Refu-
gee Council in the period 1986-1998. Precise-
ly because of this, the study avoids a problem 
that otherwise causes economists (and other 
statisticians) great difficulty, namely that of 
self-selection.

This problem of self-selection makes it dif-
ficult to determine whether people who sha-
re certain characteristics group themselves 
together in specific areas – in other words, 
that they themselves chose to live in an area 
because of what they are – or whether the 
opposite is the case, that people who live in 
a specific area acquire certain characteristics 
because of where they live.

This problem does not arise in relation to 
the children of the refugees who were inclu-
ded in this study, as they were not able to 
choose where they would live. Instead, they 
were placed in housing by the authorities, in 
this case the Danish Refugee Council, and 
thus there was no self-selection.

The study covered a total of 4,425 children, 
of whom 55 percent were boys, and focused 
on any criminal convictions these boys recei-
ved between the ages of 15 and 21.

Not crimes, but criminals
The data material also differs from that used 
in other analyses in a second way. It provides 
the answer to a question that has been posed 
on numerous occasions – namely, whether 
people become more criminal if they are sur-
rounded by crime.

This is an issue which has been investi-
gated many times, especially in the USA, 
and the results are ambiguous – maybe yes, 
maybe no.

However, there is one crucial difference 
between the American and the Danish stu-
dies, and that difference lies in the data on 
which they are based. In the USA, informa-
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that the municipality rather than the neigh-
bourhood is the appropriate unit on which to 
base the study. An investigation was carried 
out as part of the analysis as to where any ac-
complices in criminal actions came from. It 

was found that only 34 percent of criminals’ 
accomplices lived in the same neighbour-
hood, while fully 75 percent came from the 
same municipality.

A criminal conviction is only a minor hindrance 
to employment

Young immigrant males who have received 
a criminal conviction at some point find it a 
little harder than others to find work.

This finding is one of the offshoots of the 
analysis of the progress of children from refu-
gee families who arrived in Denmark during 
the period 1986-1998.

A study was conducted of whether these 
young people had received one or more cri-
minal convictions when they were aged bet-
ween 15 and 21, and then of the labour mar-
ket status of the same young people when 
they were aged 23-25.

It was found that a conviction does tend 
to reduce the likelihood of having a job – but 
not by much. While 54 percent of other young 
men from refugee families were in employ-
ment at age 25, this was true of only 52 per-
cent of young men with a criminal record.

The effect is sufficiently large to be sta-
tistically significant, but it is not very great 
from an economic perspective. It is worth no-
ting in this context that generally speaking 

– for nine out of ten of those receiving a cri-
minal conviction – that they are fined, wit-
hout being given a prison sentence. Only one 
in ten of those receiving a criminal convic-
tion had committed an offence that led to 
their being incarcerated for either a short or 
a lengthy period.

In parallel with the study of labour mar-
ket participation, an investigation was made 
of the extent to which young people with a 
criminal conviction were able subsequently 
to complete a course of education at upper 
secondary level that qualified them for a job, 
such as training to be a mechanic, an engi-
neer or a social and health care assistant.

This study showed that a conviction had 
no effect on whether young people take such 
a course of study. For both those with cri-
minal convictions and those without, 27 per-
cent of young people from immigrant back-
grounds were enrolled in such a course at age 
25, while 41 percent had already completed 
their training.

More police reduces the number of crimes

More police patrolling the streets means less 
crime.

This is the slightly simplified conclusion 
of a study of the factors that contribute to re-
ducing crime among young people in indivi-
dual municipalities.

The study of what initiatives have the po-
tential to reduce crime in a given area forms 
part of the analysis carried out by researchers 
Anna Piil Damm of Aarhus University and 
Christian Dustmann of University College 
London in collaboration with the Rockwool 
Foundation Research Unit and reported in 
Does Growing Up in a High Crime Neighbor-
hood Affect Youth Criminal Behavior?

Specifically, an investigation was made of 
whether various characteristics of municipa-
lities were associated with an increased or 
reduced level of crime among the children 

of refugee families. Factors examined inclu-
ded the proportion of people in poverty, the 
number of residents in the municipality and 
the teaching resources in primary/lower se-
condary schools.

Many of the factors investigated were 
 found to have no significance for the amount 
of crime committed. This was the case, for 
example, for the crime detection rate. This 
had no relation to the number of young im-
migrants who committed crimes, or to how 
much crime they committed.

It was found, however, that the number 
of police officers per thousand of the popu-
lation in the police district did affect male 
youth crime.

While a greater number of police officers 
did not actually affect the number of young 
people who were convicted of crimes, it did 



have an effect the total number of con-
victions for crimes committed by young 
men.

In other words, employing more police 
officers did not appear to deter immigrant 

boys from embarking on criminal activi-
ty. But once the police knew whom they 
should keep an eye on, they were able to 
direct resources to this end and reduce 
the total number of crimes.

Refugees in Denmark: Parents are affected only by their 
immigrant neighbours, and not by Danes; but their 
children are influenced by everyone

Analyses of the significance of the sur-
roundings for how well adult refugees 
fare in the labour market have revealed 
some other mechanisms at work than tho-
se that are significant for whether their 
children commit a crime.

The main conclusion reached in the 
Rockwool Foundation Research Unit 
News letter of November 2013 was that a 
high level of employment in general in 
their neighbourhood does not help the lo-
cal refugees to be more successful in the 
labour market.

Employment and annual incomes 
among refugees are completely unaffected 
by whether their Danish neighbours are 
employed or receive passive benefits.

Contact with Danes thus seems to have 
no relevance in this context. During their 
first years in Denmark, refugees do not 
speak Danish, and they apparently have 
little to do with their Danish neighbours. 
This may explain why it makes no diffe-
rence to their rate of employment in their 
first six years after being granted asylum 
whether they live in the same area as Da-
nes who exhibit rates of employment of 
80, 70, 60 or 50 percent.

In contrast, it is of great significance 
whether there is a high rate of employ-
ment among people living in the neigh-
bourhood who are of the same national 
origin as the refugees. If refugees are as-
signed to a neighbourhood in which the-
re is a high rate of employment among 

their fellow countrymen, then the refu-
gees tend to have a higher annual income 
in their first six years after assignment.

The analysis also shows that the rate 
of employment among refugees rises 
when non-Western immigrants in gene-
ral are doing well. This may indicate the 
existence of ethnic networks that help 
unemployed refugees to find a foothold 
on the labour market.

In contrast, the main conclusion 
drawn in this Newsletter is that children 
of refugees are influenced by both Danish 
and immigrant youth living in their resi-
dential area.

It is scarcely surprising that the first 
group – the parents – are unaffected by 
interaction with the neighbouring Danes, 
while the second group – the children – 
are strongly influenced.

The parents arrive in Denmark una-
ble to speak the language, and they are 
not forced to participate in relationships 
with the Danes around them in any con-
text. For the children, life is very diffe-
rent. From the day they arrive they are 
surrounded by and must relate to children 
and youth of all ethnic origins, including 
Danes – in day care centres, in schools, in 
their leisure activities and on the street.

There are thus two very different pat-
terns of interaction involved, and conse-
quently the results are different for the 
adults and the children.
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