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We spend a fair amount of time fact-checking statements, most of them from President Trump, 

linking immigrants to higher crime rates in the United States. 

Researchers on all sides of this debate generally agree that such claims are impossible to verify 

when it comes to undocumented immigrants, since there are no nationwide data that track 

offenders by their immigration status. 

Meanwhile, most of the research that does exist on this subject says something different: Crime 

tends to decrease in areas where immigrants settle, whether they’re in the country legally or 

illegally. 

We first fact-checked Trump on this question when he was a candidate in 2015, and we revisited 

our fact-check in January 2018, a year into his presidency, to see whether any new research 

might change our Four Pinocchio ruling. 

It didn’t. 

Almost all the research on this subject continued to contradict Trump’s claims. 

But there was one study that went against the grain. 

John R. Lott of the Crime Prevention Research Center analyzed 32½ years of prisoner data from 

the Arizona Department of Corrections and came to a revolutionary conclusion. He found that 

undocumented immigrants in the Arizona data, which covers 1985 to 2017, had the highest 

incarceration rate compared with legal immigrants and the U.S.-born population. 

“What we’re finding is that people who are legal immigrants tend to be extremely law-abiding,” 

Lott told The Fact Checker in January. “But illegal immigrants commit crimes at extremely high 

rates. And when you lump them together you get something in the middle.” 

The Arizona information is “great data in the sense that it doesn’t lump the two together,” Lott 

said. 

Lott’s methodology has since been called into question by Alex Nowrasteh, a researcher at the 

pro-immigration Cato Institute who says Lott ended up conflating legal and unauthorized 

immigrants anyway. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/wp/2018/01/18/trumps-claim-that-immigrants-bring-tremendous-crime-is-still-wrong/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3099992
https://www.cato.org/blog/fatal-flaw-john-r-lott-jrs-study-illegal-immigrant-crime-arizona


We investigated Nowrasteh’s claims. We consulted all the relevant groups, agencies and officials 

in Arizona, as well as the Department of Justice. And we ran all our findings by Lott. This debate 

does not lend itself easily to a Pinocchio rating, but we’re going to lay out all the arguments we 

found, and readers can make their own judgments. 

The Facts 

A comparison of census and FBI data shows the U.S. rate of violent crime was cut by nearly half 

from 1990 to 2013, while the number of undocumented immigrants in the country tripled. 

Nevertheless, the idea that immigrants bring crime has taken hold. In 2017, 45 percent of 

Americans said immigrants make the crime situation worse, 43 percent said there was not much 

effect and 9 percent said immigrants make the crime situation better, according to a Gallup poll. 

Fact-checkers usually have a hard time refereeing broad claims about undocumented-immigrant 

crimes, for the simple reason that no group or government agency tracks U.S. prisoners by their 

immigration status. In short, there’s no way to prove these claims. The task is especially daunting 

because nearly 90 percent of prisoners are in state or local prisons, not housed by the federal 

government, according to the Justice Department. 

This is partly why Lott’s study gained so much attention. It appeared to be the first to fill in the 

massive gaps in U.S. data about undocumented immigrants and crime. 

“The murder and manslaughter rate for illegal immigrants is 2.7 times higher than the average 

for U.S. citizens,” Lott previously told The Fact Checker, relaying one finding from the Arizona 

study. 

“While undocumented immigrants from 15 to 35 years of age make up a little over 2 percent of 

the Arizona population, they make up almost 8 percent of the prison population,” the study says. 

“These immigrants also tend to commit more serious crimes.” 

Lott’s work quickly gained traction, with write-ups not only in The Fact Checker but in Breitbart 

News, the Washington Examiner and other outlets. Attorney General Jeff Sessions referred to 

Lott’s study in a Jan. 26 speech. 

“I’m sure you’ve heard that immigrants are less likely to commit a crime than average,” Sessions 

said. “But one study that just came out looked at the prison population in Arizona and found that 

illegal aliens are more than twice as likely to be convicted of crimes as Arizonans. They’re more 

likely to be convicted of sexual assault, robbery, and driving under the influence. They’re more 

than twice as likely to be convicted of murder.” 

Nowrasteh, the Cato Institute researcher, reviewed the same Arizona data and found what he 

called a “fatal flaw” in Lott’s study. 

There’s a category in the Arizona prisoner data set labeled “non-U.S. citizen, deportable.” 

Lott based his study on the data in this category and assumed that it included only undocumented 

immigrants. Nowrasteh contends that this category actually included a mix of undocumented 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/wp/2015/07/08/donald-trumps-false-comments-connecting-mexican-immigrants-and-crime/
http://news.gallup.com/poll/213146/americans-positive-effects-immigration.aspx
http://www.breitbart.com/big-government/2018/01/16/dreamer-age-illegals-crime-rate-double-young-americans-says-report/
http://www.breitbart.com/big-government/2018/01/16/dreamer-age-illegals-crime-rate-double-young-americans-says-report/
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/report-daca-age-illegals-far-more-likely-to-commit-crimes-be-in-jail
https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-sessions-delivers-remarks-national-security-and-immigration-priorities
https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-sessions-delivers-remarks-national-security-and-immigration-priorities
https://www.cato.org/blog/fatal-flaw-john-r-lott-jrs-study-illegal-immigrant-crime-arizona


immigrants and migrants legally present in the United States who became deportable by 

committing serious offenses while in the United States. 

“It includes people who have green cards, temporary work permits, a tourist visa, and it also 

includes illegal immigrants,” Nowrasteh said. “We just don’t know how many and John wrote in 

his paper numerous times that the advantage of his study is that he can identify illegal 

immigrants, but he can’t.” 

In an online post responding to Nowrasteh, Lott maintained that he read the Arizona data 

correctly. Lott wrote that he “followed the guidance” of the Arizona County Attorneys’ 

Association and District Attorney Bill Montgomery of Maricopa County. 

“He [Montgomery] told us that a pre-sentencing report is used to determine citizenship,” Lott 

wrote. “This is key because documented immigrants don’t risk being labeled as ‘non-U.S. 

citizen, deportable’ until after they have been convicted.” 

Did Montgomery give these pointers to Lott? 

“No and Mr. Montgomery has not read the study,” said Amanda Jacinto, a spokeswoman for the 

district attorney. “Mr. Montgomery has no knowledge of this category or the distinctions made 

between legal/illegal immigrants in how the Arizona Department of Corrections classifies 

inmates on this basis.” 

This still leaves the possibility that someone else at the Arizona prosecutors’ association, which 

is actually called the Arizona Prosecuting Attorneys’ Advisory Council (APAAC), gave Lott a 

hand with his study. 

Elizabeth Ortiz, the executive director of APAAC, said her group hired Lott to update a different 

study about Arizona’s prisoner population. It is called the “Fischer report,” after Daryl Fischer, 

the researcher who authored the previous three versions of this report for APAAC. 

While Lott was working on the updated Fischer report, he used the same Arizona prisoner data 

for his own, separate study about undocumented immigrants and crime. 

“APAAC has nothing to do with that other report,” Ortiz said. “I was not aware that that report 

was even being created before it was released. It’s in my opinion sole and separate from what Dr. 

Lott did in the Fischer report.” 

In the Fischer report, Lott and a co-author do not reach any conclusions about undocumented 

immigrants and crime. But they found “non-U.S. citizens” accounted for 28.8 percent of drug 

sales and trafficking offenses (much higher than their share of the population) and 2.2 percent of 

drug possession offenses (lower than their share). However, these numbers do not distinguish 

between legal and undocumented immigrants. 

Lastly, we reached out directly to the Arizona Department of Corrections with the simple 

question at the heart of this debate: Does your data set distinguish between legal and illegal 

immigrants, as Lott says? 

https://crimeresearch.org/2018/02/responding-catos-attacks-research-regarding-crime-illegal-immigrants/
https://crimeresearch.org/2018/02/responding-catos-attacks-research-regarding-crime-illegal-immigrants/
http://azsentencing.org/images/docs/Prisoners-in-Arizona%E2%80%94-A-2017-Update-on-Selected-Topics-2017.pdf
http://azsentencing.org/8-roundtable-overview-3-18-18


“The department tracks inmates who are ‘criminal aliens,’” said Andrew Wilder, the 

department’s communications director. “That is, a non-U.S. citizen or national of the United 

States that was sentenced to prison for a felony conviction. ADC doesn’t determine or track 

immigration status as to whether an inmate is ‘legal’ or ‘illegal.’” 

We asked again. Does this mean the Arizona data do not distinguish between legal and 

undocumented residents? “That is correct,” Wilder said. 

He added that the corrections department releases data upon request and “does NOT make 

endorsements or claims regarding the research, methodologies, or conclusions by parties that 

utilize our data.” 

In an interview with The Fact Checker, Lott maintained that he was following guidance from 

APAAC. Even if Nowrasteh is right, Lott said, the error would not change his conclusions 

because he estimated it would subtract only 10 percent of the undocumented immigrants in his 

study. This is based on calculations using data on detainer requests filed by U.S. Immigration 

and Customs Enforcement, as detailed in a series of posts by Lott and Nowrasteh. 

“One, I was relying on what I was told by APAAC,” Lott said. “Two, even if you take these 

claims as given, we’re talking about 10 percent of the total, and it doesn’t come anywhere near to 

changing the overall results.” 

Asked about the response from the Arizona Department of Corrections, Lott said “the same 

answers apply.” 

“Even if they want to go and make that argument, it’s a small portion of the number there and 

it’s not going to change the overall result,” he said. 

For his part, Nowrasteh says there is no way to know how much of an impact Lott’s error had on 

his study. “The Arizona data does not tell us,” he said. It would be possible to find out by using 

statistical modeling, Nowrasteh said, but Lott has dismissed such estimates when other groups 

used statistical models in studies that found no relationship between immigration and higher 

crime. 

One more thing: What about the Justice Department? Sessions made reference to Lott’s study in 

a speech in January. Does he think it holds up now? 

“In defending himself from an attack by a group that supports open borders policies, Lott 

provided additional data points supporting his findings, and his study continues to be an 

important part of the debate about illegal immigration and sanctuary city policies,” a DOJ 

official said. 

The Pinocchio Test 

The back-and-forth over Lott’s study is somewhat academic and does not lend itself easily to a 

Pinocchio rating, but it’s clear that politicians, government officials and advocacy groups must 

be careful in describing Lott’s findings. 

https://ra.washpost.com/blog/,DanaInfo=www.cato.org,SSL+fatal-flaw-john-r-lott-jrs-study-illegal-immigrant-crime-arizona
https://ra.washpost.com/2018/02/responding-catos-attacks-research-regarding-crime-illegal-immigrants/,DanaInfo=crimeresearch.org,SSL+
https://ra.washpost.com/blog/,DanaInfo=www.cato.org,SSL+responding-john-r-lott-jr-illegal-immigrant-criminality


Nowrasteh identified a significant flaw in Lott’s study that undercuts his conclusion. Lott says 

the overall thrust of his study still holds, but the issue muddles his research and invites 

guesswork as to the actual crime rate for the undocumented immigrant population in Arizona. 

The people Lott says he consulted for guidance on this said they had no hand in his work and did 

not give him advice. The Arizona Department of Corrections says its data set does not 

distinguish between legal and undocumented immigrants. 

Readers can make their own judgments and offer their own Pinocchio ratings below. For now, 

we will continue to monitor how this study is used and whether it is being described accurately 

by public officials and advocacy groups. 

 


