


F irst-generation immigrants are
more likely to be law-abiding than
third-generation Americans of sim-
ilar socioeconomic status, reports

Robert Sampson, Ford professor of the so-
cial sciences. These new findings run
counter to conventional wisdom, which
holds that immigration creates chaos. The
prevailing “social disorganization theory”
first gained traction in the 1920s and ’30s,
after the last big wave of European immi-
grants poured into the United States.
Scholars have maintained that the result-
ing heterogeneity harmed so-
ciety. “They weren’t saying
that this was caused by any
trait of a particular group,”
Sampson explains. “Rather,
they were saying that lots of
mixing would make commu-
nication across groups di∞-
cult, make it hard to achieve
consensus, and create more
crime.”

Yet in Sampson’s recent
study, first-generation Latino
immigrants o≠er a particu-
larly vivid counterexample to
this common assumption.
“They come into the country
with low resources and high
poverty, so you would expect
a high propensity to vio-

lence,” Sampson says. But Latinos were
less prone to such actions than either
blacks or whites—providing the latest evi-
dence that Latinos do better on a range of
social indicators, a phenomenon sociolo-
gists call the “Latino paradox.” 

With colleagues Je≠rey Moreno≠ of the
University of Michigan and Stephen Rau-
denbush, now of the University of
Chicago, Sampson followed 3,000 young
people in 180 Chicago neighborhoods from
1995 to 2002. They ranged in age from
eight to 25, and came from a full range of

income levels and from neighborhoods
with varying degrees of integration.
Chicago was a deliberate choice: “We felt
it was representative of where the country
was going,” Sampson explains. The num-
ber of Mexican immigrants in the city
skyrocketed in the 1990s, and immigration
from Poland and Russia also increased,
creating an almost equal three-way split
in Chicago’s general population among
whites, blacks, and Latinos.

During the course of their study, Samp-
son and his colleagues periodically inter-
viewed the young people on a range of
subjects, including asking whether they
had been involved in such violent acts as
fighting or robbery. The researchers sup-
plemented this data with census, crime,
and poverty statistics, and with a separate
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survey that asked 9,000 Chicago adults
about the strength of social networks in
their neighborhoods. The investigators
then developed mathematical models to
determine the probability that a given
child would engage in a violent act, and to
understand which factors raised or low-
ered his or her likelihood of violence.    

Sampson was surprised to discover that
a person’s immigrant status emerged as a
stronger indicator of a dispropensity to vi-

olence than any other factor, including
poverty, ethnic background, and IQ. “It’s
just a whopping e≠ect,” he says. Of people
born in other countries, he notes, “First-
generation immigrants are 45 percent less
likely to commit violence than third-gen-
eration immigrants, and second-genera-
tion immigrants are about 22 percent less
likely [to do so] than the third genera-
tion.” Mexican Americans were the least
violent among those studied, in large part
because they were the most likely to be
first-generation immigrants, Sampson
adds. The study also revealed that neigh-
borhoods matter. “Kids living in neighbor-
hoods with a high concentration of first-
generation immigrants have lower rates of
violence,” he explains, “even if they aren’t
immigrants themselves.”

What makes new arrivals more law-
abiding? Sampson theorizes that people
who relocate here for the sake of greater
opportunity come with a strong work
ethic: “They may have a certain motivation
to work and not get arrested,” he says. The
young Latinos in Sampson’s study were
also more likely to live with married
adults, which correlated with a lower risk
of violence, and to hold conservative opin-
ions regarding drug use and crime, all of
which might deter them from breaking
the law. Finally, living in a neighborhood
with many first-generation immigrants—
who appear to bond over their shared ex-
perience—generates a dense social net-
work that may steer young people away
from crime. It’s likely, Sampson adds, that
many of these immigrants are in the coun-
try illegally, which may give them “extra

incentive to keep a clean record and not
commit crimes, in order to avoid deporta-
tion.” After a few generations here, how-
ever,  America’s tradition of “frontier jus-
tice” may prompt greater violence, he
speculates. “It’s that notion of reacting to
insults and taking the law into your own
hands,” he says. “You would expect more
exposure to that over time.”

When immigration increases, “the cul-
ture of violence is diluted,” Sampson sug-

gests. Indeed, he wonders if the last
decade’s spike in immigration nationwide
might explain the drop in crime in Ameri-
can cities around the same time, an idea he
explored in an op-ed piece for the New York
Times (“Open Doors Don’t Invite Crimi-
nals,” March 11, 2006) published as Con-
gress began to debate immigration reform.

The column prompted a flood of e-mails

and letters, including angry rebuttals from
groups favoring strict immigration con-
trols and hate mail from individuals.
Sampson says he wasn’t surprised: another
portion of this research indicates that pre-
conceived notions about foreigners and
minorities are tremendously di∞cult to
shake. He and his colleagues found that
the presence of Latinos and blacks in a
neighborhood creates a perception of dis-
order, even when levels of crime and disor-

der are actually low. “People make
inferences about neighborhoods
very quickly,” he says.

Stil l, Sampson believes that
America’s history as a nation of im-
migrants means that those who
have arrived in the most recent
wave will ultimately be accepted
into the fold. “At the end of the day,

I’m optimistic that this debate will re-
solve itself in a way that’s consistent with
the past,” he says. “I think the data show
that the country isn’t going to hell in a
handbasket because of immigration.”

�erin o’donnell

robert sampson e-mail address:
rsampson@wjh.harvard.edu
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“Alternative” Placebos

D octors once kept jars full
of sugar pills, in various col-
ors, in their o∞ces. “Take two
of these and call me in the

morning,” they’d tell their di∞cult pa-
tients. In the 1950s, when the randomized
controlled trial was developed as a proce-
dure, scientists learned the sugar pills
could indeed have an e≠ect—termed
placebo, Latin for “I shall please.” The stud-
ies turned scientists’ view of those pills
on its head, just when the medical com-
munity began questioning the ethics of
administering them. “They said it had
huge e≠ects—but you’re not allowed to
give it,” says assistant professor of medi-
cine Ted J. Kaptchuk of the Medical
School’s Osher Institute, which evaluates
so-called holistic or alternative medicine
and seeks to integrate it with Western
medicine (see “The New Ancient Trend in
Medicine,” March-April 2002, page 46).

The placebo e≠ect has become so well-
established that regulatory agencies now
approve a new drug only after studies
show that its e≠ect exceeds that of a
placebo. Still, much remains to be learned
about the constellation of circum-
stances—expectations, perception, the
power of positive thinking—that seem-
ingly come together to create the e≠ect.
Kaptchuk, who studied and practiced
Chinese medicine before coming to Har-
vard, has devoted his career to investigat-
ing the subject. In a recent study, he found
that placebo acupuncture confers a more
powerful e≠ect than does a traditional
sugar (or, in this case, cornstarch) pill.

Kaptchuk studied 270 adults who re-
ported moderate to severe pain, lasting at
least three months, in one arm, and who
rated their pain at least a 3 on a 10-point
scale. He divided subjects into four
groups: one received an analgesic in pill
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