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Abstract: 
 
Only 27% of East Germans and 43% of West Germans say no to the statement that "foreigners living 
in Germany commit criminal offences more often than Germans". And the stereotype of the "criminal 
foreigner" is widely spread in German mass media, and even a lot of politicians and some social sci-
entists believe in high crime rates of migrants. As Germany has been a modern immigration country 
since the sixties, and, for demographic reasons, will depend on further immigration during the next 
decades, high crime rates of immigrants would be a serious obstacle to the necessary integration of 
ethnic minorities. 
 
Two research projects of mine using different data and different methods have come to the same con-
clusion: the crime rates of migrant workers and their families are not higher than those of Germans, 
and they are even lower than those of comparable German groups of similar social profile (with regard 
to class, age and gender). These results correspond with former results of migration research in clas-
sical immigration countries like Israel, the USA or Australia, and they are confirmed by a recent Swiss 
analysis. 
 
These results can be explained by the "thesis of adaption": migrants are willing to put up with struc-
tural disadvantages (low income, problematic conditions of work, low social prestige) more easily than 
Germans. 
 
The situation among the second and third migrant generations is somewhat different. Crime rates in 
general are not higher than among German youth, but juveniles from migrant families more often 
commit criminal acts of violence, and the percentage of "serious criminals" (high number of offences) 
is higher. Obviously law-abiding parents of migrant families are not able to fully transmit their high 
conformity with the law to their (male) offspring. The above-average violence rates among young mi-
grants are partially due to the bad living conditions of many migrant families (high rates of unemploy-
ment, of poverty, of dependence on social welfare), but they are also due to social exclusion, deficits 
of acceptance and xenophobic aggressions in Germany. 
 
The public discussion about the "criminal foreigner" is connected to the public discussion about immi-
gration in general - a discussion which has radically changed in recent years. Until the end of the nine-
ties, public opinion was dominated by the slogan "Germany is not an immigration country". However, 
during the last years, the political elites have accepted the demographic facts and have realized that 
Germany needs immigration. One consequence of this change is that the so-called "criminality of for-
eigners" is being discussed less loudly and more cautiously. 
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Do "foreigners" commit more crimes than Germans? This is a simple question, but a 
very complex problem. I will begin with some remarks on the political and social rele-
vance of this question. 
 
 
1. The political relevance of the question - support for or obstacle to integra-

tion 
 
Since the sixties, Germany has been an immigration country. The number and the 
percentage of ethnic minorities working and living in Germany have almost steadily 
increased. Today, more than eight million inhabitants of Germany - or more than ten 
percent of its population - belong to non-German ethnic groups. 
 
This development has demographic reasons: For more than thirty years, Germany 
has had very low birth rates; each generation of children is by about one third smaller 
than the generation of their parents. And that means: without immigration the econ-
omy as well as the system of social security - especially for the elderly people - would 
have collapsed. This trend will continuue. There is no doubt that Germany will need 
immigration in the next decades, and that the percentage of ethnic minorities will 
double from about 10% nowadays to more than 20% in twenty or thirty years (cf. 
Geißler 2002, 49-80). 
 
Consequently, Germany faces a great challenge: the challenge of integration, of in-
tegrating its increasing ethnic minorities. And the question of my presentation - "Do 
'foreigners' commit more crimes than Germans?" -, the question whether immigrants 
abide by the laws of their immigration country, is of crucial importance for their ac-
ceptance and integration. High crime rates of migrant workers would be a serious 
obstacle to their integration. 
 
 
2. The "criminal foreigner" - a dominant prejudice in public discussion 
 
In the eighties and nineties, the public discussion of this problem has been very prob-
lematic and not at all helpfull for the integration of the migrant workers and their fami-
lies. Journalists, politicians and - as a sociologist I must say to my regret - also some 
social scientists have spread the stereotype of the "criminal foreigner". Headlines and 
articles have disseminated the information that foreigners are a dangerous group.The 
Welt am Sonntag e.g. - an important Sunday paper - titled two large articles about 
"foreigner criminality" with the headlines "22.719 of 68.230 prisoners in Germany are 
foreigners - every third one "(November 5, 1995) and "Police research groups: for-
eigners commit two and a half times as many crimes as Germans" (April 21, 1996). 
 
Systematic content analysis of mass media reveals that the coverage of ethnic mi-
nority problems shows very negative tendencies. Crimes and criminality committed 
by the so-called "foreigners" are one of the main subjects of many local, regional and 
national newspapers.1

                                                 
1 Cf. Geißler 1999 und 2000; Ruhrmann/Demren 2000; Jäger 2000. 
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I analysed the coverage in the Siegener Zeitung, the best-selling newspaper in the 
region of my university. The results were depressing: nearly 60% of all articles men-
tioning ethnic minorities dealt with their crimes. Even in the Frankfurt Allgemeine Zei-
tung - one of the so-called "serious" national newspapers - more than a quarter of all 
articles about ethnic minorities reported criminal acts. 
 
Thus it is not astonishing that the figure of the criminal foreigner is widely spread in 
the heads of the Germans. In 1996, a representative survey asked the question "Do 
foreigners living in Germany commit more crimes than Germans?". Only 27% of East 
Germans and 43% of West Germans answered "No" (ALLBUS 1996). 
 
Does the stereotype of the "criminal foreigner" correspond to reality? Do migrants 
really commit more crimes than Germans? 
 
 
3. A flawed and misleading "statistical proof" 
 
Very often, the figure of the "criminal foreigner" is illustrated by certain kinds of data. 
There seems to be a kind of "statistical proof" of this figure: The police statistics re-
port that 28% of the suspected criminals are foreigners, although the percentage of 
foreigners among the residential population only amounts to 9%.  And the conclusion 
of this comparison seems to be very simple: Foreigners obviously commit about 
three times as many crimes as Germans. I have got a large collection of articles - 
from magazines, local and national newspapers -, where this kind of comparison is 
used. 
 
At first sight, these data and the conclusion drawn from them seem to be very logical 
and convincing. But I will show that those who argue in this way, make three serious 
mistakes and that these mistakes lead to misleading, partly racist prejudices. 
 
1. The first mistake is the comparison of the incomparable. Comparing police sta-

tistics with population statistics does not only mean to compare apples to pears, it 
is worse - it means to compare apples to cucumbers. 

 
2. The second mistake is the neglect of the ethnic selection process in reports to 

police and through police and  
 
3. the third mistake is the neglect of the social profile effect. 
 
My following analysis is concentrated on the core group of the ethnic minorities - on 
the migrant workers and their families. About 85% of all foreigners living in Germany 
belong to this grouop. 
 
My theses are as follows(cf. Geißler 2001 and 2003): 
 
1. Migrant workers and their families abide by German laws at least as well as 

Germans do. 
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2. Their crime rates are even much lower than the crime rates of Germans of a 
comparable social profile - or in other words: of Germans living in compa-
rable social conditions. 

 
I will develop these theses by explaining the three mistakes I mentioned before. 
 
 
4. The apple - cucumber - comparison 
 
The "statistical proof" compares police statistics with population statistics. But both 
statistics are not comparable because their categories of "foreigners" refer to totally 
different groups. But it is possible to make them comparable because we may isolate 
the core group of the migrant workers in both statistics. This more differenciated view 
shows us that only about one quarter of all foreign suspected registered in the police 
statistics belong to the migrant workers and their families, the vast majority of the for-
eign suspected are "illegals", "cross-border criminals" (the police statistics call them 
"criminal tourists"), asylum-seekers or "others". And that means: In 2002, only 6.8% 
of all suspected are migrant workers or members of their families (Bundeskriminalamt 
2003, 107). As this group represents 7.5% of the people living in Germany in 2002 
(Geißler 2004), one may draw an important first conclusion: Migrant workers and 
their families are not more often, but even slightly less often registered as sus-
pected by the police than Germans. 
 
This conclusion is a first important result. It shows that the figure of the "criminal for-
eigner" does not suit the core group of the migrant workers. 
 
 But the figure of 6.8% of suspected persons which I mentioned above does not tell 
the whole truth. A correct interpretation of this percentage has to take into account 
the two other mistakes - the neglect of  the ethnic selection process and of the social 
profile effect. 
   
 I will begin with the problem of ethnic selection. 
 
 
 
5.  Ethnic selection 
 
Even the criminologists of the 19th century already knew that criminal statistics do not 
tell the truth about criminal reality. There is a big difference between criminal reality 
on the one hand and the registered figures in the criminal statistics on the other 
hand, because  the vast majority of the committed crimes is not reported to the police 
or other instances of criminal prosecution. There exists a large "dark field" of criminal-
ity - as the German language says -a "dark field", because criminality in this field re-
mains in darkness, is not known to the police or procecutors or judges and can there-
fore not be registered in statistics. The last estimations of German criminologists say 
that only about 10% of all committed crimes are reported to the police and are regis-
tered in the statistics; about 90% remain in the dark. 
 
It is obvious that "selective processes" intervene between criminal reality and their 
registration in criminal statistics. Criminal statistics have certain biases - and - with 
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regard to my problem - the following question arises: Is there an ethnic bias, is there 
a kind if ethnic selection, does ethnicity influence the process of registration in the 
police statistics? 
 
Three recent German studies on criminal behaviour show that there is operating a 
mechanism of ethnic selction: Crimes committed by foreigners are more often 
reported to police than crimes committed by Germans.2  
 
In one of these studies, which analysed crimes of young people, these differences 
are really dramatic: only every sixth criminal act committed by young male Germans 
was reported to police, but every second criminal act committed by sons of immi-
grants (Mansel/Hurrelmann 1998). 
 
From the mechanism of ethnic selection we may draw a further reliable conclusion: 
Police statistics overestimate the criminality of ethnic minorities, and that means: The 
real crime rates of migrant workers and their families are lower than those of 
Germans. 
 
 
6. The social profile effect 
 
The third problem we have to take into consideration for an adequate interpretation of 
criminal statistics is the social profile effect. What does that mean? The social profile 
of a group refers to its demographic characteristics - to its composition by gender, 
age, qualification and class. 
 
The social profile of a group indicates its social living conditions and has an important 
influence on its criminal behaviour and the process of criminalization: 
- Men commit far more crimes than women. 
- Young people commit more crimes than old people. (Old people are merely be-

yond good and evil.) 
- Persons having a low level of education or belonging to the lower classes commit 

more crimes and are more often criminalized than persons having a high level of 
education or belonging to the higher classes. 

 
Migrant workers differ from Germans with respect to all these criteria: 
- The percentage of men among them is higher; 
- they are younger; 
- their level of education is lower and 
- they are much more often members of the lower classes. 
 
And that means:The specifiics of their social profile and of their social living condi-
tions should increase their crime rates compared with those of the Germans. It is 
possible to quantify these effects. I did this calculation with the following results 
(Geißler 1995): 
- The gender effect - higher percentage of men among migrant workers - should 

increase their crime rates by 9%. 
- The age effect - more young people - should increase the crime rates by 33%. 

                                                 
2 Mansel/Hurrelmann 1998; Pfeiffer/Wetzels 1999; Mansel/Albrecht 2003. 
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- The most important effect is the class effect, because a majority of the migrants is 
working in positions of unskilled labour. Among the first generation the crime rates 
should therefore increase by 129%! The second generation is better educated 
and has better jobs; partly migrant children are social climbers. Consequently, the 
increase due to the class effect is smaller than among the first generation, but it 
still amounts to 78%. 

 
From these calculations we are able to draw another important conclusion: Migrant 
workers should have considerably higher crime rates than Germans, but - as we ha-
ve seen - they have not. Their rates are even slightly lower. And that means: Mi-
grant workers and their families commit considerably less crimes than Ger-
mans living in comparable social conditions. 
 
 
7. The effect of migration is law-abidance 
 
This result has relevant theoretical consequences with regard to the effects of migra-
tion on criminality. The effect of the migration of workers is not a higher crime 
rate, but just the opposite: the migration of workers leads to higher law-
abidance, causes lower crime rates. 
 
This result refutes the widely spread prejudices againt migrant workers in Germany, 
but it does not at all astonish experts in migration research. Migration studies in other 
immigration countries - in classical ones like the USA, Australia and Israel as well as 
in modern ones like Switzerland - have had similar results.3 My thesis that migrant 
workers in Germany are very law-abiding suits the situation in other countries. 
 
One interesting question is: Why do migrant workers abide so well by the laws? The 
"thesis of adaption" gives a simple and plausible explanation for their law-abidance: 
Their demands, their expectations are more modest than those of Gerrmans, and 
that is why they are able to put up more easily with structural disadvantages like low 
income, low standard of living, low social prestige, bad working conditions, high rates 
of poverty and high rates of unemployment. 
 
 
8. Problems of the second and third generations 
 
I do not want to cover up problems and to paint an idealized picture. That is why I will 
make some remarks on the second and third migrant generations. The situation of 
migrant children - especially of the males, the sons of the migrant families - is some-
what different. Several so-called dark field studies - the results of this kind of studies 
are much more reliable than the data of criminal statistics - show that the crime rates 
of children from migrant families are in general not higher than those of German y-
oung people. But they reveal two characteristics:4

 
1. Juveniles from migrant families more often commit serious crimes - acts of vio-

lence and burglary. On the other hand, young Germans more often commit petty 
thefts - like e.g. shoplifting. 

                                                 
3 Cf. Geißler/Marißen 1990 (USA, Israel), Trotha 1993 (Australia); Storz et.al.1996 (Switzerland). 
4 Cf. Geißler 2003; Loesel/Bliesner 2003; Naplava 2002;Oberwittler et.al. 2001; Pfeiffer/Wetzels 1999. 
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2. The second characteristic of young migrants is: The percentage of serious crimi-

nals,  who commit a high number of offences, is higher than that of their German 
peers. 

 
Another study of young prisoners shows: The young generation of migrants is over-
represented among the prisoners in youth detention centres in Northrhine-Westfalia, 
the largest state of Germany.The percentage of young residential foreigners among 
prisoners amounts to 28%, but among the residential population of the same age it 
comes only to 19% (Wirth 1998). 
 
A correct interpretation of these percentages, however, has to take into account the 
effects of ethnic selection. Above I mentioned this effect with regard to reports to the 
police, but ethnic selection continues to be effective during the following processes of 
prosecution. Several studies show that ethnic selection also works in court. Young 
foreigners are punished more severely than young Germans who committed similar 
crimes.5

 
The social profile effect, too, has to be taken into consideration. Among the young 
foreign prisoners 96% were unskilled, 77% without completion of basic secondary 
education and 74% were unemployed when committing the crimes. If we compare 
young foreigners to young Germans in a similar problematic social situation - low 
education and qualification, unemployment -, we get the results already known: 
young unemployed Germans of a low level of education and qualification are more 
often imprisoned than young unemployed migrants of a low level of education and 
qualification.The second generation of migrants is no longer willing to put up with 
structural disadvantages as easily as their parents did. Their reference groups for 
their demands and desires are no longer the migrants families, but the families of 
their German friends, class mates or neighbours. 
 
A second explanation of the relatively high crime rates of migrant children is the so-
cial exclusion of foreigners. The above-average rates of violence are also due to 
deficits of acceptance, partly they are reactions to xenophobic aggressions in Ger-
many (Gostomski 2003). The number of xenophobic hate crimes increased in the 
beginning of the nineties - in the years after German reunification - and although hav-
ing dropped during the last years it has remained on a high level, especially in East 
Germany. 
 
 
9. Recent changes 
 
I will finish my presentation with some remarks on the public discussion on these 
problems. 
 
In the nineties, many politicians and journalists neglected the scientific results and 
continued to disseminate the dangerous prejudice of the "criminal foreigner". The 
prejudice is dangerous because it fosters xenophobic attitues, it encourages hate 
crimes and acts of violence against ethnic minorities. Nevertheless it was very resis-

                                                 
5 Geißler/Marißen 1990; Ludwig-Mayerhofer/Nieman 1997; Pfeiffer/Wetzels 2000. 
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tant to scientific argumentation, because it had two important ideological and political 
functions: 
 
1. Firstly, it was a key argument for a restrictive immigration policy respectively "for-

eigner policy", as it was called in the nineties. Its message was: Stop immigration! 
Reduce it to a minimum, because immigrants are dangerous people, a danger for 
our public security! We do not want to import criminality! 

 
2. Its second function is: It is a figure which is useful to explain hate crimes against 

foreigners, to make them understandable, even to excuse and to justify them. E-
ven one of the so-called "serious" newspapers, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zei-
tung, offered this arguments to its readers. During the wave of xenophobic vio-
lence in East Germany in the beginning of the nineties, an East German scientist 
wrote an article, in which he excused the brutal attacks against asylum - seekers 
in Rostock with the argument: the East Germans had to defend themselves a-
gainst "dirty and criminal migrants". (Fortunately, the writer of the article was a bi-
ologist and not a sociologist.) 

 
Yet, times have changed in recent years. Meanwhile, the german political elites have 
accepted the demographic facts and have realized and recognized, that Germany 
needs immigration. The government has liberalized the very restrictive citizenship act 
and prepared the first immigration law in German history. The slogan "Germany is 
not an immigration country!", which dominated the political discussion in the eighties 
and nineties, has disappeared. One consequence of this change of the political cli-
mate is, that the figure of the "criminal foreigner" has lost its core ideological function. 
It is no longer necessary to support the mentioned slogan and a policy corresponding 
to it. And thus it is now possible to discuss the problem of the so-called "criminality of 
foreigners" less loudly and more cautiously. 
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