
����������
�������

Citation: Scott, D. Where You From?

Examining the Relationship between

Gang Migrants and Gang-Related

Homicide. Societies 2022, 12, 48.

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc12020048

Academic Editors: Jaimee Mallion

and Erika Gebo

Received: 7 February 2022

Accepted: 10 March 2022

Published: 12 March 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the author.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

societies

Article

Where You From? Examining the Relationship between Gang
Migrants and Gang-Related Homicide
Daniel Scott

Department of Social Sciences, Texas A&M International University, Laredo, TX 78041, USA;
daniel.scott@tamiu.edu

Abstract: Research has frequently focused on the increased likelihood of violence and homicide
among gang-involved individuals, as well as on the factors that contribute to this violence. Such work
has examined the relationship between immigration and the frequency of crime, as well. However,
there is a dearth of research examining the likelihood of gang-related homicide and the presence of
both gang migrants from within the U.S. and those from abroad in a given community. The current
paper utilizes National Youth Gang Survey data to examine the relationship between law enforcement
perceptions of gang migrants in their jurisdiction and the frequency of gang-related homicide. The
results reveal that gang-related homicides have a significant and negative association with the
presence of gang migrants. These findings have important policy implications for understanding and
addressing serious gang violence and homicide at the community level.
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1. Introduction

Research has regularly revealed that gang members are more likely to become involved
in crime and violence [1], as well as that gang members are more likely to engage in
homicide. Due to this consistent relationship between gang involvement and violence,
scholarship has examined specific characteristics of gangs and their members in order to
improve comprehension of gang member criminality [2–4]. One area in which very little
recent work has been conducted is on gang migrants from inside and outside of the United
States.1 Work conducted by Maxson (1997) revealed that gang migrants move for a variety
of reasons, with the most frequent reason for moving being social [5]. Additional work
has examined gang growth and migration in select jurisdictions in the United States, with
varying results [6–9]. However, little work has examined the relationship between gang
migrants and serious crime, including homicide.

Research has examined the relationship between immigration and crime with mixed
results. While there are works that have found a significant and positive relationship
between immigration and crime, suggesting that immigration brings with it an increased
likelihood of crime in a community [10], most research has either found no significant
relationship between immigration and crime [11] or a significant and negative associa-
tion [12,13]. Scholarship examining immigration and gangs has revealed that in select
areas, immigrants are more likely to join gangs [1]; however, this does not necessarily
mean gangs with immigrants are likely to commit more crime. In fact, Duran’s (2018) work
highlights high levels of disproportionate minority contact with the system in areas close
to the border. He specifically argues that the practices of “White Diversion” and “Minority
Delinquentization” are occurring, and that disproportionate minority contact coincides
with increased gang involvement [14].

Research has not yet examined whether the presence of gang migrants impacts the
likelihood of serious gang violence such as homicide, or whether areas where police report
high concentrations of gang migrants contributing to gang violence influence the probability
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of gang-related homicide. Given that research regularly finds a negative relationship
between immigration and crime and a positive association between gang involvement
and crime, it is critical to understand whether the concentration of gang member migrants
in a community influences the likelihood of gang-related homicides. The current study
contributes to this gap in the literature by analyzing the relationship between police reports
of the percentage of gang member migrants in their jurisdiction, gang member migrants
contributing to gang violence in their jurisdiction, and number of reported gang-related
homicides. The results have implications for policy and can specifically inform approaches
for communities to collaborate in order to address and prevent serious gang crime and
violence more effectively.

The paper begins with a discussion of the relationship between immigration and
crime, transitions into addressing work on gangs and crime, and concludes by addressing
scholarship related to immigration and gangs. The paper then moves into the proposed
hypotheses, analyses, and results and concludes with a discussion of the theoretical and
policy implications. Specifically, the paper discusses the importance of police and commu-
nity collaboration, as perceptions of serious violence and homicide vary between police, the
public, and other data sources. These results have implications for collaborative community
approaches seeking to reduce the likelihood of gang-related homicides and other serious
gang violence, improve perceptions of safety in these communities, and foster positive
relationships among community members.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Gang Violence and Homicide

Research regularly finds that gang members are more likely than non-gang members
to participate in violence [1,15–17] and that gang members engage in violent behavior that
is related to both gang and non-gang issues [18,19]. Research further reveals that gang
violence may result from racial issues in combination with a need for group protection
while trying to achieve control of territory in the same community [20–23]. Gang violence
frequently occurs both between gangs [3,24] and within gangs [25]. More specifically, gangs
regularly engage in violence due to internal gang conflict or rivalries as well as because of
drugs, domestic violence, or robbery [26].

According to Decker and Curry (2002), gang homicides have unique characteristics that
include the race of victim and perpetrator, drug involvement, victim–offender relationship,
weapon use, spatial concentration, and sex. It is important to examine the likelihood
of gang homicides among areas that police report gang migrants contributing to gang
violence, as the nature of gang homicides are different than non-gang homicides [27–30].
Specifically, gang homicides often include incidents of both drive-by and walk-by shootings,
homicide as a method of retaliation, and higher rates in concentrated spaces/areas of a
community [3,15,31–33]. Similarly, Maxson et al. (1985) compared gang and non-gang
homicides and found that gang homicides had a higher probability of involving gun
use, vehicles, and occurring in public spaces [34]. Additionally, law enforcement has
characterized gang homicides as having a greater likelihood of being violent and having
more individuals involved as offender, accomplice, and victim. Furthermore, they found
differences in a variety of individual-level characteristics, including age, ethnicity, and the
relationship between involved parties.

Problems specific to gang homicides include the effect on families and communi-
ties [35]. Gangs influence the mentality of individual gang members in such a way that they
may be willing to give their own life or engage in murder to show their commitment [36].
Research reveals that gang violence is impacted by multiple factors [37] which affect the
likelihood of gang homicide, such as the frequency of gang membership in an area, pop-
ulation density, and social and economic deprivation [38]. Scholarship has not, however,
specifically examined the influence that the presence of gang migrants has on the likelihood
of gang-related homicide.
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2.2. Gang Member Migration and Crime

Research has analyzed gang migrants both within the U.S. and abroad. Specifically,
research has focused on why gang members move from one city to another and the impact
of this on gang proliferation and crime. The occurrence of gang members migrating has
been identified for several decades [39–42]. To this day, there has been very little work on
gang migration, and most of this is community specific. Skolnick et al. (1988) found in their
research with inmates and correctional staff that gangs expand to new areas to sell illegal
drugs. Gangs in Milwaukee, for example, were primarily an outgrowth of Milwaukee, with
only a small portion of the gang members coming from the Chicago area [6]. Although
there are cases of gang members or gangs migrating to different communities in Southern
California, it is not common [8]. Arguably, most gangs are groups of youth that do not
have the resources to establish themselves outside of their own turf. Research in Kenosha,
Wisconsin highlights that although police perceive that gangs in the area are migrating
from Chicago, most of the gangs and gang problems are occurring due to local economic
and social issues [9]. Furthermore, research examining why gang members move reveals
that while they move for a variety of reasons, including illegal attractions such as drug
market expansion, the most frequent reasons for moving were social and family-related [5].

According to the NYGS, the majority of jurisdictions reporting issues with gangs
identified gang member migrants in the community [43]. Although the media often
report migrating gang members as an issue that is getting worse, there is little data to
support this, and there is little work on the topic. The general public views gang member
migrants as contributing to gang violence, drugs, and conflict [44,45]. Research suggests
that street gangs are connected to gangs in different communities due to gang migration [46];
additional work has revealed a relationship between gang migration and heightened
gang activity, violent crime, and drug crime [47]. Other work, however, is contradictory,
revealing a lack of significant association between gang member migrants and gang-related
crimes [43].

Gang members migrate for both illegitimate and legitimate reasons, with legitimate
social reasons the most frequent rationale reported for gang member migration [5]. It
is possible that international gang member migration is connected to the adoption of
different gang styles instead of gang substance [22]. Specifically, McGuire (2006) argues
that although gang members may move, it is possible that gang style and practices are
migrating as well [48]. Conversely, there have been reports of gang members migrating to
different cities in Canada [46]. This includes local Canadian gangs establishing themselves
in various areas in Canada. Street gangs in Toronto have arrived from the United States and
Jamaica, and work has revealed gangs that moved from smaller to larger areas in Canada.
Additionally, local gangs have been established in multiple communities, and there have
been reports of gangs migrating from the U.S. to major cities in Canada such as Toronto [46].
Gang member migration is therefore relatively common and occurs for a variety of reasons.
Results are mixed on the relationship between gang member migrants and gang-related
crime, with suggestions that gang members may move to expand criminal enterprises,
while other work identifies moving for social reasons [5]. Little research has examined the
relationship between gang migrants and serious gang crime such as homicide.

2.3. Immigration, Crime, and Gangs

Given that the current study examines gang migrants from inside and outside the
United States, it is important to discuss the relationship between immigration and crime.
Research examining the relationship between immigration and crime regularly finds no
significant association or a negative association with criminal behavior [49–55]. For ex-
ample, immigrant youth are more afraid of being victimized by someone with a weapon
compared to non-immigrant youth [56]. This suggests that there is a negative relationship
between low acculturation and a high level of fear towards crime.

Communities located on the border in Texas tend to have Latino homicide rates that
are lower than 50% of those in communities located away from the border [57]. Interestingly,
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in analysis of homicides in El Paso, TX, Emerick et al. 2014 found no significant association
between immigration and homicide; however, there was a significant and positive relation-
ship between the percentage of Latinos and gang-related homicides. Research reveals lower
levels of homicide in areas with higher immigrant concentration; however, when focusing
specifically on gang-related homicides there is a significant and positive association with
immigration [58]. Other research has revealed that expatriate Latinos living in the U.S. have
an increased likelihood of cooperating with law enforcement compared to Latinos born in
the U.S. [12]. However, Latinos that have experienced police assault or have gang-involved
friends have a lower probability of cooperation with law enforcement. Other studies have
revealed that foreign-born Latinos have an increased probability of cooperating with police
compared to their U.S.-born counterparts, and that this is consistent even when examining
violent gang crimes [13,59].

Borders have unique conditions that can contribute to the production of gangs that are
different than gangs in other areas, such as a “bi-national barrio-prison-cartel hybrid” gang
located in El Paso [60]. Due to the already large number of gang members in the area, there
is a large recruitment pool for gangs to grow. The different methods utilized to identify
gangs and gang members could lead to both over-policing and criminalization of young
immigrants [61]. Research by Esbensen and Carson (2012) revealed that when determining
the major characteristics of gang youth, immigrant status was not found to be one of them,
especially during a youth’s time in middle school. More specifically, youth who reported
being born outside of the United States had a lower probability of being gang-involved
when younger; however, once these youth turn 15, immigrant youth make up a noticeable
portion of the gang youth in their sample.

Gang members born outside of the United States are less likely to participate in crime
compared to gang members born in the United States [62]. However, gang-involved youth
are found to be more likely to participate in delinquency compared to non-gang youth
irrespective of whether or not they were born outside of the United States. Consistent with
these findings, Valdez et al. (2009) examined 28 homicides with Mexican-American gang
members and found no immigrant youth involvement. Although similarly aged immigrant
youth lived in the same areas where the violent incidents occurred, their involvement in
gangs and violence was minimal [63]. Conversely, Hollis (2018) found a significant and
positive relationship between Latino immigration and a greater amount of crime; however,
this relationship is specific to non-gang crime [64]. When examining gang crime specifically,
there is no significant association with Latino immigration. These findings suggest that
even though gangs and gang involvement increase the likelihood of violence, the presence
of immigrants may aid in reducing this probability of gang violence.

3. Research Questions and Hypotheses

Although research has examined the relationship between immigration, gangs, and
crime and gang migrants and crime, there has been little work that has specifically examined
the relationship between gang migrants from within and outside the United States and
gang violence, including gang-related homicide. Given the mixed and limited findings in
the research examining immigration, gang migrants from inside and outside of the United
States, and gang crime, the current study asks the following question:

1. What is the relationship between gang migrants and gang-related homicide?
Specifically, this paper hypothesizes that:

a. In jurisdictions where law enforcement reports that gang migrants from inside the
United States significantly influence gang-related violence, gang related-homicides
are less likely to occur;

b. In jurisdictions where law enforcement reports that gang migrants from outside the
United States significantly influence gang-related violence, gang-related homicides
are less likely to occur;

c. The greater the percentage of migrant gang members in a jurisdiction, the less likely
gang-related homicides are to occur.
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4. Data and Methods
4.1. Data Description

The current study utilizes data from the 2012 National Youth Gang Survey (NYGS),
which was the last year in which the NYGS was distributed. The NYGS was originally
implemented to assess the severity of gang issues in the United States by examining law
enforcement perspectives on where gangs exist, the different characteristics they have, and
how their behaviors vary across communities. The items utilized in the NYGS are supported
by scholarship [65]. Data collection occurred through the distribution of surveys to various
law enforcement jurisdictions across the U.S. Specifically, all departments in jurisdictions
of at least 50,000 and all suburban counties were sent surveys. Rural jurisdictions provided
their perspective as well; surveys were provided to a random sample of law enforcement
offices in communities with populations between 2500 and 49,000, in addition to counties
categorized as rural. The strategy resulted in a representative sample with an 85% response
rate from law enforcement jurisdictions across the United States, making it a good fit for the
present study. The data allow for the ability to examine gang related homicide frequencies
across jurisdictions that report varying levels of issues of gang migrants from the law
enforcement perspective.

4.2. Analytical Methods

The analyses for the current study included both bivariate and multivariate methods.
Due to the use of a variety of variable types, including dichotomous and ordinal indepen-
dent variables and a count dependent variable, one-way analysis of variance was utilized.
This allowed for comparison of gang migrant characteristics with gang-related homicides
in different jurisdictions. In order to account for additional variables and decreased spuri-
ousness, multivariate analyses were utilized. Due to the skewed count level dependent
variable, negative binomial regression was used. Additionally, in order to account for miss-
ing cases in the data, multiple imputation was utilized in STATA (Release 16). By utilizing
multiple imputation, values are able to imputed in the data where limited information
is provided. When using multiple imputation, the assumption is made that there is no
relationship between the likelihood of missing data on one variable and the variable’s real
value [66,67].

4.3. Variables

The number of gang-related homicides in a jurisdiction during the past year that were
reported by law enforcement was included as the dependent variable. The number of
gang-related homicides in the last year was determined through surveys distributed to
various law enforcement jurisdictions across the United States.

The analyses included three independent variables. First, law enforcement was asked
to provide the percentage of gang migrants in their community that were gang members.
This was a scale level variable from 0–4, where 1 = 1–25%, 2 = includes 26–50%, 3 = 51–75%,
and 4 = 76–100%. Second, two dichotomous variables asking law enforcement whether
either gang members migrating from outside the United States or gang members migrating
from inside the United States were significantly contributing to gang violence in their
jurisdiction were included as independent variables.

Various control variables were included in the analyses. The number of gang-related
homicides may differ across regions due to variations in methods of gang member identi-
fication [68]; thus, different regions of the United States (Northeast, Midwest, West, and
South) were included as control variables. Moreover, given the potential relationship
between gang presence and homicides, both the number of gangs and number of gang
members were included in the analyses. Additional control variables included jurisdiction
population, the length of time measured in years that law enforcement have reported gang
problems, and whether or not the jurisdiction has a gang unit. Lastly, variables measuring
whether there was a greater amount of offending before an individual joined a gang and/or
more offending once they were committed to a gang were included as control variables.
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5. Results

The data in Table 1 includes descriptive information on the average number of gang-
related homicides in relation to the control variables included in the analyses.

Table 1. Control Variables Descriptives (N = 859)2.

Control Variables Mean Gang-Related Homicides in Last Year

Number of Active Gangs (n = 859)
1–10 0.72

11–20 2.1
21–30 4.2
31–40 5
41–50 11.1
<50 9.7

Mean Number of Active Gang Members
(n = 657)

1–100 0.6
101–200 1.24
201–300 2
301–400 2.4
401–500 4.97

<500 4.94
Mean Number of Years there has been a Gang

Problem (n = 859)
>1 1.12

1–10 1.56
11–20 2.21
21–30 3.04
31–40 4
41–50 6.77
<50 9.04

Average Jurisdiction Population (n = 859)
>100,000 0.763

100,000–199,999 1.98
200,000–299,999 5.29
300,000–399,999 10.43
400,000–499,999 7.83

<500,000 13.81
Prior Level of Offending (n = 641)

Yes 2.65
No 2.31

Subsequent Level of Offending (n = 795)
Yes 3.3
No 0.65

Region (n = 859)
Northeast 2.8

South 1.92
Midwest 4.42

West 2.97
Gang Unit (n = 616)

Yes 4.33
No 2.88

When looking at the number of active gangs reported in a jurisdiction, the average
number of gang homicides reported increases with the number of active gangs in a ju-
risdiction. The mean number of gang-related homicides peaks at about 50 active gangs.
This is similar when looking at the number of active gang members. The mean number of
gang-related homicides peaks at about 500 active gang members. The average number of
gang-related homicides tends to increase with the number of years police report that gangs
have been a problem. Similarly, the more populated an area is, the higher the average
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number of gang-related homicides. Jurisdictions that report increased levels of offending
after gang joining report a higher number of gang-related homicides on average compared
to jurisdictions that do not report increased levels of offending after gang joining. The
data highlight regional variations in the average number of gang homicides; jurisdictions
with gang units report a higher number of gang-related homicides on average compared to
jurisdictions without a gang unit.

5.1. Bivariate Analyses

The results of the bivariate analyses between police perceptions of gang migrants
influencing gang related violence, reported percentage of gang migrants in a jurisdiction,
and gang related homicides are displayed in Table 2.

Table 2. One-Way ANOVA Results and Mean Frequency of Gang-Related Homicides (n = 741).

Gang Migrant and Immigrant Variables

Percentage Gang Migrants Gang-Related Homicides
0% 2.14

1–25% 3.54
26–50% 2.2
51–75% 0.373
76–100% 0.316

Influence Gang-Related Violence
Gang Members from other U.S. Jurisdictions

Yes 1.58
No 3.47

Gang Members from Jurisdictions Outside the
U.S.
Yes 3.18
No 2.84

The average number of gang-related homicides is over twice as high in jurisdictions
that do not report gang migrants from other U.S. jurisdictions influencing violence com-
pared to jurisdictions that do report this influence. Conversely, there is minimal difference
in the average number of gang-related homicides reported in jurisdictions where police
identify gang migrants from outside the U.S. influencing gang violence compared to those
that do not. Lastly, when police report that the percentage of gang members in a jurisdiction
is greater than 25%, the average number of gang-related homicides begins to decrease. The
results of the bivariate analyses do not reveal any statistically significant findings; however,
these findings highlight the need to conduct multivariate analyses in order to improve
comprehension of the relationship between gang migration and gang-related homicides.

5.2. Multivariate Results

The results in Table 3 include two models; Model 1 includes police reporting on gang
migrants from the U.S. contributing to gang related violence in their jurisdiction as an
independent variable, and Model 1 include police reporting on gang migrants from outside
the U.S. contributing to gang related violence in their jurisdiction.

The findings in Model 1 do not support the first hypothesis. There is a significant
and negative association between reporting that gang migrants within the U.S. influence
gang-related violence and gang-related homicides. Therefore, in jurisdictions where police
report that gang migrants within the U.S. significantly influence gang related violence,
gang-related homicides are significantly less likely to occur. Additional findings reveal
a significant and positive association between the number of active gangs and gang-
related homicides, and a significant and negative association between the number of active
gang members and gang-related homicides. Furthermore, the number of years there
has been a gang problem, jurisdiction population, and increased likelihood of offending
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upon gang joining were all significant and positively associated with the likelihood of
gang-related homicides.

Table 3. Gang Migrants from Inside/Outside the United States and Gang-Related Homicides
(n = 781).

Independent Variables
Model 1

I.R.R.
(S.E.)

Model 2
I.R.R.
(S.E.)

Gang Migrants from U.S. 0.675 * (0.107) -
Gang Migrants from Outside of U.S. - 0.737 (0.155)

Northeast 1.51 † (0.3605) 1.53 † (0.367)
Midwest 1.33 (0.274) 1.32 (0.274)

South 1.22 (0.232) 1.23 (0.236)
Number of Active Gangs 1.01 *** (0.002) 1.01 *** (0.002)

Number of Active Gang Members 0.999 ** (0.00003) 0.999 ** (0.00003)
Number of Years there has been a Gang Problem 1.03 *** (0.006) 1.02 *** (0.006)

Jurisdiction Population 1 *** (5.14) 1 *** (5.19)
Prior Level of Offending 1 ( 0.002) 0.999 (0.002)

Subsequent Level of Offending 1.01 *** (0.003 1.01 *** (0.003)
Gang Unit or Officer 0.716 (0.149) 0.7504 (0.157)

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10.

The results in Model 2 do not support the second hypothesis. The relationship between
police reporting that gang migrants from outside United States significantly influence gang-
related violence and gang-related homicides is negative, although it is not significant.
Additional results reveal a significant and positive relationship between the number of
active gangs and gang-related homicides, and a significant and negative association when
comparing the number of active gang members and gang-related homicides. Moreover,
the number of years there has been a gang problem, jurisdiction population, and increased
likelihood of offending upon gang joining were all found to significantly increase the
probability of gang-related homicide.

The results in Table 4 include Model 3, which consists of the percentage of gang mi-
grants as the independent variable, and Model 4, which is the full model with percentage of
gang migrants, police reporting of gang migrants from inside the U.S., and police reporting
of gang migrants from outside the U.S. all significantly influencing gang-related violence.

Table 4. Percentage Gang Migrants and Gang-Related Homicides (n = 781).

Independent Variables
Model 3

I.R.R.
(S.E.)

Model 4
I.R.R.
(S.E.)

Percentage Gang Migrants 0.767 ** (0.069) 0.805 * (0.077)
Gang Migrants From U.S. - 0.795 (0.139)

Gang Migrants from Outside of U.S. - 0.861 (0.189)
Northeast 1.52 † (0.361) 1.49 † (0.353)
Midwest 1.35 (0.278) 1.32 (0.273)

South 1.204 (0.229) 1.17 (0.224)
Number of Active Gangs 1.01 *** (0.002) 1.01 *** (0.002)

Number of Active Gang Members 0.999 * (0.00003) 0.999 * (0.00003)
Number of Years there has been a Gang Problem 1.02 *** (0.006) 1.02 *** (0.006)

Jurisdiction Population 1 *** (5.32) 1 *** (5.33)
Prior Level of Offending 1 (0.002) 1 (0.002)

Subsequent Level of Offending 1.01 *** (0.003) 1.01 *** (0.003)
Gang Unit or Officer 0.747 (0.157) 0.727 (0.154)

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p< 0.10.

The results in Model 3 show support for the third hypothesis. There is a significant
and negative association between the percentage of gang migrants in a jurisdiction and
gang-related homicides. Additional findings reveal that the number of years there has been
a gang problem, jurisdiction population, and increased likelihood of offending upon gang
joining were all significant and positively associated with the likelihood of gang-related
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homicide. Furthermore, there is a significant and positive association between the number
of active gangs and gang-related homicides, and a significant and negative association
between the number of active gang members and gang-related homicides.

While the results in Model 4 show support for the third hypothesis, they do not support
either the first or second hypotheses. There is a significant and negative association between
the percentage of gang migrants in a jurisdiction and gang-related homicides. There is a
negative association between police reporting that gang migrants within the U.S. influence
gang-related violence and gang-related homicides, although it is not significant. The
relationship between police reporting that gang migrants from outside the U.S. significantly
influences gang-related violence and gang-related homicides is negative, although thus is
not significant either. Additional findings reveal that the number of years there has been a
gang problem, jurisdiction population, and increased likelihood of offending upon gang
joining were all found to significantly increase the probability of gang-related homicides.

Moreover, there is a significant and positive relationship between the number of
active gangs and gang-related homicides, and a significant and negative association when
comparing the number of active gang members and gang-related homicides.

6. Summary of Findings and Discussion

Although Model 1 supported the first hypothesis, the full model (Model 4) did not
show significant support for or against hypothesis one or two. Both Models 3 and 4 showed
significant support for the third hypothesis, demonstrating that there is a significant and
negative association between the percentage of gang members that are gang migrants
in a community and the probability of gang-related homicides. The results suggest that
gang migrants may aid in reducing the likelihood of serious crimes such as homicide.
This is consistent with other research which has found that immigrants coming into a
community can help to revitalize an area by strengthening social ties and support with one
another, arguably reducing the likelihood of crime [11]. These findings are consistent with
work examining gang migrants within the U.S. For example, Maxson (1997) found that
although at times gang members may move for illicit reasons, most of the time they move
for family-related or other social reasons. This suggests that they are not migrating in order
to contribute to serious gang violence and homicide in the community.

Policy Implications

The results of this study highlight the need for community collaboration. Given
that the presence of gang migrants significantly reduces the likelihood of gang-related
homicides, communities should arguably be working to embrace and integrate these
individuals into the area with the goal of reducing gang joining and other gang-related
crimes. In areas where police may perceive and/or observe that gang migrants from
within or outside the U.S. significantly contribute to gang-related violence, it is important
to acknowledge that this does not necessarily result in an increase in the likelihood of
gang-related homicides. Community education and exposure to gang migrant behavior
could potentially bring perceptions in line with reality and help to reduce the likelihood of
gang-related homicides as well as serious gang violence. It is important to adopt practices
to aid in changing community perceptions of gang migrants. Therefore, it is essential to
develop and utilize intervention methods that are culturally relevant [69]. This includes
implementing methods that are family focused, adjusting perspectives, and providing
resources for support.

The results highlight the need for community collaborative approaches to improve
comprehension of gang migrant behavior. Specifically, if the presence of gang migrants
significantly reduces the likelihood of gang-related homicides in a community, it is essential
to understand why members are getting involved in gangs and the illegal behaviors they
are engaging in. This could potentially be accomplished through community policing.
Implementing community partnerships and collaborations that focus on communication,
education, and the identification of the issues within specific areas will aid in improving
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community and police perceptions of gang migrants. By understanding their behaviors,
the community can help address the needs of individuals who have recently relocated to
their area, which may ultimately reduce the likelihood of other gang-related crimes as well.

Regional variation exists in gang member identification methods used by law enforce-
ment in the United States [68]. More specifically, the use of gang signs and symbols to
identify gang members is common [70]. Given that the presence of gang migrants de-
creases the likelihood of gang-related homicides, law enforcement may want to incorporate
community collaboration into their gang member identification practices and protocols.
Specifically, before officially identifying individuals as criminal gang members officers
could communicate with members of the community to determine individual identity and
status. This would strengthen overall community cohesion and potentially reduce both
gang involvement among migrants and gang crime in general.

One of the biggest obstacles to this line of research is adjusting and improving both
community and police perceptions of gang migrants. Community center or service projects
may help with this. Bringing the community together for various social and/or service gath-
erings to improve an area, such as cleanup, can arguably help to change perceptions [71,72].
Research shows that individuals may join gangs due to feeling marginalized [73]. Youth
born in the United States who experienced discrimination-related stress have a higher
probability of gang involvement [74]. Causes of gang joining may vary for Latinos born in
the U.S. compared to Latinos born elsewhere; this is because stress due to discrimination
or adaptation is not a predictor of gang membership for immigrant youth, with economic
inequality rather being reported as a major reason for gang joining. Based on the results
of the current study, gang migrants do not relocate to become involved in serious vio-
lence, and preventing social and economic marginalization may aid in better relationships
overall and potentially reduce the likelihood of migrants joining gangs as well as other
gang-related crime.

7. Limitations and Conclusions

The data available on this topic are limited for a variety of reasons. This study is unable
to establish causation. The data used were taken from the most recent NYGS and are cross-
sectional. Thus, various control variables were utilized in a multivariate analytic approach
in order to reduce the amount of spuriousness and to strengthen the findings. Although this
is the most current available national data in the United States relating to the perspectives
of law enforcement, future work will need to be conducted utilizing more current data in
order to support the current findings. Furthermore, the percentage of gang migrants and of
gang migrants influencing gang-related violence were determined through the perceptions
of law enforcement. There are various limitations to using law enforcement perceptions
to examine gang migrants, gang violence, and homicide. Law enforcement perspectives
do not necessarily represent official crime data in a community, and rather represent the
subjective opinions of law enforcement [75]; gang and member representations in the media
may influence officer perspectives and result in implicit bias [76]. Future research will
need to examine this issue from different community perspectives to better comprehend
the relationship between gang migrants and gang related homicides and other crimes.
Furthermore, it would be beneficial for future research to examine the relationship between
gang migrants from both inside and outside of the United States and crime more generally.

In summation, the results of this study are consistent with past research examining
immigration and crime. With a focus on gang migrants, this research contributes to the
current literature by revealing that gang migrants reduce the likelihood of gang-related
homicides in a jurisdiction. Given that gangs and gang members tend to be more likely to
participate in crimes, including serious violence, compared to non-gang individuals, this
work adds to the complexity of scholarship on gangs and gang involvement. Research has
consistently argued for the need to have specialized gang policies and programs [77]. The
current findings support this argument and suggest that focusing on collaboration between
community groups and law enforcement will contribute to overall understanding of gang
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involvement, reduce the likelihood of serious gang violence, and improve relationships
among newly-arrived and longtime members of the community.
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Notes
1 Although “gang migrants” frequently refers to gang members moving from one jurisdiction to another within the same country,

it can refer to gang members moving from one country to another as well; see van Gemert et al., 2008.
2 Outliers dropped.

References
1. Decker, S.H.; Melde, C.; Pyrooz, D.C. What do we know about gangs and gang members and where do we go from here? Justice Q.

2013, 30, 369–402. [CrossRef]
2. Adams, J.J.; Pizarro, J.M. Patterns of specialization and escalation in the criminal careers of gang and non-gang homicide offenders.

Crim. Justice Behav. 2014, 41, 237–255. [CrossRef]
3. Papachristos, A.V. Murder by structure: Dominance relations and the social structure of gang homicide. Am. J. Sociol. 2009, 115,

74–128. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
4. Sanchez, J.A.; Decker, S.H.; Pyrooz, D.C. Gang homicide: The road so far and a map for the future. Homicide Stud. 2021, 26, 68–90.

[CrossRef]
5. Maxson, C.L. Gang Members on the Move; Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention: Washington, DC, USA, 1997.
6. Hagedorn, J.M.; Macon, P. People and Folks. Gangs, Crime and the Underclass in a Rustbelt City; Lake View Press: Chicago, IL,

USA, 1988.
7. Skolnick, J.H.; Correl, T.; Navaro, E.; Rabb, R. The Social Structure of Street Drug Dealing; BCS Forum, Office of Attorney General:

Sacramento, CA, USA; p. 1988.
8. Waldorf, D. When the Crips invaded San Francisco: Gang migration. J. Gang Res. 1993, 1, 11–16.
9. Zevitz, R.G.; Takata, S.R. Metropolitan gang influence and the emergence of group delinquency in a regional community. J. Crim.

Justice 1992, 20, 93–106. [CrossRef]
10. Emerick, N.A.; Curry, T.R.; Collins, T.W.; Fernando Rodriguez, S. Homicide and social disorganization on the border: Implications

for Latino and immigrant populations. Soc. Sci. Q. 2014, 95, 360–379. [CrossRef]
11. Chouhy, C.; Madero-Hernandez, A. “Murderers, Rapists, and Bad Hombres”: Deconstructing the Immigration-Crime Myths.

Vict. Offenders 2019, 14, 1010–1039. [CrossRef]
12. Vargas, R.; Scrivener, L. Why Latino youth (don’t) call police. Race Justice 2021, 11, 47–64. [CrossRef]
13. Correia, M.E. Determinants of attitudes toward police of Latino immigrants and non-immigrants. J. Crim. Justice 2010, 38, 99–107.

[CrossRef]
14. Durán, R.J. The Gang Paradox: Inequalities and Miracles on the US-Mexico border; Columbia University Press: New York, NY,

USA, 2018.
15. Decker, S.H. Collective and normative features of gang violence. Justice Q. 1996, 13, 243–264. [CrossRef]
16. Thornberry, T.P.; Krohn, M.D.; Lizotte, A.J.; Smith, C.A.; Tobin, K. Gangs and Delinquency in Developmental Perspective; Cambridge

University Press: Cambridge, UK, 2003.
17. Pyrooz, D.C.; Turanovic, J.J.; Decker, S.H.; Wu, J. Taking stock of the relationship between gang membership and offending:

A meta-analysis. Crim. Justice Behav. 2016, 43, 365–397. [CrossRef]
18. Moore, J.W.; Garcia, R.; Moore, J.W.; Garcia, C. Homeboys: Gangs, Drugs, and Prison in the Barrios of Los Angeles; Temple University

Press: Philadelphia, PA, USA, 1978.
19. Scott, D. A comparison of gang-and non-gang-related violent incidents from the incarcerated youth perspective. Deviant Behav.

2018, 39, 1336–1356. [CrossRef]
20. Adamson, C. Defensive localism in white and black: A comparative history of European-American and African-American youth

gangs. Ethn. Racial Stud. 2000, 23, 272–298. [CrossRef]
21. Alonso, A.A. Racialized identitites and the formation of black gangs in Los Angeles. Urban Geogr. 2004, 25, 658–674. [CrossRef]

icpsr.umich.edu
http://doi.org/10.1080/07418825.2012.732101
http://doi.org/10.1177/0093854813503637
http://doi.org/10.1086/597791
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19852186
http://doi.org/10.1177/10887679211043804
http://doi.org/10.1016/0047-2352(92)90001-P
http://doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.12051
http://doi.org/10.1080/15564886.2019.1671283
http://doi.org/10.1177/2153368718776056
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2009.11.012
http://doi.org/10.1080/07418829600092931
http://doi.org/10.1177/0093854815605528
http://doi.org/10.1080/01639625.2017.1410613
http://doi.org/10.1080/014198700329051
http://doi.org/10.2747/0272-3638.25.7.658


Societies 2022, 12, 48 12 of 13

22. Decker, S.H.; Van Gemert, F.; Pyrooz, D.C. Gangs, migration, and crime: The changing landscape in Europe and the USA. J. Int.
Migr. Integr./Rev. L’integration La Migr. Int. 2009, 10, 393–408. [CrossRef]

23. Hagedorn, J.M. Race not space: A revisionist history of gangs in Chicago. J. Afr. Am. Hist. 2006, 91, 194–208. [CrossRef]
24. Klein, M.W. The American Street Gang: Its Nature, Prevalence, and Control; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK, 1997.
25. Decker, S.H.; Curry, G.D. Gangs, gang homicides, and gang loyalty: Organized crimes or disorganized criminals. J. Crim. Justice

2002, 30, 343–352. [CrossRef]
26. Tita, G.; Abrahamse, A. Gang Homicide in LA, 1981–2001. At the Local Level: Perspectives on Violence Prevention. In At the Local

Level: Perspectives on Violence Prevention; California Attorney General’s Office: San Francisco, CA, USA, 2004; 3, pp. 1–20.
27. Howell, J.C. Youth gang homicides: A literature review. Crime Delinq. 1999, 45, 208–241. [CrossRef]
28. Maxson, C.L. Gang homicide: A review and extension of the literature. In Homicide: A Sourcebook of Social Research; Sage

Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 1999; pp. 239–254.
29. Maxson, C.L.; Curry, G.D.; Howell, J.C. Youth gang homicides in the United States in the 1990s. In Responding to Gangs: Evaluation

and Research; U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, National Institute of Justice: Washington, DC, USA, 2002;
pp. 107–137.

30. Valasik, M.; Reid, S.E. East Side Story: Disaggregating Gang Homicides in East Los Angeles. Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 48. [CrossRef]
31. Cohen, J.; Tita, G. Diffusion in homicide: Exploring a general method for detecting spatial diffusion processes. J. Quant. Criminol.

1999, 15, 451–493. [CrossRef]
32. Miller, J.; Decker, S.H. Young women and gang violence: Gender, street offending, and violent victimization in gangs. Justice Q.

2001, 18, 115–140. [CrossRef]
33. Rosenfeld, R.; Bray, T.M.; Egley, A. Facilitating violence: A comparison of gang-motivated, gang-affiliated, and nongang youth

homicides. J. Quant. Criminol. 1999, 15, 495–516. [CrossRef]
34. Maxson, C.L.; Gordon, M.A.; Klein, M.W. Differences between gang and nongang homicides. Criminology 1985, 23, 209–222.

[CrossRef]
35. Urbanik, M.M.; Roks, R.A. Making sense of murder: The reality versus the realness of gang homicides in two contexts. Soc. Sci.

2021, 10, 17. [CrossRef]
36. Stretesky, P.B.; Pogrebin, M.R. Gang-related gun violence: Socialization, identity, and self. J. Contemp. Ethnogr. 2007, 36, 85–114.

[CrossRef]
37. Brotherton, D. Youth Street Gangs: A Critical Appraisal; Routledge: London, UK, 2015.
38. Pyrooz, D.C. Structural covariates of gang homicide in large US cities. J. Res. Crime Delinq. 2012, 49, 489–518. [CrossRef]
39. Bonfante, J. Entrepreneurs of Crack. Available online: http://content.time.com/time/subscriber/article/0,33009,982588,00.html

(accessed on 14 December 2021).
40. Genelin, M.; Coplen, B. Los Angeles Street Gangs: Report and Recommendations of the County-Wide Criminal Justice Coor-

dination Committee Interagency Gang Task Force, March 1989. Los Angeles: Interagency Gang Task Force. 1989. Available
online: https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/california-council-criminal-justice-state-task-force-gangs-and
(accessed on 21 June 2021).

41. National Drug Intelligence Center. Blood and Crips Gang Survey Report; National Drug Intelligence Center: Johnstown, PA,
USA, 1994.

42. National Drug Intelligence Center. National Street Gang Survey Report; National Drug Intelligence Center: Johnstown, PA,
USA, 1996.

43. Egley, A.; Howell, C. Highlights of the 2010 National Youth Gang Survey; US Department of Justice Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention: Washington, DC, USA, 2012.

44. Howell, J.C.; Griffiths, E. Gangs in America’s Communities; Sage Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2018.
45. Van Gemert, F.; Decker, S. Migrant Groups and Gang Activity: A Contrast between Europe and the USA (From Street Gangs,

Migration and Ethnicity). In Street Gangs, Migration and Ethnicity; van Gemert, F., Peterson, D., Lien, I.-L., Eds.; Willan Publishing:
Milton, UK, 2008; pp. 15–30.

46. Kelly, K.; Caputo, T. The linkages between street gangs and organized crime: The Canadian experience. J. Gang Res. 2005,
13, 17–31.

47. Maxson, C.L. Investigating gang migration: Contextual issues. Gang J. 1993, 1, 1–8.
48. McGuire, C. Washington Office on Latin America January, 2007 Central American Youth Gangs in the Washington DC Area. 2006.

Available online: https://www.wola.org/analysis/youth-gangs-in-central-america/ (accessed on 11 November 2021).
49. Lee, E. At America’s Gates: Chinese Immigration during the Exclusion Era, 1882–1943; University of North Carolina Press: Chapel

Hill, NC, USA, 2003.
50. Lee, M.T.; Martinez, R.; Rosenfeld, R. Does immigration increase homicide? Negative evidence from three border cities. Sociol. Q.

2001, 42, 559–580. [CrossRef]
51. Martinez, R., Jr.; Rosenfeld, R.; Mares, D. Social disorganization, drug market activity, and neighborhood violent crime. Urban Aff.

Rev. 2008, 43, 846–874. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
52. Martinez, R., Jr.; Stowell, J.I.; Lee, M.T. Immigration and crime in an era of transformation: A longitudinal analysis of homicides

in San Diego neighborhoods, 1980–2000. Criminology 2010, 48, 797–829. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-009-0109-9
http://doi.org/10.1086/JAAHv91n2p194
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0047-2352(02)00134-4
http://doi.org/10.1177/0011128799045002003
http://doi.org/10.3390/socsci10020048
http://doi.org/10.1023/A:1007596225550
http://doi.org/10.1080/07418820100094841
http://doi.org/10.1023/A:1007548309620
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.1985.tb00334.x
http://doi.org/10.3390/socsci10010017
http://doi.org/10.1177/0891241606287416
http://doi.org/10.1177/0022427811415535
http://content.time.com/time/subscriber/article/0,33009,982588,00.html
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/california-council-criminal-justice-state-task-force-gangs-and
https://www.wola.org/analysis/youth-gangs-in-central-america/
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1533-8525.2001.tb01780.x
http://doi.org/10.1177/1078087408314774
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19655037
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2010.00202.x


Societies 2022, 12, 48 13 of 13

53. Reid, L.W.; Weiss, H.E.; Adelman, R.M.; Jaret, C. The immigration–crime relationship: Evidence across US metropolitan areas.
Soc. Sci. Res. 2005, 34, 757–780. [CrossRef]

54. Stowell, J.I.; Messner, S.F.; McGeever, K.F.; Raffalovich, L.E. Immigration and the recent violent crime drop in the United States:
A pooled, cross-sectional time-series analysis of metropolitan areas. Criminology 2009, 47, 889–928. [CrossRef]

55. Wadsworth, T. Is immigration responsible for the crime drop? An assessment of the influence of immigration on changes in
violent crime between 1990 and 2000. Soc. Sci. Q. 2010, 91, 531–553. [CrossRef]

56. Brown, B.; Benedict, W.R. Bullets, blades, and being afraid in Hispanic high schools: An exploratory study of the presence of
weapons and fear of weapon-associated victimization among high school students in a border town. Crime Delinq. 2004, 50,
372–394. [CrossRef]

57. Martinez, R., Jr. Latino Homicide: Immigration, Violence, and Community; Routledge: London, UK, 2014.
58. Kubrin, C.E.; Ousey, G.C. Immigration and Homicide in Urban America: What’s the Connection? In Immigration, Crime and Justice;

Emerald Group Publishing Limited: Bingley, UK, 2009.
59. Menjívar, C.; Bejarano, C. Latino immigrants’ perceptions of crime and police authorities in the United States: A case study from

the Phoenix metropolitan area. Ethn. Racial Stud. 2004, 27, 120–148. [CrossRef]
60. Tapia, M. Gangs in the El Paso-Juárez borderland: The role of history and geography in shaping criminal subcultures. Trends

Organ. Crime 2020, 23, 367–384. [CrossRef]
61. Barak, M.P.; León, K.S.; Maguire, E.R. Conceptual and empirical obstacles in defining MS-13: Law-enforcement perspectives.

Criminol. Public Policy 2020, 19, 563–589. [CrossRef]
62. Esbensen, F.A.; Carson, D.C. Who are the gangsters? An examination of the age, race/ethnicity, sex, and immigration status of

self-reported gang members in a seven-city study of American youth. J. Contemp. Crim. Justice 2012, 28, 465–481. [CrossRef]
63. Valdez, A.; Cepeda, A.; Kaplan, C. Homicidal events among Mexican American street gangs: A situational analysis. Homicide

Stud. 2009, 13, 288–306. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
64. Hollis, M.E. The impact of population and economic decline: Examining socio-demographic correlates of homicide in Detroit.

Crime Prev. Community Saf. 2018, 20, 84–98. [CrossRef]
65. Decker, S.H.; Pyrooz, D.C. On the validity and reliability of gang homicide: A comparison of disparate sources. Homicide Stud.

2010, 14, 359–376. [CrossRef]
66. Rubin, D.B. Multiple Imputation for Nonresponse in Surveys; Wiley: New York, NY, USA, 1987.
67. Schafer, J.L. Analysis of Incomplete Multivariate Data; Chapman & Hall/CRC: Boca Raton, FL, USA, 1997.
68. Scott, D. Regional differences in gang member identification methods among law enforcement jurisdictions in the United States.

Polic. Int. J. 2020, 43, 723–740. [CrossRef]
69. Dominguez, J.; Puls, L. The Impact of Culturally Relevant Programs: Research Snapshot. 2020. Available online: https:

//victimresearch.org/library/culturally-relevant-programs/ (accessed on 9 January 2022).
70. Densley, J.A.; Pyrooz, D.C. The matrix in context: Taking stock of police gang databases in London and beyond. Youth Justice 2020,

20, 11–30. [CrossRef]
71. Baillie, L.; Bromley, B.; Walker, M.; Jones, R.; Mhlanga, F. Implementing service improvement projects within pre-registration

nursing education: A multi-method case study evaluation. Nurse Educ. Pract. 2014, 14, 62–68. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
72. Waterman, A.S. An overview of service-learning and the role of research and evaluation in service-learning programs.

In Service-Learning; Routledge: London, UK, 2014; pp. 15–26.
73. Vigil, J.D.; Yun, S.C. A cross-cultural framework for understanding gangs: Multiple marginality and Los Angeles. Gangs Am.

2002, 3, 161–174.
74. Barrett, A.N.; Kuperminc, G.P.; Lewis, K.M. Acculturative stress and gang involvement among Latinos: US-born versus immigrant

youth. Hisp. J. Behav. Sci. 2013, 35, 370–389. [CrossRef]
75. Carson, D.; Hipple, N.K. Comparing violent and non-violent gang incidents: An exploration of gang-related police incident

reports. Soc. Sci. 2020, 9, 199. [CrossRef]
76. Esbensen, F.A.; Tusinski, K.E. Youth gangs in the print media. J. Crim. Justice Pop. Cult. 2007, 14, 21–38.
77. Valasik, M.; Reid, S.E. Taking stock of gang violence: An overview of the literature. In Handbook of Interpersonal Violence across the

Lifespan; Springer: New York, NY, USA, 2019; pp. 1–21.

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2005.01.001
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2009.00162.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6237.2010.00706.x
http://doi.org/10.1177/0011128703254916
http://doi.org/10.1080/0141987032000147968
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12117-019-09374-7
http://doi.org/10.1111/1745-9133.12493
http://doi.org/10.1177/1043986212458192
http://doi.org/10.1177/1088767909336328
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21218188
http://doi.org/10.1057/s41300-017-0037-0
http://doi.org/10.1177/1088767910385400
http://doi.org/10.1108/PIJPSM-01-2020-0005
https://victimresearch.org/library/culturally-relevant-programs/
https://victimresearch.org/library/culturally-relevant-programs/
http://doi.org/10.1177/1473225419883706
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2013.06.006
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23867284
http://doi.org/10.1177/0739986313488086
http://doi.org/10.3390/socsci9110199

	Introduction 
	Literature Review 
	Gang Violence and Homicide 
	Gang Member Migration and Crime 
	Immigration, Crime, and Gangs 

	Research Questions and Hypotheses 
	Data and Methods 
	Data Description 
	Analytical Methods 
	Variables 

	Results 
	Bivariate Analyses 
	Multivariate Results 

	Summary of Findings and Discussion 
	Limitations and Conclusions 
	References

