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Crime and recessions 

Tito Boeri Caserta, June 20th 2012 

De Blaso and Menon estimate 
that a 10% reduction in GDP 
induces a  3-6% increase in crime 
 
Credit crunch. SMEs desperately 
looking for cash 
 
Reports of suspicious transactions 
for money laundering are more 
than quadruplicated between 
2008 and 2011 
 
Evidence on unemployment and 
crime. Larger recruitment pool for 
criminal organisations especially 
in countries with no safety net 
 



Why (labour) economists? 

  Contribution of economists to the analysis of crime: 

 Attention to incentives and.. 

 .. to the actual enforcement of regulations  

 Control for selection 

 Causal inference 

 

  Topics studied as labour economists: 

 Migration, jobless poverty, underground economy 

 Careers in legal and illegal organizations 

  Subjective measures of well being 
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Crime rates as a main concern 
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Source: Istat, Indagine multiscopo “Aspetti della vita quotidiana” 

What are the most important problems for Italy? % of respondents 



More concerns in regions with large 
immigration rates 
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% of families declaring to live in a risky 
area with respect to crime 

Notes: for 2004, values correspond to the 2004-2005 average. 

Source: Istat, Indagine multiscopo sulle famiglie “Aspetti della vita quotidiana”  

% of immigrants relative to the 
resident population 

 



Perceptions vs. Reality 

 2/3 of Italians believe that migrants increase crime 
rates 
 

 Role of media: term “migration” used mostly in 
relation with news on crime (52.8%), immigration laws 
(34%) and illegal entries (5.3%), while the coverage for 
issues related to cultural integration is much lower 
(7.9%) (Cnel, 2012) 
 

 Between 10% and 15% of migrants in Italy is illegal 
(fRDB) 
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Immigrants over represented in prisons 
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Source: IMF, International Centre for Prison Studies Source:  Istat, Rilevazione sui reati e sulle persone denunciate all’Autorità giudiziaria

.. however mainly crimes related to illegal status 

 
Individuals aged > 18 for whom legal action has been 

started (in Italy or abroad) 
- Year 2009 – for 100 crimes of the same nature 

% Foreign prisoners / % Foreign population 
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Overcrowding 
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Italians 
65% 

Foreigners 
35% 

Composition of Italian Prison 
Population, May 2013 

Some facts about the Italian prison situation 

Number of 
establishments 

206 penal institutions for 
adults, 19 for minors 

Official capacity of 
prison system 

46,995 

Current prison 
population 

65,886  
= 140% of official capacity 
= 108 prisoners for 
100,000 inhabitants 

Source: International Centre for Prison Studies, Ministry of Justice 



Two key issues 

1. What causes involvement of migrants in illegal 
activities? Is it illegal status/lack of job? Or is it 
involvement in illegal activities to cause illegal status?  

 → 1st report  

 

2. What is the optimal incarceration policy? What is the 
role of prison in “criminal careers”? Criminogenic  or 
deterrent effect? 

  → 2nd report  
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What else they do 

Pinotti, Angrist, Fasani, Gazzè 
and Tonello (1st report) 

 

• Data on applications for the 
click day and police records 

• Can enforcement of migration 
restrictions prevent migration 
from becoming a law and 
order problem? Or do these 
restrictions increase illegal 
status and crime rates? 

Mastrobuoni and Owens      
(2nd report) 

 

• Data on careers of prisoners 
and police records  

• Effect of incarceration on 
criminal careers 

• Recidivism and individual 
characteristics 

• Individual heterogeneity in 
“social harm” and thus in 
sentencing 
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Drawing on previous work of fRDB 

Information from two datasets collected by fRDB: 

 

a) 2009 fRDB-EBRD Migrants Survey 

b) 2013 Homeless Census in Milan 

 

Additional insights on the relationship between migrants 
and legal status, and criminal activity and recidivism 
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fRDB Survey in Northern Italy  

 Survey carried on by fRDB in 8 cities (1037 
interviews) in Northern Italy (October - 
November 2009) 

 

 Innovative Sampling Method: covers all 
immigrants, regular and irregular. First 
survey representing illegal migrants ever 
carried out in Italy 
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 On the edge of illegal activities  
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Illegal migrants (various 

definitions) are between 5 and 

25% more likely (than Italians) 

to have ever had “problems 

with the law” 

Illegal Broad0: All the not-Italians saying not to have permit of stay or saying they are waiting for it but they have never had one before, despite the fact of having been living in Italy for more than one year + All non-
EU citizens not answering about their permit of stay + Eu citizens not answering and not having regular work nor studying. 
 
Illegal Broad1: All not-Italians saying not to have permit of stay or not answering 
 
Illegal Broad2: All not-Italians saying not to have permit of stay + All non-EU citizens not answering about their permit of stay + Eu citizens not answering and not having regular work nor studying 

% of immigrants reporting “problems 
with the Law” relative to the same 

share among Italians 
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2013 Homeless Census in Milan 

Sampling Method: 

Point-in-time survey through the S-Night (street and shelters) 
method: 

• Homeless “mapping” throughout the whole city in one night 
(11th March 2013) 

• Street and shelters 

 

Reference population: 

• Individuals who do not sleep in a home (in a narrow definition 
of the term) in the reference night 

• Both Italians and foreigners – legal and illegal immigrants 
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Homelessness and Lawlessness  
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Duration of homelessness significantly longer for individuals 
reporting to have had problems with the justice 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Dependent variable: Duration 

of homeless Overall Overall Migrants 

Migrants - 

Legal entry 

Migrants - 

Illegal entry 

            

Problems with the Law 34.34*** 34.73*** 19.82*** 6.703 14.66** 

(6.072) (6.203) (6.313) (10.05) (7.338) 

First time homeless: street 11.99** 11.98*** 17.48** 6.255 

(4.950) (4.576) (7.330) (5.378) 

Duration of migration (months) 0.123*** 0.0895** 0.259*** 

(0.0250) (0.0346) (0.0412) 

Observations 724 700 514 252 209 

R-squared 0.097 0.106 0.124 0.093 0.293 

Note: Controls for age, educational level, citizenship, regular status and gender are included. 

Standard errors in parentheses, *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 



Plan of the day 

Morning  

• Presentation and discussion of the 1st report 
“Migration policy and crime” 

 

Afternoon 

• Presentation and discussion of the 2nd report “Criminal 
Careers” 

 

• Panel on “What did we learn?” 
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Evening 
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