Improving Employment Prospects for People with Criminal Records
There are an estimated 70 million adults in the U.S. with a criminal record, many of whom face a range of related challenges to
securing and maintaining employment. Research shows that these barriers create economic burdens for the people with records,
their families, and their communities at large. Despite recent advances and increased attention to this issue, there continue to be
significant barriers to employment for people with criminal records.
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Barriers to Employment
Securing employment can be a critical part of successful reentry
for the nearly 10 million people returning to their communities from
prison and jail each year, who represent just a fraction of people in the
U.S. with criminal records.4 However, there are several fundamental
challenges for people returning from incarceration that prevent them
from finding or keeping a job, such as:
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collateral consequences

Limited or
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15%

The incarceration of a parent
can have significant, longlasting financial effects on the
entire family. In the year after a
father is released, for example,
family income is 15% lower than
it was the year before the father
was first incarcerated. 5

Give people with criminal records a fair chance
at employment through “ban-the-box” policies and
others that build off of the best practices detailed
in the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission guidelines on the use of arrest and
conviction records in employment decisions.
Ensure that
people leaving
incarceration have a
path to acquire state-issued
identification, which is frequently
required to access social services,
secure housing, and apply for
employment—all factors that can play
a crucial role in a person’s successful
reintegration into the community
after incarceration.

Lift unnecessary
occupational licensing
restrictions. A variety of
professions require that people obtain
state-regulated licenses to practice
in the U.S. In many cases, people
with criminal records seeking work
in certain fields are prohibited from
securing these licenses.

What
Policymakers
Can Do

Leverage workforce
Actively engage with local
development resources to
business leaders, chambers
support training and education
of commerce, and industry
programs. The Workforce
associations to promote hiring
Innovation and Opportunity Act
people with criminal records. Public(WIOA) is the nation’s primary source
private dialogues are critical for
of federal funding for workforce
consensus building and understanding
development, and aims to provide
of how government policies and local
job seekers with assistance
regulations can affect efforts
to obtain employment
to improve employment
Support commonsense criminal record
and meet employers’
outcomes for people
clearance policies, which enable the
needs for qualified
with criminal
removal of criminal history information from
workers.
records.
public record under certain conditions. Any contact
with the criminal justice system can have long-lasting
effects on a person’s employment prospects—even
though research has shown that criminal records are
decreasingly linked to future criminal
conduct over time.6
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