
SAFE COMMUNITIES WORK

Seal Old Conviction Records to Boost  
Workforce Participation, Build Safety,  
and Grow the Economy

Introduction
Two and a half million people in Illinois – approximately one in four adults – have a criminal conviction.1 The vast  
majority of these convictions were for nonviolent offenses and most occurred years or even decades ago. Despite  
ample skills and an eagerness to work, the 2.5 million Illinoisans with old records are far more likely than the  
general public to be unemployed, underemployed, or to have left the labor market entirely – in part due to nearly  
800 regulations that restrict their ability to work in Illinois’ industries.2 Old records cost Illinoisans more than  
$13 billion in lost wages annually and between $20 million and $30 million in lost economic activity. Unlocking  
pathways to work by sealing old records will grow the workforce, strengthen Illinois businesses, and make our  
communities safer. Thriving businesses are the backbones of vibrant communities, and vibrant communities  
are sites of safety, innovation, and prosperity. 

People with old conviction records want to work and businesses in Illinois need their labor. Illinois, like the rest  
of the United States, is experiencing a worker shortage that recently was more severe than any since the Second  
World War.3 The latest data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics indicate that Illinois has 109,000 fewer workers  
than it needs to fill 429,000 open jobs.4 This shortage hampers the capacities of businesses to produce goods and  
services and contributes to inflation. 

With 429,000 open jobs, Illinois has more job openings than any other state in the region. Ohio and Pennsylvania  
trail with 380,000 and 345,000, respectively, and Michigan and Minnesota both have more than 200,000 job openings. 
Illinois has the second largest worker shortage among these states (109,000 workers), trailing only Ohio, which has  
a shortage of 131,000 workers. 

Illinois can seal old criminal records to boost employment, grow the economy, and make our families safer.
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Old Records Erode the Workforce, Holding Back Business and Family Wealth
Stable employment and secure housing are foundations of safe and prosperous communities. People with meaningful  
jobs and a secure place to live are less likely to be victimized and less likely to victimize someone else. For people involved 
in the justice system, a steady job is strongly correlated with successfully completing probation or parole and engaging  
in prosocial behavior. When employment goes up, recidivism and offending go down.5

Old records make it more challenging for people to find the jobs and homes they need to be secure and productive  
citizens.6 Ninety-two percent of employers conduct background checks of applicants,7 and nearly 90 percent of landlords 
conduct background checks of prospective tenants.8 In Illinois, a conviction can appear on a consumer credit report  
forever, despite the fact people with old records are not significantly more likely to commit an offense than their peers 
without criminal histories.9

Old records negatively impact individual finances and the broader economy. A person with an old misdemeanor conviction 
earns 16 percent less each year than their peers without a record, and a person with a felony conviction that did not involve 
imprisonment earns 22 percent less. The average lifetime earnings loss for a conviction that did not result in a prison sentence 
is approximately $99,000. Because Black Illinoisans were more heavily targeted in the Wars on Drugs and Crime in the 
1980s through the early 2000s, the economic costs are concentrated in Black families and Black communities.

The broader economic costs of old records in Illinois are between $20 and $30 billion. Illinois families lose $13 billion in 
wages each year, as old records push hundreds of thousands of people into marginal employment or out of the labor market 
entirely.10 Without access to their labor and productivity, the state’s businesses areunable to meet demand for their goods 
and services, meaning that the full costs in lost economic activity are between $20 and $30 billion.11
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Sealing Old Records Expands and Strengthens the Workforce  
Sealing old records reduces the barriers people face in finding employment. A 2020 study published in the Harvard Law  
Review followed people whose records were sealed in Michigan and found an almost immediate 23 percent increase  
in employment and a 23 percent increase in wages. These increases were almost entirely caused by people reentering  
the labor market or transitioning from marginal employment to full employment.12 A study in Oakland, California found 
similar results: employment among people whose records were sealed rose 10 percent and their earnings rose by more 
than 30 percent.13

Communities that pursue record sealing programs experience significant economic improvements.14 In the medium and 
long term, sealing records boosts productivity by making education, housing, and professional licensing more accessible.15 
Researchers who studied the impacts of record sealing in Santa Clara, California similarly found that each cleared record 
was associated with a $1,400 reduction in expenditures for government assistance and a $6,000 increase in wages.16

People with old records are a resource Illinois can quickly deploy to reap large economic benefits. Few interventions 
match the potential of record sealing to immediately expand the workforce and, over time, greatly increase the  
productivity of Illinois workers. 

Sealing Old Records Will Make  
Illinois Safer  
Sealing records reduces recidivism and victimization, making  
communities safer. In Michigan, just one percent of people who  
benefited from record sealing were convicted of a new felony with-
in five years.17 This 99 percent success rate is even more remarkable 
because people with sealed records were less likely to be convicted  
of a felony than Michigan’s general population, including people  
who had never had a record.18 

Record sealing appears to reduce crime for the same reasons it  
boosts the economy. Increased employment results in less crime.19 
Access to stable housing also results in less crime.20 Together,  
employment and housing foster stable family life, and people  
in stable families are less likely to engage in criminal behavior.21 

A sealed record also encourages law-abiding behavior at  
a psychological level. Most people do not understand the  
collateral consequences of a conviction until they themselves  
have been convicted, after which the limitations on employment, 
housing, and licensure can come as a surprise.22 Most people  
do not know the benefit of a clean record until it is gone. In- 
depth research with people who have benefited from record  
sealing shows that they are highly motivated to retain the clean  
slate that they once lost.23 Having experienced the challenges  
of finding employment with a record, they are resolved to  
maintain their clean slate. To people who have had an old  
record sealed, second chances are sacred.

Safe Communities Work
Clearing old records boosts employment and makes communities safer, and safe communities are the engines  
of innovation and growth.24 The Illinois Legislature can put the state into a cycle where employment creates safety  
and safety creates innovation and prosperity. 

Safe communities work. Illinois is currently wanting for more than 100,000 workers. The missing workers have records, 
but they’re ready to work. Clearing records allows these missing workers to rejoin the workforce to provide for themselves 
and their families while supporting Illinois’ economy.
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Alliance for Safety and Justice (ASJ) is a national advocacy organization that aims to replace ineffective criminal justice 
system policies with what works to keep people safe. We represent diverse crime survivors and people living with  

old records as key public safety stakeholders—including more than 1,500 crime survivors in Arizona. ASJ brings our 
members together with state leaders and coalition partners to win reforms that stop cycles of crime, reduce costly 

incarceration, and make communities safer.  We support a range of “shared safety” reforms, including crime prevention, 
community health, rehabilitation, economic mobility, and trauma recovery. 

For more information, visit: allianceforsafetyandjustice.org
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