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Finding employment is essential to building a stable life and avoiding criminal activity after a conviction or prison sentence.
However, there is extensive evidence that employers are reluctant to hire people with criminal records. Given the high
number of unemployed people with criminal records (65% of all unemployed men), the potential impact of interventions
that increase hiring is significant. Unfortunately, many interventions aimed at increasing employment for people with
criminal records, often by limiting the information available to employers about a candidate’s criminal record, have failed to
deliver meaningful gains.

Surveys of employers suggest that concerns about crime risks are important. Promising evidence suggests that providing
“crime and safety” insurance to employers — thus shifting the risk from them to the government or other entity providing
that insurance — increases their willingness to hire people with criminal records. In general, approaches that provide more
information about job seekers or that directly address employers’ concerns could be effective and merit broader evaluation.

WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT SECOND CHANCE HIRING

- Insurance: One experimental study found that employers were more willing to hire workers with criminal records
when offered crime insurance covering potential damages from employees. Even relatively low levels of insurance
coverage ($5,000 in crime insurance) increased the willingness to hire workers with a criminal record.!

- Certificates of rehabilitation: These court-issued documents aim to provide a “positive credential” of rehabilitation,
and in one audit study conducted in Ohio,? they almost completely alleviated the negative effect of the criminal record
on job callbacks.

- Reentry job programs: These programs are understudied, but there is strong evidence that transitional job programs
have typically failed to produce long-term employment gains or public safety improvements. Several randomized
trials of transitional jobs programs for people who were recently released from prison showed little to no reduction in
recidivism during program enrollment and did not improve employment outcomes once the transitional job ended.?
Wrap-around service programs have also had disappointing results when rigorously evaluated.

« Restricting criminal history information: Policies that reduce the amount of information available to employers
regarding criminal records fail to increase employment for targeted groups and can increase racial discrimination.

»  Ban the Box (BTB) policies prevent employers from asking about criminal records until late in the hiring process to
help people with records get their foot in the door. But studies have found BTB widens racial gaps® at the interview
stage and reduces employment® for young Black men with limited education. When employers aren’t allowed to ask
who has a record, they appear to guess based on the information they can still see (such as race).

> Clean Slate policies enable the clearing of eligible records for people who have completed their sentence, removing
them from public view. Early research on Clean Slate policies in the United States finds no impact on employment,’
consistent with findings of no effect on employment from sealing conviction records in New Zealand.®

- Employer subsidies: Research shows that the Work Opportunity Tax Credit, which provides government subsidies to
employers to hire people from disadvantaged groups (including those with felony records), is not an effective tool to
increase second chance hiring.®
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WHAT POLICYMAKERS SHOULD FOCUS ON

Piloting and evaluating new approaches to directly address employers’ concerns (rather than strategies that hide criminal
record information), such as providing crime insurance coverage for employees with criminal records. These strategies will
improve matches between job-seekers and firms, making everyone better off.

Leveraging rigorous evaluation approaches to measure the impact of reentry support programs, such as a randomized trial
with a good comparison group to determine whether a program has changed individuals’ trajectories. Identifying programs
that effectively improve reentry outcomes is a challenging but important task; simply comparing program participants
with non-participants can be misleading if participants volunteer or are carefully selected.
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