
  
OUR PRIORITIES 
 

➔ Eliminate housing providers' use of background checks to protect people with conviction records 
from discrimination. 

 
➔ Prohibit housing providers from advertising that they will not accept people with conviction 

histories. 
 
We use the term “housing providers” to mean landlords, real estate brokers, rental agencies, 
management companies, and other lessors. 
 

 
THE SIGNIFICANCE 
 
Everyone deserves a place to call home. Housing is a fundamental human need that lays the foundation 
for success in every aspect of our lives.   
 
Housing provides a springboard for success and a crucial foundation for individual and family well-
being.1 Improving access to stable, affordable, and quality housing substantially increases the likelihood 
that a person leaving prison or jail will be able to connect with new or existing family support, find and 
retain employment, and build supportive relationships. This, in turn, strengthens our communities.2 
 

 
THE PROBLEM 
 
More people than ever must contend with the fallout of having a conviction record. In September 
2018, the incarceration rate of the United States of America was the highest in the world, at 655 per 
100,000 of the national population. While the United States represents about 4.3 percent of the world's 
population, it houses around 19.7 percent of the world's incarcerated people.3 In New York State, 
6,958,700 people have an arrest or conviction record -- that’s 45% of the adult population. 
 
Our mass policing, arrest, and incarceration policies have disproportionately targeted communities of 
color. As a result, 1 in 3 African-American adult men has a felony conviction in the United States.4 The 
racial disparities in incarceration are particularly stark in New York City, where 90 percent of people in 
jail are African-American or Hispanic.5 
 
Mass incarceration is related directly to economic inequality and homelessness. Research shows that 
incarcerated people in all gender, race, and ethnicity groups earned substantially less prior to their 
incarceration than their non-incarcerated counterparts of similar ages.6 Also, in the year following 
discharge from New York City Department of Correction custody, 80 percent of people leaving Rikers 
enter the Department of Homeless Services (DHS) shelter system for at least a day. Shelter and 
unregulated "three-quarters" housing are costly7 and inadequate – they are not a sufficient solution to 
homelessness, and they perpetuate generational poverty.8 

https://www.fairchancehousing.org/


 
New Yorkers believe that once someone has served their time, we should stop punishing them.  We 
have made substantial progress in reducing the perpetual punishment of people with conviction records 
in higher education through Ban the Box—both the State University of New York (SUNY) and the City 
University of New York (CUNY) do not ask applicants about their conviction record.9 We’ve also made 
progress in reducing discrimination in employment through the Fair Chance Act, which makes it illegal 
for most employers to ask about the conviction record of job applicants before making a job offer.10 Yet 
in most housing, perpetual punishment remains rampant. This perpetual punishment not only impacts 
individuals, but also their family for generations. Conviction record history should be a history and not a 
life sentence.11 
 
Research shows that a conviction reduces the probability of landlords allowing prospective tenants to 
view an apartment rental by more than 50%.12 Additional research shows that real estate brokers 
similarly reject customers with conviction records.13 The rejection rates varied little even for applicants 
with less serious convictions. 
 
The use of background checks in housing impacts whole families. In the words of formerly incarcerated 
women: 
 “Coming home, my fear was being homeless. I had no family to go to. My brother was living in a senior 
citizen complex and all my sisters lived out of town, except for one who was active. I was crazy with 
trying to find something. My P.O. said, “Can you get a one bedroom?” But ACS said no because if I got a 
one bedroom I couldn’t have my children for the weekends. There’s a lot of stuff to do to be in 
compliance with the family reunification process.” - Rita 
 
“I want elected officials and other policy makers to understand that housing is a key component to a 
woman’s stability when she returns home. When women are able to secure housing upon release, one 
of the major barriers is removed. A lack of housing can cause a woman to act on old survival skills that 
will ultimately lead her back to prison. … There is also the issue of women unable to find suitable 
housing for themselves and their children.” - Roni14 
 
Housing is already scarce, and gentrification – which often includes displacement – is rampant. The 
United States has lost roughly 13 percent of its low-income housing since 2001, leaving an enormous 
amount of people to compete for the remaining affordable units.15 Coupled with rapid gentrification 
that displaces communities of color, viable options for people with conviction records are slim.16 
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