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THE PROBLEM 
More than 78 million Americans have a criminal record.1 They face a significant uphill battle to restoring their 
family, reputation, and financial future. These individuals confront more than 44,000 legal barriers on 
account of their criminal record – more than 1,000 of them existing in federal laws and regulations alone.2 
These barriers significantly contribute to almost half of the individuals exiting our federal justice system being 
rearrested within just five years.3  

Examples of the barriers faced by those with a criminal record: 

• Employment: More than 50% of individuals previously incarcerated will struggle to secure
employment and even those with employment will see a 52 percent reduction in their average annual
earnings.4

• Housing: Those who were previously incarcerated are 10 times more likely to experience
homelessness and there are a number of federal policies and laws that prevent individuals from
access certain housing assistance programs.5

• Education: Both state and federal policies limit access to education for those with a criminal record
even though almost half of those incarcerated in the federal system have never graduated high school
and 95% do not have a college degree.6

• Civic and Community Engagement: Those with a criminal record may also face a variety of
barriers to engaging with their community such as no longer being able to vote, serving as a juror, or
volunteering at local nonprofits or schools.7
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THE SOLUTION 
Research consistently reveals that access to meaningful employment is essential to preventing future crime.8 
Access to housing has also been found to be equally important for successful reentry. Housing instability 
increases someone’s risk of recidivism, results in higher substance use, and frustrates their ability to secure 
employment or additional education.9 By ensuring individuals with a criminal record have the opportunity for 
a true second chance, we can improve public safety, strengthen families, and grow our economy.  

Federal law currently provides one of the most limited expungement mechanisms in the country – limiting 
relief to individuals convicted of certain low-level drug crimes who were under 21 years of age at the time 
they were arrested.10 The Kenneth P. Thompson Begin Again Act is a positive step towards helping some 
individuals with a criminal record overcome the barriers to restoration they face every day. It will eliminate 
the age limitation of 21 years old and allow any first-time simple possession offense to be eligible for 
expungement regardless of the individual’s age. This process will not expunge any nonpublic records which 
could be helpful to the Department of Justice and federal courts in any subsequent federal criminal 
proceedings.  

This reform would align federal law with policies adopted in many states and a growing body of research 
supporting the positive benefits of expungement for public safety and our local economies.11 In 2020 alone, 
more than 35 reforms were adopted in 20 states to expungement and sealing laws.12 These include states like 
Georgia, Nebraska, North Carolina, and West Virginia.13 Adopting the Begin Again Act would position the 
federal system as an example for states that have not yet reformed their laws in a similar manner as the First 
Step Act has spurred state reforms across the country.  
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