INCLUSIVE ECONOMY LAB of Cities.

THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO Science in Service
U Urban Labs

Fair Chance Hiring: Mapping the Research Landscape from

1970 through 2024

In partnership with the Corporate Coalition of Chicago and Shawn Bushway at SUNY Albany, the
Inclusive Economy Lab set out to systematically map existing research on fair chance hiring that
explicitly addresses phases of the hiring process. We aim to assess how well current literature informs
potential opportunities to increase positive fair chance hiring outcomes for employers and job
seekers who have prior involvement with the criminal court system (system impacted). While
many organizations actively support fair chance hiring initiatives, no unified effort exists to categorize
related research, assess what stages of the hiring process have been well studied, and determine
where important gaps remain. This literature scan serves as a foundation for identifying what parts of
the current research landscape can immediately inform stakeholder efforts, and what additional
research might be worth pursuing. Using a new sorting technique, this project focuses on academic
literature and evidence that directly relate to features of the hiring process that employers have the
ability to change. Our goal is to provide actionable guidance that could improve fair chance
hiring outcomes in the Chicago region and beyond.

METHODOLOGY

To create an initial sample of existing literature, the research team at the Inclusive Economy Lab (IEL)
compiled sources cited in the proceedings from the National Fair Chance Hiring Conference — a 2024
event hosted by Corporate Coalition of Chicago in collaboration with the Harris School of Public Policy
and NORC at the University of Chicago. Framed as a working meeting, the conference brought
together academic and business leaders from across the country to develop a shared understanding
of current evidence and identify paths to increase the scale and impact of fair chance hiring policy and
practice. The proceedings include papers referenced in conference sessions as well as the citations
from the post conference report that outlined ten ideas for future research. The compiled literature
represents a broad range of focus and methodologies; and collectively share a wealth of information
about the experiences of system impacted and formerly incarcerated individuals seeking to integrate
into society. To ensure that this body of literature was comprehensive, project partners vetted the list
of sources with leading fair chance hiring scholars to ensure that we had a near complete and
representative sample of existing fair chance hiring literature. A limitation of this process is that we did
not include books or other sources that which we could not obtain an electronic copy. Ultimately, the
team assessed 179 sources in this literature scan. See Appendix A for a complete list.

To map existing evidence related to employer hiring processes and identify potential gaps in the
literature, the research team used a visualization of the hiring process developed by Shawn Bushway
at SUNY Albany and the Corporate Coalition of Chicago (figure 1) to categorize the sources. The
framework visualization indicates a process flow with several distinct steps that present both
opportunities and potential setbacks. IEL researchers then used ChatGPT and NotebookLM to review
the sources and categorize them into five distinct phases of the hiring process, or as not directly related
to the hiring process. The categories are:

1. Requesting and Gaining Permission to Conduct a Background Check - literature that
addresses the front end of the background check process, strengthening our understanding



of when and how employers inform candidates of the intent to conduct a background check
and obtain consent.

2. Background Check (Acquiring and Interpreting Information) - literature that analyzes
how background checks are run and what happens once they are received.

3. Pre-Adverse Action Letters (+ Self-Selection Out) - literature that reveals what happens
after a background check flags potential issues after a hiring decision is made.

4. Individualized Assessment - literature that emphasizes whether and how employers
conduct evaluations when a criminal record is present.

5. Redirection and Rescinding the Offer - literature that speaks to what happens when an
employer withdraws a job offer or offers an alternative path to a candidate.

6. Not Assigned - literature that informs and strengthens our understanding of fair chance
hiring challenges and opportunities, but does not fall into one of the five prior categories that
focus on specific stages of hiring once an offer of employment is made.

Process Framework for Fair Chance Hiring
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Figure 1. Hiring process framework visualization created by Shawn Bushway and Corporate Coalition of
Chicago Staff. Color shadings represent the corresponding categories used for this scan.

IEL staff began the categorization process by manually reviewing seven papers to create an adequate
example for informing an artificial intelligence (Al) powered review process. For each paper,
researchers noted the following items in an excel sheet: paper name, publication year, URL link and
abstract (as listed in the paper). Then, based on its relevance to / focus on specific stages in the hiring
process, each paper was assigned to a category (or categories). If a paper was categorized as “Not
Assigned” it could not also be included in any of the other categories. After reading and categorizing
the seven papers, researchers wrote a summary of the paper to be used in training the Al to generate
similar summaries of other papers. Finally, our research team drafted a few key points describing how
findings from each paper could be of use to employers hiring system impacted individuals (“Value to
Employers”). Categorizing and summarizing these papers allowed the researchers to clearly define
the process and develop Al prompts that would effectively sort and summarize the remaining 172
papers in a manner that was best aligned with the researchers’ goals. The research team compiled



these samples into a document summarizing the categorization criteria, which was also uploaded to
the Al with guiding prompts to ensure that it could accurately categorize the sources.

After training the Al (ChatGPT) through sharing the sample papers and related summaries, and
explaining and refining the categorization process, the research team used the following steps to
engage Al in this process:

e A PDF of each paper was loaded, one at a time, into the Al interface. Before proceeding with
analysis, the user confirmed that the Al could identify the author(s), to ensure that the Al was
1) reading the file correctly and 2) pulling from the correct source.

e Once verified, staff instructed the Al to categorize papers using the hiring process framework
described above; and, for papers that were sorted into categories 1-5, generate a summary,
and Value to Employers section. At times the Al would also produce three key terms that
captured the core insights or themes of each paper.

¢ Outputs were spot-checked by the research team. IEL staff read the abstract of each source
to confirm the Al’'s categorization, quality of summary and consistency of ‘key takeaways’ in
comparison to the abstract and often further review of a source’s content. Researchers re-
assigned or revised content when the Al misread a method, over-summarized, or missed
nuances related to steps in the hiring process. Researchers restarted Al chat sessions several
times as the quality of responses degraded after numerous repetitions of the same request for
different papers.

e The research team then recorded the reviewed responses in the excel table for each related
paper (see Appendix A).

The research team reviewed the compiled scan results to assess for patterns and learning insights.
During this process, IEL decided to conduct a complete quality assurance (QA) check of the source
list and categorization to assess the Al produced material and ensure the document is free from human
errors.

To complete this process, the team first reviewed initial Al interactions and noted any content concerns
or inconsistencies between the online records and spreadsheet. We then verified whether the
information pasted into the Al-produced cells aligned with the source’s abstract and standardized all
source citation content. Finally, we confirmed that we had a PDF copy of the source and recorded its
citation count, as reported in Google Scholar.

Researchers then completed line-by-line edits to resolve simple errors, including Al hallucinated
publication dates or author attributions. We flagged other, more complex concerns, such as questions
about the Al-produced classification, hallucinations about source content and context, or missing
literature review components. Our team identified 80 lines in the sources spreadsheet to re-assess for
accuracy of categorization, summary, and value to employer columns. Using the training documents
and guiding prompts staff conducted the sorting and summarization process for the identified lines. As
a learning process and to test for alignment, the team used Google’s NotebookLM to complete a
portion of the review along with an instance of ChatGPT local to UChicago, “Phoenix Al.” When this
review provided an output different from the initial categorization, we review the source and Al
reasoning, revising categorization when appropriate. In several instances we included new Al-
produced content in the summary content of the sheet. All Al content generated during the QA process
is labelled as such.

The QA process, while thorough, has several limitations. For instance, we did not have complete Al
records for the first round of categorizations to inform concerns or questions identified during the QA.
Accordingly, we flagged and re-ran categorization for a greater number of sources without initial Al
chat records. Our team also excluded sources without PDF copies from the literature review—a list
composed primarily of books—limiting the breadth and depth of our list.



FINDINGS

The papers were distributed across the six categories, as follows:

Requesting and Gaining Permission to Conduct a Background Check: 5 papers
Background Check (Acquiring and Interpreting Information): 42 papers
Pre-Adverse Action Letters (+ Self-Selection Out): 8 papers

Individualized Assessment: 61 papers

Redirection and Rescinding the Offer: 14 papers

Not Assigned: 103 papers

The papers identify some fair chance hiring strategies that can be immediately engaged by employers
and other stakeholders invested in efforts to increase opportunity for system impacted individuals. This
sorting method also highlights areas where further research would be helpful in identifying strategies
for engaging and onboarding fair chance talent.

Engaging large language models to assess and sort existing literature also gave the research team
opportunities for learning about the power and limitations of Al. While the use of Al facilitated the rapid
assessment of a large body of literature, both NotebookLM and ChatGPT produced hallucinations that
obscured the validity of the categorization and summaries, requiring significant investment in the
quality assurance process.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Given these findings, there are three recommendations for those looking to expand on existing
scholarship and evidence related to the hiring process for system impacted individuals:

1. Investigate ‘self-selection’ and candidate drop off. Out of 179 assessed, eight papers
addressed the “Pre-Adverse Action Letter (+ Self-Selection Out)” category. This indicates
limited evidence in understanding how employers communicate and how candidates respond
to their background information being flagged for review; and warrants further inquiry into
policies and practices of employers, background check providers, and workforce
development organizations that impact candidate outcomes in this stage of hiring.

2. Develop research that further explores the redirection and rescission of employment
offers. Fourteen papers were categorized as “Redirection and Rescinding the Offer.” This
shows that more research is needed to better understand how employers disengage with
candidates at the final stage of the hiring process, how often this happens, and the impact it
has on individual career trajectories.

3. Conduct research with large employers designed to generate insights into how
changes to hiring processes can increase access to opportunity for both businesses
and employees with records. This project demonstrates that there is significant academic
literature created to better understand the realities faced by people impacted by the criminal
court system. The sources identified in this literature scan can be used to more clearly define
solutions that support increased opportunities for both businesses and job seekers. The
breadth of topics provides an ample base for communities, advocates, policy makers, and
employers to improve ongoing efforts to access these opportunities. The scan also identifies
that there are limited insights into employer processes and how changes to those can impact
labor market and business outcomes. Building research collaborations that center employers
as partners in developing research questions and methods would generate new
opportunities to improve business strategies and employee outcomes.



NEXT STEPS

Following this scan of fair chance hiring literature, the Corporate Coalition of Chicago and IEL met with
academic experts and researchers in the field. The purpose of these discussions was to further
advance our learning and potential insights by:

1. Sharing the scan’s methodologies and findings
2. Soliciting critical feedback and reactions, and
3. Identifying potential avenues for further research

From these conversations, several possible research directions were identified:

Examining post-offer candidate experience, seeking to understand when and why candidates
drop out of the hiring process
e Points of attrition (before Pre-Adverse (PA) Action letters, after PA Action letters, during
Individualized Assessment, or otherwise)
¢ Role of candidate assumptions (e.g. believing background checks are always conducted, or
that undergoing a background check or receiving a PA Action letter means automatic
disqualification that cannot be challenged)
e Candidate experiences when applying through alternative channels (referrals, informal
networks, etc.)

Assessing strategies that support candidates through the background check and hiring
process
e The types of signals that are most successful in alleviating employer reticence to hire system
impacted candidates. |.e. letters of support, ready to work certifications, or certificates of
relief
¢ Impact of workforce development staff coaching for candidates navigating initial offer and
background check process
e Impact of direct referral partnerships between employers and fair chance hiring support
organizations

Exploring the role of language and messaging in employer communication about hiring
¢ How (small) language changes throughout the process can encourage candidates with
records to apply and persist through the entire hiring process
o Effects of positive framing (e.g., “background check-friendly” job advertisements)
¢ Implications of marketing positions as ‘fair chance’ (impact on both justice-impacted
applicants and other candidates)

Discussing employer practices and motivations around background checks
¢ Why employers require them and what information they believe they need
o How this compares or contrasts to what fair chance candidates and workforce
organizations believe employers should consider
e Variations between corporate and small businesses’ practices, and what each could learn
from the other
¢ Value of anonymized employer practices/data to identify promising industry level trends
e Strategies to limit or avoid hiring liability and focus hiring decisions on individual merit

These research ideas demonstrate promising avenues to explore the stages of the hiring process.
Advancing this research has the potential to deepen understanding of where barriers arise for
candidates with records, how they are shaped by organizational practices, and what interventions
might best expand access to employment opportunities.



Additionally, given its engagement with employers, the Corporate Coalition of Chicago is further
developing the “Value to Employers” insights highlighted by this project and will share learning from
the compiled literature that could be interesting for their membership and other employers. This
expanded work will emphasize practical insights for employers, focusing on the two areas that have
the most documented research: Background Checks and Individualized Assessments.

Shawn Bushway and researchers at SUNY Albany have already moved the work of this project one
step further. They uploaded 154 of the sources in this literature scan into one instance of google’s
Notebook LM, which allows users to engage directly with the entirety of the text by asking questions
or prompting the creation of audio files that mimic podcast conversations about requested topics. For
example, a user could ask the Al what evidence informed advice exists for job seekers navigating an
individualized assessment with a potential employer. This tool is still in development, and the SUNY
research team is testing the reliability of answers before they share it more publicly.

We are grateful for the partnership of the Corporate Coalition of Chicago, with specific thanks to Steph
Dolan, Mariel Edokwe, Brian Fabes, and Liz Mieliwocki. IEL staff contributing to this project include
Cory Muldoon and Aliza Ramirez. Guglielmo Briscese provided academic guidance during the initial
phase of this project in May and June of 2025, and 2025 Summer intern Raina Grace conducted much
of the initial Al training and sorting. Nour Abdul-Razak provided invaluable quality assurance support.

LEARN MORE

To find more information about this project, or to learn more about the work of the Inclusive
Economy Lab, please contact Cory Muldoon at corymuldoon@uchicago.edu.

CATEGORIZED SOURCE LIST

https://iel-fair-chance-hiring-sources-litscan-final.tiiny.site/IEL Fair-Chance-
Hiring Sources LitScan FINAL.xlsx
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