
EXPANDING ACCESS TO OPPORTUNITY THROUGH 
CRIMINAL RECORD EXPUNGEMENT FOR DETROIT CITIZENS

URBAN CONSULTANCY
LONDON SCHOOL OF ECONOMICS

MSc IN CITIES

ALEX J. JOHNSTON

PROJECT CLEAN SLATE:



DEDICATION

This report is dedicated to the hardworking team behind Project Clean Slate, serving on 
the front lines to provide opportunity to Detroiters. Carrie Jones, Stephanie LaBelle, Jeff 
Herbstman, and Julia Rhodes - thank you for the support and care you provide to our 
community. You are a force for civic good.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

THE POLICY CHALLENGE 1

CONSULTANCY RESEARCH PROJECT 4

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 5

EVALUATION OF RESEARCH METHODS AND LIMITATIONS OF FRAMEWORK  6

DATA COLLECTION 8

ANALYSIS AND RESEARCH FINDINGS 10

PROJECT CLEAN SLATE EVENTS COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS 17

RECOMMENDATIONS 19

REFERENCES 25

APPENDIX 27



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Nearly one third of Detroit’s population will be eligible for criminal record expungement in 
July of 2020 as new legislation passes to expand the eligibility criteria. Having a criminal record 
is a serious barrier to employment, job training, stable housing, and access to government 
benefits. Citizens facing these barriers are much more prone to a life of poverty. However, there 
is clear research proving that there are economic gains for recipients of record expungements. 
On average, they experience a 12% net gain in employment by the end of their first year with a 
clean record. (Prescott & Starr, 2019)  Today, only 6% of people eligible for record expungement 
actually apply, meaning that 94% of people will live with a criminal record forever. 

The City of Detroit is working to increase the number of citizens applying for expungement 
through Project Clean Slate, an initiative of the Mayor’s office. Project Clean Slate has seen 
promising outcomes in its short three year history and has an opportunity to scale up its 
work. This report presents key findings to support the growth of Project Clean Slate and 
recommendations to scale its reach in Detroit. 

KEY FINDINGS:

• For every $1 spent on Project Clean Slate, there is a potential $3.70 return in the form 
of potential annualized wage gains, creating local, state, and federal employment tax 
revenue. 

• When compared to job training, another common public investment in economic 
growth, the financial returns on expungement programs outpace job training by a 
factor of 3.8 to 1. 

• 81% of Detroiters apply for expungement to remove the stigma associated with having 
a criminal record. 

• 48% of expungement applicants learned about Project Clean Slate through a friend or 
family member.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

1. Leverage community development corporations, non-profits, and churches to reach 
citizens who are eligible for expungement.

2. Work through trusted community organizations to recruit and train neighborhood 



expungement advocates.

3. Focus on developing strong partnerships with organizations who see people just after a 
job loss or significant wage decline. People are most likely to seek expungement within 
a year of a job loss or wage decline.

4. Link all Project Clean Slate participants to wrap-around support for employment and 
housing. Higher weekly wages significantly reduce recidivism among expungement 
recipients. Poverty status increases the odds of rearrest by a factor of 4.6. 

5. Expand the number of places Detroiters can complete an application for expungement.

6. Hold bi-annual expungement fairs; they are the most cost effective and will yield the 
highest number of applications.
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THE POLICY CHALLENGE

Today, 82,000 Detroit residents have criminal records that are eligible for expungement. In July of 
2020, 214,000 Detroiters, 31.8% of the population, will be eligible for expungement under a new 
law expanding expungement criteria1. 

A criminal record is a serious barrier to job training, employment, housing, and social assistance. 
“Nearly 9 in 10 employers, 4 in 5 landlords, and 3 in 5 colleges now using background checks 
to screen applicants’ criminal records.” (Clean Slate Campaign, 2018) When citizens cannot 
access stable housing or gainful employment, they are fast tracked to a life in poverty.  With 
nearly one third of the city’s population eligible for expungement, this makes it an issue of 
serious consequence and scale for Detroit. It deserves the attention of policymakers, community 
organizations, and residents of the city. 

The economic and social consequences of poverty in the United States are well documented, 
but this chart from the National Academies of Science, Engineering and Medicine captures the 
gravity of Detroit’s future if 31% of the population encounters economic barriers as a result of 
having a criminal record:

Children who grow up in houses with income below the poverty line have less earning potential, 
have poorer health outcomes, and rely more heavily on social safety net programs. (The National 
Academies Press, 2019) When these children grow to be adults in Detroit, the cost of supporting 
them as citizens will simply be unsustainable. 

1 There are many terms for the expungement of criminal records including sealing, set-asides, and 
conviction reduction, certificates of rehabilitation, and pardons. For the purposes of this report I will use the 
term expungement to describe the public sealing of criminal records. 
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The economic and social impact of criminal records is one of many complex, deeply rooted 
challenges facing the City of Detroit. The community is grappling with a sixty year history of 
crippling economic decline, population loss, and civil unrest. In 1950 when the American auto 
industry was at its height, Detroit’s population peaked at 1.86 million. Today Detroit’s population 
hovers just over 670,000. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020) In 2013, Detroit filed the largest municipal 
bankruptcy in American history, with more than $18 billion in debt. (New York Times, 2013)

The social and economic consequences of this population loss are profound; the tax base that 
supports basic infrastructure maintenance and city services has eroded and the presence of 
blighted homes and vacant land has accelerated criminal activity. (Manhattan Institute, 2019) 
Under the leadership of Mayor Michael Duggan, the City has dedicated resources to stabilize 
neighborhoods, slow the population loss, and create new economic opportunities for Detroiters. 
The City of Detroit partnered with the University of Michigan this year to release its first city 
forecast, validating the outcomes of Mayor Duggan’s focus and investment in economic growth:

“Employment is expected to expand by about 6,700 jobs through 2024 with most gains 
coming from service sector jobs such as financial, professional and business services; leisure 
and hospitality; and education and health care. Major new construction projects will also add 
considerably to city resident employment.” (University of Michigan, 2020)

This projected job growth elevates the importance of criminal record expungement in the 
City of Detroit. Employers will be seeking skilled workers with clean records to fill these open 
jobs. 

Today, only 6.5% of people who are eligible for record expungement file an application, meaning 
that 93.5% will live with a conviction on their record forever. National organizations like the 
Clean Slate Campaign are working to understand this gap and make recommendations on how 
states might work to close it.   

There is a clear opportunity to make an economic impact on the City of Detroit by increasing 
the number of residents applying for criminal record expungement. On average, expungement 
recipients experience a 12% net gain in employment by the end of their first year with a clean 
record. (Prescott & Starr, 2019)  When compared with job training, another common public 
investment in economic growth, we see that the returns on expungement programs outpace job 
training by a factor of 3.8 to 1.2 For every $1 spent on expungement efforts, there is a potential 
$3.70 return in the form of potential annualized wage gains, creating local, state, and 

2 University of Michigan Empirical Study analysis of job training return on investment compared to 
Project Clean Slate cost benefit analysis. 
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federal employment tax revenue. However, when just 6% of eligible candidates are applying for 
expungement, the City and State are missing out on tax revenue from these wage gains.

NEW LEGISLATION
Legislation is currently moving through the Michigan Senate to expand the eligibility criteria for 
expungement. If the criteria for expungement is expanded, an additional 132,000 Detroit citizens 
will be eligible for criminal record expungement. 

Locally, Mayor Duggan has convened a group of local and state officials, philanthropic partners, 
and business leaders to generate support for Project Clean Slate, the City’s criminal record 
expungement program. Findings from this consultancy were shared in a presentation to the 
group to prove the potential return on investment of expungement programs. Rose Gill Hearn of 
Bloomberg Associates was also present for the convening and will continue to support the growth 
and development of Project Clean Slate. 

Clean Slate legislation is in the works for cities across the U.S. and is attracting “an odd-bedfellows 
coalition of left-leaning activists, unions, chambers of commerce, Koch Industries and others”, 
making this a bipartisan issue. (The Economist, 2019) Research tells us  that this majority support 
for legislation is driven by the low risk expungement recipients pose to society. In fact, people 
who have received an expungement are at a lower risk of recidivism than the general population. 
(Prescott & Starr, 2019) More detail on the societal risks of granting expungement can be found 
in the data analysis section of this report.
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CONSULTANCY RESEARCH PROJECT

Project Clean Slate is an initiative of the City of Detroit to help Detroiters expunge their 
criminal records to access employment opportunities, stable housing, and education programs. 
Detroit citizens have access to attorneys who assist them with the expungement application 
process pro bono. With a small team and limited funding, Project Clean Slate is operating at 
maximum capacity. In order to prepare for an influx of new clients in 2020, Project Clean Slate 
commissioned this research and technical assistance.    

AIM, SCOPE, AND OBJECTIVES
The aim of this consultancy was to help Project Clean Slate scale up their program to serve 
additional Detroiters who will be newly eligible for record expungement in 2020. This scope of 
work focused strictly on improving the expungement process in Detroit under current and 
pending expungement laws. 

To develop a more robust expungement operating system for Detroit, this consultancy set out to 
achieve these objectives:

• Identify barriers to expungement, specifically for eligible Detroiters
• Investigate the low level of public awareness around expungement laws and build a 

strategy for raising awareness
• Recommend a partner strategy to expand the scale and reach of Project Clean Slate
• Improve client experience at Project Clean Slate expungement fairs to increase the 

number of applicants

National efforts are underway to automate record expungement and make the process much 
simpler for eligible Americans and more cost effective for state government1. However, these 
policy goals are long term and cities like Detroit still need to have an efficient operating system 
for expungement under today’s legislative reality. 

The next section of this report will describe the research methodologies deployed to achieve the 
objectives listed above. 

1 The state of Pennsylvania is leading the way with progressive legislation that automates the 
expungement of eligible records for a cost per cleaned person of $0.09.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

My consultancy and research with Project Clean Slate was anchored by the following design 
question: How might we remove barriers, improve process, and raise awareness for Detroiters 
eligible to apply for criminal record expungement? Establishing a design question is a helpful way 
to anchor the goal of a project and see the problem through the eyes of the end user. With this 
design question in mind, I used the following methodologies to develop a deeper understanding 
of the challenge and begin thinking about solutions to scale Project Clean Slate. 

CASE STUDY
The Detroit Neighbor to Neighbor Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program was a helpful case study 
to understand how to effectively reach a large number of Detroit residents with private, sensitive 
information. This case study is particularly relevant to Project Clean Slate’s effort to reach an 
additional 132,000 Detroiters who will be newly eligible for record expungement in 2020. 

CROSS-SECTIONAL RESEARCH
Cross sectional research is helpful for understanding what is happening with a group at a 
particular point in time. In this case, the purpose of my cross-sectional research with Project 
Clean Slate was to understand the barriers, motivations, and public awareness around 
expungement in Detroit. I conducted a convenience sampling of past and present Project Clean 
Slate participants. Due to the sensitivity of this topic and the data collected, it was important that 
I respected the choice of the participants to “opt in” to the survey. A convenience sampling was 
the best way to allow participants to opt in. The survey was distributed electronically and by paper 
from Project Clean Slate staff to participants. In total, 250 participants received the survey and 88 
completed it, for a completion rate of 35%. All surveys were anonymous.

DESIGN THINKING: INSPIRATION, IDEATION, IMPLEMENTATION
Design thinking is a methodology that places the end user at the center of problem solving, 
using human need as the engine that drives innovation. Traditionally, the three phases of design 
thinking are 1) inspiration, 2) ideation, and 3) implementation. Inspiration is the phase of insight 
development, research, observation, and fact finding. Ideation is the phase where prototyping, 
testing, and iteration occurs, and implementation is the process of institutionalizing the solution. 

The benefits of design thinking are well documented in the private sector by organizations 
like IDEO and in academia by institutions like the Stanford d.school. I used this three phase 
methodology with the Project Clean Slate team to study and improve the Detroit Expungement 
Fairs. The findings are described in more detail in the data analysis section of this report.  

The next section of this report evaluates the effectiveness of each of these research methodologies 
and their relevance and transferability to the goals of Project Clean Slate.  
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EVALUATION OF RESEARCH METHODS AND LIMITATIONS OF 
FRAMEWORK 

CASE STUDY: NEIGHBOR TO NEIGHBOR
The factors listed below are highly relevant to Project Clean Slate’s effort to reach more Detroit 
citizens with information on expungement. This makes Neighbor to Neighbor a good comparison 
and a solid source of best practice for Project Clean Slate to reference in the future. 

• Both programs are working to raise the number of eligible Detroiters who apply for 
assistance:  
Only 12.5% of eligible homeowners apply for Property Tax Exemption. Only 6.5% of 
eligible Detroiters apply for record expungement. (Prescott & Starr, 2019)  

• Both programs seek to simplify the process of applying:  
The application for Property Tax Exemption is complex and can be intimidating to 
the homeowner. The application for record expungement is multi-layered and just as 
complex. 

• Both programs hold flagship events to help Detroiters apply for assistance:  
Eligible homeowners can apply for Property Tax Exemption at workshops “or fairs” 
several times per year. Eligible Detroiters can apply for record expungement at fairs 
twice per year.  

• Both programs are battling a lack of community awareness:  
There is a “lack of awareness that a Property Tax Exemption program even exists.” 
(Quicken Loans Community Fund, 2019) “Many do not know that the set-aside law 
exists at all.” (Prescott & Starr, 2019)

CROSS-SECTIONAL RESEARCH
The cross-sectional research conducted for Project Clean Slate was a convenience sampling, 
meaning that the sample base may not be representative of the whole Project Clean Slate client 
population. Electronic and paper surveys were “opt in”, so the selection of respondents was truly 
random. We cannot assume with total confidence that the challenges and barriers of the sample 
base are a mirror of the whole group. We can, however, infer that the challenges and barriers 
described in survey responses are widespread based on the sample size. 

The sample size of 54 was determined using a calculator from the Australian Bureau of Statistics.1 
The population size is 278 based on the number of expungement applications submitted by 

1 https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/d3310114.nsf/home/sample+size+calculator
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Project Clean Slate in 2019. I have a twelve point margin of error and a confidence level of 95%. 
This margin of error is higher than the ideal scenario. If Project Clean Slate would like to re-
survey their population in the future with a lower margin of error, they may consider offering an 
incentive to survey participants to increase the sample size. 

DESIGN THINKING: INSPIRATION, IDEATION, IMPLEMENTATION
The design thinking methodology was applied to Project Clean Slate’s fall 2019 expungement 
fair to create a smoother client experience and scale up the number of expungement applicants 
staff was prepared to receive at the fair. Approximately 140 Detroiters went through the newly 
designed process at the fair. This is a very small sample size for the number of attendees Project 
Clean Slate needs to see at the 2020 fairs to keep pace with the national average of eligible people 
who apply for expungement (6.5%).2 Although our interventions proved to be successful for 
these 140 people and generated positive feedback, we cannot say with total confidence that these 
interventions will scale to thousands of attendees.

Evaluating the research methods deployed in this consultancy report is helpful for deciding how 
the research findings can be used to scale Project Clean Slate. The next section of this report 
describes the primary data sources used in this report to understand the challenges of scaling 
expungement programs in Detroit.  

2 If 214,000 Detroiters are eligible for expungement in 2020, 13,910 applicants would keep pace with a 
6.5% national average for applications. Of course, not all applications for expungement come through Project 
Clean Slate, but we do know the fairs must scale up to accommodate the large number of Detroiters newly 
eligible in 2020. 
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DATA COLLECTION

This report called upon a number of data sources to understand three primary challenges around 
expungement in Detroit: 1) the barriers to applying for expungement, 2) the lack of public 
awareness around expungement laws, and 3) the process for applying for expungement through 
bi-annual fairs or at Detroit at Work centers. 

BARRIERS TO APPLYING FOR EXPUNGEMENT
The University of Michigan’s 2019 study on Expungement of Criminal Convictions is the 
premiere source of empirical data on post-expungement outcomes. A study of this depth is 
unprecedented and was valuable to understanding the challenges here in Detroit. 

Source Use
University of Michigan Empirical Study: 
Expungement of Criminal Convictions, 2019

Understanding current barriers to 
expungement and to what extent they are 
encountered by eligible population

Project Clean Slate Participant Survey First hand data on participant experiences with 
barriers, specific to Project Clean Slate and 
Detroit

PUBLIC AWARENESS OF EXPUNGEMENT OPPORTUNITY
The 2018 Neighbor to Neighbor report published by the Quicken Loans Community Fund is a 
highly relevant case study for understanding the awareness issues around expungement laws. 
The strategies used by the Neighbor to Neighbor Tax Foreclosure Prevention program to raise 
public awareness were highly effective in Detroit. In addition to this case study, the University of 
Michigan research and participant observation both provided valuable insights for developing 
greater public awareness for expungement opportunity.     

Source Highlighted Point of Relevance
Neighbor to Neighbor: Case Study How to reach Detroit citizens with sensitive 

information at scale
Project Clean Slate Participant Survey First hand data on referral sources for Project 

Clean Slate

EXPUNGEMENT APPLICATION PROCESS IMPROVEMENT 
The most pressing and time sensitive need for the Project Clean Slate team was to improve the 
client experience at expungement fairs. Staff were overwhelmed with an unexpectedly large 
turnout at the spring fair, causing long wait times and frustrated attendees. To understand the 
problems that caused the poor fair experience, we held a process mapping workshop to walk 
through the experience from the lens of a client, collecting valuable data along the way. This laid 
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the foundation to prototype and test new concepts, adding another layer of data. 

Source Use
Process Mapping Workshop with Project Clean 
Slate Staff

 Understanding current pain points in the 
expungement process, laying groundwork for 
improvements

Prototyping and Testing at Fall Expungement 
Fair

Validating assumptions, interventions created 
from research base

Feedback from Fall Expungement Fair 
Attendees

Iterating on prototype to create the best 
solution that will increase the number of 
applications submitted

Project Clean Slate Staff Quantitative Data Basis for running a cost benefit analysis on 
current venues for expungement application 
assistance through Project Clean Slate

These eight data sources make up the foundation of the analysis and research findings section 
below. These data sources underpin the recommendations to the Project Clean Slate team at 
the end of this report. The next section, Analysis and Research Findings, provides a deep dive 
into understanding the barriers and opportunities for expanding Project Clean Slate. We take a 
deep look at the eligible population of Detroit citizens, how the public might benefit from their 
expungement, how we reach these individuals, and what process will best serve our outcomes.
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ANALYSIS AND RESEARCH FINDINGS

In this analysis we explore data and themes for five topics: 1) population eligible for expungement, 
2) public benefit and risk of expungement, 3) public awareness, 4) barriers to expungement, and 
5) process improvement. 

POPULATION: WHO IS ELIGIBLE AND WHO APPLIES?
In total, 357,527 Wayne County1 residents are eligible for record expungement. Data is not 
available at the City level, but Project Clean Slate staff estimates that 82,000 Detroit residents are 
eligible for expungement.2

Citizens who apply for expungement are self selected and tend to be motivated by a loss of 
income. They believe their case can be convincing to a judge, they have the financial means to 
apply, and they have the ability to navigate a complex process with barriers. (Prescott & Starr, 
2019)

“I’ve had a welfare fraud felony since 2001. Having the felony caused 
me to lose my nursing license. I’ve been a nurse for over 25 years but I 
haven’t been practicing for the last 10 years because of that. That was 
the only thing in my life that I’ve ever done, and it affected my entire 
life.”  - LaTonya, Project Clean Slate participant

1 The county encompassing the City of Detroit
2 Note from Project Clean Slate staff: “Detroit estimates are numbers are based on arrests in Detroit vs 
arrests county wide that have been reported to Michigan State Police.”
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PUBLIC RISK AND BENEFIT
The topic of criminal record expungement likely brings to mind questions of safety and risk for 
the general public, but especially for stakeholders like employers and landlords. The University 
of Michigan’s study on expungement outcomes confirms that the most common policy argument 
against expungement is that the public has a “safety interest” in knowing the background of the 
people they work with and live near. (Prescott & Starr, 2019) 

Research indicates that expungement recipients are, in fact, a lower risk than the general 
population. Here are some key findings (Prescott & Starr, 2019):

• 3.4% of expungement recipients are re-arrested and 1.8% are reconvicted for crimes 
within two years

• 7.1% are re-arrested and 4.2% are reconvicted within five years
• Within five years, only 2.6% are rearrested and 0.6% are reconvicted for violent crimes

Certain crimes like 1st to 3rd degree sexual misconduct and crimes punishable by a life sentence 
are not expungeable. 

POTENTIAL RETURNS ON INVESTMENT
Understanding that the risk of recidivism is low among expungement recipients, we now assess 
the public benefit of expungement laws. Within one year of an expungement, an individual’s 
odds of being employed increase by a factor of 1.3. Quarterly wages increase by a factor of 1.23. 
(Prescott & Starr, 2019) The caveat to this analysis is that it does not prove causality with 100% 
certainty. Individuals may already be motivated to secure employment at the time they apply for 
expungement, meaning they may have been able to increase their wages regardless. 
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This chart takes the average of Project Clean Slate’s cost per application and compares it to 
the employment gains from the University of Michigan study. It also factors in a 75% rate 
of application success, as reported by the study. (Prescott & Starr, 2019) We see that the 
average spend on publicly funded job training is higher and the returns are lower.1 Not only is 
expungement a low risk for the public, it yields high economic returns. 

GENERATING PUBLIC AWARENESS FOR EXPUNGEMENT
The data analysis above gives us clear evidence that the public risk of expungement is low and the 
potential benefits are high. There is an economic case for generating public awareness and helping 
more Detroit citizens apply for expungement.  

SURVEY RESULTS
In a survey of 88 Project Clean Slate participants, 48.3% of people reported that they learned 
about the program from a friend or family member. 9.2% of participants heard about the program 
through radio. These insights tell us that Detroit’s informal networks, meaning networks outside 
of government and nonprofits, can be a powerful conduit for sharing information. 

CASE STUDY: NEIGHBOR TO NEIGHBOR
Detroit’s Neighbor to Neighbor Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program is a good proxy for 
understanding how to reach vulnerable citizens with sensitive information. Neighbor to Neighbor 
is designed to prevent tax foreclosure and inform solutions that can address a much larger tax 

1 This data is also used in the cost benefit analysis of Project Clean Slate programs further down in the 
report.
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foreclosure crisis in Detroit. This program was created in 2017 by the Quicken Loans Community 
Fund in partnership with Detroit’s United Community Housing Coalition. Quicken Loans grant 
funded 30 neighborhood organizations to do on-the-ground outreach to Detroiters facing tax 
foreclosure. Over the course of seven months, 400 canvassers knocked on the doors of 60,000 
Detroit homes where property taxes were owed, providing information on foreclosure prevention 
and collecting data. 

To successfully reach such a large number of homes in tax delinquency, Quicken Loans and the 
United Community Housing Coalition had to train and equip many more advocates than their 
immediate staff to carry out on-the-ground work. Neighbor to Neighbor made contact with 
24,089 Detroiters in tax delinquency. 

In addition to simply needing more hands, it was also important to Neighbor to Neighbor 
leaders that this very personal information came from trusted community partners. Neighbor to 
Neighbor engaged churches, block clubs, and community development organizations to knock 
doors. 

“We know that community groups already were resources for 
residents facing tax foreclosure, and we wanted to help them expand 
their understanding of the scope and shape of the issue in their 
areas, so it made sense for community groups to be collecting and 
disseminating tax foreclosure prevention information first hand. 
Second, policy reform is ultimately needed to address tax foreclosure, 
and community organizations could be powerful advocates for change 
if they had common information and a unified voice. Community 
groups working together helped create conditions where they can 
advocate for change as a more unified power block.” 

- Alex Alsup, Director of Housing Stability, Quicken Loans Community 
Fund

The challenges that exist around Property Tax Exemption are strikingly similar to those 
surrounding the application for criminal record expungement. Project Clean Slate should pay 
close attention to the tactics used by Neighbor to Neighbor to successfully reach so many eligible 
homeowners. Specific recommendations for outreach can be found in the recommendations 
section of this report.
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IMPROVING EXPUNGEMENT FAIRS THROUGH HUMAN CENTERED DESIGN
The Neighbor to Neighbor case study provides a good example for how to reach Detroiters 
with information, but it is important to look at how Project Clean Slate can turn these outreach 
conversations into actual applications for expungement. 

The legally mandated process for applying for expungement is lengthy and complex. The 
map below illustrates the current eleven step process that a person must follow to apply for 
expungement. Yellow boxes indicate a step that has a fee associated. 

Project Clean Slate has drastically eased the burden of this process for Detroit citizens by offering 
bi-annual expungement fairs. These fairs are designed to be a “one stop” solution, allowing 
participants to complete the full process of applying for expungement in one place. All fees are 
paid by Project Clean Slate, eliminating the financial barrier to seeking expungement.  

Project Clean Slate expungement fairs were an ideal place to experiment with interventions that 
help move people through the process efficiently and with ease. At the spring 2019 expungement 
fair, there were an overwhelming number of attendees that created long wait times and frustrated 
applicants who came expecting to be eligible for expungement. Staff needed a better way to pre-
screen attendees and move participants through the process more smoothly. With the upcoming 
change in legislation, Project Clean Slate staff is expecting thousands more people to seek 
expungement at these fairs, making this process improvement even more timely and important. 

Determine whether 
you are eligible to 
apply according to 

MCL 780.621.

Make four copies 
of all attachments 

and the application. 
Take all copies to 

court clerk.

Write a check 
to the state of 

Michigan for the 
application.

Mail a copy of the 
appliaction packet 

to the Attorney 
General of the State 

of Michigan.

Get the exact date 
of conviction and 
charge from the 

court.

Go to local law 
enforcement 

agency for 
fi ngerprint card and 

get fi ngerprinted.

Mail a copy of the 
application packet, 
application fee, and 
fi ngerprint card to 
the Michigan State 

Police.

Mail a copy of 
the application 
packet to the 

correct prosecuting 
offi cial where the 

conviction occurred.

Get a certifi ed copy 
of the adjudication 

and attach it to your 
application.

On both copies of the application, fi ll in the 
Proof of Service on the back of the form. After 

you fi ll out and sign the proof of service, mail or 
take one of the remaining application packets 

with the completed Proof of Service to the 
court.

Sign the application 
in the presence of 
the court clerk or a 

notary.

Fee: $10 - $12

1

5

9

2

6

10

3

7

11

4

8

Fee: postageFee: $50Fee: $10 - $20Fee to copy

Fee: postage Fee: postage
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Following the human centered design process above2, we developed and tested the following 
concepts at the fall expungement fair:

• Pre-registration: To cut down on wait times and avoid the overload of the previous 
fair, Project Clean Slate prescreened the majority of applicants to determine eligibility. 
Ineligible applicants were notified before the fair.  

• Color coded cards: For non-pre registered attendees, we used a color coded 
wayfinding system to sort and direct participants to the next step of the process. If 
ineligible, participants received a color coded card routing them to a resource room 
where community partners were stationed with information and attorneys were 
available for consultation.  

• Color coded signage and wayfinding: Eligible participants received a colored card 
directing them to the right attorney who would process their application. The cards 
matched colored tape on the floor, guiding participants to the right place with minimal 
volunteer touchpoints. Volunteers were in place to assist with navigation, but most 
people found their way without assistance. Our goal was to test the ability of this 
system to scale beyond what volunteers could do 1:1 with participants.

RESULTS AND FEEDBACK
Volume at this fair where the intervention was tested was approximately 80% lower than the 
spring 2019 expungement fair. However, it worked smoothly for attendees who went through it. 
The cause of low attendance is unknown. 

Staff collected feedback throughout the fair, informally interviewing participants and taking notes 
on issues that came up. The following insights were most helpful:

• Racial diversity of volunteers is important to participants. 
• Many participants bring their children along, and the experience should be child 

2 Developed by Alex Johnston following the IDEO human centered design methodology.

PROCESS MAPPING

SEPT. 2019

1. OBSERVE 2. IDEATE 3. PROTOTYPE 4. GET FEEDBACK 5. ITERATE 6. IMPLEMENT

NOV. 2019SEPT. 2019 NOV. 2019OCT. 2019 DEC. 2019
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friendly to accommodate parents and maintain a welcoming environment. 
• Clearly marked process steps were helpful to volunteers and participants who were 

working toward application completion together. 
• On site resources for ineligible participants prevented them from leaving “empty 

handed”. It was helpful to have attorneys on site who provide insight on reasons for 
ineligibility. 

The Project Clean Slate Expungement Fairs are one of two access points that the community has 
to expungement services. About half of clients apply for expungement with Project Clean Slate 
attorneys during bi-weekly office hours at two Detroit employment centers. The expungement 
fairs account for the other half of applications.This cost-benefit analysis below evaluates the cost 
effectiveness and overall scalability of these two access points. 
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PROJECT CLEAN SLATE EVENTS COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS

As Project Clean Slate completes its first year of operation, the costs and benefits should be 
evaluated for reporting and to justify financial support from policymakers and philanthropic 
partners. The cost benefit analysis outlined below shows, without a doubt, that the outcomes 
of Project Clean Slate’s work yields high returns for the City of Detroit and expungement 
recipients and should receive ongoing funding for operations. 

COSTS
Between January and November 2019, Project Clean Slate received 278 applications for 
expungement. 109 of these applications were received at a Detroit at Work center while the other 
169 were received at an expungement fair. The Detroit at Work centers and the expungement 
fairs carry a different cost per application, so the two costs were averaged for the purpose of this 
analysis. The average cost per application in 2019 was $265.45. This average cost per application 
factors in program overhead, staff time, and individual application fees. 

BENEFITS
In their study on the expungement of criminal convictions, the University of Michigan conducted 
an analysis to quantify the wage gains of expungement recipients before and after their record 
expungement. Using quarterly Unemployment Insurance Agency wage data, they ran a regression 
analysis to determine the wage trajectory of expungement recipients. This analysis revealed that 
expungement recipients have an average annualized wage gain of $4,625. (Prescott & Starr, 2019) 

Researchers compared the potential implications of expungement on employment with another 
common policy intervention: job training. They conducted a meta-analysis of 31 studies covering 
15 publically funded job training programs. Their research found that the average cost of these 
programs to the government was $6,600, while the average annual wage gains were $868 per 
participant. 

Annualized Wage Gains Job Training Record Expungement
Men $318 $4,295
Women $1,417 $4,594
Average $867.50 $4,624.50

Based on this analysis, investment in record expungement yields a favorable return. To further 
support this conclusion, I ran a cost-benefit analysis comparing the operating costs of Project 
Clean Slate’s expungement programs to the benefits of annualized wage gain. 

The x-axis figures in the analysis below are hypothetical numbers of expungement applications 
received annually by Project Clean Slate. The y-axis figures are the potential annualized 
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employment gains of Detroiters whose records are expunged. This analysis assumes a 75% rate of 
success for expungement applications. This rate of success figure comes from the Michigan State 

Police for 2016 and 2017, as reported to and published by the University of Michigan. 
For every $1 spent on expungement programs, there is a potential $15.93 return in the form 
of potential annualized wage gains. It is important to note that not all expungement recipients 
will seek employment after their expungement, meaning the return on investment is diluted. 
However, there is a clear case for investing public dollars in expungement programs to improve 
employment outcomes. 

The next section of this report outlines specific recommendations for increasing the number of 
Detroiters applying for criminal record expungement. These recommendations fall into three 
categories: 1) raising public awareness of expungement opportunities, 2) eliminating barriers to 
expungement, and 3) improving the application process.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

These recommendations are specific to the goal of creating an operating system that works with 
current expungement laws. Broader legislative and policy recommendations have been well 
covered by the University of Michigan’s Expungement of Criminal Convictions: An Empirical 
Study and Pennsylvania’s progressive expungement reform legislation. National organizations 
like the Clean Slate Campaign continue to work toward federal policy goals like automating the 
expungement process. 

The ability to generate public and political buy in for expungement underpins the strength of 
these recommendations. In its four year history, Project Clean Slate has attracted advocates 
for the program and created alliances across the city and state. Detroit Mayor Michael Duggan 
has held an initial convening of stakeholders and community leaders to strengthen support for 
expungement. Bloomberg Associates partner Rose Gill Hearn has recommended to the mayor 
that this group is “hardwired” and memorandums of understanding are set up to formalize 
partnerships between the City and these stakeholders. 

RAISING PUBLIC AWARENESS OF EXPUNGEMENT OPPORTUNITIES IN 
DETROIT

1. Leverage community development corporations, non-profits, and churches to reach 
citizens who are eligible for expungement.   
 
Detroit’s Neighbor to Neighbor program invented a model for partnering with 
community organizations to reach people with sensitive and critically important 
information. Neighbor to Neighbor worked with 32 partners to knock on 52,000 
doors in 2018. Canvassers reached 24,089 Detroiters in tax delinquency and delivered 
information about their housing situation that could lead them out of tax foreclosure 
and the threat of eviction. 
 
Neighbor to Neighbor set a precedent for canvassing and proved the effectiveness 
of Detroiter to Detroiter outreach. Replicating this strategy, whether it includes 
canvassing or not, is an effective way to raise the level of community awareness around 
opportunities for record expungement. 

2. Work through trusted community organizations to recruit and train neighborhood 
expungement advocates.  
 
In order to reach more than 100,000 citizens that will be newly eligible for 
expungement, Project Clean Slate needs to equip partners to spread the word. As we 
saw with the Neighbor to Neighbor Tax Foreclosure Prevention Program, working 
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alongside trusted community partners like block clubs, community development 
corporations, and churches to deliver sensitive information is of the utmost 
importance.  

“We needed a trusted messenger for the kind of information we 
were delivering. People are understandably suspicious of someone 
knocking on their door telling them they’re going to lose their home 
to tax foreclosure. We needed to bridge that trust gap as quickly as 
possible. When a canvasser introduces themself as a representative of 
a trusted community organization, residents are more willing to listen 
to what they have to say.” 

- Alex Alsup, Director of Housing Stability, Quicken Loans Community 
Fund 

3. Focus on developing strong partnerships with organizations who see people just 
after a job loss or significant wage decline. 
 
The University of Michigan research indicates that people are most likely to seek 
expungement within a year of a job loss or wage decline. If Project Clean Slate is able 
to identify and reach these people through partners, they will have a highly motivated 
pool of Detroiters ready to pursue expungement. 

“ I had been working for this company for a couple of years. They just 
got bought by someone who decided to run background checks on all 
of the employees. When they found out I had a record, I was laid off 
that day. If I want to get my job back, I have to get a clean record.”  
 
- Project Clean Slate Applicant

ELIMINATING BARRIERS TO EXPUNGEMENT IN DETROIT

1. Create a do it yourself (DIY) expungement kit for community partners to use with 
potential expungement applicants.  
 
From staff interviews and external research, we know that awareness and access are 
both barriers to expungement. To increase the number of eligible Detroiters applying 
for expungement, Project Clean Slate needs to make this process as accessible as 
possible. This means putting the application for expungement and the power to assist 
with the process into more hands, especially trusted community organizations.   
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Project Clean Slate should consider working with instructional and graphic designers 
to create a user friendly “DIY” expungement kit. There are existing tools that have 
been developed by advocacy organizations that Project Clean Slate can pull inspiration 
from.  This kit should be readable by citizens with low levels of reading proficiency and 
translatable into other common languages spoken in Detroit. 

2. Link all Project Clean Slate participants to wrap-around support for employment 
and housing.  
 
The University of Michigan expungement study revealed three important factors in 
preventing recidivism for expungement recipients:

• Higher weekly wages significantly reduce recidivism among expungement recipients. 
• Poverty status increases the odds of rearrest by a factor of 4.6. 
• Expungement recipients who experience homelessness are especially likely to 

recidivate.  
 
If an expungement recipient recidivates, they start from zero and face the same barriers 
they did prior to expungement. Access to employment, stable housing, public benefits, 
and job training are unquestionably limited for Detroiters with a criminal record. 
Although expungement recipients have a very low likelihood of being re-arrested or re-
convicted, a network of supportive resources can help them mitigate the risk. Based on 
the factors above, connecting Project Clean Slate participants to supportive resources 
for employment and affordable housing are the most important. 

IMPROVING THE EXPUNGEMENT PROCESS FOR DETROIT APPLICANTS

1. Expand the number of places Detroiters can complete an application for 
expungement.   
 
Transportation has been named as one of the most significant barriers for Detroiters 
pursuing expungement. While the Detroit at Work Centers are accessible by public 
transportation, access to only two centers may limit the number of people applying. 
Project Clean Slate should consider working through community development 
corporations and community centers who are already providing complementary 
services to distribute expungement application kits.

2. Hold bi-annual expungement fairs.   
 
Project Clean Slate held two expungement fairs in 2019 which yielded a total of 
169 completed applications. Organizing and running expungement fairs require a 



22

significant amount of staff time and fiscal resources. During my research period, I felt 
that it was necessary to explore the cost effectiveness of these fairs as compared to 
the smaller lift of Project Clean Slate staff ’s weekly presence in Detroit employment 
centers.   
 
An analysis revealed that the cost per application at expungement fairs and the Detroit 
at Work centers was nearly even. The chart below illustrates these costs for three 
scenarios: 1) bi-annual expungement fairs, 2) quarterly expungement fairs, and 3) 
Project Clean Slate office hours twice per week at Detroit at Work centers.  
 
The more applications received, the more cost effective each option becomes. The 
Detroit at Work centers hold nearly even costs per application with the expungement 
fairs. While the expungement fairs tend to be more expensive to run than the Detroit 
at Work centers, they yield more applications making them just as cost effective as the 
centers if held bi-annually. If Project Clean Slate increases the frequency of the fairs to 
quarterly, the cost per application increases significantly. There is no way to confidently 
predict that quarterly expungement fairs will yield enough applications to make it as 
cost effective as bi-annual fairs. 

3. Design with the end user in mind.   
 
During this consultancy with Project Clean Slate, we reimagined the expungement fair 
experience using a human centered design methodology. This practice is grounded in 
the idea that creating solutions with the end user in mind yields the highest and best 
returns.  
 
There is an opportunity for the Project Clean Slate team to learn and apply the human 
centered design methodology to problem solving with any program challenge. 
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“Thinking like a designer can transform the way organizations develop 
products, services, processes, and strategy. This approach, which IDEO 
calls design thinking, brings together what is desirable from a human 
point of view with what is technologically feasible and economically 
viable. It also allows people who aren’t trained as designers to use 
creative tools to address a vast range of challenges.” (IDEO, 2019) 

There are five core characteristics of design thinkers (Brown & Funk, 2012): 

• Empathy: the ability to imagine the world from many perspectives - clients, 
customers, coworkers. Empathetic design thinkers take a people first approach.   

• Integrative Thinking: the ability to see a complex problem from many angles. 
Integrative thinkers can see these challenges through an analytical lens, but can 
also think outside the box to generate highly creative solutions to hard problems.  

• Optimism: Optimistic design thinkers believe there is a better solution than the 
current one, no matter how complex or difficult the problem at hand.  

• Experimentalism: the willingness to leverage constraints to generate creative 
solutions.  

• Collaboration: the ability to work across disciplines, areas of expertise, and 
alliances to find the best solutions. Collaborative design thinkers allow the 
problem to lead and facilitate co-creation.
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Inputs

Outputs

Outcomes

Investments by 
City of Detroit and 
Project Clean Slate

Stakeholders: 
who we reach with 

investment

Short Term

Activities:
What we do with 

stakeholder

Long Term

Potentially eligible 
expungement applicants: 

job seekers, housing 
seekers.

Reduce the risk 
of recidivism for 

expungement recipients.

Provide a direct 
connection to a safety 

net for housing and 
employment.

Create a signifi cant 
economic impact in 

Detroit by expanding the 
number of citizens with 

access to employment and 
housing.

Provide training to 
community partners to 
act on behalf of Project 

Clean Slate, screening for 
eligibility and assisting 

with applications.

Create a sustainable 
network of expungement 
partners who advocate for 
policy change as a unifi ed 

power block.

Creating a human 
centered model for pop-up 
expungement centers and 

sharing best practices.

Creating a human 
centered model for 

expungement that can 
serve as a best practice for 

communities across the 
United States.

Previously unreachable 
Detroiters who are eligible 

for expungement.
Community partners who 
can offer expungement.

Raise the community’s 
awareness around 

expungement laws. 
Increase the number of 

Detroiters applying.

Detroiters eligible for 
expungement who have 
transportation barriers.

Increase the number 
of Detroit’s applying for 

expungement.

Staff time into building 
a network of trusted 

partners.

Grant dollars allocated 
to community partners 
who are reaching out 

and screening potential 
expungement applicants.

Staff time to train and 
equip partners to screen 
and provide assistance to 

applicants.

Staff time to identify 
additional access points 
and stand up additional 
expungement centers.

Recommendation 1:
Link every participant to 
wrap around support for 

housing and employment.

Recommendation 2:
Leverage community 
organizations to reach 
Detroiters eligible for 

expungement.

Recommendation 3: 
Expand the number 

of access points where 
Detroiters can complete an 
expungement application.

Inputs

Outputs

Outcomes

PROJECT CLEAN SLATE THEORY OF CHANGE
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The logic model above lays out a full picture of how the recommendations above create long term, 
positive change for the City of Detroit. We begin with the desired long term outcomes and work 
backwards into the inputs and outputs required to reach these outcomes. There are three long 
term outcomes shown in this model:

1. Create an economic impact in Detroit by expanding the number of individuals 
who have access to gainful employment and stable housing. Working vertically up 
through the logic model like a ladder, we see that this outcome is reached by using 
trusted partners to provide wrap around services for housing and employment, thereby 
reducing the risk of recidivism for expungement recipients.  

2. Create a sustainable web of expungement partners who advocate for policy change 
as a unified power block. This outcome is reached by providing resources and training 
to community partners who can reach Detroiters with expungement services. When 
partners are equipped to act on behalf of Project Clean Slate, the program becomes 
scaleable and advocates for long term policy change are created. 

3. Create a human centered model for pop-up expungement centers that can be 
shared and scaled. This outcome requires inputting staff time to identify additional 
expungement access points throughout the City. Additional access points will 
allow Project Clean Slate to reach additional Detroiters and increase the number of 
expungement applicants.

The common theme in each of these recommendations is partnerships with community 
organizations. Training and equipping trusted partners is the most cost effective way for Project 
Clean Slate to scale. Based on this logic model, the City of Detroit should consider allocating 
additional resources to Project Clean Slate to develop a training program for community based 
organizations to be able to assist with expungement applications. This will increase the reach of 
Project Clean Slate and ultimately, the number of expungement recipients in Detroit. 
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APPENDIX

DESIGN THINKING WORKSHOPS
Throughout this consultancy, I held several design thinking workshops with Project Clean Slate 
staff. These workshops were designed to reveal pinch points in the process of expungement and 
find opportunities to innovate. 

Community Canvas
This community canvas tool is 
modeled after the business model 
canvas. It helps teams clarify 
the problem they are working 
to solve. They look at the core 
problem from the perspective of 
the end user and “road test” their 
proposed solution by holding it 
against alternate solutions. This 
tightens the scope of work and 
allows teams to narrow in on 
creating the most impactful and 
relevant solutions.

Customer Journey Mapping and Observation
To understand the challenges with navigating record 
expungement, we had to step into the shoes of Detroit 
applicants. Using a combination of observation sessions, 
journeys with applicants, and surveys, we identified the 
pinch points and began prototyping solutions for those 
spots. We were able to achieve a smoother flow and much 
shorter wait times at the bi-annual expungements fairs 
using this approach. Project Clean Slate staff will now 
take these prototypes and implement them in a more 
formal way.

Community Canvas developed by Cities Reimagined

Customer Journey Mapping Workshop
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Prototyping Customer Flow
We worked together to map out the flow of the fall expungement fair and prototype our 
wayfinding system on paper. This was the first iteration, followed by a physical prototype in the 
space with colored tape. 

PROJECT CLEAN SLATE PARTICIPANT SURVEY

This survey is anonymous. Please do not include any personal information such as name or 
address. Your responses are being collected for research purposes and will be kept in strict 
confidence. 

What is your current employment status?

• Employed full time
• Employed part time
• Unemployed, seeking employment
• Not seeking employment

Why are you applying for expungement?

• To apply for a job with a clean record
• To apply for housing with a clean record
• To apply for an occupational license with a clean record (For example: CNA, 

commercial drivers license)
• To apply for credit or a loan with a clean record
• To remove the stigma associated with a criminal record
• Something else: _________________________________________
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How did you hear about Project Clean Slate?

• Friend or family member
• Radio ad
• Newspaper ad
• Billboard
• Mail
• Something else: _________________________________

What barriers did you face when applying for expungement?

• Transportation to Detroit at Work Center or Expungement Fair
• Did not have required documents (state or Detroit ID, documentation of criminal 

offense)
• Did not understand eligibility requirements
• Something else: _________________________________
• Did not face any barriers

How would you like to receive information about Project Clean Slate and communication 
regarding your application?

• Text Message
• Phone Call
• Email
• Mail
• Face to Face
• Something else: ____________________________________

Where did you complete your application for expungement?

• Samaritan Center - East, 5555 Conner, Detroit, MI 48213
• Northwest Activities Center, 18100 Meyers, Detroit, MI 48235
• A Project Clean Slate Expungement Fair

What is your zip code?


