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Executive Summary 
The purpose of this study is to examine criminal convictions and attendant racial disparities in New 
York State from 1980 to 2021. The project also includes a series of interactive maps indicating, for 
each of the State’s 62 counties, conviction numbers in 2019, the conviction rate per 1,000 people, 
conviction rates for those with a first conviction in 2019 per 1,000 people, and disparities in conviction 
rates among different racial/ethnic groups. Prior research has amply documented the potential lifetime 
repercussions of a conviction record, including barriers to housing, employment, and income. A recent 
study found that a misdemeanor conviction leads to a 16% reduction in annual earnings, while a felony 
conviction leads to a 22% earnings reduction. 

Statewide Conviction Numbers Since 1980

From 1980 to 2021, just over 6.6 million New York criminal cases ended in a conviction. 

• Changes in Annual Conviction Totals From 1980 to 2021: In 1980, there were just over 71,000 
statewide convictions. After rising sharply in the 1980s, and fluctuating from about 170,000 to 
200,000 per year from 1990 to 2010, annual convictions dropped to 109,000 in 2019, and continued 
to decline significantly in 2020 and 2021. The COVID-19 pandemic may have played a unique role 
explaining the last two years of results; for this reason, 2019 is considered throughout this report as 
the most recent year with conviction numbers generally representative of current practice.

• Charges: Over three-quarters (77%) of statewide convictions from 1980 to 2021 were for a 
misdemeanor, with 23% involving a felony. 

• Region of the State: Over the same 41-year time span, New York City accounted for 52% of the 
State’s convictions; however, that proportion has changed over time. Whereas the City accounted 
for 53% in 1980, its share of convictions declined to 33% in 2019, when 18% involved the suburban 
counties of Nassau, Suffolk, Westchester, and Rockland, and 49% involved the upstate region.

• Demographics: From 1980 to 2021, 82% of convictions involved men. From 1985 to 2021, 42% of 
convictions involved Black people (though they made up 15% of the State’s population in 2019), 20% 
involved Hispanic people, and 36% involved white people. Relative to their numbers in the State’s 
general population as of 2019, convictions involved Black people about 2.2 times more often than 
white people.

People with Convictions 

From 1980 to 2021, the 6.6 million total statewide convictions represented just under 2.2 million people. 
About 820,000 people had criminal conviction(s) in New York City (38%), about 380,000 in suburban 
counties, and about 940,000 in upstate. Three quarters had a misdemeanor conviction as the most 
serious on their record.

• Number of Convictions Per Person: While averaging three convictions apiece, over half (53%) of 
people with a conviction had a total of only one. 

• Recency of Convictions: The most recent conviction was more than 20 years ago for 47% of people, 
11 to 20 years ago for 26%, and within the past ten years for 27%.
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• People Newly Accumulating a Conviction Record: In the 2019 pre-pandemic year, 107,481 people 
were convicted, of which 30,458 (28%) experienced their first conviction (and, hence, were newly 
exposed to resulting repercussions).

• Racial Disparities: Since 1980, about 1.1 million white, 640,000 Black, 380,000 Hispanic, and 41,000 
Asian New Yorkers accumulated a conviction. The State’s general population makeup has changed 
over time, but focusing on the most recent pre-COVID year of 2019, 41% of people convicted in 2019 
were white compared to 58% of the population; 37% were Black compared to 15% of the population; 
20% were Hispanic compared to 18% of the population; and 2% were Asian compared to 9% of the 
population. The conviction rate per 100,000 people in 2019 was 3.1 times higher for Black than 
white people, 1.5 times higher for Hispanic than white people, and 0.3 times lower for Asian than 
white people.

• Wider Disparities in New York City: In 2019, the conviction rate was 5.7 times higher for Black than 
white people in the City, 5.5 higher in the suburbs, and 4.8 higher in upstate. The rate for Hispanic 
people was 3.5 times higher than white people in NYC, 2.5 higher in the suburbs, and 2.0 higher in 
upstate. 

• County-Level Variations in Conviction Rates and Racial Disparities: Schenectady County had the 
highest conviction rate in 2019 at 4.5 convictions per 1,000 people, while Kings County (Brooklyn) 
had the lowest at 0.3 per 1,000. Racial disparities were largest in Manhattan and Franklin County. In 
2019, Black people in Manhattan were 14 times more likely to be convicted than white people, and 
Hispanic people were 6 times more likely. In Franklin County, the conviction rate for Asian people 
was 25 times higher than for white people.
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

The purpose of this research brief is to examine criminal convictions and attendant racial disparities 
across New York State since 1980. 

Most of the State’s arrests do not result in a criminal conviction,1 but when they do, they can have 
lifetime repercussions. In 2019 (the most recent year data is available and not potentially skewed by 
the COVID-19 pandemic), 44% of New York State’s 124,000 disposed felony arrests and 21% of the 
State’s 238,000 misdemeanor arrests ended in a criminal conviction.2 This research brief analyzes the 
charges and demographic makeup of these convictions, total numbers of people impacted, prevalence 
in each State region and county, and racial disparities in comparison to the general population.  

Consequences of Criminal Convictions 

Prior research has amply documented the potential lifetime harms of a criminal conviction, which can 
include blocked access to housing, employment, and income, as well as deportation for immigrants.3  
For example, private landlords and public housing developments can deny people housing based 
on a conviction record.4 Although New York City and State laws provide some protections, schools, 
employers, and agencies that issue professional licenses can reject certain applicants who have criminal 
convictions.5 Those admitted to school often cannot receive adequate financial aid,6 and some states 
(including New York) will not offer certain professional licensures to people with certain convictions.7 
The government can also deny access to public benefits, such as food stamps or cash assistance.8 In 
some states, people with a conviction cannot vote or serve on a jury.9 Criminal convictions can create 
delays or denials in immigration proceedings or lead to deportation.10

Research also points to the negative impacts of existing criminal convictions on future criminal cases; 
people are more likely to be arrested and convicted of new offenses if they have prior convictions, 
regardless of their culpability on the new offense.11 

Moreover, a recent study found that a misdemeanor conviction leads to a 16% reduction in annual 
earnings, a felony conviction leads to a 22% earnings reduction, and a conviction accompanied by 
imprisonment leads to a 52% earnings reduction.12  

Clean Slate Legislation 

To mitigate convictions’ deleterious effects, reformers at the federal and state levels have proposed 
“Clean Slate” legislation that would seal most old convictions from people’s criminal records for most 
civil purposes.13 

In New York, pending State legislation would automatically seal misdemeanor convictions that are 
at least three years old and felony convictions that are at least seven years old, not counting time in 
prison, once a person has completed all requirements. Sex offense convictions would be exempted 
from sealing. For someone to be eligible for having cases sealed, they must have completed the waiting 
period since their most recent conviction, completed probation or parole, and not have any subsequent 
pending cases. Conviction records would still be available to select public officials who might need that 
information (like a judge, and potentially, other litigants if the individual becomes involved in a future 
legal matter). But with limited carve-outs, potential employers and landlords would not be able to see 
old convictions.14

1
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Results from a Prior Study in New York City

By examining convictions across New York State, this research brief expands on an earlier Data 
Collaborative for Justice study of convictions in New York City from 1980 to 2019.15 The earlier report 
found that over this span, there were nearly 11 million arrests in New York City (NYC), which resulted in 
3.4 million convictions of almost 746,000 people. Convictions for misdemeanor offenses made up the 
majority of convictions (77%), while felonies accounted for 23%. 

The nearly 746,000 people with NYC convictions were predominantly Black (42%) or Hispanic (37%). 
Eighty-four percent were male. Forty-two percent had only one conviction on their record. For 64%, their 
most recent conviction was over ten years ago. 

These findings indicate that most NYC convictions were for low-level offenses, and most people with 
convictions had only one or a few of them, most of which occurred a long time ago. Additionally, there 
were significant racial disparities relative to the City’s general population, which was just 24% Black and 
27% Hispanic as of 2019.16

Questions for Current Report 

For all of New York State, this research brief addresses five main research questions: 

1. Convictions in New York State: How many convictions have there been statewide from 1980 to 
2021, overall and within the State’s three major regions and its 62 counties? What is the trend, if any, in 
annual convictions over the past 41 years?

2. People with Convictions: Considering that some people have been convicted multiple times, how 
many people in New York State (as well as within its regions and counties) have accumulated criminal 
convictions since 1980? 

3. Conviction Charges: What is the charge severity makeup (misdemeanor or felony) among convictions? 

4. Racial Disparities: At statewide, regional, and county levels, to what extent do racial disparities exist 
in total convictions and people with convictions? 

5. Gender Composition: What is the breakdown of convictions and people with them between men and 
women? (Unfortunately, available data treats gender as binary.)

Accompanying this report is a set of maps (available here) offering visual illustrations of racial and 
county-wide disparities in NYS convictions. The maps show, for each county: 1) total number of 
convictions in 2019 and convictions per 1,000 people; 2) total number of people with a conviction 
in 2019 and conviction rates per 1,000; 3) total number of people with a first conviction in 2019 and 
conviction rates per 1,000; and 4) the racial disparity between convictions respectively accumulated by 
Black, Hispanic, or Asian people in 2019 compared to white people. Conviction rates are based on the 
total county population over 18 years of age in 2019.
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Data Source and its Limitations

This study relies on deidentified arrest and conviction data provided by the New York State Division 
of Criminal Justice Services (DCJS). DCJS maintains records of all fingerprintable misdemeanor and 
felony arrests of adults in New York State.
As detailed in the State’s Criminal Procedure Law (CPL), people are fingerprinted following arrest or 
arraignment for felonies or statutorily defined misdemeanors in the Penal Law. Additional offenses 
may also result in criminal fingerprinting under specific situations defined by law (CPL § 160.10). 
While it is not the only exclusion, Vehicle and Traffic Law misdemeanors, and especially the common 
misdemeanor of driving with a suspended or revoked license, are not fingerprinted, leading our findings 
regarding total convictions and misdemeanor convictions to constitute modest undercounts.

Additionally, about 2% of convictions contained in the DCJS data did not have any charge severity 
identified. These convictions are not included in our calculations, leading to an additional modest 
undercount of total convictions. It is possible, however, that some of these convictions without a charge 
classification were for violations or infractions. Violations and infractions are not technically “crimes,” 
do not become part of someone’s permanent criminal record, and, as such, convictions for these lesser 
charges were excluded.

Regarding demographic data, the New York Police Department (NYPD) did not report ethnicity from 
1982 to 1984. This led to an undercount of Hispanic people and an overcount of white people during 
these years. Therefore, analyses of race/ethnicity data begin in 1985. In addition, DCJS data for all years 
only contains a binary gender variable, which does not allow us to identify non-binary or transgender 
individuals.

A final limitation is that our results concerning how many people have accumulated New York State 
convictions since 1980, while accurate on their face, are estimates insofar as we do not know how 
many such people are currently living in the State. We excluded from these estimates people who were 
either serving a life sentence or over 70 years of age as of December 31, 2021 (the last date of available 
data). However, we have no way of distinguishing people who do not currently live in New York State 
even though they accumulated a New York conviction. To improve their accuracy and utility, the maps 
accompanying this report for the State’s 62 counties have nearly all of their data points tethered to 
2019. Among other advantages, this also means that our maps depict 2019 conviction rates per 1,000 
people with the use of county-level census information that is also accurate as of 2019.

3
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Chapter 2. Statewide Conviction Numbers 
From 1980 through 2021, 6,616,292 New York State arrests ended in a conviction.17 Annual 
convictions rose during the 1980s, remained high through about 2008, and have been declining 
since then (Exhibit 2.1). There was an unusually sharp drop in convictions in 2020 (presumably 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic), followed by a modest rebound in 2021.18

Seventy-seven percent of convictions in New York State were for a misdemeanor, while 23% were for 
a felony (Exhibit 2.2). 

Grasping the magnitude of the over 6.6 million total convictions that accumulated over four decades 
can be daunting. For context, in Exhibit 2.2 (and subsequent exhibits in this report), we also provide a 
one-year snapshot: the number of convictions in 2019, the most recent year of available data that is not 
potentially skewed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In 2019, there were 108,624 convictions statewide. Roughly the same breakdown of misdemeanor 
convictions and felony convictions held true in 2019 as for the full period: in 2019, 76% were for a 
misdemeanor while 24% were for a felony. 

4
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Demographics

Of all statewide convictions from 1985 to 2021, Black people made up 42%, Hispanic people 20%, and 
white people 36% (Exhibits 2.3 and 2.4).19

In the recent 2019 year, Black people made up 37% of convictions, Hispanic people 20%, and white 
people 41%. By comparison, Black people made up 15% of the 2019 New York State population, Hispanic 
people 18%, and white people 58%.20

Over the full 40-plus year period, 82% of convictions were of men (and this was true of 81% of convictions 
in 2019; see Exhibits 2.321 and 2.5). 

5



Data Collaborative for Justice

For another perspective on changes over time, Appendix A provides a breakdown of convictions by 
charge level and demographics for the selected years of 1980, 1990, 2000, 2010, and 2019.

Geography: Convictions by State Region and County 

To understand the makeup of criminal convictions across the state, we divided New York into three 
regions. The first includes the five counties (boroughs) that make up New York City. The second 
includes the Suburban NYC Counties of Nassau, Rockland, Suffolk, and Westchester. We refer to the 
remaining 53 counties as Upstate New York. 

Over the entire period from 1980 to 2021, New York City cases made up the largest proportion of 
convictions at 52% (see Exhibit 2.6).

The past four decades, however, have seen a significant shift in the regional breakdown of convictions 
from more than half to only one-third arising in New York City (see Appendix A).22 In 1980, 53% of 
convictions were in New York City, 9% in Suburban NYC, and 37% in Upstate. After relatively little change 
from 1980 to 2000, New York City’s share plummeted to 33% by 2019, while Suburban NYC’s share rose 
to 18%, and Upstate NY’s share rose to 49%. 

Put into context based on the population in each region, in 2019 the conviction rate per 100,000 
people in 2019 was 590 in New York City, 990 in Suburban NYC, and 250 in Upstate.

We also analyzed convictions at the county level. Limited results can be found in Appendix C, 
supplemented by expanded details in our online maps.

6
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Chapter 3. People with Convictions 
We also wanted to understand the number of people impacted by New York State criminal conviction 
records. We calculated this estimate based on the number of unique individuals represented in our 
dataset and presumed to be alive and not serving a life sentence as of December 31, 2021.23 Limitations 
of this method are noted at the end of Chapter 1. 

From 1980 to 2021, the 6,616,292 convictions in New York State represented an estimated 2,143,475 
individual people (Exhibit 3.1).24  For 76% of people, the highest (most serious) conviction on their 
record was for a misdemeanor offense. Twenty-four percent of people had a felony as their highest 
charge on their record. (People with felony convictions as their highest charge may also have 
misdemeanor convictions.) 

By region (see Appendix B), this breaks down into 817,148 people with criminal convictions from New 
York City (38%), 382,113 people from Suburban NYC Counties (18%), and 944,214 people from Upstate 
New York (44%).25

Concerning roughly how many people are newly accumulating a conviction on their record in each 
successive year, the 108,624 statewide convictions in 2019 involved 107,481 people. Of those, 30,458 
(28%) experienced their first conviction in 2019 (and, hence, were newly exposed to the potential 
lifetime repercussions).

7
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Conviction History

We also looked at how long ago each person’s most recent conviction occurred, and how many 
convictions made up a given person’s criminal record. 

We found that over half of people with convictions had ones that were decades old; for 47% of people, 
their most recent conviction was over 20 years ago (Exhibit 3.2). Only about 27% had convictions in the 
past ten years. 

Additionally, most people had a low number of convictions on their record.26 More than half of people 
(53%) had only one conviction; at the other end of the spectrum, only 5% of people had over ten 
convictions (Exhibit 3.3). The average number of convictions on a person’s record was three, and the 
median was one (Appendix B). 

Demographics

Gender

Eighty percent of people with convictions from 1980 to 2021 were men (Exhibit 3.4). The gender 
breakdown of people with convictions varied by region (Exhibit 3.7). While in New York City, 85% 
of people with convictions were men, meaning women made up only 15%, women made up larger 
proportions with convictions in Suburban NYC (19%) and Upstate (24%). (As noted in Chapter 1, DCJS 
data is limited by only including a binary gender variable.)

Race-Ethnicity

Statewide, white people accounted for 49% of people (totaling 1,058,797 people) with convictions 
from 1980 to 2021. Black people made up 30% (totaling 639,618), Hispanic people 18% (totaling 
382,861), and Asian people 2% (totaling 41,380).27 As a reference point for comparison, people living in 
New York State in 2019 were 15% Black, 18% Hispanic, 58% white, and 9% Asian.28 Although the State’s 
demographic makeup has changed since 1980 (when some of the people studied accumulated their 
convictions), available data makes clear that Black people have faced significantly greater exposure to 
convictions than any other racial/ethnic group relative to their share of the general population.

8
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Racial disparities among people with convictions, especially impacting Black people, become clearer 
when examining statewide rate-ratios29 that compare the number of people of different race-ethnic 
groups with convictions to their respective numbers in New York State’s 2019 population. 

Across the entire span from 1980 to 2021, Black people were 2.2 times more likely than white people 
to have a criminal conviction on their record (Exhibit 3.6). For Hispanic people, the rate-ratio was just 
over one, meaning that Hispanic people and white people were about equally likely to have a conviction 
relative to their representation in the population. For Asian people, the rate-ratio was 0.1, meaning that 
Asian people were less likely than white people to have a conviction.

Focusing on the racial-ethnic distribution of people with a conviction specifically in 2019, the conviction 
rate relative to the same year’s general population numbers was 3.1 times higher for Black than white 
people, 1.5 times higher for Hispanic than white people, and 0.3 times lower for Asian than white 
people.

9
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Conviction Rates by Race-Ethnicity and Region

Concerning the racial-ethnic breakdown within regions, Black people made up the largest proportion of 
convictions in New York City (44%). In Suburban NYC and Upstate, white people made up the largest 
proportions with convictions (53% and 74%, respectively; see Exhibit 3.7).

Relative to their general populations in the recent year of 2019, disparities varied by region (Exhibit 
3.8). In New York City, Black people had a conviction rate 5.7 times higher than that of white people. 
In Suburban NYC and Upstate, respectively, Black people were convicted at a rate 5.5 and 4.8 times 
that of white people. The Hispanic-White rate-ratio was 3.5 in New York City, 2.5 in the suburbs, and 
2.0 in upstate, and across the state Asian people were less likely to be convicted than white people, 
relative to the population. The counties with the largest racial disparities were New York (Manhattan), 
and Franklin County. Black people in Manhattan were 14 times more likely to be convicted than white 
people and Hispanic people were 6 times more likely to be convicted. Asian people in Franklin County 
were 25 times more likely to be convicted than white people. In comparing racial disparities, we found 
smaller disparities for the entire state than for each of the three regions individually. Because there 
are far larger percentages of white people living outside than inside NYC, and because convictions are 
generally more prevalent outside NYC, regional disparities in conviction rates reduce the magnitude 
of racial disparities when adopting a statewide perspective. However, Black and Hispanic people are 
generally more likely to be convicted than white people independent of regional disparities.

10
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Chapter 4. Conclusion  
This report looks at the number of convictions in New York State from 1980 to 2021 (Chapter 2), and 
the number of people who have criminal convictions (Chapter 3).

We found there were over 6.6 million convictions, representing almost 2.2 million people. Of all 
convictions, 77% were for misdemeanor offenses. Of people with a conviction, 53% had only one on 
their record, and 73% had their most recent conviction over 10 years ago. People with convictions 
were predominantly white (49%) and male (80%). Relative to their representation in the residential 
population, the conviction rate in 2019 for Black people statewide was 3.1 times higher than for white 
people. Additionally, there were regional differences in conviction volume and in the characteristics of 
people with convictions.

In recent years, criminal legal system reforms in New York State—and elsewhere—have focused on 
shrinking the system’s footprint to reduce the negative impacts that the system has on security, 
stability, and opportunity for impacted people and communities. Policymakers, advocates, researchers, 
and the public have also focused on the disproportionate impacts that this system has on Black and 
Hispanic communities—although earnest intentions have not always translated to concrete reductions 
in racial and ethnic disparities to-date. We hope that, as we stated in the Data Collaborative for Justice’s 
prior report on convictions in New York City, the current findings will add to dialogue and reforms that 
promote racial justice and opportunity.

For More Information: This report includes a separate link to a series of interactive maps portraying the 
number of convictions, people with convictions, rates per 100,000 people in the general population, and 
racial disparities for each one of the State’s 62 counties. In addition, Appendix C below includes some 
of the county-level data in a simple tabular form. 
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Appendix A. Conviction Numbers for Select Years 
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Appendix B. Details on People with Convictions
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Appendix C. Conviction Numbers by County
Note: Please see our published maps for additional county-level detail (available here).
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Endnotes
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of the total). Notably, under New York’s pending Clean Slate legislation, these convictions would be 
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18 Convictions dropped dramatically in 2020 because the COVID-19 pandemic severely limited case 
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23 Individual people were identified using an anonymized pseudo-identifier provided by DCJS. To 
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more likely to have a conviction than a white person, even when accounting for the differences in 
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conviction rate) by another (here, the white conviction rate). 
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