
KNOW YOUR RIGHTS:
Criminal Records and Housing

Applying for an apartment?
Worried a landlord will ask about an arrest or conviction?

A new law in Cook County protects people impacted by the criminal-legal system 
from housing discrimination.

On February 1, 2020, the Just Housing Amendment went into effect in Cook County. 
This law prohibits housing discrimination on the basis of an arrest or conviction. 
This means a landlord cannot treat a rental application differently because of an 
arrest or conviction except in very limited circumstances.

The new protections:
The Just Housing Amendment created specific rules for rental applications. 
There are new rules for (1) what types of records the landlord can consider and 
(2) when a landlord can ask about arrests and convictions or run a background 
check.

There are also rules and exceptions for the types of convictions a landlord can 
consider after conducting a background check: 

When can a landlord ask about arrests and convictions?
The Just Housing Amendment requires landlords to determine whether 
an applicant financially qualifies for an apartment before asking about 
arrests or convictions or running a background check. There is more 
information about this three-step apartment application process on the 
next page.

Landlords CANNOT deny an 
application because of:

     Arrests
    Juvenile convictions  or
    Convictions over  three 

years old

For convictions from the last three years:

The landlord must follow specific rules and 
provide you with an explanation of the 
decision. Landlords may only deny an 
applicant if the landlord concludes the 
conviction shows the applicant poses a risk 
to the personal safety or property of others.  

TIPS:

Know your record:
For help requesting your rap 
sheet, visit bit.ly/33Z6qHh to 
learn more. 

See a discriminatory ad?
Landlords cannot say things like “no 
criminal history,” “no felons,” or “no 
convictions” in an apartment listing. You 
can report these ads to the Cook County 
Commission on Human Rights.



Do you have any 
convictions from 

the last three years?

Yes No

You should be ready to discuss any convictions from the past three years. 

You also have the right to review the background check your landlord used 
and dispute any errors. Put this in writing and save a copy.

Landlords may consider convictions within the last three years. You have the 
right to discuss your record. You can explain you do not pose a threat to the 
personal safety or property of others. You can share information about why 
you’ll be a good tenant. This might include:
      Letters of recommendation
      Court-issued good conduct certificates
      Completion of a GED or vocational training
      Employment history / references
      Evidence of your history as a tenant
      Documentation that your criminal record is related to a disability and that 

you are now receiving treatment 

If you have no 
convictions in the 
last three years, you 
cannot be denied 
because of a 
background check.

Landlords may deny an applicant who is 
currently registered as a sex offender or under a 
current child sex offender resident restriction.

EXCEPTION:

If you have arrests or convictions over three 
years old, get a copy of your rap sheet and 
contact Legal Aid Chicago at (312) 229-6071.

Get help clearing you record

For further assistance,
call Legal Aid Chicago 
at 312-423-5909

You can also apply 
for help online at
illinoislegalaid.org

What to expect when applying for an apartment: a three-step process.

Preparing to apply for an apartment:

Step 1: The landlord should 
consider financial 
qualifications and tenant 
history. Under the Just 
Housing Amendment, landlords 
cannot ask about arrests or 
convictions on a housing 
application or run a criminal 
background check until after 
they review your credit, income, 
and rental history and decide 
you qualify for the apartment. 
This step is sometimes called 
“preclearance” or 
“prequalification.” 

Step 2: The landlord may run an optional background check. 
The landlord is allowed to run a background check after 
reviewing your initial application. If you are denied based on a 
background check, you have the right to dispute and discuss 
any denial.

Step 3: Exercising your right to dispute and discuss any denial. 
The window to dispute a denial closes quickly. Remember: 
"5-5-3”: You have the right to request a copy of the background 
check. The landlord has 5 days to give you a copy. When you get a 
copy, you then have 5 days to dispute the accuracy or relevance of 
the report. The landlord has 3 days to respond to your dispute in 
writing.

If you believe you have been wrongfully denied housing 
on the basis of an arrest or conviction, please call Legal 
Aid Chicago’s Fair Housing Hotline:  (312) 423-5909.

Get help after a wrongful denial


