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Applying for and receiving unemployment 
insurance benefits during the coronavirus 
pandemic
During the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic in the 
United States, claims for unemployment insurance (UI) 
benefits rose sharply because of the substantial job loss 
and the expansion of UI programs. To improve upon UI 
administrative data, in this article, we use the Household 
Pulse Survey to estimate the number of people who applied 
for UI benefits, the number of people who received benefits, 
and the success rate of UI applicants (the share of 
applicants who received benefits) during the first 9 months 
of the pandemic. We examine differences by demographic 
group, educational attainment, and prepandemic household 
income. In addition, we relate state-level estimates to UI 
recipiency before the pandemic, job loss during the 
pandemic, and the differential spread of the coronavirus 
across states. Compared with individuals who applied for UI 
benefits but did not receive them, we find that individuals 
who received benefits had greater well-being in a variety of 
domains, including household finances, food security, and 
mental health.

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has 
greatly affected the U.S. labor market starting in March 
2020. More than twice as many jobs were lost in the initial 
months of the pandemic than during the Great Recession 
(2007–09). In addition, only a third of those jobs were 
recovered in the subsequent 2 months.1 The large number 
of job losses at the beginning of the pandemic caused the 
employment–population ratio to plummet from 61.1 percent 
in February 2020 to 51.3 percent in April 2020. By 
December 2020, it had partially recovered to 57.4 percent.2
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In the midst of the initial wave of job losses, the federal 
government made several major changes to the 
unemployment insurance (UI) program.3 The Families First 
Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA), enacted on March 18, 
2020, allowed states to relax several conditions for 
applicants to receive UI benefits.4 These conditions include 
the requirement that applicants be actively seeking work 
and the requirement that applicants left work because of an 
employer action, such as a layoff.5 The Coronavirus Aid, 
Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, enacted on 
March 27, 2020, created three federally funded temporary 
UI programs:6

The Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA) 
program expanded eligibility for UI benefits to self-employed workers, independent contractors, and part- 
time workers.
The Pandemic Emergency Unemployment Compensation program extended benefits by 13 weeks for those 
persons who exhaust their regular UI benefits.
The Federal Pandemic Unemployment Compensation (FPUC) program provided a $600-a-week 
supplement to UI benefits through July 31, 2020.

After the FPUC program expired, on August 8, 2020, the President issued an executive order that allowed states to 
supplement UI benefits by $300 a week, funded by federal disaster relief aid (Lost Wages Assistance), for up to 6 
weeks of unemployment.

Because of the expansion of UI programs and substantial job loss, the number of initial claims rose tremendously 
during the pandemic. When a person applies for UI benefits, an initial claim is the first claim filed by the person in 
determining eligibility for benefits. A state UI office reviews each initial claim and either accepts or rejects it. If the 
claim is accepted, benefits are paid. As shown in chart 1, initial claims for benefits under the regular UI program, 
which were around 200,000 a week before the pandemic, shot up to about 6 million a week in late March and early 
April 2020. After that time, initial claims fell as the pandemic progressed but remained above 2 million a week 
through mid-May and above 1 million a week through early August. By the end of December, initial claims were 
around 800,000 a week.
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Estimates of the number of people who applied for UI benefits and the number of people who received benefits 
during the pandemic are useful for measuring the impact of the UI program. UI benefits are a key part of the 
federal government’s policy response to the pandemic.7 With individual-level UI estimates, analysts can precisely 
compare the extent of UI payments with the extent of stimulus payments and other less targeted government 
interventions that directly support individuals.

In this article, we use the Household Pulse Survey (HPS) to estimate the number of people (and share of the adult 
population) who applied for UI benefits and who received benefits during the first 9 months of the pandemic (March 
through December 2020). We also estimate a measure of the success rate of UI applicants in obtaining benefits: 
the share of applicants who received benefits. To show which groups were more or less likely to receive UI 
benefits during the pandemic, we examine differences by demographic group, education, and prepandemic 
household income. These estimates can be compared with the pattern of job losses during the pandemic, as 
documented in other research (as discussed later in this article).

States are important as program administrators in the federal–state UI system and as geographical areas 
capturing the spatial dimension of labor markets and the spread of the coronavirus. Given states’ importance, we 
estimate for each state the percentage of the population who applied for UI benefits, the percentage of the 
population who received benefits, and the success rate of UI applicants. We relate these state-level estimates to 
UI recipiency before the pandemic, job loss during the pandemic, the differential spread of the coronavirus across 
states, and the differential use of COVID-19 restrictions by state governments. The relationship between these 
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state-level estimates and UI recipiency before the pandemic is intended to partially capture differences that existed 
in state UI programs before the pandemic.

Our analysis investigates some empirical consequences of the expanded eligibility for UI benefits to self-employed 
workers, low-wage workers, and other workers typically not covered in the regular UI program. The UI outcomes 
(application rate, receipt rate, and success rate) for workers with less education and lower prepandemic household 
income show the extent to which the UI program helped low-wage workers during the pandemic. Evaluating UI 
outcomes for the self-employed shows, in part, how successful the expansion of the UI program to self-employed 
individuals during the pandemic was. We also analyze UI outcomes for parents of school-age children who faced 
varying levels of disruption to their school routines, which is relevant for the expansion of the range of “good 
cause” exceptions for leaving work to include caring for a family member.

Finally, we go beyond measuring the receipt of UI benefits to examine whether receiving benefits improved the 
well-being of individuals and their households. This question is critically important during the pandemic, given the 
large number of people who received benefits and the expanded benefit amounts (because of the federal 
supplement). The survey data provide measures of well-being in a variety of domains, including household 
finances, food security, and mental health. To gauge the effect of receiving benefits on well-being, we compare 
those who received benefits with those who applied for benefits but did not receive them. Taken together, our 
analysis provides information relevant to evaluating how successful the targeted UI program was in mitigating the 
effects of the pandemic on individuals who were directly affected by it.

Household Pulse Survey
The Employment and Training Administration (ETA) publishes various reports that summarize UI administrative 
data at the state level.8 It is not possible to use the data in these reports to gauge the number of people who 
applied for UI benefits and the number of people who received benefits across all UI programs during the 
pandemic.9 The main reason we cannot use the ETA data is that over time, a person can apply for and receive 
benefits from more than one UI program. Thus, simply summing the claims for each program would result in an 
unknown degree of double counting.10 The number of individuals included in more than one UI program may be 
substantial during the pandemic because many states have required individuals to exhaust or be denied regular 
state UI benefits to be eligible for benefits under the pandemic-related programs. Double counting of individuals 
during the pandemic can also occur within programs, particularly when one is trying to determine the number of 
people who have applied for benefits.11

Given these issues with the administrative data, we use the HPS to construct individual-level estimates. The HPS 
is an experimental rapid-response survey designed to measure how the coronavirus pandemic is affecting U.S. 
households from a social and economic perspective. The U.S. Census Bureau conducts the survey in partnership 
with other federal agencies, including the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). The HPS is a 20-minute online 
survey conducted in 66 sample areas throughout the nation. The sample frame is based on the Census Bureau’s 
Master Address File records and existing email and telephone records. The HPS started on April 23, 2020, and 
phase 1 lasted until July 21, 2020. The data for this article were collected during the period August 19–December 
21, 2020, which covers all of phase 2 (August 19–October 26) and the first part of phase 3 (which started October 
28).
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Phase 2 was made up of five data collection periods (each was about 2 weeks), with a separate sample for each 
period. In each period, the sample size was about 1.03 million housing units. Households chosen for the sample 
were contacted by email and text message and asked to complete the survey online. Across periods, the number 
of respondents varied from 88,716 to 109,051, with corresponding response rates between 8.1 percent and 10.3 
percent (see appendix table 1). Over the first four data collection periods of phase 3, the sample size was similar 
to that for phase 2, but the response rates were lower (5.3 percent to 6.7 percent). The sampling methods and 
questionnaire were the same in phase 2 and phase 3. Although the HPS data are timely and relevant, we caution 
that the data are labeled as experimental and do not necessarily meet the high standards of other Census Bureau 
and BLS data products. For example, how representative HPS respondents are of the entire U.S. population has 
not been fully explored.12

In households sampled for the HPS, one adult responds to the survey. These adults report individual experiences 
only for themselves, not other members of their household. Throughout our analysis, we use the person weights 
created by the Census Bureau.13 The person weights were designed to produce biweekly estimates for the total 
number of persons age 18 and older living within housing units. The Census Bureau created these weights by 
adjusting the household-level-sampling base weights for various factors to account for nonresponse, adults per 
household, and coverage. In addition, the person weights are controlled to independent population controls by 
various demographics within each state. The demographic characteristics involved in this process are age, gender, 
race, Hispanic origin, and educational attainment.14

The HPS has several advantages for studying UI. It includes questions on whether individuals applied for UI 
benefits during the pandemic and, if so, whether they received benefits. The responses to these questions can be 
used to produce unduplicated estimates of the number of people who have applied for benefits and received 
benefits across all the UI programs in place during the pandemic. The HPS also collects information on 
demographics, educational attainment, total household income (from 2019), current work status, and the reason 
for not working. Various measures of household and individual well-being can be constructed from the HPS 
questions covering several domains, including household finances, food security, and mental health.

The information on who applied for UI benefits and who received benefits comes from two questions that BLS 
designed and tested.15 The first question asks about applying for benefits: “Since March 13, 2020, have you 
applied for Unemployment Insurance (UI) benefits?” For those who answer “yes” to this question, a follow-up 
question asks, “Since March 13, 2020, did you receive Unemployment Insurance (UI) benefits?” March 13 is used 
to indicate the beginning of the pandemic in the United States. On this date, the President declared a National 
Emergency concerning COVID-19.16 A third question asks about the receipt of benefits at the household level: 
“Including yourself, how many people in your household received Unemployment Insurance (UI) benefits since 
March 13, 2020?” We do not use responses to the third question in this article.17 Because the questions refer to UI 
generically, we interpret the survey responses to encompass both the regular UI program and the pandemic UI 
programs.

To measure employment at the time of the survey, the HPS asks, “In the last 7 days, did you do ANY work for 
either pay or profit?” For those who answer “yes,” a followup question is asked to determine whether the 
respondent is employed by government, a private company, or a nonprofit organization; self-employed; or working 
in a family business. For those who are not working, the HPS asks, “What is your main reason for not working for 
pay or profit?” The respondent is given a list of 13 potential reasons, and we classify the responses into three 
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categories: COVID-19-related reasons that are employer initiated, COVID-19-related reasons that are not 
employer initiated, and non-COVID-19-related reasons (see appendix table 2).

Note that the reference period (the last 7 days) for the employment questions is different from the reference period 
(between March 13 and the survey date) for the UI questions. The UI questions identify those people who have 
received benefits at some point during the pandemic but were not necessarily receiving benefits at the time of the 
survey. Similarly, those who were working at the time of the survey may have received benefits during the 
pandemic, although not necessarily while they were working. All respondents were asked the UI questions, 
regardless of whether they were currently working. The employment information reported in the HPS reflects the 
respondent’s situation at the time of the survey but does not necessarily reflect the respondent’s situation at other 
points during the pandemic. In addition, the HPS does not provide any information about the respondent’s 
employment situation before the pandemic.

Aggregate estimates
We use the HPS responses together with the person weights to estimate the number of people who applied for UI 
benefits and the number of people who received benefits during the first 9 months of the pandemic (March 13 to 
December 21, 2020). Our estimates are based on the combined sample of 775,788 HPS respondents from August 
19 to December 21, 2020. Our estimates refer to the population age 18 and older.

We estimate that 52 million people applied for UI benefits from March 13 to December 21, or 21.0 percent of the 
U.S. adult population of 249 million. We also estimate that 40 million people received UI benefits during the 
pandemic, or 16.0 percent of the adult population.18 By way of comparison, 84 percent of the population age 18 
and older received stimulus payments (i.e., Economic Impact Payments) that were authorized as part of the 
CARES Act.19 This comparison demonstrates the extent to which UI benefits were more targeted toward those 
experiencing economic hardship than were stimulus payments.

We estimate that 77.2 percent of those who applied for UI benefits since March 13 had received benefits by the 
survey date (August 19 to December 21, 2020). This measure, which we refer to as the success rate, reflects both 
individual eligibility and the capability of state UI offices to process claims.20 Given that some people applied for UI 
benefits before the survey date and started receiving benefits after the survey date, our estimated success rate is 
an underestimate of the share of applicants who ultimately received benefits. However, given the long reference 
period (back to March 13, 2020) and the time pattern of initial claims (the spike in initial claims was early in the 
pandemic), the extent of the understatement is likely not large.

Estimates by demographic characteristics, education, and household 
income
Our estimates by demographic characteristics are shown in table 1. In terms of the share of the population who 
applied for UI benefits or the share of the population who received benefits, no gender differences essentially exist: 
about 21 percent of men and women applied for UI benefits and about 16 percent received benefits. The lack of 
gender differences in these estimates makes the pandemic recession stand out from prior U.S. recessions. In prior 
recessions, the share of women who applied for (or received) UI benefits was lower than the corresponding share 
of men.21 Therefore, our HPS estimates reflect a larger role for employment declines among women in the 
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pandemic recession (especially in the initial wave of job losses) than in prior U.S. recessions.22 The success rate 
is the same for men and women. Regardless of gender, those with children present in the household were more 
likely to receive UI benefits than were those without children present in the household.

Note: Other race includes any other race alone and multiple races. Success rate excludes individuals who applied for UI benefits but did not answer the 
question about receiving benefits. UI = unemployment insurance.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

Among racial groups, Blacks had the highest rates of applying for UI benefits (28.5 percent) and receiving benefits 
(20.4 percent). However, the success rate was lower among Blacks (72.8 percent) than among Asians (82.9 
percent) and Whites (78.2 percent). Hispanics were more likely to have applied for and received UI benefits than 
were non-Hispanics. The success rate was somewhat lower among Hispanics (75.6 percent) than among non- 
Hispanics (77.6 percent). The higher rates of applying for UI benefits among Blacks and Hispanics are consistent 

Characteristic Total
Applied for UI Received UI

Success rate
Number Percent Number Percent

Total 249,170,916 52,430,773 21.0 39,984,667 16.0 77.2
Gender

Male 120,531,610 25,133,339 20.9 19,190,162 15.9 77.2
Female 128,639,306 27,297,434 21.2 20,794,506 16.2 77.2

Race
White 188,635,899 36,501,427 19.4 28,210,496 15.0 78.2
Black 31,020,064 8,835,766 28.5 6,341,967 20.4 72.8
Asian 14,019,197 3,078,922 22.0 2,527,595 18.0 82.9
Other 15,495,756 4,014,657 25.9 2,904,609 18.7 73.2

Ethnicity
Hispanic 42,320,445 10,629,962 25.1 7,924,760 18.7 75.6
Not Hispanic 206,850,471 41,800,810 20.2 32,059,907 15.5 77.6

Marital status
Married 136,555,176 24,102,096 17.7 18,986,647 13.9 79.9
Widowed 10,693,257 1,148,908 10.7 794,199 7.4 70.5
Divorced 29,263,521 6,715,409 22.9 5,099,306 17.4 77.0
Separated 5,528,055 1,670,992 30.2 1,134,385 20.5 68.5
Never married 64,821,419 18,515,480 28.6 13,743,083 21.2 74.8

Presence of children
Children present 98,210,373 23,726,520 24.2 17,647,146 18.0 75.3
No children present 150,960,543 28,704,252 19.0 22,337,521 14.8 78.7

Age (years)
18 to 24 26,929,445 6,903,784 25.6 4,902,683 18.2 71.4
25 to 34 45,731,131 12,879,612 28.2 9,558,623 20.9 74.8
35 to 44 43,318,164 10,694,413 24.7 8,260,628 19.1 78.1
45 to 54 41,184,810 9,621,711 23.4 7,496,943 18.2 79.1
55 to 64 43,852,105 8,352,029 19.0 6,673,140 15.2 81.2
65 to 74 35,693,575 3,322,848 9.3 2,651,893 7.4 81.5
75 and older 12,461,685 656,376 5.3 440,757 3.5 68.5

Table 1. Number and percentage of people 18 years and older who applied for UI benefits and received UI 
benefits, and success rate of UI applicants, by demographic characteristics, March 13–December 21, 2020
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with Black and Hispanic workers being disproportionately affected by job losses, layoffs, and disruptions to small 
businesses during the pandemic.23

Estimates by educational attainment and household income are shown in table 2. Among individuals age 25 and 
older, those with bachelor’s degree or higher were less likely to have applied for and received UI benefits than 
were those with a high school education or some college. The success rate generally increased with the level of 
education. However, the rate was lowest among those with less than a high school education (68.8 percent) and 
highest among those with a bachelor’s degree (80.8 percent). People with lower household incomes in 2019 were 
more likely to have applied for and received UI benefits (see chart 2), which suggests that they had fewer nonwage 
income sources to draw on.24 For example, among those with incomes of less than $25,000, 28.1 percent applied 
for benefits and 19.6 percent received benefits. By comparison, among those with incomes of $200,000 or more, 
9.2 percent applied for benefits and 7.4 percent received benefits. As it did with education, the success rate 
generally increased with household income.

Note: Success rate excludes individuals who applied for UI benefits but did not answer the question about receiving benefits. UI = unemployment insurance.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

Characteristic Total
Applied for UI Received UI

Success rate
Number Percent Number Percent

People 18 years and older
Total 249,170,916 52,430,773 21.0 39,984,667 16.0 77.2
Household income (2019)

Less than $25,000 25,045,832 7,041,988 28.1 4,917,357 19.6 70.4
$25,000 to $34,999 19,757,039 5,504,916 27.9 4,095,912 20.7 75.1
$35,000 to $49,999 22,492,488 5,553,253 24.7 4,303,257 19.1 78.3
$50,000 to $74,999 31,800,675 7,108,964 22.4 5,653,248 17.8 80.4
$75,000 to $99,999 24,397,565 4,664,153 19.1 3,794,580 15.6 82.5
$100,000 to $149,999 27,519,310 4,401,837 16.0 3,621,543 13.2 83.1
$150,000 to $199,999 12,727,059 1,680,504 13.2 1,363,348 10.7 81.7
$200,000 or more 14,008,492 1,290,248 9.2 1,035,537 7.4 80.9

People 25 years and older
Total 222,241,471 45,526,989 20.5 35,081,984 15.8 78.0
Education

Less than high school 5,923,601 1,476,560 24.9 992,972 16.8 68.8
Some high school 12,457,370 3,133,863 25.2 2,300,340 18.5 74.4
High school graduate 68,430,320 15,925,149 23.3 12,187,372 17.8 77.7
Some college, no degree 42,223,238 10,179,117 24.1 7,967,355 18.9 79.0
Associate’s degree 21,797,962 4,943,719 22.7 3,840,851 17.6 78.7
Bachelor’s degree 38,969,438 6,552,662 16.8 5,239,601 13.4 80.8
Graduate degree 32,439,542 3,315,919 10.2 2,553,494 7.9 78.0

Table 2. Number and percentage of people who applied for UI benefits and received UI benefits, and 
success rate of UI applicants, by household income and education, March 13–December 21, 2020
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The higher rates of applying for UI benefits and receiving benefits among those with less education and lower 
income are consistent with employment declines during the pandemic that were greater among low-wage 
workers.25 This pattern may also reflect the higher replacement rates that arose from the $600-a-week federal 
supplement (available from April through July 2020), which was independent of a worker’s prior wage and 
therefore had the largest effect on replacement rates for low-wage workers.26 Most workers, especially low-wage 
workers, could receive more money from the enhanced UI benefits than they received in wages while working.27

Workers with less education and lower income had lower success rates (see chart 3). This finding could reflect that 
low-wage workers were less likely to be eligible for regular UI (in part, because of not meeting the minimum 
earnings requirement), although the PUA program expanded UI eligibility for individuals lacking sufficient work 
history and individuals working part-time hours.28 The pattern of success rates by race may partly reflect the 
higher prevalence of low-wage work among Blacks compared with Whites and Asians. In 2019, according to data 
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from the Current Population Survey, median weekly earnings for full-time workers were $735 for Blacks, $945 for 
Whites, and $1,174 for Asians.29

Estimates by state and relationship to state-level factors
The UI system is a federal–state partnership that is funded by federal and state taxes on employers and 
administered by states. States set eligibility, duration, and benefit levels within federal guidelines. Because of state 
differences within the UI system, we examine variation by state in the share of the population who applied for UI 
benefits, the share of the population who received benefits, and the success rate of UI applicants. In addition to 
their role in administering the UI program, states show the geographic dimension to labor markets, COVID-19 
spread, and COVID-19 restrictions imposed by governments. During the pandemic, states and local areas have 
imposed a variety of restrictions on economic activity to slow the spread of COVID-19, including closing 
nonessential businesses, closing schools and daycare facilities, requiring residents to stay at home, canceling 
public events, and restricting the size of gatherings.

The estimated share of the population who applied for UI benefits varies substantially across states, ranging from 
11.4 percent to 30.3 percent (see appendix table 3). Four states have more than 25 percent of their population who 
applied (Nevada, Michigan, Hawaii, and New York). Three states have less than 13 percent who applied (Utah, 
South Dakota, and Wyoming). The estimated share of a state’s population who received benefits follows a similar 
pattern, ranging from 7.6 percent to 25.5 percent. States with a larger share of their population who applied for 
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benefits also have a larger share of their population who received benefits, and the relationship is very tight (see 
chart 4).

What accounts for this variation across states? To understand the variation, we examine how the HPS state-level 
estimates relate to the extent of UI coverage in a state before the pandemic, state-specific job loss during the 
pandemic, and the differential spread of the coronavirus across states. Each of these facets is discussed 
separately in the later paragraphs.

As a measure of the extent of UI coverage in a state before the pandemic, we use the UI recipiency rate in 2019. 
This measure, which is the share of unemployed workers who received UI benefits, varies widely across states: 7 
states had recipiency rates of greater than 40 percent in 2019, whereas 17 states had recipiency rates of less than 
20 percent.30 Prior research indicates that variation in state recipiency rates reflects state laws (regarding who is 
covered by UI and for how long) and administrative practices, although labor market variables and other factors 
are also important.31 States with higher recipiency rates before the pandemic had both a larger share of the 
population who applied for UI benefits and a larger share of the population who received benefits (see chart 5a).32 

This relationship suggests that despite the temporary expansions of UI coverage during the pandemic, preexisting 
aspects of a state’s UI system still mattered for the number of people who received UI benefits during the 
pandemic.
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States with a higher average unemployment rate between March and December 2020 had both a larger share of 
the population who applied for UI benefits and a larger share of the population who received benefits (see chart 
5b). This relationship provides support for the HPS-based estimates, but it is not surprising because many people 
who are classified as unemployed receive UI benefits. However, receiving UI benefits and being unemployed are 
not the same.33 For instance, some people who are unemployed do not qualify for UI benefits (e.g., new entrants 
to the labor force and those who do not have sufficient work experience), some people who are eligible for UI 
benefits do not apply for benefits, and some people who are receiving UI benefits are not considered unemployed 
(e.g., if they are not searching for work).34 In addition, some people are classified as employed but still eligible for 
UI benefits (e.g., those whose hours were reduced by their employers or who were participating in a work-sharing 
program).
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The share of the population who applied for UI benefits and the share of the population who received benefits are 
also positively correlated with the cumulative number of COVID-19 deaths per 100,000 population (see chart 5c). 
This effect presumably operates through the disruptions to the labor market caused by the coronavirus and by 
countermeasures taken by states and local areas to combat the virus’s spread. Another COVID-19 measure that 
focuses on states’ countermeasures is the Stringency Index compiled by the Oxford COVID-19 Government 
Response Tracker.35 This index measures the strictness of states’ closure and containment policies that primarily 
restrict people’s behavior. This measure is also positively correlated with the shares of the population who applied 
for or received UI benefits during the pandemic, and the magnitude of the correlation is stronger than that for the 
COVID-19 death rate (see chart 5d).
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The success rate of UI applicants varies from 63.9 percent (Arkansas) to 87.1 percent (Rhode Island). States with 
higher recipiency rates before the pandemic have a higher success rate (see chart 5a). Beyond that, one concern 
is that states with a larger extent of job loss during the pandemic may have experienced “crowding effects” in their 
UI systems—whereby some applicants could not have their applications processed promptly—leading to declines 
in the success rate. If this crowding hypothesis were true, the success rate would be negatively correlated with 
demand for UI benefits. However, the scatter plots of the drivers of demand for UI benefits show the opposite 
pattern: if anything, the success rate is positively correlated with the unemployment rate, COVID-19 deaths per 
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capita, and the COVID-19 Stringency Index (see charts 5b–5d). As a complementary way of looking at the data, 
the success rate is positively correlated with the share of the population who applied for UI benefits (see chart 6). 
Although this evidence does not support the crowding hypothesis, our approach is not overly sensitive to crowding 
issues early in the pandemic because the HPS data we use were collected from August 19 to December 21, 2020, 
and the questions on applying for and receiving UI benefits have a reference period going back to March 13, 2020.

Given the possibility of multiple factors driving the variation in HPS state-level estimates, we now turn to a 
multivariate approach that allows us to explore the effects of a given factor while controlling for one or more other 
factors. In the results reported in table 3, we estimate linear regressions with a given HPS state-level estimate as 
the dependent variable and different combinations of the factors as independent variables. Across regressions, a 
consistent finding is that the recipiency rate before the pandemic is positively correlated with the share of the 
population who applied for UI benefits, the share of the population who received benefits, and the success rate of 
UI applicants. When we hold the prepandemic recipiency rate constant, the unemployment rate is positively 
correlated with the share of the population who applied for UI benefits and the share of the population who 
received benefits but is not correlated with the success rate. These results suggest that, among states with a 
similar recipiency rate, when the unemployment rate increases, the increased number of people applying for UI 
benefits can be accommodated without reducing the success rate.
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[1] Statistically significant at the 0.01 level.

[2] Statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

[3] Statistically significant at the 0.10 level.

Independent variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Dependent variable: percent who applied for UI benefits
Recipiency rate (2019) 0.176[1] — — — 0.073[2] 0.167[1] 0.125[1] 0.102[2]

(0.047) — — — (0.030) (0.049) (0.044) (0.045)
[3.064] — — — [1.272] [2.904] [2.167] [1.767]

Unemployment rate — 1.685[1] — — 1.546[1] — — —
— (0.157) — — (0.160) — — —
— [4.260] — — [3.907] — — —

COVID-19 death rate — — 0.020 — — 0.011 — 0.020[3]

— — (0.014) — — (0.013) — (0.011)
— — [1.012] — — [0.528] — [1.012]

COVID-19 Stringency Index — — — 0.228[1] — — 0.184[1] 0.203[1]

— — — (0.050) — — (0.049) (0.049)
— — — [3.148] — — [2.550] [2.812]

R2 0.22 0.70 0.04 0.30 0.74 0.23 0.40 0.43
Dependent variable: percent who received UI benefits

Recipiency rate (2019)
0.184[1] — — — 0.102[1] 0.172[1] 0.135[1] 0.110[1]

(0.041) — — — (0.030) (0.042) (0.038) (0.038)
[3.193] — — — [1.768] [2.995] [2.354] [1.915]

Unemployment rate
— 1.423[1] — — 1.229[1] — — —
— (0.166) — — (0.162) — — —
— [3.598] — — [3.107] — — —

COVID-19 death rate
— — 0.023[3] — — 0.013 — 0.022[2]

— — (0.012) — — (0.011) — (0.009)
— — [1.151] — — [0.651] — [1.111]

COVID-19 Stringency Index
— — — 0.219[1] — — 0.172[1] 0.193[1]

— — — (0.045) — — (0.042) (0.041)
— — — [3.035] — — [2.385] [2.672]

R2 0.29 0.60 0.07 0.33 0.68 0.31 0.47 0.53
Dependent variable: success rate of UI applicants

Recipiency rate (2019)
0.240[1] — — — 0.216[1] 0.224[1] 0.186[1] 0.153[2]

(0.060) — — — (0.065) (0.062) (0.059) (0.060)
[4.177] — — — [3.758] [3.895] [3.239] [2.665]

Unemployment rate
— 0.774[2] — — 0.362 — — —
— (0.355) — — (0.345) — — —
— [1.957] — — [0.914] — — —

COVID-19 death rate
— — 0.032[3] — — 0.019 — 0.029[2]

— — (0.017) — — (0.016) — (0.015)
— — [1.578] — — [0.927] — [1.451]

COVID-19 Stringency Index
— — — 0.258[1] — — 0.193[1] 0.220[1]

— — — (0.068) — — (0.066) (0.065)
— — — [3.561] — — [2.666] [3.042]

R2 0.24 0.09 0.06 0.23 0.26 0.27 0.36 0.41

Table 3. Relationship of UI outcomes (percentage who applied for UI benefits, percentage who received UI 
benefits, and success rate of UI applicants) to state factors, regression results

See footnotes at end of table.
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Note: The number of observations for each regression is 51 (50 states and the District of Columbia). Standard errors are in parentheses. Numbers in brackets 
are the coefficients multiplied by (p75 – p25), where p75 and p25 are the 75th and 25th percentiles of the distribution (across states) of the relevant 
independent variable, respectively. UI outcomes are based on the period March 13–December 21, 2020. Percentage who applied for UI benefits, percentage 
who received UI benefits, and the success rate of UI applicants are for people 18 years and older. Recipiency rate is percentage of unemployed workers who 
received UI benefits, 2019. Unemployment rate is average unemployment rate from March through December 2020. COVID-19 death rate is cumulative 
deaths (through December 21, 2020) per 100,000 population, on the basis of reports from state and local health agencies, and U.S. Census Bureau 
population estimates for July 1, 2019. COVID-19 Stringency Index is average of daily values from March 13 through December 21, 2020. Dashes indicate no 
data. COVID-19 = coronavirus disease 2019. UI = unemployment insurance.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020; Employment and Training Administration, “Recipiency rates, by state,” Section A.13, 
Unemployment Insurance Chartbook, https://oui.doleta.gov/unemploy/chartbook.asp; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Employment status of the civilian 
noninstitutional population, not seasonally adjusted, statewide data,” monthly series, https://www.bls.gov/web/laus/ststdnsadata.zip; The New York Times, 
“Coronavirus (Covid-19) data in the United States,” https://github.com/nytimes/covid-19-data; U.S. Census Bureau, “Annual population estimates, estimated 
components of resident population change, and rates of the components of resident population change for the United States, states, and Puerto Rico: April 1, 
2010 to July 1, 2019,” https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest/datasets/2010-2019/national/totals/nst-est2019-alldata.csv; and Thomas Hale, 
Noam Angrist, Rafael Goldszmidt, Beatriz Kira, Anna Petherick, Toby Phillips, Samuel Webster, Emily Cameron-Blake, Laura Hallas, Saptarshi Majumdar, and 
Helen Tatlow, “A global panel database of pandemic policies (Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker),” Nature Human Behaviour, vol. 5, no. 4, April 
2021, pp. 529–538, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01079-8.

Instead of looking at the effect of the unemployment rate, we look at the effects of the COVID-19 measures. 
Because the COVID-19 measures capture what might be causing the higher unemployment rates, we do not 
include the unemployment rate in the same model with the COVID-19 measures. When we consider both 
COVID-19 measures together and control for the recipiency rate, each COVID-19 measure is positively correlated 
with the share of the population who applied for UI benefits, the share of the population who received benefits, and 
the success rate of UI applicants. However, the magnitude of the effect is more than twice as large for the 
Stringency Index than the death rate.36 This finding suggests that although both COVID-19 measures explain 
variation in the state-level HPS estimates, the Stringency Index contributes more than the death rate.

Estimates by employment income, work status, and children’s school 
routines
A measure of whether an HPS respondent lives in a household where a member’s labor earnings were negatively 
affected during the pandemic comes from the question, “Have you, or has anyone in your household experienced 
a loss of employment income since March 13, 2020?” In the HPS data for August 19 to December 21, 2020, 46.5 
percent of individuals responded “yes.” Those who responded “yes” did not necessarily lose their job during the 
pandemic or experience a reduction in hours at work. Respondents could have answered “yes” for several 
reasons, including that someone else in their household lost employment. However, the set of respondents who 
said “yes” likely includes people who experienced either job loss or a reduction in work hours during the pandemic. 
Among adults in households that lost employment income, 41.2 percent applied for UI benefits and 31.8 percent 
received benefits (see table 4).

Characteristic Total
Applied for UI Received UI

Success rate
Number Percent Number Percent

Table 4. Number and percentage of people 18 years and older who applied for UI benefits and received UI 
benefits, and success rate of UI applicants, by current work status and whether household lost 
employment income during the pandemic

See footnotes at end of table.

https://oui.doleta.gov/unemploy/chartbook.asp
https://www.bls.gov/web/laus/ststdnsadata.zip
https://github.com/nytimes/covid-19-data
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest/datasets/2010-2019/national/totals/nst-est2019-alldata.csv
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01079-8
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Note: Success rate excludes individuals who applied for UI benefits but did not answer the question about receiving benefits. “Total at work” includes those 
who did not answer the question about class of worker (private, government, etc.). UI information covers March 13–December 21, 2020. Current work status is 
based on 7 days before survey date (August 19–December 21, 2020). UI = unemployment insurance.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

We examine current work status using the question on whether the respondent was doing any work for pay or 
profit in the last 7 days. For this analysis, the “not working” category includes those who are not working for a 
variety of reasons, including stay-at-home parents and those who are retired. To focus the analysis on individuals 
for which usual employment rates are relatively high, we restrict the sample for this part of our analysis to prime- 
working-age (25–54) people. For those not working, we classify the main reasons for not working into three 
categories: COVID-19-related reasons that are employer initiated, COVID-19-related reasons that are not 
employer initiated, and non-COVID-19-related reasons (see appendix table 2 for a fuller explanation of this 
categorization).

Among prime-working-age persons who received UI benefits at some point during the pandemic, 51.3 percent 
were at work in the last 7 days, 30.9 percent were not working in the last 7 days because of a COVID-19-related 
reason initiated by their employer, and 4.4 percent were not working because of a COVID-19-related reason not 
associated with their employer (see table 5). By comparison, among all prime-working-age individuals regardless 
of whether UI benefits were received, 71.4 percent were at work. Thus, although more than half of UI recipients 
had either returned to work or never lost their jobs (e.g., had their hours reduced), the extent of job loss among UI 
recipients (on the basis of employment status at the time they were surveyed) was still substantial. Among prime- 
working-age individuals not working in the last 7 days because of a COVID-19-related reason initiated by the 
employer, 61.3 percent had received UI benefits. By contrast, only 26.6 percent of individuals not working because 
of other COVID-19-related reasons had received benefits.

Characteristic Total
Applied for UI Received UI

Success rate
Number Percent Number Percent

Total 249,170,916 52,430,773 21.0 39,984,667 16.0 77.2
Household lost employment income 115,886,322 47,723,344 41.2 36,842,757 31.8 78.1
Household did not lose employment 
income 131,875,465 4,651,902 3.5 3,105,128 2.4 67.7

Total at work (last 7 days) 143,161,639 26,229,773 18.3 20,074,771 14.0 77.9
Private 85,114,321 17,716,946 20.8 14,029,861 16.5 80.5
Government 20,829,780 1,948,237 9.4 1,353,946 6.5 71.3
Self-employed 16,846,500 3,634,195 21.6 2,568,220 15.2 72.2
Nonprofit 13,359,379 1,570,867 11.8 1,132,450 8.5 73.2
Employed in family business 4,168,710 732,885 17.6 522,524 12.5 72.8

Table 4. Number and percentage of people 18 years and older who applied for UI benefits and received UI 
benefits, and success rate of UI applicants, by current work status and whether household lost 
employment income during the pandemic
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Note: For classification of reasons for not working, see appendix table 2. UI information covers March 13–December 21, 2020. Current work status is based 
on 7 days before survey date (August 19–December 21, 2020). COVID-19 = coronavirus disease 2019. UI = unemployment insurance.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

In the rest of this section, we look at people of all ages. Among those who were working in the last 7 days, 18.3 
percent had applied for UI benefits and 14.0 percent had received benefits since March 13, 2020 (see table 4). 
There is wide variation by class of worker in the share of workers who had received UI benefits. This share is 6.5 
percent among workers in government, 8.5 percent among workers in nonprofit organizations, 12.5 percent among 
those employed in a family business, 15.2 percent among the self-employed, and 16.5 percent among wage and 
salary workers in the private sector. One factor in this pattern is the success rate among UI applicants, which is 
higher among wage and salary workers in the private sector than among workers in the other classes.

The variation by class of worker in the share of workers who received UI benefits may also be related to 
differences by class of worker in the extent of employment disruption during the pandemic. Employment estimates 
from the Current Population Survey are broadly consistent with this explanation: employment losses during the first 
9 months of the pandemic were greater for wage and salary workers in the private sector than for workers in 
government and the self-employed. From February to April 2020, employment fell 17.9 percent for wage and 
salary workers in the private sector but only 8.8 percent for workers in government and 7.8 percent for the self- 
employed. These differences persisted to some extent during the recovery: by December 2020, employment was 
down 5.9 percent (compared with February 2020) for wage and salary workers in the private sector but only 3.2 
percent for workers in government and 4.2 percent for the self-employed.37 Consistent with the pattern of 
employment losses, the share of wage and salary workers in the private sector who applied for UI benefits was 
more than double the share of workers in government who applied. For the self-employed, the share of people 
who applied for UI benefits was higher than is suggested by the employment losses. This finding might reflect that 
many of the self-employed continued to work during the pandemic but experienced reduced income from 
employment.

Work status

Number Percent within column Percent within row

All
UI 

applicants

UI 

recipients
All

UI 

applicants

UI 

recipients
All

UI 

applicants

UI 

recipients

Total 130,234,105 33,195,736 25,316,195 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 25.5 19.4
At work (last 7 
days) 92,006,883 17,032,532 13,115,441 71.4 50.8 51.3 100.0 18.5 14.3

Not working 37,466,674 16,128,139 12,179,149 28.0 49.0 48.6 100.0 43.0 32.5
COVID-19-related 
reason, employer 
initiated

12,344,361 9,347,643 7,563,091 9.3 28.9 30.9 100.0 75.7 61.3

COVID-19-related 
reason, not 
employer initiated

4,531,103 1,832,296 1,203,011 2.9 5.1 4.4 100.0 40.4 26.6

Non-COVID-19- 
related reason 19,693,323 4,881,467 3,368,860 15.1 14.8 13.1 100.0 24.8 17.1

Table 5. Current work status of those who were UI applicants and recipients, ages 25–54
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Our analysis of UI application and receipt by class of worker provides a perspective on the effect of UI expansions 
during the pandemic. The PUA program, created under the CARES Act, expanded eligibility for UI during the 
pandemic to self-employed workers, independent contractors, and part-time workers.38 Among those who were 
working in the last 7 days and were self-employed, 21.6 percent had applied for UI benefits and 15.2 percent had 
received benefits (see table 4). These rates are similar to those for wage and salary workers in the private sector 
who worked in the last 7 days. However, the success rate was much lower for self-employed workers (72.2 
percent) than for private wage and salary workers (80.5 percent). This finding suggests that the PUA program 
expanded UI coverage for self-employed workers during the pandemic, but a gap in coverage remained, compared 
with private wage and salary workers.

With another policy change that broadened eligibility for UI benefits during the pandemic, the FFCRA allowed 
states the flexibility to expand the range of “good cause” exceptions for leaving work to include caring for a child, 
parent, or spouse/partner.39 This change is relevant for parents of school-age children who contended with the 
shift to remote learning during the pandemic. With children at home instead of in school buildings during the day, 
some parents had to stop working or reduce their hours of work to supervise and support their children with remote 
learning and care.40 From the perspective of the UI system, it is of interest whether the changes to school routines 
affected parents’ use of UI benefits during the pandemic. For households with any children enrolled in a public or 
private school in kindergarten through 12th grade, the HPS asked, “How has the coronavirus pandemic affected 
how the children in this household received education for the 2020–2021 school year?”41

The responses to this question show that parents whose children experienced more disruptions to their school 
routine were more likely to have applied for UI benefits and more likely to have received benefits during the 
pandemic (see table 6). Among parents of students whose classes normally taught in person at the school were 
canceled, 21.5 percent received benefits. Among parents of students whose classes normally taught in person at 
the school were moved to a distance-learning format (using either online resources or article materials), 19.2 
percent received benefits. Among parents of students who did not experience any change in their school routine 
(that is, their classes were taught in person at the school), 14.1 percent received benefits.

Note: Success rate excludes individuals who applied for UI benefits but did not answer the question about receiving benefits. UI information covers March 13– 
December 21, 2020. School routine change is based on 2020–21 school year. UI = unemployment insurance.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

School routine change Total
Applied for UI Received UI

Success rate
Number Percent Number Percent

Total 52,469,508 12,825,212 24.4 9,774,425 18.6 76.9
Classes canceled 13,521,499 3,902,190 28.9 2,908,652 21.5 75.4
Classes moved to distance 
learning 37,140,865 9,290,310 25.0 7,135,603 19.2 77.4

Classes changed in some other 
way 6,567,109 1,411,664 21.5 1,067,410 16.3 76.3

No change 5,535,674 1,031,502 18.6 781,418 14.1 76.4

Table 6. Number and percentage of people 18 years and older who applied for UI benefits and received UI 
benefits, and success rate of UI applicants, parents with children enrolled in school (K–12), by school 
routine change of children
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We also look at the current work status of parents of children enrolled in school (see table 7). Parents whose 
children experienced more disruptions to their school routine were less likely to be at work in the last 7 days. 
Among parents of students whose classes normally taught in person at the school were canceled, 63.0 percent 
were at work. By contrast, among parents of students who did not experience any change in their school routine, 
72.6 percent were at work. Furthermore, among parents who were not working, those whose children experienced 
more disruptions to their school routine were more likely to choose “I am/was caring for children not in school or 
daycare” as their main reason for not working.

Several possible reasons exist for the correlations among disruption to school routines, parental employment, and 
parents receiving UI benefits. One reason is that changes to school routines caused parents to leave their jobs and 
apply for UI benefits. Another is that a third factor (the coronavirus or responses to it at the local level) caused both 
school disruptions and parental job losses. Our analysis does not allow us to distinguish between these two 
explanations.

Note: Current work status is based on 7 days before survey date (August 19–December 21, 2020). School routine change based on 2020–2021 school year.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

Effect of receiving UI benefits on well-being
What is the impact of UI benefits on the well-being of recipients and their households? One of the fundamental 
goals of the UI system is to provide a source of income to workers during periods of unemployment. Research 
using prepandemic data shows that UI benefits support unemployed workers by replacing lost income, increasing 
spending, and increasing food consumption.42 Furthermore, more generous UI benefits increase health insurance 
coverage and use, and reduce mortgage defaults.43 Before the pandemic, some adults were so financially 
vulnerable that they would have struggled to pay for an emergency expense as small as $400 or cover expenses if 
they lost their job.44 During the pandemic, the effects of receiving UI benefits on well-being might be stronger 
because of the federal supplement of $600 a week. During the period when the supplement was available, Peter 
Ganong and colleagues found that spending of the unemployed after job loss rose substantially above 
prepandemic levels. Spending of unemployed households also rose compared with the spending of employed 
households, which is opposite of the normal pattern.45

School routine change Total
At work Not working

Reason for not working = 

caring for children not in 

school or daycare

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

Total 52,469,508 35,549,640 67.8 16,857,027 32.1 3,349,141 6.4
Classes canceled 13,521,499 8,523,813 63.0 4,973,892 36.8 1,092,927 8.1
Classes moved to distance learning 37,140,865 25,179,183 67.8 11,931,002 32.1 2,534,912 6.8
Classes changed in some other way 6,567,109 4,575,905 69.7 1,985,016 30.2 377,821 5.8
No change 5,535,674 4,017,586 72.6 1,509,538 27.3 224,462 4.1

Table 7. Number and percentage of parents with children enrolled in school (K–12), by current work status 
and school routine change of children
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

We use the HPS data to construct six measures of the well-being for individuals and households. Each measure is 
an indicator for whether the individual or household experienced distress in a particular domain (see appendix 
table 4 for details):

In the last 7 days, the household had difficulty paying for usual household expenses.
In the last 7 days, the household had experienced food insecurity.
The household is not current on mortgage or rent payments.
The household is not confident in being able to pay its next mortgage or rent payment.
Over the last 7 days, the individual experienced symptoms of anxiety.
Over the last 7 days, the individual experienced symptoms of depression.

The anxiety and depression measures are designed to match concepts in surveys sponsored by the National 
Center for Health Statistics.46

Prior research that used the HPS and other data indicates that in the population overall, levels of distress during 
the pandemic were much higher than before the pandemic. Using data from the COVID Impact Survey and 
comparable data from the National Health Interview Survey (NHIS), Marianne P. Bitler, Hilary W. Hoynes, and 
Diane Whitmore Schanzenbach estimated that food insecurity increased sharply from 11 percent in 2018 to 23 
percent in April 2020.47 HPS data for May 14–19, 2020, indicate that 28.2 percent of adults had symptoms of 
anxiety disorder and 24.4 percent had symptoms of depressive disorder.48 These estimates are 3 to 4 times larger 
than comparable estimates for January–June 2019 from the NHIS, which indicated 8.2 percent of adults had 
symptoms of anxiety disorder and 6.6 percent had symptoms of depressive disorder.

To gauge the effect of receiving UI benefits on well-being, we compare those who had received benefits (at some 
point during the pandemic) with those who applied for benefits but did not receive them.49 In our HPS data for 
August 19 to December 21, 2020, the well-being measures show substantially less distress among UI recipients 
than among unsuccessful applicants (see table 8 and chart 7). For instance, 18.9 percent of UI recipients were 
experiencing food insecurity, compared with 29.1 percent of unsuccessful applicants. In addition, 45.2 percent of 
UI recipients were experiencing anxiety symptoms, compared with 53.2 percent of unsuccessful applicants. The 
well-being measures for UI applicants (both successful and unsuccessful) are substantially higher (indicating more 
distress) than for the general population, consistent with the higher incidence of job loss among UI applicants.50

Characteristic All
Applied for UI benefits

Difference
Received Not received

Well-being measure
Having difficulty with household expenses 33.7 55.9 66.6 –10.7
Experiencing food insecurity 11.4 18.9 29.1 –10.2
Not current on mortgage or rent 12.7 20.1 27.4 –7.3
Not confident on upcoming mortgage or rent payment 18.7 31.7 40.4 –8.7
Having symptoms of anxiety 34.1 45.2 53.2 –8.0
Having symptoms of depression 26.7 36.7 45.5 –8.8

Table 8. Household and individual well-being of UI applicants, by whether they received UI benefits (in 
percent)

See footnotes at end of table.



 U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS

24

MONTHLY LABOR REVIEW 

Note: UI information covers March 13–December 21, 2020. Difference = received minus not received. UI = unemployment insurance.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

Characteristic All
Applied for UI benefits

Difference
Received Not received

Household income (2019)
No answer 28.7 28.0 31.6 –3.6
Less than $25,000 10.1 12.3 17.4 –5.1
$25,000 to $34,999 7.9 10.2 11.5 –1.2
$35,000 to $49,999 9.0 10.8 10.1 0.7
$50,000 to $74,999 12.8 14.1 11.6 2.5
$75,000 to 99,999 9.8 9.5 6.8 2.7
$100,000 to $149,999 11.0 9.1 6.2 2.8
$150,000 to $199,999 5.1 3.4 2.6 0.8
$200,000 or more 5.6 2.6 2.1 0.5

Education (age 18+)
Less than high school 2.5 2.7 4.1 –1.4
Some high school 5.7 6.3 7.8 –1.6
High school graduate or equivalent 30.9 34.6 35.8 –1.3
Some college, but degree not received 21.1 24.6 23.9 0.8
Associate’s degree 9.4 10.5 9.8 0.7
Bachelor’s degree 17.1 14.8 12.3 2.5
Graduate degree 13.2 6.5 6.3 0.2

Table 8. Household and individual well-being of UI applicants, by whether they received UI benefits (in 
percent)
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The difference in well-being between UI recipients and unsuccessful applicants may not necessarily be the causal 
effect of receiving UI benefits on well-being. Prepandemic differences could exist between those who received UI 
benefits and unsuccessful applicants. For instance, differences in prepandemic earnings patterns may be 
associated with eligibility for UI during the pandemic. As a result, those who received UI benefits may have had 
higher incomes and higher savings before the pandemic than did unsuccessful applicants. As such, they may have 
been in a better position to weather losing their job, apart from the UI benefits they received. We find that UI 
recipients had higher household incomes in 2019 and more education than unsuccessful applicants (see table 8).

To assess the causal effect of receiving UI benefits on well-being, we estimate linear regressions with controls for 
variables that might differ between UI recipients and unsuccessful applicants. In each regression, the dependent 
variable is one of the well-being measures and the key independent variable is an indicator for receiving UI 
benefits. The sample is limited to those who had applied for benefits, so the estimated coefficient on the indicator 
for having received benefits distinguishes between UI recipients and unsuccessful applicants. Without any 
controls, the estimated coefficients in column 1 of table 9 match the differences between groups in table 8. As 
controls for household income (in 2019), education, and demographics (gender, race, and ethnicity) are added, the 
estimated coefficients on the indicator fall in magnitude—indicating that some of the differences in well-being 
between the groups in table 8 are due to prepandemic differences rather than receipt of UI benefits.51
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Controlling for household income, education, and demographics reduces the differences between groups by 15 
percent to 30 percent, depending on the well-being measure. However, when we control for prepandemic 
differences in these factors, the differences in well-being between UI recipients and unsuccessful applicants are 
still large. This finding suggests that receiving UI benefits during the pandemic substantially improved the well- 
being (reduced the distress) of individuals and households. Using our preferred estimates in table 9 (column 4), 
one can see that receiving UI benefits reduces the probability of having difficulty with household expenses by 7.8 
percentage points and reduces the probability of experiencing food insecurity by 7.5 percentage points. For the 
housing measures, receiving UI benefits reduces the probability of an applicant not being current on mortgage or 
rent by 5.6 percentage points and reduces the probability of not being confident on paying the upcoming mortgage 
or rent payment by 5.8 percentage points. For the mental health measures, receiving UI benefits reduces the 
probability of an applicant having symptoms of anxiety by 7.2 percentage points and reduces the probability of 
having symptoms of depression by 7.5 percentage points. These effects are large in relation to the mean among 
unsuccessful applicants (see table 9).

[1] Statistically significant at the 0.01 level.

[2] Statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

[3] Statistically significant at the 0.10 level.

Note: UI information covers March 13–December 21, 2020. Standard errors are in parentheses. Each estimated effect comes from a linear regression with a 
given well-being measure as the dependent variable; the independent variables are an indicator for successful applicants and the variables for the controls 
indicated. Regressions are weighted by the Household Pulse Survey person weight. X = control included in the regression. N = number of observations used 
in the regression, which is 129,901 (102,303 successful applicants and 27,598 unsuccessful applicants) minus observations not in the universe for the 
particular well-being measure. Dashes indicate no data. Mean = mean among unsuccessful applicants. UI = unemployment insurance.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

Well-being measure and controls
Effect of receiving UI benefits

Mean N
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Controls
Household income (2019) — X X X — —
Education — — X X — —
Demographics (gender, race, ethnicity) — — — X — —

Well-being measure

Having difficulty with household expenses –0 .107[1] –0 .084[1] –0 .083[1] –0 .078[1] 0.666 126,553
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) — —

Experiencing food insecurity –0.102[1] –0.081[1] –0.079[1] –0.075[1] 0.291 117,535
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) — —

Not current on mortgage or rent –0.073[1] –0.060[1] –0.059[1] –0.056[1] 0.274 86,951
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) — —

Not confident on upcoming mortgage or rent 
payment

–0.087[1] –0.063[1] –0.061[1] –0.058[1] 0.404 86,779
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) — —

Having symptoms of anxiety –0.080[1] –0.072[1] –0.072[1] –0.072[1] 0.532 109,106
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) — —

Having symptoms of depression –0.088[1] –0.075[1] –0.075[1] –0.075[1] 0.455 109,014
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) — —

Table 9. Effect on well-being of applicants receiving UI benefits
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Conclusion
In this article, we explored who applied for UI benefits and who received benefits during the pandemic, whether 
state factors and worker characteristics could explain differences in the success rate of UI applicants, and the 
effect of receiving benefits on applicants’ well-being. We estimate that, through the first 9 months of the pandemic 
(March through December 2020) in the United States, 21.0 percent of adults applied for UI benefits and 16.0 
percent of adults received UI benefits. Among adults in households that lost employment income during the 
pandemic, 41.2 percent applied for UI benefits and 31.8 percent received benefits. By way of comparison, 84 
percent of adults received stimulus payments that were authorized as part of the CARES Act. This comparison 
shows the extent to which UI benefits are more targeted than stimulus payments.

We found that demographic groups disproportionately affected by job loss during the pandemic, as shown by other 
sources, were more likely to receive UI benefits. These groups include Blacks, Hispanics, and women. Although 
similar to the share of men who received UI benefits, the share of women who received benefits was higher than in 
prior recessions, when women were less likely than men to receive benefits. We also found that states with higher 
unemployment rates during the pandemic had a larger share of their population who received UI benefits.

Overall, among those who applied for UI benefits, 77.2 percent received benefits. Although workers with less 
education and lower income were more likely to apply for UI benefits, the success rate of UI applicants was lower 
among those with less education and lower income. This finding could reflect that low-wage workers were less 
likely to be eligible for regular UI (because of minimum earnings requirements). Success rates were similar for 
women and men but varied by race. Among racial groups, Blacks had the lowest success rate and Asians the 
highest, with a difference of 10 percentage points. This pattern could be due, in part, to Blacks being more likely to 
work in low-wage jobs and Asians being less likely.

In addition to illustrating differences in economic hardship across demographic groups, we found that success 
rates are also relevant for understanding the extent to which the expansions of the UI program during the 
pandemic were successful. The PUA program expanded UI eligibility during the pandemic to cover self-employed 
workers, low-wage workers, and other workers typically not covered in the regular UI program. Despite the 
expanded eligibility for individuals lacking sufficient work history, workers with less education and lower income 
had lower success rates than workers with more education and higher income. A similar pattern emerged for self- 
employed workers: the success rate for self-employed workers was lower than for private wage and salary 
workers. These patterns suggest the expansions of UI eligibility under the PUA program, while beneficial to 
workers not normally covered by the regular UI program, did not eliminate gaps in coverage.

The persistence of differences in UI coverage also emerged from our cross-state analysis. Across states, the 
success rate is positively correlated with the prepandemic UI recipiency rate, even when we controlled for 
pandemic factors such as the unemployment rate and COVID-19 measures. Moreover, the prepandemic 
recipiency rate is positively correlated with the share of the population who applied for UI benefits and the share of 
the population who received benefits. Taken together, these findings imply that differences in UI recipiency across 
states before the pandemic contributed to differences in UI recipiency across states during the pandemic.

Despite the persistence of state differences in UI recipiency from before the pandemic, we found that the UI 
program provided benefits to individuals who were directly affected by the pandemic in the labor market. In 
addition to providing income support, the UI program improved the well-being of individuals and households. 
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Compared with individuals who applied for UI benefits but did not receive them, individuals who received UI 
benefits had greater well-being in a variety of domains, including household finances, food security, and mental 
health.
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Appendix: Additional documentation of the Household Pulse Survey 
and results regarding unemployment insurance applicants and 
recipients during the coronavirus pandemic

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “Source of the data and accuracy of the estimates for the 2020 Household Pulse Survey—phase 2,” week 17, October 14–26, 
2020; and phase 3, week 21, December 9–21, 2020.

Appendix table 2. Classification of reasons for not working

COVID-19-related reason: employer initiated

My employer experienced a reduction in business (including furlough) due to coronavirus pandemic.
I am/was laid off due to coronavirus pandemic.
My employer closed temporarily due to the coronavirus pandemic.
My employer went out of business due to the coronavirus pandemic.

COVID-19-related reason: not employer initiated

I am/was sick with coronavirus symptoms.
I am/was caring for someone with coronavirus symptoms.

PhaseWeek Start date End date
Sample 

size
Number of respondents Response rate (percent)

2 13 August 19, 2020 August 31, 2020 1,032,959 109,051 10.3
2 14 September 2, 2020 September 14, 2020 1,033,494 110,019 10.3
2 15 September 16, 2020 September 28, 2020 1,034,047 99,302 9.2
2 16 September 30, 2020 October 12, 2020 1,034,605 95,604 8.8
2 17 October 14, 2020 October 26, 2020 1,035,186 88,716 8.1
3 18 October 28, 2020 November 9, 2020 1,035,752 58,729 5.3
3 19 November 11, 2020 November 23, 2020 1,036,354 71,939 6.6
3 20 November 25, 2020 December 7, 2020 1,036,968 72,484 6.7
3 21 December 9, 2020 December 21, 2020 1,037,606 69,944 6.5

Appendix table 1. Household Pulse Survey sample size, number of respondents, and response rate, 
August 19–December 21, 2020
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I was concerned about getting or spreading the coronavirus.

Non-COVID-19-related reason

I did not want to be employed at this time.
I am/was caring for children not in school or daycare.
I am/was caring for an elderly person.
I am/was sick (not coronavirus related) or disabled.
I am retired.
Other reason, please specify.

Note: We considered classifying the reason “I am/was caring for children not in school or daycare” as 
COVID-19-related because parents of children enrolled in school may have had to stop working because 
their children were learning from home during the pandemic and required supervision during the school day. 
However, this reason could also be used by parents of children who are younger than school age, including 
parents who choose to stay at home for reasons unrelated to COVID-19. As a result, we classified the 
reason as non-COVID-19-related. COVID-19 = coronavirus disease 2019.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

State Percent applied for UI benefits Percent received UI benefits Success rate

Alabama 17.33 11.37 66.45
Alaska 21.13 15.94 75.72
Arizona 17.93 12.57 70.70
Arkansas 16.73 10.55 63.87
California 25.26 20.70 82.99
Colorado 17.30 13.97 81.26
Connecticut 21.80 17.29 80.37
Delaware 19.37 13.47 70.31
District of Columbia 18.04 12.28 69.14
Florida 18.84 13.44 72.15
Georgia 21.09 15.01 72.29
Hawaii 27.93 21.24 77.31
Idaho 14.47 10.80 75.73
Illinois 19.03 14.27 75.63
Indiana 19.02 14.83 78.59
Iowa 17.97 13.74 77.46
Kansas 14.30 10.38 73.22
Kentucky 21.86 15.90 73.60
Louisiana 23.50 17.53 75.64

Appendix table 3. Percentage of people 18 years and older who applied for UI benefits and received UI 
benefits, and success rate of UI applicants, by state, March 13–December 21, 2020

See footnotes at end of table.
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Note: UI = unemployment insurance.

Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

State Percent applied for UI benefits Percent received UI benefits Success rate

Maine 17.76 14.53 82.94
Maryland 19.06 14.71 77.79
Massachusetts 23.36 19.52 84.51
Michigan 30.25 25.51 85.23
Minnesota 22.36 18.04 81.57
Mississippi 21.47 16.56 78.11
Missouri 17.46 12.75 74.05
Montana 18.48 13.75 74.80
Nebraska 13.19 10.01 76.20
Nevada 30.31 21.71 72.31
New Hampshire 19.73 15.65 80.34
New Jersey 25.31 20.57 82.25
New Mexico 20.06 15.19 76.75
New York 27.14 23.29 86.97
North Carolina 19.05 12.85 68.79
North Dakota 14.66 11.13 76.96
Ohio 19.95 13.71 69.66
Oklahoma 14.64 9.76 67.38
Oregon 21.80 15.63 72.37
Pennsylvania 23.46 16.96 73.07
Rhode Island 25.28 21.72 87.08
South Carolina 18.34 12.86 70.89
South Dakota 12.11 8.33 69.11
Tennessee 17.12 12.83 75.78
Texas 18.43 13.44 73.73
Utah 11.39 7.63 67.42
Vermont 21.74 18.08 83.79
Virginia 17.51 12.89 74.78
Washington 21.59 16.23 76.11
West Virginia 16.82 11.68 70.03
Wisconsin 18.09 12.55 70.05
Wyoming 12.47 9.70 78.66

Appendix table 3. Percentage of people 18 years and older who applied for UI benefits and received UI 
benefits, and success rate of UI applicants, by state, March 13–December 21, 2020

Well-being measure

Having difficulty with household expenses

Response is coded as “yes” if response is “Somewhat difficult” or “Very difficult.”

Appendix table 4. Construction of well-being measures

See footnotes at end of table.
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Well-being measure

Q19a: “In the LAST 7 DAYS, how difficult has it been for your 
household to pay for usual household expenses, including but not 
limited to food, rent or mortgage, car payments, medical expenses, 
student loans, and so on?”

1. Not at all difficult
2. A little difficult
3. Somewhat difficult
4. Very difficult

Experiencing food insecurity

Response is coded as “yes” if response is “Sometimes not enough to eat” or “Often not enough to eat.”

Q24: “In the LAST 7 DAYS, which of these statements best describes 
the food eaten in your household?”

1. Enough of the kinds of food 
(I/we) wanted to eat

2. Enough, but not always the 
kinds of food (I/we) wanted to 
eat

3. Sometimes not enough to 
eat

4. Often not enough to eat
Not current on mortgage or rent

Response is coded as “yes” if Q40c = “no” (when home is owned, with mortgage) or Q40b = “no” (when home is rented).

Q40c: “Is this household CURRENTLY caught up on mortgage 
payments?”

1. Yes
2. No

Q40b: Is this household CURRENTLY caught up on rent payments? 1. Yes
2. No

Q39: “Is your house or apartment . . . ?” 1. Owned free and clear

2. Owned with a mortgage or 
loan (including home equity 
loans)

3. Rented

4. Occupied without payment 
of rent

Appendix table 4. Construction of well-being measures

See footnotes at end of table.
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Source: Household Pulse Survey, August 19–December 21, 2020.

SUGGESTED CITATION

Well-being measure

Not confident on upcoming mortgage or rent payment

Response is coded as “yes” if “No confidence” or “Slight confidence” when home is owned, with mortgage, or rented.

Q41: “How confident are you that your household will be able to pay 
your NEXT RENT OR MORTGAGE PAYMENT on time?”

1. No confidence
2. Slight confidence
3. Moderate confidence
4. High confidence

5. Payment is/will be deferred

Having symptoms of anxiety

Response is coded as “yes” if the sum of Q32 and Q33 is 5 or more (where the numerical value for a question is the number 
associated with the response category).

Q32: “Over the LAST 7 DAYS, how often have you been bothered by 
the following problems . . . Feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge? 
Would you say not at all, several days, more than half the days, or 
nearly every day?”

1. Not at all
2. Several days
3. More than half the days
4. Nearly every day

Q33: “Over the LAST 7 DAYS, how often have you been bothered by 
the following problems . . . Not being able to stop or control worrying? 
Would you say not at all, several days, more than half the days, or 
nearly every day?”

1. Not at all

2. Several days
3. More than half the days
4. Nearly every day

Having symptoms of depression

Response is coded as “yes” if the sum of Q34 and Q35 is 5 or more (where the numerical value for a question is the number 
associated with the response category).

Q34: “Over the LAST 7 DAYS, how often have you been bothered 
by . . . Having little interest or pleasure in doing things? Would you 
say not at all, several days, more than half the days, or nearly every 
day?”

1. Not at all
2. Several days
3. More than half the days
4. Nearly every day

Q35: “Over the LAST 7 DAYS, how often have you been bothered 
by . . . Feeling down, depressed, or hopeless? Would you say not at 
all, several days, more than half the days, or nearly every day?”

1. Not at all
2. Several days
3. More than half the days
4. Nearly every day

Appendix table 4. Construction of well-being measures
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