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Overview

In March 2020, communities across the United 
States realized the gravity of the novel coronavirus 
pandemic and the deadly reach of COVID-19, the 
disease caused by the virus. As businesses shut their 
doors to prevent the transmission of the disease, the 
joint federal-state Unemployment Insurance pro-
gram, which funds and administers unemployment 

benefits, provided important income replacement 
for people who could no longer report to work. To-
day, as March’s waves of temporary layoffs turn into 
permanent job losses, the role of the Unemployment 
Insurance system in stabilizing the U.S. economy and 
providing income security to unemployed workers 
and their families is no less crucial. 
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Yet although the continuing coronavirus recession makes clear the importance 
of unemployment benefits, the severe strains on the Unemployment Insurance 
system illuminate the deep flaws in the program. Inadequate financing for admin-
istration continues to cause long delays for workers who apply for unemployment 
benefits, as well as the denial of benefits for eligible workers. Stingy benefits paid 
by many states also leave workers relying on a patchwork system of uncertain 
federal benefits supplements subject to expiration. And the overlapping timing of 
this economic crisis with the national uprising over anti-Black racism shines a light 
on widespread racial disparities in access to unemployment benefits. 

These increasingly visible failings are now spurring policymakers to better under-
stand problems with the UI system and how they could be addressed through 
reforms at the state and federal levels. In this issue brief, we bring new findings to 
bear on the conversation around UI reform. We document the close connections 
between worker organization and access to unemployment benefits, as well as 
workplace collective action. Specifically, drawing on two sources of data—an origi-
nal survey of essential workers fielded in spring 2020 and the 2018 Current Popula-
tion Survey UI nonfilers supplement—we identify descriptive evidence that:

	� Labor organizations facilitate the use of unemployment benefits and, in 
the process, help close troubling racial and educational gaps in access to 
Unemployment Insurance.

	� Greater access to Unemployment Insurance amid the ongoing coronavirus 
recession leads workers to feel more comfortable engaging in workplace 
collective action to demand better safety and health standards. 

Together, labor organizations and Unemployment Insurance form a “virtuous cir-
cle,” in which greater access supports workplace collective action, including form-
ing labor unions, which, in turn, support greater access to unemployment benefits. 
These findings suggest three important implications for public policy, which we 
detail at the end of this issue brief:

	� U.S. labor law and Unemployment Insurance policies should complement 
one another.

	� Federal and state governments should support unions and worker organizations 
in connecting workers with the Unemployment Insurance system.

	� Though there are questions about whether a European model, in which unions or 
worker organizations directly administer unemployment benefits on behalf of the 
government, would operate effectively in the U.S. context, policymakers should 
consider it given the strong level of public support for such a model.



Labor organizations and Unemployment Insurance: A virtuous circle supporting U.S. workers’ voices and reducing disparities in benefits 3

Unemployment Insurance: A vital—yet 
limited—social insurance program

Unemployment Insurance is the main social insurance program designed to sup-
port U.S. workers who lose a job through no fault of their own. By providing partial 
wage replacement to unemployed workers, Unemployment Insurance addresses 
both the symptoms of macroeconomic contraction (economic hardship at the 
individual level) and its causes (decreases in spending resulting in layoffs). 

Unemployment Insurance is administered through a federal-state partnership, with 
the federal government setting program standards and providing funding for the 
administration of benefits, and individual states designing and implementing their 
own programs. To qualify for unemployment benefits, workers must satisfy both 
monetary eligibility criteria (typically amassing sufficient earnings over a four-quar-
ter period to demonstrate attachment to the labor force) and nonmonetary eligi-
bility criteria (typically leaving a job involuntarily and not for misconduct, searching 
for work, and remaining available for new work).

In many ways, Unemployment Insurance is successful. Unemployed workers who 
receive these benefits experience less poverty, mortality, and home foreclosures 
than workers who lack access to the program. The receipt of benefits also boosts 
worker health, facilitates access to credit, and improves the ability of workers to 
match with better re-employment opportunities when they return to work.1 

At the same time, the coronavirus recession exposes a number of serious and 
longstanding flaws with the UI program. An erosion of UI financing makes it chal-
lenging to administer the program well, and many workers have faced difficulty 
accessing benefits because of cumbersome application procedures, outdated 
technical infrastructure, and overburdened staff.2 Many states have made unprec-
edented cuts to unemployment benefits since the Great Recession more than a 
decade ago, with some states now providing as few as 12 weeks of benefits, down 
from a customary 26 weeks.3 Significantly, the program’s overall structure has not 
changed much since its creation in the 1930s. This means the UI system is increas-
ingly poorly matched to the changing nature of work.4 

An especially glaring problem with Unemployment Insurance involves low rates of 
applications for benefits and the actual take-up of those benefits. Many workers 
who are eligible to receive benefits do not apply for them in the first place. There 
are two key points that affect one’s ability to receive UI benefits. The first is the 
worker’s decision whether to apply. The second is the state’s decision whether the 
worker is eligible to receive benefits, which ultimately translates to the receipt of 
unemployment benefits. 
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In between each of these decision points, there are a variety of administrative 
hurdles that workers must clear. One is the potential difficulty of completing an 
application and undergoing recertification each week to demonstrate continued 
eligibility to receive benefits. Another is the potential difficulty of properly adjudi-
cating eligibility decisions and disbursing benefits on the part of the state. 

Through it all, workers must contend not only with state administrators but also 
the firms where they previously worked, which may attempt to discourage or chal-
lenge UI claims.5 Firms fight claims because employers’ UI contributions are linked 
to the payment of benefits to their previously employed workers, which means a 
greater number of workers’ claims will raise employers’ payroll tax liabilities.

At each administrative hurdle, historically marginalized workers—especially work-
ers of color and workers with lower levels of formal education—face barriers in 
accessing unemployment benefits. We can see this clearly when examining the UI 
nonfilers supplement to the Current Population Survey, the best nationally repre-
sentative data collected on how unemployed workers make decisions about filing 
for Unemployment Insurance and whether they receive it. 

According to the 2018 Current Population Survey UI supplement, 28 percent of 
White, non-Hispanic unemployed workers applied for benefits, compared to 23 
percent of Black unemployed workers and 24 percent of Hispanic unemployed 
workers. Differences by education were even starker: Just 20 percent of unem-
ployed workers with a high school degree or less applied for benefits, compared 
to 27 percent of jobless workers with some college education and 35 percent of 
jobless workers with a 4-year college degree or more. 

Data about who actually receives unemployment benefits also show disparities 
along the lines of race and education. Twenty percent of unemployed White 
workers received benefits, compared to 14 percent of Black and Hispanic unem-
ployed workers. Across education levels, just 12 percent of jobless workers with a 
high school degree or less reported receiving benefits, compared to 17 percent of 
unemployed workers with some college and 26 percent of jobless workers with a 
college degree or more. 

In sum, unemployed workers of color and those with less education are less likely 
to apply for unemployment benefits and, conditional on application, also are 
less likely to receive them. More recent, though less detailed, demographic data 
on access to Unemployment Insurance confirm these disparities have persisted 
throughout the coronavirus recession, with unemployed Black, Hispanic, and other 
workers of color remaining substantially less likely to apply for, and receive, Unem-
ployment Insurance.6 (See Figure 1 on next page.)
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Because of discrimination in the U.S. labor market, workers of color have lower 
earnings and thus are less likely to meet monetary eligibility criteria.7 Their em-
ployers may be more likely contest their claims, and they are disproportionately 
clustered in states with onerous application and recertification processes.8 In ad-
dition, there are several reasons why workers may fail to apply for unemployment 
benefits in the first place. They may not be aware of the program. They may not 
believe themselves to be eligible for the UI program. Or they may see the program 
as a source of stigma, or they may believe that it is too difficult to apply.9 

The disparities in levels of applications for unemployment benefits and levels of 
receiving those benefits among less-educated workers and workers of colors are 
concerning because they signal that jobless workers who might most need them 
are not accessing them. Depressed levels of access to the UI program also damp-
en the ability of the program to play its role stabilizing the macroeconomy when 
it is most needed. Yet the lack of access to unemployment benefits does not just 
threaten the ability of the UI program to support the economy. It also undermines 
workers’ voices in the workplace, as the following section documents. 

Unemployment Insurance and workplace 
collective action

There is good reason to think that unemployment benefits might affect the pos-
sibilities for collective action by workers in their places of employment. If work-

Figure 1 

...unemployed workers 
of color and those with 
less education are 
less likely to apply for 
unemployment benefits 
and, conditional on 
application, also are less 
likely to receive them.

Source: Authors’ analysis of 2018 
Unemployment Insurance Nonfilers 
Supplement to the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
Current Population Survey, available at https://
www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/
techdocs/cpsmaysep18.pdf
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ers are less fearful about the prospects of losing their jobs because of access to 
generous and timely unemployment benefits, then they might be more likely to 
engage in workplace actions to raise labor standards and organize unions. Indeed, 
past research suggests that generous Unemployment Insurance systems in other 
countries help foster more vibrant labor movements and worker organizing.10

In this section, we draw on an original nationally representative survey of 2,662 essen-
tial workers conducted at the early height of the coronavirus recession in late April 
and early May 2020 to understand the relationship between workers’ perceptions of 
access to Unemployment Insurance and their interest in workplace collective action.11 
The timing of this survey was important because it was fielded at a moment when 
essential workers faced substantial risks to their health given the spread of COVID-19 
and the uneven availability of protective equipment, such as masks or gloves. 

The timing of the survey also overlapped with a number of high-profile labor 
actions at both traditional employers, including large retail chains such as Target 
and Whole Foods, and gig economy businesses, including Instacart and Amazon.
com Inc.12 And the survey coincided with the temporary—and large—expansion of 
unemployment benefits as part of the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Secu-
rity, or CARES, Act enacted by Congress in late March 2020. The new law not only 
extended eligibility for Unemployment Insurance to workers traditionally excluded 
from state UI programs, such as self-employed workers, but also added $600 per 
week to conventional UI payments. 

Did the availability of these generous new unemployment benefits and broadened 
coverage encourage workers to be more comfortable engaging in workplace ac-
tions to address health and safety conditions? To answer this question, we can turn 
to several questions on the survey. 

The first item asked respondents how likely they thought they would be to receive 
unemployment benefits if they had to quit their jobs due to health or safety reasons, 
on a scale of one to seven, which we use to gauge workers’ perceived access to Un-
employment Insurance.13 The second set of items asked how likely workers would be 
to participate in a range of collective action at their jobs to address health and safety 
issues related to the coronavirus pandemic, including participating in a strike and 
joining a worker organization, on a one-to-four scale.14 The final set of survey items 
asked why workers might be reluctant to engage in collective action at their jobs, 
including if workers were fearful of losing their jobs.15 (See Figure 2 on next page.)

Figure 2 shows that workers who were more confident in their ability to access 
Unemployment Insurance were more likely to express interest in joining worker or-
ganizations and going on strike to address health and safety concerns at their jobs. 
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Workers who were most confident about this access were about twice as likely as 
those who were least confident about this access to express interest in both forms 
of collective action. 

In addition, workers who were more confident in their access to unemployment 
benefits were substantially less likely to say that the obstacle to collective action 
was their fear of losing their jobs. This implies that access to the UI program drives 
comfort with collective action by reducing the downside risks of losing one’s job. 
Importantly, all three relationships—interest in joining a union, going on strike, and 
fear of collective action resulting in losing one’s job—remain virtually unchanged 
even after adjusting for a range of respondent characteristics.16 

The essential workers survey thus suggests that unemployment benefits not only 
provide an important source of economic security to workers and their families, 
but also underpin employees’ voices in their workplaces, supporting collective 
action necessary for securing the resources and protections workers need to keep 
themselves and their communities healthy amid this pandemic. The protection that 
Unemployment Insurance affords to workers who might otherwise be fearful of 
losing their jobs or facing pay cuts is especially important because U.S. employers 
can and do discipline and fire workers for speaking out about working conditions. 

Investigative reporting reveals companies blocking worker attempts at collective ac-
tion amid the coronavirus recession across numerous industries. They include online 
giant Amazon.com, food conglomerate Cargill Corp., the ubiquitous fast-food chain 
McDonald’s Corp., major retailer Target Corp., and the regional sit-down restaurant 
chain Cheesecake Factory Inc. All of these companies have either barred workers 

Figure 2 

...workers who were more 
confident in their ability 
to access Unemployment 
Insurance were more 
likely to express interest 
in joining worker 
organizations and going 
on strike to address 
health and safety 
concerns at their jobs.

Source: Authors’ analysis of proprietary data 
on essential workers available for the author’s 
analysis.
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from sharing information about COVID-19 cases in their workplaces or restricted 
workers from speaking out about poor workplace health and safety standards.17 

Given that access to Unemployment Insurance is so important for empowering 
workers, how can policymakers ensure that all workers—especially historically 
marginalized workers—have access to the system? We turn next to the role that 
labor unions play in connecting workers with UI benefits.

Labor organizations and access to 
Unemployment Insurance

Just as access to unemployment benefits supports workplace collective action and 
unionization, unions also help workers exercise their legal rights—including applying 
for and receiving unemployment benefits.18 On an informational level, unions can 
help workers become aware of the UI program and the process necessary to apply 
for and continue receiving jobless benefits.19 On a practical level, union staff can help 
workers to complete their initial claims for unemployment benefits, as well as the 
ongoing certifications necessary to document continued eligibility for benefits. 

By normalizing discussion about using unemployment benefits, unions may addi-
tionally help to reduce any stigma surrounding the UI program that might pre-
vent workers from applying—a major impediment to take-up of other U.S. social 
programs.20 Unions also can protect workers against retaliation from employers 
seeking to prevent workers from claiming benefits. And lastly, by setting higher 
standards around wages and work schedules, unions might make it more likely that 
workers would qualify for unemployment benefits in the first place by meeting 
both monetary and nonmonetary eligibility criteria.

Indeed, in many ways unions are uniquely well-equipped to connect workers with 
the UI program. Unions often have close and trusted relationships with workers, 
including historically vulnerable workers—relationships that can be used to convey 
information and assistance about the program. Because access to Unemployment 
Insurance lowers barriers to labor organizing, unions and other labor organizations 
have a strong incentive to help members access the program. And, perhaps most 
importantly, labor organizations such as unions and many alt-labor groups are 
unique because they are designed to pursue democratic accountability. This focus 
on democratic accountability, both in mission and organizational structure, pushes 
them to help their members secure important labor market benefits, including 
Unemployment Insurance. 
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 Indeed, past research indicates that unions historically played an important role in 
facilitating access to unemployment benefits. Using the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth for 1979–1991, labor economists John Budd at the University of Minnesota 
and Brian McCall at the University of Michigan document that unionized workers 
were more likely to receive unemployment benefits.21 The authors found no differ-
ences between white-collar workers receiving unemployment benefits depending on 
whether they were in a union job, but identified large differences among blue-collar 
workers depending on union coverage. Blue-collar workers laid off from union jobs 
were about 23 percent more likely than comparable workers to receive Unemploy-
ment Insurance. Repeating the same exercise using Current Population Survey data 
from 1996, Budd and McCall reached nearly identical conclusions.22 

In this brief, we extend and update this analysis of union differences in UI access, 
relying on the 2018 Current Population Survey UI Supplement to understand 
whether unions can continue to facilitate more workers receiving unemployment 
benefits even after decades of declines in union membership.  

Looking first at overall rates of access to Unemployment Insurance among unem-
ployed workers with recent work histories, we find that workers who had previous-
ly been in a union job were substantially more likely to report that they applied for 
unemployment benefits and received them than were workers who had not been 
in union jobs.23 (See Figure 3.)

Figure 3 

...workers who had 
previously been in 
a union job were 
substantially more 
likely to report that 
they applied for 
unemployment benefits 
and received them than 
were workers who had 
not been in union jobs.

Source: Authors’ analysis of 2018 
Unemployment Insurance Nonfilers 
Supplement to the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
Current Population Survey, available at https://
www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/
techdocs/cpsmaysep18.pdf



Labor organizations and Unemployment Insurance: A virtuous circle supporting U.S. workers’ voices and reducing disparities in benefits 10

Figure 3 shows that only 24 percent of nonunion workers reported applying for bene-
fits in 2018, but 53 percent of unionized workers did—more than double the nonunion 
rate. The difference was even larger when looking at those workers who received 
unemployment benefits. Just 16 percent of nonunion unemployed workers reported 
receiving benefits in 2018, compared to 43 percent of unionized jobless workers.  

One question is whether the union difference reflects the effect of unions them-
selves or the characteristics of workers in unionized workplaces. If more highly ed-
ucated workers are more likely to work in unionized businesses and are also more 
likely to apply for and receive unemployment benefits, then the union difference 
might be spurious—reflecting workers’ educational attainment and not unions 
themselves. Similarly, unionized workers might be more likely to live and work in 
states with easier-to-access UI programs. 

To account for these possibilities, we estimated the union difference in either UI 
application or receipt while adjusting for a range of worker and job characteris-
tics. We additionally factored into our analysis the states where workers lived to 
account for the characteristics of underlying UI programs, such as the generosity 
of benefits or eligibility requirements.24  Importantly, we also factored in the reason 
workers reported for being unemployed. 

With these adjustments, we find that unemployed union workers were about 19 
percentage points more likely to apply for Unemployment Insurance and were also 
about 19 percentage points more likely to receive these benefits. The magnitude 
of these effects is very similar to those identified in past research, suggesting that 
unions are continuing to help workers apply for and ultimately receive UI benefits. 

Unions facilitate access to unemployment benefits. But can they help close gaps 
in UI application and receipt among workers of color and those workers with less 
education? We examine this question next.

Labor organizations and disparities in UI access

 We find that unions can help address the stark inequalities in applying for and 
receiving unemployment benefits by education and race and ethnicity that we 
documented earlier. Figures 4 and 5 show rates of UI application and receipt by 
union coverage and race or education.25 In each case, unionized workers are more 
likely to apply for and receive benefits, confirming the results in the previous sec-
tion. But, just as importantly, these gaps in rates of access and receipt are smaller 
between union workers than for nonunion workers. 
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Looking first at race, among those workers outside of the labor movement, non-
White workers are about 17 percent less likely to apply for and 32 percent less likely 
to receive unemployment benefits than are White workers. This is a relatively large 
divide. But among unionized workers, the gap in receiving these benefits by race 
fell to just 9 percent, and the trend reverses at the point of application, with work-
ers of color being slightly more likely to apply for benefits (though the difference is 
not statistically significant). (See Figure 4.)

Figure 4 

...among those workers 
outside of the labor 
movement, non-White 
workers are about 17 
percent less likely to 
apply for and 32 percent 
less likely to receive 
unemployment benefits 
than are White workers.

Source: Authors’ analysis of 2018 
Unemployment Insurance Nonfilers 
Supplement to the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
Current Population Survey, available at https://
www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/
techdocs/cpsmaysep18.pdf

Figure 5 

For nonunion workers, 
more educated workers 
are more likely to 
apply for and receive 
unemployment benefits 
than their less-educated 
counterparts.

Source: Authors’ analysis of 2018 
Unemployment Insurance Nonfilers 
Supplement to the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
Current Population Survey, available at https://
www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/
techdocs/cpsmays
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For nonunion workers, more educated workers are more likely to apply for and re-
ceive unemployment benefits than their less-educated counterparts. This trend does 
not hold for union workers, indicating that inequalities across formal levels of educa-
tion are much smaller for union members, compared to nonunion workers. Indeed, 
these differences are not statistically significant. (See Figure 5 on previous page.)

Implications for reforming the Unemployment 
Insurance system

This issue brief documents how unions play an important role in the U.S. Unem-
ployment Insurance system, helping jobless workers to apply for and receive ben-
efits that they need to support themselves and their families and that boost the 
U.S. economy during economic downturns. In recent years, unionized workers are 
about 19 percentage points more likely to apply for and receive benefits than are 
nonunionized workers, even after accounting for worker, job, and state character-
istics. Just as importantly, our results suggest that unions may help to close large 
gaps in access to and receipt of unemployment benefits—gaps that limit jobless 
benefits for already marginalized workers. 

Too often, policymakers and academics alike separate issues related to Unem-
ployment Insurance and those related to unionization and worker power. When 
it comes to crafting sound policies for both of these areas, our issue brief implies 
that policymakers should work across these siloes. There are several concrete 
measures that policymakers concerned with these issues should consider. 

First, policymakers who focus on worker organization should consider the serious 
shortcomings of the U.S. Unemployment Insurance system. These failings prevent 
many workers from feeling that they are truly insured against involuntary job loss-
es and have important implications for worker power.26 When workers are more 
confident that they can claim unemployment benefits, they are more comfortable 
exercising their voices in their workplaces. In addition to raising benefit access and 
generosity, one concrete reform that policymakers should thus consider is mak-
ing Unemployment Insurance more widely available to workers engaged in labor 
strikes or other forms of collective action on the job.

Second, at a time when policymakers are debating measures to expand access to 
unemployment benefits, our research suggests that unions ought to be a central 
part of those reforms. Unions are already connecting workers, especially vulner-
able workers, to unemployment benefits and could do even more in a reformed 
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UI system. For instance, policymakers might consider creating federal and state 
funding for worker organizations—including unions, but also worker centers and 
other labor groups—to help facilitate even greater access to these benefits. Such 
funding would formalize the benefit navigation function that unions are already 
providing to millions of jobless workers and additional resources would permit 
unions to reach even more workers.27

Finally, there is an active policy conversation about building unions or other 
worker organizations into the Unemployment Insurance system. Permitting worker 
organizations to run unemployment insurance funds of their own on behalf of 
state governments and the federal government—what is known as a Ghent-style 
UI system—is used successfully in several Northern European countries.28 Still, 
lower levels of union membership in the United States could pose challenges to 
successfully implementing such an approach across all states, territories, and the 
District of Columbia. In addition, a key lesson amid the coronavirus recession is the 
need to increase the strength of the UI system so that it is more—not less—cen-
tralized. And policymakers would need to ensure that worker-led UI funds provide 
a baseline level of benefits to all eligible workers, regardless of whether they are 
union members. 

On the other hand, many U.S. unions have longstanding experience administering 
health and benefit funds, and worker-led UI funds could improve access to the 
Unemployment Insurance system at a time when the infrastructure for adminis-
tering UI benefits is quite weak. Moreover, as we detail above, unions may have 
advantages in providing labor market services such as UI benefits alongside other 
services such as job search and training functions, given their close relationships to 
both workers and employers. Many American workers say they support this type 
of change, which is why policymakers should thoughtfully consider it as an option 
for helping unions to reach more workers interested in labor representation, while 
also scaling up access to the Unemployment Insurance system.29
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