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Executive Summary

State unemployment insurance (UI) programs  
  typically offer laid-off workers up to 26 weeks of 

benefits that replace, on average, nearly half their pre-
vious wages. Except for the brief recession in 1980, in 
every recession since 1957, Congress has authorized 
temporary or “emergency” federal UI programs to 
offer additional benefit weeks to workers who exhaust 
state benefits. 

During the Great Recession, laid-off workers in 
high-unemployment states were eligible to receive 
an additional 73 weeks of federally financed bene-
fits. To date, the federal extended benefits response 
to the coronavirus crisis offers up to an additional  
33 weeks of federal benefits, with 13 weeks com-
ing from the newly created Pandemic Emergency 
Unemployment Compensation program and with  
20 weeks coming from the permanent Extended  
Benefits program, now fully financed by federal funds. 

While these measures resemble actions taken 
during the Great Recession, expanding UI eligibility to  

workers previously not covered by the UI system— 
such as contractors and the self-employed—and  
providing a federal $600 per week supplement to all 
unemployment benefit payments are unprecedented 
in scale and cost. Recent legislative proposals from 
leading congressional Democrats contemplate offer-
ing unemployed individuals up to 117 weeks or more 
of benefit eligibility. They would also extend and 
amend the current $600 per week federal supple-
ment or create a proxy of such supplements as a 
matter of permanent law. 

If adopted, such proposals would result in a per-
manently larger UI system, under which many more 
individuals would collect significantly larger benefits 
for far longer than in the past. In some cases, unem-
ployment checks would exceed paychecks—not on an 
emergency basis as they do now, but as a matter of 
permanent federal law.
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As the nation’s policymakers responded to the 
  coronavirus crisis, many efforts have focused 

on keeping workers who have been laid off due to 
government-mandated shutdowns “whole.” And 
rightly so, since never before has government policy 
caused such large-scale unemployment. Never before 
have unemployment insurance (UI) benefits been as 
generous—with the $600 per week in federal benefit 
supplements provided under the Coronavirus Aid, 
Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act result-
ing in most UI recipients collecting more in benefits 
than in their prior, or likely future, paychecks.1 That 
dynamic in turn has stoked controversy, first as some 
workers sought (and some employers touted) higher 
unemployment benefit income and more recently  
as some workers resisted giving up higher benefit  
income by returning to work, especially while health- 
related shutdowns remained in place.2 

But as businesses reopen and layoffs taper, addi-
tional policy questions will come to the fore. Even as 
millions of workers are recalled to their former jobs, 
or rehired by other businesses, a significant share of 
the unprecedented 31 million people now collecting  
unemployment benefits will inevitably have diffi-
culty securing new employment.3 The nonparti-
san Congressional Budget Office (CBO) has already  
projected unemployment will average 15.1 percent 
in the second quarter of 2020, rise to 15.8 percent in 
the third quarter, and fall to 11.5 percent in the fourth 
quarter but still average over 9 percent in calendar 

year (CY) 2021.4 For the millions of workers who 
continue to struggle finding work in the weeks and 
months ahead, an increasingly important consider-
ation will become how long unemployment benefits 
remain available and how that might change as  
Congress legislates additional responses to the imme-
diate crisis and beyond. 

As reviewed below, Congress has already tempo-
rarily authorized 33 weeks of federal unemployment 
benefits, more than doubling the typical 26 weeks 
of state unemployment benefits for which most are 
normally eligible. Those 33 weeks already match the 
record number of weeks of federal benefits payable 
in any recession before the Great Recession. But if 
unemployment rate projections and past practice are 
any guide, that will be far from the ultimate duration 
of benefits for individuals who exhaust state unem-
ployment benefits in this crisis. Indeed, as is reviewed 
below, Congress is already considering sweeping 
proposals to dramatically alter the duration and the 
amount of unemployment benefits, not just in the 
current crisis, but well beyond. 

Prior “Temporary” Federal Extended 
Benefit Programs

The nation’s UI program was created in the 1930s in 
response to the Great Depression. States administer 
UI benefits, with the legal authority to set eligibility 
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terms and benefit amounts. The duration of state 
UI benefits varies, with state maximum durations 
recently ranging from 12 to 26 weeks.5 As discussed 
below, most jurisdictions (recently 43 of the 53 states 
and territories that operate UI programs) pay up to  
26 weeks of benefits. However, only 10 of those  
jurisdictions offer a minimum of 26 weeks of benefits  
to all eligible claimants, with most offering fewer 
weeks of benefits to workers with more limited work 
histories and earnings before layoff. 

Employer-paid payroll taxes on covered workers 
are credited to individual state trust funds held in 
the US Treasury, which in turn support the cost of 
state UI benefits. In 2019, the average UI taxable 
employer paid $277 per employee in state taxes.6  
A modest federal payroll tax, typically $42 per worker 
per year, also applies, with those revenues credited 
to federal trust funds that support federal expenses, 
including for program administration, loans to insol-
vent states, and the federal half of the Extended  
Benefits (EB) program. 

Except for the brief recession in 1980, in every 
recession since 1957, the federal government has 
enacted legislation to provide temporary or “emer-
gency” federal unemployment benefits to individ-
uals who exhaust state UI benefits.7 Temporary 
federal benefit programs were enacted in 1958, 1961, 
1971, 1974, 1982, 1991, 2002, and 2008 and often sub-
sequently extended. In practice, these programs 
provide federal funds to states to continue benefit 
payments to individuals who have exhausted state 
UI benefits. As displayed in Figure 1, the latest iter-
ation, Pandemic Emergency Unemployment Com-
pensation (PEUC), was created in March 2020 and 
under current law is scheduled to operate through 
December 2020. 

Table 1 also shows that, in 34 of the 62 years  
(55 percent) since 1958, a federal emergency unem-
ployment benefits program was in operation.8 In 
recent decades, these temporary programs generally 
have provided some weeks of benefits in all states and 
additional weeks in states with higher unemployment 
rates. They extended the time an individual might 
claim unemployment benefits by as many as 53 weeks 

for several years in the wake of the Great Recession  
(and for a few months in that era by as many as  
63 weeks in states ineligible for additional weeks 
under the EB program).9 The temporary programs 
include expiration dates but are often extended  
multiple times. 

Permanent Law Extended  
Benefits Program 

In addition to those temporary or “emergency”  
federal programs, the Federal-State Extended Unem-
ployment Compensation Act of 1970 created a  
permanent EB program that provides federal fund-
ing for additional weeks of benefits, payable to indi-
viduals who have exhausted state UI benefits when 
individual state unemployment rates exceed specific 
thresholds. Before the Great Recession, federal funds 
always covered 50 percent of EB costs, matching a  
50 percent contribution by states. Like temporary 
federal programs, maximum weeks of EB per individ-
ual are technically expressed as a percentage of the 
number of weeks of state UI for which an individual  
qualified and, since state weeks often vary by the  
individual’s work history, are typically described as 
lasting “up to” either 13 or 20 weeks. 

For example, an individual who exhausted 26 weeks 
of state UI would qualify for 50 percent for a maxi-
mum of 13 weeks of EB, while an individual who 
exhausted 16 weeks of state UI would qualify for only 
eight weeks of EB. EB claimants also must have been 
in full-time insured employment for at least 20 weeks 
or earned the equivalent in insured wages before 
being laid off. This long-standing policy is designed 
to maintain an appropriate balance between prior  
earnings and unemployment benefits.10 

All states must pay up to 13 weeks of EB if their 
Insured Unemployment Rate (IUR)—or the share of 
workers currently receiving benefits as a percentage  
of the insured labor force—for the prior 13-week 
period is at least 5 percent and at least 120 percent of 
the rates for the same 13-week period in each of the 
prior two years. 
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Table 1. Federal Emergency Unemployment Benefit Programs

Program Dates Effective Benefit Duration

Temporary Unemployment  
Compensation (Pub. L. No. 85-441)

(Reach back June 1957)
June 1958 to June 1959

Lesser of 50% of state UI benefit  
duration or 13 weeks

Temporary Extended Unemployment 
Compensation (Pub. L. No. 87-6) 

(Reach back June 1960)
April 1961 to March 1962

Lesser of 50% of state UI benefit  
duration or 13 weeks

Temporary Compensation 
(Pub. L. No. 92-224, Pub. L. No. 92-329)

January 1972 to March 1973
Lesser of 50% of state UI benefit  
duration or 13 weeks 

Federal Supplemental Benefits  
(Pub. L. No. 93-572, Pub. L. No. 94-12, 
Pub. L. No. 94-45, Pub. L. No. 95-19) 

January 1975 to January 1978

January 1975–March 1975:  
Up to 13 weeks

March 1975–March 1977:  
Up to 26 weeks

April 1977–February 1978:  
Up to 13 weeks

Federal Supplemental Compensation  
(Pub. L. No. 97-248, Pub. L. No. 97-424, 
Pub. L. No. 98-21, Pub. L. No. 98-118, 
Pub. L. No. 98-135, Pub. L. No. 99-15) 

(Reach back June 1982)
September 1982 to  
June 1985

September 1982–December 1982: 
 Up to 10 weeks

January 1983–March 1983: 
 Up to 16 weeks

April 1983–June 1985:  
Up to 14 weeks

Emergency Unemployment  
Compensation (Pub. L. No. 102-164, 
Pub. L. No. 102-244, Pub. L. No. 102-318, 
Pub. L. No. 103-6, Pub. L. No. 103-152)

(Reach back February 1991)
November 1991 to  
April 1994

November 1991–February 1992:  
Up to 20 weeks

February 1992–June 1992:  
Up to 33 weeks 

June 1992–September 1993:  
Up to 26 weeks

September 1993–October 1993:  
Up to 15 weeks

October 1993–April 1994:  
Up to 13 weeks

Temporary Extended Unemployment 
Compensation (Pub. L. No. 107-147, 
Pub. L. No. 108-1, Pub. L. No. 108-11, 
Pub. L. No. 108-26)

(Reach back March 2001)
March 2002 to  
March 2004

Up to 26 weeks

(continued on the next page)
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Individual states may also elect two optional 
“triggers” to expand access to, and weeks of benefits  
paid under, the EB program: 

1.	 Up to 13 weeks of EB are payable if the state  
IUR is at least 6 percent, regardless of the rate 
in prior years. 

2.	Up to 13 weeks of EB are payable if the state’s 
three-month average seasonally adjusted total 
unemployment rate (TUR) is at least 6.5 per-
cent and at least 110 percent of the TUR for the 
same period in either of the prior two years. An 
additional up to seven weeks of EB (for a total of 
up to 20 weeks) are payable if the state’s TUR is 
at least 8 percent and at least 110 percent of the 

TUR for the same period in either of the prior 
two years.11 

As of January 2019, 30 states had elected the 6 per-
cent IUR trigger, and 11 states elected the 6.5 percent 
TUR trigger (including nine states that elected both 
optional triggers).12 

Extraordinary Extended Benefits Paid in 
Response to the Great Recession

In multiple ways, the federal unemployment benefits 
response to the Great Recession was extraordinary 
compared with the prior provision of temporary and 
permanent law benefits. 

Emergency Unemployment  
Compensation (Pub. L. No. 110-252, 
Pub. L. No. 110-449, Pub. L. No. 111-5, 
Pub. L. No. 111-92, Pub. L. No. 111-118, 
Pub. L. No. 111-144, Pub. L. No. 111-157, 
Pub. L. No. 111-205, Pub. L. No. 111-312, 
Pub. L. No. 112-78, Pub. L. No. 112-96,  
and Pub. L. No. 112-240) 

(Reach back May 2007)
July 2008 to  
December 2013*

July 2008–November 2008:  
Up to 13 weeks

November 2008–November 2009:  
Up to 33 weeks

November 2009–February 2012:  
Up to 53 weeks

February 2012–May 2012:  
Up to 63 weeks**

May 2012–September 2012:  
Up to 53 weeks

September 2012–December 2013:  
Up to 47 weeks

Pandemic Emergency Unemployment 
Compensation (Pub. L. No. 116-136)

(Reach back July 2019)
March 2020 to  
December 2020***

13 weeks

Note: *From February 2009 through December 2013, the financing of the permanent EB program was 100 percent federal, excluding 
“non-sharable” benefits for former state and local employees. During this period, up to 20 weeks of EB was payable with 100 percent fed-
eral funds, increasing the maximum weeks of all federally funded benefits listed by up to 20 weeks. See further discussion in the report. 
**Available in states with TUR equal to or greater than 8.5 percent and not offering benefit weeks from the permanent EB program,  
meaning the maximum benefit duration never exceeded 99 weeks, as discussed in greater detail in the report. ***Benefits payable 
under the permanent EB program are currently 100 percent federally financed, increasing the maximum weeks of all federal benefits by 
up to 20 weeks. 
Source: Julie M. Whittaker and Katelin P. Issacs, “Extending Unemployment Compensation Benefits During Recessions,” Congressio-
nal Research Service, May 2013, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL34340.pdf; and Congressional Research Service, “Unemployment 
Insurance: Consequences of Changes in State Unemployment Compensation Laws,” October 2019, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/
R41859.pdf.

Table 1. Federal Emergency Unemployment Benefit Programs (continued)
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First, never before had so many weeks of federal 
temporary benefits for the long-term unemployed 
been payable through an emergency program. As 
displayed in Table 1 and depicted in more detail in 
Figure 1, between November 2009 and September 
2012, up to 53 weeks of emergency unemployment 
compensation (EUC08) was payable in four “tiers” of 
EUC08 benefits, depending on state unemployment 
conditions. (Between February 2012 and May 2012, 
EUC provided up to 63 weeks of benefits in states 
where EB was not active.) 

Second, for the first time in its then nearly 
four-decade history, the permanent law EB program 
was temporarily made 100 percent federally funded. 
The provision of full federal funding encouraged 

more states to exercise optional unemployment 
rate triggers for the EB, expanding weeks of federal  
benefits payable to the long-term unemployed while 
relieving states of benefit costs they otherwise would 
have had to bear under the program. This resulted 
in the provision of an additional up to 20 weeks of  
federally funded benefits while the EB program was 
fully federally funded from February 2009 through 
December 2013. During that period, 38 states 
expanded EB eligibility by adopting optional EB  
triggers, which resulted in the payment of benefits 
so long as they were fully federally funded.13 

Third, and as a result of the combination of the 
above, never before had more weeks of federal 
unemployment benefits and total unemployment 

Figure 1. EUC08 Tiers, July 2008 through December 2013

Source: Julie M. Whittaker and Katelin P. Issacs, “Emergency Unemployment Compensation (EUC08): Status of Benefits Prior to  
Expiration,” Congressional Research Service, August 11, 2014, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R42444.pdf.

July 6, 2008–
November 23, 2008 

November 24, 2008–
November 7, 2009 

November 8, 2009–
February 18, 2012 

February 19, 2012–
May 26, 2012

May 27, 2012–
September 1, 2012

September 2, 2012–
December 28, 2013

13 Weeks
(All States)

Tier 1:
20 Weeks
(All States)

Tier 2:
13 Weeks
(TUR ≥ 6%)

Tier 1:
20 Weeks
(All States)

Tier 2:
14 Weeks
(All States)

Tier 3:
13 Weeks
(TUR ≥ 6%)

Tier 4:
6 Weeks

(TUR ≥ 8.5%)

Tier 1:
20 Weeks
(All States)

Tier 2:
14 Weeks
(All States)

Tier 3:
13 Weeks
(TUR ≥ 6%)

Tier 4:
6 Weeks

(TUR ≥ 8.5%)
or 63 Weeks
If No Active

EB and 
TUR ≥ 8.5%  

Tier 1:
20 Weeks
(All States)

Tier 2:
14 Weeks
(TUR ≥ 6%)

Tier 3:
13 Weeks
(TUR ≥ 7%)

Tier 4:
6 Weeks

(TUR ≥ 9%)

Tier 1:
14 Weeks
(All States)

Tier 2:
14 Weeks
(TUR ≥ 6%)

Tier 3:
9 Weeks

(TUR ≥ 7%)

Tier 4:
10 Weeks
(TUR ≥ 9%)
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benefits been payable per unemployed worker.  
As displayed in Figure 2, between November 2009  
and September 2012, up to 99 weeks of all unem-
ployment benefits were payable in some high- 
unemployment states. 

As displayed in Figure 3, the combined up to  
73 weeks of federal benefits payable under EUC08 
and EB while it was fully federally funded—and 
resulting maximum of 99 weeks of all benefits—far 
exceeds prior levels of federal benefits.14 Before the 
Great Recession, no temporary federal program had 
provided more than 33 weeks of benefits. 

Fourth, for the first time, the federal government 
provided a weekly supplement to all unemployment 
benefit payments, including federal benefits payable 
after individuals exhausted state UI benefits. Specif-
ically, between February 2009 and December 2010, 
Federal Additional Compensation (FAC) of $25 was  

added to each state and federal unemployment ben-
efit payment, regardless of the benefit level. Accord-
ing to Department of Labor data, FAC payments 
were added to 800 million weekly benefit checks, 
providing around $20 billion in additional benefits 
to recipients.15 

Fifth, as displayed in Figure 4, federal spending on 
emergency benefits reached an all-time high in the 
wake of the Great Recession. Federal spending during 
and after the Great Recession totaled $322 billion in 
2019 dollars. That significantly exceeds the roughly 
$120 billion spent in response to the four prior reces-
sions combined, on an inflation-adjusted basis. This 
enormous spending was due to the extraordinary 
maximum 73-week duration of federal benefits per 
recipient and the unprecedented number of months 
those benefits were payable, in addition to the depth 
and slowness of recovery from the Great Recession.

Figure 2. Potential 99 Weeks of Benefits from November 2009 to September 2012

Note: In addition to exceeding the TUR noted, weeks of EB also require a state to satisfy the “rise” requirement described in the 
report. *Nine states reduced the maximum regular benefit period below 26 weeks after 2011, which also affected the number of  
weeks of federal benefits payable there. 
Source: Government Accountability Office, “States’ Reductions in Maximum Benefit Durations Have Implications for Federal Costs,” 
April 2015, https://www.gao.gov/assets/670/669802.pdf.

 

Federal

State

EB — 7 Weeks (TUR ≥ 8%)  

EB — 13 Weeks (TUR ≥ 6.5%)  

EUC Tier 4  — 6 Weeks (TUR ≥ 8.5%)  

EUC Tier 3 — 13 Weeks (TUR ≥ 6%)  

EUC Tier 2 (All States) — 14 Weeks 

EUC Tier 1 (All States) — 20 Weeks 

Regular State UI — 26 Weeks* 
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Extended Benefits Response to the 
Coronavirus Crisis to Date

The federal extended benefits response to the corona-
virus crisis to date has been to provide up to 33 weeks 
of federal benefits for individuals exhausting up to 
26 weeks of state UI benefits, for a combined total of 
up to 59 weeks of all benefits. As in the wake of the 
Great Recession, those weeks of federal benefits have 
come in two forms: (1) the creation in the CARES Act 
of a new temporary federal PEUC program paying up 
to 13 weeks of benefits in all states regardless of the 
unemployment rate and (2) the temporary provision 

under the Families First Coronavirus Response Act 
of full federal funding for up to 20 weeks of benefits 
through the permanent law EB program, as first prac-
ticed from 2009 through 2013, in high-unemployment 
states. In each case, federal extended benefits are  
currently authorized through December 2020.16 

The Department of Labor has reported that effec-
tive May 31, 2020, 44 states have triggered on the EB 
program in recent weeks, in all cases because of the 
mandatory trigger providing up to 13 weeks of ben-
efits in states with an IUR of 5 percent or higher.17 
Preliminary CBO estimates suggest these weeks of 
federal benefits, as currently authorized, will provide 

Figure 3. State and 100 Percent Federal UI Benefits, 1948–2019

Note: This does not include permanent EB program weeks except during 2009–13, when the federal government fully financed EB 
benefits.
Source: Julie M. Whittaker and Katelin P. Issacs, “Extending Unemployment Compensation Benefits During Recessions,” Congressional 
Research Service, May 2013, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL34340.pdf.
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approximately $55 billion in support for long-term 
unemployed individuals through the end of CY2020.18 

While significant, those expenses are just a frac-
tion of the broader cost of the federal unemployment 
benefits response to date, which has been dominated 
by the cost of providing federal Pandemic Unem-
ployment Compensation (PUC). PUC is the flat 
$600 per week federal supplement added to all state 
and federal unemployment benefit payments. Initi-
ated in the CARES Act enacted on March 27, 2020, 

and authorized through July 2020, CBO estimates 
that PUC “will increase outlays by about $176 billion 
in calendar year 2020.”19 A fraction of that total will 
be payable to individuals collecting federal unem-
ployment benefits after exhausting state UI, but that 
share would grow significantly if PUC is extended 
beyond July and more individuals exhaust state  
UI benefits in the months ahead. 

While benefit supplements and the provision of 
additional federally financed benefit weeks reprise 

Figure 4. State (Red) and Federal (Blue) Unemployment Benefit Spending, Recent Recessions

Note: Blue reflects federal outlays for temporary, emergency programs and the federal share of EB (both when financed jointly with states 
and when EB was financed entirely by the federal government, as was the case in 2009–13). Red reflects state UI benefit outlays and the 
state share of the EB program when jointly financed. Shaded areas reflect recessionary periods. Dollars are adjusted according to Con-
sumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers.
Source: US Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administration, “ET Financial Data Handbook 394,” https://oui.doleta.
gov/unemploy/hb394.asp.
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measures enacted during the Great Recession, the 
current UI eligibility expansion through the Pandemic  
Unemployment Assistance (PUA) program is com-
pletely unprecedented. As enacted through the CARES 
Act, PUA offers up to 39 weeks of federal benefits to 
unemployed workers traditionally ineligible for UI, 
through December 2020. Thus, this unprecedented 
temporary federal program includes in effect its own 
extension of benefits beyond the 26-week norm most 
state UI programs practice. Unemployed workers 
who are eligible for PUA benefits include freelancers, 
contractors, those seeking only part-time employ-
ment or with insufficient work histories, and the 
self-employed. 

Preliminary estimates from the CBO foresee PUA 
increasing federal UI outlays by $35 billion. CBO also 
noted that it “expects about 5 million people to claim 
PUA benefits.”20 However, as of the week ending  
May 9, 2020, already 7.8 million individuals were 
claiming PUA benefits.21 A more recent estimate by 
the Department of Labor inspector general estimates 
that PUA recipients will receive a total of $110 billion 
in benefits, including $61 billion in PUC supplements 
payable through July.22  

As recent unemployment rate projections by the 
nonpartisan CBO suggest, millions of unemployed 
individuals will likely have difficulty finding new work 
in the months and years ahead. Many of the unem-
ployed will likely become long-term unemployed, 
and for them the continued availability of extended 
benefits could soon become a key concern, creating 
pressure on Congress to extend and even expand the 
current programs providing temporary federal bene-
fits beyond their current expiration dates. 

Recent Major Proposals to Extend and 
Expand Federal Benefits

With mass layoffs beginning in March 2020 and up to 
26 weeks of state UI benefits available in most states, 
few Americans have started to collect federal unem-
ployment benefits payable to those exhausting state 
benefits, much less exhaust weeks of such federal 
benefits now available. For example, the weekly initial 

claims report released on May 28, 2020, notes that 
approximately 223,000 individuals collected PEUC or 
EB benefits during the week ending May 9, 2020, or 
about 0.7 percent of almost 31 million unemployment 
benefit claimants that week.23 Nonetheless, several 
major legislative proposals have recently been offered 
that would dramatically extend the duration of federal 
unemployment benefits. 

Most prominently, on May 15, the House approved 
the Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emer-
gency Solutions (Heroes) Act, comprehensive legis-
lation providing an estimated $3 trillion in additional 
relief to states, communities, and individuals.  
Division E of the legislation extends all major cur-
rent temporary unemployment benefit policies 
included in the Families First Coronavirus Response 
Act and the CARES Act into 2021 (variously through 
January, March, and June 2021).24 Regarding weeks 
of federal benefits for those exhausting state UI ben-
efits, the legislation (1) extends the PEUC program 
through January 31, 2021, with a soft phaseout through  
March 31, 2021, and (2) extends current full federal 
funding for the EB program through June 30, 2021.

The legislation does not add weeks of federal  
benefits beyond the maximum 33 weeks now available 
(i.e., up to 13 of PEUC and up to 20 of EB). Most indi-
viduals now collecting UI filed initial claims starting 
in March 2020 and thus will not exhaust typically up 
to 26 weeks of state benefits before September 2020. 
Even if continually unemployed, this group would 
not exhaust the currently available up to 33 weeks of  
federal benefits until well into 2021, meaning for them 
simply extending the operation of current temporary 
federal programs—that is, without adding additional 
weeks of benefits—will maintain their eligibility  
for benefits. 

In contrast to permanent law changes and more 
long-term extensions described below, this approach 
would allow Congress and the administration to sur-
vey the state of the economy, the nature of unemploy-
ment, and especially the long-term unemployment 
situation in early 2021 before deciding whether to pro-
ceed with additional extensions or weeks of benefits. 

Other features of the Heroes Act, such as  
extending the $600 per week federal unemployment 
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supplements through January 2021 with a phase-
out through March 2021 and disregarding the value 
of those supplements in determining eligibility for 
means-tested federal benefits, will increase benefits  
relative to wages, the receipt of state and federal 
unemployment benefits, and, as past research sug-
gests, durations of unemployment.25 

Sen. Michael Bennet (D-CO) offered a second 
major proposal on March 24. In what he called a 
“sweeping proposal” to reform and expand the UI  
system, Sen. Bennet proposed significant changes 
to the EB program, including making it 100 percent  
federally funded and expanding maximum weeks of 
EB benefits from the current 20 weeks to a proposed 
65 weeks, in each case as a matter of permanent fed-
eral law.26 Those 65 weeks of EB would be payable 
in up to five separate tiers composed of 13 weeks of  
benefits, for which eligibility would depend on state 
and national unemployment rates, as displayed in  
Table 2. 

Under the Bennet proposal, long-term unemployed 
workers would be permanently eligible for as many as 
91 weeks (26 state and 65 federal EB) of total benefits  
in high-unemployment states. It is unclear how 
the Bennet proposal would interact with current 
emergency (especially PEUC) benefits; if paid in 
addition to those current emergency benefits, total 
weeks of all unemployment benefits would rise to  
104 weeks—a full two years. In that event, individuals  
laid off in March 2020 could qualify for benefits 
through as late as March 2022 in some states. 

In a significant departure from long-standing 
practice, under the Bennet proposal, federal EB 
program benefits would be payable under perma-
nent federal law. Under the Bennet proposal, per-
manent law would make available up to 65 weeks of 
federal benefits compared with zero weeks today. 
Once enacted, those payments would occur with-
out the need for additional congressional action, 
as has been required in the repeated provision of 
temporary “emergency” benefits payable in reces-
sions since the 1950s. That also means the perma-
nent law baseline for any future “emergency” federal 
response would start with the availability of up to  
91 weeks of benefits, nearly double the maximum of 

46 weeks (i.e., generally up to 26 weeks of state UI 
benefits and up to 20 weeks of EB program benefits, 
half supported by federal funds) payable under per-
manent law today.  

The Bennet proposal also significantly expands the 
length of time during which the EB program would 
operate, including by eliminating unemployment rate 
“rise” requirements that currently target the opera-
tion of EB to when economic conditions are deteri-
orating. The Bennet proposal also specifies that the 
EB program cannot turn off until (1) state or national 
unemployment is falling, (2) the national unemploy-
ment rate is below 6.5 percent, and (3) the “3-month 
moving average national unemployment rate is within 
1.5 percentage points of its level” in the month before 
the EB program triggered on.27 

Especially given the low national unemployment 
rate before this crisis, the third stipulation means 
that, if enacted now, the EB program under the Bennet  
proposal would not expire until national unemploy-
ment had fallen back to 5.3 percent—1.5 percentage 
points above the 3.8 percent level in March 2020. 
Other changes in the Bennet proposal, including 
requiring states to pay a minimum of 26 weeks of 
state benefits, would significantly expand the num-
ber of weeks of federal benefits paid in the future to 
individuals who would otherwise have collected fewer 
than 26 weeks of state benefits.28

Other changes, including mandated increases in 
state UI benefit amounts, would extend to federal 
benefits as well, in some cases causing unemploy-
ment benefits to exceed a recipient’s prior earn-
ings from work. State benefit increase mandates in 
the Bennet proposal include (1) setting a minimum  
75 percent replacement rate (compared with a recent 
national average of 45 percent29) for state benefits 
and a 100 percent replacement rate during a “national 
public health emergency”; (2) adding $25 per week 
per dependent to each UI check, capped at half the 
weekly benefit amount; (3) requiring all states to use 
alternative base periods, including more recent earn-
ings in determining eligibility, which would expand 
eligibility for and the amount of UI benefits; and 
(4) expanding eligibility for “partially unemployed” 
workers and those seeking only part-time work. 
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Finally, the Bennet proposal would provide all UI 
recipients—both state and federal EB claimants— 
a $50 increase in their weekly benefit while a state 
is triggered onto EB, with the cost of the supple-
ment fully supported by federal funds. The combined 
effect of these proposals would be similar to the cur-
rent temporary $600 federal supplement, especially 
during a national public health emergency. That is, by 
definition, unemployment benefits would more than 
replace prior earnings, considering just the mandated 
100 percent replacement rate and $50 supplement 
that would be available to all during a national health 
emergency and period of elevated unemployment 
like today. Dependent allowances would raise benefit 
amounts even more for many and could raise replace-
ment rates to or even above 100 percent for some 
families outside a national health emergency. 

Sen. Bennet, along with Sen. Jack Reed (D-RI) 
and Rep. Don Beyer (D-VA), released a third major  
proposal on May 5, 2020. This proposal, titled the 
Worker Relief and Security Act, includes some but 
not all features of Sen. Bennet’s March 24 proposal. 
Specifically, the Worker Relief and Security Act states 
as its goal to “extend unemployment insurance provi-
sions from the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security Act (CARES) Act as long as national and state 
labor markets are weak.”30 In doing so, it focuses on 
expanding federal unemployment benefits, generally  
setting aside the state UI benefit expansions man-
dated in Sen. Bennet’s March 24 proposal. However, 
the federal benefit expansions proposed under the 
Worker Relief and Security Act are in key respects 
even greater than those proposed in Sen. Bennet’s 
March 24 proposal. 

As displayed in Table 2, the Worker Relief and 
Security Act proposes an unprecedented total of  
117 weeks—and in some instances possibly longer—
of unemployment benefits, as follows:

•	 Up to 26 weeks of state UI benefits, as under 
current law;

•	 A minimum of 26 weeks of federal benefits 
for individuals who exhaust state UI benefits,  

covering the period “until 26 weeks after the end 
of extreme social distancing”;31 and

•	 Up to 65 weeks of federal EB benefits, payable 
in six “tiers” depending on state unemployment 
rates.

As a summary of the Worker Relief and Security 
Act notes, 

Workers in states where the 3-month average unem-
ployment rate is above 9.5% will be eligible for  
65 weeks of extended benefits or PUA. This comes 
on top of regular unemployment benefits (typically  
26 weeks) workers receive as well as any weeks of 
additional benefits or PUA they received before the 
end of extreme social distancing and the 26 weeks 
after.32 [Emphasis in original.] 

An example from the authors describes a worker 
laid off on March 31, 2020, collecting unemployment 
benefits “potentially through June of 2022.”33 This 
duration of unemployment benefits would far exceed 
(by 18 weeks or more than four months) the record 
99 weeks of benefits payable in response to the Great 
Recession. The Worker Relief and Security Act also 
contemplates an even longer course of benefits than 
117 weeks if the period of “extreme social distancing” 
is extended.

Perhaps because the Worker Relief and Security 
Act does not include state benefit mandates like the 
March 24 Bennet proposal did, such as the payment 
of a minimum of 26 weeks of state UI benefits, the  
proposal specifies that various “tiers” of federal bene-
fits extend for a flat 13 and 26 weeks. That is, the pro-
posal does not relate the number of weeks of federal 
benefits to prior state benefit durations (and thus 
does not include reference to “up to” 13 weeks or  
similar). This would significantly increase weeks of 
federal benefits payable, especially to individuals with 
more limited pre-layoff work histories that under  
current law result in shorter than 26-week durations 
of state benefits.34 

As with Sen. Bennet’s March 24 proposal, the 
Worker Relief and Security Act extends the duration 
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Table 2. Weeks of Benefits Payable, Current Law and Major Recent Proposals

Current  
(Temporary) Law

Heroes Act
Bennet March 24 

Proposal
Worker Relief 

and Security Act
Wyden  

Proposal

State Weeks

Up to 26 Up to 26 Minimum of 26 Up to 26 Up to 26

Emergency Federal Weeks

Up to 13 in all 
states (through 
December 2020) 

Up to 13 in all  
states (through 
January 2021, with a 
phaseout through  
March 2021)

Interaction  
between the  
proposal and  
current PEUC  
benefits is unclear

Minimum of 26  
in all states after 
end of “extreme  
social distancing” 

Up to 13 in all states 
(through March 2021)

After March 2021, 
PEUC weeks are  
payable, as follows:
Up to 13 when state 
TUR is 5.5%+ 
Up to 26 when 
state TUR is 6.5%+  
Up to 39 when 
state TUR is 7.5%+ 
Up to 52 when 
state TUR is 8.5%+ 

EB Weeks

Up to 13 when 
state TUR is 6.5%+

Up to 20 when 
state TUR is 8.0%+ 

Federally funded 
through  
December 2020

Up to 13 when 
state TUR is 6.5%+

Up to 20 when 
state TUR is 8.0%+ 

Federally funded 
through June 2021

Creates new national 
EB trigger (when 
national TUR is 0.5 
percentage points 
above lowest level 
in prior 12 months), 
providing 13 weeks 
in all states
If state TUR also  
rises above specific  
levels, total EB 
weeks are payable 
as follows:
26 when state  
TUR is 6.5%+ 
39 when state  
TUR is 7.5%+
52 when state  
TUR is 8.5%+ 
65 when state  
TUR is 9.5%+ 
EB fully federally 
funded (permanently)

Tier 1 and 2: 13 
when state  
TUR < 6.5%

Tier 3: 26 when 
state TUR is 6.5%+

Tier 4: 39 when 
state TUR is 7.5%+

Tier 5: 52 when 
state TUR is 8.5%+

Tier 6: 65 when 
state TUR is 9.5%+ 

EB fully federally 
funded  
(permanently)

Same as current 
law through  
March 2021 

Thereafter, EB  
continues to  
provide up to 13 or 
20 weeks and  
remains fully 
federally funded 
until state TUR falls 
below 6.5% 

(continued on the next page)
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Current  
(Temporary) Law

Heroes Act
Bennet March 24 

Proposal
Worker Relief 

and Security Act
Wyden  

Proposal

Temporary or Permanent Law?

Temporary 
(program duration is 
time limited)

Temporary  
(program duration is 
time limited)

Permanent  
(program duration is 
tied to national and 
state TUR) 

Permanent  
(program duration is 
tied to health emer-
gency and national 
and state TUR)

Temporary  
(program  
duration is tied to 
state TUR) 

Federal Supplement (PUC) Availability

$600 per week 
through July 2020

$600 per week 
through January 
2021 with  
phaseout through 
March 2021

Permanently 
increases state (and 
thus federal) benefit 
levels to a minimum 
75% replacement 
rate at all times  
and to 100% 
in a national  
health emergency 

Also adds $50 
federal supplement 
whenever EB is on

Extends $600 until 
30 days after the 
national health 
emergency expires; 
thereafter continues  
$450, $350, or 
$300 per week 
supplements in 
states with higher 
TURs and at least 
$200 in all states 
while the national 
TUR is 5.5%  
or higher

After July 2020, 
links amount and 
availability of  
supplement to state 
TUR, as follows:

$600 when state 
TUR is 11%+

$500 when state 
TUR is 10%+ 

$400 when state 
TUR is 9%+ 

$300 when state 
TUR is 8%+

$200 when state 
TUR is 7%+ 

$100 when state 
TUR is 6%+ 

Maximum Available Weeks of All Benefits

59 59 91 117 (or more) 98

Source: Democratic Staff of the House Committee on Appropriations, “The Heroes Act: A Bold Response to the Coronavirus Pan-
demic and the Economic Collapse,” Politico, https://www.politico.com/f/?id=00000172-09a9-dc3e-aff6-0dbd032c0000; Michael  
Bennet, “Bennet Unveils Sweeping Proposal to Strengthen Unemployment Insurance Amidst Coronavirus Pandemic,” press release,  
March 24, 2020, https://www.bennet.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/2020/3/bennet-unveils-sweeping-proposal-to-strengthen- 
unemployment-insurance-amidst-coronavirus-pandemic; Michael Bennet, “The Worker Relief and Security Act,” bennet.senate.gov, 
https://www.bennet.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/c/0/c02859ec-0a79-4b6a-a122-7e667974a076/3F5D26E465D6C1705C 
964BCA76F6A3FD.worker-relief-and-security-act-specs.pdf; and Senate Finance Committee, “Proposed Triggers for Unemployment 
Insurance Expansions,” https://www.finance.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/050720%20Senator%20Wyden%20Unemployment%20
Insurance%20Triggers.pdf.

Table 2. Weeks of Benefits Payable, Current Law and Major Recent Proposals (continued)
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of the EB program and its various tiers of benefits 
payable in individual states until the national unem-
ployment rate returns to pre-crisis levels. Specifically, 
the proposal would continue weeks of federal EB  
until the three-month average national unemploy-
ment rate falls below 5.5 percent for two straight 
months. As Figure 5 shows, if unemployment tracks 
recent CBO projections and this recovery is like the 
one after the Great Recession, that could be over  
five years from now—in July 2025.

The Worker Relief and Security Act also extends 
the availability of $600 weekly federal supple-
ments for state and federal unemployment benefit 

recipients beyond their current July 2020 expiration. 
It calls for continuing the $600 supplements nation-
wide “until 30 days after the end of the President’s 
emergency declaration” while specifying that that 
cannot occur until at least the end of July 2020.35 The 
CBO in early April assumed “emergency declarations  
associated with the pandemic in the United States 
lasting for an additional 12 months, through the 
end of March 2021.”36 Whenever the national emer-
gency declaration expires, under the proposal, the 
$600 supplements would continue in individual 
states based on a “state-level declaration.” The $600  
supplements also would be revived nationally in 

Figure 5. National Unemployment Rate: Recent, Projected, and Great Recession and Its Aftermath 

Note: The red series represents the seasonally adjusted, three-month average national unemployment rate from April 2008 to July 2015. 
The blue solid series represents the seasonally adjusted national unemployment rate from April 2018 to April 2020. The blue dotted 
series represents CBO’s projected quarterly national unemployment rate for the remainder of CY2020–CY2021.
Source: Congressional Budget Office, Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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the event of a future national emergency declara-
tion or in individual states based on future state 
declarations. As with the Heroes Act, extending the 
$600 per week federal supplements will increase 
benefits relative to wages, the receipt of state and 
federal unemployment benefits, and durations  
of unemployment.37 

Sen. Ron Wyden (D-OR), the ranking member 
of the Senate Finance Committee with jurisdiction 
over the UI program, issued a final major proposal 
on May 7, 2020. Billed as an effort “to tie unemploy-
ment insurance benefits to economic conditions and 
prevent Republican economic sabotage,” the pro-
posal combines features of current law and other 
recent proposals.38 More temporary in nature than 
the March 24 Bennet proposal and the Worker Relief 
and Security Act, as displayed in Table 2, the Wyden 
proposal expands the emergency PEUC program by 
adding weeks of benefits as state unemployment rates 
rise, making as many as 52 weeks of PEUC payable in 
states with a TUR at or above 8.5 percent. It generally 
maintains the EB program, aside from extending the 
availability of its current full federal funding until a 
state’s TUR falls below 6.5 percent. Combined with 
those up to 20 weeks of 100 percent federal EB and 
up to 26 weeks of state UI, under the Wyden proposal, 
up to 98 total weeks of benefits would be payable  
per recipient in states with unemployment rates at 
or above 8.5 percent, effectively matching the up to  
99 weeks of all benefits payable in the wake of the 
Great Recession. 

The Wyden proposal also extends the availability  
of PUC, the current $600 per week federal supple-
ment to state and federal unemployment benefits, 
and ties the benefit amount after July 2020 to state 
unemployment rates, as follows: 

•	 $600 is payable when a state’s TUR is 11 percent 
or above,

•	 $500 is payable when a state’s TUR is 10 percent 
or above,

•	 $400 is payable when a state’s TUR is 9 percent 
or above,

•	 $300 is payable when a state’s TUR is 8 percent 
or above,

•	 $200 is payable when a state’s TUR is 7 percent 
or above, and

•	 $100 is payable when a state’s TUR is 6 percent 
or above.

In contrast with the Worker Relief and Security  
Act, which continues the full $600 PUC supple-
ment only during and immediately after a national 
health emergency, the Wyden proposal would main-
tain the full $600 in high-unemployment states even 
after the national health emergency has been sus-
pended. (Current temporary law and the Heroes Act 
could have a similar effect if the national emergency  
declaration were suspended before July 2020 and 
March 2021, respectively, but the effect would almost 
certainly be of shorter duration than under the 
Wyden proposal given current and projected unem-
ployment rates.) This marks a significant departure 
from the original purpose of the supplement, which 
was to “make whole” workers who lost earnings due 
to government-mandated shutdowns designed to 
quell the spread of the coronavirus.39 

Conclusion

As the policy response to the coronavirus crisis  
continues to unfold, more attention will be paid to 
the duration of unemployment benefits, as more 
unemployed individuals exhaust state UI benefits 
and turn to additional weeks of federal benefits.  
Currently, up to 33 weeks of federal benefits are pay-
able through December 2020, and a number of major 
proposals already have been offered to extend and 
increase the duration of those federal benefits and 
overall weeks of unemployment benefits individuals 
may collect. 

The proposals leading congressional Democrats 
offered contemplate various policy options and 
range from continuing the current up to 59 weeks of 
total benefits to proposing an unprecedented up to  
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117 weeks of total benefits per person—or more 
depending on the duration of the health emergency. 
They would also extend and amend current $600 per 
week federal supplements or create a proxy of such 
supplements as a matter of permanent law. 

Some recent benefit expansions have been con-
sistent with past practice. For example, Congress has 
continued the long-standing practice of expanding 
the number of weeks unemployment benefits are pay-
able per worker, with the most weeks payable in states 
with the highest unemployment rate, where workers 
may have the most difficulty finding new work. 

But several recent proposals would significantly 
depart from past practice by making what have previ-
ously been temporary or emergency measures effec-
tively permanent, with benefits automatically payable 
whenever unemployment rate and other conditions 
are met and without Congress intervening. That 
promises to create a new, and permanently higher, 
baseline for benefit duration, which would expand 
even more if future Congresses respond to political 
pressures to further extend benefits in recessions or 
other emergencies. 

There is ample evidence that such prolonged dura-
tions of benefits increase durations of unemployment 
and reduce earnings if long-term unemployed indi-
viduals eventually return to work.40 Other research 
notes that the long-term unemployed experience per-
manently reduced lifetime earnings and tragically ele-
vated rates of substance abuse disorders and death.41

Other recent and proposed benefit expansions 
amplify such concerns and involve policies distinctly 
outside the norms of the UI system. Specifically, the 
current $600 federal supplements were nominally 
designed to make whole workers laid off because of 

government-mandated shutdowns intended to quell 
the spread of the coronavirus. But recent proposals 
include tying the continued payment of $600 federal 
supplements (or lesser but still significant supple-
ments that far exceed average UI benefits) to elevated 
state unemployment rates alone, which would be 
available even after the health emergency has passed. 
That would mark an entirely new direction for the 
nation’s unemployment benefits system, which for 
the balance of its history has offered partial wage 
replacement and benefit levels linked to each individ-
ual’s prior work and earnings. 

The recent experience with flat $25 FAC supple-
ments in 2009–10 and now on a far greater scale 
with flat $600 PUC supplements unrelated to the 
individuals’ prior and likely future earnings sug-
gests that a radically different unemployment bene-
fits system may emerge if such recommendations are 
adopted. Such a system would make the connection 
between prior earnings and current benefits increas-
ingly remote and the financial rewards for returning 
to work significantly smaller or in some cases nega-
tive, possibly as a matter of permanent law. If so, that 
could result in greater unemployment, slower recov-
eries, and serious long-term harm to the very individ-
uals the authors of such policies seek to help. 
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