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Correction: The second sentence in the first paragraph on page 19 in the originally published version 
contained two errors in the final statistic. “In July 2020, the UI rate for women ranged from a low of 10.5 percent 
in Maine to a high of 17.6 percent in Vermont.” It is actually “…17.3 percent in Connecticut.” 

The views expressed in this paper are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent those of the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, the 
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Abstract 
With the onset of the COVID-19 crisis, parts of the economy came to a screeching halt. 
Retail outlets that did not sell groceries or other essential goods were closed. 
Entertainment, drinking at bars, dining at restaurants, and cultural events ceased. 
Schools and day cares closed, and parents lost many available child care options. Almost 
immediately, there were declines in demands for other services like mass transit. It 
therefore comes as no surprise that unemployment insurance claims immediately 
skyrocketed as people were furloughed, laid off, experienced pay-cuts, or left work for 
health and family care reasons. In essence a partial economic shutdown was enacted to 
keep people home and curb the spread of the virus. Enhanced financial support was 
necessary for those who could not work remotely or work and juggle health and family 
care needs to avoid widespread material deprivation, and there was widespread uptake 
of enhanced unemployment insurance benefits. The purpose of this brief is to better 
understand the nature of pandemic-related high unemployment: where it was first felt in 
terms of industry, occupation, geography, and demographic characteristics, and how it 
varied across the New England states. We begin by exploring trends in the weekly 
unemployment insurance (UI) claims data for regular state benefits, excluding special 
programs, the quickest available source for monitoring unemployment.1 We then turn to 
monthly UI data to make more nuanced comparisons within the region. Throughout our 
analysis, we consider how observed patterns vary by gender, race-ethnicity, and age, to 
the extent the data allow such comparisons, and consider some of the potential 
mechanisms behind observed differences. 

Key Findings 
• In the 15 weeks between March 15 and August 15, 2020, over 52 million 

unemployment insurance claims were filed in the United States, representing 
nearly 36 percent of the insured workforce.  

• In New England, over 2.4 million initial claims were filed during the first 15 weeks 
of the COVID crisis, representing 33 percent of the insured workforce in the 
region. 

• The volume of initial claims in this crisis far exceeded the level seen in the entire 
79 weeks of the Great Recession, with the United States exceeding the Great 
Recession total in 12 weeks (by the week ending May 30) and New England 
exceeding the total in 10 weeks (week ending May 16).  

• Peak continuing claims as a percentage of the workforce were 15.5 percent for 
the United States and 17.2 percent for New England, indicating that, to date, 
New England has been more severely impacted than the nation as a whole. 

• The peak continuing UI claims rate during the COVID-19 recession far exceeds 
anything seen in prior recessions, with rates already three to four times larger 
than during the Great Recession in New England States. 
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• Available continuing-claims data show women, younger workers, and Hispanics 
were most severely impacted by the crisis through late July 2020, though data on 
race and ethnicity are quite limited.  

• Most industries in New England states experienced continuing UI claims rates in 
excess of 10 percent of the industry’s insured workforce, with some experiencing 
rates of 20 percent or even 30 percent in several states. These industries 
included Accommodation & Food Services; Transporting & Warehousing; Other 
Services (largely household personal services); Administrative & Support, Retail 
Trade, Arts, Entertainment, & Recreation; and Real Estate & Rental and Leasing. 

• Service-based occupations were hardest hit with high levels of continuing UI 
claims. Personal Care & Services, Food Preparation & Serving, Transportation & 
Material Moving, and Arts & Entertainment were some of the hardest-hit 
occupations among New England states reporting (Maine, Massachusetts, 
Rhode Island, and Vermont). 

• Town-level data for Connecticut, the only New England state with such data 
available, shows low-income communities have been most severely impacted by 
a sharp rise in UI claims. Connecticut’s data also show a disproportionate impact 
on Hispanics, minorities, and younger workers. 

• These claims only tell part of the story. Many traditionally uninsured workers 
became eligible for Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA) through the 
CARES Act. Although data limitations preclude nuanced analyses, data indicate 
that at its peak over 14 million individuals were continuing to claim PUA benefits 
(reported for 48 states week of ending June 27), with 11.2 million still continuing 
to claim PUA benefits the week ending August 1 (reported for 49 states). Of 
those, over 570,000 claims were from the six New England states.  

Introduction 
On March 13, as the coronavirus spread across the United States and COVID-19 cases 
started to rise, a national emergency was declared.2 In the following days and weeks, 
states began to issue stay-at-home orders, with 42 states issuing a statewide order by 
the first week of April.3 Governors required nonessential businesses to close, schools 
and child cares faced widespread closure, and people were asked to stay at home. Many 
workers were unable to work at home, either because their jobs required in-person labor, 
or because health or child care needs precluded work, or because they were furloughed, 
laid off, or left work to provide family care. As a result, unemployment insurance claims 
quickly reached unprecedented levels. With the pandemic shuttering economies for 
weeks, more layoffs ensued as businesses were no longer able to retain workers in the 
challenging economic and health contexts. In response, the CARES Act both expanded 
unemployment insurance (UI) eligibility and enhanced benefits through the pandemic 
unemployment insurance program. The changes made unemployment economically 
viable so that workers could stay home during the pandemic.4  

 In this brief, we look at the trends in UI claims in New England and the underlying 
demographics of claimants. Our goal is to go beyond the headline figures to illuminate 
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which populations, industries, occupations, and geographies are most impacted by the 
COVID-19 crisis and how this relates to underlying disadvantage across society so we 
can better target policies to those most adversely impacted by the crisis. Note that our 
analyses are limited to those traditionally eligible for UI benefits. The impact of UI 
expansion as a result of pandemic unemployment assistance is largely beyond the scope 
of the present analysis. 

Weekly Claims 
States began to issue stay-at-home orders shortly after the March 13 declaration of a 
national emergency, beginning with California on March 19. In New England, Connecticut 
implemented a stay-at-home advisory on March 23 shortly followed by Massachusetts 
(March 24), Vermont (March 25), New Hampshire (March 27), Rhode Island (March 28), 
and Maine (April 2). By the end of the first week of April, 42 states and the District of 
Columbia has issued some form of stay-at-home advisory. 

 The pace at which COVID-19 spread and the response of state authorities resulted in 
an unprecedented halting of economic activity. UI claims have been one of the most 
closely followed economic measures as they come out with a relatively short lag relative 
to other employment indicators. Every Thursday, the U.S. Department of Labor’s 
Employment and Training Administration (ETA) releases weekly data provided by the 
states for initial UI claims for the prior week and continuing UI claims from two week prior. 

 

Box 1. Initial Claims, Continued Claims, and Number of 
Insured Workers 
Initial claim and continued claim: “An initial claim is a claim filed by an 
unemployed individual after a separation from an employer. The claimant 
requests a determination of basic eligibility for the UI program … 

A person who has already filed an initial claim and who has experienced a week 
of unemployment then files a continued claim to claim benefits for that week of 
unemployment. Continued claims are also referred to as insured unemployment. 
The count of U.S. continued weeks claimed is also a good indicator of labor 
market conditions. Continued claims reflect the current number of insured 
unemployed workers filing for an additional week of UI benefits in the nation.”5  

Number of insured workers: The number of insured workers is the number of 
workers in jobs covered by unemployment insurance (covered employment) as 
reported by employers to states. The qualifications vary by state but typically 
exclude self-employed and contract workers. 

Note: An initial claim does not necessarily occur immediately after termination, so it should 
not be interpreted as a signal of layoffs in a given week. Issues with the volume of claims, 
backlog of claims to process, and rollout of new federal-program benefits also may distort 
the interpretation of this measure. 
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Following the declaration of a national emergency, initial claims soared to 2.9 million for 
the week ending March 21, dramatically exceeding the previous record high of 976,600 
claims for the week ending January 8, 1982, and more than a tenfold increase over the 
prior week’s claims of 251,000.6 In the following weeks, initial claims continued to rise, 
peaking at 6.2 million on April 4. In the past 19 weeks initial claims have slowly 
decreased but still remained near 900,000 as of August 15. In total, there have been over 
52 million initial claims for unemployment between the declaration of a national 
emergency and the week ending August 15, representing over 36 percent of the insured 
workforce. Note that throughout this brief, we analyze UI claims for the insured workforce, 
those whose employers pay into the UI system. Through legislation, the benefit amount 
was temporarily increased to include an additional $600 a week for all UI recipients 
through the end of July, and eligibility was changed to include workers not traditionally 
covered by unemployment insurance. Newly eligible recipients such as contractors and 
the self-employed are not included in this brief’s analyses due to data limitations, but see 
Box 2 for a description of the UI program and preliminary analyses. 

 

 

Box 2. Pandemic Unemployment Assistance 
The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act created a new 
federal program called Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA) and provides 
funding to states for the administration of the program.7 The PUA program allows 
states that enter into an agreement with the Secretary of Labor to pay up to 39 
weeks of benefits to individuals who are not eligible to receive other UI benefits, 
such as contract workers and the self-employed. Benefits may also be made 
available to those separating from work for COVID-related reasons not covered 
by traditional UI programs, such as changes in child care or caring for sick family 
members, if the potential recipient is not eligible for regular state benefits.8 Such 
workers are not included in the UI rates in this report as they do not collect 
regular unemployment insurance and are not part of the insured workforce. 

Measuring the scale of demand for PUA claims to date can be challenging. The 
ETA first reported that 11 states reported 994,850 continuing claims the week 
ending April 18.9 Continuing PUA claims peaked at 14.2 million the week of June 
27 in 48 states and by the week ending August 1 over 11 million individuals were 
continuing to claim PUA benefits in 49 states.10 Of those, 571,341 continuing 
claims were from the New England states. This is down from a peak of 1.8 million 
continuing PUA claims in New England the week ending May 16, when New 
Hampshire and Vermont were not reporting data (See Box 2 Figure 1). Not all 
states reported PUA claims data even though they were processing claims so it 
is difficult to measure the entire history of program use.11  

The more than 11 million continuing PUA claims the week ending August 1 show 
the scale of demand for UI assistance, considering there were 15.1 million 
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continuing claimants for traditional UI programs that same week. In New England 
the more than 570,000 PUA claimants actually are over half the size of the 
continuing UI claimant population for regular benefits in the region (874,000). 
And at their peak of 1.8 million on May 16, they actually exceeded the number of 
people filing continuing UI claims (1.2 million) for regular state benefits, with the 
more than 1.6 million PUA claims in Massachusetts that week being largely 
responsible. (See Box 2 Table 1.) But PUA claims data should be interpreted 
cautiously as states have had to develop ad hoc methods for reporting them and 
are still grappling with issues like duplicate claims and fraud.12 

Box 2 Table 1. PUA Continuing Claims, Week Ending 
August 1 

 PUA Continuing Claims 

United States 11,224,774 

New England 571,341 

Connecticut 57,864 

Maine 26,792 

Massachusetts 399,830 

New Hampshire 19,321 

Rhode Island 56,264 

Vermont 11,270 

Note: These numbers understate the PUA claimant population as some states are not currently 
reporting PUA data to the ETA.  

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA weekly PUA 
claims data. 
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Box 2 Figure 1. PUA Weekly Continuing Claims by State, 
April 18 – August 1 

 
Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA 
weekly PUA claims data. 

 

 Regardless of when states actually implemented their stay-at-home orders, most 
reported historic levels of initial claims for the week ending on March 21 (Figure 1; see 
Appendix 2 for initial-claims totals). Prior to the national emergency, initial claims were 
equivalent to between 0.1 percent and 0.4 percent of the insured workforce in New 
England states. But within the first week following the national emergency, they increased 
sharply. Rhode Island saw the largest jump (to 7.5 percent of the workforce) while 
Vermont realized the smallest increase (to 1.2 percent of the workforce). These claims 
volumes early in the crisis likely understate the actual numbers of people seeking 
unemployment assistance, as research indicates that many who tried to file for claims 
were not able to get through.13 As states continued to work through the backlogs of 
claims, initial claimant rates peaked at between 4 percent and 6 percent weekly in most 
New England states.14 Overtime, the initial-claims rate in all New England states has 
trended below 1 percent and has come closer to historic levels though still remains 
slightly elevated. Though initial claims provide a good measure of demand for 
unemployment assistance, they don’t show the cumulative effect of the large rise in 
furloughed and laid-off workers, nor do they capture those who are not working for other 
reasons related to COVID-19, such as lack of child care due to school and child care 
closures. 
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Note: Initial claims are when claimants initially file for UI. 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA weekly initial 
claims data for the weeks ending February 15 through August 15. 

 Continuing claims, which indicate how many claimants continue to remain out of 
work, are eligible for unemployment assistance, and are collecting benefits, show the 
cumulative total of the workforce accessing state unemployment benefits (Figure 2). Note 
that this rate differs from the unemployment rate. (See Box 3 for a detailed discussion of 
UI and unemployment rates.) The initial surge in claims rapidly increased the share of the 
workforce continuing to claim unemployment benefits, with rates rising rapidly from late 
March through May. Continuing claims UI rates peaked around 15 to 20 percent in New 
England, with Vermont and Main both experiencing large temporary spikes to 25 percent. 
In the following month rates have trended downward but still range between 10-15 
percent in most of New England, with Maine and Vermont closer to 7 percent, below the 
national rate. In total, our analyses of continuing UI claims data show that New England 
was one of the hardest-hit areas in the nation early in the pandemic and remains so to-
date, with 11.4 percent of the workforce claiming UI benefits as of the week ending 
August 8. Only the Middle Atlantic (12.8 percent) and Pacific (14.4 percent) regions had 
higher claims rates for the same week.15 
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Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA weekly 
continuing-claims data for the weeks ending February 15 through August 8. 

 

 While the severity of the downturn is apparent from looking at just the most recent 
data, comparisons with past downturns show the scale at which demand for 
unemployment assistance has increased (Table 1). Nationally, 52.6 million initial claims 
were filed in the 23 weeks since the national emergency was declared (March 13 through 
August 15), representing nearly 36 percent of the insured workforce. In fact, by the 
twelfth week of the COVID crisis (week ending May 30) initial claims exceeded the total 
initial claims filed during the entire 79 weeks of the Great Recession (37.5 million). In 
New England, the 2.4 million claims over those 23 weeks, equivalent to roughly 33 
percent of the insured workforce, also exceed the 1.7 million claims filed during the Great 
Recession. Indeed, that figure was exceeded by the tenth week of the crisis (week 
ending May 16) in New England. This was driven by three states exceeding their Great 
Recession totals in the first 10 weeks: New Hampshire (at 5 weeks), Massachusetts (at 8 
weeks), and Rhode Island (at 9 weeks). Since, Maine (12 weeks) and Connecticut (17 
weeks) have also exceeded their totals from the Great Recession, leaving only Vermont 
below its total number of claims from the prior recession. Similarly, the peak rate of 
continuing claims—that is, the highest rate observed in any week during the downturn—
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far exceeds anything seen in prior recessions, with rates already three to four times 
larger than during the Great Recession (Table 2).  

 It should be noted that comparisons across recessions are used to show the severity 
of unemployment during this crisis. Of course, additional benefit dollars make 
unemployment much more viable than in past recessions, complicating the immediate 
implications of high work loss. The causes of each recession are unique, and in this 
pandemic many job claimants may be only temporarily unemployed due to stay-at-home 
orders. In the Great Recession many claimants were permanently laid off from their jobs. 
It will be important to see how many claimants return to work and how many enter a 
prolonged period of unemployment as the economy rebounds from the pandemic. 

Table 1. Initial UI Claims across Economic Recessions 

  
COVID-19 

 (March 13, 2020–
August 15, 2020) 

Great Recession 
(December 2007–

June 2009) 

Dot-Com Recession 
(March 2001–

November 2001) 

S&L Recession 
(July 1990–

March 1991) 

Weeks 23 79 35 34 

United States 52,653,402 37,587,112 12,888,116 15,470,214 

New England 2,438,406 1,724,006 596,956 949,578 

Connecticut 504,793 444,551 155,565 214,011 

Maine 181,637 147,628 45,287 118,341 

Massachusetts 1,208,122 766,274 279,487 422,734 

New Hampshire 251,442 121,373 38,990 55,875 

Rhode Island 206,671 156,611 53,432 101,338 

Vermont 85,741 87,569 24,195 37,279 
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Table 2. Peak Continuing UI Claims as Share of Workforce 
across Economic Recessions 

  
COVID-19 (March 
13, 2020–August 

15, 2020) 

Great Recession 
(December 2007–

June 2009) 

Dot-Com Recession 
(March 2001–

November 2001) 

S&L Recession 
(July 1990–

March 1991) 

Weeks 23 79 35 34 

United States 15.6% 4.7% 2.4% 3.9% 

New England 17.2% 5.5% 2.6% 5.3% 

Connecticut 19.3% 5.5% 2.6% 4.6% 

Maine 26.8% 5.0% 2.5% 7.2% 

Massachusetts 16.8% 5.7% 3.0% 5.4% 

New Hampshire 18.0% 4.3% 1.5% 3.6% 

Rhode Island 20.6% 7.2% 3.5% 7.0% 

Vermont 25.2% 5.9% 2.6% 5.6% 

Note: Peak continuing UI claims as a share of workforce are the highest rate recorded within the 
timeframe the National Bureau of Economic Research defined as a recession. 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA weekly claims 
data from 1987 to the present. The Great Recession, dot-com recession, and S&L recession dates 
are those defined by the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) with the authors providing 
commonly used names for each recession. COVID-19 UI claims are measured from March 13 
onward as March 13 was the date on which the national emergency was declared. The NBER 
declared that this recession started in February 2020 (see www.nber.org/cycles.html). 

 

Box 3. UI Rates and Unemployment Rates 
The UI rates analyzed in this brief differ from the standard unemployment rate 
that is more commonly the focus of economists and policymakers. The headline 
unemployment figure released by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) is a 
measure of those unemployed but actively looking for work as a share of the 
labor force, including both those who are employed and those who are seeking 
work (unemployed), referred to as the U-3 measure. However, the BLS also has 
alternative measures, including the most expansive measure, the U-6, which 
includes not only those unemployed but also marginally attached workers (those 
who looked for work in the last 12 months but are not currently actively looking 
for work), and those working part-time for economic reasons. The U-6 represents 

http://www.nber.org/cycles.html
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them as a share of the civilian labor force. In this brief, the term “UI rate” means 
continuing UI claims as a share of the insured workforce. It excludes workers 
lacking unemployment insurance coverage through their employers like the self-
employed, those working in the cash economy, and gig workers. As such, it is a 
narrower universe of unemployed directly receiving benefits.  

Historically, the UI rate has moved in concert with other measures of 
unemployment, though changes in UI rates do indicate an equivalent change in 
unemployment rates (Box 3 Figure 1). Comparing the UI rate to other measures 
of unemployment reveals the UI rate is often much lower than other measures of 
unemployment. UI claimants can only receive benefits for a limited window: while 
they may continue to be unemployed after that window closes, they will no longer 
be counted as part of the UI rate. Additionally, some of the unemployed who are 
insured may be ineligible for unemployment insurance—for example, if they left 
their job voluntarily. This is particularly true during periods of high unemployment 
when individuals may experience longer spells of unemployment. Further, self-
employed and contract workers may be more likely to experience unemployment 
shocks in downturns, which could result in a larger increase in unemployment 
rates than UI rates.16 Historically, when UI claims increase, at first the 
relationship with unemployment measures is close. However, the UI rate starts to 
decline before the standard rate of unemployment.  

The UI continuing-claims rate first reached 12.2 percent for the week of April 25. 
In subsequent weeks, the BLS released the April monthly unemployment rate for 
the United States: 14.4 percent for the standard unemployment rate and 22.4 
percent for the more expansive U-6 measure.17 In May, with the UI continuing-
claims rate at 12.9 percent, the unemployment rate rose to 13.0 percent but the 
U-6 measure came down to 20.7 percent. In subsequent months the rates have 
slowly declined. By understanding the historical relationship between these 
different measures, our monitoring of UI claims will generate a more informed 
picture of unemployment rates and the status of labor markets. 
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Box 3 Figure 1. Comparing Unemployment Measures for 
the United States, January 1994 – July 2020 

 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA 
weekly claims data for the week containing the 19th of each month from 1994 to the 
present and U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics unemployment rate measures. Recessions 
are those defined by the National Bureau of Economic Research. 

 

Monthly Rates by Industry, Occupation, and 
Demographic Characteristics 
While weekly claims give us the most up-to-date information on how the crisis is 
impacting our economy, it is also important to understand who these UI claimants are so 
policymakers can design policies to target those most adversely impacted. Fortunately, 
most states provide some demographic information on their continuing-claimant 
population. These data are provided on a monthly basis and are based on who files a 
claim during the week containing the 19th of the month.18 So data for July 2020 reflect 
the week ending July 25, near the time when continuing UI claims were close to peak. 

 Below we examine the UI rate for industries, occupations, and demographic 
characteristics including gender, age, and race-ethnicity. Specifically, we analyze the 
claimant population as a share of the workforce for each group (e.g., the female rate is 
the number of female claimants as a share of all women in the insured workforce).19 One 
important limitation is that some claimants are missing information, and figures are not 
reported when more than 10 percent of a given category is not listed for the state. For 
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example, only Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New Hampshire provide data on 
Hispanicity, limiting what we are able to say about some populations. 

Industry 
In New England, we have robust enough UI data by industry for all states except New 
Hampshire. While all industries have been impacted by the COVID-19 crisis in these 
states, the most immediate and direct impact, as reflected by UI claims, varies 
considerably (Figure 3). Accommodation & Food Services was one of the hardest-hit 
industries, as restaurants, bars, and hotel operations were impacted rapidly and broadly 
by most state orders. For the states that reported claims data by industry, the UI rates for 
Accommodation & Food Services ranged from a high of 34.8 percent in Connecticut to a 
low of 18.7 percent in Maine. These rates are down compared with figures in May when 
rates ranged between 50 percent in Vermont and 30 percent in Massachusetts (See 
Appendix Tables). 

 Some of the other industries hard hit early in the pandemic that continue to see high 
UI Rates include Transportation & Warehousing and “Other Services” (largely services 
provided in households or that require close contact, such as hair styling, funeral 
services, and pet care), with rates in excess of 15 to 20 percent in most New England 
states. Administrative & Support Services; Retail Trade; Arts, Entertainment, & 
Recreation; Construction; Real Estate & Rental and Leasing; and Manufacturing have 
seen UI rates slightly improve as economies have reopened but generally still were 
experiencing rates in excess of 10 percent in most of the region through the end of July. 
Outside of a few industries such as Utilities, Finance, Management, and Public 
Administration, UI rates remain elevated and above five percent. By comparison, the 
highest UI rate among all industries in New England in July 2019 was 17.2 percent for 
Transportation & Warehousing in Connecticut, with most other industries having rates 
closer to one to five percent. 
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Figure 3. UI Claimant Rate as a Share of the Workforce by 
Industry, July 2020 

 
Note: UI claimant rates represent those who continued to file for unemployment insurance on the 
week including the 19th of the month, as reported by the ETA, divided by an estimate of the 
workforce using U.S. Census Bureau Quarterly Workforce Indicators data. The workforce data is 
available through Q3 2019, and the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston produced a forecast to 
estimate the size of the workforce at the beginning of Q2 2020. 

New Hampshire did not provide industry information for 30 percent of claimants. 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA 203 report 
data on characteristics of the unemployed and U.S. Census Bureau Quarterly Workforce Indicators. 
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 Although we do not have reliable and detailed breakdowns of UI claimant 
demographics within each industry, Hispanic workers and minorities are overrepresented 
in the hardest-hit industries in the region. This is particularly true in Accommodation & 
Food Services, Transportation & Warehousing, Administration & Support, and Retail 
Trade.20 To date, all these industry categories have been subject to high rates of layoff 
and job loss with the pandemic. For many of those who remain employed, there are 
increased risks of viral exposure, though that is beyond the scope of this brief.21 Women 
are another demographic that is highly represented in the service industries hit hard by 
the pandemic and in essential roles in healthcare that are on the front lines of the effort to 
combat its spread. Lastly, younger workers are highly concentrated in the service 
industries hardest hit by the pandemic. These patterns are reflected in the sections below 
where we look at impacts across demographic groups. 

Occupation 
At an occupational level, we may see more concentrated impacts of the pandemic on 
employment than across industries, as an occupation reflects what people do at work 
whereas an industry is composed of groups of multiple occupations. The occupational UI 
rate measure is slightly different than the industry measure as the historic data available 
to quantify the share of the population in a given occupation are only available on an 
annual basis. As such we are measuring UI rates as a share of 2019 employment and 
not on the insured workforce currently within the occupation category. 

 The two hardest-hit occupation categories in New England states were Personal 
Care & Services (including jobs like home health aides, hair stylists, and trainers) and 
Food Preparation & Serving, which continued to see high UI rates through the end of July 
2020 (Figure 4). Most jobs in these two occupational groups, which often involve close in-
person interaction, fell under business types that were required to close under most stay-
at-home orders, resulting in UI rates of 30 to 40 percent in the three New England states 
reporting data in May 2020, with rates remaining above 20 percent in most New England 
states through July 2020. Transportation and Material Moving and Arts & Entertainment 
are also two severely impacted occupational groups, and despite some modest 
decreases in UI rates, both have rates in excess of 15 percent in most of New England 
as of July 2020. Construction, Production, Building and Grounds Cleaning & 
Maintenance, and Management jobs also suffered, with continued UI rates near 10 
percent. However, a number of other occupations—those that can be done from home or 
with minimal contact with people—experienced UI rates below 10 percent, as did 
occupations that were considered essential.22 
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Figure 4. UI Claimant Rate as a Share of the Workforce by 
Occupation, July 2020 

 
Note: UI claimant rates represent those who continued to file for unemployment insurance on the 
week including the 19th of the month, as reported by the ETA, divided by an estimate of the total 
number of workers made using U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Employment Survey 
data. The Occupational Employment Survey is annual and available through 2019. 2019 estimates 
were used as an approximation of employment upon entering the pandemic. 

Connecticut, Maine, and New Hampshire reported some claimant data by occupation, but for 10 
percent or more of the claimants, occupation information was missing in each state. 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA 203 report 
data on characteristics of the unemployed and the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational 
Employment Survey. 
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Gender 
Every New England state reported gender of UI claimants in July 2020, and in each we 
see women were more severely impacted by the COVID-19 crisis than men (Figure 5). In 
July 2020, the UI rate for women ranged from a low of 10.5 percent in Maine to a high of 
17.3 percent in Connecticut. These are down from prior months where female UI rates 
exceeded 15 percent in all New England states. In every state, the UI rate for women 
exceeded the UI rate for men by at least 2.0 percentage points, with the gap in Vermont 
the largest at 5.8 percentage points. This is in stark comparison to prior months such as 
March 2020, when, in all New England states, the UI rate for men was higher than the 
rate for women.23 

Figure 5. UI Claimant Rate as a Share of the Workforce by 
Gender, July 2020 

 
Note: UI claimant rates represent those who continued to file for unemployment insurance on the 
week including the 19th of the month, as reported by the ETA, divided by an estimate of the 
workforce using U.S. Census Bureau Quarterly Workforce Indicators data. The workforce data is 
available through Q3 2019, and the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston produced a forecast to 
estimate the size of the workforce at beginning of Q2 2020. 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA 203 report 
data on characteristics of the unemployed and U.S. Census Bureau Quarterly Workforce Indicators. 
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care of children than do men.27 The immediate need for care precipitated by child care 
and school closures may have necessitated quick exit from work. With pandemic relief, 
unemployment can now be claimed so that children at home can be cared for, 
representing a departure from prior policy, which did not offer coverage for such 
“voluntary” exits.28 

 Finally, in addition to their greater child care responsibilities, women make less than 
men—82 cents for every dollar men earn, on average.29 This means that in households 
with a male and female earner, if someone needs to stop work, it is often more 
economical for the woman to do so. This pattern has already drawn some media 
attention, and many worry about the longer-term implications for women’s labor force 
participation and economic equality, given that not all jobs are likely to return and not all 
women will have a path back to work.30 

Age 
Looking at claimants by age, we see the UI rate is highest among people aged 22–24 
and those aged 25–34 (see Figure 6). In July 2020, those aged 22–24 had the highest UI 
rate among age groups in every New England state except Connecticut and New 
Hampshire. The 22–24-year-old cohort generally accounts for 6 to 7 percent of the 
workforce in New England. However, even the larger cohort of those aged 25–34, which 
accounts for about 25 percent of the workforce, had higher UI rates than several other 
age groups across all the states. Lastly, we are also seeing the 65+ cohort having slightly 
higher UI rates relative to other age groups in most states, with this age group having the 
highest rate among all groups in Connecticut and New Hampshire. 

 Prior to this crisis, it was often the case that the older the age cohort, the higher the 
UI rate. In both March 2020 and August 2019 it was mostly the case that those in the 55–
64 and 65+ age brackets had the highest UI rates. However, Massachusetts and Rhode 
Island both exhibited higher rates among the 22–24 and 25–34 cohorts leading into the 
pandemic, which may have exacerbated the trend of unemployment among younger-age 
cohorts in these states. 

 Many younger workers may feel the impacts of the current crisis especially acutely. 
Millennials, those born between 1981 and 1996,31 who are now in their late twenties 
through late thirties, typically entered a challenging labor market, as they completed their 
schooling either just before, during, or in the aftermath of the Great Recession. Many 
suffered scarring in terms of the impact on earnings and career growth, and this has 
garnered renewed media attention as they are further impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic.32 Median earnings of men particularly suffered, with a recent report 
suggesting the median earnings of Millennial men are less than those of the prior 
generation at the same age, while millennial women’s are somewhat higher, perhaps due 
to advances in education and labor force participation across time.33 Overall, Millennials 
are also working less than the prior generation, and though this affects both men and 
women, men are much more disadvantaged relative to earlier generations.34 
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Figure 6. UI Claimant Rate as a Share of the Workforce by Age, 
July 2020 

 
Note: UI claimant rates represent those who continued to file for unemployment insurance on the 
week including the 19th of the month, as reported by the ETA, divided by an estimate of the 
workforce made using U.S. Census Bureau Quarterly Workforce Indicators data. The workforce 
data are available through Q3 2019, and the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston produced a forecast 
to estimate the size of the workforce at beginning of Q2 2020. 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA 203 report 
data on characteristics of the unemployed and U.S. Census Bureau Quarterly Workforce Indicators. 
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Race and Ethnicity 
While states have the option to report race and ethnicity data for UI claimants, many 
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all, so we are limited in our ability to provide details. 

 Hispanicity was reported only by Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New Hampshire. 
In all three states, the UI rate was higher for Hispanic and Latino populations as of July 
2020 (Figure 7). For Connecticut, the Hispanic UI rate was 19.2 percent, compared with a 
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Hampshire, the rates were 12.5 percent for Hispanics and 8.6 percent for non-
Hispanics.35 In all cases the difference between the groups—greater than four 
percentage points—is stark. 

 These findings are not surprising given that Hispanic workers in the region are 
overrepresented in service jobs, which were among those hardest hit. In particular, 
Hispanic workers are overrepresented in food service, cleaning, and building 
maintenance, which have been subject to high rates of layoff and job loss with the 
pandemic.36  

 All New England states provided at least some data on the racial composition of 
claimants. Unfortunately, there are significant gaps in the data. Often, a race is unknown 
for a large share of claimants. The fact that people of color comprise only a small share 
of New England states’ populations complicates matters. Often, the share of claimants 
whose race is unknown is similar to the known share that is composed of people of 
color.37 That said, when we triangulate between prior research on the racial bifurcation in 
the labor market and the industries most impacted, we see disproportionate impacts for 
both Blacks and Hispanics, and these workers also typically make less than their non-
Hispanic white counterparts.38 

Figure 7. UI Claimant Rate as a Share of the Workforce by 
Ethnicity, July 2020 

 
Note: UI Claimant rates are those who continued to file for unemployment insurance on the week 
including the 19th of the month, as reported by the ETA, divided by an estimate of the workforce 
using United States Census Bureau Quarterly Workforce Indicators data. The workforce data is 
available through Q3 2019 and the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston produced a forecast to 
estimate the size of the workforce at beginning of Q2 2020. 

Maine, Rhode Island, and Vermont reported some claimant ethnicity data but for 10 percent or 
more of the claimants, ethnicity information was missing in each state. 
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Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of U.S. Department of Labor ETA 203 report 
data on characteristics of the unemployed and U.S. Census Bureau Quarterly Workforce Indicators. 

  

 The State of Connecticut provides additional information on claims by town (see 
geography section below for further details). When we look at the racial and ethnic 
composition of towns, we find that in towns with higher percentages of Hispanic 
residents, rates of UI claims as a share of the town labor force are also higher (Figure 8). 
Hartford, Connecticut’s most diverse community, was one of the hardest hit, and 
Connecticut’s large cities, which tend to be more diverse than smaller communities, were 
in general hard hit. But smaller communities that have higher shares of racial-ethnic 
minorities than most of the state’s municipalities (for example, Norwich in the southeast 
of the state) also experienced elevated rates of continuing UI claims. 

Figure 8. Continuing UI Claims and Share of the Population 
Identifying as White or Hispanic/Latino, Week Ending July 26th 
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Note: UI rate by municipality is calculated as UI claims as a share of the labor force in a 
community. Labor force data come from the Local Area Unemployment Statistics (LUAS) program 
of the Connecticut Department of Labor, Labor Market Information, Office of Research. July 2020 
labor force data by town are used as is the most recent month for which information was available 
at the time of writing. 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of weekly UI claims and labor force data by town 
from the Connecticut Department of Labor, Labor Market Information, Office of Research, and U.S. 
Census Bureau estimates of white and Hispanic share of county population. 

 

Geography 
The analysis of industry, occupation, and demographics presented above derives from 
monthly state-level figures reported to the ETA. However, some states make data 
available below the state level. New England states that do so are Connecticut, 
Massachusetts, and Vermont.39  

 Only Connecticut, however, reports data by town of UI claimants on a weekly basis. 
By comparing town claimant data with the number of residents in each town that are in 
the labor force, we can see the geographic variation in the impact of COVID-19 (Figure 
9). As of the week ending July 26, as throughout the entirety of the pandemic, the 
hardest-hit communities in Connecticut were in the southeastern county of New London, 
home to the state’s casino industry and highly concentrated in leisure and hospitality 
employment. Norwich, the community with the largest labor force in New London County, 
had the highest share of the labor force with continuing UI claims (22.0 percent, down 
from a peak of 37.6 percent the week of April 26). In total, seven of the 20 towns with the 
highest rates of continuing claimants as a share of the labor force are in New London 
County. Some large cities also continue to see a high rate of UI through end of July, 
notably Hartford (21.5 percent), Bridgeport (18.5 percent), Waterbury (20.3 percent), New 
Britain (17.5 percent), and East Hartford (16.9 percent). 

 If we look at the characteristics of communities relative to the share of labor force 
with continuing UI claims, we find that the hardest-hit communities tended to be lower 
income (Figure 10). Low-income communities in New London County and large cities 
have the highest rate of UI claims and tend to have some of the lowest household 
incomes in the state, likely reflecting the large share of service-sector jobs and work that 
cannot be done remotely in those communities. High-income communities in Fairfield 
County tended to have low continuing-claim rates. Of course, there are exceptions—for 
example, lower-income rural communities in Windham County have relatively low UI 
rates—but overall, low-income communities were most severely impacted. 

 While income exhibits the highest correlation with UI rates among demographic 
factors across communities, racial and ethnic composition also were strongly correlated 
with UI rates. Additionally, communities with higher shares of residents aged 34 and 
under have high UI rates. Overall, geographic variation in Connecticut reinforces findings 
using state-level data that existing disparities along the lines of race and class are 
exacerbated by COVID-19.  
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Figure 9. UI Rate by Municipality in Connecticut, July 26, 2020 

 
Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of weekly UI claims and labor force data by town 
from the Connecticut Department of Labor, Labor Market Information, Office of Research. 
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Figure 10. Household Income in Communities with Continuing 
UI Claims, July 26, 2020 

 

Note: UI rate by municipality is calculated as UI claims as a share of the labor force in a 
community. Labor force data come from the Local Area Unemployment Statistics (LUAS) program 
from the Connecticut Department of Labor, Labor Market Information, Office of Research. July 
2020 labor force data by town are used as April is the most recent month for which information was 
available at the time of writing. 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Boston analysis of weekly UI claims and labor force data by town 
from the Connecticut Department of Labor, Labor Market Information, Office of Research, and 
household income estimates by town from the U.S. Census Bureau. 
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Conclusion 
In this brief, we have highlighted New England’s patterns of UI usage during the COVID-
19 pandemic to date. We documented unprecedented spikes in claims from mid-March 
through the most recent available data. While these numbers may be cause for alarm, a 
lot depends on what happens to jobs in the long term. In the short term, additional weekly 
unemployment dollars have addressed lost income and enabled many people to stay 
home rather than seek new positions—a good thing when the goal is to stem the spread 
of the novel coronavirus. Indeed, many workers were actually better off with enhanced 
benefits. These payments temporarily granted many who were laid off more money than 
they earned working, and beyond that, the payments softened the impact of job loss for 
families up the income spectrum.40 In some cases, it made more sense for businesses to 
close their doors and have employees collect UI in the short term. Of course, in the 
longer term there may be problems if the economy is slow to restart and jobs are 
permanently lost. There have already been some declines from peak continuing weekly 
claims, but it remains to be seen how the situation will develop. State economies are only 
slowly reopening, and most states continue to see rising cases of COVID-19, causing 
some rollbacks to loosened regulations.41 There are, of course, some residual concerns. 
It is worrying that patterns of UI claims follow underlying disparities across gender, race-
ethnicity, and industry. In this recession some of those hardest hit are those earning the 
least. And the additional $600 benefit expired at the end of July. There is a Presidential 
Executive Order that provides for $300 in additional weekly benefits. However, 
widespread implementation will take time and these dollars are unlikely sufficient to stave 
off economic distress for many families. Depending on the course of the virus, child care 
and school availability, and the landscape of jobs, we may be facing a longer period of 
prolonged unemployment. Absent expanded targeted policies, this will likely lead to even 
greater income inequality and may mean widening gender, racial-ethnic, and 
generational disparities in the ability to make ends meet, save for retirement, and provide 
for families’ futures. 
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Appendix 1: Methodology 
To determine UI rates, we need a data source that lets us look at the characteristics of 
the workforce for a given geography, against which we can normalize UI claims. Because 
not all workers are eligible for UI claims, we need an estimate of the covered UI 
workforce to determine the UI rate.  

 The Quarterly Workforce Indicators (QWI) provide local labor market statistics by 
industry, worker demographics, and employer size. The source data for the QWI is the 
Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics (LEHD) program, which provides linked 
employer-employee microdata. The LEHD program is a massive longitudinal database 
covering over 95 percent of U.S. private-sector jobs. To be included in the LEHD wage 
record database, an individual’s job must be covered by the reporting requirements of the 
state’s unemployment insurance system. The QWI counts jobs, rather than employed 
workers as is done in the Current Population Survey (CPS) used to measure 
unemployment by household. The QWI also does not include self-employed workers or 
independent contractors. The QWI count all jobs within a quarter. The QWI are available 
by worker age, sex, educational attainment, and race/ethnicity. This allows for analysis by 
demographics of a particular local labor market.  

 Using the QWI, we were able to obtain state labor market data for all six New 
England states. The QWI are generally available at a six-month lag, so as of May 2020, 
information was available through Q3 2019. As there are seasonal trends in employment, 
we produced an estimate of employment for each QWI category by state for Q2 2020. 
The estimates we produced take into account historical seasonal trends and allowed us 
to make an estimate of employment at the start of Q2 2020 that reflected the size of the 
workforce when COVID-19 hit. There is a possibility that UI rates determined using this 
estimated workforce as the denominator will need to be revised upon release of future 
QWI data. 
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Appendix 2: Initial Unemployment Claims 
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Endnotes 

1 Regular state benefits account for a majority of all benefits. With the expansion of benefits under the CARES 
Act, there has also been a surge in demand for Pandemic Unemployment Assistance, as discussed in Box 2 of 
the paper. There are also other programs for federal employees and newly discharged veterans, as well as 
extended benefits, state additional-benefit programs, and work-sharing programs. 
2 “Proclamation on Declaring a National Emergency Concerning the Novel Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) 
Outbreak,” White House, March 13, 2020, https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/proclamation-
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