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Overview of Unemployment Insurance

• Unemployment Insurance is a joint Federal/State program that provides cash 
benefits 

• Benefits are typically ~45% of previous wages, and can last up to 27 months (but 
lots of variation depending on context)

• Benefit receipt is conditional on being “able and available to work”, typically 
demonstrated by actively looking for work (work search requirements)
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How unemployment effects 
population health
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Effects of UI benefit duration on health

• Austria’s UI program has a unique design 
feature – people over 40 receive an 
additional 9 weeks of UI benefits.

• 9 additional weeks of UI:

• For women: Lower probability of opioid 
or antidepressant prescriptions

• For men: Higher probability of cardiac 
events

Ahammer and Packham, 2020 4



Effects of UI benefit generosity on infant health

• A 1% increase in the unemployment rate 
increases the fraction of babies born low birth 
weight (<2500 grams) by 2%.

• This varies by the wage replacement rate. 

• At ~75% replacement, UI offsets the negative 
effects of higher unemployment on infant 
health 

• Mechanism: Higher UI replacement rate is 
associated reduced maternal smoking and 
alcohol use.
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How population health effects 
unemployment
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Changes to Unemployment Insurance

• +$600/week added to UI benefits
• Brought replacement rate >100% for low wage populations
• Expired in September 2020, replaced with +$300/week

• Temporarily waived “able and available” qualifications
• Allowed people who were unable to work due to Covid to receive UI benefits

• New program: Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA)
• Allowed people without recent job history (recent grads, caregivers returning to workforce) 

to qualify for UI
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Two steps forward, one step back
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Pandemic is not a one-time event
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(MUE – Mass Unemployment Event)

National Unemployment Insurance (UI) Disaster Preparedness Effort, 2005



Increasing Unemployment of New Grads
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• Recent college graduates have a 
higher unemployment rate for the 
first time.

• Possibly AI-related?



Conclusions

• Employment is important! 

• Unemployment insurance helps families get through periods of unemployment.

• Which keeps families healthy.

• But we weren’t ready for the last big unemployment shock…

• …and we’re not ready for the next one.
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