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Kathy Winsor often sits in the dark in her living room wearing extra layers to keep warm.
For Winsor, this almost daily ritual is not a choice but a necessity—an economical way to keep
her electric and gas bills low as her unemployment benefits expire next month. “I’ve never been
unemployed like this,” she said, nearly three months after losing her job as a home healthcare
aide caring for a woman who recently moved into a nursing home. Winsor, a 49-year-old
resident of Wadesboro, North Carolina, a rural Black town, lives in a state with some of the
strictest eligibility requirements and one of the lowest cap maximums for unemployment
benefits. She receives $250 per week in benefits to support herself. However, as these benefits
are insufficient to meet her most basic needs, Winsor has had to resort to other means. To make
ends meet, Winsor now carefully apportions her meals each morning and has recently begun
collecting cans and cardboard on weekends in her neighborhood for extra income. But, as she
approaches the end of her 12th week of unemployment benefits, she knows the worst is yet to
come. A sudden cut-off in benefits will likely force her to sell her living room furniture for her
mortgage payment of $561, but even that is only a temporary solution. “I’m overwhelmed,” she
said, surrounded by photos of her two grandchildren. “I don’t want to have to go to a women’s
shelter. I've worked my whole life. I've taken care of myself since I was 14, and now I feel like I
may not be able to care for myself anymore.”!

Winsor’s story is emblematic of a much larger problem: for millions of jobless American
workers, the vital lifeline of unemployment insurance has become increasingly more uncertain

and inaccessible. The American unemployment insurance system was created during the Great



Depression as a safety net for individuals who lost their jobs through no fault of their own and
were actively seeking work. Its goal was to provide temporary financial support to unemployed
workers to prevent them from falling deeper into poverty. Today, however, this goal seems
increasingly out of reach. According to a 2019 analysis, only 28% of unemployed workers
receive benefits, a percentage that has dropped over the past two decades.? Additionally, benefit
amounts, on average, have fallen to less than one-third of prior wages.? The decline in funding
for the unemployment insurance system, combined with rising living costs and the length of time
people are out of work, has led one U.S. senator to conclude that the program is inadequate for
the needs of a 21%-century economy.*

While there is much literature discussing the shortcomings of unemployment insurance
(“UI”),’ this paper focuses on how the current administration of UI, in practice, exacerbates
racial inequality. Using data from the Department of Labor and the U.S. Census Bureau, this
paper will address the following questions: 1) to what extent are disparate Ul treatments and
benefits attributed to race; 2) what is the primary source of the racial gap in the administration of
UI; and 3) what reforms to the design of the unemployment insurance system could reduce that
gap. This paper’s analysis is primarily restricted to the years 2015-2019 to avoid any statistical
anomalies associated with both the unprecedented job loss caused by the Covid-19 pandemic and
the creation of new, temporary pandemic-specific UI programs.® The paper finds a correlation
between states with systemically stricter unemployment insurance rules and those with large
Black populations. In these states, the recipiency rate, the cap on weekly benefits claimants can
receive, and the annual benefits paid are all lower.

Furthermore, the paper argues that the difference in state-specific rules, particularly in

Southern states, is a significant factor in Black claimants receiving lower and fewer benefits than



white claimants. It concludes that addressing racial inequality in unemployment insurance
requires federal action. The author recommends that Congress mandate states to increase the
duration of benefits and broaden eligibility by implementing new national standards,
restructuring Ul financing mechanisms, and supporting more comprehensive community
outreach and data collection. Without federal action, the unemployment insurance system will
continue to disadvantage Black Americans, who stand to benefit the most from such relief. In the
end, reforming unemployment insurance is a racial justice issue.

This paper is structured in five parts. The first section briefly analyzes unemployment
insurance and how Black Americans have been disadvantaged since the program's inception. The
second section details the predicament of Black workers, who are disproportionately unemployed
and underemployed. The third section provides institutional context by discussing the operations
and challenges of the unemployment insurance system. The fourth section uses Ul claims data to
demonstrate how Black Americans fare worse than their white counterparts regarding who
receives Ul and how much they receive. Finally, the author proposes a list of policy
recommendations for Congress to ensure that the unemployment insurance system is both
accessible and efficient and a reliable resource for all Americans.

I. Flawed By Design: Race & History of Unemployment Insurance

To fully grasp the current inequalities in the administration of unemployment insurance,
it is essential to understand its origins. Congress created unemployment insurance in America in
1935 as a joint federal-state program to financially support jobless workers during the Great
Depression. Despite the devastating economic effects of the Great Depression on all, the newly
created unemployment insurance program limited benefits to “only those workers regularly

employed in commerce and industry.”” This definition, which Members of Congress from the



Deep South demanded as a condition of their support, expressly excluded agricultural and
domestic workers, who were disproportionately Black Americans.® Thus, when it was first
implemented, unemployment insurance excluded approximately 65% of the Black workforce,
resulting in a program that primarily benefited white, male, full-time workers.’ It was not until
1954, twenty years later, that coverage fully extended to agricultural and domestic workers.

Black Americans were also largely excluded from unemployment insurance due to
another compromise made by lawmakers. To secure enough votes to pass the New Deal
legislation, Northern Democrats agreed to cede control of unemployment insurance to the states,
resulting in Southern states having a powerful mechanism to control the allocation of public
funds. Unlike Social Security, which remains federally operated, unemployment insurance is still
primarily administered by states, which can determine who qualifies for benefits, how generous
the benefits are, and how strict the requirements are. The decentralized structure of UI, similar to
other systems controlled by the state, has led to a disproportionate exclusion of Black Americans
from the benefits of the welfare state.'”

Historians—have and continue to—debate whether the exclusion of more than half of
Black workers from UI was due to racism or an incidental and administrative necessity. Some
scholars argue that the exclusions resulted from the government not having the means to include
agricultural and domestic workers and that unemployment insurance programs in other countries
made similar exclusions.!! Still, others argue that Congress intentionally excluded Black workers
to protect the Southern segregationist power structures and disempower Black communities. '?
Such scholars also point to the warnings of prominent Black advocates at the time, such as
Charles Hamilton of the NAACP, who cautioned Congress that the UI program and others like it

would leave a “hole just big enough for the majority of Negroes to fall through.”!® Regardless of



the motivation or intent behind the exclusion of Black workers, the disparate impact of the Ul
program on Black Americans is undeniable. Racial inequality was built into the program’s
structure, keeping most Black Americans at arm’s length while primarily benefiting white
Americans.
II. First Fired, Last Hired: Black Employment

The shortcomings of America’s unemployment insurance system continue to pose a
significant challenge for Black Americans due to disproportionately high unemployment rates
within the Black community. Black workers are affected by what some economists have labeled
as the “first fired, last hired” phenomenon — i.e., they are the first to lose their jobs, and their
unemployment rates are the last to recover even as the economy improves.'* Data from the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics shows that unemployment disparities persist during times of both
widespread job loss and economic growth. In fact, from 1972—when unemployment data
disaggregated by race first became available— to 2019, Black Americans have consistently had
unemployment rates twice that of white Americans.'> This pattern of racial disparity in the labor
market persists across all categories, including gender, age, and veteran status.'¢ The gap in
unemployment rates between Black and white workers is even more pronounced in cities with a
majority, or near majority, Black population. For example, the Black unemployment rate in
Atlanta and New Orleans is over four times higher than the white rate. Washington, D.C. has the
highest Black-white unemployment ratio gap, at 6:1.7

Some economists have attempted to explain the Black-white unemployment gap by
pointing to differences in skills and education.'® For example, in 2019, 47% of white Americans
obtained some college degree, while only 30% of Black Americans did.!® According to this

view, Black people, on average, have less educational attainment, thus leading to higher



unemployment rates. However, this hypothesis fails to explain the unemployment disparities
between Black and white Americans fully. Even when Black Americans have achieved the same
level of educational attainment as white Americans, their unemployment rates are still higher.
For example, at 10.8%, Black people without a high school diploma have an unemployment rate
that is more than twice as high as similarly situated white people at 4.9%. Even more striking,
the unemployment rate for Black people with some college education (4.9%) is nearly the same
for white people with no high school diploma.?® These statistics suggest deeper, more structural
causes behind the Black-white unemployment gap.

Recent research suggests that the causes behind the Black-white unemployment gap can
be found in the lingering effects of systemic racism, including unequal school funding, mass
incarceration, and hiring discrimination.?! Hiring discrimination is a particularly significant
barrier. A considerable amount of research using field experiments has demonstrated the
existence of bias against Black Americans and other racial minorities in the hiring process.?> A
2021 experiment, where researchers sent 83,000 fictitious job applications for entry-level
positions at Fortune 500 companies, found that, on average, applications with distinctively Black
names were 10% less likely to receive an invitation for an interview than comparable
applications with white names.?> Mass incarceration also significantly impacts Black
participation in the labor market, particularly for Black men. Black Americans are more likely to
be incarcerated than white Americans.?* Further, people who have been formerly incarcerated
face significant barriers to gaining and maintaining employment.? These structural barriers
impede Black employment and contribute to disproportionately low Black wages and the
overrepresentation of Black Americans in app-based and part-time jobs despite wanting full-time

employment.?® Put simply, given the precarious state of Black employment, federal



unemployment insurance can and should serve as a critical tool for financial stability for Black
workers.
III.  Background and Challenges of Unemployment Insurance

Throughout the years, the primary objective of the unemployment insurance program has
remained unchanged: to partially replace wages for some recently unemployed workers through
a federal-state insurance program. Although benefits vary by state, the average replacement
rate—the share the state replaces based on a worker’s previous wages—is typically around 50%.
The most common maximum duration of benefits is 26 weeks. Eligibility criteria and weekly
benefit amounts vary significantly by state based on their respective Ul rules. Before the
pandemic, the number of Americans collecting unemployment peaked at around 1.8 million.

However, the latest data indicates that 18.3 million people are receiving payments. >’

Eligibility. The only criteria the federal government stipulates for persons seeking
unemployment benefits is that claimants must:

1. have lost a job through no fault of their own;

2. be “able to work, available to work, and actively seeking work;”

3. have earned enough sufficient income during a “base period earning” before

unemployment?®

States have broad discretion in applying these criteria. States can also add additional measures,
such as the duration of prior employment and which professions are eligible. States are also free
to determine how much previous income is “sufficient,” as well as the level and duration of
benefits.
Benefits. Unemployment benefits typically come in the form of weekly payments. States

generally set the Weekly Benefit Amount (WBA) between 30 - 50% of the claimant’s highest

earning period before unemployment, but the percentage differs by state. In addition, states



impose maximum caps on Weekly Benefit Amounts and determine the maximum duration for
eligible claimants to collect benefits.
Funding. State and federal payroll taxes fund the UI system. The State Unemployment Tax Act
(SUTA) tax is set and administered by states; thus, the amount taxed varies between states. The
Federal Unemployment Tax Act (FUTA) tax is federally administered and is 6% of the first
$7,000 of each employee’s wages. All state and federal unemployment funds are then deposited
into the Unemployment Trust Fund overseen by the Department of Treasury and serves as a
state’s Ul account. States can also borrow funds from the federal government if they need to
raise more revenue, but they must repay it within two years. %°
Challenges

While many challenges plague the current administration of unemployment insurance,
three are particularly noteworthy. First, the state administration of the program has effectively
created 53 different unemployment insurance agencies with substantial variations in eligibility
standards, verification protocols, and processing time.** The timeframe by which a claimant
receives their first payment, for instance, is influenced significantly by where they live. For
example, after the state introduced a new online unemployment claims system in Florida, only
over half of the people who filed for benefits in 2020 received their first check within three
weeks.?! Such variations in processing time by state can be costly for people in need, especially
during a crisis such as the pandemic.>> Another challenge with state administration is the funding
structure. As noted in the previous section, states rely partly on state taxes to cover
unemployment insurance. Such an arrangement is challenging because some states, hoping to be
more business-friendly, simply lower taxes, thus leaving their unemployment insurance

programs underfunded. States are therefore incentivized to shorten benefits, reduce weekly



benefits, and increase qualification hurdles, thus, narrowing the number of people who can
receive benefits.*?

A second challenge to the current Ul system is that too few unemployed workers are
eligible for benefits. In 2019, only 28% of all unemployed workers received Ul benefits
nationwide. The percentage of those receiving Ul benefits also varies widely by state. Several
factors drive the eligibility problem. Arguably the most important is the minimum earning
threshold set by each state to meet eligibility. If the threshold is too high (as in many states),
states exclude low-wage workers even if they have lost their job. Such a threshold is especially
burdensome to Black Americans, who receive lower wages than white workers on average due to
longstanding structural barriers and labor market discrimination.** Another factor contributing to
increased ineligibility is a rigid requirement that workers must be involuntarily separated from
work. While this requirement is sensible, it does not account for voluntary separations that are
out of a worker’s control (such as a significant drop in work hours, excessively demanding work
schedules, health reasons, partner relocation, childcare, etc.). In addition, while some states have
broadened the work separation requirements, others have not, leading to lower rates of claimants
receiving benefits.>* The exclusion of unemployed workers such as gig workers, independent
contractors, and part-time workers has also led many to fall through the cracks of the Ul
sys‘tem.36

The final noteworthy challenge of UI is inadequate benefits and maximum duration caps.
Scholars are questioning the current wage replacement rate of 50% in many states. They argue
that more may be needed for low-wage workers, particularly those with dependents, who are
more vulnerable to financial insecurity.?” Additionally, the maximum duration of benefits varies

significantly across states, with some capping at 12-16 weeks, disproportionately affecting Black



t.38

workers who tend to have more extended periods of unemployment.”® To address these issues,

scholars propose accounting for income in benefits distribution and increasing the benefits and
duration for a more comprehensive and efficient social safety net.*
IV.  Findings & Analysis of Racial Inequality

To analyze the impact of race on the administration of unemployment insurance, this
paper utilizes data from various sources, including state-specific guidelines, the U.S. Census
American Community Survey, and the Benefits Accuracy Measurement program. The BAM
program requires states to audit both accepted and rejected claims and submit the data to the
Department of Labor. This publicly accessible data from the Department of Labor encompasses
information from all states, including demographic details and general information on claimants.
By comparing these data, the paper aims to demonstrate the extent of the racial gap in Ul and the
strength of the correlation between states with high percentages of Black residents and less
favorable Ul policies and administration. Ultimately, states with a higher proportion of Black

residents are found to have less generous benefits for unemployed workers.

How Much Ul Pays

One way to evaluate the effectiveness of a state’s unemployment insurance program is by
analyzing the amount of benefits paid to claimants. Such an evaluation can be done by
examining four key metrics: 1) the maximum weekly benefit; 2) the annual benefits paid; 3) the
replacement rate; and 4) recipiency rates. The maximum weekly benefit refers to the maximum
amount a claimant can receive through the state’s UI program. The annual benefits paid are
calculated by determining the total amount of UI claims paid in a year divided by the number of
claims in that state. The replacement rate is the percentage of a worker’s average weekly wages

replaced by UI benefits. The higher the percentage, the more workers will be able to receive
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payments closer to their pre-unemployment wages. States have complete discretion over these
four metrics, which leads to significant variations in UI policies and implementation across
states.

The differences in maximum weekly benefits between states are particularly striking. For
example, the most generous state (Washington at $999) pays 4.25 times more than the least
generous state (Mississippi at $235). Similarly, states like Alabama and Louisiana have
maximum caps at $275, while New Jersey and Oregon have caps at $974 and $804, respectively.
These variations between states also contribute to racial disparities. As Figure 1 illustrates, states
with a higher proportion of Black residents, such as Alabama, Mississippi, North Carolina, and
South Carolina, generally have among the nation’s lowest maximum weekly benefit amounts.*
This pattern can also be seen in the annual benefits paid (See Figure 2). Lower benefits create
more significant hardships for workers as they need more resources to meet their basic needs
while unemployed and looking for work.*!

Maximum Weekly Benefits v. Black Population (Figure 1)
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Annual Benefits Paid Per Person v. Black Population (Figure 2)
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In addition to the maximum benefits cap, replacement rates for unemployment insurance

also determine how much a claimant can receive in a particular state. Various studies suggest

that a replacement rate of wages around 60% - 70% (on par with international standards) is

optimal in balancing the competing goals of providing a meaningful safety net and incentivizing

work.*? Only two states are close to that percentage. North Dakota and Iowa have the highest

replacement rate at 48%. However, states like Louisiana, Tennessee, and North Carolina are at

31% or below. While the correlation is less striking than with the maximum weekly and annual

benefits paid, the seven states with a Black population over 20% have replacement rates under

40%.
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Who Receives Ul Benefits?

Despite the higher unemployment rates among Black Americans, data shows that fewer
Black workers receive unemployment insurance than other racial groups. An analysis of 2015-
2019 American Survey data reveals that only 24% of unemployed Black workers received Ul
benefits, compared to 33% of white workers.* Even during the pandemic, when Congress
expanded Ul eligibility, the gap remained, with 13% of Black workers receiving benefits
compared to 24% of white workers.**

The low percentage of Black workers receiving unemployment insurance is due to
structural barriers such as discrimination and poverty and geography. The states with the lowest
Ul recipiency rates, or the proportion of jobless workers receiving benefits from a state program,
are primarily located in the South and have a higher proportion of Black residents (see Figure 3).
For example, in 2019, only 7.7% of unemployed workers in Alabama (with a Black population
of 26%) received benefits, while in Mississippi, the state with the highest proportion of Black
residents (36%), only 10% of unemployed workers received benefits. In contrast, states like

Minnesota and New Jersey had recipiency rates of 67% and 51%, respectively.*’
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UI Recipiency Rate v. Black Population (Figure 3)
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A similar pattern can be observed in denial rates for UI benefits. In 2019, eight of the nine
states with the highest Black population percentages had a higher rate of denied Ul claims, with
rates over 30%. The denial rates in South Carolina and Mississippi were particularly concerning,
with 81% and 88% of claims being denied, respectively.*® While it is challenging to pinpoint the
specific reasons for denied claims, states with high denial rates tend to have strict eligibility
requirements, which exclude low-wage workers and part-time workers, as well as mandate short

benefit duration periods.*’
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V. Policy Recommendations

The racial inequalities in America’s unemployment insurance system highlighted in the
previous section strongly suggest that structural reform is needed. This dismal truth is that
existing unemployment insurance— a patchwork of outdated state systems with little to no
federal regulation—is an inadequate and unreliable safety net for millions of Americans.
According to a 2021 U.S. Census Bureau survey, nearly one out of three households (31%)
receiving unemployment insurance still had difficulty paying household expenses.*® For Black
Americans, the problem is even more pronounced. Due primarily to uneven state policies, Black
workers are 24% less likely to receive Ul benefits, and when they do, their payments are 11%
lower than white Americans.*

While the shortcomings of UI are not new, the COVID pandemic exposed UI’s fragility
in new ways. As unemployment rates quadrupled to 14.8 % —the highest since data collection
began in 1948—UI claims skyrocketed to unprecedented levels, resulting in nearly every state
struggling to send out benefits.*® But if the pandemic’s early months laid bare UI’s failures, later
months also revealed its potential. In response to the pandemic, Congress implemented the most
significant expansion in Ul benefits in U.S. history. It created new temporary programs — i.e.,
Federal Pandemic Unemployment Compensation (FPUC), Pandemic Unemployment Assistance
(PUA), and Pandemic Emergency Unemployment Compensation (PEUC) — to expand eligibility
requirements, extend the duration of benefits, and increase weekly benefits.’! These changes to
UI, which expired in September 2021, offer an important lesson: the federal government can and
must take bold action to ensure Ul works fairly and adequately for all Americans.

In 2021, Senators Ron Wyden (D-Oregon), Michael Bennet (D-Colorado), and Sherrod

Brown (D-Ohio) introduced the Unemployment Insurance Improvement Act to harmonize

15



varying states’ UI benefits.’> The recommendations below include some of these proposals and
new ones to address racial inequality more directly. In the absence of state action, Congress
should:

Set minimum federal standards that state Ul programs must meet.

o Expand benefit duration: The duration of unemployment insurance benefits has been a

point of contention for many states. Historically, all states provided a maximum of 26
weeks of benefits.”> However, in recent years, ten states have reduced their benefit
duration, with some even cutting it in half (i.e., North Carolina). This trend will likely
continue as more states (e.g., Wisconsin, Louisiana, Oklahoma) consider similar
legislation as recent as 2022.%* These reductions in benefit duration disproportionately
affect Black workers, who tend to experience more extended periods of unemployment
at, on average, 27 weeks or longer.”> Congress should therefore set a national standard
and mandate that states offer at least 28 weeks of benefits—the national average
unemployment period—and adjust the duration based on the national unemployment
rate.>

e Increase benefits: The current method for calculating UI benefits, which solely relies on

past wages, does not adequately address the needs of workers, particularly those in the
Black community who are disproportionately employed in low-wage jobs.’” To address
this issue, states should be required to adopt a more progressive, advanced replacement
formula that increases the replacement rate based on wages (see Table 1), capping at
covering 85% of wages for low-wage workers.>® Additionally, federal law should

mandate that states index benefits with inflation and cost of living, similar to Social
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Security, and provide allowances for dependents.>® This approach would help to alleviate
economic insecurity and reduce racial disparities in the Ul system.
Proposed progressive replacement rates formula for unemployment benefits by

earning levels (Table 1)

Earning Levels Replacement Rate
Between 0% and 50% of state average weekly wages 85%
Between 51% and 100% of state average weekly wages 70%
Over 100% of state average weekly wages 50%

o Broaden eligibility: Federal law should prohibit states from implementing restrictive

eligibility requirements. Congress should prohibit denying benefits to part-time workers,
disproportionately Black and Latinx, and close the independent contractor loophole.
Congress can do so most effectively by requiring states to use the ABC employee
classification test currently employed by thirty-three states. The test, which is protective
of workers, considers a worker an employee—and not an independent contractor—unless
the hiring entity can satisfy three rigid requirements. It also shifts the burden to the
employer to prove a worker is an independent contractor rather than on the worker to
prove they are an employee.® Additionally, Congress should mandate that the good-
cause job separation reasons be expanded to include harassment, safety hazards, family
care, and other health-related issues. The Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA)
program, which temporarily expanded eligibility standards, demonstrated that such

changes can increase Black and Latinx workers receiving benefits.*!
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Restructure the financing of the UI system to deliver benefits more effectively.

® Broaden taxable wage base: The current funding structure of the unemployment

insurance program must be improved to ensure better benefits for those in need. The
current model, which relies on evenly split payments from federal and state revenue, has
resulted in benefits limitations and a lack of sustainability. Moreover, the pressure on
states to keep tax rates low to attract businesses has led to further reductions in UI
benefits. To address these issues, Congress should increase UI’s federal taxable wage
base to a level equal to the current Social Security wage ($142,800) and index it to
inflation. Broadening the taxable wage base would increase the funds collected to support
the UI system, allowing for lower UI tax rates and a more sustainable approach.®> With
more funds available, the Ul system would be better equipped to support the unemployed
while reducing the tax burden on employers and employees.

e Base state fund targets on industry-adjusted per capita targets: The current method used

by the federal government to set state fund targets for UI, the high-cost multiple method,
is a one-size-fits-all formula and may not accurately reflect the needs of different states
and industries. This method, which multiplies a state's highest cost of benefits by a
predetermined factor, can lead to underfunding or overfunding UI systems.®> A more
effective approach would be to use a state industry-adjusted per capita target method,
which would take into account the number of people in the state’s workforce and the
characteristics of the industries in the state.** This method would make unemployment
insurance more sustainable and address the specific labor market needs of areas where

Black Americans are disproportionately represented.
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Improve equitable access to unemployment insurance and collect accurate data.

o Prioritize targeted grants for community outreach: In August 2022, The Department of

Labor declared the availability of $260 million in grants to states to enhance fair access to
unemployment insurance through public awareness and service delivery.® Such grants
are a positive step towards resolving the problem of access to unemployment insurance
and should be continued. However, to guarantee that the funds reach states which require
them the most, the allocation should be based on a state’s recipiency rate, with priority
given to Southern states that disproportionately have low rates. Such a targeted approach
will better aid the people and communities that need these essential resources.

e Mandate employers to inform workers of Ul benefits: To improve access to

unemployment insurance (UI) benefits, the Department of Labor (DOL) should create
and enforce regulations requiring employers to inform departing employees of their rights
to unemployment insurance and provide clear instructions on how to apply. Informing
employees could include providing written materials or directing employees to online
resources. Furthermore, DOL should mandate that employers train their human resources
staff or designated employees on the Ul process to ensure employers can provide
accurate and comprehensive information to employees seeking benefits.

o Collect and share data: To effectively address African Americans’ disparities in

accessing unemployment insurance (UI), we must have accurate and comprehensive data
on key issues. Therefore, states should prioritize collecting and disseminating data

promptly on application backlogs, call center wait times, application rates, and the effect
of system updates on payment timeliness, denials, and delays. Furthermore, it is essential

to ensure that this data is analyzed by race, ethnicity, and gender, as well as on a county
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and neighborhood level, to gain a deeper understanding of the specific challenges

different communities face and develop targeted solutions to improve Ul access for

African Americans.

Some may contend that the above recommendations are too ambitious, while others need
to be more ambitious. For instance, a frequent criticism of increasing the generosity of
unemployment insurance is that it reduces the motivation of individuals to find work.®
However, recent research from the Chicago Federal Reserve challenges this argument. The
report, which measured the number of hours searched and applications submitted by claimants,
found that individuals collecting benefits searched twice as much as those not collecting.®” In
another study, Peter Gagong compared job growth in states that ended pandemic unemployment
insurance programs early to those that kept them throughout most of the pandemic. The study
found that job growth in both groups of states was remarkably similar.®® Some have also
suggested that the federal government should fully finance unemployment insurance as it does
for Social Security.® While this would eliminate variations among states, it would also entail
significant increases in federal spending and taxes, making it unfeasible in the near term. The
financing proposals put forward in this paper offer a more feasible approach to increasing federal
involvement and support without making unemployment insurance a federal program entirely.

It is important to note that the policy recommendations presented in this paper, which
focus on addressing racial inequality and center the Black community, should not be viewed as
exclusively benefiting Black Americans. The underlying premise of this paper is that closing the
racial gap in unemployment insurance through more generous policies will ultimately benefit all
working-class Americans. Improving unemployment insurance for Black people, who are
disproportionately affected by unemployment, is not a zero-sum game.’® The unemployment

insurance system failing Black Americans and other communities of color is failing us all.
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The outcome of Kathy Winsor's situation remains uncertain. Whether she was able to
keep up with her mortgage payments or if her constant fear of living in a women’s shelter came
true is unknown. However, it is clear that Winsor’s predicament, as unfortunate as it was, could
have been avoided. Her story highlights the unemployment insurance system’s inadequacies,
uncertainties, and inequalities. Due to the varying policies and administration of different states,
where one resides— not their need—is the deciding factor in determining the frequency and
amount of benefits received. Unfortunately, states with higher proportions of Black residents
tend to have the least generous Ul programs, leading Black Americans to fare worse than their
white counterparts. To address this pressing issue, Congress must take action by establishing
minimum standards, restructuring the financing mechanisms of UI, and improving access and
outreach to Black other marginalized communities. Only then can the gaping gaps in the safety

net of Ul be filled, and stories like Kathy Winsor’s can become a thing of the past.
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