COVID-19 Best Practice Information:
Unemployment Insurance
Background


States and territories are facing an unprecedented spike in unemployment insurance applications related to
the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. This document highlights some examples of strategies states
and territories have implemented to help individuals file unemployment insurance claims.



The following is a list of key findings and considerations for jurisdictions and communities regarding ongoing
COVID-19 operations across the country. These are best practices for consideration and do not constitute
and should not be considered as guidance in any way. 1

Key Considerations


The Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA) was signed into law on March 18, 2020, providing
additional flexibility for state and territory unemployment insurance agencies and additional administrative
funding to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. 2



The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act signed into law on March 27, 2020, gives
states and territories the option of extending unemployment compensation to independent contractors and
others who are ordinarily ineligible for unemployment benefits. 3

Lessons Learned Related to COVID-19 and Unemployment Insurance
Equitable Access


Potential Best Practice: The State of Vermont has designated specific days of the week for individuals to
contact the Department of Labor, based on the first letter of their last name. The alphabetized intake
structure for unemployment insurance claims is available Sunday through Friday. 4

This document contains references and links to non-federal resources and organizations. This information is meant solely for
informational purposes and is not intended to be an endorsement of any non-federal entity by FEMA, U.S. Department of
Homeland Security, or the U.S. government.
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Potential Best Practice: Numerous states have removed the one-week waiting period to receive
unemployment benefits and job search requirement. 5



Potential Best Practice: The Florida Department of Economic Opportunity is conducting curbside pick-up for
those having difficulty completing an online application. One individual is permitted out of the car to pick up
an application(s) from the distribution box outside the CareerSource centers. 6

Technology


Area for Improvement: Many state labor department technology systems are out of date or lack the capacity
to handle the heavy volume of users. 7




Mitigating Action/Resource: States should consider making technology upgrades to handle the expected
high traffic volume. 8
Mitigating Action/Resource: Jurisdictions can negotiate new contracts to expand call center capacity and
implement programs that allow claim-takers to work remotely. 9



Potential Best Practice: The State of Michigan has implemented online tools to aid users in reporting and
resolving technical issues with their online accounts. The tools connect users to the Michigan technology
team who will contact claimants directly to resolve issues. 10



Potential Best Practice: The New York State Department of Labor implemented a “call back” system. Staff
will call residents who need to submit additional information to support their existing unemployment
assistance application. 11



Potential Best Practice: The State of Arizona has deployed an online question tool to help users navigate the
Department of Economic Security website and process. 12
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Potential Best Practice: Individuals are creating online communities to help workers navigate the process of
filing for unemployment insurance. 13



Potential Best Practice: Massachusetts has launched an online, mobile-friendly, Spanish language
unemployment benefits application to provide non-English speaking claimants access to benefits. The
Department of Unemployment Assistance is also working on making language applications available in
Portuguese, Haitian, Creole, Chinese, Vietnamese, and other languages. 14

Staffing


Potential Best Practice: Many states have contracted call centers staffed by experienced customer service
professionals to increase capacity in support of the unemployment insurance program. 15



Potential Best Practice: Bozeman Montana’s Job Service office has trained consultants to aid individuals
applying for unemployment insurance. 16



Potential Best Practice: Many states have increased staffing and extended hours to meet the increased
demand of unemployment claims. 17

Topics for the “Best Practices” series are generated from crowd sourced suggestions. Have an idea? Let us research
it! Organizations and individuals can e-mail best practices or lessons learned to fema-cipsupport@fema.dhs.gov.
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