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(Figure 1)1 
 
Participating and enforced idleness2 were induced to mitigate the potential overwhelming of hospital 
systems in the United States due to the Covid-19 pandemic.  The flattening of the infection curve 
required social distancing which included furloughs, lay-offs and business closures.  The 
Unemployment Insurance component of the CARES ACT encouraged participating idleness and the 
Paycheck Protection Program and SBA loans encouraged enforced idleness.  On March 27, 2020 the 
CARES ACT was signed into law.  On April 3, 2020 The Employment Situation–March 2020 was 
released by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. “The March survey reference periods for both surveys 
predated many coronavirus-related business and school closures that occurred in the second half of 
the month”.3 
 

 
(Figure 1.2)4 
 
Obviously restaurants and bars (food services and drinking places) were the first to be impacted and 
the March report reflects -417,000 lost jobs in this occupation category. Not all job losses were 
predated in the March report.  

                                                           
1
 ( U.S. Employment and Training Administration) 

2
 “By withholding labor, the workers receive a sum over and above what would have been the competitive (natural scarcity) value of 

the total work supplied. But instead of some of the workers moving out to other jobs when the amount of work is thus cut down, 

they participate in the extra revenues by sharing the reduced supply of work.” “Enforced idleness exists when specialized resources 
have (a) been driven out of one productive employment by legal enactments, by physical violence, by threats, by “moral suasion” by 
strikes, by boycotts, or by the use or threatened use of discriminatory charges and yet (b) have not taken other employments 
because of some “participating” rights conferred by idleness.”  (Hutt, 1939) 
3
 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics) 

4
 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics) 



I’ve been looking at Initial Claims when they are released every Thursday. 
 

 
(Figure 1.3)5 
 
I think all of the unemployment claims from the weeks ending 3.21 & 3.28 are all the result of 
participating and enforced idleness.  I think half of the claims from the week ending 4.4 are due to 
participating and enforced idleness (3,307,500) and the other half of the week ending 4.4 are due to 
cyclical unemployment (lack of demand 3,307,500).  I base this assumption on the timing of State 
Executive orders, the CARES ACT, and other anecdotal economic slowdown observations.  
 
With a total of 33,483,000 million Americans filing initial unemployment claims from the week 
ending 3.21 – 5.2, I suspect 13,481,500 are the result of participating and enforced idleness and 
20,001,500 are the result of a lack of demand resulting in cyclical unemployment.  
 
It is tough to square the more up to date contemporary Initial Claims numbers with the more 
backward looking Employment Situation lagging indicator.  
 
The Employment Situation – April 2020 was released on May 8, 2020. 

 
(Figure 1.4)6 
 
The civilian labor force, participation rate, number of people employed, and the employment 
population ratio all decreased in April while the number of unemployed, unemployment rate 
number of people not in the labor force, and those who currently want a job increased.   

 

                                                           
5
 ( U.S. Employment and Training Administration) 

6
 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics) 



The civilian labor force changes within the timeframe it is measured. The U.S. has lost 8,330,000 from 
the labor force from February – April of 2020, because these 8.3 million are no longer in the labor 
force they are not counted as unemployed!  These 8.3 million are not counted in Table A-15 below. 
 

 
(Figure 1.5)7 
 
The seasonally adjusted numbers highlighted in green below provide a nice baseline level of the 
typical levels of the always present frictional and seasonal unemployment.  Highlighted in red we see 
the spike in “job losers on temporary layoff” and “permanent job losers”.    
 

 
(Figure 1.6)8 
 
The 18,063,000 “On temporary layoff” in April is misleading because that description would indicate 
they are going to return and are in a temporary state of participating and enforced idleness.  I do not 
believe this is the case.  
 
 
 

                                                           
7
 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics) 

8
 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics) 



Adjusting the initial claims data to fit the period measured in the Employment Situation for April9 
looks like this: 
 

 
(Figure 1.7)10 
 
The number of initial claims filed from 3.21 through half of 4.4 equals 13,481,000 (which I’ll say are 
participating and enforced idleness) and half of the 4.4 claims in addition to the rest of the claims 
filed through 4.18 equals 12,986,500 (which I’ll say are cyclical unemployment due to reduced/lack of 
demand) when added together we get a total of 26,468,000. So not a perfect fit, however it gives us a 
glimpse of how sloppy all of this is. 
 
Out of the 33,483,000 filing initial unemployment claims since 3.21 and the 8,330,000 million dropping 
out of the civilian labor force since February there will be two things occurring. First, this will lead to 
a significant drop in demand which will in turn reduce the number of those who return from 
temporary layoffs who will become cyclically unemployed. Secondly, the adjustment period in which 
firms adjust to operating in the new environment may damage those who are unemployed through 
participating and enforced idleness, and for cyclical reasons because they may no longer possess the 
skills employers require operating in this new environment.  In that case there will be structural 
unemployment! 
 
As things begin to open back up, the ongoing Initial Claims reports and the next Employment 
Situation for May 2020 will give insight into how many become structurally unemployed.  I have a 
feeling I’ll be adjusting some of my calculations after the May Employment Situation is released.  
 
It is totally responsible to split participating and enforced idleness in half with cyclical 
unemployment during the week of 4.4. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
9
 In the household survey, individuals are classified as employed, unemployed, or not in the labor force based on their answers to a 

series of questions about their activities during the survey reference week (April 12th through April 18th). (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics) 
10

 ( U.S. Employment and Training Administration) 



 
(Figure 1.8) 
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