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Basic differences between the American and the 
European concepts of unemployment insurance 
underlie the vary ing methods by which each sys­
tem approaches the problem of the seasonal 
worker. Three concepts which are fundamental 
to unemployment insurance i n the Uni ted States 
would seem to be part icular ly i m p o r t a n t i n explain­
ing why the American method of dealing w i t h the 
problem of seasonality cannot be direct ly compared 
with the European approach. I n the U n i t e d 
States the assumption t h a t unemployment, like 
accidents, is a responsibility of industry , and should 
therefore be a burden upon i t , places the employer 
rather than the worker in the center of the unem­
ployment compensation system. M e r i t ra t ing , 
broadly speaking, was designed to reward those 
employers who reduce or abolish fluctuations in 
employment in their establishments. The charg­
ing of benefits against the ind iv idua l employer's 
account raises problems in connection w i t h seasonal 
workers which do not arise in European countries, 
where the concept of mer i t ra t ing is practical ly 
unknown. 

Closely allied to the impor tant position assigned 
to the employer is the fact t h a t , under most of 
our State laws, only the employer is liable for con­
tributions. I n European countries the worker also 
contributes. The seasonal worker i n Europe, 
therefore, who has contr ibuted to the unemploy­
ment reserve fund, out of which presumably com­
pensation is paid for unemployment regardless of 
its economic causes, would seem to be in a position 
to argue that he is entit led to benefits even dur ing 
the off season. 

A t h i r d factor which il lustrates the differences 
in approach is tha t i n this country benefits and 
contributions are closely related to earnings; the 
rate and durat ion of benefits and the determina­
tion of the qual i fy ing period are based direct ly on 

the ind iv idua l worker's wage credits. European 
systems rely on flat qual i fy ing and durat ion periods 
and frequently use either flat benefit rates or 
wage classes for determining the benefit amount. 

Nation-wide compulsory systems, which are 
based on the principle of pooling the various occu­
pational risks, must find a solution of the seasonal 
problem which is financially sound and socially 
equitable . F r o m an economic po int of view there 
is an i m p o r t a n t difference between one seasonal 
industry and another. T w o kinds of seasonal 
industries may be distinguished: those which are 
whol ly seasonal, i . e., where no, or practical ly no, 
employment can be obtained dur ing certain parts 
of the year; and those which are only moderately 
seasonal, i . e., where employment opportunities 
exist a l l the year round b u t are better dur ing cer­
ta in parts of the year and more or less decidedly 
l imi ted at other times. Th i s study attempts to 
outline briefly the approach to the problem of 
seasonality made b y three European compulsory 
systems—Brit ish, German, and Austr ian . 

General Unemployment Insurance 
Provisions 

A n unemployment insurance system which de­
termines the durat ion of the benefit period by 
direct ly relating the number of benefit weeks to 
the number of weekly contributions takes into 
account pr imar i l y the ind iv idua l r isk. Whi le 
the desirabil ity of such a close relationship be­
tween benefits and contributions m a y be ques­
tioned i n terms of social equity , i t would seem 
obvious t h a t such a system is soundest f rom the 
po int of view of the actuary ; i t also to some extent 
makes unnecessary special treatment of the sea­
sonal worker. The B r i t i s h unemployment insur­
ance system of the years 1912-28 was b u i l t on this 
basis. 

On the other hand , a system w i t h f lat qual i fy ing 
and benefit periods, such as we find i n Austr ia and 
Germany, disregards, i n principle, the ind iv idua l 



and the seasonal r isk and attempts to pool the 
various risks of the whole insured populat ion . 
Sooner or later such a system must establish some 
kind of relationship among the r isk categories 
which i t covers, and the seasonal r isk w i l l p lay an 
impor tant role i n this adjustment. 

Exclusion of Seasonal Workers From Coverage 

A n unemployment insurance law may definitely 
exclude seasonal workers f rom benefits, either by 
l i m i t i n g i ts scope to fa i r ly stable employments or 
by requir ing a long period of c ontr ibut i on to the 
unemployment fund each year as a qual i fy ing con­
d i t i on for the receipt of benefits. Great Br i ta in ' s 
unemployment insurance system, established i n 
1911, included only a few trades; b u t most of these 
were of a seasonal n a t u r e When, i n 1920, i ts 
coverage provisions were broadened to include 
most manual workers under a contract of service, 
i t specifically excluded agriculture w i t h i ts h ighly 
seasonal r isk. So d id Austr ia i n i ts original law 
of 1920. 

Germany, on the other hand , covered some 
agricultural employment i n i ts original act b u t 
excluded i t i n 1933. I t is interesting to note t h a t 
the difficulties w i t h seasonal workers which the 
German unemployment fund experienced i n the 
first years of i t s existence were to a large extent 
due to the inclusion of agriculture. I n both Aus­
t r ia and Germany the proport ion of agr icultural 
workers among the t o t a l number of gainful ly em­
ployed is considerable, while i n Great B r i t a i n i t 
s l ight ly exceeds 5 percent. When Great B r i t a i n 
covered agriculture i n 1936, i t was felt t h a t a 
special agr icultural system, based on rat io p r o v i ­
sions similar to those of the 1911 original act, had 
to be set up . 

Occasional, temporary , or inconsiderable em­
ployment , which frequently may be of a seasonal 
nature, was excluded i n a l l three countries f rom 
the beginning. Domestic service, which may also 
i n certain cases be seasonal employment , was or ig ­
ina l ly excluded i n Austr ia and Great B r i t a i n , a l ­
though Great B r i t a i n extended coverage to certain 
types of domestic servants i n 1938. I n Germany, 
women i n domestic service have been excluded 
f rom coverage since 1933. Austr ia has excluded, 
a t different periods, employment i n agr icul tural 
regions and employment on bui ld ing and con­
struct ion work i n r u r a l districts . 

Qualifying Requirements 

Whi le exclusion f rom coverage works directly 
toward e l iminat ing seasonal risks f rom the insurance system, the quali fying-period requirement 
may be jus t as i m p o r t a n t a factor. The Brit ish 
system always has been the most l iberal i n the 
quali fying-period requirement, which at first was 
26 weeks of covered employment i n 5 preceding 
years, later 10 and 15 weeks at any t i m e ; since 
1924 i t has generally been 30 weeks of covered 
employment i n 2 years. The fact t h a t weeks of 
employment are measured by the number of 
weekly contributions makes this requirement still 
more l iberal , because a weekly contr ibut ion may 
represent only 1 day's work . I f a person has ex­
hausted his c laim to benefit in a given benefit 
year, he may requalify by payment of 10 contr i ­
butions. On the basis of this requirement, seasonal 
workers would only seldom be disqualified for 
benefits because, generally speaking, 15 weeks of 
employment per year would qual i fy a seasonal 
worker for benefit. 

The Austr ian law has been somewhat more 
restrict ive i n i ts quali fying-period requirements. 
Or ig inal ly , 20 weeks of covered employment in 12 
months were necessary to qual i fy for ordinary 
benefits. I n order to restrict payment of benefits 
to bona fide members of the system, the quali fying 
period was extended to 52 weeks in 2 years for 
persons who before their employment in a covered 
occupation had been engaged main ly in agricul­
ture or forestry. This meant that seasonal 
workers who depended for their l ivelihood mainly 
on small f a r m property of their own or on general 
fa rm work , and who sought and found employ­
ment i n covered industries only dur ing the busy 
season, were frequently unable to qual i fy for 
benefits, either dur ing the season or in the off 
season. 

The normal quali fying-period requirement in 
Germany has been even stricter , namely, 20 weeks 
i n 1 year, or, since 1929, 52 weeks in 2 years in 
cases where benefit is claimed for the first time. 
Thus seasonal workers who have less than half a 
year of covered employment cannot qual i fy for 
benefits. 

Benefit Duration 

Provisions re lat ing to the benefit durat i on may 
also, i n certain cases, affect workers who have em­



ployment only dur ing more or less l i m i t e d periods 
of the year. Great Br i ta in ' s original rat io pro ­
visions were i m p o r t a n t i n this respect. F r o m 
1912 to 1928 ordinary benefit durat ion was re­
lated to the number of weekly contributions paid. 
A t first at a rat io of 1 to 5, later of 1 to 6, the bene­
fit durat ion depended p r i m a r i l y on the length of 
the worker's employment dur ing the year. Com­
bined w i t h a f lat m a x i m u m of 15— l a ter extended 
to 26—weeks per year, i t restricted payment of 
benefits to seasonal workers i n two ways. I t 
l imited the number of weeks of benefit by requir ­
ing 75 weeks of employment for the payment of 
the 15-week m a x i m u m , and i t paid benefits for 
not more than about one- third , later one-half, of 
the year. 

The Austr ian m a x i m u m durat ion for ordinary 
benefits—12 weeks i n 1 year—was a similar restric­
t ion, w i t h the further qualif ication t h a t extension 
of the benefit period was possible only i f the person 
was i n serious need of relief. I n Germany the 
maximum durat i on of benefits, which had or ig ­
inally been 26 weeks i n 1 year, was shortened 
u n t i l finally only 6 weeks' benefits were payable as 
an insurance r i g h t . A n y extension was con­
ditioned on the passing of a means test. 

The Br i t i sh system of al lowing addit ional days 
of benefits to workers w i t h steady employment, 
inaugurated i n 1934, would seem to be one of the 
most desirable methods of distinguishing between 
seasonal and nonseasonal workers w i t h respect to 
the benefit durat ion . The Br i t i sh law provides 
that , over and above the flat m a x i m u m durat ion 
of 156 days (26 weeks) per benefit year allowed in 
the general system, benefit is to be paid for a 
number of days computed on the basis of 3 days 
for every 5 weekly contr ibutions paid by the 
worker in the last 5 years, less 1 day for every 10 
days for which he had received benefits dur ing the 
preceding 5 years. Seasonal workers w i l l rarely 
qualify for the fu l l length of this addit ional 
benefit d u r a t i o n — w h i c h may be as much as 156 
days, br inging the t o ta l benefit durat ion up to a 
fu l l year—because, first, they do not contr ibute a l l 
the year round , and second, because they w i l l 
probably have drawn benefits dur ing parts of the 
5 preceding years. Under this general provision 
the B r i t i s h law, while not penalizing the less 
steady worker, affords the worker w i t h year-
round employment a more favorable treatment . 

Other General Provisions 
Certain other s ta tutory provisions, such as the 

means test and the method of comput ing the 
benefit amount , may also restrict benefit r ights of 
seasonal workers. The B r i t i s h interpretat ion of 
two of the general e l ig ib i l i ty conditions dur ing 
the years 1924-30 is an example of the effective use 
of certain general provisions of an unemployment 
insurance law to disqualify seasonal workers for 
benefits and thus avoid a possibly excessive bur ­
den on the fund . T o be eligible for benefits an 
applicant had to prove, among other facts, t h a t 
he was available for work and genuinely seeking 
work. The former requirement dated f r om 1920 
while the la t ter was introduced i n 1924. These 
provisions, applied i n accordance w i t h the deci­
sions of the Umpire , excluded seasonal workers 
from receipt of benefit dur ing the off season unless 
they could prove t h a t they regularly worked i n 
other occupations dur ing the off season. The 
requirement t h a t they must be available for work 
also resulted i n the disqualification of seasonal 
workers who were kept f rom seeking work dur ing 
the off season because of f ami ly responsibilities, 
ago, or health. 

Another example of a provision which tends to 
disqualify seasonal workers is the Aust r ian prac­
tice of disqual i fying persons f rom emergency bene­
fits, after the twe l f th week of ordinary benefits, 
when conditions of the labor market i n their occu­
pation were relat ively " n o t unfavorable , " a p r i n ­
ciple which resulted i n reducing the emergency 
benefit rolls dur ing the busy season i n a part icular 
occupation. 

The German s tatutory provisions of 1938, which 
provide un l imi ted benefit durat ion i f , after the 
s ixth week of s ta tutory benefits, on applicant has 
passed a means test, m a y s imi lar ly result i n dis­
qualif ication of seasonal workers under the clause 
requir ing the d is tr i c t labor offices to l i m i t the 
m a x i m u m benefit period to 120 days i f conditions 
of the labor market "make this necessary." 

Special Statutory Provisions 
M o s t European countries have found i t neces­

sary to l i m i t the amount or durat i on of benefits 
for seasonal workers b y special regulations. The 
nature and scope of such regulations depend on 
the importance of the seasonality factors i n the 



particular country. I t is interesting to note, how­
ever, t h a t financial reasons are not always the de­
termining factors. The B r i t i s h regulations have 
only l imi ted financial importance, because not 
more than 1 percent of the to ta l benefits expendi­
ture is saved by disquali fying seasonal workers 
during the off season. The reputat ion of the u n ­
employment insurance system is the main argu­
ment i n Great B r i t a i n for the introduct ion of pro­
visions to prevent the anomaly of benefit pay­
ments to seasonal workers who made no effort to 
find work dur ing the off season. 

Determination of "Seasonal Workers" 
Great Britain.—Seasonal unemployment does 

not seem to be an i m p o r t a n t problem i n B r i t i s h 
unemployment insurance or, for t h a t mat ter , i n 
the B r i t i s h national economy. The temperate 
climate of the B r i t i s h Isles reduces considerably 
the number of whol ly and moderately seasonal i n ­
dustries, and the nearly all-inclusive coverage of 
the unemployment insurance system allows almost 
complete pooling of the seasonal w i t h the general 
occupational r isk. 

U p to 1931 the determination as to w h a t con­
st i tuted a "seasonal w o r k e r " had been made by 
the Umpire , the highest appeal t r ibuna l in B r i t i s h 
unemployment insurance. When i n t h a t year 
special provisions for seasonal workers were en­
acted, the Umpire 's findings served as the basis of 
the s ta tutory regulation, which as a matter of fact 
was b u t an enactment of principles long before es­
tablished by experience and practice. Under these 
regulations, as amended i n 1935, a person whose 
normal employment is i n a " w h o l l y " seasonal occu­
pation is considered a seasonal worker. A who l ly 
seasonal occupation, in t u r n , is one i n which , at 
certain regularly recurring periods of the year, no 
substantial amount of employment is available in 
the d is t r i c t i n which the worker resides. Inc luded 
i n the category is employment i n hol iday and 
health resorts and i n industries in which the period 
of operation is determined by weather, c l imate, 
custom, or law. 

I n general, the number of industries which have 
been regarded as seasonal i n Great B r i t a i n is very 
small . T h e B r i t i s h a t t i tude is tha t the principle of 
the pooled risk allows and calls for payment of 
benefits dur ing the slack season to workers in 
"moderate ly " seasonal occupations where employ­

ment fluctuates regularly in the course of the year 
b u t some employment is always available even 
when operations are reduced. The bui ld ing and 
clothing trades are foremost i n this category. I n 
such industries, unemployment dur ing the year is 
a probabi l i ty , whereas for whol ly seasonal indus­
tries i t is a certa inty , and payment of benefits in 
this case would represent not insurance but a 
subsidy. 

The B r i t i s h do not a t tempt to determine by 
statute the specific occupations that are wholly 
seasonal. Practical application and interpretation 
are left to the local appeal agencies, the courts of 
referees on which employers and employees are 
represented in equal numbers. This decentralized 
administrat ion of a Nation-wide uni form system 
is most significant. I n d i v i d u a l treatment of each 
seasonal worker's claim is correlated w i t h local 
conditions by agencies thoroughly famil iar w i t h 
the industr ia l structure and customs of the region. 
I n interpret ing the statutes, the courts of referees 
give special at tent ion to the question whether a 
person's seasonal employment is his normal em­
ployment or whether economic conditions rather 
than his own vol i t ion make h im look for and follow 
a whol ly seasonal occupation. Only if a person has, 
for a number of years, been employed in a wholly 
seasonal occupation and has had no other employ­
ment is he considered a seasonal worker. Very de­
cidedly, the worker and his industr ia l status are 
placed in the center of the problem, not the i n ­
dustry or the establishment in which the i n d i ­
v idual happens to be employed. 

Germany.—Contrary to the experience in Great 
B r i t a i n , the seasonal problem has been a matter of 
great concern to the German unemployment i n ­
surance system. Industries which are only s l ightly 
seasonal in Great B r i t a i n show marked f luctua­
tions in Germany. I n view of the nature and scope 
of the German unemployment insurance system, 
the problem of seasonal workers had to be taken 
into account from the very beginning. I n Ger­
many, as elsewhere, the basic approach is found in 
the method of determining who is to be considered 
a seasonal worker. 

F r o m 1928, the year after the unemployment 
insurance system was established, u n t i l 1934, by 
which time fundamental changes in the purpose 
and character of the scheme had abolished al l spe­
cial provisions for seasonal workers, a seasonal 



worker was considered to be one who had been 
employed for a un i formly and s t r i c t l y defined 
period of time in a seasonal occupation in a sea­
sonal industry . B o t h seasonal occupations and 
seasonal industries were again defined in the s tat ­
utes by a detailed enumeration, and the determi ­
nation was applied equally to a l l regions of the 
country. 

The specific def init ion of a seasonal worker as 
one who had been engaged in a seasonal industry 
and in a seasonal occupation (both were necessary) 
for more than half of the 26 weeks preceding his 
registration for benefits dur ing the off season 
introduced chance as a major factor of the deter­
mination. Furthermore , i t d id not allow for 
differentiating between whol ly seasonal workers 
(who looked for and performed only seasonal work 
and did not expect employment dur ing the off 
season), seasonal workers who sought and obtained 
off-season employment, and workers who had 
taken up seasonal work temporari ly because no 
employment was available in their regular non -
seasonal trade. Whi le the first type of seasonal 
worker is decidedly not an active member of the 
labor market dur ing the off season, the dovetai l ing 
worker and, to an even higher degree, the chance 
seasonal worker offer their services at any t ime 
during the year. 

This defect i n the statutes was par t ia l l y r em­
edied later by changing the basis of seasonal 
determination to one-half of 52 weeks; b u t even 
then, any worker who had been employed i n a 
seasonal industry and occupation for 26 weeks and 
1 day was considered a seasonal worker when he 
became unemployed dur ing the off season. When, 
in 1931 , the special provisions for seasonal workers 
became applicable not only to the off season but 
to any spell of unemployment dur ing the year, 
the seasonal factor was even farther removed 
from the determination of a worker's benefit r ights . 

Austria.—The considerable volume and degree 
of seasonal f luctuations in Austr ia had led to an 
early a t t e m p t to find an actuarial ly sound and 
socially equitable solution of the seasonality 
problem. Since the year 1931 special provisions 
for seasonal workers have been in force, and sea­
sonal workers are considered to be those who 
belong to occupations in which unemployment 
for a par t of the year is customary. Under the 
1931 regulations the industries considered seasonal 
were established by l a w ; under the 1935 provisions 

they were determined by administrat ive order, 
thus making a more flexible determination possible. 

T w o categories of seasonal workers were estab­
lished: first, workers employed i n certain estab­
lishments, i f the latter were conducted on a 
seasonal basis, i . e., completely closed down or 
operating at considerable reduction dur ing the 
off season; second, workers i n trades or industries 
which by their very nature must be classified as 
seasonal. Whi le not as exhaustive as the German 
classification, the Austr ian provisions were s t i l l 
considerably more detailed than the B r i t i s h . 
Austria 's differentiation between seasonally con­
ducted establishments and industries which are 
seasonal by their very nature would seem to have 
been somewhat superior to the combined classifi­
cation of seasonal industries and occupations i n 
the German system. 

Determination of "Off Season*' 

Great Britain.—The same principle of ind iv idua l 
interpretat ion and application of deliberately 
vague provisions of law by experienced local 
authorities which is practiced w i t h regard to the 
determination of "seasonal w o r k e r " applies w i t h 
at least equal importance to the fixing of the term 
"off season" and, i m p l i c i t l y , t h a t of the "season." 
For seasonal workers whose normal employment is 
in an occupation followed by them i n one d is tr i c t 
only , off season is defined as t h a t par t or those 
parts of the year dur ing which persons are not 
normal ly employed i n the occupation and d is tr i c t 
in question. I f they are employed i n more than 
one d istr ic t—as, for example, fish workers, who 
follow the various fishing seasons along the English 
and Scottish coast—then the determination must 
be made for each d is t r i c t separately. I n holiday 
and health resorts, the off season is considered to 
be al l the year except the holiday season. Under 
these general provisions, the courts of referees 
determine periods of season and off season for the 
various seasonal occupations, basing their findings 
on local industr ia l and cl imatic conditions. As a 
rule, their determination is not questioned by the 
Umpire . 

Courts of referees may, part i cular ly i f other 
sources of in format ion are not available, determine 
the season in a part icular occupation by fixing i ts 
beginning as the date upon which 25 percent or 
more of al l the workers i n the industry became 
employed and i ts terminat ion as the date on 



which 75 percent of the workers were discharged. 
This determination is, of course, applicable only 
to the d istr i c t over which each court has jur isdic ­
t ion . Whi le the Umpire admit ted t h a t this m e t h ­
od was a "useful guide," he emphasized t h a t i t 
could not be used to decide t h a t the durat ion of a 
season varied f rom one year to another. I t is i n 
the nature of the season, according to the U m p i r e , 
that i t should be of regular annual recurrence and 
t h a t i t should cover approximately the same period 
each year. 

Germany.—Disregarding local c l imatic and i n ­
dustr ia l conditions, Germany established a fixed 
off-season period for the whole country , determined 
by the national unemployment insurance agency 
and comprising the 4 winter months f rom Decem­
ber through M a r c h . The choice of these dates 
shows clearly t h a t the Germans were p r i m a r i l y 
concerned w i t h winter unemployment i n the so-
called outdoor occupations. A l t h o u g h for several 
years the d is tr i c t labor offices were authorized to 
establish addit ional off-season periods for certain 
occupations which they m i g h t consider seasonal, 
there is no evidence t h a t they made use of this 
discretionary power to any considerable extent. 
When , i n 1931, the restr ict ion of benefit r ights of 
seasonal workers was extended to apply through ­
out the whole year, def init ion of the off-season 
period became unnecessary. 

Austria.—Austria, whose methods have been 
closer to the German than to the B r i t i s h system, 
used the German way of determining "off sea­
son," though i n a somewhat modified f o r m . Since 
i t distinguished between a p r i o r i seasonal indus­
tries, on the one hand, and establishments con­
ducted on a seasonal basis i n certain industries 
which i n themselves were not necessarily seasonal, 
on the other, i t established two "season" periods, 
each uni form for the category. The determina­
t ion was made by the central adminis trat ive 
agency, and al though discretion was given to the 
d istr i c t (State) labor offices to establish other 
seasonal periods, none had been made by 1938. 
The d is t r i c t offices were free, however, to deter­
mine the " n o t unfavorable" state of the labor 
market i n certain occupations for the purposes of 
disquali fying seasonal workers f r om receiving 
emergency benefits dur ing the season. I n the 
case of a p r i o r i seasonal industries, the season 
period was the same as t h a t used i n G e r m a n y — 
A p r i l through November ; for seasonally conducted 

establishments i t lasted f rom M a y through Sep­
tember and, i f there was a winter season, from 
December 15 through M a r c h 15. 

Wholly Seasonal and Dovetailing Workers 

There is l i t t l e difference of opinion as to whether 
or not seasonal workers should be entit led to 
unemployment benefits dur ing the employment 
season. Unemployment dur ing the busy season, 
while not a certa inty , is a probab i l i ty , and if 
unemployment is at a l l on insurable r isk, less or 
lack of a job dur ing the season must entit le insured 
workers to benefits. As a matter of fact, Br i t i sh 
experience shows t h a t the risk of a seasonal work­
er's becoming unemployed dur ing the season is 
about equal to t h a t of a nonseasonal worker. We 
find, therefore, no unemployment insurance law 
imposing any special restrictions on payment of 
benefits to seasonal workers dur ing the t ime when 
their employment opportunities are most favor­
able, w i t h the possible exception of Austr ia , which, 
by practice i f not by law, disqualified seasonal 
workers f rom the r ight to have their benefit dura­
t ion extended dur ing the season. 

On the other hand, unemployment dur ing the 
off season involves special financial and social 
problems. B r i t i s h opinion is t h a t unemployment 
dur ing the off season should, in principle, not give 
the right to benefit unless the appl icant can prove 
t h a t he works dur ing the off season in another 
occupation. The German and Austr ian unem­
ployment insurance systems, which are inherently 
more relief than insurance systems, pay benefits 
to seasonal workers dur ing the off season b u t only 
under certain restrictions. Whi le bo th Austr ia 
and Germany assume t h a t there is a certain 
amount of dovetai l ing of employment by seasonal 
workers, they do not take i t in to account i n deter­
m i n i n g the e l ig ib i l i ty of seasonal workers for 
benefit dur ing the off season. 

Payment of Benefits During the Off Season 
Great Britain.—From an economic and actuarial 

po int of view, the B r i t i s h principle of paying 
unemployment benefits to persons while they are 
bona fide members of the labor market is the most 
consistent and the clearest. A worker who nor­
ma l ly depends for his l ivelihood on seasonal work 
but who must and does supplement his income by 
off-season w o r k is, i n principle, ent it led to benefits 
dur ing the off season i f he can prove that he ordi ­



nari ly gets other work . T o qual i fy , such a worker 
must show not only t h a t he has met the general 
el igibi l ity requirements b u t also t h a t he has been 
employed dur ing the off season i n each of the 2 
complete insurance years preceding the beginning 
of the current off season for a period amounting, 
in the aggregate, to at least one-fourth of the 
combined durat ion of these two off seasons. E m ­
ployment dur ing the current off season may be 
substituted for t h a t dur ing the off season i n any 
one of the 2 preceding insurance years. 

He must further prove that , tak ing into account 
his ind iv idua l circumstances, his industr ia l expe­
rience, and the industr ia l structure of the distr ic t , 
he can reasonably expect employment for a sub­
stantial p a r t of the off season. I f , however, a 
seasonal worker can prove that the aggregate d u ­
ration of the seasons i n the d is tr i c t or districts i n 
which he is normal ly employed amounts to 39 
weeks i n the year, he is not subject to those special 
regulations. N o r w i l l he be affected b y them i f , 
in 4 out of 5 consecutive insurance years w i t h i n 
the last 10 insurance years prior to the registration 
of his claim for benefits, he had paid at least 150 
weekly contributions, i . e., i f he has had covered 
employment for 38.5 weeks on the average dur ing 
those 4 years. 

Before the 1935 amendments went into effect, 
neither the Umpire nor the courts of referees had 
had any s tatutory criterion for deciding whether 
off-season employment was of a "substant ia l 
extent , " the term used i n pr ior regulations. Since 
then, however, the allowance of benefits to sea­
sonal workers dur ing the off season is calculated 
mathematical ly on the basis of employment dur ing 
off seasons. T h i s off-season work may be i n 
either covered or noncovered employment, 
although before 1935 i t had to be insurable 

There is only one other special provision for 
seasonal workers i n the B r i t i s h unemployment 
insurance l a w ; namely, the clause prov id ing t h a t 
a worker may elect vo luntary exclusion from coverage i f he is employed i n an occupation of a sea­
sonal nature which ordinar i ly does not extend over 
more than 18 weeks i n the year, provided he is 
not ord inar i ly employed i n any other covered 
employment. Such persons would never qual i fy 
for benefits dur ing the off season and rarely dur ing 
the season. 

Germany.—While we thus see a consistent devel­
opment i n the B r i t i s h method of dealing w i t h 

seasonal workers, the German approach to the 
problem has varied. According to German p r i n ­
ciples, a seasonal worker should be ent i t led to 
benefits even dur ing the off season, though possibly 
at a reduced rate or durat ion . The factor t h a t 
decided whether or no t he should receive benefits 
dur ing the off season was n o t whether he normal ly 
worked dur ing the slack season, b u t was, generally, 
the financial status of the unemployment fund . 
Since the la t ter was always precarious, seasonal 
workers had to be subject to certain restrictions. 
This is n o t to say t h a t the Germans disregarded 
the seasonal problem i n general and the possibil­
ities of dovetail ing employment i n particular . 
They s imply could not w o r k out a satisfactory 
solution. 

D u r i n g the period 1927-31, three methods were 
t r i e d : extension of the wa i t ing period, reduction of 
the benefit durat ion , and reduction of benefit 
rates. The main defect of a l l three methods was 
t h a t the centralized and str i c t determination made 
impossible any evaluation of basic differences i n 
either economic or personal factors. 

The extension of the w a i t i n g period was the 
first modification to be t r ied . Expressed as a flat 
durat ion—either 1 or 2 addit ional weeks—the 
method allowed small chance for ind iv idua l t reat ­
ment of seasonal workers. A n d , w i t h a max imum 
benefit durat ion of 26 weeks and an off season of 
about 16 weeks, i t could hardly effect great savings 
to the fund . A t the same t ime this small differ­
ence of 1 or 2 weeks d i d not represent any notice­
able differential between persons who are normal ly 
not active members of the labor market dur ing 
the off season and those who, as a rule, look for 
and obtain off-season employment. 

N o t much more successful was the second 
at tempt , the reduction of the ordinary benefit 
durat ion to 6 weeks, dur ing the off season. T h i s 
reduction could be justi f ied only on grounds of 
preventing the fund f rom becoming exhausted. I f 
for who l ly seasonal workers unemployment dur ing 
the off season is a certainty , there would seem to 
be no reason to pay benefits to them dur ing t h a t 
period, no mat ter how short the benefit period 
chosen. I f , on the other hand, unemployment 
dur ing the off season is a probabi l i ty b u t not a 
certainty for workers who dovetai l employment, 
benefits should be paid to them for the whole 
durat ion of the slack season. 

The t h i r d method, t h a t of reducing the benefit 



ra tes f o r seasonal w o r k e r s d u r i n g the o f f season, 
w o u l d seem t o h a v e a c e r t a i n soc ia l j u s t i f i c a t i o n 
i f , as w a s the case i n G e r m a n y , the r e d u c t i o n 
affects o n l y h i g h l y p a i d seasonal w o r k e r s . 

F r o m 1931 t o 1934 seasonal w o r k e r s ' b e n e f i t 
r i g h t s w e r e l i m i t e d n o t o n l y d u r i n g off -season 
per iods b u t d u r i n g t h e season as w e l l . The d i s ­
t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n season a n d o f f season l o s t i t s 
s ign i f i cance , a n d t h e t r u e n a t u r e o f seasonal 
e m p l o y m e n t w a s n o l o n g e r t a k e n i n t o a c c o u n t . 
I n 1934 a l l spec ia l p r o v i s i o n s f o r seasonal w o r k e r s 
were d i s c a r d e d . 

Austria.—In a d d i t i o n t o the s o c i a l l y o b j e c t i o n ­
able p r a c t i c e o f d i s q u a l i f y i n g seasonal w o r k e r s 
f r o m e m e r g e n c y benefits d u r i n g the season, A u s t r i a 
a p p l i e d t w o m e t h o d s i n d e a l i n g w i t h the seasonal 
u n e m p l o y m e n t r i s k . The first w a s the i m p o s i t i o n 
o f higher c o n t r i b u t i o n r a t e s o n seasonal w o r k e r s . 
T h i s was done i n the o r i g i n a l l a w o f 1920 w h i c h 
h a d es tab l i shed " r i s k g r o u p s , " d i v i d i n g i n d u s t r i e s 
i n t o t h r e e classes, one w i t h a n average r i s k w h i c h 
p a i d t h e " n o r m a l " c o n t r i b u t i o n rate; one i n c l u d ­
i n g p a r t i c u l a r l y s t a b l e i n d u s t r i e s w i t h l o w e r r a t e s ; 
a n d t h e t h i r d c o m p r i s i n g i n d u s t r i e s w h e r e the 
u n e m p l o y m e n t r i s k w a s higher t h a n n o r m a l w i t h 
h i g h e r c o n t r i b u t i o n r a t e s . T h i s l a t t e r i n c l u d e d 
t h e seasonal i n d u s t r i e s . The d i f f i c u l t y o f a d m i n ­
i s t e r i n g these p r o v i s i o n s a n d t h e i n s u f f i c i e n t 
financial r e t u r n o f the h i g h e r ra tes l e d s h o r t l y t o 
t h e i r a b o l i t i o n . A s i m i l a r a t t e m p t w a s m a d e i n 
1 9 3 1 , w h e n c o n t r i b u t i o n s o f seasonal w o r k e r s were 
increased d u r i n g t h e season. B o t h m e t h o d s a t ­
t e m p t e d t o b a l a n c e the seasonal r i s k b y h i g h e r 
c o n t r i b u t i o n s a n d w e r e based u p o n the principle 
o f p a y i n g o r d i n a r y benefits t o seasonal w o r k e r s 
regardless o f season o r off -season u n e m p l o y m e n t . 

F r o m a soc ia l p o i n t o f v i e w a s a t i s f a c t o r y 
m e t h o d h a d been i n i t i a t e d b y t h e d i s t r i c t l a b o r 
offices, a n d i n 1935 t h i s w a s made the s t a t u t o r y 
basis o f t h e t r e a t m e n t o f u n e m p l o y m e n t d u r i n g 
t h e of f season. I t s principle w a s f o u n d i n the 
p a r t i c u l a r character o f t h e u n e m p l o y m e n t i n s u r ­
ance l a w i n A u s t r i a . N o p e r s o n w a s e n t i t l e d t o 
bene f i t s , n o t even f o r t h e first 12 weeks , whose 
" m e a n s o f l i v e l i h o o d w a s n o t e n d a n g e r e d " b y h i s 
u n e m p l o y m e n t . W h i l e t h i s m i g h t be r e g a r d e d as 
a m e a n s t e s t , i t w a s b u t a r o u t i n e m a t t e r , because 
a wage o r s a l a r y e a r n e r ' s means o f l i v e l i h o o d is 
e n d a n g e r e d w h e n he loses h i s j o b . I n t h e case o f 
seasonal workers ( s a l a r i e d e m p l o y e e s w e r e n o t 
a f f ec ted b y a n y o f t h e seasonal w o r k e r s ' p r o v i s i o n s ) 

the endangered s t a t e o f t h e i r l i v e l i h o o d m i g h t be 
determined o n a s t r i c t e r basis i f t h e y became u n ­
e m p l o y e d d u r i n g the of f season a n d h a d h i g h 
e a r n i n g s d u r i n g the b u s y period. I n a d d i t i o n t o 
the n o r m a l 7 d a y s , such w o r k e r s u n d e r w e n t a 
w a i t i n g p e r i o d the d u r a t i o n o f w h i c h depended on 
the a m o u n t o f t h e i r average seasonal e a r n i n g s or 
the l e n g t h o f t h e i r seasonal e m p l o y m e n t . The 
c o m p u t a t i o n o f the l e n g t h o f t h i s a d d i t i o n a l 
w a i t i n g p e r i o d w a s based on a c o m p a r i s o n o f the 
e a r n i n g s o f a seasonal w o r k e r w i t h those o f a n o n -
seasonal w o r k e r o f e q u a l o c c u p a t i o n a l t r a i n i n g and 
s k i l l o v e r the same p e r i o d . I n t h e c o m p u t a t i o n 
o n l y e a r n i n g s o r e m p l o y m e n t d u r i n g t h e season 
were c o u n t e d . T h u s t h e s t a t u s o f t h e seasonal 
w o r k e r i n t h e l a b o r m a r k e t d u r i n g t h e o f f season 
was d i s r e g a r d e d . W h e t h e r o r n o t he f o u n d d o v e ­
t a i l i n g w o r k , t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o r t h e m e t h o d of 
a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e a d d i t i o n a l w a i t i n g p e r i o d 
p r o v i s i o n s r e m a i n e d f i x e d . 

Seasonal w o r k e r s w h o rece ived t i p s i n a d d i t i o n 
to t h e i r wages were s u b j e c t t o an e x t e n s i o n o f the 
n o r m a l w a i t i n g p e r i o d a t t h e r a t e o f 1 week o r , i n 
c e r t a i n cases, 2 weeks f o r each m o n t h o f seasonal 
e m p l o y m e n t . A l l o t h e r seasonal w o r k e r s served 
a n a d d i t i o n a l w a i t i n g p e r i o d c o m p u t e d b y d i v i d ­
i n g the d i f f e rence b e t w e e n t h e average w e e k l y 
e a r n i n g s o f a seasonal w o r k e r a n d those o f a n o n -
seasonal w o r k e r b y t h e average wages o f t h e l a t t e r . 
The r e s u l t g a v e t h e n u m b e r o f weeks o f w a i t i n g 
p e r i o d p e r week o f seasonal e m p l o y m e n t . B y 
m u l t i p l y i n g t h i s q u o t i e n t b y t h e a c t u a l n u m b e r 
o f weeks o f seasonal e m p l o y m e n t , one a r r i v e d a t 
t h e t o t a l n u m b e r o f w a i t i n g weeks . I f t h e sea­
s o n a l e a r n i n g s exceeded t h e a n n u a l e a r n i n g s o f a 
nonseasonal w o r k e r w i t h t h e same o c c u p a t i o n a l 
s k i l l , no b e n e f i t w a s p a i d d u r i n g t h e of f season. 

T h e c o m p u t a t i o n o f the a d d i t i o n a l w a i t i n g 
p e r i o d w a s s i m p l i f i e d b y the f a c t t h a t i n a l l seasonal 
i n d u s t r i e s w h e r e c o l l e c t i v e w a g e a g r e e m e n t s ex­
i s t e d , o n average scale c o u l d be a p p l i e d f o r a l l 
m e m b e r s o f a c e r t a i n o c c u p a t i o n , m a k i n g i n d i v i d ­
u a l c a l c u l a t i o n unnecessary . T h u s t h e w o r k e r 
h i m s e l f k n e w e x a c t l y h o w l o n g h i s w a i t i n g p e r i o d 
w o u l d be. The p r o n o u n c e d soc ial c h a r a c t e r of 
the A u s t r i a n u n e m p l o y m e n t insurance s y s t e m 
p e r m i t t e d m o d i f i c a t i o n s i n t h e l e n g t h o f t h e a d d i ­
t i o n a l w a i t i n g p e r i o d , i n v i e w o f f a m i l y r e s p o n s i ­
b i l i t y , u n s a t i s f a c t o r y season, a n d s i m i l a r reasons. 
The m e a n s t e s t , a n i n t e g r a l p a r t of the A u s t r i a n 
s y s t e m , l o s t t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t i t s s i gn i f i cance , 



although i t might be used as an expedient i n 
dealing w i t h the seasonal problem. I n the 
Austrian regulation of 1935 i t affected seasonal 
workers in only one respect. Those workers who, 
in addit ion to their earnings dur ing the season, 
drew an income f rom agricultural property or an 
independent business of their own or their fami ly 
household were not entit led to benefits dur ing the 
off season if the combined income from all these 
sources ensured their l ivelihood the whole year 
round. 

Conclusion 

The problem of payment of benefits to seasonal 
workers dur ing the off season w i l l always resolve 
itself into two main questions: one of equity and 

social purpose, the other of actuarial soundness 
and financial s tab i l i ty of the fund . A n y effort 
to solve the seasonal problem i n unemployment 
compensation w i l l have to be directed toward a 
compromise between the just needs of the i n d i ­
v idual and the collective guarantee of the funds 
accumulated for the various types of unemploy­
ment. The B r i t i s h approach, i n part icular , seems 
wor thy of close study because i t has proved to 
be remarkably adaptable to changing conditions 
and at the same t ime has retained the funda­
mental principles of insurance. Basic differences 
i n the seasonal characteristics of the industr ia l 
structure and i n the general concept of unem­
ployment compensation, however, must be 
weighed carefully i n any a t t e m p t at comparisons 
between Great B r i t a i n and this country . 


