
Determination of Suitable Work 
During Reconversion* 

* Based on Unemployment Compensa
tion Program Letter No. 113, February 25, 
1946, sent by the Bureau of Employment 
Security to all State employment security 
agencies for consideration in general 
policy decisions. The material on which 
this statement is based was prepared by 
Clare D. Belman, Administrative Stand
ards Division. 

UNEMPLOYMENT COMPENSATION was 
conceived as a means of tiding over 
workers between jobs by providing a 
part ia l income based on the individ
ual's previous earnings. From a 
broader point of view, its purpose is 
to ensure a smooth turn-over of the 
labor force and its adjustment to the 
changing demand for labor. 

Continuous changes in the demand 
for labor by-individual firms and in 
the work opportunities for individual 
workers, characteristic of an eco
nomic system based on individual ini
tiative, imply temporary interruptions 
of employment of individuals and 
their redistribution among industries 
and establishments. The durat ion 
of the interruptions—or individual 
spells of unemployment—depends on 
business conditions but cannot be re
duced to zero without infringing on 
the flow of the labor force. An em
ployer should not be compelled to hire 
the first applicant for a vacant job; 
he should, rather , have time to make 
his choice from several applicants. 
For similar reasons, an unemployed 
worker should not be forced to accept 
the first job offered him but should 
have enough t ime to decide which of 
the available positions suits him best. 
A certain amount of frictional unem
ployment while jobs are going beg
ging is therefore necessary for the 
smooth operation of our system of 
free enterprise and for the adjustment 
of the working force in individual 
concerns and of individual workers to 
changing work conditions. 

The procedure described does not 
necessarily imply a lasting discrep
ancy between the demand for labor 
and its supply, as in the case of round 
pegs and square holes. As a rule, 
some of the pegs are square, others 
round, and so are the holes. The task 
is to find the proper peg for each hole. 

If employers or workers are com
pelled to make decisions under duress, 
round pegs will be forced into square 
holes and vice versa. Work crews 
will be engaged in work which they 
dislike, labor relations will deteriorate 
and labor turn-over increase. Elimi
nation of frictional unemployment 
will tu rn out to be harmful for the 
economic system as a whole. 

The necessary frictional unemploy
ment increases natural ly in the pe
riods of extensive economic shifts and 
must be considerable during the t r an 
sition from war to a peacetime 
economy. 

Under these conditions, the unem
ployment insurance program should 
ensure to separated workers the nec
essary freedom in accepting or reject
ing new jobs. This task is not identi
cal with the defense of workers 
against lower wages or occupational 
down grading. After he exhausts his 
benefit rights—and usually long be
fore t h a t point—the unemployed 
worker must chose between jobs in 
the labor market. In some cases his 
new job will be less attractive t h a n 
the earlier one, in other cases it may 
be more attractive. The brief spell of 
benefit payments can change neither 
the level of wages nor the distribution 
of jobs by occupational level. Least 
of all can it create new and better 
jobs. All t ha t it ensures to the unem
ployed worker is time. By assuring 
workers greater freedom of choice, 
unemployment insurance contributes 
to the smooth readjustment of the 
labor force to changed conditions. 

A better distribution of the labor 
force among industries, occupations, 
and establishments m e a n s a better 
utilization of the available h u m a n and 
technical resources, which, in its turn , 
implies more production and more 
purchasing power, higher real earn
ings of workers, and higher gains of 
capital. 

One of the most difficult tasks in 
the administration of unemployment 
compensation laws is determining 
whether a job offered a worker was 
suitable for h i m within the meaning 
of the law or whether he refused it 

with good cause.1 As a minimum 
standard, all S ta te laws provide tha t 
benefits shall not be denied an other
wise eligible individual for refusal of 
new work if the position is vacant be
cause of a labor dispute; if the wages, 
hours, or other conditions are sub
stantially less favorable t h a n those 
prevailing in the locality for similar 
work; or if the worker as a condition 
of being employed would be required 
to join a company union or resign 
from or refrain from joining a bona 
fide labor organization. Other fac
tors to be considered under most laws 
in determining whether work is suit
able are the degree of risk to the 
worker's heal th, safety and morals; 
his physical fitness and prior t ra in
ing, experience, and earnings; the 
length of time he has been unem
ployed; the prospects of getting local 
work in his customary occupation; 
and the distance of the work from his 
residence. 

Few laws a t tempt to further define 
suitable work because whether a job 
is suitable for a worker can only be 
determined in relation to all the cir
cumstances in the case, and the poli
cies and interpretations applied must 
be constantly adjusted to the chang
ing labor-market situation. Policies 
appropriate before the war were mod
ified of necessity by war conditions. 
Reconversion now presents new de
mands and new problems.2 

From 1938, when payment of unem
ployment compensation benefits be
gan, until the defense program started 
in 1940, there was an over-all surplus 
of labor. For every job open there 
were usually several workers seeking 

1 The Bureau of Employment Security has recently issued a series of releases to State unemployment compensation agencies dealing with principles underlying disqualifications for refusal of suitable work (Unemployment Compensation Program Letter No. 101, Nov. 26, 1945) and for voluntary leaving (Unemployment Compensation Program Letter No. 107, Jan. 28, 1946). Another Unemployment Compensation Program Letter (No. 103, Dec. 10, 1945) deals with principles underlying availability for work. 
2 Copies of the statements of policy issued by Illinois, New York, and Canada on refusal of suitable work during reconversion were sent to the State agencies with Unemployment Compensation Program Letters No. 97, issued October 29, 1945; No. 98, issued November 5, 1945; and No. 105, issued December 24, 1945. 



employment in the locality who were 
customarily engaged in the occupa
tion and for whom the wages offered 
were comparable to their previous 
earnings. Accordingly, claimants were 
not normally expected to accept work 
outside their customary occupations, 
a t substantially lower wages, or a t a 
distance. There were always other 
unemployed workers for whom the 
work was more suitable. 

Because of the extreme shortage of 
labor during the war, suitable-work 
policies were calculated to promote 
placement of workers in essential jobs. 
Benefit-appeal decisions reflected the 
urgent need for productive utilization 
of every available man-hour . Claim
ants were frequently disqualified for 
refusing jobs outside their customary 
occupations when they had been un 
employed only a short time. Benefits 
were often denied for refusal of work 
in distant localities where there was 
a critical shortage of labor. Differ
ences between the worker's former 
ra te of pay and the wage ra te offered 
were given little weight because of 
t he increase in weekly earnings and 
t h e opportunities for rapid advance
ment on the job; and personal cir
cumstances received little considera
tion in determining whether the work 
offered was suitable. 

With the end of the war we were 
plunged into a period of general eco
nomic readjustment which is not di
rectly comparable to either the de
pression of the thirties or the war 
years of the forties. 

The rapidity with which the sur
render of J a p a n followed the sur
render of Germany allowed no time 
for integrating the change-over to ci
vilian production or for gradual ab
sorption by industry of the men and 
women returning from the armed 
forces. While some war-production 
programs were cut back after VE-day, 
most manufacturing plants did not 
s tar t to reconvert until their contracts 
were canceled after VJ-day. As a re 
sult, most of the workers who had been 
employed in the manufacture of war 
materials were laid off a t the same 
t ime tha t millions of ex-servicemen 
began returning to the civilian labor 
market. 

By the end of 1945—4 months after 
VJ-day—the first impact of unem
ployment which resulted from the re
lease of men and women from war 

jobs and military service a t a faster 
ra te than they could be reabsorbed by 
industry had passed. Most of the 
larger plants which had closed down 
to reconvert had reopened. Most of 
the workers who had been seeking em
ployment had either been recalled by 
the establishments a t which they had 
been employed or had found new 
jobs—for the most par t jobs which 
became available as a result of recon
version and the cut-back in hours. 
Some had dropped out of the labor 
market. 

We are, however, still experiencing 
unemployment due to reconversion. 
Additional workers are being laid off 
by establishments which are just 
winding up their wartime operations, 
and more veterans are returning from 
the armed forces and either replacing 
men and women now employed or 
joining the ranks of those seeking 
work. In general it appears t h a t 
most of those who are and will be un 
employed during the first 3 quarters 
of the year will find jobs before au
tumn, most of them jobs which will 
become available as reconversion pro
gresses. Of those who are not re 
employed, some will drop out of the 
labor market, and it seems probable 
t h a t the number of unemployed will 
be no greater by September t h a n it 
was at the turn of the year. 

But the kind of jobs those seeking 
work will be able to obtain and the 
adjustments they may have to make 
as individuals are not much clearer 
now in many localities t h a n at t he 
beginning of reconversion. 
Unemployment Compensation and Changing Industrial Opportunities 

The volume, nature , and location of 
job opportunities are still changing 
as industry adjusts to new markets 
and new levels of production. Few 
of the large plants which have re
opened have yet reached full produc
tion or taken on their full complement 
of workers. Many small plants are 
still retooling or marking t ime unti l 
they can size up their markets and 
obtain materials and new contracts. 
Some plants which had apparently 
closed down permanently are con
verting to civilian production and will 
offer jobs similar to those they had 
during the war. Industries which dis
appeared for the duration are just 

getting into gear again, others which 
were curtailed for lack of manpower 
and materials are expanding, and new 
industries based on wartime discov
eries and techniques are offering new 
job opportunities. Wage rates are 
undergoing adjustment. Work shifts 
and hours are still being rearranged. 

On the labor side of the picture, 
some workers, s t randed in areas where 
there is no longer any work or enough 
jobs to go around, are faced with a 
choice of moving to new areas or 
changing their means of livelihood. 
Some, employed in higher-skilled jobs 
before the war, have key skills which 
will again be needed. Most of those 
who entered the labor market during 
the war have become experienced 
workers and have skills which are 
adaptable to peacetime employments. 
Most of those with prewar work expe
rience who were employed in war 
industry have acquired new or addi
tional skills as a result of their war
t ime t ra ining and experience. Many 
returning veterans have likewise ac
quired new skills. 

Our industrial goal is to coordinate 
these two sides of the labor-market 
picture in the interest of both m a n 
agement and labor, so t ha t more can 
be produced t han was ever produced 
before in peacetime and wage in
creases can be absorbed without 
greatly increasing prices. To do this, 
workers must have a chance to find 
the place in the industrial picture 
where their skills will be fully utilized 
and they can produce to their full 
capacity. 

I n such times of shor t - run unem
ployment due to major industrial and 
t e c h n i c a l change, unemployment 
compensation can best serve the com
munity by helping to make possible 
an orderly adjustment of jobs and 
skills. By tiding claimants over as far 
as benefits permit, it can help them 
obtain work which will utilize the i r 
t raining and experience at wages most 
nearly comparable to their previous 
earnings. By not put t ing pressure on 
workers to take lower-skilled jobs be
fore the local labor-market picture is 
clear, it can conserve skills for em
ployers who will need them. By giv
ing workers a chance to adjust to the 
new conditions of the labor market 
and preventing unnecessary down
grading and needless turn-over, i t can 
protect the community as a whole 



from the economic and social disloca
tions a t tendant on extensive indus
trial change. 

For these reasons the Bureau of 
Employment Security is recommend
ing the policies on refusal of work 
outlined below as a way of achieving 
the objectives of unemployment in
surance during the present period of 
general economic readjustment. The 
recommendations are confined to the 
three major problems now facing the 
S ta te agencies and the appeals tribu
nals : determining the claimant 's cus
tomary work; determining what 
constitutes a reasonable period of ad
jus tment ; and determining the cir
cumstances under which work outside 
the claimant's customary occupation 
may become suitable. 

While these policy recommenda
tions are based for the most par t on 
the current practices of various ad 
ministrative agencies, they are general 
in character and are subject to modi
fication according to circumstances. 
Moreover, they do not deal with all 
factors which may be involved in de
termining whether a part icular job is 
suitable for a particular claimant. 
Only the factors which have greatest 
weight in t he majority of cases are 
discussed. 
Determination of the Claimant's Customary Work 

Perhaps t he most difficult problem, 
and the key to t he application of the 
suitable-work disqualification in many 
cases, is the determination of the 
claimant's customary occupation. 

I t is not necessarily the occupation 
in which he was last or longest em
ployed but the highest-skilled work 
which he is qualified to do and in 
which he has been employed for an 
appreciable period of t ime t h a t is or
dinarily considered the claimant 's 
customary occupation. For example, 
a claimant who worked for 2 years as 
a n electrician's helper and for 6 
months as a first-class electrician is 
considered a first-class electrician. 
Similarly, a girl who had been a dime-
store clerk and later became a stenog
rapher is considered a stenographer, 
and a chief accountant who took a 
job as a bookkeeper when there was 
no work in his own occupation is con
sidered an accountant . 

On the same basis, the work in 
which the claimant exercised his 

highest skill, whether he was so em
ployed during the last 4 or 5 years or 
before the war, should be considered 
his customary occupation, provided he 
is still qualified and physically able to 
perform the duties involved. Thus, a 
claimant who was a waiter but be
came a skilled engine-lathe operator 
during the war should be given a rea
sonable chance to obtain such work or 
related employment before other work 
is held suitable for him. Similarly, a 
woman who entered the labor market 
during the war and became a preci
sion assembler or a welder or a punch-
press operator through training and 
advancement on the job should be 
given a n opportunity to obtain like 
work, and a construction carpenter 
who took a job nailing shipping crates 
together when there was no work in 
his own occupation should be consid
ered a construction carpenter and not 
a shipping clerk or a laborer. 

By the same reasoning, if the claim
ant has acquired new and higher 
skills in his period of military serv
ice which can be utilized in civilian 
employment, the nearest related ci
vilian occupation may be deemed his 
customary work. A claimant who was 
a truck driver before the war, for ex
ample, and who learned to repair 
trucks and jeeps and Army staff cars 
while in the Army should have an op
portuni ty to obtain work as an au to
mobile mechanic, and a claimant who 
was a laborer before t he war and was 
sent to a bakers ' school while in serv
ice and t rained to bake bread and 
pastry should have a chance to obtain 
work as a baker. On the other hand, 
a claimant who sold farm equipment 
before the war but spent his Army 
career as a company clerk should be 
considered a salesman and not a clerk. 
Determination of a Reasonable Period of Adjustment' 

Claimants who are seeking work in 
their customary occupations a t their 
former wages should be allowed a rea
sonable period either to find such work 
or to satisfy themselves tha t it no 
longer exists and to adjust to the new 
conditions of the labor market . 

In determining what constitutes 
a reasonable period of adjustment for 
such claimants, the principal factors 
to be considered are : the skill involved 
in the claimant 's customary occupa
tion, the wages he earned in such em

ployment, the length of his employ
ment experience in the occupation, 
and the prospects of obtaining such 
work in the locality. 

Skill and wages.—It takes longer to 
place workers in specialized occupa
tions, and the loss to both the worker 
and to industry is greater if highly 
skilled workers are placed in less-
skilled jobs. Accordingly the mini
mum period of adjustment allowed 
claimants to find work in their cus
tomary occupations a t their former 
wages should be related to skill. The 
simplest way to do this is to graduate 
the minimum period of adjustment 
according to the skill classification of 
the claimant's customary occupation. 

Illinois, for example, is allowing 
workers whose customary occupations 
are classified as unskilled a minimum 
of 6 weeks in which to find such work; 
semiskilled workers a minimum of 8 
weeks; and skilled workers a mini
mum of 10 weeks. In each case the 
minimum period begins on the date 
the claimant was laid off from his last 
regular job or, if he takes t ime out to 
rest, from his re turn to the labor mar 
ket. During t h a t period, the claimant 
is not subject to disqualification for 
refusing work outside his customary 
occupation or for refusing work in his 
customary occupation but a t a sub
stantially lower ra te than he had for
merly earned. After the minimum 
period of adjustment has elapsed, the 
t ime allowed the claimant to seek his 
customary work may be extended, but 
if there are no prospects of obtaining 
his former rate of wages he may be 
required to accept such work at the 
prevailing rate . 

The use of graduated minimum 
periods such as those adopted by Illi
nois is of course only a means to an 
end. The same results may be 
achieved by allowing a reasonable 
t ime for adjustment according to the 
circumstances in the individual case, 
as is done by North Carolina and Cali
fornia and a number of other States 
which do not use fixed minimum pe
riods. Whatever method or periods 
are adopted, however, the t ime al
lowed should be sufficient to give 
claimants a real chance to find their 
customary work or to adjust to the 
new conditions of the labor market . 

Experience.—Workers with long ex
perience in their customary occupa
tions should be allowed more time to 



find such work because they are likely 
to be both more skilled and better 
qualified and because they are also 
likely to be older workers who cannot 
readily adapt to new kinds of work. 
This is especially the case with skilled 
workers, but it also holds for workers 
engaged in semiskilled work and in 
the so-called unskilled occupations. 
The unskilled classification, for exam
ple, includes a rmature testers, mold 
burners, locomotive couplers, plate re 
pairmen, and track inspectors, as well 
as ditch diggers and sweepers. 

One way to establish the minimum 
period of adjustment in relation to 
the length of a claimant 's employ
ment experience in his customary oc
cupation would be to adopt the prac
tice applied by the Canadian unem
ployment compensation agency in the 
case of skilled workers whose skills 
have peacetime application. Under 
the Canadian policy such workers are 
allowed 3 months, or about 13 weeks, 
in which to find work in their own oc
cupations. They are also allowed a 
week for each year of employment ex
perience in the occupation. The two 
periods run concurrently, and the 
claimant is allowed the longer of the 
two as a minimum period of adjust
ment. 

The same time period of a week for 
each year of employment experience 
in the occupation could as easily be 
applied in connection with the Illi
nois periods of adjustment for skilled, 
semiskilled, and unskilled workers. 
Under a policy of this kind, for exam
ple, a claimant employed as a crane-
rigger during the war would be al
lowed a minimum of 10 weeks in which 
to find similar work, on the basis of 
the skill involved, but a claimant with 
15 or 20 years' experience in t ha t oc
cupation behind him would be allowed 
a minimum of 15 or 20 weeks before 
he was expected to accept another 
kind of work. Similarly, a worker 
whose customary occupation is classi
fied as unskilled—an armature tester, 
for example—who had been employed 
in the occupation 6 years or less would 
be allowed a minimum of 6 weeks, 
while a claimant with 8 or 9 years' 
experience would have at least 8 or 9 
weeks to find work in his own occu
pation. 

Prospects.—Because new job oppor
tunities are constantly opening up, 
prospects of work in the claimant's 

customary occupation or closely r e 
lated work may often be better after 
the initial period of adjustment al
lowed him has elapsed. As a general 
policy, the time allowed t he claimant 
should be extended when there are 
reasonable prospects of work in his 
customary occupation. Only if such 
work is not likely to be done in the 
locality to any substantial extent so 
tha t chances of obtaining tha t type of 
work are remote or nonexistent should 
other work be deemed suitable. More
over, discriminatory practices, such as 
the refusal of employers to continue 
to hire workers of the claimant's age, 
sex, or color, should not enter into the 
determination of the prospects of ob
taining such work. 

Migration.—The preceding discus
sion has been largely concerned with 
claimants who have remained in the 
same locality, and the recommenda
tions may not be entirely applicable 
to claimants who have migrated from 
one area to another either in search 
of work or to go back home. Ordi
narily, though, claimants who move 
out of an area of general labor sur
plus to a new locality and who are 
available for work should be allowed 
at least as much time for adjustment 
as most other workers in the same 
skill classification before they are held 
subject to disqualification for refus
ing work outside of their customary 
occupations. If there are reasonable 
prospects of employment in the claim
ant 's customary occupation in the new 
locality, he should be allowed addi
tional time to seek such work on the 
same basis as other claimants. 
Circumstances Under Which Work 

Outside the Customary Occu
pation May Become Suitable 

In some instances the entire bene
fit period may be none too long for 
adjustment, whether or not there are 
prospects of work in the claimant 's 
customary occupation. The majority 
of claimants can be expected to ac
cept other work after a reasonable 
time for adjustment has been allowed. 
Claimants should not be disqualified, 
however, for refusing work outside 
their customary occupations if there 
are prospects of work in their own 
occupations or in other occupations 
which would be more suitable for them 
than the work offered, or if there is 
a surplus of workers in the locality 

for whom the work offered would be 
more suitable. Thus, for example, 
even though the period of adjustment 
allowed a n accountant on the basis of 
his skill and experience has elapsed, 
he should not be disqualified for re 
fusing work as a pay-roll clerk if there 
are prospects of work in the locality 
either in his own occupation or as a 
bookkeeper. Similarly, he should not 
be disqualified for refusing work as a 
pay-roll clerk if there are more pay
roll clerks in t he locality t han job 
openings. 

Type of work.—In determining 
whether t he type of work offered is 
suitable, both the degree to which it 
would utilize the claimant's skill, 
training, and experience and t h e 
length of time he has been unemployed 
should be considered. Only as the 
period of unemployment lengthens 
should work which is not closely r e 
lated to his customary occupation and 
which requires successively less skill 
be deemed suitable. However, while 
work which requires less and less skill 
may become suitable as t he length 
of the claimant's unemployment in
creases, as a general principle claim
ants should not be disqualified for r e 
fusing work which bears no relation 
to their skill and experience. For ex
ample, an industrial engineer who is 
unemployed because such work has 
been curtailed in the locality should 
not be disqualified for refusing work 
as a car loader. 

Wages.—The difference between the 
worker's former earnings and t h e 
wages offered should also be consid
ered in relation to the length of t ime 
he has been unemployed, and only 
as his unemployment lengthens 
should work paying progressively 
lower rates be deemed suitable. I n 
determining whether the rates offered 
are suitable as compared with the 
claimant 's former earnings, it may be 
helpful to adopt a sliding scale of 
rates, such as t ha t used by Illinois 
during the war, for the guidance of 
claims personnel. On a like basis, the 
Canadian agency suggests allowing a 
drop in hourly rate of 5 cents per week 
after the initial period of adjustment 
in determining whether the wage of
fered for work outside the worker's 
usual occupation is suitable. 

Whether or not a sliding scale of 
rates is used, however, a definite lower 



creasing in the second half of 1944. 
By November of that year the decrease 
in number of families and children 
receiving aid was halted, and the 
rolls rose almost uninterruptedly 
throughout 1945. Some of this rise, 
however, was due to a change in ad
ministrative procedures, which en
couraged the transfer to aid to de
pendent children of some children 
who had previously been aided 
through payments of old-age assist
ance or aid to the blind made to an
other person in the family. General 
assistance, the program most quickly 
and drastically affected by the war
time rise in employment opportuni
ties, responded even earlier to the 
changes in the labor market. From 
July 1944 on, reports from 19 of the 
largest cities in the country showed 
more cases opened each month be
cause of loss of a job or earnings than 

were closed because of getting a job 
or an increase in earnings; the effect 
on the total case load for the country 
as a whole, however, was not evident 
until the latter months of 1945. In 
September the total number of aged 
recipients rose for the first time since 
June 1942, and in November the num
ber of recipients of aid to the blind 
increased for the first time since June 
1943. 

Average payments for each of the 
three special types rose in every month 
of 1945 and for general assistance, in 
5 of the last 6 months. The range 
for the year was as follows: 

Program J a n u a r y December 

Old-age assistance $28.52 $30.82 
Aid to dependen t chi ldren 45.68 52.05 
Aid to the blind 29.40 33.52 General assistance 28.88 32.83 

The total amount expended under 

the four assistance programs rose 
from $80 million in January to almost 
$88.5 million in December. 
State Legislatures Memorialize Congress 

During January both the old-age 
and survivors insurance program and 
that for old-age assistance were the 
subjects of memorials addressed to 
the President and Congress by State 
legislatures. The South Carolina 
Legislature requested enactment of 
legislation reducing the age limit for 
old-age and survivors insurance and 
providing disability benefits to com
mence with disability. Colorado asked 
that the Social Security Act be 
amended to permit recipients of old-
age assistance to reside in public in
stitutions. Both memorials were re
ferred to the House Committee on 
Ways and Means. 


