The use of short-time work during the Covid-19 crisis: an empirical study between March and May 2020
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Abstract 

In France, short-time work has been one of the main responses to the Covid-19 crisis to protect jobs, and the country is one of the main users of this measure in Europe. Short-time work is a scheme used temporarily, generally in a counter-cyclical manner, to allow firms to adjust their volume of hours worked to business fluctuations, while endeavouring to avoid redundancies for economic reasons. 
In this study, we analyse the use that employers made of this scheme during the lockdown period based on exhaustive administrative data as at 22 June 2020. One of the main contributions of our study is a comparison of current short-time work practices with those existing before the health crisis, and in particular with practices during the economic recession of 2008-2009.
To resort to short-time work, the employer must submit an application for prior authorisation to the authorities. This procedure reflects the employer's expected need of short-time work, since firms often apply beforehand for a far larger number of hours of short-time work than what they will actually consume. We describe employers' behaviour regarding applications for prior authorisation in terms of the hours applied for and the numbers of employees concerned as a function of the firms' characteristics and the nature of their application, and we also analyse the factors determining the probability of having submitted a prior application. 
Following this, the employer may submit an application for monthly reimbursement of the wages paid to the employees covered by the short-time work scheme. This application is also called an application for compensation. We therefore describe the behaviour observed in the data regarding applications for compensation, again as a function of the numbers of hours and employees concerned and according to the firms' characteristics. We also examine the conversion of applications for prior authorisation into applications for compensation each month between March and May, analysed notably via the rates of application for and consumption of short-time work.
Since employers have one year to submit their applications for compensation, in this study we also estimate, on the basis of statistical information and assumptions, what the scheme will ultimately cost, and the number of employees who would actually have been placed on short-time work for the months from March to May of 2020.
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