Use of the French ‘activité partielle’ furlough scheme during the Covid-19 crisis: An empirical analysis from March to May 2020
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Abstract

In France, the ‘activité partielle’ (partial activity) furlough scheme has been one of the main tools used to retain jobs in response to the Covid-19 crisis, with the country among those making the most extensive use of the measure in Europe. The furlough scheme is designed for temporary use and broadly works in a contracyclical manner, enabling businesses to adjust their number of hours worked in response to changes in activity, with a view to avoiding redundancies. 
In this work, we analyse use of the scheme by employers during the lockdown period based on comprehensive government data up to 22 June 2020. One of the major contributions of our study is its comparison between current use of the furlough scheme and use prior to the public health crisis, in particular during the 2008-9 economic recession.
In order to make use of the furlough scheme, an employer must apply for prior approval from the government. This step reflects the employer’s anticipated need for furlough, with businesses often requesting in advance a much higher number of furlough hours than they would actually go on to use. We describe employer behaviour with respect to prior approval requests in terms of hours requested and numbers of employees concerned in relation to business characteristics and application type, and analyse the determinants of the probability of submitting a prior approval request.
Employers are then able to submit a request for monthly repayment of wages paid to furloughed employees, also known as a compensation request. We present the behaviour observed in the data with respect to compensation requests, again in relation to the hours and employees concerned and by business characteristics, and the conversion of prior approval requests into compensation requests on a month by month basis between March and May, as understood in particular through levels of application for and use of the furlough scheme.
As employers have a year to submit their compensation requests, based on information derived from the data and on a set of hypotheses, our work also estimates the ultimate cost of the scheme and the numbers of employees actually furloughed over the months of March to May 2020.
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