The use of partial activity during the Covid-19 crisis: An empirical analysis covering March to May 2020
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Abstract

In France, partial activity has been one of the main employment-preservation responses to the Covid-19 crisis, placing the country among the top users of this policy in Europe. Partial activity, a temporary measure that generally functions in a counter-cyclical manner, allows companies to adjust the volume of hours worked to variations in activity as they seek to avoid economic redundancies. 
In this work, we analyse employers’ recourse to this device during the lockdown period using exhaustive administrative data available as of 22 June 2020. One of the main contributions of our study is the comparison of current use of partial activity to those prior to the health crisis and, in particular, use of this mechanism during the 2008–2009 economic recession.
In order to benefit from partial activity, employers must request prior authorisation from the administration. This procedure reflects an anticipated need for partial activity by the employer, although establishments often request a number of hours of partial work greatly superior to the actual number they will consume. We describe employer behaviour in requesting prior authorisation in terms of the hours requested and the number of employees concerned in relation to the characteristics of establishments and the nature of their requests. We also analyse determinants of the probability of having requested prior authorisation.
The employer may then request a monthly reimbursement of salaries paid to employees concerned by partial activity, also known as a claim for compensation. We present behaviour relative to claims for compensation evident in the data, again in terms of hours and employees concerned and as a function of establishment characteristics. We also consider the transformation of prior authorisation requests on a monthly basis between March and May, notably through the rate of deposit and consumption of partial activity.
Since employers have one year to present their claims for compensation, we also estimate in this work what the measure will ultimately have cost as well as the numbers of employees who will actually have taken advantage of partial activity for the months of March to May 2020, based on information evident in the data and assumptions made.
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