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B O T T O M  L I N E :
FLORIDA HAS HELPED ENROLLEES CYCLE OFF THE PROGRAM  
MORE QUICKLY, REDUCED TAXPAYER COSTS, AND PREPARED  

THE STATE FOR FUTURE RECESSIONS.

IN 2011, FLORIDA TIED THE 
LENGTH OF UNEMPLOYMENT 

BENEFITS TO ECONOMIC 
CONDITIONS.

1

AFTER REFORM, ENROLLEES 
CYCLED OFF THE PROGRAM 

TWICE AS QUICKLY.

2

UNEMPLOYMENT COSTS DROPPED 
NEARLY 76 PERCENT.

3

EMPLOYERS’ UNEMPLOYMENT 
TAXES HAVE DROPPED BY 

79 PERCENT.

4

FLORIDA’S UNEMPLOYMENT TRUST FUND HAS GROWN BY $5.6 BILLION.

5

K E Y  F I N D I N G S
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THE MAXIMUM  
BENEFIT DURATION 

FLUCTUATES 
AS THE STATE’S 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE 
RISES OR FALLS

The reform: Benefits are tied to 
economic conditions 

In 2011, Florida’s unemployment system was in crisis. The 
state’s unemployment trust fund was bankrupt and the state 
had borrowed more than $2 billion in loans from the federal 
government just to keep the program afloat.1 The taxes 
levied on employers to fund the program were set to nearly 
triple.2 Although the state’s regular unemployment benefits 
were capped at 26 weeks, federal programs had extended 
how long someone could receive unemployment benefits 
to a whopping 99 weeks.3-6 These benefit extensions were 
keeping potential workers out of the labor force, driving up 
the unemployment rate, and driving down job creation.7-8 

But that June, Florida began charting a new course. Then-
Gov. Rick Scott signed an innovative new plan sent to 
him by the Florida Legislature that tied the state’s regular 
unemployment benefits to economic conditions, beginning 
in 2012.9 

Under the new system, the maximum benefit duration 
fluctuates as the state’s unemployment rate rises or falls.10 
Individuals are eligible for up to 12 weeks of benefits if 
the state’s average unemployment rate is at or below 5 
percent.11 An additional week is added for each 0.5 
percentage points that the unemployment rate rises 
above 5 percent, up to a maximum of 23 weeks if the 
unemployment rate reaches or exceeds 10.5 percent.12 
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ENROLLEES CYCLED 
OUT OF THE 

UNEMPLOYMENT 
SYSTEM TWICE AS 
QUICKLY AFTER 

REFORM

Average unemployment 
duration, in weeks, in Florida, 
excluding federal extended 
benefit programs, by year

Source: U.S. Department of Labor
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The results: Shorter enrollment, lower 
costs, and lower taxes 

The results of Florida’s reform have been tremendous. 
Unemployed workers are cycling off the program more 
quickly, reducing costs to taxpayers. Lower costs have 
translated into lower taxes on employers, who can reinvest 
those savings into offering higher wages or better benefits, 
expanding their businesses, and further contributing to the 
state’s economic growth. The reform has also helped ready 
the unemployment system for future recessions, ensuring 
the trust fund remains solvent for future generations. 

1. ENROLLEES CYCLE OFF THE PROGRAM TWICE 
AS QUICKLY 
Almost immediately after reforming the program, Floridians 
started cycling out of the unemployment system more 
quickly. 

In 2011, unemployed Florida workers spent an average of 
18.7 weeks on the program, not including extended benefits 
through federal programs.13-14 When the state began indexing 
the program to economic conditions in 2012, enrollees 
began cycling out of the system much more quickly. By 
2018, unemployed workers were spending just 9.2 weeks on 
the program on average—cycling out of the program twice 
as quickly prior to reform.15 

As of 2018, the average Florida unemployment enrollee is 
moving out of the system a whopping 9.5 weeks sooner 
than just before the reform went into effect.16
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ENROLLEES CYCLE 
OUT OF THE 

UNEMPLOYMENT 
SYSTEM NEARLY 

TWICE AS QUICKLY 
IN FLORIDA THAN IN 
NON-REFORM STATES

Average unemployment 
duration, in weeks, in Florida 
and non-reform states, 
excluding federal extended 
benefit programs, by state and 
reform status 

Even better, Florida unemployment enrollees are spending 
far less time in the program than their counterparts in other 
states: in states that have not reformed their unemployment 
systems, average duration has declined by just 1.6 weeks 
over the same time period.17-18 

Altogether, enrollees are cycling out of the unemployment 
system nearly twice as quickly in Florida than in non-reform 
states.19 In fact, only North Carolina and Georgia moved 
enrollees out of the system more quickly than Florida in 2018, 
and both states reformed their unemployment systems to 
mirror Florida’s reforms in 2012 and 2013.20-21 

Moving individuals back to work as quickly as possible should 
be the goal of unemployment insurance (UI) programs 
across the board. The longer an individual is unemployed, 
the more likely they are to fall into long-term dependency 
and the harder it is to find work.22-27 

Receiving benefits for longer periods can also reduce 
unemployed workers’ job search efforts, decreasing their 
likelihood of becoming reemployed.28-33 By indexing its 
unemployment benefits to economic conditions, Florida 
created a structure that allows people to get back into the 
workforce much more quickly, setting them up for success. Source: U.S. Department of Labor

16.4
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2. UNEMPLOYMENT COSTS DROPPED NEARLY 76 
PERCENT 
Moving people out of the unemployment system and 
back to work has not only helped individuals, but has also 
helped significantly reduce program costs. In 2011, Florida’s 
unemployment program was paying out more than $333 
million in benefits per quarter, the equivalent of more than 
$1.3 billion annually.34 But as individuals began cycling out 
of the program more quickly, these costs plummeted. 

By 2018, unemployment costs had declined to $80 million 
per quarter, the equivalent of roughly $320 million per year.35 
Altogether, Florida’s UI costs dropped by a whopping 76 
percent after reform.36 

While unemployment costs have been declining nationwide, 
Florida’s costs have dropped more than twice as quickly as 
costs in non-reform states.37 

Florida also has a significantly lower benefit cost rate—the 
cost of UI benefits as a proportion of total wages—than non-
reform states. In 2018, for example, non-reform states had a 
benefit cost rate of more than 0.38 percent.38-40 Florida, on the 
other hand, had a benefit cost rate of 0.1 percent, meaning 
costs were nearly 74 percent lower than in non-reform 
states.41 Only North Carolina—which passed legislation to 
mirror Florida’s reforms in 2013—had a lower benefit cost 
rate in 2018.42 

UNEMPLOYMENT 
PROGRAM COSTS 

DROPPED 76 PERCENT 
AFTER REFORM

Fourth quarter unemployment 
program costs in Florida,  
by year

Source: U.S. Department of Labor
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UNEMPLOYMENT 
PROGRAM COSTS ARE 

74 PERCENT LOWER 
IN FLORIDA THAN IN 
NON-REFORM STATES

Average benefit cost rate in 
2018, by state and reform status

Source: U.S. Department of Labor
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3. EMPLOYERS’ UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE 
TAXES HAVE PLUMMETED BY 79 PERCENT 
Thanks to the reduction in time Floridians spend in the 
program and lower program costs overall, Florida employers 
are now reaping the rewards through lower taxes, which can 
instead be reinvested in their businesses and employees. 

In 2011, Florida employers paid an average of $7.10 
in unemployment insurance taxes for every $1,000 in 
employees’ wages.43 But as costs declined, employers’ tax 
rates plummeted, allowing businesses to keep those savings 
and, ultimately, reinvest them back into the state’s economy. 

By 2018, Florida employers were paying just $1.50 in 
unemployment taxes for every $1,000 in wages.44 Ultimately, 
this means billions of dollars in savings each and every year 
as a result of reform. 

Employers can now reinvest these savings into higher wages 
or better benefits, expanding their businesses, and further 
contributing to the state’s economic growth. 

While the booming economy has helped lower employers’ 
unemployment taxes across the country, these tax rates have 
dropped more than twice as quickly in Florida than in non-
reform states.45 In 2018, employers in non-reform states paid 
an average of $5.50 for every $1,000 of wages in state UI 
taxes.46 Altogether, Florida employers are paying the lowest 
UI tax rates in the nation, with state UI tax rates nearly 73 
percent lower than rates in non-reform states.47 

EMPLOYER 
UNEMPLOYMENT TAXES 
DROPPED 79 PERCENT 

AFTER REFORM

Effective employer unemployment 
insurance tax rates in Florida per 
$1,000 of wages, by year

Source: U.S. Department of Labor
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EMPLOYER 
UNEMPLOYMENT  

TAXES ARE NEARLY  
73 PERCENT LOWER 
IN FLORIDA THAN 

NON-REFORM STATES

Effective employer unemployment 
insurance tax rates per $1,000 of 
wages, by state and reform status

Source: U.S. Department of Labor
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4. FLORIDA’S UI TRUST FUND GREW BY $5.6 
BILLION 
Florida’s reform has also helped ready the unemployment 
system for future recessions, ensuring the trust fund remains 
solvent for future generations. 

Pre-reform, in August 2009, Florida’s unemployment trust fund 
went insolvent.48 As a result, the state was forced to borrow 
more than $2 billion from the federal government to keep 
the program afloat.49 

At the end of 2011, Florida’s trust fund was still more than 
$1.7 billion in the red.50 

But after Florida reformed its UI system, it was able to quickly 
repay the loans it had taken out and build up its trust fund 
to healthy levels. By 2018, the state’s trust fund balance had 
reached nearly $3.9 billion—a net swing of $5.6 billion.51 

By tying Florida’s unemployment benefits to economic 
conditions, the state is now better prepared to weather 
future recessions. 

Once again, Florida’s unemployment system is also 
now in better shape than other states. In 2018, Florida’s 
unemployment trust fund had a solvency level of 108 
percent, more than the minimum level considered 
adequate going into a recession.52 Trust funds in non-
reform states, on the other hand, have solvency levels of 
less than 64 percent on average.53 Altogether, Florida’s 
unemployment trust fund is nearly 70 percent more solvent 
than non-reform states.54 

FLORIDA’S 
UNEMPLOYMENT  

TRUST FUND GREW  
BY $5.6 BILLION  
AFTER REFORM

Florida unemployment trust 
fund balance, by year

Source: U.S. Department of Labor

-$1.7B

$3.9B

2011 2018

FLORIDA’S 
UNEMPLOYMENT 
TRUST FUND IS 

NEARLY 70 PERCENT 
MORE SOLVENT THAN 
NON-REFORM STATES

Unemployment trust fund 
solvency level, by state and 
reform status

Source: U.S. Department of Labor
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Non-reform 
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Florida



9

Th
e

FG
A

.o
rg

 

UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE REFORM HAS STRENGTHENED FLORIDA’S ECONOMY FEBRUARY 27, 2020

Other states can and should replicate 
Florida’s success 

Today, states have the opportunity to learn from Florida’s 
success and replicate it. There has perhaps never been a 
better time to do just that. 

The national unemployment rate stands at 3.6 percent—
among the lowest it has been in 50 years.55-56 In some states, 
the unemployment rate is as low as 2.3 percent.57 Employers 
have 7.1 million open jobs sitting unfilled, while just 6.4 
million Americans are looking for work.58-59 Yet in most states, 
the unemployment system is not responsive to a growing 
economy. 

In most states, the current unemployment system incentivizes 
individuals to sit on the sidelines or continue unproductive 
job searches even though there has never been a better 
time to find work.60 Policymakers need to take advantage of 
the booming economy and move more of the unemployed 
back into the workforce. Florida’s track record of success 
shows states how to do just that. 

Unemployed workers are cycling off the program more 
quickly, reducing costs to taxpayers. Lower costs have 
translated into lower taxes on employers, who can reinvest 
those savings into offering higher wages or better benefits, 
expanding their businesses, and further contributing to the 
state’s economic growth. Florida’s reforms have also helped 
ready the unemployment system for future recessions, 
ensuring the state trust fund remains solvent for future 
generations. 

Adopting similar reforms in all states would increase 
employment by up to 1.5 million new workers, pull more 
Americans into the labor force, and lead to a modest decline 
in the unemployment rate.61 It would help more people 
cycle out of unemployment and back to work more quickly, 
reduce taxes on employers, and better prepare states for 
future recessions. 

Florida policymakers put their state unemployment program 
back on the right track. Other states should take advantage 
of the current booming economy to move enrollees to 
independence, lower taxes, and help further grow this 
booming economy by tying unemployment benefits 
duration to economic conditions.

Adopting 
similar reforms 

in all states 
would increase 

employment 
by up to 1.5 
million new 

workers, pull 
more Americans 

into the labor 
force, and lead 

to a modest 
decline in the 

unemployment 
rate.
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