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T H E P A Y M E N T of unemployment benefits to 
seasonal workers has raised practical and theoreti 
cal problems since unemployment compensation 
laws went into effect i n this country. M a n y 
State laws have restricted the benefit rights of 
seasonal workers, and others have expressly dele-
gated to administrative agencies responsibility for 
studying the problem. As a result, State agencies 
have undertaken considerable research i n seasonal
i t y , most of i t directed toward determining the 
seasonal character of certain industries. Such 
research is l i t t l e more than a first step, however, 
since the problem i n relation to unemployment 
compensation is to determine whether or not 
individuals who work for seasonal employers are 
i n the labor market throughout the year and, i f 
not , what types of benefit restrictions should be 
applied to them. This study analyzes the year-
round employment experience of individuals 
employed i n Minnesota in the highly seasonal 
canning industry . The ir benefit experience is 
also analyzed to indicate the extent to which i t 
was influenced by the nature of their employment 
and the statutory restriction on their benefit 
r ights . 
The Minnesota Seasonal Provision 

Provisions restrict ing the benefit r ights of sea
sonal workers first became effective i n Minnesota 
during 1939.1 The 1939 law defined seasonal 
employment as "employment i n any industry or 
any establishment or class of occupation i n any 
industry engaged in activities relating to the first 
processing of seasonally produced agricultural 
products i n which, because of the seasonal nature 
thereof, i t is customary to operate only during a 
regularly recurring period or periods of less than 26 
weeks i n any calendar year ." This provision 
differs f rom those incorporated i n most State 

* B u r e a u of E m p l o y m e n t S e c u r i t y , R e p o r t s a n d A n a l y s i s D i v i s i o n . T h i s 
study was m a d e w i t h t h e cooperat ion of t h e Research a n d Stat i s t i c s U n i t of 
t h e M i n n e s o t a D i v i s i o n o f E m p l o y m e n t a n d S e c u r i t y , w h i c h m a d e i t s 
records a v a i l a b l e a n d prepared t h e t a b u l a t i o n s o n w h i c h t h e s t u d y is based. 

1 P r i o r to 1939 a s t a t u t o r y p r o v i s i o n t o r e s t r i c t t h e benef i t r i g h t s of seasonal 
w o r k e r s b a d been a d o p t e d , b u t t h e benef i t r i g h t s of seasonal w o r k e r s b a d n o t 
been r e s t r i c t e d . 

unemployment compensation laws in that it is 
restricted to employment i n the first processing of 
agricultural products. As a result, in 1939 only 
16 firms were determined to be seasonal. 

The Minnesota Divis ion of Employment and 
Security was authorized by the law to determine 
the normal operating period or periods of each 
of the firms declared seasonal. None of these 
periods could be more than 6 months in length. 
Benefit r ights of seasonal workers in Minnesota 
were reduced by restricting the wage credits which 
they might obtain for wages earned from seasonal 
firms. Normal ly , Minnesota workers received 
wage credits equal to the fu l l amount of their 
base-period wages from covered employment, but 
for seasonal workers the law stated that "with 
respect to wages paid by or duo from an employer 
to an employee during the base period for seasonal 
employment . . . 'wage credits' shall mean 
the proportion (computed to the next highest 
mult ip le of 5 percent) of such wages which the 
customary period of operations bears to a calendar 
year." For example, if an employer's season were 
declared to continue for 13 weeks (25 percent of 
52 weeks), only 25 percent of the wages earned 
from that employer by seasonal workers could be 
used as wage credits in determining their benefit 
rights. Once the wage credits of seasonal workers 
were computed i n accordance w i t h the given 
ratio , their el igibi l i ty for benefits, weekly benefit 
amounts, and maximum benefit rights were deter
mined by the formula applicable to al l workers.2 

Restriction of the benefit rights of seasonal 
workers through reduction of their wage credits 
suggests a strong l i n k between the seasonal pro
vision and the experience-rating provision of 
the Minnesota statute. Under the experience-

2 A t the time c la ims were f i led b y w o r k e r s whose experience is analyzed 
here, the M i n n e s o t a l a w p r o v i d e d a base per iod cons is t ing o f the first 4 of 
t h e last 6 c omple ted calendar q u a r t e r s preceding the benef i t year. The ben
ef i t year was a 52-week per iod f o l l o w i n g f i l i n g o f a v a l i d c l a i m for benefits. 
T o be eligible for benef i ts , c l a i m a n t s m u s t have earned 30 t imes the ir weekly 
benef it a m o u n t d u r i n g the base p e r i o d . The w e e k l y benef it a m o u n t was 1/25 
of earnings i n t h a t q u a r t e r of the base per i od w h e n earnings were highest,but 
n o t more t h a n $15. Benefit duration was l i m i t e d to the lesser of 1/3 of wage 
credits or 16 t imes the w e e k l y benefit a m o u n t . 



rating provision, the wage credits of a bene
ficiary are charged against the account of the 
employer or employers by whom the wages were 
paid. Reduction of wage credits therefore re
duces the probabil i ty that seasonal employers 
will pay increased rates under the experience-
rating provision. This method of restricting 
seasonal workers' benefit rights is sharply differ
entiated from seasonal provisions i n other State 
laws, which generally allow benefits based on 
seasonal wages to be drawn only during the active 
season, on the ground that seasonal workers are 
not in the labor market during the off-season. 
While there are theoretical and practical objec
tions to such restrictions, they do at tempt to 
relate the claimants' benefit rights to their labor-
market status rather than to the effect of such 
benefit payments on the contribution rates of their 
former employers. 

As authorized by the statute, the Division de
fined a seasonal worker as one employed by a 
seasonal employer during the determined oper
ating season and not employed by that employer 
outside the operating season in any calendar 
quarter in which part of the operating season 
occurred. I n effect, this definition meant that 
any worker hired prior to the date on which the 
season started, even i f only a day before, or 
retained after the ending date for a single day, 
was a nonseasonal worker. 3 Superficially, this 
definition appears restr ict ive Actual ly , however, 
85 percent of the employees of the firms affected 
were held to be seasonal workers, and they are 
referred to in the following discussion as workers 
declared seasonal. The remaining 15 percent of 
the workers employed by seasonal firms outside 
as well as during the defined operating season are 
referred to as workers declared nonseasonal. 

Although the Minnesota law provides that the 
Division on its own motion may determine an 
industry, class of occupation, or establishment to 
be seasonal, determinations were l imited to i n 
dividual employers. Determinations were made 
only after application from the employer and after 
an open hearing. 

During the spring and summer of 1939, hearings 
concerning seasonal determinations were held by 
the Division. Only 10 employers engaged in the 

3The definition has since been amended to permit wages earned during the operating per iod t o be classified as seasonal even t h o u g h the workers are 
retained b y the e m p l o y e r outside the operating per i od . 

first processing of agricultural products could 
demonstrate that their seasonal periods of opera
t ion were shorter than 26 weeks. Fifteen were 
canners of vegetables and pickles, and one 
processed sugar beets.4 The canneries a l l packed 
corn, and 10 also packed peas. One of the 10 
also canned pickles and another canned asparagus. 
Those are products which can be canned only at 
certain times of the year, and since there was 
l i t t l e diversity of products the operating seasons 
were al l relatively short. The 6 canneries which 
packed only corn operated for about 54 days, 
from late July u n t i l the middle of September. 
Those which packed both corn and peas operated 
for about 109 days, from early i n June to Septem
ber. The cannery handling pickles operated from 
June to the middle of October—about 130 days— 
and the firm handling asparagus operated about 
180 days, from the first of M a y u n t i l late October. 
The sugar-beet processor operated for a period 
of approximately 100 days, from September to 
January. W i t h one exception the operating 
periods were not more than 4 months i n length, 
and peak operations covered a much shorter 
period, usually not more than a few weeks. 

The 1939 pay ro l l of the 16 firms amounted 
to approximately $2.2 mi l l ion , 80 percent of i t 
concentrated i n four firms. Mos t of the seasonal 
firms employed 100-500 workers at the peak of 
the season. There were no very small firms i n 
the group, and only two large firms—one employ
ing 1,300 and another employing 4,800 workers. 
The peak seasonal employment of the 16 firms i n 
1939 was about 10,700 workers, and the number of 
different workers employed at any t ime during the 
year totaled 13,200. About three-fourths of the 
peak employment was concentrated i n firms 
whose normal operating period extended from 
Juno or July to September, and only 2 percent 
was accounted for by the one firm which normally 
operated for 6 months. Employment outside the 
operating period was low, generally about 10-15 
percent of peak employment. The seasonal 
firms represented a negligible port ion of the 46,400 
covered employers i n Minnesota i n 1939, and 
their employees represented only 2.4 percent of the 
541,000 workers w i t h wage credits during that 
year. 

The type of labor util ized by canneries is largely 
determined by their location, the nature of the 

4 T w o a d d i t i o n a l f i r m s determined seasonal d i d n o t operate d u r i n g 1939. 



jobs, and the durat ion of the canning season. 
M o s t of the establishments were located i n or near 
towns of less than 2,000 persons i n the southern 
Minnesota agricultural district . Youths, house
wives, and farm hands are available i n farm com
munities for a few weeks' work i n the summer. 
M i g r a t o r y and urban workers are not attracted 
i n any great numbers when the season is very 
short. The adequate supply of local labor makes 
i t unnecessary for the employers to at tempt to 
recruit workers from other areas. The canning 
jobs dur ing the defined operating period—such as 
unloading and weighing crops, inspecting vege
tables, and tending cooking vats and canning 
machines—are for the most part semiskilled and 
unskil led. 

The combination of these factors results i n the 
employment of large numbers of workers who 
are either not i n the labor market throughout 
the year, such as housewives and students, or 
who are normally engaged i n farm work. Approx i 
mately two-fifths of the workers employed i n the 
defined 1939 seasons were women, many of whom 
were probably not interested in other employment. 
A report made by the Uni ted States Department 
of Labor indicates that "Housewives i n the town 
or village and f rom nearby towns were reported as 
a dependable source by over four-fifths of a l l 
canning plants, and farmers' wives and daughters 
b y over three-fifths of the plants. Further , the 
town housewives comprised three-fourths or more 
of the women seasonal workers in 44 percent of the 
plants g iv ing them employment." 5 

Earnings of Workers Employed by Seasonal 
Firms 

Workers employed by the 16 seasonal firms 
earned, for the most part , only small amounts 
i n covered employment during 1939. One-third 
of the 13,200 workers d id not have covered 
earnings of as much as $50 during the year 
(table l ) . 6 Three-fourths earned less than $200, 

5U. S. D e p a r t m e n t o f L a b o r , W o m e n ' s B u r e a u , Application of Labor 
L e g i s l a t i o n to the Fruit and Vegetable Canning and Preserving Industries. 693 
f i r m s , 17 located I n M i n n e s o t a , were s u r v e y e d d u r i n g 1938 a n d 1939 for t h i s 
r e p o r t . Seasonal w o r k e r s referred t o i n t h i s m o n o g r a p h are a l l w o r k e r s 
e m p l o y e d b y c a n n i n g a n d preserv ing f i r m s , a n d n o t those declared seasonal 
u n d e r t h e M i n n e s o t a s t a t u t e . 

6 A l l earnings d a t a used here refer o n l y t o earnings f r o m f i r m s covered b y the 
M i n n e s o t a U n e m p l o y m e n t C o m p e n s a t i o n L a w . Since t h i s l a w t h e n 
extended to employers o f one or more persons i n covered I n d u s t r i e s , t h e o n l y 
s ign i f i cant noncovered e m p l o y m e n t ava i lab le to these w o r k e r s was i n a g r i 
c u l t u r e . F o r a b o u t 5 percent of these w o r k e r s , the annual -earn ings d a t a 
relate t o the year ended September 30,1939, o r M a r c h 31,1940. 

T a b l e 1 . — D i s t r i b u t i o n of seasonal and nonseasonal 
workers employed by 16 seasonal firms in M i n n e s o t a , 1 

by total earnings in covered employment, 1939 

A n n u a l earnings 
A l l w o r k e r s Seasonal 

w o r k e r s Nonseasonal 
workers A n n u a l earnings 

N u m 
ber Percent N u m 

ber Percent N u m 
ber Percent 

T o t a l 13,155 100.0 11,170 100.0 1,985 100.0 
Less t h a n $50 4,422 33.6 4,170 37.3 252 12.7 
50-99 2,917 22.2 2,770 24.9 141 7.1 
100-149 1,713 13.0 1,570 14.1 143 7.2 
150-199 951 7.2 822 7.4 129 6.5 
200-299 1,044 7.9 842 7.5 202 

10.2 

300-399 603 4.6 447 4.0 156 
7.9 

400-599 518 4.0 281 2.5 237 11.9 
600-799 305 2.3 105 1.5 140 7.1 
800-999 213 1.6 81 . 7 132 6.6 
1,000 o r more 469 3.6 16 . 1 453 22.8 

1 W o r k e r s e m p l o y e d b y the seasonal f i r m s o n l y d u r i n g the determined op
e r a t i n g season were designated seasonal w o r k e r s ; w o r k e r s employed by the 
same f i r m s outs ide , or d u r i n g a n d outs ide , the operating season were desig
nated nonseasonal. 

and 3.6 percent earned $1,000 or more. Median 
annual earnings were about $90, an amount which 
suggests that , for the bulk of the workers, covered 
employment was merely supplementary and not a 
pr imary source of livelihood. 

The workers declared nonseasonal who were 
employed by the seasonal firms had higher annual 
earnings than did workers declared seasonal. 
More than one-third of the seasonal workers 
earned less than $50, and another one-fourth 
earned from $50 to $99. Only 20 percent of the 
nonseasonal workers were in these low-earnings 
brackets (table 1). Of the 469 workers who earned 
$1,000 or more, 453 were nonseasonal. Median 
annual earnings of the seasonal workers were 
approximately $75, while the median earnings of 
nonseasonal workers were almost $400. Only 1 
seasonal worker out of 20 had earnings of as much 
as $400. 

Since the year-round work experience of workers 
declared seasonal is relevant to the seasonality 
problem, the proportion of their earnings paid 
by the seasonal employers was determined. 
Seasonal workers had at most a few months of 
employment w i t h seasonal employers, and almost 
three-fourths (73 percent) received all their 
earnings in covered employment from the seasonal 
employer (table 2). On the other hand, 14 
percent of these workers received less than two-
fifths of their covered wages from seasonal employ
ers, and 6.0 percent received less than one-fifth 
from this source. 

The few workers declared seasonal who had 



Table 2.—Distribution of seasonal workers employed by 

16 seasonal firms in Minnesota, by ratio of seasonal 

earnings to total earnings in covered employment, 

1939 

Ratio of seasonal earnings to t o t a l earnings (percent ) N u m b e r Percent 

T o t a l 11,170 100.0 
100 8,112 72.6 
80-99 758 6.8 
60-79 352 3 .1 
40-59 346 3 .1 
20-39 933 8.4 
Less than 20 669 6.0 

substantial earnings in 1939 were generally those 
who earned wages from both seasonal and other 
employers. No seasonal worker received as 
much as $600 from a seasonal employer during the 
year (table 3 ) ; almost half earned less than $50 
from seasonal employers, and about three-fourths 
earned less than $100. I f annual earnings of $200 
are accepted as a measure of attachment to the 
labor market for unemployment compensation 
purposes, only 6.1 percent of the seasonal workers 
would have met this test on the basis of their 
seasonal earnings in 1939.7 

I t is unlikely that these workers would ordinari ly 
earn much more in seasonal employment than they 
did in 1939. The normal operating periods of 
these firms are generally less than 4 months, and 
peak employment lasts only a few weeks. I t is not 
surprising that a group of workers, largely u n 
skilled, should have very low earnings in jobs of 
such short duration. 

The earnings records of the workers declared 
nonseasonal present an entirely different picture. 
Although the seasonal workers w i t h substantial 
earnings all worked for employers other than those 
declared seasonal, the reverse tended to be true of 
the nonseasonal workers. Of the 5S5 who earned 
$800 or more, 542 earned this amount from sea
sonal employers alone, an indication of the proba
bility that these were permanent employees. 

Workers declared nonseasonal received con
siderably higher amounts from seasonal employers 
in 1939 than did seasonal workers. One-third of 
them received $600 or more, whereas no seasonal 
worker earned so much. However, a substantial 
portion of the nonseasonal workers had low earn
ings; about one-fifth earned less than $50, and 
more than one-fourth earned less than $100. 

7The present M i n n e s o t a l a w requires $200 i n covered wages i n 1 year as a 
condition to the receipt o f benefits. 

Only about 27 percent of the seasonal and 30 
percent of the nonseasonal workers found em
ployment i n other covered industries during 1939. 
There were no significant differences between the 
distributions of seasonal and nonseasonal workers 
by industry of other employment (table 4) . The 
distribution of both groups by industry was, how
ever, different in two respects f rom the distr ibution 
of other covered workers in Minnesota. A rela
t ively large number of seasonal workers found 
employment i n construction and relatively few 
found employment i n manufacturing. 8 The sea
sonal firms were located at a considerable distance 
from the major manufacturing centers of the 
State, which may account for the fact t h a t , while 
28 percent of the covered employment was i n 
manufacturing, only 15 percent of the employment 
of seasonal workers i n other industries was i n 
manufacturing. 

M o r e than one-third of the workers declared 
seasonal were women, of whom more than half 
earned less than $50 i n 1939; fewer than 2 percent 
earned as much as $300 (table 5). These low 
earnings resulted from two factors: relatively 
fewer women earned wages from employers other 
than those declared seasonal, and women re
ceived smaller wages from the seasonal firms than 
did men. The earnings of men were also low, 
but substantially higher than those of women. 
While the median for women was less than $49, 
the median for men was $103. 

8The d i s t r i b u t i o n s o f w o r k e r s b y i n d u s t r y presented i n tab l e 4 are n o t 
precisely c o m p a r a b l e The d i s t r i b u t i o n r e l a t i n g t o a l l covered e m p l o y m e n t 
is based o n average e m p l o y m e n t t h r o u g h o u t t h e year , w h i l e t h e o ther t w o 
d i s t r i b u t i o n s ind icate the t o t a l n u m b e r of i n d i v i d u a l s e m p l o y e d i n g i v e n 
i n d u s t r i e s . T h i s difference accounts i n some degree for t h e difference i n t h e 
percent of a l l covered workers a n d the percent o f the g r o u p s t u d i e d w h o 
f o u n d e m p l o y m e n t in the seasonal c o n s t r u c t i o n i n d u s t r y . 

Table 3 . — D i s t r i b u t i o n of seasonal and nonseasonal 
workers employed by 16 seasonal firms in Minnesota, 
by earnings from these firms, 1939 

A n n u a l earnings in seasonal f i r m s 
Seasonal w o r k e r s Nonseasonal w o r k e r s 

A n n u a l earnings in seasonal f i r m s 
N u m b e r Percent N u m b e r Percent 

T o t a l 11,170 100.0 1,985 100.0 

Less t h a n $50 5,273 47.2 377 19.0 
50-99 3,033 27.2 170 8.6 
100-149 1,478 13.2 170 8.6 
150-199 707 6.3 124 6.2 
200-299 418 3.7 177 8.9 

300-399 196 1.8 150 7.5 
400-599 65 .6 176 8.9 
600-799 99 5.0 
800-999 111 5.6 
1,000 or m o r e 431 21.7 



Only 15 percent of the women seasonal workers, 
as compared to 35 percent of the men, had em
ployment i n other covered industries. For 21 
percent of the men and only 10 percent of the 
women were seasonal earnings less than half of 

R a t i o (percent ) of seasonal t o t o t a l earnings 

Percent o f seasonal 
w o r k e r s 

R a t i o (percent ) of seasonal t o t o t a l earnings 

M e n W o m e n 

T o t a l 100 100 

100 65 85 
50-99 14 5 
Less t h a n 50 21 10 

to ta l earnings. The employment of farm women 
and housewives from nearby towns may have 
accounted for the low percentage of women having 
other earnings. 

Three-fifths of the women earned less than $50 
f rom seasonal employers, and another t h i r d earned 
$50-99 (table 5). Only 7.9 percent of the women 
received as much as $100 from seasonal employers. 
Women i n canneries are hired chiefly for the inside 
canning operations and are ordinari ly employed 
only at the peak of the operating season. M e n , 
o n the other hand, are hired not only at the peak 
of the season b u t also for the operations which 
precede and follow the actual canning operation. 
The earnings of men seasonal workers, while i n 
many cases not large enough to be considered as 
a pr imary source of income, tended to be some
what higher than earnings of women. I n con
trast to the 7.9 percent of the women who earned 
$100 or more, 36 percent of the men earned at 
least this amount. 

Benefit Experience of Seasonal Workers 

The fact that the employers studied had clearly 
defined and recurring peaks i n employment does 
not necessarily i m p l y that they hired workers 
whose only employment was during the seasonal 
peak; such firms could have employed workers 
who were regularly i n the labor market . I t is 
probable, however, t h a t most of these workers 
were not i n the labor market the year round. 
Their earnings i n covered industries were gen
erally so low as to be obviously supplemental, and 
the fact t h a t so few found work i n other covered 
industries implies t h a t most of them were not 
seeking such employment. The nature of the 
labor supply i n small agricultural communities 

further bears out this assumption. I t seems safe 
to say that the seasonal restriction i n Minnesota 
was applied to a group of workers most of whom 
were definitely seasonal. 

Seasonal claimants.—Of al l covered workers in 
Minnesota, 19 percent claimed benefits i n 1939. 
B u t of all employees of seasonal firms, only 13 
percent claimed benefits during the year ended 
September 30, 1940. Moreover, only 7.6 percent 
of the employees of seasonal firms who were 
declared to be seasonal workers filed claims, while 
28 percent of this group who were declared to be 
nonseasonal workers filed claims (table 6). Thus, 
a much smaller proportion of those who experi
enced extensive periods of no covered employment 
than of those who had substantial earnings and 
employment i n covered industry filed claims for 
benefits. 

The pr imary reason for the failure of all but a 
small proportion of the workers declared seasonal 
to file claims was probably their inabi l i ty to 
qualify for benefits. D u r i n g 1939 and 1940, the 
Minnesota law required that an unemployed 
worker have wage credits equal to 30 times his 
weekly benefit amount to be eligible. Over half 
the workers declared seasonal who filed claims 
met this test, b u t less than one-tenth of those 
who did not file claims would have been able to 
meet i t . The few potential ly eligible seasonal 
workers who did not file claims may have been 
continuously employed i n covered or noncovered 
industry , out of the labor market , or ignorant of 
their rights under the law. 

T a b l e 4 . — P e r c e n t a g e distribution of all covered workers 

in Minnesota, by industry, and of workers employed 

by 16 seasonal firms, by industry of nonseasonal em
ployment, 1939 

I n d u s t r y 
Percent of 

a l l covered 
w o r k e r s 

Percent of workers in 
seasonal f i r m s w h o had 

o the r e m p l o y m e n t 
I n d u s t r y 

Percent of 
a l l covered 

w o r k e r s 
Seasonal 
w o r k e r s 

N o n -
seasonal 
workers 

T o t a l 100.0 100.0 100.0 

A g r i c u l t u r e (1) . l 1.5 
Mining 2.2 1.3 1.2 
C o n s t r u c t i o n 6.6 22.3 24.8 
M a n u f a c t u r i n g 27.6 14.7 15.1 
P u b l i c u t i l i t i e s 7.0 7 .1 8.5 
T r a d e 39.5 40.4 36.9 
Finance 5.4 3.6 1.9 
Service 10.9 10.5 9.8 
Industries n.e.c. . 8 (1) .3 

1 Less t h a n 0.05 percent . 



Primarily because such workers would have 
been declared ineligible, benefit claims were filed 
by only 0.8 percent of the workers declared sea
sonal whose 1939 earnings were loss than $50 and 
1.6 percent of those whose earnings wore $50-99 
(table 6). T h e proportion of workers filing claims 
increased as earnings increased, reaching a peak 
of 46 percent in the $400-599 bracket. Among 
workers earning more than $600, full employment 
may have caused the percentage who filed claims 
to decline. T h a t the percentage of claimants in 
the $200-599 brackets was not higher was prob
ably due to the large number of housewives and 
farm workers who were not considered available 
for work and thus would have been ineligible for 
unemployment compensation despite sufficient 
earnings. 

Among workers declared nonseasonal, there were 
likewise almost no claimants i n the lowest brackets, and the highest percentage was i n the $400-599 
bracket. The percentage of nonseasonal workers 
filing claims was higher i n most brackets t h a n the 
percentage of seasonal workers, probably because 
wage credits of the nonseasonal workers were not 
reduced by the seasonality provision and they 
could thus meet the eligibility requirement more 
easily. The small percentage of claimants among 
nonseasonal workers who earned $1,000 or more 
was probably the result of full employment. 

Seasonal workers who earned only a negligible 
fraction of their 1939 wages in seasonal employ
ment were more likely to file claims than workers 
who earned the bulk of their wages in seasonal 
employment. Claims were filed by only 2 per
cent of the workers whose earnings were entirely 
from seasonal firms, but by 28 percent of those 

T a b l e 6 . — D i s t r i b u t i o n of seasonal and nonseasonal 
workers employed by 16 seasonal firms in Minnesota, 
and percent who claimed benefits, by total earnings 
in covered employment, 1939 

T o t a l annual earnings 

Seasonal workers Nonseasonal workers 

T o t a l annual earnings 
N u m b e r 

Percent 
who 

claimed 
benefits 

N u m b e r 
Percent 

w h o 
c la imed. 
benefits 

T o t a l 11,170 7.6 1,985 28.3 

Less t h a n $50 4,170 . 8 252 .4 
50-99 2,776 1.6 141 5.0 
100-149 1,570 6.0 143 25.2 
150-199 822 13.0 129 37.2 
200-299 842 28.9 202 47.5 
300-399 447 32.9 156 50.6 
400-599 281 46.2 237 60.7 
600-799 165 23.0 140 55.0 
800-999 81 14.8 132 36.4 
1,000 or more 16 25.0 453 5.7 

whose earnings were about equally divided be-
tween seasonal and other covered employment 
and by 44 percent of those whose earnings were 
almost entirely in other employment. 

Although only a small portion of the workers 
designated as seasonal were actually in the labor 
market throughout the year, the distributions of 
claimants by 1939 earnings and by ratio of sea
sonal to total earnings show that claimants among 
workers declared seasonal were generally the few 
actually seeking work the year round. Thus , 
while the bulk of the workers declared seasonal 
wore truly seasonal in the sense that they left the 
labor market after the active season, most of those 
who claimed benefits were not truly seasonal in 
the sense that they remained in the labor market 
after the end of the active season. I t has some
times been hold that for unemployment compen
sation purposes a seasonal worker should be de-

Table 5.—Distribution of male and female seasonal workers in Minnesota, by total earnings in covered employment 
and by earnings in 16 seasonal firms, 1939 

A n n u a l earnings 

M a l e seasonal workers in— Female seasonal workers in— 
A n n u a l earnings 

A l l covered 
employment 

Percent of 
to ta l Seasonal firms Percent of 

to ta l 
A l l covered 

employment 
Percent of 

to ta l Seasonal f irms Percent of 
to ta l 

Total 6,981 100.0 6,981 100.0 4,189 100.0 4,189 100.0 
Less than $50 1,977 28.3 2,769 39.7 2,193 52.3 2,504 59.8 
50-99 1,429 20.5 1,680 24.1 1.347 32.2 1,363 32.3 
100-149 1,241 17.8 1,203 17.2 329 7.9 275 6.6 
150-199 692 10.0 664 9.5 130 3.1 43 1.0 
200-299 727 10.4 405 5.8 115 2.7 13 .3 
300-399 409 5.9 195 2,8 38 .9 1 (1) 

400-599 261 3.7 65 .9 20 .5 
600-799 149 2.1 16 ,4 
800-999 80 1.1 1 (1) 

1,000 or more 16 .2 

1 Less than 0.05 percent. 



fined, not as in Minnesota, b u t as one who earns 
80 percent of his covered wages i n seasonal em
ployment. 9 B y this standard only 23 percent of 
the Minnesota seasonal claimants would have been 
adjudged seasonal. The year-round character of 
the work experience of the seasonal claimants 
should be kept i n mind while examining their 
benefit experience. 

Effect of seasonal restrictions on benefit experi
ence.—Since many of the workers declared sea
sonal d id not claim benefits because they were 
obviously ineligible, the proportion of those who 
d id file claims and were found ineligible does not 
provide a measure of the true effect of the el igibi l 
i t y requirement. Of the 852 seasonal workers 
who claimed benefits, 27 percent would have been 
ineligible even i f there had been no seasonal restric
t ion . However, the reduction of wage credits 
caused an additional 18 percent to be ineligible. 
Hence, about 1 i n every 5 of this small group, 
most of whom had substantial earnings outside the 
operating season, was denied a l l benefit rights 
because of the seasonal provision in the law. 

The workers declared seasonal who claimed 
benefits, and part icularly those eligible for bene
fits, were i n general workers who earned less from 
seasonal firms than from other firms. They had 
fa i r ly substantial earnings as compared w i t h other 
seasonal workers, b u t their earnings were usually 
lower than those of other Minnesota claimants, as 
is shown by the fact that their weekly benefit 
amounts were low i n comparison w i t h those of 
other claimants. 1 0 Whereas only 4.0 percent of 
a l l Minnesota claimants had weekly benefit 
amounts of $5 or less, and 27 percent had weekly 
benefit amounts of $14 and $15, these percentages 
would have been almost exactly reversed for sea
sonal claimants even i f their wage credits had not 
been reduced (table 7) . After wage credits were 
reduced, 36 percent of the eligible seasonal c la im
ants were entitled to $5 a week or less, and only 19 
percent were entitled to $10 or more. 

The weekly benefit amounts of about two-thirds 
of the eligible seasonal claimants were not affected 
by the reduction of wage credits. For those 
affected, the reductions ranged from $1 to $10. 

9The Washington Unemployment Compensation Act uses this definition 
to identify seasonal workers. 
10Under the law then in effect, the weekly benefit amount was determined 

as 1/25 o f wage cred i t s i n t h a t q u a r t e r w h e n wage cred i t s were highest , b u t n o t 
m o r e t h a n $15 o r less t h a n $3. F o r p a y m e n t purposes , benef i t a m o u n t s of $3 
a n d $4 were raised to $5. 

T a b l e 7 . — P e r c e n t a g e distribution of all eligible c l a i m 
ants in Minnesota and of eligible seasonal claimants 
before and after seasonal reduction of wage credits 
by weekly benefit amount 

W e e k l y benef i t a m o u n t A l l 
c l a i m a n t s 

Seasonal claimants 

W e e k l y benef i t a m o u n t A l l 
c l a i m a n t s Before 

wage - c red i t 
r e d u c t i o n 

After 
wage-credit 

reduction 

T o t a l 100.0 100.0 100.0 
$5 or less 4.0 24.2 35.2 
6-9 41.6 50.7 44.9 
10-13 27.3 19.8 14.9 
14-15 27.1 5.3 4.0 

A n unemployed worker's weekly benefit amount is 
usually calculated as approximately one-half his 
usual weekly wage.11 A seasonal provision of the 
Minnesota type tends to destroy this relationship 
between weekly benefits and usual earnings. 

T o t a l benefits payable to Minnesota claimants 
during a benefit year were l imited to the lessor of 
one-third of wage credits or 16 times the weekly 
benefit amount. Seasonal restrictions on wage 
credits reduced by about one-fifth the benefits 
payable to 80 percent of the eligible claimants 
who had been declared seasonal. Without this 
reduction these workers would have been entitled 
to an average of $113 in benefits; after the reduc
t ion they were entitled to only $90. The seasonal 
claimants not affected—those w i t h sufficient wage 
credits to be entitled to 16 times the weekly 
benefit amount despite the restriction—were en
t i t led to an average of $129 during their benefit 
year. 

Benefits drawn by seasonal claimants.—It is often 
assumed that seasonal workers, because of their 
recurring periods of unemployment, w i l l auto
matical ly draw all the benefits to which they are 
entit led. Actual ly , only 56 percent of the eligible 
claimants declared seasonal drew all the benefits 
to which they were entit led, and 10 percent drew 
less than one-tenth of their potential benefits 
(table 8). Among al l Minnesota claimants whose 
benefit years ended in the t h i r d quarter of 1940, 46 
percent exhausted their benefit r ights. 

Since the few workers declared seasonal who 
claimed benefits could be classified as workers who 
happened to work for seasonal employers during 

1 1 A l t h o u g h most State laws a t t e m p t to preserve t h i s r e la t i onsh ip , weekly 
benef i t a m o u n t s are o r d i n a r i l y re lated to q u a r t e r l y earnings since weekly 
wages have p r o v e d d i f f i c u l t to d e t e r m i n e . Because there are 13 weeks in a 
q u a r t e r , 1/25 of q u a r t e r l y e a r n i n g s is assumed to be a b o u t 1/2 w e e k l y earnings. 



part of the year, they were as securely attached to 
the labor market as other Minnesota claimants. 
Why, then, was the exhaustion ratio of seasonal 
claimants 56 percent as compared w i t h a ratio of 
46 percent for all claimants? The explanation 
probably lies in the fact t h a t seasonal claimants 
were generally low-paid workers w i t h short poten
tial benefit duration, and therefore a group more 
likely to exhaust their benefit rights than claimants 
with longer potential durat ion. This tendency is 
evident in the experience of all Minnesota c la im
ants whose benefit years ended in the th i rd quarter 
of 1940. Only claimants who were entitled to 16 
weeks of benefits had a lower exhaustion ratio 
than did the seasonal claimants. Seventy-two 
percent of all Minnesota claimants were entitled 
to 16 weeks of benefits, but only 38 percent of the 
seasonal claimants could have drawn benefits for 
that number of weeks even i f there had been no 
seasonal reduction of wage credits. Claimants 
with high weekly benefit amounts are less l ikely 
than those w i t h low weekly benefit amounts to 
exhaust benefits, and 27 percent of al l Minnesota 
claimants were entitled to $14 and $15 weekly as 
opposed to only 5.3 percent of the seasonal c laim
ants before the reduction of wage credits (table 7). 

Another usual assumption w i t h regard to 
seasonal workers is that , because of the nature 
of their employment, they w i l l file claims for 
benefits every year. The experience of claimants 
declared seasonal, however, differed l i t t l e in this 
respect from the experience of al l claimants, 
possibly because so few seasonal workers were 
eligible for benefits. 

N u m b e r of years in w h i c h c la ims were f i led 

Percent of t o t a l 
c l a i m a n t s 

N u m b e r of years in w h i c h c la ims were f i led 

A l l c l a i m 
ants 

Seasonal 
c l a i m a n t s 

1 44 35 
2 34 45 
3 22 20 

These figures indicate that , while there was a 
tendency for a larger percentage of seasonal than 
of all claimants to file in 2 different years, there 
was v i r tua l ly no difference i n the percentage 
filing in 3 different years. 

Effect of seasonal restrictions on total benefits 
paid and on employer contribution rates.—The 
seasonal restriction had an insignificant effect on 

T a b l e 8 . — D i s t r i b u t i o n of eligible seasonal claimants in 
Minnesota, by ratio of actual to potential benefits 

R a t i o o f ac tua l t o p o t e n t i a l benefits (percent) N u m b e r Percent 

T o t a l 472 100.0 

100 265 56.1 
80-99 53 11.2 
60-79 39 8.3 
40-59 34 7.2 
20-39 21 4.5 
10-19 12 2.5 

Less than 10 48 10.2 

the size of the Minnesota unemployment com
pensation fund. I t is estimated t h a t i n 1940 the 
seasonal restriction reduced benefit payments 
about $8,000. H a d all seasonal workers claimed 
benefits, the saving would have been about 
$14,000. Since a t o t a l of $9.7 mi l l ion was paid 
out of the Minnesota fund i n 1940, expenditures 
were reduced by less than 0.1 percent through 
operation of the seasonal restriction. 

The effect of the seasonal restriction on employ
ers' contr ibution rates, an extremely important 
factor in connection w i t h the enactment and 
design of the seasonal provisions, was likewise 
insignificant. Estimates indicate t h a t only 4 of 
the 16 seasonal employers received lower contr i 
but ion rates i n 1941 solely because of the seasonal 
r e s t r i c t i o n . 1 2 The estimated tax reduction 
amounted to 0.25 percent of covered pay rolls 
for two of these firms and to 0.5 percent for the 
other two. 

Summary and Conclusion 

The 16 firms declared seasonal under the M i n 
nesota Unemployment Compensation L a w during 
1939 were i n fact highly seasonal, since they 
operated for only about 4 months of the year. 
Of their employees, 85 percent were employed 
only during the operating season. The great 
major i ty of the workers defined as seasonal, t h a t 
is, employed by these firms only during the 
operating period, had low earnings i n 1939. 
Nearly half of them received less than $50 from 
seasonal employers, and none received as much 
as $600. Such low earnings could have provided 
hardly more than supplemental income. The 

12In p r e p a r i n g these es t imates , e l i g i b i l i t y for benef its a n d bene f i t wages 
charged were r e c o m p u t e d as i f n o seasonal r e s t r i c t i o n b a d been i n effect a n d 
as i f a l l n e w l y e l i g ib l e workers a c t u a l l y d r e w benef i ts . It was also necessary 
t o assume t h a t 1939 was t y p i c a l of a l l years t h a t benef i t wages were chargeable 
i n c o m p u t i n g 1941 c o n t r i b u t i o n rates. While there are gaps i n t h e assump
t i o n s necessary for these est imates , t h e resu l ts are f a i r l y accurate because the 
p r o p o r t i o n of c l a i m a n t s a m o n g t h e seasonal w o r k e r s was so s m a l l . 



nonseasonal workers, those employed by the 
seasonal firms both w i t h i n and outside the operat
ing season, had considerably higher earnings. 
Whereas less than 1 percent of the seasonal workers 
earned $1,000 or more i n covered employment 
during 1939, one-fourth of the nonseasonal workers 
earned this amount. 

The low earnings of the seasonal workers are 
an indication of the type of worker hired. The 
plants were located in or near small towns in the 
southern Minnesota farming area, where there was 
an adequate supply of housewives, farm women, 
and farm laborers for a few weeks' work in the 
summer. The jobs were of such short duration— 
most of them lasted only a few weeks and very few 
for more than 4 months—that workers from other 
industries were not attracted. Only one-fourth 
of the seasonal workers had any other earnings in 
covered industry during 1939. Despite the short 
duration of peak employment and the low wages 
paid by firms declared seasonal, only one seasonal 
worker in six earned as much in other covered 
as in seasonal employment. Hence, five-sixths 
of these workers were in fact in the covered labor 
force for only short periods during the summer. 

There were long periods during the year when 
seasonal workers had no covered employment, but 
less than one-tenth of them filed claims for bene
fits. This proportion contrasts sharply with the 
fact that more than one-fourth of the nonseasonal 
workers filed claims, although they apparently 
experienced less unemployment and had much 
higher earnings. Most of the seasonal workers 
who did not file claims could not have qualified 
for benefits, and virtually none could have quali
fied for benefits on the basis of seasonal wages 
alone. Those who did file claims were, in general, 
those with substantial earnings in other covered 
industries. Since seasonal restrictions affect only 
the benefit rights of claimants, those affected were 
the few workers primarily employed in other 
industries, and hence not the type of worker who 
left the covered labor force at the close of the active 
season. The net effect of the Minnesota seasonal 
provision was to reduce the benefit rights of a few 
workers who had some seasonal earnings but who 

had stronger attachments to other types of covered 
employment. 

The study demonstrates that the present Minne
sota quali fying earnings requirement for all 
claimants is i n itself an effective means of restrict
ing benefits payable to the workers who leave the 
labor market at the close of the seasonal operating 
period. The el igibi l i ty requirement of $200 now 
incorporated i n the Minnesota law would have 
permitted only one-sixth of a l l seasonal workers to 
qualify for benefits, and loss than 1 percent of the 
4,200 women seasonal workers to qualify for 
benefits. Obviously this el igibi l i ty requirement in 
itself is almost completely effective i n restricting 
the benefit rights of women workers declared 
seasonal unless they also obtain employment in 
other covered industries. This finding is signifi
cant because i t is often argued that women em
ployed during the summer but not seeking work 
at other times of the year w i l l receive a wage 
subsidy in the form of unemployment benefits 
unless special restrictions are placed on their 
benefit rights. Only one-tenth of the men em
ployed by the seasonal firms earned $200 or more 
in seasonal employment, and the major i ty of this 
small group also had substantial earnings in other 
covered employment. The Minnesota seasonal 
restriction cannot affect the largo number of 
workers employed by seasonal firms who leave the 
labor market at the and of the season, because 
very few of them could qualify even in the 
absence of the seasonal restrict ion; the provision 
does affect the few workers w i t h substantial earn
ings in other covered employment who happened 
to be employed by the seasonal firms during the 
operating period. 

The operation of the seasonal provision reduced 
total benefit expenditures by about $8,000, less 
than 0.1 percent of the total benefit expenditures 
in Minnesota in 1939. The contribution rates of 
only four employers under the experience-rating 
provision were reduced by the operation of the 
seasonal provision. Estimates indicate that the 
effect of the seasonal restriction was to reduce the 
contribution rates of two of these employers by 
0.25 percent and of the other two by 0.5 percent. 


