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Foreword 

This report provides an in-depth assessment of job retention support during the pandemic and its aftermath 

in Belgium. It provides three main contributions: i) a systematic comparison of the job retention scheme in 

Belgium with that of other OECD countries based on a new synthetic indicator of job retention support; 

ii) an empirical assessment of the role of institutional design for the use of job retention support; and iii) an 

empirical evaluation of the effectiveness of job retention schemes in preserving jobs. Based on these 

contributions, it offers practical guidance for policymakers to inform the refinement of job retention support 

for the future. 
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Executive summary 

Job retention support played a major role in preventing job losses during the COVID-19 crisis in Belgium, 

with almost one in three jobs supported at the crisis peak. Even though Belgium’s scheme has shown to 

be highly effective, this report highlights some concerns related to the continued and elevated use of job 

retention support well after the COVID-19 pandemic subsided. 

Job retention support was scaled up rapidly but its phase out was delayed 

Belgium entered the pandemic with a well-established job retention support system (“temporary 

unemployment”). To address the COVID-19 crisis, the government rapidly introduced a “simplified” scheme 

which streamlined administrative procedures, removed notification periods, aligned access for blue- and 

white-collar workers, and increased income replacement rates. While this rapid scale-up of the system 

effectively averted large scale job losses, these emergency measures remained in place long after the 

peak of the pandemic. As OECD countries began reducing generosity or phasing out schemes as the main 

pandemic waves subsided, Belgium returned to its pre-pandemic framework only in mid-2022. 

Support was concentrated among less productive firms 

Job retention support was highest in sectors particularly exposed to containment measures 

(e.g. accommodation and food) as well as those with high historical usage, such as construction and 

manufacturing. Less productive firms used the scheme far more widely (17% of workers) than firms of 

higher productivity (6%). At the same time, 51% of firms with a prior history of job retention support used 

the system again during the crisis, compared to just 14% of new users. Combined with baseline take-up 

rates well above the OECD average, this suggests that many firms rely on job retention support for 

structural reasons driven by seasonal fluctuations rather than just unexpected shocks. 

Job retention preserved employment, but may have dampened productivity-

enhancing reallocation 

While the scheme averted an estimated 13% loss in employment at the pandemic’s peak, this job 

preservation may have slowed down productivity-enhancing job reallocation at later stages of the 

COVID-19 crisis. By reducing separations in less productive firms well beyond the acute crisis phase, the 

persistent use of job retention support likely slowed the reallocation of workers to more productive firms. 

While job reallocation effectively contributed to productivity growth before the pandemic, its slowdown may 

have hampered overall productivity growth well into 2022. 
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Containment measures drove take-up, while the absence of co-financing 

contributed to persistence 

A cross-country analysis suggests that, while the severity of lockdowns was the primary driver of take-up, 

the design of the job retention schemes played a role as well. Specifically, the cost to firms for hours not 

worked was an important determinant of high take-up. In Belgium, such direct financial contributions from 

firms were largely absent during the crisis. This lack of cost-sharing, combined with the extended duration 

of the simplified scheme, likely contributed to the prolonged use of job retention support compared to 

countries where firms were required to contribute to the costs of job retention support. 

Key Recommendations 

Despite the relative success of job retention during the acute phase of the COVID-19 pandemic in Belgium, 

this report identifies several options that could help strengthening the effectiveness of job retention support 

in crisis times without undermining the normal functioning of the labour market. 

Modulating the costs of job retention support to firms over time 

Experience-rated employer contributions could reduce structural dependence on job retention support 

through seasonal and recurrent usage patterns. By linking the use of the scheme to future social security 

contributions, firms that frequently use temporary unemployment would contribute more to its financing. 

This would discourage the use of public funds for structural dependency, which is particularly prevalent in 

construction and manufacturing, without constraining liquidity-constrained firms during genuine crises. 

Removing crisis-related increases in the generosity of support when the crisis subsides 

Removing crisis-related increases in the generosity of job retention schemes once the severity of the crisis 

and its impact on the labour market have subsided is essential. This ensures that large employment losses 

are averted without disrupting normal labour market functioning. This could involve re-introducing firm 

eligibility requirements (e.g. a proof of declining turnover) earlier in the recovery phase, or adjusting firm 

eligibility requirements to specific sectors particularly exposed to the crisis (as attempted in 

September 2020). 

Simplifying the fragmented menu of temporary unemployment schemes 

A consolidation of the scheme by eliminating the distinction between blue- and white-collar workers for 

economic temporary unemployment would reduce administrative complexity and make the scheme more 

fit for purpose in a modern labour market. This would simplify the landscape for employers and align 

Belgium with the practices of other OECD countries. 

Embedding training as an element of job retention support 

Periods of reduced working hours offer a valuable opportunity to invest in human capital. Combining job 

retention schemes with training incentives, as in some OECD countries during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(e.g. Austria, Germany, France) can signal the long-term viability of jobs while effectively upskilling the 

workforce. Future reforms should ensure that workers acquire in-demand skills that provide clear added 

value during their absence from the workplace, potentially by making prolonged support conditional on 

training participation.
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This chapter provides an overview of the report, summarising its main 

findings on the design, uptake and effectiveness of the system, as well as 

its comparison to the schemes in other OECD countries. These findings 

offer practical guidance for policymakers to inform the refinement of job 

retention support for the future.  

  

1 Overview and recommendations 
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1.1. Introduction 

Job retention schemes represent one of the key policy instruments to promote labour market resilience by 

preserving employment relationships and preventing widespread job losses during economic downturns. 

They do so simultaneously by reducing labour costs for firms and providing income support to workers. 

This reduces the risk that firms run out of liquidity and have to resort to layoffs, while at the same time 

preserves firm-specific human capital embedded in job matches that remain valuable in the longer term. 

As such, these schemes can effectively minimise the immediate social and economic costs of 

unemployment and might have saved an estimated 21 million jobs across the OECD (2021[1]). 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, job retention schemes also played a particularly important role in 

supporting labour market resilience in Belgium. Job retention support was scaled up quickly following the 

first containment measures, reaching an unprecedented peak of 30% of salaried employment in April 2020, 

well above the OECD average of just under 20%. Moreover, effective support to firms was provided 

instantaneously as benefits were paid directly to workers with no need for firms to advance payments to 

workers for hours not worked, as was the case in most other countries with job retention schemes. The 

provision of timely support is likely to have played an important role in preserving jobs and preventing a 

surge in unemployment. However, there have also been concerns that the use of job retention support was 

more persistent in Belgium than in other OECD countries. Indeed, at the turn of the year 2024/25, take-up 

in Belgium stood around 3% of employment, whereas its use had declined to negligible levels in most other 

countries (less than 1%). There is a risk that the persistent use of job retention support in Belgium could 

slow job reallocation across firms, reinforce labour shortages and undermine the economic recovery. 

To better understand the role of job retention support in Belgium, this review provides a detailed 

assessment of the role of the system by focussing on its design, its use and its effects during the COVID-19 

crisis as well as its immediate aftermath. After providing a detailed overview of job retention support and 

take-up in Belgium, it makes key contributions. First, it provides a systematic comparison of the job 

retention scheme in Belgium with that of other OECD countries based on a new synthetic indicator of de 

jure job retention support. Second, it provides an empirical analysis of the importance of institutional 

differences in the design of job retention schemes for their use during COVID-19 with a focus on worker 

and firm eligibility, work-sharing requirements and the generosity of support for workers and firms. Third, 

it provides an empirical evaluation of the effectiveness of job retention schemes in preserving jobs by 

exploiting differences in the generosity of support between countries (and time) and differences in the need 

for support across occupations within countries (based on the lack of teleworkability). 

The review complements various important ongoing and recent projects in Belgium and the OECD. First, 

it supplements Bermudez et al. (2025[2]) for Belgium by relying on cross-country analysis and a stronger 

emphasis on policy design, as well as research by the Belgian administration itself (e.g. ONEM (2024[3])). 

Second, it builds on recent OECD work on the effectiveness of job retention schemes including a recent 

evaluation for Spain (OECD (2024[4]) and a cross-country analysis of the role of job retention schemes for 

employment dynamics by Calligaris et al. (2023[5]). It further complements academic research on the 

effectiveness of job retention schemes, such as Giupponi and Landais (2023[6]), Montenegro and Hijzen 

(forthcoming[7]), among others (see e.g. Hijzen, Jongen and Montenegro (2024[8]), Cahuc (2024[9]) and 

Bermudez, Dejemeppe and Tarullo (2023[10]) for an overview). 
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1.2. Key findings of the report 

1.2.1. The Belgian job retention scheme was scaled up in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic 

Belgium entered the COVID-19 pandemic with a well-established “temporary unemployment” (chômage 

temporaire/tijdelijke werkloosheid) system. This job retention scheme operated through a wide array of 

different modalities depending on circumstances, comprising of separate sub-schemes to deal with, among 

others, economic difficulty (accounting for 70% of claims pre-pandemic), force majeure events, and bad 

weather conditions (particularly important for construction). Notably, the scheme effectively distinguished 

between blue- and white-collar workers, the latter of which faced stricter firm-level eligibility requirements. 

The pandemic prompted Belgium to rapidly scale up its existing framework by introducing a simplified force 

majeure scheme in March 2020, building on the regular force majeure variant of temporary unemployment. 

This new scheme streamlined administrative procedures, reduced notification periods, eliminated control 

card requirements, removed eligibility conditions requiring workers to qualify for full unemployment 

benefits, and was applied similarly to blue- and white-collar workers. The simplified scheme provided more 

generous support to workers at 70% of gross earnings plus daily supplements, compared to the standard 

65% replacement rate before the COVID-19 pandemic. 

While the simplified force majeure scheme was effective in quickly adjusting to labour market implications 

of the health situation and containment measures, it was kept in place for a particularly long time. With the 

exception for a short-lived tightening to most exposed sectors and firms in September 2020, the simplified 

variant remained active with minor modifications until June 2022, after which Belgium returned to its 

pre-pandemic temporary unemployment schemes (with small adjustments and simplifications). Unlike 

many other OECD countries, the crisis scheme did not incorporate training incentives. 

1.2.2. Job retention support was concentrated among specific sectors, firms and 

workers 

This report includes an empirical analysis of job retention scheme take-up in Belgium before during, and 

immediately after the COVID-19 pandemic. The analysis is based on administrative data from ONEM/RVA, 

which presents general trends in the use of job retention schemes, as well linked employer-employee data 

from the Crossroads Bank for Social Security and the Belgian National Bank. The latter provides novel 

insights on the selection of take-up across different groups of firms in terms of productivity and prior use. 

Belgium reached an unprecedented peak of 30% of salaried employment placed on job retention support 

in April 2020, well above the OECD average of just under 20%. The use of temporary unemployment 

tended to be concentrated in specific sectors. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, it was concentrated in 

construction, where 10% of workers were placed on job retention prior to the pandemic, as well as 

manufacturing, administrative and support services. The use of job retention support during the COVID-19 

pandemic was concentrated in sectors with high exposure to containment measures, which mostly also 

overlap with those with elevated take-up before the pandemic, such as construction, manufacturing, 

administrative support services, but also the accommodation and food services sector, which previously 

had minimal reliance on such schemes. 

Less productive firms demonstrated substantially higher participation rates, with 16.6% of workers in the 

least productive firms placed on job retention support during the pandemic compared to 6.4% in the most 

productive firms. This pattern was consistent both before and during COVID-19, but the degree of selection 

across productivity levels increased. Overall, this suggests that financial constraints, which are likely to be 

more common among lower-productivity firms, drove much of the uptake. 
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Prior experience with job retention schemes emerged as a strong predictor of usage during the COVID-19 

pandemic, with 51% of firms that had previously used temporary unemployment utilising support compared 

to only 14% of those without prior experience. This could either reflect familiarity with the scheme or the 

persistence of use for structural reasons among low-productivity firms. Firms with established knowledge 

of temporary unemployment schemes may have been better positioned to utilise these schemes, while 

structural users and less productive firms may have been more exposed to liquidity constraints during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

White-collar workers comprised 43% of recipients at the pandemic’s peak in Q2 2020, marking a significant 

departure from the historical concentration among blue-collar workers, who had previously accounted for 

over 90% of recipients. The use of job retention schemes varied considerably across educational groups, 

with low-educated workers experiencing substantially higher rates of temporary unemployment than their 

highly educated counterparts. 

1.2.3. Job retention likely reduced separations, but dampened productivity-enhancing 

reallocation well beyond the acute crisis 

Before the pandemic, labour market reallocation in Belgium consistently shifted employment from lower 

productivity firms to higher productivity firms, primarily through voluntary job-to-job mobility rather than 

employment mobility (workers entering or leaving employment). During the COVID-19 pandemic, this “job 

ladder” mechanism continued to operate but was significantly dampened by negative changes in the 

contribution of employment mobility to productivity-enhancing job reallocation, particularly affecting less 

productive firms. The analysis in this report suggests this disruption was likely influenced by the widespread 

use of job retention schemes, given that less productive firms tend to be the primary users of such support 

and saw reduced separations rather than increased hiring. 

While these patterns were in part intended to reduce employment losses during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the contribution of employment mobility to productivity-enhancing job reallocation remained negative well 

beyond the acute phase of the crisis, at a time when vacancy posting rose to record high levels. This 

persistent disruption continued to suppress productivity-enhancing reallocation into 2022 and beyond, 

suggesting that whilst job retention schemes may have successfully preserved employment during the 

crisis, their effects on labour market functioning persisted long after the pandemic had subsided, potentially 

dampening overall productivity growth. 

1.2.4. Belgium adjusted job retention support slower than other countries after the crisis 

This report develops a new synthetic indicator of effective generosity of job retention support, measuring 

support across three dimensions: eligibility, work-sharing (the maximum permissible reduction in working 

hours), and generosity (the cost covered by the government). Using this indicator, it compares Belgium’s 

job retention scheme before and during the COVID-19 pandemic with the job retention schemes of other 

OECD countries. 

Belgium’s effective generosity of job retention support ranked in the lower third of OECD countries during 

the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic. This mainly reflects the modest generosity of the scheme in 

supporting the incomes of workers due to a low benefit cap, despite broad potential coverage. This 

suggests that the scheme was relatively well targeted among workers most in need for income support. 

Pandemic-related adjustments to the temporary unemployment scheme remained in place for a 

considerable period, with the simplified scheme ending only in July 2022 and temporary unemployment 

returning to most of its pre-pandemic conditions by July 2023. Unlike Belgium, most other countries began 

reducing the generosity of their job retention schemes as their economies recovered or phased out their 

schemes entirely. By the end of 2022, the Belgian job retention scheme was therefore amongst the most 
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generous and widely used schemes across the OECD, likely contributing to the highest post-pandemic 

take-up rates of job retention across OECD countries. 

Further empirical analysis of the drivers of job retention scheme take-up across countries suggests that 

the use of job retention support during the COVID-19 pandemic was influenced more strongly by the 

stringency of containment measures than by the effective generosity of the schemes. However, amongst 

the design features considered, the cost to firms for hours not worked was particularly important in driving 

take-up. For Belgium, such direct co-financing requirements were largely absent, potentially contributing 

to the recurrent use of the scheme and continued dependence on it. 

1.2.5. Job retention support effectively avoided large employment losses 

The report provides new evidence that shows that job retention schemes were successful in averting 

considerable employment losses, particularly amongst occupations most exposed to containment 

measures. The effects of job retention schemes on employment are analysed by exploiting differences in 

the generosity of support between countries (and time) and differences in the need for support across 

occupations within countries (based on potential to telework). 

Job retention schemes proved highly effective at preserving employment at the peak of the COVID-19 

pandemic, specifically in occupations that offered little possibility for telework and were therefore most 

vulnerable to lockdown restrictions. Conversely, job retention schemes had negligible effects on 

teleworkable occupations, which were less exposed to containment measures. Overall, the analysis shows 

that in the absence of job retention schemes, employment would have declined by approximately 8% on 

average across countries at the crisis peak. 

With high take-up of job retention schemes, the Belgian scheme had particularly strong effects on 

preserving employment at the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic. It is estimated to have averted an 

employment loss of 12.9% at the pandemic’s peak, substantially higher than the cross-country average. 

For every 100 workers placed on job retention schemes in Belgium, 55 jobs were preserved, resulting in a 

moderate deadweight effect of 45%. However, as Belgium maintained its expanded scheme provisions 

well beyond the acute crisis period, with minimal adjustments well beyond the acute COVID-19 crisis, the 

continued and potentially structural use of job retention support subsequently had small negative effects 

on employment as pandemic restrictions were lifted. 

1.3. Recommendations for the temporary unemployment scheme 

Overall, the Belgian temporary unemployment scheme was well placed to offer a rapid and effective 

response to the unprecedented impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The simplified scheme was promptly 

deployed and reached broad coverage across workers and firms most exposed to the containment 

restrictions. As such, it averted significant employment losses. Despite the relative success of the 

temporary unemployment scheme during the COVID-19 pandemic, this report identifies several options 

that could help to strengthen the scheme while maintaining its effectiveness in responding to an acute and 

unprecedented crisis. 

1.3.1. Modulating the costs of job retention support to firms over time 

Outside of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Belgian temporary unemployment scheme is characterised by 

high take-up compared to other OECD countries. Even in normal times, take-up remains at 2-3% of 

employment, particularly in construction and manufacturing. This is well above all other OECD countries, 

who averaged at 0.2% of employment in December 2022 and suggests that the scheme has gone beyond 

its intended function as a crisis response mechanism and, at least for some firms, use it as a tool to address 
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structural weaknesses, distorting the normal functioning of the labour market and undermining productivity 

growth. By making firms that frequently use the scheme contribute more to its financing through an 

experience-rating system, which links the job retention scheme use with increases in future social 

contributions, the use for predictable and seasonal fluctuations would be discouraged, without re-enforcing 

liquidity constraints. This would reduce the risk of creating structural benefit dependency, while preserving 

it as a crucial safety net for unexpected economic shocks. While the current responsibility contribution 

disincentivises the continued placement of specific workers on job retention support, it does not prevent 

using it on a quasi-permanent basis at a low intensity (in terms of the share of workers placed on reduce 

working time), a practice that is quite common in Belgium. Instead, following the example of 

experience-rating used in France or the United States as part of their unemployment insurance, could 

provide the necessary disincentives to frequent use of job retention support. 

1.3.2. Removing crisis-related increases the generosity of support when the crisis 

subsides 

In contrast to many other OECD countries, the Belgian system saw very minor adjustments to the effective 

generosity of job retention support when the immediate crisis and its impact on the labour market subsided, 

potentially driving some of the persistence in use well after the end of the COVID-19 pandemic. For future 

shocks, it may therefore be useful to reduce the generosity of the scheme earlier and along with the 

changing conditions of the labour market. A part of this may be adjusting firm eligibility requirements to 

specific sectors particularly exposed to the crisis (as attempted in September 2020) or by re-introducing 

conditions on declining turnover (or production/orders) much earlier. This may help to avoid continued and 

potentially structural use among firms without acute need or future viability, which can undermine the 

normal functioning of the labour market. 

1.3.3. Simplifying the fragmented menu of temporary unemployment schemes 

Beyond the issue of persistent and structural use of the system, there is some scope to simplify its 

fragmented nature across sectors, workers and circumstances. The successful implementation of the 

simplified force majeure scheme during the COVID-19 pandemic, which applied uniformly to all workers, 

demonstrated that a unified system can be effective, even in times of profound crises. Furthermore, the 

goal of targeting support to more vulnerable workers is already achieved effectively through the scheme’s 

low benefit cap, which makes the support for workers on reduced hours significantly more generous for 

low-wage earners than for those on the average wage. A potential reform could therefore be to eliminate 

the blue- versus white-collar distinction entirely, unifying the rules for temporary unemployment due to 

economic reasons. This would simplify the system for employers and align Belgium with the practices of 

other OECD countries, while also following the general, though incomplete, process of aligning the labour 

market status of blue- and white-collar workers in Belgium since the law of 26 December 2013.1 

1.3.4. Embedding training as an element of job retention support 

Periods of job retention can be a valuable opportunity to invest in upskilling, especially for workers with 

lower skillsets. The high concentration of usage among low-skilled workers, with 20% of low-educated 

workers receiving support in 2020 compared to just 3% of highly educated workers, reveals missed 

opportunities for addressing skills gaps and improving long-term employability. Training can improve the 

viability of current jobs, prevent skills from deteriorating during long absences from work, or improve the 

prospects of workers of finding a new job in expanding industries or occupations (e.g. France, Spain). 

Currently, the Belgian system of temporary unemployment does not include any direct incentives for 

training and efforts to introduce such measures have faced significant problems. Future reforms could 

create a clear framework for training within the Belgian temporary unemployment system. By incorporating 

training incentives, Belgium could not only preserve jobs but also support productivity and wages. This 
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would require a better co-ordination between national and regional authorities. Collaboration with existing 

vocational education infrastructure, sectoral training funds as well as social partners would also be 

essential to ensure workers receive high-quality training that is relevant to market needs. To avoid 

signalling that jobs are not viable, the focus should be on upskilling for current roles and future sectoral 

needs, rather than generic retraining that may suggest a job is at risk. 
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Notes

 
1 After decades of historical labour market discrimination between blue- and white-collar workers, the law 

of 26 December 2013 prescribes a harmonisation of the labour market status between the two by 2025, 

eventually extended to 2030 by agreement of the social partners (Knoops, 2021[11]). This primarily affects 

notice period, sick pay, and occupational pensions. 
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This chapter provides an overview of the development of job retention 

support through the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on rich administrative 

data, it also provides information on the patterns of job retention support 

use across firms and workers and examines its implications for productivity-

enhancing labour market reallocation. 

  

2 Job retention support in Belgium 

through the COVID-19 pandemic 
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In Brief 
Job retention support in Belgium through the COVID-19 pandemic 

Belgium entered the COVID-19 pandemic with a well-established, though fragmented, job retention 

scheme (“temporary unemployment”) that primarily supported firms facing seasonal fluctuations and 

blue-collar workers experiencing economic difficulties. The scheme was rapidly simplified to ensure 

broad coverage, reaching a peak of 30% of dependent employment in April 2020, placing take-up in 

Belgium well above the OECD average. 

Less productive firms demonstrated substantially higher take-up rates (16.6% of workers versus 6.4% 

in the most productive firms). Prior experience was a strong predictor of pandemic usage, with 51% of 

experienced firms utilising support compared to 14% without prior experience. Usage was concentrated 

in heavily exposed sectors, such as construction, manufacturing, administrative support, and 

accommodation services, with the latter becoming heavily dependent despite minimal pre-pandemic 

experience in the schemes use. White-collar workers comprised 43% of recipients at the pandemic’s 

peak, departing from the historically high concentration among blue-collar workers. Educational 

differences were stark: 20% of low-educated workers received support in 2020 versus just 3% of highly 

educated workers. 

While Belgium’s typical “job ladder” from less to more productive firms continued operating during the 

pandemic, the overall process of productivity-enhancing reallocation of workers was slightly dampened 

by increased employment mobility (workers moving in and out of employment). This was mainly 

concentrated among the least productive firms, who saw decreasing separations rather than increased 

hiring, suggesting job retention schemes may have helped these firms retain workers they might 

otherwise have laid off. While this is partly intended, these negative effects of employment mobility on 

productivity-enhancing reallocation lasted will into 2022, when the acute phase of the crisis already 

subsided. As such, it likely dampened aggregate productivity growth.  

2.1. Introduction 

Belgium’s “temporary unemployment” (chômage temporaire/tijdelijke werkloosheid) system represents 

one of the oldest and most extensively used job retention schemes across OECD countries. Originally 

developed to address seasonal fluctuations and economic difficulties through multiple sub-schemes, this 

system underwent rapid transformation in March 2020 to respond to the unprecedented challenges posed 

by widespread lockdowns and containment measures. Through administrative simplification and expanded 

eligibility, the scheme reached coverage levels well above the OECD average during the pandemic’s peak. 

This chapter begins by tracing the institutional evolution of the scheme’s design, documenting how existing 

mechanisms were adapted and new provisions introduced to address pandemic-related disruptions. It then 

investigates participation patterns across different types of firms and workers, drawing on comprehensive 

administrative records from the National Employment Office (ONEM/RVA) and detailed linked employer-

employee microdata from the Crossroads Bank for Social Security and the Belgian National Bank. The 

latter data in particular enable novel insights into how take-up varied across firms with different productivity 

levels and prior experience with the scheme. The chapter concludes by examining the broader implications 



   19 

 

AN ASSESSMENT OF JOB RETENTION SUPPORT DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND ITS AFTERMATH IN BELGIUM © OECD 2026 

  

of the COVID-19 pandemic for labour market functioning, specifically analysing how it affected productivity-

enhancing worker reallocation. 

2.2. An overview of job retention support in Belgium 

2.2.1. Belgium operates different forms of job retention support for different purposes 

With temporary unemployment (chômage temporaire / tijdelijke werkloosheid), Belgium already had a job 

retention scheme (JRS) in place well before the COVID-19 pandemic. While it is difficult to trace its exact 

origins, it seems to have originated from the decentralised union unemployment funds.1 Over time, it 

evolved to provide support during economic downturns and other external factors that impede the usual 

operation of business activities by offering partial earnings replacement for employees whose working 

hours are reduced or whose employment contract is temporarily suspended. During this period, the 

employer is not required to pay salaries, social security contributions or provide additional fringe benefits. 

Instead, workers on temporary unemployment directly receive benefits from the National Employment 

Office ONEM/RVA, which are processed by payment organisms, such as the respective trade union (or 

the Auxiliary Fund for Payment of Unemployment Benefits for non-unionised workers).2 Initially, this system 

only existed for blue-collar workers, but it was extended to white-collar workers in response to the global 

financial crisis in 2009, albeit with stricter eligibility requirements. 

At present, job retention support in Belgium takes different forms depending on the specific situation that 

affects business activity (see Annex Table A.A.1). Temporary unemployment work can, for example, be 

used for economic reasons to provide a buffer against temporary reductions in business demand (raisons 

économiques / economische redenen) or to bridge temporary business closures brought on by sudden 

and unpredictable outside events such as power cuts, bad or extreme weather, strikes or force majeure. 

Job retention support for economic difficulties was by far the most widely used scheme in Belgium in the 

years prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, accounting for 70% of job retention payments in 2011 and 2019, 

while the force majeure scheme only accounted for about 2% of claims. The coverage of bad weather 

events is particularly important for the construction sector, where it alone accounted for 20% of all job 

retention support payments between 2011 and 2019. 

In response to the COVID-19 crisis, Belgium quickly scaled up job retention support by introducing a 

simplified force majeure coronavirus scheme to expedite the application process. Essentially all 

COVID-19-related temporary unemployment claims were treated under the force majeure modality, with 

simplified eligibility conditions and procedural requirements. With some modifications, this simplified 

scheme was active until June 2022. 

Temporary unemployment for economic reasons can be used when there is a significant temporary 

reduction in sales, production or orders, while force majeure temporary unemployment can be used in the 

context of an unexpected and temporary event beyond the control of the firm (e.g. natural disaster, 

government action). In both cases, applications are made by firms via an electronic notification of the 

anticipated suspension to ONEM/RVA. Workers and the works council must be informed at least 

seven days prior to the beginning of temporary unemployment and are required to submit a monthly 

“control card” (C3.2A card3) that records days not worked at their firm to their respective trade union (or to 

the Auxiliary Fund for Payment of Unemployment Benefits for non-unionised workers). The control card 

allows comparing the number of suspended days anticipated by employers with the number of days not 

actually worked as reported by employees. 

Employees placed on temporary unemployment for economic reasons had to be eligible for full 

unemployment benefits, but this condition was removed after the COVID-19 pandemic (see below). This 

effectively ensured that support was targeted towards workers with some tenure who are more likely to 

have accumulated some firm-specific knowledge that would be costly to rebuild if the worker were to be 
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laid off. However, it also risks exacerbating labour market duality by widening the gap in employment 

protection between tenured workers and recent hires or between permanent and temporary workers. While 

apprentices were eligible for temporary unemployment, students still entitled to child benefits who work 

part-time and do not pay full social security contributions did not qualify. In contrast, the force majeure 

version requires a full suspension of activity but does not require affected workers to meet the minimum 

contribution requirements for full eligibility to unemployment benefits. 

For temporary unemployment due to economic reasons, the procedures and requirements differ between 

blue- and white-collar workers, which is not the case for the force majeure variant. Blue-collar workers can 

be placed on temporary unemployment if the firm is temporarily unable to maintain its level of work due to 

economic difficulties. There is no need for providing any economic justification or having a collective 

agreement (or, in its absence, an approved business plan). Instead, the trade unions monitor the 

appropriate use of temporary unemployment to ensure it complies with legal requirements and take action 

when misuse is suspected. By contrast, white-collar workers can only be placed on temporary 

unemployment for economic reasons when an economic justification is provided4 and a collective 

agreement is in place that explicitly allows for this possibility or, in its absence, the employer has a business 

plan that has been approved by the FPS Employment, Labour and Social Dialogue. Other OECD countries 

typically do not differentiate procedures across groups of workers. Austria was a notable exception which 

limited the use of job retention support to blue-collar workers until 2018. 

Temporary unemployment for economic reasons and force majeure replaces 65% of the gross monthly 

salary, capped at a maximum of 66% of the average gross monthly salary, similar to regular unemployment 

benefits during the initial three months of receipt. A tax of 26.75% is directly withheld from the temporary 

unemployment benefit, which typically exceeds the actual income tax due at the end of the year (NBB, 

2020[1]). However, on top of the temporary unemployment benefit, there are sectoral- and firm-level top-

ups paid by the employers, which can differ widely between and within sectors. For example, in the metal 

industry, specific agreements at the branch level provide for a daily supplement of EUR 12.07 

(EUR 6.04 for part-time workers). For blue-collar workers, this supplement is covered entirely by sectoral 

funds financed through contributions from employers. Conversely, for white-collar workers, the employer 

is responsible for paying the supplement, but they receive a reimbursement for half of the cost from the 

sectoral fund (Serroyen, 2021[2]).5 

The maximum duration with which temporary unemployment for economic reasons can be used depends 

on its intensity. Blue-collar workers can either be put under temporary unemployment for i) less than 

three working days per week for a maximum of 12 months (small suspension), ii) three working days or 

more every week for a maximum of three months (large suspension), or iii) under a full suspension for a 

maximum of 4 weeks (total suspension). At the end of a large or total suspension, a full working week at 

normal employment can reinstate the right to apply once more for temporary unemployment due to 

economic reasons as long as the eligibility conditions are still met. In the case of small suspensions, new 

applications can be made immediately after and, in the case of large or total suspensions, after a cooling 

period of one week, as long as eligibility conditions are still met. White-collar workers can be placed either 

on reduced working time with at least two days of work per week for a maximum of 26 weeks or be fully 

suspended for a maximum of 16 weeks. In contrast to temporary unemployment for blue-collar workers, 

suspensions are not renewable. Force majeure temporary unemployment is valid for a maximum of 

three months, but can be renewed as long as the force majeure event persists, without cooling off period. 

2.2.2. The simplified force majeure variant during the COVID-19 pandemic and the 

subsequent energy crisis 

From March 2020 to June 2022, Belgium operated a simplified force majeure variant, which was used for 

all COVID-19 related claims (only in September 2020 was it restricted to particularly hard-hit sectors) 

(Table 2.1). It eased the application procedure using simplified forms, suppressed the requirement to send 
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a notification to ONEM/RVA I, shortened the period for notifying workers or their representatives from 

seven to three days, and did no longer require the submission of control cards. These simplified 

procedures and reduced administrative requirements significantly reduced the time needed to process 

applications. Despite the surge in requests for temporary unemployment, 77% of claimants received 

payments within ten days after the month they became unemployed, and 97% within 30 days. In normal 

times, only 38% of recipients receive payments in the same timeframe (ONEM/RVA, 2021[3]). 

The crisis variant did not impose any significant conditions on eligibility, its use or maximum duration. In 

contrast to the regular variant of force majeure, it could be used for both partial and complete suspensions 

and there were no limits on the receipt period. The only requirement for firms was to file a “social risk 

declaration” at the end of each month stating the number of hours of temporary unemployment in the firm. 

As in the regular variant of force majeure, worker eligibility did not require meeting the minimum 

contributions for unemployment benefits. This is in line with the international practice during the COVID-19 

crisis (OECD, 2021[4]). This meant that workers on temporary contracts were eligible irrespective of their 

contribution history. 

The simplified variant for force majeure also provided more generous support to workers. It provided 

benefits equal to 70% of previous gross earnings for hours not worked, under the same maximum ceiling 

as before the pandemic, alongside a daily supplement of EUR 5.63 from ONEM/RVA, instead of 65% and 

supplements by employers or from sectoral funds in the variants for economic reasons and normal force 

majeure. Additionally, the social partners agreed to provide top ups in some industries, with around 16% 

of all job retention support recipients receiving such top-ups (Thuy, Van Camp and Vandelannoote, 

2020[5]).6 In May 2020, the tax withheld from the temporary unemployment benefit was reduced from 

26.75% to 15%, while it continued to be at 26.75% for employer supplements. In early 2022, the daily 

supplement to the temporary unemployment benefit was raised from EUR 5.63 to EUR 6.10.7 

In contrast to several other OECD countries, the simplified force majeure temporary unemployment 

scheme did not include any direct incentives for training during the COVID-19 pandemic. A key obstacle 

for this was Belgium’s fragmented labor market administration, which separates the national body handling 

job retention support payments from the regional Public Employment Services (PES) responsible for 

training (OECD, 2023[6]). This division created practical barriers. For example, when the Flemish region 

attempted to introduce training requirements for long-term recipients of job retention support, the national 

PES did not share recipient information. Employer organisations worried that promoting training might 

signal job insecurity to workers, potentially leading them to quit (OECD, 2023[6]).8 

Table 2.1. Timeline of temporary unemployment in Belgium during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
beyond 

Date Adjustment 

13 March 2020 ONEM/RVA applies the force majeure temporary unemployment scheme to all situations in relation to COVID-19, even if 

business operations are still possible on certain days. A simplification of the scheme removes the obligation to send 
notices of temporary unemployment to ONEM/RVA and introduces a simplified form for employees to claim benefits, 
removing to obligation to submit “control cards” (C3.2A card). The replacement rate of the temporary unemployment 

benefit is raised from 65% to 70%. Workers on temporarily unemployment receive a daily supplement of EUR 5.63. 

01 May 2020 The tax withheld from the temporary unemployment benefit is reduced from 26.75% to 15%. For employer supplements, 

the withholding tax rate continues to be at 26.75%. 

26 June 2020 The simplified force majeure (COVID-19) scheme is extended until 31 August 2020. 

28 August 2020 The simplified force majeure (COVID-19) scheme is extended until 30 June 2021, but from September 2020, the scheme 

was adapted to continue simplified procedures for severely impacted firms. These firms had to demonstrate that at least 

20% of total workdays were under temporary unemployment in Q2 2020. Specific sectors were automatically recognised, 
while others had restrictions. However, firms in sectors not eligible for the simplified force majeure (COVID-19) scheme 
could still access temporary unemployment under other schemes, as long as their eligibility conditions were met. 

01 October 2020 The simplified force majeure (COVID-19) scheme is once more applicable to all firms, reversing the earlier adaption. 

10 June 2021 The simplified force majeure (COVID-19) scheme is extended until 30 September 2021. 
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Date Adjustment 

27 September 2021 The simplified force majeure (COVID-19) scheme is extended until 31 December 2021. 

11 December 2020 The government introduces an end-of-year supplement for temporary unemployment recipients. Those who received 

52 days or more in 2020 receive EUR 10 for each day of temporary unemployment, with a guaranteed minimum payment 
of EUR 150. 

20 December 2021 The simplified force majeure (COVID-19) scheme is extended until 31 March 2022. 

01 January 2022 The daily supplement to the temporary unemployment benefit is raised to EUR 5.86. 

01 March 2022 The daily supplement to the temporary unemployment benefit is raised to EUR 5.98. 

14 March 2022 The simplified force majeure (COVID-19) scheme is extended until 30 June 2022 and extends to firms affected by the war 

in Ukraine and rising energy prices/ 

01 May 2022 The daily supplement to the temporary unemployment benefit is raised to EUR 6.10. 

01 July 2022 The simplified force majeure scheme for COVID-19 ceases to exist. The regular system of temporary unemployment 

resumed, with replacement rates and withholding tax returning to pre-pandemic levels. Eligibility requirements for workers 
claiming temporary unemployment for economic reasons are removed. 

Between 1 July 2022 and 31 December 2022, there were transitional measures for temporary unemployment due to 
economic reasons: 

Workers still won’t have to submit “control cards” (C3.2A card) or prove employment history of any length. 

Firms could base the required drop in firm turnover, production or orders on the corresponding quarter in 2019. 

For blue-collar workers, the requirement to introduce a full working week after four weeks of full suspension of 
employment or three months of a large suspension was made more flexible. 

Further, until 30 June 2023, firms seeking to place workers on temporary unemployment for economic reasons and which 
have no provision for this, nor an approved business plan, could still do so if the economic difficulties were originating from 

the COVID-19 pandemic 

01 October 2022 Between October 2022 and March 2023, temporary unemployment for energy-intensive employers was introduced as part 

of the economic reasons scheme to respond to the needs created by the rising energy prices and the end of the simplified 
force majeure scheme. 

01 July 2023 Temporary unemployment fully returns to its pre-pandemic conditions. 

01 January 2024 The replacement rate of the temporary unemployment benefit is lowered from 65% to 60%, except in the case of force 

majeure. Employers must pay an additional amount of EUR 5 per day for white-collar workers and EUR 2 per day for 
blue-collar workers placed on temporary unemployment, except where temporary unemployment is due to force majeure. 

The replacement rate for temporary unemployment due to force majeure remains at 65%. 

Source: ONEM / RVA, FOD Werk / SPF Emploi, Eurofound - EU PolicyWatch: Database of national-level policy measures, 

https://static.eurofound.europa.eu/covid19db/cases/BE-2020-11_380.html. 

In light of the reduced number of COVID-19 cases in the summer of 2020, alongside persistently high 

levels of temporary unemployment use and high administrative pressure on ONEM/RVA and the payment 

organisms, the government decided to tighten the criteria for temporary unemployment from 

September 2020. Simplified force majeure was restricted to companies and sectors that were severely 

affected by the pandemic and related economic restrictions. This was considered to be the case for firms 

in which working time was reduced by at least 20% in Q2 2020 as well as the taxi, audiovisual, hotel, 

entertainment, socio-cultural, and tourist attractions sectors. Similar forms of targeting were introduced in 

several other OECD countries (e.g. France, Spain). 

When the virus resurfaced, the simplified variant of temporary unemployment force majeure was extended 

again to all firms from October 2020 and was kept in place until June 2022. Consequently, the crisis 

scheme remained in place for significantly longer than crisis schemes in most other countries (OECD, 

2022[7]). From April 2022 to June 2022, Belgium extended the simplified temporary unemployment for force 

majeure to firms affected by rising energy prices. 

After the expiration of the simplified force majeure scheme, temporary unemployment for economic 

reasons became again the main variant. At the same time, pre-pandemic requirements of full 

unemployment benefit eligibility were removed. As several transitional measures remained in place until 

the end of 2022, the use of the control card, the requirement for an economic justification for white-collar 

workers and the one-week cooling off period for blue-collar workers were only re-introduced in the 

beginning of 2023. COVID-19 related claims moreover did not require having a collective agreement or 

approved business plan until mid-2023. 

https://static.eurofound.europa.eu/covid19db/cases/BE-2020-11_380.html
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2.3. Take-up of job retention support in Belgium 

Zooming in on the use of Belgium’s temporary unemployment scheme across firms and workers can 

provide insights on who used the scheme. The analysis in this section draws on two complementary data 

sources. First, administrative data provides comprehensive coverage of all temporary unemployment 

payments, enabling analysis of aggregate trends, sectoral patterns, and the evolution of different scheme 

variants over time. Second, detailed linked employer-employee data9 allows to examine firm-level take-up 

of job retention schemes, the relationship between productivity and take-up, and detailed characteristics 

of the workers that used job retention schemes. Together, these sources provide rich information on how 

Belgium’s job retention scheme was used in practice. 

The use of job retention support during the pandemic in Belgium was based on the force-majeure scheme, 

which effectively absorbed the scheme for economic reasons. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

majority of job retention payments were disbursed through the scheme for economic reasons. A significant 

portion of payments during the fall and winter months were made through the scheme for bad weather 

events, particularly in the construction sector (Figure 2.1). From the start of the pandemic, the COVID-19 

force majeure scheme, with its broad accessibility and weakened eligibility conditions, effectively absorbed 

the use of temporary unemployment for economic reasons,10 while its use for weather-related reasons was 

not much affected.11,12 Following the phase-out of the COVID-19 force majeure scheme, its use fell back 

to near zero, while that for economic and weather-related reasons picked up. Beyond normal seasonal 

patterns, the slight increase in the use of job retention support towards the end of 2022 is related to its use 

in energy-intensive sectors following the rise in energy prices.13 In 2023, the use of temporary 

unemployment (on average 2.4% of employment) was only slightly higher as compared to 2019 (on 

average 2.0% of employment). This may stem from rising vulnerabilities in sectors like manufacturing, 

which experienced a renewed use of temporary unemployment due to declining activity (ONEM, 2024[8]). 

Figure 2.1. The force-majeure scheme effectively replaced that for economic reasons during the 
pandemic 

Temporary unemployment payments by type as a share of dependent employment 

 

Note: In contrast to Figure 3.10 in the next chapter, which measures actual monthly take-up, the disaggregation by type of temporary 

unemployment scheme presented here refers to payments made. These payments can sometimes be made in different months than the actual 

take-up of temporary unemployment. For example, in 2020, 76% of all claims resulted in payments within a month, up from 38% in 2019 

(ONEM/RVA, 2021[3]). 

Source: OECD calculations based on ONEM/RVA data. 
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2.3.1. The use of job retention support across industries 

The use of the job retention support before the pandemic was concentrated in the construction sector 

(Figure 2.2), particularly through seasonal uptake in winter months. This pattern of recurrent, seasonal use 

raises important policy questions about whether the scheme is creating unintended cross-subsidies to 

certain firms and sectors, potentially distorting the optimal allocation of resources. These concerns are 

explored in detail in Box 2.2. In other sectors like manufacturing as well as administrative and support 

services, the use of job retention support was also relatively prevalent before the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

contrast, job retention support was barely used in public administration, education, and the financial sector. 

Box 2.1. Structural dependency on job retention support in Belgium 

Many employers rely on job retention schemes as a buffer during economic difficulties. However, 

Belgium’s system exhibits a distinctive pattern of structural use of temporary unemployment, treating it 

as a regular flexibility tool rather than as an emergency measure. A structural dependence on the 

temporary unemployment scheme, alongside seasonal dependence in certain sectors, may be one of 

the reasons for high take-up outside of crisis situations compared to other OECD countries. 

Between 2012 and 2019, approximately 19% of employers using the scheme for economic reasons did 

so for at least two-thirds of the time. A total of 382 companies even used temporary unemployment 

continuously throughout this entire eight-year period. However, these companies do not necessarily 

use job retention support very intensively, as the share of firms using temporary unemployment 

particularly intensely (in terms of worker-days supported) is highest among sporadic users of the 

scheme. This structural usage pattern is fairly consistent across most sectors, with the exception of the 

manufacturing sector, where companies use temporary unemployment structurally about 50% more 

frequently than firms in other sectors. However, the analysis of structural use is limited to the temporary 

unemployment scheme for economic reasons, and therefore ignores schemes that specifically apply to 

certain sectors (e.g. construction). Firms in these sectors might primarily resort to these schemes or 

alternate between these and the one for economic reasons, which may mask patterns in structural 

dependence on temporary unemployment in this analysis. 

Source: ONEM/RVA (forthcoming[9]), Employers With Economic Difficulties – Focus On Economic Temporary Unemployment. 



   25 

 

AN ASSESSMENT OF JOB RETENTION SUPPORT DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND ITS AFTERMATH IN BELGIUM © OECD 2026 

  

Figure 2.2. Temporary unemployment was concentrated in a handful of sectors 

Average monthly temporary unemployment payments as a share of dependent employment by sector 

 

Source: OECD calculations based on ONEM/RVA data. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the take-up of job retention schemes increased considerably across the 

board, as pandemic-related lockdown and other containment restrictions severely curtailed economy 

activity across sectors. As such, the sectoral pattern of take-up appears to be broadly consistent over time. 

For example, relatively high take-up during the COVID-19 pandemic tends to be associated with relatively 

high pre- and post-pandemic take-up in construction, administrative and support services as well as 

manufacturing. Accommodation and food services is a notable exception, with a relatively high use during 

the pandemic and its aftermath due to forced closures during lockdown, and other restrictions and a 

relatively low use before the pandemic. It is also the only sector where job retention schemes were used 

to a similar extent in 2021 as during the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. Overall, the sectoral 

pattern during the pandemic was driven by the degree to which sectoral activity was affected due to the 

need for in-person contact, the difficulty of adapting to telework, or disruptions in output demand or the 

supply chain. 

Box 2.2. Job retention support, seasonal work and experience rating 

The evidence suggests that the use of job retention support for seasonal reasons is quite important in 

Belgium (see e.g. Cahuc and Nevoux (2017[10]) and Bermudez, Dejemeppe and Tarullo (2023[11])). 

While its use may seem limited in the aggregate, it is very large once one realises that seasonal work 

largely concerns construction, where in 2022 one in eight workers was placed on support in any given 
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month. There are several other countries where the use of job retention support work for seasonal 

reasons is quite common, such as France and Germany, but little is known about its economic 

consequences.  

Cahuc and Nevoux (2017[10]) show based on an analysis for France that the use of job retention support 

for seasonal reasons induces a recurrent use among a specific group of firms and effectively acts as a 

cross-subsidy to recurrent users. They argue that this distorts the optimal allocation of resources across 

firms in the economy and reduces aggregate output. To enhance overall efficiency the recurrent use of 

job retention support could be discouraged by requiring firms to cover some of its costs for hours not 

worked. This could take the form of direct co-financing or a bonus-malus system based on 

experience-rated social security contributions in which employers pay back a fraction of the cost of 

hours not worked through higher social security contributions in the future. Experience-rating is 

preferred to direct co-financing since it allows to effectively support job retention in financially 

constrained firms while reducing the adverse impact of recurrent job retention support on aggregate 

production. To avoid that such as a system simply leads to a shift from seasonal job retention support 

to seasonal unemployment insurance, social contributions for unemployment should be 

experience-rated as well. In the end, the key question is whether employers should be held accountable 

for the use of job retention or unemployment benefits by their employees.  

Only few countries operate experience-rated employer contributions for unemployment insurance or job 

retention support. The United States had such a system for a long time, while it was introduced in 2022 

in France for unemployment insurance. One reason why few countries operate such systems may be 

that they tend to be difficult to implement. With the advancement of digital technologies, this argument 

has become less important.  

• Unemployment insurance benefits in the United States are primarily financed through 

experience-rated employer contributions for unemployment insurance. Each employer has a 

fictional account that is credited with their contributions and debited with claims from its ex-

employees. The balance relative to the wage bill of the employer (highest over the past three to 

five years) determines the level of contributions subject to a floor and a ceiling. The actual rates 

vary across states and time. According to the Department of Labor, about 60% of unemployment 

claims is individualised such that the employer pays for the fiscal cost of layoffs of its own 

workers, while the other 40% is shared evenly across firms due to the role of floors and ceilings. 

• France introduced a “bonus-malus” system for unemployment insurance in selected sectors in 

September 2022. The main rationale of the reform was to limit the excessive use of short-term 

contracts. This bonus-malus modulates the rate of the employer’s unemployment insurance 

contributions, depending on the number of workers in a firm whose contract is terminated and 

subsequently registered with the public employment services as a share of its workforce. Firms 

with a separation rate above the median will see an increase in their contributions up to a ceiling 

of 5.05% of the wage bill, while firms with a lower rate will experience a reduction down to a 

floor of 3%. The bonus-malus system applies to firms with more than ten employees in sectors 

with an average separation rate of more than 150% of the national rate and is calculated based 

on the separation rate during the previous year. An evaluation by UNEDIC suggests that even 

small differences in contribution rates can induce significant changes in firm behaviour 

(Brembilla et al., 2025[12]). 

Source: Cahuc and Nevoux (2017[10]), Inefficient Short-Time Work, https://www.iza.org/de/publications/dp/11010/inefficient-short-time-work 

and OECD (2024[13]), Preparing ERTE for the Future: An Evaluation of Job Retention Support in Spain During the COVID-19 Pandemic, 

https://doi.org/10.1787/a70bf8ec-en. 

Even after health-related restrictions were withdrawn, take-up of temporary unemployment remained 

elevated in administrative and support services, manufacturing as well as construction, where respectively 

https://www.iza.org/de/publications/dp/11010/inefficient-short-time-work
https://doi.org/10.1787/a70bf8ec-en
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6%, 7% and 10% of jobs were still supported by job retention schemes. While this level is comparable to 

the pre-crisis period in construction, about 25% more workers remain on temporary unemployment support 

in administrative and support services than prior to the pandemic and 50% more in manufacturing. Several 

other sectors, such as transport and storage, as well as water supply and waste management, also saw 

higher take-up rates of job retention schemes in 2023 than prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. This may 

suggest that the pandemic-related expansion of temporary unemployment created a new-found 

dependence on job retention support for some firms. 

2.3.2. Which firms used job retention support? 

It is not immediately obvious whether more or less productive firms would be more likely to use these 

programmes in the context of a pandemic. On one hand, more productive firms often invest more strongly 

in training their workers, creating strong incentives to keep employment relationships, rather than to lose 

such investments in their workforce. On the other hand, firms that are already struggling financially might 

find subsidised worker retention especially attractive when they cannot afford to keep paying wages during 

a downturn. Using microdata from the Belgian Crossroads Bank for Social Security, as well as information 

on firm-level value-added per worker from the Belgian National Bank, it is possible to investigate which 

types of firms adopted job retention schemes and how the use varied along the distribution of firm 

productivity. 

The evidence from Belgium shows a clear pattern: less productive firms were much more likely to use 

temporary unemployment, both before and during the pandemic (Figure 2.3). Prior to the pandemic, 7.3% 

of firms and 4.5% of workers in the 20% least productive firms used job retention schemes on average per 

quarter, while among the 20% most productive firms, only 2.5% of firms and 1.6% of workers used 

temporary unemployment on average per quarter. The overall negative relationship with productivity was 

preserved during the COVID-19 pandemic and even increased in strength.14 The first quintile of the firm 

productivity distribution again showed the highest take-up at 16.6% of workers (22.7% of firms) while 6.4% 

of workers took up job retention schemes in the top quintile (11.7% of firms). These findings suggest that 

financial constraints, which may be more prevalent among less productive firms, drove most decisions to 

use job retention support.15 

The accommodation and food services sector was a notable exception during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

showing the opposite pattern where higher productivity firms were more likely to take up job retention 

support (see Figure A.A.1). This likely reflects sector-specific factors: more productive hospitality 

businesses tend to be larger establishments (hotels, restaurant chains) with valuable skilled staff worth 

retaining, whilst lower productivity establishments often rely more on easily replaceable casual labour 

where the benefits of keeping workers during a temporary closure are more limited. 
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Figure 2.3. Temporary unemployment is concentrated among the least productive firms 

Average quarterly share of firms and workers on job retention schemes by quintile of the firm-distribution of average 

productivity 

 

Note: The figure shows the average quarterly share of firms using job retention schemes at least once and workers placed at least once on job 

retention schemes across quintiles of the employment-weighted distribution of average pre-pandemic labour productivity. It is based on 

employment-weighted firm-level regressions of the intensive margin of job retention schemes use on quintile dummies, firm size and quarter 

fixed effects (Equation 2). Firm labour productivity and firm size are measured as the average between 2018 and 2019. As an example, it shows 

that an average of about 20% of workers in the least productive firms was placed on job retention schemes during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Source: OECD calculations based on microdata from the Belgian Crossroads Bank for Social Security and the Belgian National Bank. 

Interestingly, prior experience with job retention schemes is strongly associated with the use of temporary 

unemployment during the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, About 51% of the firms that had used temporary 

unemployment before the pandemic (in 2017 to 2019) made use of this support scheme on average per 

quarter during the COVID-19 pandemic, considerably more than the 14% firms that did not have temporary 

unemployment experience before the pandemic (Figure 2.4).16 This could either reflect familiarity with the 

scheme or the persistence of use for structural reasons among low-productivity firms. While the pandemic 

created widespread need for employment adjustment, firms with established knowledge of temporary 

unemployment schemes may have been better positioned to utilise these schemes as a primary 

adjustment tool. On the other hand, structural users and less productive firms may have been more 

exposed to liquidity constraints during the COVID-19 pandemic and therefore made more use of job 

retention support. 

The association of prior experience with the use of job retention scheme during the COVID-19 pandemic 

varied considerably across sectors. For the accommodation and food services sector, which was among 

the hardest hit sector by the lockdown restrictions, the difference between experienced and inexperienced 

firms was relatively modest (43% of workers among experienced firms and 36% among inexperienced 

firms, see Figure A.A.2). This contrasts with all other sectors, where firms with pre-pandemic experience 

had significantly higher uptake, and by the end of 2022, the accommodation and food services sector’s 

usage had fallen to the low levels of inexperienced firms elsewhere (Figure A.A.3). Firms with and without 

prior experience in the accommodation and food services sector used job retention schemes at similarly 

high rates almost throughout the entire pandemic, only meaningfully diverging from another from mid-2021. 

In contrast to other sectors, where take-up rates were only comparable in the initial months of the pandemic 
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(e.g. in construction, administrative and support services) or remained noticeably different throughout 

(e.g. manufacturing). 

Figure 2.4. Previous use of temporary unemployment schemes is associated with higher use 
during the pandemic 

Average quarterly share of firms and workers on job retention schemes during the pandemic (Q1 2020 – Q4 2022) 

by previous JRS use of firms between 2018 and 2019 

 

Note: Non-users refer to firms that did not use job retention schemes once between 2017 and 2019. Users refer to firms that placed at least 

one worker on job retention schemes between 2017 and 2019. 

Source: OECD calculations based on microdata from the Belgian Crossroads Bank for Social Security. 

Taken together, these patterns suggests that the use and persistence of these schemes were driven by a 

combination of acute necessity and pre-existing structural dependence, with a strong distinction emerging 

between experienced and inexperienced firms over time. For sectors hit by a severe shock, such as 

accommodation and food services, the sheer necessity of survival drove widespread of job retention 

scheme adoption among most firms, largely erasing the advantage of pre-pandemic experience. However, 

in most other sectors, previous experience was a key determinant; firms that had used job retention 

schemes before the pandemic were significantly more likely to use them again and more intensively. The 

most crucial difference lies in persistent use, as for firms without prior experience, of job retention schemes 

were largely a temporary tool that was eventually abandoned as the crisis faded. In contrast, for firms with 

pre-pandemic experience, the schemes acted as a readily available and embedded operational tool, with 

their usage remaining elevated long after the initial shock. 

2.3.3. Which workers were placed on job retention support? 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, temporary unemployment schemes in Belgium were predominantly used 

by blue-collar workers, in part due to easier firm-level eligibility requirements as well as their concentration 

in sectors like construction and manufacturing which regularly face seasonal or cyclical downturns. For 

example, in 2019, blue-collar workers made up more than 90% of recipients of job retention support 

(Figure 2.5). However, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 triggered a massive surge in job 

retention uptake across many types of workers, including those in white-collar employment. At the peak of 

the pandemic in Q2 2020, white-collar workers made up about 43% of all job retention support recipients. 
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As the COVID-19 pandemic progressed beyond the initial lockdown restrictions, the number of both 

blue- and white-collar recipients of job retention support fell, but disproportionally so for white-collar 

employees, with their share of recipients falling to 27% in 2021, 17% in 2022 and 12% in 2023. However, 

the number of white-collar workers in job retention schemes in 2023 is still about twice as high as in 2019, 

and their share among all job retention support recipients about 50% larger than before the pandemic. This 

may suggest a minor paradigm shift, where some firms have gotten used to placing their white-collar 

workers on job retention support after they gained practice with this during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The legal distinction between blue- and white-collar workers, a remnant of historical labour market 

structures where their legal status was not harmonised, is also embedded in Belgium’s system of 

temporary unemployment. This distinction adds administrative complexity and may no longer be fit for 

purpose in a modern labour market. 

Figure 2.5. Job retention scheme use saw a disproportionately strong uptick among white collar 
workers during the early COVID-19 pandemic 

Temporary unemployment payments by worker type as a share of dependent employment 

 

Note: See note to Figure 2.1. 

Source: OECD calculations based on ONEM/RVA data. 

Beyond worker types, the uptake of temporary unemployment payments varied significantly by educational 

attainment and gender, whereas it tended to be more evenly distributed by age and region (Figure 2.6).17 

This unequal use of job retention support across education groups and gender tended to be particularly 

pronounced before and after the pandemic when the use of job retention support was strongly concentrated 

among low-skilled men. For example, before the pandemic 3% of men in dependent employment were 

receiving temporary unemployment benefits against 1% of women. Similarly, just 0.1% of the highly 

educated received temporary unemployment benefits, whereas 2% and 5% of middle- and low-educated 

workers did so, respectively. To some extent, this may reflect an overlap with the group of blue-collar 

workers and the concentration of support in construction and manufacturing in normal times. 
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Figure 2.6. The up-take of temporary unemployment differed especially by educational attainment 

Average monthly temporary unemployment payments, percentage of dependent employment 

 

Source: OECD calculations based on data from ONEM/RVA, StatBel and Eurostat. 

During the pandemic, differences in the relative use of support between skill and gender groups narrowed 

but remained sizeable, particularly across skills groups. This high concentration among lower educated 

workers mirrors experiences in other OECD countries, where job retention schemes typically support 

workers in sectors and occupations with lower educational requirements. The heavy concentration of 

temporary unemployment among workers with low educational attainment suggests that times of job 

retention could offer an opportunity improve the skills and future employability of the workforce. Several 

countries have recognised this, incorporating explicit incentives and support for training during periods of 

job retention support (see Box 2.3). 

Box 2.3. Linking job retention support and training 

While job retention schemes provide crucial income support, their often passive design represents a 

missed opportunity to improve the skills and future employability of the workforce. This is particularly 

the case for the over-represented group of workers with low educational attainment. Several OECD 

countries successfully integrated training into their job retention schemes, for example: 

• Germany: Starting in January 2021, the German Government paid for up to 100% of the 

training costs for employees on short-time work (Kurzarbeit), with the exact coverage depending 

on firm size. Firms that provided training also received an additional 50% discount on their social 

security contributions. This training-specific discount was stacked on top of the standard 

exemptions for the program, meaning that between January and March 2022, firms training their 

workers paid no social security contributions at all (OECD, 2024[13]). 

• France: The existing FNE-Formation programme was adapted specifically for the COVID-19 

pandemic. The French Government agreed to cover up to 100% of the costs for training 

undertaken by employees placed on the activité partielle scheme (depending on firm-size) from 

March 2020 to March 2021, with partial coverage thereafter. Workers could further use their 
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individual training accounts (Compte Personnel de Formation – CPF) for reimbursement of 

training expenses (DARES, 2021[14]; OECD, 2024[13]). 

• Austria: The Public Employment Service (AMS) reimbursed 60% of training costs for 

employees on the scheme (75% from later parts of the pandemic) during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The time spent in training was counted as working time for the employee but as lost 

hours for the employer, and therefore subsidised by the government (Bundesministerium der 

Finanzen, 2025[15]). 

In some other countries, like Hungary and the Netherlands, participation in training was also a formal 

requirement for receiving job retention support during the COVID-19 pandemic (OECD, 2020[16]). 

2.4. Labour market reallocation during the COVID-19 pandemic 

While job retention schemes are a vital mechanism for preserving employment during crises and 

downturns, they may hinder the process of productivity-enhancing job reallocation, thereby disrupting the 

normal functioning of the labor market. As workers are retained in their current positions, they are 

prevented from moving to more productive firms. Since less productive firms tend to be the primary users 

of such support, more productive firms may struggle to recruit the workers they need to grow, as the 

available workforce is effectively “stuck” in less productive roles (Cahuc, 2024[17]; Andrews, Charlton and 

Moore, 2021[18]). 

The reallocation of workers from less to more productive firms is a key driver of economic dynamism and 

aggregate productivity growth (OECD, 2025[19]). This process operates through two primary channels: 

voluntary job-to-job mobility and employment mobility. By subsidizing existing employment relationships, 

job retention schemes can suppress both channels.18 It may reduce voluntary mobility because workers 

remain attached to their jobs and decreases involuntary mobility because firms are able to retain workers 

they might otherwise lay off, ultimately slowing the reallocation of labor toward more productive firms. 

Building on the work developed for the OECD Employment Outlook 2025 (OECD, 2025[19]) this section 

documents how growth-enhancing job reallocation evolved in Belgium during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(see Box 2.4 for cross-country evidence on growth-enhancing reallocation before the COVID-19 

pandemic).19 It documents the process of net job reallocation along the distribution of firms in terms of their 

labour productivity levels. This section therefore seeks to identify which specific channels of reallocation 

were most affected and whether the traditional “job ladder” from less to more productive firms continued 

to operate effectively throughout and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Box 2.4. Growth-enhancing reallocation across OECD countries before COVID-19 

Chapter 5 of the OECD Employment Outlook 2025 (OECD, 2025[19]) presents cross-country evidence 

on the process of growth-enhancing reallocation for 17 OECD countries on average between 2000 and 

2019 based on annual, rather than quarterly, data (see Fluchtmann, Hijzen and Puymoyen (2025[19])). 

Figure 2.7 illustrates the key result from this chapter, which shows that job reallocation tends to 

redistribute employment towards firms with higher wages and productivity. The difference between 

average annual employment growth in the bottom 20% of firms (in terms of wages and productivity) and 

aggregate average annual employment growth is consistently negative, whilst it is consistently positive 

amongst the top 20% of firms. Put differently, employment is continually being reallocated from firms 

with low wages and productivity to those with high wages and productivity, thereby contributing to higher 

aggregate wage and productivity growth. This happens primarily through job-to-job mobility, with 



   33 

 

AN ASSESSMENT OF JOB RETENTION SUPPORT DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND ITS AFTERMATH IN BELGIUM © OECD 2026 

  

employment mobility playing a relatively minor role, despite both being roughly equal contributors to 

overall gross mobility. 

Figure 2.7. Growth-enhancing job reallocation is primarily driven by job-to-job mobility 

Average annual net employment growth and its components due to net job-to-job and employment mobility by 

quintile of the firm-distribution of wages and productivity, relative to average employment growth 

 

Notes: Net employment growth: average annual employment-weighted growth rate in employment among incumbent firms between 

one year and the next in deviation from aggregate employment growth rate. Net job-to-job mobility: average annual employment-weighted 

growth rate employment among incumbent firms due to workers changing employer from one year to the next in deviation from aggregate 

employment growth rate. Net employment mobility: average annual employment-weighted percentage change in employment among 

incumbent firms due to workers entering or exiting employment from year to the next in deviation from aggregate employment growth rate. 

Unweighted average across countries. Firm-level average wages (17 countries): Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 

France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain and Sweden. Firm-level labour 

productivity (9 countries): Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal and Sweden. 

Source: Fluchtmann, Hijzen and Puymoyen (2025[19]), OECD Employment Outlook 2025: Can We Get Through the Demographic Crunch?, 

https://doi.org/10.1787/194a947b-en. 

Figure 2.8, Panel A, shows that prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, between 2017 and 2019, job reallocation 

consistently shifted employment from lower productivity towards higher productivity firms. Indeed, the 

difference in average quarterly net employment growth in the bottom 20% of firms in terms of productivity 

is negative, whereas it is positive in the top 20% of incumbent firms. In other words, employment was 

reallocated from low-productivity firms to high-productivity firms, contributing to higher aggregate 

productivity growth. When decomposing overall net employment growth into (voluntary) job-to-job mobility 

and (involuntary) employment mobility, it is evident that most of this growth-enhancing reallocation was 

achieved through job-to-job mobility, while the role of employment mobility was much less pronounced and 

generally worked in an opposite direction. This suggests that growth-enhancing reallocation in Belgium 

mostly happened through a “job ladder”. 
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Figure 2.8. Job retention schemes are likely to have shaped the pattern of employment mobility 
across firms during the pandemic 

Average quarterly net employment growth among pre-pandemic active firms and its components due to net job-to-

job and employment mobility by quintile of the firm-distribution of labour productivity, relative to average employment 

growth 

 

Notes: Net employment growth: average quarterly employment-weighted growth rate in employment among pre-pandemic active firms 

between one-quarter and the next in deviation from aggregate employment growth rate. Net job-to-job mobility: average quarterly employment-

weighted growth rate employment among pre-pandemic active firms due to workers changing employer from one-quarter to the next in deviation 

from aggregate employment growth rate. Net employment mobility: average quarterly employment-weighted growth rate employment among 

pre-pandemic active firms due to workers entering or exiting employment from quarter to the next in deviation from aggregate employment 

growth rate. 

The figure shows the average quarterly change in the structure of private sector non-agricultural dependent employment across quintiles of the 

employment-weighted distribution of labour productivity and the extent to which this is driven by job-to-job mobility and employment mobility. It 

is based on employment-weighted firm-level regressions of employment growth on quintile dummies, average pre-pandemic firm size and 

quarter fixed effects (Equation 1). 

Source: OECD calculations based on microdata from the Belgian Crossroads Bank for Social Security and the Belgian National Bank. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the job ladder worked in essentially the same way as before, with an 

exception of negative net job-to-job mobility in the third quintile of the firm-productivity distribution. As such, 

workers continued to move from less- to more productive firms (Figure 2.8, Panel B). However, these 

patterns were dampened by a considerably more pronounced role of net employment mobility, which, for 

example, led to positive net employment growth in the second quintile of the productivity distribution, and 

therefore overall weaker growth-enhancing reallocation during the COVID-19 pandemic. In general, 

however, changes in the role of net employment mobility were more strongly concentrated at the lower 

end of the firm productivity distribution, suggesting that particularly the least productive firms saw changes 

in employment growth through transitions in and out of employment.20 

With the wide-spread use of job retention schemes across the Belgian labour market, it may be the case 

that the change in the role of net employment mobility is a result of a decline in employment separations. 

In particular, it may be that the least productive firms are also more likely to struggle with acute liquidity 

constraints that complicated labour hoarding during the pandemic-induced economic downturn. 

Theoretically, the high use of job retention schemes may then manifest in a declining rate of separations 

among less productive firms, rather than increased hiring. To investigate this, Figure A.A.5 further 

decomposes the net employment mobility component of into its components related to hires and 
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separations, and confirms that about two-thirds of the relative increase in net employment growth through 

net employment mobility among the lower two quintiles is a result of decreased separations, rather than 

increases in hiring. 

While the effects on net employment mobility at the lower end of the firm-productivity distribution are partly 

intended, they can become detrimental to reallocation and the normal functioning of the labour market if 

they persist well beyond the acute phase of the crisis and slow job creation in high productivity. To examine 

whether this was the case in Belgium, the results in Figure 2.9 present the evolution of firm-level 

responsiveness of net employment growth to labour productivity between Q1 2018 and Q4 2022.21 

The results show that the role of job-to-job mobility remained fairly stable over time, positively contributing 

to productivity-enhancing job reallocation by reallocating workers from lower to higher productivity firms. 

While there were some declines in the strength of this process already in 2019 and through 2020 and 

2021, the contribution of job-to-job mobility to productivity-enhancing job reallocation fully returned to the 

higher pre-2019 levels by 2022. In line with the previous evidence, the patterns for employment mobility 

are different. While it initially contributed positively to productivity-enhancing job reallocation for most of 

2017 to early 2019, it turned negative from the second quarter of 2019 and remained so afterward, with 

the exception of Q1 2020. Most notable, these negative effects on productivity-enhancing job reallocation 

tended to increase until mid-2022 and continued to contribute negatively afterwards.22 This happened 

despite a considerable increase in vacancy postings from early 2021 onwards, especially in sectors that 

used job retention schemes the most (Figure A.A.6). This suggests that productivity-enhancing job 

reallocation remained suppressed well after the COVID-19 pandemic had mostly subsided, likely 

dampening overall productivity growth. 

Figure 2.9. Productivity-enhancing job reallocation was slowed well into 2022 

Productivity-enhancing reallocation among pre-pandemic active firms as measured by the employment-weighted 

impact of firm-level labour productivity on net employment growth across firms, percentage points (p.p.) 

 

Notes: Total: responsiveness of net employment growth to firm quality. Net job-to-job mobility: responsiveness of net job-to-job mobility to 

firm quality. Net employment mobility: responsiveness of net employment mobility to firm quality. 

The figure shows the coefficients of employment-weighted firm-level regressions of employment growth among pre-pandemic active firms on 

average log labour productivity. A positive coefficient indicates that job reallocation shifts the structure of employment towards better firms and 

is productivity-enhancing. Coefficients are normalised with respect to the standard deviation in firm-level productivity. 

Source: OECD calculations based on microdata from the Belgian Crossroads Bank for Social Security and the Belgian National Bank. 
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Notes

 
1 Statistics on temporary unemployment go back as far as 1921: https://www.onem.be/statistiques/series-

historiques/chomage-temporaire-et-allocations-connexes. 

2 In most other countries, firms receive subsidies to pay a replacement income to workers for hours not 

worked. The practical difference is unlikely to be important as long as payments, whether in the form of 

benefits or subsidies, are processed without significant delays. 

3 From 1 September 2023, workers had the option to submit an electronic control card for temporary 

unemployment (eC3.2A). This electronic version became mandatory on 1 January 2025, with a transitional 

period allowing the continued use of paper cards in case of difficulties until 30 June 2025. 

4 A proven reduction of at least 10% in turnover, production or orders during one of the 4 quarters preceding 

the request (e.g. demonstrated through the firms VAT declaration) or if at least 10% of blue-collar workers 

have already been placed on temporary unemployment in the preceding quarter. The Minister of 

Employment can waive the need for an economic justification for specific firms or sectors. A minimum 

14 days after filing for temporary unemployment, can white-collar workers enter JRS (if approved by 

ONEM/RVA). 

5 However, since the beginning of 2024, workers placed on temporary unemployment receive an additional 

EUR 5 per day for white-collar workers and EUR 2 per day for blue-collar workers placed on temporary 

unemployment, except where temporary unemployment is due to force majeure (or annual vacation and 

strike/lockout). 

6 With 18% receiving top-ups, blue-collar workers were more likely to receive these additional payments 

than the 11% of white-collar workers. 

7 At the end of 2020, the government also disbursed an additional support of EUR 10 for each day of 

temporary unemployment in 2020, with a guaranteed minimum payment of EUR 150. 

8 Despite these barriers, around one in three long-term job retention support recipients still participated in 

training voluntarily (OECD, 2023[6]). 

9 The linked employer-employee data is a rich quarterly panel dataset provided by the Belgian Crossroads 

Bank for Social Security (KSZ/BCSS), covering private sector non-agricultural dependent employment and 

spanning 2017Q1 to 2022Q4. The dataset comprises matched employer-employee administrative records 

covering a representative 10% sample of workers. Information on firm-level labour productivity, measured 

as value-added per worker, is supplemented through data from the Belgian National Bank. 

10 Note the uptick in the use of for economic reasons in September 2020 when access to the JRS 

coronavirus scheme was temporarily restricted to particularly hard-hit sectors. 

11 The ease of access and the enhanced flexibility of the force majeure coronavirus variant may also have 

crowded out other benefits. For example, the inflow of sick pay insurance recipients fell by more than 

two-thirds at the start of the pandemic and remained at this lower level throughout 2020. While social 

distancing and teleworking may have reduced the incidence of certain infectious diseases and 

commuter-related road accidents, it is likely that the flexibility and broad accessibility of the simplified force 

 

https://www.onem.be/statistiques/series-historiques/chomage-temporaire-et-allocations-connexes
https://www.onem.be/statistiques/series-historiques/chomage-temporaire-et-allocations-connexes
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majeure variant contributed to a substitution of sick pay insurance benefits with job retention benefits 

(Gelade and Saks, 2024[23]). 

12 As the temporary unemployment bad weather scheme’s design and eligibility criteria are tailored to 

address the specific and recurring disruptions caused by adverse weather in the construction sector, 

including defined triggers and required documentation directly related to weather conditions, it likely 

remained the go-to scheme for construction firms during the pandemic. This preference was reinforced by 

the familiarity with the scheme and its conditions. 

13 This was also associated with the extension of new force majeure scheme to the energy crisis, 

representing about 12% of force majeure claims from October to December 2022. 

14 The correlation between job retention scheme take-up and firm productivity, measured similar to the 

correlation between employment growth and firm productivity as in (OECD, 2025[19]), increased from 

0.06 to 0.21. 

15 Note that while Figure 2.3 presents global quintiles of the firm productivity distribution, the same 

qualitative patterns hold when instead considering within-industry quintiles. 

16 The differences were relatively similar for the share of workers covered: experienced firms covered 17% 

of their workforce on average each quarter during the pandemic, compared to only 6% for firms without 

prior experience with temporary unemployment. 

17 Additional evidence from Belgian microdata also reveals that workers placed on schemes were less 

likely to be full-time employees compared to those not placed on temporary unemployment. This holds 

within the same firms that used temporary unemployment and compared to firms that did not use it (see 

Figure A A.4). Further, persons with a foreign nationality were overrepresented among beneficiaries of 

temporary unemployment during the COVID-19 pandemic in Belgium (FPS Employment, Labour and 

Social Dialogue, 2022[22]; Bevers et al., 2020[21]). 

18 Job-to-job mobility refers to direct flows between jobs in different firms, which is more likely to be 

voluntary and often driven by career considerations, and employment mobility refers to flows in and out of 

employment, which is more likely to be involuntary or driven by personal considerations (e.g. labour force 

participation). 

19 Growth-enhancing job reallocation is defined as the change in the structure of employment from less to 

more productive firms. In practice, it is measured by the coefficient from an employment-weighted firm-

level regression of employment growth on firm-level labour productivity, after controlling for firm-level 

employment and a set of fixed effects. The analysis is restricted to firm active before the COVID-19 

pandemic. This methodology is based on Decker et al. (2020[20]) and applied in a similar framework on 

annual cross-country data in (Fluchtmann, Hijzen and Puymoyen (2025[19]). 

20 Note that while Figure 2.8 presents global quintiles of the firm productivity distribution, the same 

qualitative patterns hold when instead considering within-industry quintiles. 

21 This is done by focussing on the responsiveness of quarterly employment growth to productivity levels 

in a similar framework as used for Figure 2.8, while replacing coefficients on the quintiles of the firm-

productivity distribution with coefficients directly on the productivity level of firms (see also Fluchtmann, 

Hijzen and Puymoyen (2025[19])). A positive correlation between firm employment growth and firm-level 
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labour productivity levels suggests that the structure of employment shifts towards more productive firms 

and hence that reallocation is productivity-enhancing. The results are very similar when focussing on 

employment growth by quintile of the firm-level labour productivity distribution as done above. 

22 Chapter 3 also considers the employment effects of job retention support during the COVID-19 

pandemic, and shows that while initially successful in preserving employment, the elevated take-up of the 

Belgian job retention scheme had negative effects on employment as the crisis subsided. 



   41 

 

AN ASSESSMENT OF JOB RETENTION SUPPORT DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND ITS AFTERMATH IN BELGIUM © OECD 2026 

  

Based on a new synthetic indicator of de jure job retention support, this 

chapter systematically compares of the job retention scheme in Belgium 

with that of other OECD countries and explores which design features 

drove job retention support take-up during the COVID-19 pandemic. It 

further evaluates how effective job retention schemes were in preserving 

employment relationships during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

  

3 The Belgian job retention scheme in 

OECD perspective 
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In Brief 
The Belgian job retention scheme in OECD perspective 

Using a newly developed synthetic indicator of effective generosity of job retention support, Belgium’s 

job retention scheme ranked in the lower third of OECD countries during the peak of the COVID-19 

pandemic. The government covered 57% of labour costs for hours not worked at average wages, though 

a relatively low benefit cap resulted in higher effective income replacement rates for lower-wage 

workers. 

Unlike most other countries that reduced scheme generosity as their economies recovered or phased 

out newly established programmes entirely, Belgium maintained its expanded provisions largely 

unchanged until July 2022, with full return to pre-pandemic conditions only by July 2023. This meant 

that by end of 2022, Belgium operated one of the most generous and widely used job retention schemes 

across the OECD. 

Cross-country analysis shows that containment stringency influenced job retention scheme take-up 

more strongly than effective generosity during the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, amongst design 

features, the cost to firms for hours not worked proved a particularly important factor in driving take-up, 

with Belgium’s absence of direct co-financing requirements potentially contributing to persistent usage 

patterns. 

Employment analysis across European OECD countries demonstrates that job retention schemes 

successfully averted considerable employment losses, particularly amongst occupations that could not 

be performed remotely. Without these schemes, employment would have declined by approximately 8% 

on average at the crisis peak. Belgium’s scheme was particularly effective, averting an estimated 12.9% 

employment loss. However, the scheme’s persistence beyond the acute crisis period resulted in small 

negative employment effects, as continued usage potentially hindered normal labour market adjustment 

processes. 

3.1. Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic prompted an unprecedented expansion of job retention schemes across OECD 

countries, with governments rapidly scaling up existing programmes or introducing entirely new schemes 

to preserve employment relationships during widespread economic disruptions. However, these schemes 

varied considerably in their design, generosity, and usage patterns (DG EMPL, 2025[1]). This chapter 

places Belgium’s job retention scheme within the broader OECD context by developing a new synthetic 

indicator of effective generosity combining three key dimensions: eligibility (the share of workforce 

potentially covered), work-sharing arrangements (maximum permissible reduction in working hours), and 

financial generosity (government subsidy for hours not worked). It then systematically compares Belgium 

to other countries across all dimensions of this new indicator. 

This chapter further investigates the determinants of scheme take-up through cross-country regressions 

that relate usage rates to both the stringency of COVID-19 containment measures and the effective 

generosity of job retention support. As such, it seeks to identify whether differences in take-up reflect 
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economic necessity driven by lockdown restrictions or institutional factors related to the design of job 

retention schemes. 

Lastly, the chapter evaluates how effective job retention schemes were in preserving employment 

relationships during the COVID-19 pandemic. The analysis exploits variation in scheme generosity across 

countries and time, as well as differences in teleworkability across occupations within countries. This 

methodology enables to identify employment effects by comparing outcomes in occupations most and 

least exposed to containment measures across countries with varying levels of job retention support. 

3.2. The Belgian job retention scheme in OECD perspective 

3.2.1. A new synthetic indicator of job retention support 

This section situates the Belgian job retention scheme in OECD perspective based on a new synthetic 

indicator of the de jure level of support provided by job retention schemes. The indicator consists of 

three dimensions: i) eligibility expressed in terms of the number of workers that is potentially covered; ii) the 

share of working hours per worker that is potentially supported as measured by the maximum permissible 

reduction in working hours; and iii) the generosity of support by the government for hours not worked. 

Together these dimensions provide an indication of the maximum share of the overall wage bill in a country 

that can be subsidised by governments through job retention schemes. The indicator is available for each 

month from January 2020 to December 2022 for 27 OECD countries. The indicator relies as much as 

possible on official information based on OECD questionnaires completed by member states and the 

OECD Taxes and Benefits Model for the calculation of the generosity component. For more details on the 

construction of the synthetic indicator, see Box 3.1. 

Box 3.1. A new synthetic indicator of the de jure effective generosity of job retention support 

The new synthetic indicator of the de jure effective generosity of job retention support has 

three dimensions related to eligibility, work-sharing and generosity. Formally, effective generosity 

(EG) is measured as follows: 

EG= E * H * G. 
Equation 3.1 

where E refers to the share of the workforce that is eligible for support, H the share of working hours 

per workers that is potentially support and G the generosity of support for hours not worked. 

Eligibility (E) is measured in terms of potential take-up as a share of private-sector dependent 

employment (0-1). It includes restrictions on workers like minimum contribution requirements for 

unemployment benefits (tenure) and contract status (temporary contracts) and restrictions with respect 

to the size or sector of firms. The eligibility component excludes restrictions related to the economic or 

financial performance of firms. 

Work-sharing (H) is measured as the share of working hours per worker that is potentially supported, 

as defined by the maximum permissible reduction in working hours (0-1). While most countries do not 

impose any such restrictions, some have used limits to promote work-sharing. The work-sharing 

component excludes restrictions to promote work-sharing related to the minimum number of workers in 

the firm that is covered, since this does not constrain potential coverage. 

Generosity (G) is expressed as the cost of hours not worked for governments, as a share of labour 

costs, evaluated at the average wage at the maximum permissible reduction in working time (usually a 
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complete work stoppage) (0-1). It uses information on (gross) policy replacement rates, caps and 

ceilings, and requirements for paying employer social security contributions for hours not worked. The 

methodology is fully consistent with the OECD Tax and Benefits Model (OECD, 2024[2]). It is assumed 

that suspensions do not affect worker entitlements to social security and that contributions are paid 

either by governments or firms. 

The resulting indicator measures the generosity of job retention support from a scale from 0 to 100. 

Countries without job retention schemes necessarily are assigned a value of zero. For countries with 

job retention schemes, it provides an indication of the maximum share of the wage bill that can be 

subsidised by governments through job retention support. The indicator therefore naturally 

accommodates job retention schemes in the form of wage subsidies and job retention programmes. 

The information on each of the three dimensions is collected at monthly frequency for the period from 

January 2020 to December 2022 for 27 OECD countries.1 Policy information is obtained through two ad 

hoc questionnaires to OECD delegates from member countries: the OECD Policy Questionnaire on 

Working Time Regulation and Short-Time Work Schemes which collected information for January 2020 

and May/June 2020 and the OECD Questionnaire on Policy Responses to the COVID-19 Crisis, which 

collected information for November 2021. Information for the remaining months is obtained through 

desk research. Labour force surveys are used to translate eligibility rules into potential coverage rates. 

The new synthetic indicator of the de jure generosity of job retention support builds on previous work 

by Calligaris et al. (2023[3]) who developed a similar indicator that takes account of generosity and 

eligibility for 12 OECD countries for 2020-2021. The present indicator extends coverage to all European 

OECD countries as well as the United States, and measures policy changes during the entire COVID-19 

pandemic and beyond. Moreover, it relies on information validated by OECD Member countries through 

official OECD questionnaires and the policy rules recorded in the OECD Tax and Benefits Model. 

Finally, it offers a tractable way to account for the effective generosity of job retention support by 

focussing on easily measurable factors, without the need for strong assumptions (e.g. weights, 

functional form) when translating eligibility into potential coverage. 

1. This includes Belgium, Switzerland, Czechia, Germany, Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Spain, Finland, France, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, 

Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Latvia, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia, the Slovak Republic, the 

United Kingdom, and the United States. 

3.2.2. The overall degree of job retention support 

While Belgium scaled up support in response to the pandemic similarly quickly as many other OECD 

countries with pre-existing schemes, support in Belgium was much more persistent. In Belgium as well as 

in other countries with pre-existing schemes, the effective generosity of support increased from about 30% 

of normal labour costs before the crisis to about 60% in March-May 2020 (Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2). 

Countries that introduced entirely new schemes in response to the crisis provided similar levels of 

generosity initially. However, while the level of support in Belgium remained broadly constant until the end 

of 2022, support was gradually reduced in other countries as economic activity was resuming. In countries 

with permanent schemes, support was gradually withdrawn from the middle of 2021 onwards, reaching 

40% by the end of 2022. In countries with temporary schemes, support was withdrawn even more quickly, 

with a first stepdown after the first wave of the virus in the summer of 2020 and further declines starting 

from the summer of 2021.1 As a result of these adjustments, the average effective generosity of support 

across countries was only marginally higher by the end of 2022 than before the pandemic. 
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Figure 3.1. OECD countries quickly scaled up the generosity of job retention support 

Effective generosity of job retention support (% of normal labour costs) and average monthly containment stringency 

 

Note: Effective generosity measures generosity, eligibility and the maximum permissible reduction in working hours (see Box 3.1). Permanent 

schemes refer to those in place before the COVID-19 pandemic and still operational in December 2022. The average monthly containment 

stringency refers to the average of the index for the stringency of containment and closure policies as recorded in the Oxford 

COVID-19 Government Response Tracker (OxCGRT) (Hale et al., 2021[4]). 

Source: OECD calculations based on national JRS regimes and the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker (OxCGRT). 

Figure 3.2. Many OECD countries scaled back their job retention scheme by the end of 2022 

Effective generosity of job retention support, percentage of normal labour costs 

 

Note: Effective generosity measures (generosity, eligibility and the maximum permissible reduction in working hours (see Box 3.1). 

† Countries in which job retention support was temporary. Before refers to January 2020. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national JRS regimes. 

The remainder of this section discusses the different dimensions of the effective generosity of job retention 

support in terms of eligibility, work-sharing and generosity. 
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3.2.3. Eligibility 

Restrictions on firm eligibility are unlikely to have played much of a role in explaining the use of job 

retention schemes during the COVID-19 crisis (OECD, 2022[5]; 2021[6]).2 While job retention schemes in 

OECD typically exclude public-sector firms, as they are less susceptible to economic shocks and operate 

under different financial constraints compared to private enterprises, restrictions for private sector firms in 

terms of firm size or economic activity are rare. Before the COVID-19 crisis, Italy was an exception, limiting 

job retention support eligibility to firms with a minimum number of 15 employees until 2015 and 

5 employees until the start of the pandemic, but removed size restrictions in response to the pandemic. 

Indeed, throughout the period from January 2020 to December 2022, no OECD country restricted eligibility 

in terms of size or sector.3 Eligibility requirements related to the economic need for support tended to be 

modest and have been weakened further in response to the COVID-19 crisis. When they existed, they 

typically took the form of reductions in sales or working hours and most likely played a limited role in 

explaining take-up during the COVID-19 crisis. Since the role of such restrictions for potential take-up is 

not easily quantifiable and their economic impact is likely to have been small, this is not taken into account 

in the eligibility component of the synthetic indicator of job retention support. 

During the COVID-19 crisis, eligibility for workers to job retention support was largely unrestricted as 

several countries temporarily lifted restrictions (OECD, 2022[5]). In normal times, worker eligibility tends to 

be restricted to insured workers, who meet the minimum contribution requirements for unemployment 

benefits, or those with open-ended contracts. The idea of such restrictions is to target support to workers 

with important firm-specific human capital that would be costly to rebuild after layoffs. For example, before 

the crisis, Germany limited eligibility for Kurzarbeit to insured workers with permanent contracts. In 

response to the COVID-19 crisis, most OECD countries broadened worker eligibility to include temporary 

(e.g. Germany, Spain) and uninsured workers (e.g. Spain) or introduced new schemes without eligibility 

restrictions (e.g. Netherlands). In Belgium, the general applicability of the force majeure scheme effectively 

meant that worker eligibility was no longer restricted to insured workers as was the case under the regular 

scheme for economic difficulties. The loosening of eligibility requirements at the height of the pandemic, 

was a result of extending the rationale of job retention schemes from the classic “automatic stabilizer” to 

also contribute to the protection of public health by making a containment restrictions possible without 

incurring large or insurmountable economic pressures for workers and firms. Nevertheless, workers on 

short-term contracts, particularly many young people, often did not qualify for job retention support and 

frequently didn’t receive unemployment insurance benefits or minimum income support (OECD, 2023[7]). 



   47 

 

AN ASSESSMENT OF JOB RETENTION SUPPORT DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND ITS AFTERMATH IN BELGIUM © OECD 2026 

  

Figure 3.3. Eligibility for job retention support was largely unrestricted during the pandemic 

Potential coverage of job retention support, percentage of dependent private sector employment 

 

Note: Potential coverage of job retention support takes account of restrictions on workers in terms of minimum contributions requirements for 

unemployment benefits (tenure) and contract status (temporary contracts) as well on firms in terms of size or sector. For the United States, it is 

assumed that entitlement to unemployment compensation, which is a pre-requisite for participation in the Short-Time Compensation (STC) 

program, follows the covered employment rate (see FRED (2023[8])). This may overstate eligibility, due to specific state-level eligibility 

requirements.  

† Countries in which job retention support was temporary. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national JRS regimes. 

3.2.4. Work-sharing 

Restrictions on the maximum permissible reduction in working time to promote work-sharing tend to be 

rare, but when they are present, they can considerably reduce the use of job retention support (OECD, 

2021[6]). Work-sharing restrictions on the maximum permissible share of working hours were in place 

before the pandemic in a number of countries including Denmark, Ireland, Sweden and the United States. 

While most countries allowed for a full suspension at the height of the pandemic, the STC programme in 

the United States continued to restrict the programme to reduction of in working hours of at most 60% 

(Figure 3.4).4 For full suspensions, the United States instead mainly relied on temporary layoffs, that is 

layoffs with a high probability of recall without preservation of the contract, while providing support to such 

workers through unemployment benefits. Right after the first wave of the pandemic, Greece introduced the 

Syn-Ergasia mechanism, under which employers could reduce weekly working hours of their employees 

by at most 50%. Alternative ways of promoting work-sharing relate to the minimum share of workers or 

entire units that participate in job retention schemes. For example, Germany requires a minimum share of 

workers to participate in job retention, while France used to require firms to apply job retention support 

equally within units before introducing more flexibility in response to the crisis. These additional forms of 

work-sharing are not taken into account in the synthetic indicator of effective job retention support as they 

do not restrict potential coverage. Belgium did not impose any requirements to promote on work-sharing 

at any time. 
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Figure 3.4. Most countries permitted a full reduction in working hours at the height of the pandemic 

Maximum permissible reduction in working hours, percentage of usual working hours 

 

Note: † Countries in which job retention support was temporary. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national JRS regimes. 

3.2.5. Generosity 

Most of the variation across countries and over time in the synthetic indicator of job retention support 

comes from differences in the generosity component (Figure 3.5). For the purposes of the indicator, the 

generosity of support for hours not worked is evaluated at the average wage for the maximum permissible 

reduction in working time. The costs of hours not worked that are not subsidised by the government are 

either borne by firms (sometimes referred to as co-financing) or workers, resulting in lower earnings. On 

average across OECD countries, the share of labour costs for hours not worked subsidised by 

governments increased from about 30% before the pandemic to almost 70% at the peak of the crisis before 

reverting back to 30% by the end of 2022. There is considerable variation in the generosity of job retention 

support across countries, ranging from 114% of labour costs in the United States, where job retention 

support was temporarily increased through lump-sum subsidies (more below), to 25% in Poland. With 57% 

of labour costs for hours not worked financed by the government, the generosity of job retention support 

in Belgium is among the lower third of OECD countries during the peak of the crisis, but well above average 

before and after the COVID-19 pandemic.5 
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Figure 3.5. The generosity of subsidies for hours not worked varies greatly across countries 

Costs of job retention support for hours not worked borne by the government, percentage of normal labour costs at 

average wage for the maximum permissible reduction in working time 

 

Note: It is generally assumed that employer social security contributions for hours are not worked that are not paid by employers are by paid by 

the government so that work entitlements to social security (e.g. pensions) are not affected by the time spent on job retention support. † Countries 

in which job retention support was temporary. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national JRS regimes. 

Cost for workers 

The replacement rate for hours not worked for workers is important for smoothing consumption over 

periods of reduced working time and alleviating financial hardship, particularly in low-income households. 

In most countries, the replacement rate for hours not worked is either similar or higher than for 

unemployment benefits (OECD, 2021[6]). This means that workers on job retention scheme tend to be 

better off than workers on regular benefits because they combine full earnings for hours worked and higher 

replacement earnings for hours not worked. Moreover, and like unemployment benefits, replacement rates 

for hours not worked tend to be targeted at low-wage workers due to the use of benefit caps. 

Differences in benefit caps across countries generate important differences in the country ranking of 

effective replacement rates and this is particularly relevant for Belgium (Figure 3.6). On average across 

countries, the replacement rate for hours not worked of average-wage workers was 71% at the peak of the 

crisis (about 34% before the crisis and at the end of 2022), while it was 81% for workers at 67% of the 

average wage. By comparison, in Belgium it was 45% for average-wage workers and 74% for low-wage 

workers. The presence of a low benefit cap in Belgium drives a large difference between the replacement 

rate at 100% and 67% of the average wage. It also implies that the generosity of support for workers in 

Belgium is closer to the average among OECD countries when focussing on low-wage workers. 
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Figure 3.6. Support for workers on reduced working hours is targeted to low-wage workers, 
particularly in Belgium 

Effective replacement rates of hours not worked in the case of the full suspension* 

 

Note: The effective replacement rate refers to wage replacement for average wage earners as a percentage of previous earnings, after 

accounting for caps and ceilings on the disbursed benefit.  

† Countries in which job retention support was temporary. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national JRS regimes. 

The time variation in effective replacement rates for hours not worked mainly reflects the introduction (and 

termination) of temporary schemes in response to the pandemic, put in place either as a complement to 

pre-existing schemes (e.g. Denmark, Ireland or the Netherlands) or because no pre-existing scheme was 

available (e.g. Australia, Slovenia, the United Kingdom, New Zealand). Adjustments in replacement rates 

over time within a given scheme were relatively rare and typically quite small. The most notable change 

was in the United States, where a weekly lump-sum of initially USD 600 was paid temporarily irrespective 

of the reduction in working time, resulting in a replacement rate of more than 100% during its operation. 
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Cost to firms 

The cost to firms for hours not worked determines the extent to which firms can reduce labour costs in 

line with declining business activity by reducing working time and hence the number of jobs at risk of being 

terminated as a result of acute liquidity problems in firms. The cost for firms is also an important parameter 

for modulating the level of support to firms over the course of a crisis to jobs that are temporarily at risk but 

remain viable in the medium term. 

During the early stage of the COVID-19 crisis, most countries set the cost of contractual hours not actually 

worked to zero, allowing firms to adjust labour costs in line with the decline in working time (Figure 3.7). 

For example, several countries eased the burden on firms, by reducing (e.g. Norway, Spain, Sweden) or 

removing (e.g. Austria, France, Germany, Italy) direct employer contributions for hours not worked. In 

some countries, employers have continued to bear some of the cost of idle workers. In Denmark and the 

Netherlands, employers are required to contribute respectively 25% and 10% of regular labour costs to 

ensure no change in income for workers. The schemes in Estonia, Portugal and Poland do not fully protect 

worker’s income, but still require employers to pay part of the income of workers on zero hours, i.e. who 

are temporarily not working. However, even in these countries JR schemes allowed for significant 

adjustments of labour costs during the crisis. 

Figure 3.7. Belgium was not alone without employer contributions during the COVID-19 pandemic 

The cost to employers of hours not worked in the case of the full suspension of a worker at the average wage 

 

Note: † Countries in which job retention support was temporary. 

Source: Calculations based on national JRS regimes. 

As lockdown restrictions were withdrawn and economic activity could resume several countries increased 

or reintroduced requirement for firms to share in the cost of not ours not worked subject to job retention 

support. Such co-financing requirements help ensure that support is used for jobs temporarily at risk that 

are likely to return after the crisis instead of jobs that have become permanently unviable. The 

re-emergence of co-financing reflected concerns that as economic activity was allowed to resume job 

retention support was increasingly used to support jobs that had become unviable in firms with structural 

difficulties. This not only adds to the fiscal burden of these schemes but may also impede the economic 

recovery by delaying the reallocation of workers from less productive to more productive firms and 

worsening labour shortages (OECD, 2021[6]). 
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In Belgium, direct co-financing requirements play only a limited role, and if they exist, they tend to be 

regulated by collective bargaining rather than by the government. For example, in the case of temporary 

unemployment for economic reasons for white-collar workers collective agreements typically require firms 

to pay additional supplements to workers on reduced working time. Since these supplements are not 

government-imposed and vary by collective agreement, they are not taken into account in the synthetic 

indicator. However, in the case of temporary unemployment for economic reasons for blue-collar workers, 

employers are required to pay a “responsibility contribution” that is triggered when a worker is placed on 

job retention support for an extended period of time (Box 3.2). The main intention of this contribution is to 

promote work-sharing after prolonged use rather than to target support to jobs temporarily at risk. Since 

the contribution only kicks in after 110 days it is not taken into account in the synthetic indicator. 

Box 3.2. The responsibility contribution 

Temporary unemployment for economic reasons for blue-collar workers includes a “responsibility 

contribution” that is triggered when a worker is on temporary unemployment for more than 110 days 

over the preceding three-quarters. The precise contribution depends on the total number of days of 

temporary unemployment over the past three-quarters as well as during the current quarter. When the 

total number of days ranges between 110 and 130 days, it is EUR 20 per day, while it increases to 

EUR 100 per day if it is more than 200 days. This system allows firms to reduce their responsibility 

contributions by distributing the days of temporary unemployment more evenly over different quarters 

and workers through work-sharing. The responsibility contribution may be reduced or waived in specific 

circumstances.1,2 

To illustrate how the responsibility contributions promote work-sharing, Figure 3.8 compares the 

contribution that is due under different scenarios of using temporary unemployment for economic 

reasons in a hypothetical firm with two blue-collar workers. In a first scenario, only one worker is placed 

on temporary unemployment for 240 days, costing the firm EUR 8 800 of responsibility contribution in 

total. If the 240 days are instead shared between two workers, the firm pays as little as EUR 400 

(i.e. EUR 200 per worker). In another scenario, one worker is placed on temporary unemployment for 

360 days, costing the firm EUR 20 800. If these 360 days are equally shared between the two workers, 

the firm’s contribution is reduced to EUR 6 400 (i.e. EUR 3 200 for each worker). These illustrative 

simulations highlight that there are strong incentives for work sharing if blue-collar workers are placed 

on temporary unemployment for longer periods of time. 
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Figure 3.8. The responsibility contribution provides strong incentives for work sharing 

Scenarios of the effective responsibility contribution for blue-collar workers placed on temporary unemployment 

for economic reasons 

 

1. Firms in particular difficulties can apply for a 50% reduction on the contribution upon a request to the General Directorate of Collective 

Labor Relations at the FPS Employment, Labour, and Social Dialogue. A royal decree may also provide a temporary exemption of the 

contributions for entire sectors under particular risks, or for all firms when the economy faces exceptional circumstances. 

2. Temporary unemployment for economic reasons in construction prescribes a contribution of EUR 46.31 for each day of temporary 

unemployment that exceeds 110 days in the previous calendar year. 

Source: OECD calculations. 

3.3. Determinants of job retention scheme take-up 

The previous section has shown that the extent of containment measures as well as the generosity of job 

retention schemes evolved rapidly through the COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath. To identify to what 

extent both factors drove the actual take-up of job retention schemes, this section presents an empirical 

analysis of take-up across countries. 

3.3.1. Take up during the COVID-19 crisis has been unprecedented 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, take-up of job retention schemes reached unprecedented levels, even 

though it differed widely across OECD countries (Figure 3.9). From negligible levels, OECD-wide take-up 

increased to a peak of almost 20% in May 2020, supporting approximately 60 million jobs – significantly 

more than during the global financial crisis (OECD, 2021[6]) (see also Box 3.3). Countries with general short 

time work and wage subsidy schemes saw higher take-up rates, often exceeding 30%, while those only 

allowing for partial reductions in working time, such as the United States, had lower rates and relied more 

on unemployment benefits (OECD, 2021[6]). In Belgium, take-up increased from about 2% before the crisis 

to 26% in May 2020. By the end of the COVID-19 in December 2022, take-up of job retention schemes 

had largely returned to its pre-COVID level in all countries. In Belgium, take-up was highest, at 2%, similar 

to its level before the crisis, compared with 0.2% for the OECD as a whole. 

€8 800

€ 400

€20 800

€6 400

€0

€5 000

€10 000

€15 000

€20 000

€25 000

Worker A (240 days)
Worker B (0 days)

Worker A (120 days)
Worker B (120 days)

Worker A (360 days)
Worker B (0 days)

Worker A (180 days)
Worker B (180 days)

Worker A Worker B



54    

 

AN ASSESSMENT OF JOB RETENTION SUPPORT DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND ITS AFTERMATH IN BELGIUM © OECD 2026 
  

Figure 3.9. Take-up of job retention schemes differed widely across the OECD 

Take-up of job retention schemes, percentage of dependent employment 

 

Source: OECD calculations based on national sources. 

Box 3.3. The use of job retention support during the global financial crisis and the COVID-19 
crisis in Belgium and selected countries 

This box documents the evolution in the use of job retention schemes since before the start of the global 

financial crisis to the most recent period for which data are available (early 2025) for four selected 

countries with pre-existing job retention schemes, i.e. Belgium, France, Germany and Italy 

(Figure 3.10). This provides the following insights: 

• Job retention support saw a significantly higher peak during the COVID-19 pandemic than 

during the GFC. On average, across the four countries examined (France, Germany, Belgium, 

and Italy), the peak was seven times greater during the pandemic. France is a notable example, 

as its programme played a minor role during the GFC but was greatly simplified and expanded 

for the COVID-19 crisis. 

• Following the GFC, the use of job retention support persisted longer in some countries than 

others. For instance, France and Germany saw a return to pre-crisis levels within two years, 

while Belgium and Italy experienced a more protracted use. After the COVID-19 pandemic, 

take-up had returned to or was below pre-crisis levels in all countries by December 2022, except 

for Belgium. 

• In Belgium, take-up of job retention support remained elevated through early 2025, with strong 

upticks in 2023 and 2024. This extended use may be due to the prolonged maintenance of 

simplified job retention provisions related to COVID-19, the use of schemes for energy-related 

reasons in late 2022 as well as the renewed use of job retention support in manufacturing due 

to declining economic activity (ONEM, 2024[9]). 

Figure 3.10. Take-up of job retention schemes in selected OECD countries 
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Note: Italy: Data before 2018 are based on the number of authorised hours (estimated number of employees using the ratio of total hours 

authorised under the quarterly average hours worked by employee) and spliced using the actual number of participants from January 2018. 

Data from mid-2023 is not available. The absence of a persistent pattern following the COVID-19 in Italy reflects the role of reforms to its 

job retention schemes. The Jobs Act of 2015 shortened the maximum duration of support, particularly for workers on zero hours, and 

increased the use of co-financing by firms for the costs of hours not worked.  

Source: OECD calculations based on national sources. 

3.3.2. Take-up mainly depends on economic conditions but also on the design of job 

retention support 

As laid out in the previous sections, both the institutional design and the level of take-up of job retention 

schemes differ widely across OECD countries. Figure 3.11 shows that there was a modest correlation 

between the effective generosity and the take-up of job retention schemes across countries, especially in 

2020. Indeed, countries with more generous schemes, saw higher take-up rates throughout the pandemic- 

and immediate post-pandemic period. However, the relationship became weaker as the years progressed 

and take-up reduced considerably, effectively vanishing in 2022. Nevertheless, the precise relationship 

between effective generosity and take-up may also be tainted by the stringency of containment measures 

as well as the prevailing economic conditions, both of which may influence effective generosity and take-up 

of job retention schemes. 

A natural question is therefore whether the institutional design of job retention schemes is related to the 

use of take-up and its persistence, after controlling for the stringency of COVID-19 containment measures, 

and which of the design features are the most critical ones. To this end, this section presents results from 

cross-country panel regressions, relating job retention scheme take-up to various dimensions of policy 

generosity and its components as well as the stringency of COVID-19 containment measures (see Hale 

et al. (2021[4])). Box 3.4 lays out the details of the methodological approach. The results based on equation 

Equation 3.2 are presented in Table 3.1 for the various models and visually in Figure 3.12. 
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Figure 3.11. Take-up was strongly correlated with effective generosity during the pandemic 

Take-up (% of dependent employment) and effective generosity of job retention schemes (%) across countries, 

annual average 

 

Note: The 2020 average refers to the March-December period only. Data includes Belgium, Switzerland, Czechia, Germany, Denmark, Estonia, 

Greece, Spain, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Latvia, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, 

Slovenia, the Slovak Republic, the United Kingdom and the United States. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national sources. 

Box 3.4. Empirical model to estimate the determinants of job retention support take-up 

This analysis investigates the factors driving the uptake of job retention schemes during the COVID-19 

pandemic across countries. It utilises cross-country data on job retention scheme participation 

alongside key policy determinants, as measured by the effective generosity indicator detailed in 

Box 3.1. 

The core regression model is run over the period between 2020 and 2022 and specified as: 

JRSct = α + 𝜃𝑋𝑐𝑡 + μPct + γt + ϵct Equation 3.2 

where, c denotes countries and t denotes months. The dependent variable, JRSct, represents the 

percentage of dependent employees on job retention support in a given month. 𝑋𝑐𝑡 is the stringency of 

health-related economic restrictions during the COVID-19 pandemic, obtained from the Oxford 

COVID-19 Government Response Tracker (Hale et al., 2021[4]), including mandated workplace 

closures and limitations on travel, amongst others. The effective generosity of job retention support, or 

its sub-components from Box 3.1, is captured by Pct. Common trends across countries over time are 

accounted for through the time fixed effects in γt. Robust standard errors are calculated and clustered 

by country. 

The analysis is conducted by running a series of eight different models on data for 25 European OECD 

countries1 to explore the influence of various policy combinations on job retention scheme take-up. 
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Iceland is excluded from the analysis due to a lack of data on job retention scheme take-up. The 

United States are excluded as data refer to short-time compensation benefits only, while many workers 

were instead covered by the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP). 

1. This includes Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, Czechia, Germany, Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Spain, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, 

Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Latvia, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia, the Slovak Republic, and the 

United Kingdom.  

Take-up of job retention support depends mainly on the ability to continue working as measured by the 

stringency of containment measures but also to some extent on the design of job retention. A 

10-percentage points (p.p.) increase in effective generosity is associated with a 0.2 p.p. increase in take-up 

(Model 1). Looking at the different components of the synthetic indicator suggests that the financial 

generosity of support is particularly important, while worker eligibility also plays a role. The absence of 

restrictions on work-sharing (maximum permissible reduction in working hours) either plays no role for 

take-up or may even reduce it (Model 2-5). Looking at the generosity of support for firms and workers, both 

the replacement rate for workers and the cost to firms for hours not worked play a role. Differences in the 

costs to firms for hours not worked appear to be particularly important, as a 10-p.p. increase in these costs 

is associated with a 1 p.p. decrease in take-up (Models 6-8). The latter is consistent with the focus of 

policymakers on co-financing for the modulation of support over the course of a crisis. Overall, Figure 3.12 

shows that over the COVID-19 crisis, containment measures contributed considerably more to take-up 

than the generosity of job retention support. 
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Table 3.1. Regression analysis of job retention scheme take-up 

Regression of monthly JRS take-up on JRS policies and COVID-19 containment stringency, 2020 M1- 2022 M12 

  
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

Containment stringency 0.132*** 0.123*** 0.136*** 0.135*** 0.126*** 0.134*** 0.131*** 0.127*** 

 (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) 

Effective generosity (%) 0.022***        

 (0.006) 
       

Costs borne by government (%)  0.028***   0.048***    

 

 
(0.005) 

  
(0.009) 

   

Workers covered (%)   0.008*  0.033***   0.033*** 

 

  
(0.004) 

 
(0.007) 

  
(0.007) 

Maximum reduction in hours (%)    0.005 -0.046***   -0.033*** 

 

   
(0.003) (0.008) 

  
(0.008) 

Replacement rate (%)      0.012**  0.038*** 

 

     
(0.005) 

 
(0.009) 

Costs borne by employers (%)       -0.042*** -0.101*** 

 

      
(0.012) (0.015) 

Constant -0.017* -0.018** -0.016* -0.013 -0.016* -0.016* -0.005 -0.015* 

 (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 

Observations 900 900 900 900 900 900 900 900 

Adjusted R-squared 0.553 0.559 0.548 0.547 0.567 0.549 0.551 0.568 

Note: Each regression controls for year by quarter fixed effects. The average monthly containment stringency refers to the average of the index 

for the stringency of containment and closure policies as recorded in the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker (OxCGRT) (Hale 

et al., 2021[4]). Regressions are run over data on Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, Czechia, Germany, Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Spain, Finland, 

France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Latvia, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia, the 

Slovak Republic, and the United Kingdom. The United States and Iceland are excluded from this exercise. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national sources. 
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Figure 3.12. Cross-country differences in take-up are mainly explained by the stringency of 
lockdown measures 

Components of take-up explained by containment measures and the overall generosity of support 

 

Note: The figure presents the contribution of the policy and containment components in Model 8 of Table 2. Each of the two components is 

based on a partial prediction over the 2020 to 2022 period. The figure also shows average actual take-up over the same period as a reference. 

The difference between actual and predicted take-up is accounted for by the time-fixed effects and the residual in Model 8 of Table 2. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national sources. 

3.4. Employment effects of job retention support 

The COVID-19 pandemic had potentially devastating effects on employment given widespread restrictions 

on economic activity and travel. Job retention schemes were the instrument of choice of governments to 

protect workers and firms against the fall out of the pandemic by allowing firms to adjust labour costs in 

line with economic activity, while supporting the earnings of workers on reduced work schedules. The 

objective of this section is to assess the effectiveness of job retention schemes during the COVID-19 

pandemic in supporting employment. More precisely, it analyses how employment evolved in response to 

the stringency of lockdown measures and how this depended on the degree of job retention support. 

Moreover, the analysis is conducted separately for teleworkable and non-teleworkable occupations to 

assess whether the role of job retention schemes was more important in occupations where the scope for 

teleworking was more limited. The analysis is implemented using quarterly data from the European Labour 

Force Surveys with the information on employment dynamics by detailed occupation. Box 3.5 lays out the 

empirical approach used to estimate the role of job retention schemes for employment dynamics during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Box 3.5. Estimating the effect of job retention schemes on employment during the COVID-19 
pandemic 

The impact of job retention schemes on employment is analysed using a triple difference-in-differences 

approach that compares the employment response to a change in lockdown restrictions across 

countries that differ in the effective generosity of job retention support and across occupations that differ 

in their teleworkability. The employment response to a change in lockdown restrictions is expected to 

-2

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

ITA GRC AUT NLD CHE BEL FRA ESP PRT IRL LUX CZE SVK FIN GBR DNK DEU NOR SWE HUN POL SVN LVA EST

%

Containment measures JRS policies Actual



60    

 

AN ASSESSMENT OF JOB RETENTION SUPPORT DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND ITS AFTERMATH IN BELGIUM © OECD 2026 
  

be larger in countries with more generous job retention support in occupations where telework is not 

feasible. Calligaris et al. (2023[3]) use a similar approach but instead of focussing on occupations 

directly, they focus on differences in the share of teleworkable occupations across 2-digit industries. 

The employment response to changes in containment stringency is characterised by means of an 

impulse response function estimated using the local projection method following Jordà (2005[10]). This 

allows for the robust estimation of the impulse response function by estimating its coefficients directly 

for each period rather than from a specific dynamic model, which can be sensitive to misspecification. 

The role of job retention support is analysed by interacting changes in the stringency of lockdown 

measures with the use of job retention support instrumented by effective generosity. The impulse 

response functions are estimated separately for teleworkable and non-teleworkable occupations. 

Formally, the empirical model can be represented as follows:  

𝑦𝑜𝑐𝑡+𝑘 − 𝑦𝑜𝑐𝑡 =   

𝛼 +  𝛽𝑘∆𝑋𝑐𝑡 + 𝛾𝑘𝑆̂𝑐𝑡 + 𝜃𝑘∆𝑋𝑐𝑡𝑆̂𝑐𝑡 + 𝜌∆𝑦𝑜𝑐𝑡 + 𝜋𝑜 +  𝜇𝑐 + 𝜗𝑡 + 𝜀𝑜𝑐𝑡  

𝑘 = {1, 2, 3, 4} 

Equation 3.3 

where 𝑦𝑜𝑐𝑡+𝑘 − 𝑦𝑜𝑐𝑡   is the change log employment in occupation o, which may be teleworkable or non-

teleworkable, in country c between quarters t+k and t-1. The change in the stringency of health-related 

economic restrictions is captured by ∆𝑋𝑐𝑡. 𝑆̂𝑐𝑡  captures predicted take-up of job retention support in 

dependent employment in the private sector as a function of its generosity following an extended and 

quarterly version of Model 8 in.1 Occupation fixed-effects enter as 𝜋𝑜,  country fixed-effects as 𝜇𝑐, and 

year times quarter fixed effects are captured by 𝜗𝑡. Finally, ∆𝑦𝑜𝑐𝑡 is lagged employment growth. The 

impulse response function of employment growth with respect to changes in the stringency of 

COVID-19-related containment measures is evaluated for a scenario where job retention scheme 

take-up is zero in the quarter of the change in severity as well as a scenario where job retention scheme 

take-up was at the average level during the COVID-19 pandemic. The impulse response functions are 

estimated over four quarters and weighted by occupation size. 

The empirical model is estimated using data for 22 European OECD countries, with information for the 

period from 2020 to 2022.2 Quarterly employment growth by country and 3-digit ISCO occupation is 

obtained from the EU Labour Force Survey. Information on the stringency of health-related economic 

restrictions is obtained from the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker (Hale et al., 2021[4]). 

Occupations are ranked according to the intensity of telework in the period after the pandemic and key 

occupations are omitted (following the classification of Fasani and Mazza (2020[11]). The threshold for 

teleworkability is set to match the observed intensity of telework during the pandemic in 2020 on 

average across countries (almost 50% teleworked at least once). Figure A A.7 shows that the 

pre-trends are reasonably flat and the differences between employment growth in teleworkable and 

non-teleworkable occupations prior to the COVID-19 pandemic was mostly not statistically different. 

1. To improve the take-up prediction, the first stage model adds country fixed-effects and additional interactions of stringency with each 

generosity measure to Model 8 of Table 3.1. Further, while Table 3.1is based on monthly data, the analysis of employment dynamics is 

limited to quarterly level. As such, the first stage prediction is also estimated on the quarterly level. The model has an adjusted-R² of 0.84. 

2. This includes Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Spain, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, 

Luxembourg, Latvia, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia, and the Slovak Republic. While part of the effective 

generosity indicators, Iceland, Germany, the United Kingdom and Greece are excluded from the analysis. For Iceland, information on JRS 

take-up is lacking. For the other countries, employment levels are missing for a considerable amount of occupation-year pairs. 

While most of the population was affected by the strict containment measures during the COVID-19 

pandemic, labour markets simultaneously saw a strong shift to telework, with many employees performing 

their work from home. However, in many occupations telework was not possible, so job retention schemes 

were necessary to shield their workers from losing their employment. As such, one would expect different 

employment dynamics for occupations with activities that are, in principle, able to be performed at home 
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(i.e. teleworkable occupations) and those that require the presence of workers at the employer’s premises 

(i.e. non-teleworkable occupations), while job retention schemes should only have a discernible effect on 

non-teleworkable occupations. These expectations follow also directly from the aims of job retention 

support in preserving employment in exposed jobs. A simple event study in Figure A.A.7 also shows that 

employment growth was not only developing relatively similarly for teleworkable and non-teleworkable 

occupations before the COVID-19 pandemic, but teleworkable occupations were initially also much less 

effected by the COVID-19 shock than non-teleworkable ones. To illustrate the role job retention schemes 

had in cushioning this effect on the most exposed occupations, Figure 3.13 shows employment dynamics 

following changes in COVID-19 containment stringency. These are separately computed for teleworkable 

and non-teleworkable occupations and linked to the prevalence of job retention support. 

The results of this exercise show that job retention schemes can indeed cushion the impact of COVID-19 

containment measures on employment in occupations that are not teleworkable, and therefore more 

exposed to the containment restrictions (Figure 3.13, Panel A). In the absence of job retention scheme 

take-up, employment decreases by about 2 p.p. in the quarter the stringency of COVID-19 containment 

measures increased by one standard deviation, reaching a cumulative employment decline of just 

above 3.2 p.p. 3 quarters after the change in containment stringency. A one standard deviation increase 

in the stringency of containment measures across included countries does not reduce employment when 

there is job retention scheme take-up in the initial quarters following a one standard deviation change in 

containment stringency.6 

As expected, changes in the stringency of pandemic containment measures had only minor effects on 

occupations that are able to be performed from home (Figure 3.13, Panel B). This also only differed 

marginally if job retention schemes were used or not. For example, in the absence of job retention support, 

teleworkable occupations saw no statistically significant employment effects of a one standard deviation 

change in the stringency of COVID-19 containment measures. With job retention support, there just a small 

positive as well as a small negative change in employment at different points over the observed horizon, 

without any clear meaningful patterns. Overall, these results suggest that job retention scheme were 

indeed successful in preserving employment in jobs exposed to COVID-19 containment measures and 

had little to no effect on barely exposed occupations. 
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Figure 3.13. Job retention reduced the negative employment effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 

Effect of a tightening in the COVID-19 containment stringency index on cumulative employment growth, 22 OECD-

EU countries 

 

Note: The lines represent the effect of a one standard deviation increase in the containment stringency index after the change for two JRS 

take-up scenarios. The no take-up scenario models partial predications of equation 2, where 𝑆𝑐𝑡 is set to zero, while the average take-up 

scenario sets 𝑆𝑐𝑡 to the average predicted take-up during the COVID-19 pandemic. The dotted lines represent the 90% confidence interval 

around the estimates based on standard errors clustered at the country-occupation and country-time level. Panel A presents the effect of a 

change in the severity of the pandemic after the change estimated through Equation 2 for 2-digit occupations that tend not to be teleworkable. 

Panel B presents the same effects for 2-digit occupations that tend to be teleworkable. Teleworkability for 2-digit ISCO occupations is defined 

based on the share of workers occasionally teleworking. The countries included in the regression are Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, Czechia, 

Denmark, Estonia, Spain, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Latvia, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, 

Sweden, Slovenia, and the Slovak Republic. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national sources, the quarterly EU-LFS data, and the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker 

(Hale et al., 2021[4]). 

The estimated effect of job retention schemes in preserving employment when containment measures 

tightened suggests that these schemes were able to save jobs that would have otherwise been destroyed. 

In order to get a sense of the number of jobs saved during the peak periods of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

Figure 3.14 presents estimates on the difference in employment levels in counterfactual situations with 

and without job retention schemes given the containment measures in the country and the use of job 

retention schemes based on the estimated model coefficients of the model laid out in Box 2.4 and 

presented in Figure 3.13. The results suggest that the use of job retention schemes at the peak of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in the second quarter of 2020 averted the loss of 9.5% of employment in countries 

with permanent job retention schemes and 6.2% in countries with newly established and temporary 

schemes (8% on average across countries). These effects subsided quickly with a less drastic pandemic 

situation and lower containment stringency, turning even marginally negative in some countries. Overall, 

the findings suggest that the presence of established job retention schemes can help in allowing for a quick 
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scaling up of job retention support use among affected firms, who may already have the relevant 

administrative familiarity with said schemes.7 

In Belgium, where take-up was particularly high, the use of job retention schemes averted losses of about 

12.9% of employment at the peak of the pandemic. This is considerably higher than in many other 

countries, in line with the high take-up of job retention schemes at the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

As the scheme saw no major adjustments through the end of 2021, the take-up of job retention schemes 

was still considerably higher in Belgium well after containment measures were relaxed, which meant that 

their use had small negative effects relative to an absence of job retention scheme use. 

Taking account of the level of take-up in Belgium, for every 100 workers placed on job retention schemes 

at the peak of the crisis, 55 jobs were preserved (52 jobs across all countries). Abstracting from working 

time and assuming fulltime for each worker, this implies that upper bound estimates of the deadweight 

effects associated with jobs being supported that would have been retained anyway or could not be 

retained even with support, amount to about 45% (48% across all countries). This is relatively modest, 

especially as these estimates do not take intensity of work into account, and is comparable to earlier 

estimates that placed deadweight losses at about one-third across countries during the Great Recession 

(Hijzen and Venn, 2011[12]; Hijzen and Martin, 2013[13]). However, these deadweight costs are higher than 

estimates of 25% for Spain during the COVID-19 pandemic (OECD, 2024[14]). 

Figure 3.14. Job retention schemes avoided a considerable amount of employment losses during 
the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, but became less efficient at later times 

Jobs saved as a share of dependent employment, Q1 2020 to Q4 2021 

 

Note: The jobs saved measure is the difference in counterfactual employment trajectories following country-specific changes in containment 

stringency under country-specific job retention scheme take-up and in absence of such take-up cumulated over three-quarters following a change 

in containment stringency. Counterfactual employment trajectories are calculated using the estimated coefficients on job retention scheme 

take-up, changes in containment stringency and their interaction, following the model laid out in Box 3.5. The countries included in these 

estimates are Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Spain, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, 

Latvia, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia, and the Slovak Republic. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national sources, the quarterly EU-LFS data, and the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker 

(Hale et al., 2021[4]). 
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Notes

 
1 For example, the job retention scheme in Estonia already ended before May 2021, while the schemes in 

Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, the United Kingdom, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Lithuania, Latvia, the 

Netherlands, Poland, the Slovak Republic and Slovenia ended before June 2022. 

2 However, several countries effectively differentiated the degree of support across firms by restricting 

eligibility to additional support measures based on sector, firm size or firm performance. Belgium briefly 

restricted the use of the simplified coronavirus force majeure scheme to firms in severely impacted sectors 

in September 2020, while all other all firms continued to have access to temporary unemployment through 

other schemes (see OECD (2022[5]), for a discussion). 

3 While this report only considers the permanent Short-Time Compensation (STC) scheme for the Unites 

States, the US Government also introduced the temporary and restricted U.S. Paycheck Protection 

Program (PPP) between April 2020 and May 2021. The PPP was effectively restricted to small and 

medium-sized businesses with fewer than 500 employees and offered forgivable, low-interest loans so 

they could maintain their payrolls even without active work. Between April and June 2020, the PPP 

provided over USD 500 billion in support, amounting to about 2.5% of GDP (see OECD (2021[6])). 

Moreover, Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy (CEWS) programme was replaced in October 2021 by more 

targeted schemes focussed either on specific sectors such as tourisms and hospitality or the hardest hit 

firms. 

4 Under the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP), small- and medium-sized enterprises also had access 

to full temporary suspension (see OECD (2021[6])). 

5 Note that this includes the policy replacement rate for hours not worked subject to a cap and social 

security contributions for hours not worked usually paid by employers. 

6 In Belgium, containment stringency peaked at 81% during the period of the first lockdown, closely 

mirroring the average patterns across countries presented in Figure 3.13. 

7 At the same time, take-up quickly increased to high levels even in some countries with newly established 

schemes in some countries, such as the Netherlands and Denmark. 
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Annex A. Additional Tables 

Table A A.1. Forms of temporary unemployment in Belgium 

Type of 

Temporary 

Unemployment 

Firm-Level 

Conditions 

Worker-Level 

Eligibility 

Suspension 

regimes 

Income 

replacement rate 

Employer 

contribution 

Force majeure – 

General 

Unexpected and 

temporary event 
beyond control 

(e.g. natural disaster, 
government action) 
making work 

impossible. 

All workers and 

apprentice workers 
who are following 

work-study training 

Full suspension for a 

maximum of 
3 months. 

Renewable. 

65% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 
monthly salary) 

No 

Force majeure - 

Medical reasons 

For companies with 

workers unfit to 
perform their duties. 

Workers declared fit 

for work within the 
meaning of sickness 

and disability 
legislation, but still 
unfit to perform their 

duties. 

Full suspension for a 

maximum of 
6 months, but 

dependent on 
placement in 
reintegration process 

and/or monitoring 
from an ONEM 
approved physician. 

65% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 
monthly salary) 

No 

Force majeure - 

Coronavirus 

(March 2020 – 
June 2022) 

& Force majeure - 

Energy crisis 

(April 2022 – June 
2022) 

For companies 

affected by lockdown 
measures or if the 

COVID-19 pandemic 
forces operation to 
stop. No specific 

minimum required 
reduction.  

September 2020: 
Only available in 
hard-hit sectors. 

All workers and 

apprentice workers 
who are following 

work-study training 

Full or partial 

suspension with no 
time limit if conditions 

continue to be met. 

70% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 
monthly salary) plus a 

daily supplement of 
EUR 5.63 from 
ONEM/RVA 

No 

Economic 

difficulties – 

Blue collar 

workers 

Non-structural 

reduction in turnover, 
production, or orders. 
No specific minimum 

required reduction.  

Workers with eligibility 

for full unemployment 
benefits. Extends to 
apprentice workers 

who are following 
work-study training 
and temporary 

workers who are 
supposed to start or 
end during the shut-

down period 

i) less than 

three working days 
per week for a 
maximum of 

12 months  

ii) three working days 

or more every week 
for a maximum of 
3 months (renewal: 

1 full working week) 

iii) full suspension for 

a maximum of 
4 weeks (renewal: 
1 full working week). 

60% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 
monthly salary) plus a 
daily supplement of 

EUR 2 

Triggered if days of 

temporary 
unemployment in the 
three preceding 

quarters exceed 
110 days. Daily 
contribution then 

calculated based on 
the sum of temporary 
unemployment days 

in these prior 
3 quarters AND the 
reporting quarter: 

- 20 EUR if days > 
110 and ≤ 130 

- 40 EUR if days > 
130 and ≤ 150 

- 60 EUR if days > 
150 and ≤ 170 

- 80 EUR if days > 
170 and ≤ 200 
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Type of 

Temporary 

Unemployment 

Firm-Level 

Conditions 

Worker-Level 

Eligibility 

Suspension 

regimes 

Income 

replacement rate 

Employer 

contribution 

- 100 EUR if days > 
200. 

Economic 

difficulties –  

Construction 
sector 

Non-structural 

reduction in turnover, 
production, or orders. 

No specific minimum 
required reduction. 

All construction 

workers with eligibility 
for full unemployment 

benefits. Extends to 
temporary workers 
hired to replace 

others, and 
apprentice workers 
who are following 

work-study training. 

i) less than 

three working days 
per week for a 

maximum of 
12 months  

ii) three working days 
or more every week 
for a maximum of 

3 months (renewal: 
1 full working week) 

iii) full suspension for 
a maximum of 
4 weeks (renewal: 

1 full working week). 

60% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 
monthly salary) plus a 

daily supplement of 
EUR 2 

46.31 EUR per worker 

per day of 
JRS exceeding 

110 days per year. 

Economic 

difficulties –  

White collar 
workers 

Collective bargaining 

agreement or 
SPF/FOD approved 

business plan. 
Reduction of at least 
10% in turnover, 

production, or orders 
or if at least 10% of 
blue-collar workers 

already on JRS.  

All white-collar 

workers eligible for full 
unemployment 

benefits. 

i) less than 

three working days 
per week for a 

maximum of 
26 weeks 

ii) full suspension for 
a maximum of 
16 weeks. 

60% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 
monthly salary) 

plus a daily 
supplement of EUR 5 

No 

Technical 

accident 

Work stoppage due to 

unforeseen technical 

issues, machinery 
breakdown, or other 
accidents impacting 

production. 

All workers, including, 

temporary workers 

hired to replace 
others, and 
apprentice workers 

who are following 
work-study training 

Full suspension for a 

maximum of 

3 months. JRS only 
available from the 
8th day following the 

accident. 

60% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 

monthly salary) 

plus a daily 

supplement of EUR 2 

No 

Bad weather -  

General 

Severe weather 

conditions such as 

storms, heavy rain, or 
snow making it unsafe 
or impossible to work. 

All workers, including, 

temporary workers 

hired to replace 
others, and 
apprentice workers 

who are following 
work-study training 

Full suspension until 

weather conditions 

allow work to resume. 
Only available if 
workers are informed 

before coming to 
work. 

60% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 

monthly salary) 

plus a daily 

supplement of EUR 2 

No 

Bad weather – 

Construction 

sector 

Adverse weather 

conditions specific to 

construction, such as 
heavy rain or snow 
affecting site safety or 

workability. 

All construction 

workers, including, 

temporary workers 
hired to replace 
others, and 

apprentice workers 
who are following 
work-study training 

Full suspension until 

weather conditions 

allow work to resume. 
Also available if 
workers are informed 

only upon arrival at 
the construction site. 

60% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 

monthly salary) plus a 
daily supplement of 
EUR 2 

No 

Annual vacation 

closure 

Firms with company-

wide annual vacation 
period during which 
operations are closed 

Workers without 

sufficient annual 
vacation days to 
cover the company-

wide annual vacation 
period. 

Full suspension for 

the company-wide 
annual vacation 
period, reduced by 

the workers annual 
vacation entitlement. 

60% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 
monthly salary) 

No 
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Type of 

Temporary 

Unemployment 

Firm-Level 

Conditions 

Worker-Level 

Eligibility 

Suspension 

regimes 

Income 

replacement rate 

Employer 

contribution 

Strike or lock-out Work stoppage due to 

industrial action that 

affects the possibility 
to carry out work or 
employer-initiated 

lock-out. 

Workers who are not 

part of the striking unit 

and do not have a 
stake in the strike’s 
success. 

Full suspension for 

the strike- or lock-out 

period. 

60% (capped at 66% 

of the average gross 

monthly salary) 

No 

Note: The information presents the schemes characteristics as of August 2024. 

Source: ONEM/RVA. 
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Figure A A.1. Selection by sector 

Average quarterly share of firms and workers on job retention schemes by quintile of the firm-distribution of average 

pre-pandemic productivity 

 
Note: See note to Figure 2.3. 

Source: OECD calculations based on microdata from the Belgian Crossroads Bank for Social Security and the Belgian National Bank. 
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Figure A A.2. In the accommodation and food sector prior JRS experience matter the least 

Average quarterly share of firms and workers on job retention schemes during the pandemic (Q1 2020 – Q4 2022) 

by previous JRS use of firms between 2017 and 2019, by sector 

 

Note: See note to Figure 2.4. 

Source: OECD calculations based on microdata from the Belgian Crossroads Bank for Social Security. 

Figure A A.3. Previous users retained elevated use even when the pandemic subsided 

Quarterly share of workers on job retention schemes during the pandemic (Q1 2020 – Q4 2022) by previous JRS 

use of firms between 2017 and 2019, by sector 

 

Note: See note to Figure 2.4. 

Source: OECD calculations based on microdata from the Belgian Crossroads Bank for Social Security. 
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Figure A A.4. Worker composition among user and non-users of temporary unemployment 

Worker characteristics users and non-user of temporary unemployment, by workers placed and no placed on 

temporary unemployment, before and during COVID-19 

 

Note: The data refers to the share of certain characteristics among workers that are either placed o job retention schemes or not. Characteristics 

of workers that are not placed on job retention schemes are split by firms that place no workers on job retention schemes and those that place 

at least one worker on these schemes. 

Source: OECD calculations based on microdata from the Belgian Crossroads Bank for Social Security. 
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Figure A A.5. The increasing role of employment mobility during the pandemic was mostly driven 
by a decrease in separation 

Average quarterly net employment growth through net employment mobility among pre-pandemic active firms and 

by quintile of the firm-distribution of labour productivity, relative to average employment growth 

 

Notes: Total net employment mobility: average quarterly employment-weighted growth rate employment among pre-pandemic active firms 

due to workers entering or existing employment from quarter to the next in deviation from aggregate employment growth rate. Hires: average 

quarterly employment-weighted growth rate employment among pre-pandemic active firms due to workers entering employment from quarter to 

the next in deviation from aggregate employment growth rate. Separations: average quarterly employment-weighted growth rate employment 

among pre-pandemic active firms due to workers exiting employment from quarter to the next in deviation from aggregate employment growth 

rate. 

The figure shows the average quarterly change in the structure of private sector non-agricultural dependent employment across quintiles of the 

employment-weighted distribution of labour productivity to the extent of which this is driven by employment mobility and its components of hiring 

and separations. It is based on employment-weighted firm-level regressions of employment growth on quintile dummies, average pre-pandemic 

firm size and quarter fixed effects (Equation 1). 

Source: OECD calculations based on microdata from the Belgian Crossroads Bank for Social Security and the Belgian National Bank. 

-2.5

-2

-1.5

-1

-0.5

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

Quintile 1
(lowest)

Quintile 2 Quintile 3 Quintile 4 Quintile 5
(highest)

Quintile 1
(lowest)

Quintile 2 Quintile 3 Quintile 4 Quintile 5
(highest)

Pre-pandemic (2018-19) Pandemic (2020-22)

%

Hires Separation Total net employment mobility



   73 

AN ASSESSMENT OF JOB RETENTION SUPPORT DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND ITS AFTERMATH IN BELGIUM © OECD 2026 
  

Figure A A.6. Job vacancy rate over time and across sectors 

Share of vacant jobs among all jobs, 2019 to 2024, Belgium 

 

Source: STATBEL – Job vacancy survey. 
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Figure A A.7. Event study regression of employment growth by teleworkability 

Employment growth rates, difference between teleworkable and non-teleworkable occupations, 22 European OECD 

countries 

 

Note: The points represent the differential employment growth rate (in p.p.) between teleworkable and non-teleworkable occupations relative to 

the reference year 2019, which is normalised to zero. The vertical lines represent the 95% confidence interval around the estimates based on 

standard errors clustered at the country-teleworkability level. The specification includes country fixed effects. The countries included in the 

regression are Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Spain, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, 

Luxembourg, Latvia, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia, and the Slovak Republic. See Box 3.5 for more information. 

Source: OECD calculations based on national sources, the quarterly EU-LFS data.
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