
Featuring advice from the HR experts 
at ProService Hawaii:

Nelson Befitel / Chief Counsel
Elena Martinez / Compliance and Regulatory Manager
Michelle Stone / Associate Corporate Counsel

CARES Act &
Unemployment
Explained
An Employer’s Guide to 
Hawaii’s Unemployment Laws
& Processes

Released March 31, 2020



What’s Inside? 

 

Full Unemployment 0​1 
What is full unemployment?  
What is the weekly benefit amount for full unemployment? 
Who is eligible for full unemployment, and what are the benefits?  
Full unemployment example:  

Partial Unemployment 0​3 
What is partial unemployment?  
What is the weekly benefit amount for partial unemployment?  
Partial unemployment example:  
Unemployment and the Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA):  

Understanding Full vs. Partial Unemployment 0​5 
What is the difference between partial and full unemployment insurance?  
How does my decision affect my employee’s unemployment?  
Isn’t it up to them to apply for the benefits?  
How do I know if partial or full unemployment is right for my employees?  

Employee Concerns 0​6 
If an employee is forced to stop working (or have reduced hours) due to the new  
"Stay At Home" order, are they eligible for full or partial unemployment?  
What if my employee is concerned about no longer receiving full pay if I need 
 to separate them?  
What if my employee is concerned about not finding another job?  
What if my employee does not want to fully separate from employment?  
How do my employees apply for unemployment?  

Employer Concerns 0​8 
As an employer, am I responsible for paying for unemployment?  
Am I obligated to offer health insurance for employees on partial or full unemployment?  
If I pay employees a monetary severance, can they still apply for unemployment benefits?  
If I decide to separate my employees or reduce their hours, can ProService write the 
employee letters for me?  
How can I get additional support on unemployment?  

About ProService Hawaii 

 



 

PART 1​: 
Full Unemployment 

 

What is full unemployment?  
Full unemployment is when the employee is separated from the employer. It doesn’t mean that 
an employer can’t rehire an employee in the future, it just means that there is no work for the 
employee for the foreseeable future.  

What is the weekly benefit amount for full unemployment?  
Full unemployment pays up to​ ​$648 per week. ​ The employee’s weekly benefit amount is 
calculated by dividing the wages in the highest quarter of their base period by 21. The standard 
base period is the first 4 of the last 5 completed calendar quarters immediately preceding the 
effective date of their claim. The effective date of their claim is the Sunday of the week in which 
you first apply.  
 
However, the employee’s weekly benefit amount (WBA) cannot be more than the maximum 
weekly benefit amount, which is determined each year by law and is $648 for 2020. Their claim 
is good for one year from the effective date of the claim; however, they can be paid for only 26 
weeks of total unemployment during the one-year period that your claim is effective.  
 
The ​Hawaii Unemployment Insurance Benefit Estimator​ can be used as a quick reference for 
determining their approximate potential benefit amount.  This is only an estimate based on 
information provided.  It may differ from their actual benefit amount.  

How are unemployment benefits affected by the CARES Act? 

Under the new Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, individuals who 
qualify for unemployment benefits (full and partial) will receive ​$600 per week ​in addition to the 
State’s unemployment benefit they are eligible for​.​ This additional $600 is available for four 
months. CARES also extends coverage by 13 more weeks, making it possible for an individual to 
receive unemployment benefits up to 39 weeks. 

Who is eligible for full unemployment, and what are the benefits? 
Employees who are fully separated from employment, through no fault of their own, are eligible 
for full unemployment benefits. 
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To qualify for full unemployment benefits, the employee must have: 
 

● Earned at least $105.00 in gross earnings per week. 
● Worked at least 2 quarters during the 4 quarter “base period.” For claims submitted 

during the 1st quarter of 2020, the base period = first three quarters of 2019 and the last 
quarter of 2018 (Oct 2018 – Sep 2019). 

● Have been a Hawaii resident during the period of employment. 
 
The 2020 weekly benefit amount for Full Unemployment claims ranges between $5.00 – 
$648.00. The Unemployment office calculates the weekly benefit amount as follows: 
 

● Start with the highest quarter of earnings for the base period. Divide that number by 21. 
● If that amount is less than $648.00, the calculated amount will be the weekly benefit. 
● For example, if the employee earned a $30,000 salary during the 12-month base period, 

the highest quarter of earnings = $7,500.00. $7,500/21 = $357.14. 
● $357.14 is less than $648.00, thus the employee receives $357.14 as their weekly 

benefit 

Full unemployment example:  
If an employee makes $20 an hour and has worked varying hours over the last year, but full time 
in quarter 3 of 2019. $20 an hour at full time for a quarter is $10,400. The quarter with the 
highest wages is used and divided by 21. In this example we use $10,400 and divide by 21 to 
bring us to $496 per week.  
 
With the CARES Act, the employee in the example above will receive $496 full unemployment + 
$600 per week = $1,096 total unemployment benefit. The $600 will be added per week for up to 
four months.  
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PART 2: 

Partial Unemployment 
 

What is partial unemployment? 
Partial unemployment is for business or work slowdown, and not intended to supplement 
income for the long term. Only when the employee’s hours are guaranteed to be back to 
full-time hours within a short amount of time (for example: 3 to 4 weeks), is partial 
unemployment appropriate.  
 
Partial unemployment is​ ​not​ ​for situations where the employer wants to remain attached to their 
employees but don’t have a definite return to work date.  Partial unemployment is not intended 
for employees to collect indefinitely, only brief periods of time when a full return to work date is 
guaranteed.   

Partial unemployment is for situations when employees are still attached to their regular 
employer. Employees may receive partial unemployment benefits to supplement their income. 
This means that there has been a slow-down or reduction in work. Partial unemployment is for 
employees who are not working or working less than their customary regular scheduled hours 
due to business/work slow down and earning less than their weekly benefit amount. Employees 
may earn up to $150 per week and still receive the full weekly benefit amount.  

What is the weekly benefit amount for partial unemployment?  
The 2020 weekly benefit amount for partial unemployment claims ranges between $5.00 – 
$648.00. The unemployment office calculates the weekly benefit amount as follows: 
 

● Start with the highest quarter of earnings for the base period. Divide that number by 21. 
● If that amount is less than $648.00, the calculated amount will be the weekly benefit. 
● For example, if the employee earned a $30,000 salary during the 12-month base period, 

the highest quarter of earnings = $7,500.00. $7,500/21 = $357.14. 
● $357.14 is less than $648.00, thus the employee receives $357.14 as their weekly 

benefit. 
 
The weekly benefit amount for partial unemployment then requires a couple additional 
considerations, based on how much the employee is still working. If the employee is being 
furloughed, working zero hours and receiving zero wages, the employee receives the $375.14 
calculated above. ​If the employee is working REDUCED hours, additional calculations are 
required: 
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● Calculate gross earnings for the reduced hours for the week: Sunday through Saturday. 
● If the week’s gross earnings exceed $150.00, $150.00 will be subtracted from the weekly 

benefit. If the week’s gross earnings are below $150.00, the above calculation holds 
● Using the example above, where the employee’s quarterly earnings were $7,500, 

qualifying them for a weekly benefit of $357.14 
● If the employee earns $150.00 in gross earnings working reduced hours, their weekly 

benefit will be $357.14-$150.00 = $207.14 
● If the employee earns $149.00 in gross earnings working reduced hours, their weekly 

benefit will not be changed. They will earn $357.14 in partial unemployment + $149.00 in 
earnings. 

How are unemployment benefits affected by the CARES Act? 

Under the new Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, individuals who 
qualify for unemployment benefits (full and partial) will receive ​$600 per week ​in addition to the 
State’s unemployment benefit they are eligible for​.​  CARES also extends coverage by 13 more 
weeks, making it possible for an individual to be on unemployment for a total of 39 weeks. 

Partial unemployment example: 

For example, where an employee’s quarterly earnings were $7,500, qualifying them for a weekly 
benefit of $357.14, if the employee earns $149.00 in gross earnings working reduced hours, 
their weekly benefit will not be changed. The employee will earn $357.14 in partial 
unemployment + $149.00 in earnings.  

However, if the employee earned $150.00 in gross earnings working reduced hours, the 
employee’ weekly benefit will be changed.  The employee will earn $207.14 ($357.14 - $150.00) 
in partial unemployment + $150.00 in earnings.  Earnings during the week equal or exceed the 
weekly benefit amount, you will not be entitled to benefits. 
 
With the CARES Act, the employee in the example above will receive $207.14 in partial 
unemployment + $600 per week = $807.14 total unemployment benefits. 

Unemployment and the Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA): 
There are concerns that the lack of clarification in the new Families First Coronavirus Response 
Act (FFCRA) could enable employees to collect partial unemployment and paid, job-protected 
FMLA leave under the FFCRA, but final guidance on this is currently not available. With that said, 
at this time, until further clarification is available, employers are encouraged to utilize full 
separation with their employee, so that their employee can apply for full unemployment. 
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PART 3: 

Understanding Full vs. Partial 
Unemployment 

 

What is the difference between partial and full unemployment insurance? 
Partial unemployment is for very temporary leave when a guaranteed return to work date is 
known, full unemployment is for a longer term when an employee will not be working or when a 
return to work date is not known.  

How does my decision affect my employee’s unemployment? Isn’t it up to 
them to apply for the benefits? 
Yes, it is up to your employees to apply for benefits, but your decision does determine the 
information that an employee needs to apply for benefits. Employees need to know their 
separation date and reason for separation for full unemployment benefits. For partial 
unemployment, employees need to know their last date worked and date when they will return to 
work.  

How do I know if partial or full unemployment is right for my employees? 
We encourage you to be clear with your employees in these uncertain times. Partial 
unemployment represents a very temporary leave, generally four weeks or less, with return to 
work dates determined before the leave begins, while full unemployment is for longer durations, 
which is what we expect during this time of crisis.  And if you elect to allow your employee to 
take partial unemployment, you need to set the expectation with your employee that they have a 
specific return to work date.  
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PART 4: 

Employee Concerns
 

If an employee is forced to stop working (or have reduced hours) due to 
the new "Stay At Home" order, are they eligible for full or partial 
unemployment? 
If an employee is still attached to their employer and working reduced hours, or even zero hours 
(but still technically an active employee), then they would be eligible for partial unemployment. If 
separated completely, then they would be eligible for full unemployment.  

What if my employee is concerned about no longer receiving full pay if I 
need to separate them? 
The employee will be able to file for full unemployment benefits for which they will receive up to 
the weekly maximum amount of $648 for up to 26 weeks. Unemployment insurance will not 
provide full pay, but a weekly amount to help them while they are unemployed.  
 
With the CARES Act, individuals who qualify for unemployment will receive an additional $600 
per week for four months as a supplement to standard unemployment. The standard 
unemployment duration now extends to 39 weeks.  

What if my employee is concerned about not finding another job? 
The employee is required by state unemployment insurance law to conduct at least 3 job 
searches every week which should increase their chances of finding another job, although this 
provision may be waived, as it was during the financial crisis of 2008. We encourage all 
employees facing a loss of work and wages to maximize their options to apply via HireNet, as 
well as search for more options online. Many employers are implementing hiring freezes or are 
reducing their workforce, so we understand that now is not the easiest time to find other 
employment. You may advise your employees that you will hire them back as soon as business 
picks up/or are allowed to resume.  

What if my employee does not want to fully separate from employment? 
This is an opportunity to express empathy to the employee and assure them that it is not a 
personal decision but one that must be made in the best interest of the business. Employers 
can share with employees, as appropriate, that the employees may be rehired in the future. The 
choice is up to the employer. 
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How do my employees apply for unemployment? 

The State has set up a call center with two numbers to assist people who need to file for 
unemployment. The labor department is currently working on improving their current online 
claims filing process and does not allow walk-in and in-person requests. 

● To get assistance with a password reset: ​808-762-5751 
● To set up an appointment for over-the-phone applications: ​808-762-5752 

For both public safety and increased efficiency, the​ State of Hawaii Unemployment Insurance 
office​ is requiring all employees to submit their unemployment application online here: 
http://uiclaims.hawaii.gov​/​.  

Claims may take up to three weeks to be paid, particularly considering the increased demand for 
unemployment Insurance offices nationwide. Unemployment Insurance benefits are not taxed. 
Your employees must request withholding at the time of registration. 
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PART 5: 

Employer Concerns
 

As an employer, am I responsible for paying for unemployment? 
For most employers, unemployment is paid through funds held by the State of Hawaii that have 
been paid by the employer via unemployment insurance tax. Employer tax rates are set each 
year - based on prior experience and prior tax paid. In the event that your employees' 
unemployment claims exceed the amount paid over time by the employer, the employer is not 
responsible to pay the additional amount. The employer’s future unemployment tax rate will 
likely increase, but in times of economic hardship, that is normal and expected. We cannot 
predict what future rates may be, as they are set by the State of Hawaii, however your tax rate 
for 2020 will not change. New rates for 2021 will be mailed to employers by March of 2021.   
 
For self-financed/self-insured employers (limited to non-profits who have applied to be 
self-financed for unemployment insurance), claims are paid by the employer.  

Am I obligated to offer health insurance for employees on partial or full 
unemployment?  
You are not obligated to offer health insurance to employees on partial or full unemployment.  
 
ProService is allowing client partners to extend coverage to employees furloughed or laid off 
for three months, if the employer pays the premium in full. ​ ​This is your decision as a business 
owner, it is an option and not required. ​Any decision to extend coverage (or not) should be 
made uniformly, across all like-employees in order to avoid discrimination and inequitability.  
 
When the three months continued coverage comes towards an end, anyone who has not 
returned to work or found alternative employment should apply for health coverage through 
HealthCare.gov​ within 60 days of their loss of coverage, but preferably at least 5 days before 
their coverage ends. There is no waiting period for pre-existing health conditions and applicants 
cannot be declined if they apply within 60 days of their loss of coverage.  
 
Unemployment recipients, or even those who are without work and do not have access to 
unemployment (like 1099 contractors), may apply for health insurance via ​HealthCare.gov​  and 
receive a subsidy to offset their costs. Coverage can be as little as $1 per month with the 
subsidies.  
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If I pay employees a monetary severance, can they still apply for 
unemployment benefits? 
Yes, employees receiving severance may still apply for unemployment insurance. Employees 
may need to provide the severance information when they apply for benefits.  

If I decide to separate my employees or reduce their hours, can 
ProService write the employee letters for me?  
If you are a ProService client, we can provide you with templates to create individual letters for 
each of your employees should you decide to pursue a layoff or reduction of hours.  

How can I get additional support on unemployment? 
As a ProService client, we can help coach you through this process. ​We can help you work with 
the Unemployment Insurance office, provide instructions to file and can assist with following up 
on claims. We will continue to: 

● Process low earnings report requests online via the Unemployment Insurance office’s 
web portal for employees who are working less than full time hours per week. 

● Process separation information requests on your behalf and may reach out to you for 
further information surrounding the details of the separation. 

● Work with you to prepare and conduct hearings on your behalf, should an employee 
appeal the Unemployment Insurance office’s decision. The Employment Security 
Appeals Office (ESARO) continues to schedule appeal hearings during this time. 

● Provide you with any and all decisions and correspondences received from the 
Unemployment Insurance office and ESARO and will include instructions if any follow-up 
action is required by you. 
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You Can Do This!
This is an extraordinary time for everyone — including employers. If you're
navigating downsizing operations and unemployment, remember that you’re not
alone. Organizations around the world are facing the same challenges, and we
here at ProService Hawaii are here to help.
 
If you approach this challenge with thoughtfulness, compassion, and an
openness to a new way of doing things, you can rise to the challenge and build
resilience in your business for years to come.

About ProService Hawaii
ProService Hawaii is the state’s leader in HR management. We give local
employers access to benefits, payroll, HR and compliance support that make it
easier to hire, manage and grow their teams. 
 
ProService drives local business forward by taking care of 2,200 employers and
35,000 employees statewide. We combine the power of passionate local experts
with innovative HR products and a simple online platform that is transforming
the workplace in Hawaii. 
 


