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Introduction and summary

As of November 2015, approximately 2 million Americans were out of work and 
looking for a job for 27 weeks or more.1 While long-term unemployment has 
fallen significantly after skyrocketing during the Great Recession, this decline has 
been far too slow and long-term unemployment still remains unusually high even 
though the recession officially ended in June 2009.2 

This enormous and ongoing waste of human and economic potential is by no 
means inevitable—and policymakers should take steps now to ensure that it does 
not happen again. As President Franklin Delano Roosevelt so rightly declared in 
1934: “No country, however rich, can afford the waste of its human resources. 
Demoralization caused by vast unemployment is our greatest extravagance.”3 
During the Great Depression, policymakers chose to implement what were dubbed 
work relief programs, such as the Civilian Conservation Corps, to dramatically 
reduce unemployment. In 1936, these work relief programs reduced the unemploy-
ment rate from 16.9 percent to 9.9 percent.4 The New Deal work relief programs 
not only put Americans back to work but also saw the building of countless public 
facilities—including parks, bridges, airports, and roads—that are still in use.5 

FIGURE 1

Government work relief during the Great Depression

Unemployment rate, with and without work relief jobs

Note: The unemployment rate without work relief counts people with  work relief jobs as unemployed.

Source: Michael R. Darby, “Three-and-a-Half Million U.S. Employees Have Been Mislaid: Or, an Explanation of Unemployment, 1934-1941,” 
Journal of Political Economy 84 (1) (1976): 1–16, available at http://www.jstor.org/stable/1830168.
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Americans continue to serve their country today in national service programs—
such as AmeriCorps—that provide a modest living allowance and education 
awards for individuals who provide substantial service through programs that 
address national needs in fields including education, conservation, and affordable 
housing. These programs could also put Americans back to work in times of high 
long-term unemployment and provide a lasting legacy for future generations.

In 2009, Congress endorsed a significant expansion of national service by autho-
rizing 250,000 AmeriCorps positions as part of the Edward M. Kennedy Serve 
America Act.6 But Congress never followed through with the necessary funding; 
consequently, AmeriCorps could only support approximately 73,600 positions 
in fiscal year 2014.7 Funding all 250,000 positions remains an important policy 
that should be implemented to strengthen national service regardless of eco-
nomic conditions. Positions funded through AmeriCorps provide a foundation 
upon which high-impact national programs such as City Year, Reading Partners, 
and National Community Health Corps can grow; create opportunities for 
unemployed youth who are not enrolled in high school or college; and enable 
grassroots organizations in philanthropically underserved areas to offer positions 
directed at solving locally determined problems. 

National service should also be expanded even further when the need is great-
est. This report lays out a plan for a new funding stream for national service that 
automatically rises when long-term unemployment is high and falls when long-
term unemployment is low. Unlike the 250,000 positions authorized by the 
Serve America Act, new positions created by automatic funding would be tem-
porary and specifically designed to phase out when they are no longer needed 
as the economy returns to normal. This temporary service would be directed 
toward project-based work that can be completed on a short timeframe, such as 
projects targeting conservation and infrastructure, as well as efforts that address 
the human needs that increase during recessions. The federal government would 
partner with national service organizations to consistently maintain and update 
plans to create new positions on short notice to rapidly respond to a future rise 
in long-term unemployment.

Under this plan, national service would function as an automatic stabilizer. 
Automatic stabilizers, such as unemployment insurance and nutrition assistance, 
expand during recessions and contract during times of economic expansion. The 
need for assistance from the nonprofit sector is greatest when the economy is 
struggling, meaning that recessions are the perfect time to boost capacity with a 

“Everybody can 

be great, because 

everybody can serve.” 

— Martin Luther King, Jr. 8
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surge of national service. Specifically, the plan would establish a formula for an 
automatic funding source that would support 25,000 new and temporary national 
service positions for every tenth of a percentage point by which the long-term 
unemployment rate exceeds 1 percent. The long-term unemployment rate has 
averaged about 1 percent from 1948 to the present, and no temporary positions 
would be created whenever long-term unemployment is at or below this histori-
cal average.9 The plan includes guardrails to ensure that national service is not 
expanded more rapidly than the system can support, and also to prevent eco-
nomic shocks from withdrawing temporary positions too rapidly.

In the aftermath of the Great Recession, this policy would have responded 
decisively by supporting a peak of 475,000 temporary national service positions 
at a time when about 4.6 million people were long-term unemployed.10 If this 
automatic policy had been in place from fiscal years 2000 to 2014, it would have 
cost an average of $2.6 billion per year—enabling 1.87 million Americans to serve 
their country for a year during tough economic times and delivering a return on 
investment of $3.93 in benefits to society for every dollar spent based on an eco-
nomic study of national service.11

Expanding national service during economic downturns is a win-win-win: 
National service puts unemployed participants back to work, benefits the com-
munities that participants serve, and helps grow the overall economy. This report 
describes the problem of long-term unemployment, how national service can put 
people back to work, and lays out a plan to mobilize the engine of service when it 
will deliver the most economic benefit.

America needs a substantial investment in national service. Policymakers should 
get started as soon as possible by setting and following through on a course to 
fully fund the 250,000 positions authorized by the Serve America Act, while 
also building the necessary capacity to implement a future temporary expan-
sion. By establishing a system to automatically and temporarily expand national 
service to decisively respond to spikes in long-term unemployment, lawmakers 
can ensure that today’s service programs will alleviate future economic hardship 
and build a legacy for tomorrow. 
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The problem of long-term 
unemployment

Long-term unemployment has been a particularly vexing challenge for policymak-
ers with a terrible human cost. While the stock market has fully recovered from 
the Great Recession and corporate profits are near record highs, long-term unem-
ployment remains significantly above its historical average.12

The long-term unemployment rate has fallen consistently from its peak during the 
Great Recession, but this recovery has been painfully slow. Moreover, even the 
slow decline of the long-term unemployment rate is not necessarily the result of 
these unemployed workers finding jobs. Princeton University economists Alan 
Krueger, Judd Cramer, and David Cho found that many long-term jobless workers 
give up on ever finding a job, and once these workers exit the labor force they are 
no longer technically counted as unemployed.13 Workers who are unemployed for 
extended periods of time find it harder to return to work as their skills atrophy and 
businesses are reluctant to hire applicants with long gaps in their resume.14

FIGURE 2

The long-term unemployment rate

Percentage of civilian labor force unemployed for at least 27 weeks

Source: Authors' calculations are based on Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, “Number of Civilians Unemployed for 27 Weeks and Over,” 
available at https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/UEMP27OV (last accessed December 2015); Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 
“Civilian Labor Force,” available at https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/CLF16OV (last accessed December 2015). 
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Long-term unemployment affects people of all demographic groups, but its 
impacts are particularly devastating for young people trying to enter the job 
market for the first time. Young workers who have their whole career in front 
of them can have their lifetime earnings reduced by long-term unemployment. 
Such earnings reductions also increase fiscal pressure on public benefit pro-
grams.15 In January 2010, the unemployment rate among Americans aged 16 to 
24 who were not in school peaked at a whopping 21.7 percent.16 It was not until 
2015 that the unemployment rate among this group returned to approximately 
12 percent—its historical average before the Great Recession.17 As a conse-
quence of this persistent lack of opportunity, in November 2015, there were still 
approximately 378,000 young Americans aged 16 to 24 out of work who had 
been looking for a job for at least 27 weeks. These young Americans represented 
about 19 percent of all long-term unemployed workers.18

Failing to address long-term unemployment does lasting damage to workers, 
their families, and the entire economy. Long-term unemployment is literally 
debilitating—19 percent of those individuals unemployed for more than one 
year report having or being treated for depression, compared to 5.6 percent 
of those with full-time jobs.19 Longer durations of unemployment are associ-
ated with lower wages when a worker is finally able to find a job; moreover 
this pay cut continues for 15 to 20 years after the episode of unemployment.20 
This damage even extends to the next generation, with longer spells of parental 
unemployment connected to lower emotional wellbeing for children.21 The 
nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office, or CBO, reduced its estimate for 
long-term economic potential in the United States, in part because of the effects 
of persistently high levels of long-term unemployment.22 Clearly, these unem-
ployed workers can and should be contributing to society.

Yet, even a full economic recovery might not be enough to bring the long-term 
unemployed back into the labor force. Krueger, Cramer, and Cho find that, “Even 
at times when—or in regions where—the economy is relatively strong, the long-
term unemployed face long odds of returning to steady, full-time employment.”23

Long-term unemployment has more to do with bad timing than age, occupa-
tion, education, or any other measurable factor.24 The best predictor of whether a 
worker will become long-term unemployed after losing their job is the date of the 
job loss; workers who lose their job during a recession have the worst prospects.25
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Since long-term unemployment makes it harder to ever find a job, these workers 
need a path back into the labor market. A temporary recession should not cause 
workers to be permanently cast aside. As Martin Luther King, Jr. said in a 1961 
speech to the United Automobile Workers Union, “[W]hen human values are 
subordinated to blind economic forces, human beings can become human scrap.”26

National service can directly address this problem of long-term unemployment 
by immediately putting the unemployed to work, while building skills to help 
them find permanent employment. Not only would national service provide a 
pathway back into the labor market for the long-term unemployed, it would also 
address community needs that would otherwise go unmet. This sort of public 
investment promotes short-term economic recovery by bringing more resources 
into struggling areas, and supports long-term economic growth by expanding 
productive labor supply. 
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How national service can respond 
to long-term unemployment

National service presents a solution to long-term unemployment by offering 
individuals the opportunity to gain work experience—supported by a modest 
living allowance—while developing skills and contacts that could lead to a career 
in a related field. National service engages Americans of all income and education 
levels and in urban, suburban, rural, and wilderness areas across the country.

It is important to note that national service positions are not intended to take 
the place of a safety net or long-term employment. By definition, national 
service positions are temporary and provide only minimal support to those 
who serve. National service incorporates elements of traditional employment, 
volunteering, and workforce development and education. While the traditional 
national service participant is a young adult between the ages of 18 to 28, 
there is no age limit in many programs. Because of its education and workforce 
benefits to the participant, national service appeals to individuals who are in 
transition—often from school to college or work, but also from one education 
experience to another or one career to the next. Although little research has 
been produced on this topic, it is likely that the opportunity to learn and build 
new skills, develop social contacts, and gain work-related experience all play a 
role. This may explain why unemployed individuals who volunteer are 27 per-
cent more likely to find paid employment than those who do not.27

In a period of high unemployment, individuals may face long periods without paid 
work. Despite the benefits of volunteering, the lack of compensation may prove a 
deterrent. However, because national service, unlike traditional volunteering, typi-
cally involves payment of a modest living allowance as a means to enable individuals 
of all economic backgrounds to participate, these experiences are more appropriate 
to individuals who are out of work. If funded by AmeriCorps, additional benefits 
may be available, including an education award equal to a Pell grant as well as 
student loan forgiveness and deferral, health insurance, and child care assistance. In 
some cases, AmeriCorps benefits do not affect eligibility for other public benefits, 
which may be important for individuals with limited savings and other resources.28 
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Beyond the immediate compensation and benefits provided, an individual serving 
in a national service program typically benefits in a variety of additional ways. 
Depending on the program and its design, national service programs may provide 
the opportunity to develop work-related skills as well as other broadly useful skills 
such as teamwork and communication.29 Research shows that people who par-
ticipate in national service are happier and both physically and mentally healthier 
than their peers.30 In addition, service experiences of all types help to develop 
social capital, which is directly related to the ability to find work and navigate 
available informal and formal support systems.31

Specialized programs known as youth corps are targeted to youth and young 
adults, ages 16 to 24, who may have limited education or work experience. In most 
cases, these programs provide formal job training and education—including GED 
preparation—along with team-based service, typically related to the job training 
provided. For example, youth corps of The Corps Network are direct descendants 
of the depression-era Civilian Conservation Corps and focus on environmen-
tal and energy conservation projects along with infrastructure. YouthBuild is a 
federally funded youth corps that initially focused on construction skills and now 
incorporates training in other fields, including health care and information tech-
nology, while enabling the enrollees to earn a GED or high school diploma while 
providing community service and gaining leadership training.32

Through the experience of serving, individuals typically develop skills that 
appeal to employers. Employers of National Service—a campaign supported 
by the Corporation for National and Community Service, or CNCS, the 
Peace Corps, the Franklin Project, and other partners—identifies employers 
who agree to recruit national service alumni. The more than 300 participating 
employers recognize the skills and qualities developed through service and 
include companies such as Comcast, Disney, and CSX; nonprofit organizations 
such as the United Way Worldwide, the American Red Cross, and National 
Association of Community Health Centers, Inc.; and government agencies such 
as the U.S. Office of Personnel Management, the City of Philadelphia, and the 
Miami-Dade County Public Schools.33

Increasingly, national service programs have developed strategies to enable service 
corps members to build their skills and credentials, including the ability to earn 
college credit. In recent years, programs have formed partnerships with colleges 
and universities, developed innovative strategies to enable participants to earn 
postsecondary credit for college-level learning through their programs, and incor-
porated opportunities to earn micro-credentials—which document mastery of 
particular skills—as well as traditional certifications.34
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For these reasons, national service has increasingly been recognized as both a 
workforce development strategy and an experiential form of postsecondary educa-
tion. During periods of long-term high unemployment, expanding the availability 
of these opportunities would provide individuals a means of gaining experience, 
skills, and connections.

In addition, an expansion of national service would provide valuable resources 
to organizations that are called upon to expand their capacity during tough 
economic times to provide services such as anti-hunger efforts; programs for 
individuals at risk of homelessness; job search, training, and other work-related 
assistance; English language instruction; civil legal aid; and benefits navigation. 
During the 2008 recession, nonprofits reported significant increased demand for 
services but decreased ability to meet the rise in demand.35 

The 2008 recession also illustrated the potential for national service by skilled 
employees who lose their jobs. Some of these individuals are likely to take 
positions below their skills levels, thereby displacing other potential workers. 
However, others could instead be drawn to service opportunities as a way to avoid 
having a resume gap and to keep their networks and skills fresh.

Given the diversity of potential opportunities, national service could play an 
important role during periods of high unemployment. For young adults entering 
the labor market, national service provides the opportunity to enter a field, build 
skills, and earn credentials that can lead to long-term employment. For older 
workers, including long-term unemployed individuals, national service experi-
ences may keep skills up-to-date or facilitate a career change.

The next section lays out the policies that must be in place in order to make 
national service a strategy to successfully address long-term unemployment.



10 Center for American Progress | Expanding National Service to Address Long-term Unemployment

Implementing a temporary 
expansion of national service

Experience from the American Recovery and Recovery Act of 2009

In 2009, national service was included in federal legislation to address the Great 
Recession, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, or ARRA. This bill 
provided $200 million to the Corporation for National and Community Service 
to engage 10,000 grant-funded AmeriCorps members and 3,000 AmeriCorps 
VISTA members, along with matching fund relief to grantees and funds for tech-
nology infrastructure.36 These numbers were exceeded in practice, with more 
than 15,000 individuals able to serve as a result of the temporary funds.37 ARRA 
also provided an additional $50 million for YouthBuild to engage approximately 
3,100 members.38

ARRA took a far different approach to national service as a strategy to fight 
unemployment than the approach used during the Great Depression. The Civilian 
Conservation Corps was run by the federal government, with hundreds of thou-
sands of young men performing physical service to preserve natural resources 
supervised by government employees and living in camps on government lands.39 
In contrast, the 2009 program engaged a diverse population of approximately 
18,000 men and women in a variety of service activities with no limitation on age. 
Rather than running programs directly, the federal agencies responsible for the 
2009 program relied on a network of nonprofit organizations and public agencies 
that were already running AmeriCorps, AmeriCorps VISTA, or YouthBuild pro-
grams, with the federal role focused on making grants or assigning AmeriCorps 
VISTA positions, and ensuring legal compliance. 

ARRA was successful in expanding national service opportunities for both young 
workers who were struggling to land a first job as well as experienced work-
ers—including veterans—struggling with unemployment. Examples of projects 
included the following:
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• YouthBuild provided positions for youth without high school degrees. Half of 
these jobs were targeted to green construction, such as converting foreclosed 
properties into low-income housing, building energy-efficient homes for low-
income families, and conducting energy audits and retrofits.

• VISTA AmeriCorps members built the capacity of organizations to engage vol-
unteers, raise funds, and expand service delivery at a time of need. 

• Youth Corps of the Corps Network provided energy efficiency and weather-
ization services to low-income residents along with wildfire remediation and 
public lands repair and revitalization. 

• AmeriCorps members supported with grants offered job counseling and place-
ment services, provided housing foreclosure prevention and financial counsel-
ing, strengthened food banks, provided literacy tutoring, and provided financial 
planning services and other assistance to people facing unemployment, poverty, 
or other economic challenges.

As a result of this service, by December 2010: 

• More than 121,000 Americans received tutoring and literacy services
• More than 219,000 clients received financial literacy services
• More than 113,000 people received services related to home foreclosure  

and housing assistance
• More than 181,000 individuals received employment skills training  

and counseling
• More than 15,000 clients were placed in jobs40

While ARRA successfully expanded national service opportunities, it also created 
challenges for the national service field in subsequent years. In 2011, due to budget 
cuts and expiration of the temporary ARRA grant program, 121 YouthBuild pro-
grams lost federal funding.41 AmeriCorps programs fared better, but only because 
passage of the Serve America Act resulted in a small increase in annual funding.42

Principles

Taking lessons from both the ARRA experience and the President Roosevelt’s 
New Deal, a multi-part strategy is advisable for the use of national service as an 
automatic stabilizer in future recessions. The Center for American Progress pro-
poses the following principles:
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1. Expand existing programs rather than create of new ones. Because of the 
costs and time associated with starting up a new service program and the goal 
of supporting quality experiences, temporary expansions should be carried out 
through existing programs that have strong track records. Programs funded by 
AmeriCorps grants, AmeriCorps VISTA, and YouthBuild should receive priority 
consideration, since the overall scale of these programs can be flexible over time.

2. Prioritize programs—including youth corps and specialized service corps—

that build skills and education to improve long-term employment prospects. 
To maximize the benefit of the service experience, programs that offer education 
or skill-building opportunities—such as the opportunity to earn a GED, college 
credit, or employer-recognized credential—should be given priority for funding. 
Specialized programs can also engage skilled workers—as Justice AmeriCorps 
does with lawyers and paralegals to improve legal representation for unaccompa-
nied immigrant minors—which helps these workers maintain their skills after a 
job loss while performing service targeting important national priorities.43 

3. Provide programs appropriate for both younger workers and experienced 

workers facing long-term unemployment as a result of the economy. As 
discussed earlier, service programs engage individuals with a wide range of skills 
and backgrounds. Some such as youth corps, are specialized and focus on a par-
ticular population, while others seek a mix of individuals or are open to adults of 
all ages. The type of service may vary from physical labor to office work, and may 
take place in a wide range of settings, from national parks or urban lots, to non-
profit offices or elementary schools. Programs should be identified to ensure that 
positions are appropriate for everyone from young adults lacking work experi-
ence to older workers who need to change fields or develop new skills in order to 
gain permanent employment, including older workers with physical limitations 
who need to move from manual labor to less physically demanding work.

4. Support programs that prioritize service opportunities for long-term unem-

ployed workers. While it may be beyond the scope of the Corporation for 
National and Community Service to enforce a rigid quota for programs to 
make slots available to long-term unemployed workers, programs that receive 
funding through a temporary expansion of national service should submit a 
plan to CNCS for how they will engage the long-term unemployed population. 
This plan may focus on particular ages, skills, or other characteristics depending 
on the nature of the program, and include coordination with other programs 
that assist workers dealing with long-term unemployment.
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5. Direct service to needs that are temporary in nature or related to needs that 

increase during an economic downturn. During a period of economic stress, 
needs commonly addressed by public agencies and nonprofit organizations 
serving low-income populations are likely to increase, such as anti-hunger 
efforts; programs for individuals at risk of homelessness; job search, training 
and other work-related assistance; English language instruction; civil legal 
aid; and benefits navigation.44 Programs that engage AmeriCorps members to 
address these needs, or build the capacity of the organizations that do, should 
receive priority. Similarly, projects that are temporary in nature, which are eas-
ily scaled up and back down again upon completion, should also be targeted. 
Ideally, these projects would address backlogs and high-priority needs such as 
physical, transportation, and technology infrastructure; construction, renova-
tion, and preservation projects; disability access; land conservation; disaster 
response; and energy conservation projects. 

6. Utilize service to address public needs through contracting and procurement 

in addition to direct support of positions. Some national service programs, 
particularly youth corps, are funded in part by earned income paid to the 
program for its work. This earned income includes government funding from 
various agencies to carry out public projects. During a period of economic 
downtown, eliminating maintenance backlogs and addressing other public 
infrastructure needs should be a priority, as should addressing other large-scale 
public challenges, from a shortage of English language learning opportunities 
to improving veterans facilities. These could be addressed cost-effectively by 
contracts or cooperative agreements with national service programs. The 21st 
Century Conservation Service Corps, for example, is a public-private service 
partnership where federal agencies enter into cooperative agreements with 
youth corps and recreation businesses to accomplish backlogged conservation 
and infrastructure projects for the public’s benefit while engaging youth and 
veterans in national service. 

Implementation

The Corporation for National and Community Service, because of its service 
expertise, should serve as the lead agency to implement a temporary expansion. 
CNCS should prepare plans to scale up its staff capacity by identifying a dedi-
cated team to prepare for a temporary expansion and training individuals across 
CNCS and other agencies that could be detailed to implement this expansion. 
Other agencies should be required to designate an official responsible for ensuring 
appropriate planning and overseeing implementation.
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CNCS should develop an executive branch-wide plan for implementation, well in 
advance of the triggering of the automatic stabilizer. This plan should include the 
following elements:

• A process to enable AmeriCorps and YouthBuild programs to apply to be 
prequalified and prioritized based on the above principles

• An online platform to connect participants with high-quality national service 
opportunities, and to connect national service programs with projects identified 
by federal agencies, state, and local governments, and nonprofit organizations45 

• A process to identify current and former VISTA sponsors working in fields likely 
to experience increased demand during a period of high unemployment

• A requirement that state service commissions develop plans within their states 
to implement in the event of a temporary national service expansion

• A marketing and recruitment plan to reach individuals experiencing long-term 
unemployment to inform them of opportunities to serve, which should include 
workers of all ages and skill levels

• A plan to protect against negative impacts on communities and programs after 
the automatic stabilizer expires

Finally, CNCS should identify legislative and administrative barriers that stand 
in the way of rapid implementation and make recommendations to waive these 
barriers in the event that the automatic stabilizer is triggered. Areas where such 
waivers might be appropriate include the following:

• The AmeriCorps requirement for organizations to provide matching funds 
could be scaled back during a temporary expansion since these organizations 
may struggle to raise additional funding during a recession.

• Federal procurement regulations may need to be streamlined to enable a rapid 
temporary expansion of national service programs.

• Restrictions on using AmeriCorps funding to help people access public benefit 
programs could be suspended during a temporary expansion when the need is 
greatest for these programs.46

These waivers must balance the importance of rapidly responding to changing 
economic conditions with reasonable rules to maintain high standards for national 
service programs. 
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Parameters for a temporary 
expansion of national service

Policymakers will need to balance several goals to craft a policy for automatic 
and temporary national service expansions. First, new service positions should 
be established rapidly to respond to long-term unemployment before jobless 
workers permanently exit the labor force. Second, the rate of this expansion 
should not exceed the rate that nonprofits can expand their own capacity to man-
age new national service positions, or the rate that the Corporation for National 
and Community Service can expand its capacity to oversee these positions. And 
finally, the expansion should be designed to avoid an abrupt cut in support for 
national service as these temporary positions expire. This section offers a plan to 
achieve these goals, and estimates the impact that this plan would have for both 
national service and the federal budget.

CAP proposes the automatic creation of 25,000 positions for every tenth of a 
percentage point by which the long-term unemployment rate exceeds its histori-
cal average of 1 percent. To prevent scaling up more rapidly than CNCS and the 
nonprofit community can manage, no more than 25,000 new positions would be 
established in any calendar quarter. To prevent an abrupt cliff in national service 
funding, these temporary positions would be supported for a full year even if 
the long-term unemployment rate declines during that period. If the long-term 
unemployment rate remains elevated at the end of the year, the positions would be 
renewed for another full year, which would not preclude the establishment of up 
to 25,000 new positions if the long-term unemployment rate remains high. These 
guard rails do not limit the overall size of a temporary expansion if long-term 
unemployment remains high for an extended period, but they do regulate the rate 
at which national service positions are created and eliminated. 

It is well within the capacity of the federal government to establish 25,000 
national service positions per quarter, or 100,000 per year. In 1933, the Roosevelt 
Administration filled 274,375 positions for the newly established Civilian 
Conservation Corps in just three months.47 The ARRA created about 15,000 new 
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positions through AmeriCorps grants and AmeriCorps VISTA—on short notice 
and as part of a much broader response to the Great Recession—which increased 
the size of these programs about 21 percent above their fiscal year 2008 capacity of 
about 72,000 positions.48 CAP’s plan makes a rapid expansion possible by requiring 
CNCS to maintain contingency plans for such an expansion, and by consistently 
funding 250,000 national service positions across a variety of sectors—increasing 
the number of pathways for CNCS to implement a temporary expansion.

This proposed policy would respond effectively to both large and small recessions, 
although it would not eliminate the need for Congress to take further decisive 
action for deep economic downturns. When long-term unemployment grew 
above its historical average from 2002 to 2004, this policy would have generated 
a steady and moderate response, with a peak of 100,000 temporary positions in 
mid-2003.49 This would have had the potential to reach 5 percent of the approxi-
mately 2 million workers who were unemployed for 27 weeks or more in mid-
2003.50 The objective of the program is not to create a national service position for 
every long-term unemployed worker, but rather to provide more options for some 
workers to choose service while the private-sector job market recovers.

When long-term unemployment began to climb sharply in 2008 during the Great 
Recession, this policy would have steadily ramped up national service. National 
service would have continued to expand even after the Great Recession techni-
cally ended, since long-term unemployment has remained elevated for such a long 
period of time. A total of 100,000 positions would have been added each year 
starting in mid-2008, and the number of temporary national service positions 
would have peaked at 475,000 in 2013. After that, the temporary expansion would 
begin to wind down as long-term unemployment fell toward its historical average. 
Under this policy, there would have been 125,000 temporary position in the third 
quarter of 2015, at a time when there were about 2.2 million long-term unem-
ployed workers and the long-term unemployment rate was 1.4 percent.51 While 
a long-term unemployment rate of 1.4 percent typically corresponds to 100,000 
temporary positions under this policy, there would still be an extra 25,000 posi-
tions that were created previously and sustained for a full year despite the falling 
long-term unemployment rate.
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Expanding national service is a highly cost effective way of responding to unem-
ployment. Funding 25,000 positions for a full year would cost about $520 million, 
based on the average cost for an AmeriCorps VISTA position of slightly less than 
$21,000.52 Federal costs for AmeriCorps VISTA positions are significantly higher 
than typical federal costs for positions funded through AmeriCorps state and 
national grants, meaning that this cost estimate provides room for CNCS to scale 
back matching fund requirements for those grant programs.53

For the sake of comparison, the average weekly unemployment benefit in 2013 
was $309.44, which translates to an annualized benefit of $17,328.64 at a time 
when beneficiaries in high-unemployment states were eligible for more than a year 
of payments.54 It should be noted, however, that the average duration of unem-
ployment benefits in 2013 was approximately 17 weeks, so the typical beneficiary 
did not receive unemployment compensation for a full year.55 AmeriCorps service 
may reduce unemployment compensation claims, but it does not necessarily 
preclude continued receipt of unemployment compensation from a previous lost 
job—this is determined by state law.56
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Simulation of CAP policy to increase national service in 
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Source: Authors' calculations are based on Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, “Number of Civilians Unemployed for 27 Weeks and Over,” 
available at https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/UEMP27OV (last accessed December 2015); Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 
“Civilian Labor Force,” available at https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/CLF16OV (last accessed December 2015).  
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Since a temporary expansion would function as an automatic fiscal stabilizer, the 
cost of the program will peak during periods of persistent economic weakness, 
and there will be no cost when the economy is working and long-term unem-
ployment remains at or below its historical average. Based on CAP’s calculations, 
during the milder recession in the early 2000s, the cost would have peaked at 
around $1.4 billion in fiscal year 2003 to support between 50,000 and 100,000 
temporary positions. In the wake of the Great Recession, spending on temporary 
national service would have peaked at about $9.4 billion in fiscal year 2013 to sup-
port more than 400,000 temporary positions. For the sake of comparison, federal 
spending on unemployment compensation—another vitally important automatic 
stabilizer—totaled $69 billion in fiscal year 2013.57

During the 15-year period from fiscal year 2000 to fiscal year 2014, temporary 
national service positions would have cost a total of $38.9 billion, or around $2.6 
billion per year on average. This funding would have provided opportunities for 
about 1.87 million Americans to complete a year of service and get back into the 
workforce during tough economic times.

As formerly unemployed national service participants move into permanent jobs 
where they are paying more taxes and relying less on public benefits, the federal 
government may be able to defray the costs of the national service program. A 
2013 study by economist Clive Belfield calculated that $1 of public investment 
in national service yields $2.15 in fiscal benefits from higher tax collections and 
lower spending on safety net programs.58 The same study also looked beyond 
government to analyze the return on investment for the overall economy, and 
calculated a return on investment of $3.93 for every $1 spent on national service, 
which includes the value of the service provided and the long-term benefits of a 
more productive workforce.59 These estimates are subject to considerable uncer-
tainty, but they suggest that an investment of $2.6 billion in national service would 
eventually yield a total of $5.59 billion in higher tax receipts and reduced spend-
ing, and $10.2 billion total economic benefits.
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Conclusion

Long-term unemployment remains a serious national economic problem, espe-
cially since many workers who are no longer counted as unemployed may have 
exited the labor force having given up on ever finding a job. The persistently high 
long-term unemployment rate in the wake of the Great Recession indicates a pol-
icy response that was inadequate to address the scope of this particular challenge. 
Expanding national service now by fully funding the Serve America Act is a way 
to help address the immediate problem of long-term unemployment, as well as 
increase all of the other benefits that the nation accrues from service. Establishing 
an automatic stabilizer to fund temporary national service positions would apply 
lessons learned from the Great Recession to address persistently high long-term 
unemployment in future economic downturns.

Long-term unemployed workers face particularly steep challenges to finding a job, 
but long-term unemployment is a solvable problem. During the Great Depression, 
the federal government made a choice to dramatically reduce the unemployment 
rate with work relief programs. In addition to putting the unemployed back to work, 
those programs built roads, bridges, parks, and airports—including many facilities 
that still exist today, such as Camp David and New York’s LaGuardia Airport.

If lawmakers plan in advance to respond decisively to spikes in long-term unem-
ployment by establishing a system to automatically and temporarily expand 
national service, then today’s service programs will alleviate future economic 
hardship and build a legacy for generations to come.
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