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GLOBAL EMPLOYMENT — 2Q 2021

Deploying a global workforce and ensuring access to the best talent is a crucial 
component of success for all multi-national enterprises. Global labor market intelli-
gence is an invaluable tool for these HR departments and can be used to inform 
critical decisions around the best countries and regions in which to grow. 

One of the primary criteria companies use when evaluating workforce potential in 
a country is the unemployment rate. But to truly understand unemployment rates, 
it is necessary to provide additional context that provides added insight into the 
overall economic environment from which the unemployment data derive. For that 
reason, this report also analyzes measures that include GDP, economic forecasts, 
and other factors that offer insight into a given country’s economic circumstances.   

KEY TAKEAWAYS

The worldwide coronavirus pandemic continued to dominate the global economy in the second quarter of 2021. While some 

countries started to reopen their economies and recover from the pandemic, many emerging markets saw increases in 

COVID-19 cases. Despite the imbalances in COVID cases, the broader global economy improved within the second quarter. 

Both the United States and many Asian economies noted an increase in exports or imports as consumption and trade started 

to pick up. Additionally, the global manufacturing PMI (Purchasing Managers’ Index) increased to an 11 year high in May, 

supporting the notion that consumers are 

demanding more goods.¹ The unemployment 

rate among Organization for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

countries fell to by 0.16 percentage points 

from Q1 2021 to 6.6 percent in the Q2 2021.

Global inequalities surrounding vaccine 

disbursement remained prevalent as most 

of the vaccines administered were in 

wealthy countries. In low-income countries, 

only 0.9 percent of the population received 

at least 1 dose by the end of the quarter. 

Overall, nearly one-quarter (23.4 percent)  

of the world received at least 1 dose of the 

vaccine and 44 countries have vaccinated 

at least half of their population. Conversely, 

67 countries had less than 10 percent  

of their population vaccinated.² Graph source: https://fortune.com/2021/06/30/covid-vaccines-global-vaccination-rates-by-country/
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In the second quarter of 2021, about one-half (24) of the 49 countries analyzed in this report revealed a decrease  

in their national unemployment rates since Q1 2021, while sixteen reported decreases and the remaining nine were 

unchanged. However, unemployment rate reporting by country varies greatly by accuracy and timing, particularly 

during the pandemic. 

In the United States, the largest economy in the world, the GDP increased by 6.5 percent in the second quarter 

of 2021, fueled by personal consumption as pent-up savings and higher vaccination rates prompted the higher 

spending. The large increase in personal consumption was offset by a decrease in government spending and 

domestic investment. Additionally, the number of job openings reach a record high as over 10 million jobs were 

available within June.³ 

Each individual U.S. state’s unemployment rate varied greatly throughout the pandemic. New Mexico and Connecticut 

had the highest unemployment rate at 7.3 percent in June while Nebraska had the lowest. Overall, 35 states, 

including D.C., had a decrease in their unemployment rate while 10 states had their unemployment increase and  

six reported no change since the first quarter.

ANALYSIS
In the second quarter of 2021, while some countries started to reopen their economies and recover from  

the pandemic, many emerging market countries noted large spikes in cases, such as in India. With higher 

vaccination rates among advanced economies, economic activity recovered swiftly as more people were inclined 

to get back to normalcy by traveling and dining at restaurants.⁴ Additionally, global consumer confidence rose 

again, surpassing its pre-pandemic level, as highly vaccinated countries noted the largest increase in confidence. 

Interestingly, consumers remained hesitant to spend money as 56 percent of consumers noted that they  

are focused on using spare money for savings.⁵ The unemployment rate among OECD members fell by  

0.16 percentage points from last quarter to 6.56 percent within the second quarter.⁶

Supply and demand imbalances remain prevalent within the global economy as the global economy started to 

reopen, demand for goods and services grew much faster than supply. As during the pandemic, many individuals 

were either able to save more money due to lockdowns, had increased income from fiscal measures, or both  

and are spending said money. Additionally, the supply of workers coming back to the labor force and the supply  

of goods being produced remained below demand.⁷ 

LOOKING FORWARD
Even as people began to feel some hope—or at least cautious optimism—early this summer that the pandemic could 

recede to the background, there was still the threat that new mutations of the COVID-19 virus could bring it back, and 

it might be even stronger. The Delta variant is a highly contagious virus strain, which was first identified in India in 

December. It swept particularly rapidly through India and Great Britain before reaching the U.S., where it is now the 

predominant variant.⁸  

There are two main ways the Delta could slow the economy: Governments could restrict consumers—again—or 

consumers could restrict themselves. “People, in general, will be a little more hesitant to go out and about and spend,” 

said Gad Levanon, an economist with The Conference Board.⁹ 
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UNITED STATES 
AND CANADA

Within the second quarter, many 

of the woes from the pandemic 

started to pass as the vaccination 

rate increased and the economy 

started to reopen. The unemployment rate fell slightly  

by 0.1 percentage points in March to 5.9 percent in June, 

remaining higher than its pre-pandemic levels. But 850 

thousand jobs were created in June, the most within the 

past 10 months. Most of the jobs that were created within 

June were in leisure and hospitality which was one of  

the most heavily impacted industries by the pandemic.10 

Federal, state, and local governments hired 188k 

individuals, the second most of any industry, as schools 

and universities ramped up hiring for the fall school year.11 

One concern is that inflation picked up in June, as the 

Consumer Price Index (CPI) increased 5.4 percent from 

the prior year, the largest jump since August 2008.  

Gas prices increased an astonishing 45 percent from  

the prior year.12

According to the Bureau of Economic Analysis, the U.S. 

GDP increased by 6.5 percent for the quarter, growing  

the overall GDP number beyond its pre-pandemic levels.13 

The increase in GDP was led by a 11.8 percent increase  

in personal consumption as pent-up savings and higher 

vaccination rates prompted higher spending. Residential 

investment and government spending decreased within 

the quarter.

As each individual state started to reopen their economy 

at a different pace, each state economy improved 

differently. Since last quarter, 35 states, including D.C.  

had a decrease in their unemployment rate while ten 

states had their unemployment increase and six reported 

no change. New Mexico and Connecticut had the highest 

unemployment rate at 7.9 percent while Nebraska had  

the lowest unemployment rate of 2.5 percent.14

Within the second quarter of 2021, the stock market 

continued its historic run as the three major indices closed 

the first half of 2021 at or near their record highs. The 

Nasdaq increased the most any index in the quarter, up 

11.4 percentage points, while the S&P 500 and Dow Jones 

Industrials increased by 8.5 and 5.1 percentage points, 

respectively. The increase was fueled by the economy 

recovering quickly, the reopening of the economy, along 

with an infrastructure bill in the works.15

The Canadian economy hit some turbulence within the 

quarter as in April, the economy contracted for the first 

time in a year. Additionally, there was a slight uptick in 

inflation as it reached above the target inflation rate set  

by the Bank of Canada, coming in at over 3 percent.16 

Since last quarter, the unemployment rate increased  

by 0.3 percentage points to 7.8 percent in June. The 

increase in unemployment was due to the renewed 

restrictions put in place due to COVID-19. While the 

number of people that were employed increased in J 

une, the number of people that were employed full-time 

decreased by over 30,000.17

Graph source: https://www.cnbc.com/2021/07/02/where-the-jobs-are-june-2021-chart.html
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 ASIA-PACIFIC 
(APAC)

Growth in the ESA (East and 

South Asia) region remained 

relatively strong as major 

economies in the region 

because of growth in private consumption. Many  

Asian economies are net exporters, so export activity 

increased as pent-up global demand increased.18 

Consumer confidence decreased slightly as the three 

areas that drive confidence, jobs, financial prospects,  

and spending intentions, noted significant declines in 

India and Taiwan.19

China has by far the largest economy in the region with  

a GDP of $14.3 trillion, which is also the second largest  

in the world. China’s GDP grew by 7.9 percent in the 

second quarter, though that was lower than expectations. 

The increased in GDP was led by an 8.3 percent increase 

in industrial output along with a 12.1 percent increase in 

retail sales. Additionally, the People’s Bank of China 

released $154.64 billion worth of long-term liquidity to 

help bolster the economy.20 The reported unemployment 

rate decreased by 0.3 percentage points from last quarter, 

falling to 5.0 percent.

The Japanese economy, the second largest in the region, 

enjoyed a robust recovery for the quarter, as increased 

exports and industrial production helped boost growth. 

Additionally, the number of job openings increased to  

113 per 100 job applicants from 109 jobs per 100 applicants 

in May, noting that jobs are plentiful to come by.21 

Consumer confidence reached its highest level since prior 

to the pandemic as consumer pessimism surrounding 

income growth, employment opportunities and overall 

livelihood decreased.22 Despite the improvement in the 

economy the unemployment rate increased to 2.9 percent 

in the second quarter of 2021 from 2.6 percent in the first 

quarter. This is likely due to an increase in the labor 

participation rate, meaning more individuals are looking 

for work than in the prior quarter.23 

The South Korean economy grew at the fastest rate in a 

decade, up 5.9 percent on a year-over-year basis. The 

increase was led by strong exports and imports along with 

a robust increase in private consumption and government 

spending. The unemployment rate decreased by  

0.2 percentage points from the first quarter to 3.7 percent 

in the second quarter of 2021.24

India has the third largest economy in the region with a 

GDP of $2.87 trillion, and the second largest population, 

nearly 1.3 billion. The unemployment rate in India 

increased by 2.7 percentage points from last quarter to 

9.2 percent. The increase in unemployment rate was due 

to the dramatic spike in COVID cases in the first half of the 

quarter. Strong fiscal and monetary relief helped stimulate 

the economy along with a more effective vaccination 

drive. Additionally, the headline inflation rate in the quarter 

reached a high of 6.3 percent as supply-side disruptions 

drove prices in food, fuel, and core categories up.25

EUROPE, THE  
MIDDLE EAST, AND 
AFRICA (EMEA)

The EMEA region covers  

three continents and includes 

116 different countries, which 

vary greatly in GDP and population. Twenty-seven 

countries in EMEA are tracked in this quarterly analysis. 

There were mostly positive results within the second 

quarter of 2021 as the unemployment rate increased in 

six of the 27 countries examined, 15 noted a decrease, 

and the rest remained unchanged. Belgium’s unemploy-

ment rate increased the most, up 0.4 percentage points 

since last quarter to 6.2 percent. Conversely, Turkey’s 

unemployment dropped the most since last quarter, 

down 2.5 percentage points to 10.6 percent.

In the second quarter of 2021, the Eurozone economy 

grew by 2.0 percent from last quarter after contracting 

in the prior two quarters. Business and consumer 

confidence has also rebounded along with retail sales 

as many countries lifted some of their lockdown 

restrictions in May. The unemployment rate fell to  

7.7 percent in June from May as the number of jobless 

individuals fell to 12.5 million. Supply bottlenecks have 

pushed up the price of manufactured goods and in turn 

inflation, as it rose 1.9 percent in June.26
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Germany has the third largest population in the region  

at 83.9 million, but by far the largest GDP ($3.8 trillion 

dollars). The German economy grew by 1.5 percent  

from the previous quarter as both household and 

government spending increased.27 The export-reliant 

economy benefited from global demand increasing. 

Additionally, the number of individuals on federal wage 

support fell to 1.5 million in June, suggesting that the 

economy is improving.28 The unemployment rate fell  

by 0.8 percentage point from last quarter to 3.7 percent 

in the second quarter.

The United Kingdom has the second largest economy  

in Europe at $2.8 trillion dollars. The UK economy grew by 

a remarkable 22.2 percent in the second quarter from the 

prior year as sales in healthcare and restaurant industries 

jumped significantly.29 Consumer confidence increased to 

the strongest sentiment since March 2020.30 In the UK, 

the unemployment rate fell to 4.7 percent in the second 

quarter of 2021, from 4.9 percent in the January–March 

period. This modest improvement suggests the labor 

market continued to recover following the relaxation of 

many coronavirus restrictions.31 

In the MENA (The Middle East and North Africa) region, 

economic activity in the region remained strong as the 

PMI, which is based on a monthly survey of supply chain 

managers, remained relatively strong. Egypt’s PMI 

reached a 7-month high at 49.9 as increases in new 

orders and output fueled growth,32 and in Israel, the 

index remains above 50, noting an improvement in 

business conditions.33 Saudi Arabia and Israel were  

the only two countries in the region to have their 

unemployment rates decrease from the prior quarter, 

down 0.9 and 0.2 percentage points, respectively.  

The remaining countries in the region reported their 

unemployment rates stayed the same.

LATIN AMERICA

Brazil, the largest economy in 

Latin America, reported the June 

consumer confidence index 

reached a nine-month high of 

82.2. But there was a clear split 

in confidence between higher income and lower income 

individuals. Lower income individuals noted a decrease 

in confidence as many had a harder time recovering  

from pandemic, as higher food prices put a dent in their 

purchasing power.34 Additionally, the manufacturing 

index reached a 4-month high as international sales,  

new orders, and production helped spur growth  

in the industry.35 The unemployment rate increased  

only slightly, from 14.4 percent in the first quarter to  

14.6 percent in the second quarter of 2021.

Mexico is the second largest country in the region,  

both by Gross Domestic Product and population.  

The Mexican economy grew by 1.5 percentage points 

from the prior quarter in the second quarter of 2021 

because of increased demand from the United States 

and domestically. The Mexican GDP remained  

3.6 percentage points below its pre-pandemic high  

in the third quarter of 2019.36 Mexico’s unemployment 

rate held steady, up by only 0.1 percentage points from 

last quarter to 4.0 in the second quarter of 2021. 

ADDITIONAL IMPLICATIONS 
WHEN USING REPORT FINDINGS

HR professionals should be aware of several factors when 

interpreting the results in this research report. What 

constitutes unemployment across global economies is not 

universally defined and even countries with long-standing 

practices in reporting unemployment periodically change 

criteria. Some countries adjust unemployment estimates 

because of seasonality, and some do not. The definition  

of full-time employment and who should count as a 

member of the labor force varies by country. Further,  

the percentage change in the unemployment rate in a 

developed country like the UK with a high proportion of its 

potential workforce employed will be far lower than what is 

reported in a less developed country like Colombia. 

Economic growth is also very relative. The GDP growth 

rate in Indonesia was 5.2 percent in 2018, far above  

the global growth rate of 1.7 percent for that of France.  

A larger economy like that of France will not grow 

proportionately as much as a smaller one like Indonesia.

The smaller growth rate is not a negative when evaluating 

the economic health of the country. The smaller growth 

rate is not a negative when evaluating the economic 

health of the country.
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Country
Population 
(millions)*

GDP  
(US $Billions)**

2Q % Unemployment  
Rate***

Last Report
2Q 2020 Reported 

Unemployment Rate 
Update Frequency Last Updated

NORTH AMERICA

US 329.13 21,433.23 5.90 6.00 11.10 Monthly Jul-21

Canada 37.78 1,736.43 7.80 7.50 12.30 Monthly Jul-21

ASIA PACIFIC

China 1,400.05 14,342.90 5.00 5.30 5.70 Quarterly Jul-21

India† 1,298.04 2,868.93 9.17 6.52 10.18 Monthly Jul-21

Indonesia 266.10 1,119.19 6.26 6.26 4.94 Semi-Annual Aug-21

Bangladesh 165.20 302.57 5.30 5.30 5.30 Annually Aug-21

Japan 126.01 5,081.77 2.90 2.60 2.80 Monthly Aug-21

Philippines 108.80 376.80 8.70 8.70 17.60 Quarterly Jul-21

Vietnam 96.48 261.92 2.62 2.37 2.73 Quarterly Jul-21

Thailand 66.56 543.55 1.96 1.50 1.95 Monthly Aug-21

South Korea 51.71 1,646.74 3.70 3.90 4.20 Monthly Jul-21

Malaysia 32.60 364.68 4.80 4.70 4.90 Monthly Aug-21

Australia 25.60 1,396.57 4.90 5.60 7.40 Monthly Jul-21

Taiwan 23.60 589.39 4.76 3.72 3.97 Monthly Jul-21

Hong Kong 7.50 365.71 5.50 6.80 6.20 Monthly Jul-21

Singapore 5.71 372.06 2.70 2.80 2.80 Quarterly Aug-21

EMEA

Russia 146.80 1,699.88 4.80 5.40 6.20 Monthly Jul-21

Egypt 99.80 303.09 7.40 7.40 9.60 Quarterly Aug-21

Germany 83.20 3,861.12 3.70 4.50 3.90 Monthly Jul-21

Turkey 83.15 761.43 10.60 13.10 13.30 Monthly Aug-21

France 66.98 2,715.52 8.10 8.00 9.10 Quarterly Aug-21

United Kingdom 66.65 2,829.11 4.80 4.80 4.10 Monthly Aug-21

Italy 60.36 2,003.58 9.70 10.10 9.30 Monthy Aug-21

South Africa 58.80 351.43 32.60 32.50 23.30 Quarterly Aug-21

Spain 46.94 1,393.49 15.26 15.98 15.33 Quarterly Jul-21

Poland 37.97 595.86 5.90 6.40 6.10 Monthly Jul-21

Saudi Arabia 34.22 792.97 6.50 7.40 9.00 Quarterly Aug-21

Kazakhstan 18.63 181.67 4.90 4.90 5.00 Quarterly Aug-21

Netherlands 17.28 907.05 3.20 3.50 4.30 Monthly Jul-21

Belgium 11.46 533.10 6.20 5.80 5.40 Monthly Aug-21

Greece 10.72 209.85 15.90 15.80 17.80 Monthly Aug-21

Portugal 10.28 238.79 6.70 7.10 5.70 Quarterly Aug-21

Sweden 10.23 551.14 10.30 10.00 9.80 Monthly Jul-21

United Arab Emirates 9.80 421.14 5.00 5.00 5.00 Annually Aug-21

Israel 9.15 394.65 5.20 5.40 4.60 Monthly Aug-21

Austria 8.86 445.08 7.00 9.40 10.10 Monthly Jul-21

Switzerland 8.54 703.75 2.80 3.40 3.20 Monthly Jul-21

Denmark 5.81 350.10 3.80 4.50 5.40 Monthly Aug-21

Finland 5.53 269.30 7.60 8.10 7.90 Monthly Jul-21

Norway 5.33 403.34 5.10 5.00 4.60 Monthly Aug-21

Ireland 4.90 388.70 6.70 7.70 5.70 Monthly Jul-21

Kuwait 4.20 134.63 2.30 2.30 2.30 Annually Aug-21

Qatar 2.71 175.84 0.10 0.10 0.10 Quarterly Aug-21

LATIN AMERICA

Brazil 210.15 1,839.76 14.60 14.40 13.30 Monthly Aug-21

Mexico 126.58 1,268.87 4.00 3.90 5.50 Monthly Jul-21

Colombia 50.37 323.62 14.40 14.20 19.80 Monthly Aug-21

Argentina 44.94 445.45 10.20 11.00 13.10 Quarterly Aug-21

Peru 32.50 226.85 10.30 15.30 16.30 Monthly Jul-21

Chile 19.11 282.32 9.50 12.10 12.20 Monthly Aug-21

* Source: Tradingeconomics.com, January 7th, 2021
** Data from the The World Bank, January 20th, 2021. Please note, some numbers may be estimates
*** Unemployment Statistics obtained from Tradingeconomics.com, July & August 2021
†  Employment Statistics for India came from the Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy in July 2021



© 2021 SharedXpertise GLOBAL LABOR MARKET REPORT  2Q 2021

0 – 3.9% 4.0 – 4.9% 5.0 – 9.9% 10.0 – 14.9% 15.0 % and above

WORLDWIDE UNEMPLOYMENT SNAPSHOT:  2Q — 2021

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

CANADA

PHILIPPINES

JAPAN
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AUSTRALIA
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 CHINA

BANGLADESH

THAILAND

MALAYSIA SINGAPORE
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HONG KONG

TAIWAN
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KOREA
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SWITZERLAND

KAZAKHSTANAUSTRIA

NORWAY

QATAR
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DENMARK

IRELAND

FINLAND

BRAZIL

MEXICO
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COLOMBIA

CHILE
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ARABIA
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POLAND
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 UNITED 
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EMIRATES
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(not included)Note:  Only those countries included in the Worldwide Unemployment Snapshot in this report are shown. 
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ABOUT HRO TODAY MAGAZINE 

HRO Today Magazine and newsletters are read by more than 140,000 HR executives and leaders worldwide and covers 

the latest industry trends in HR outsourcing, services, shared services and operations. HRO Today Magazine is the 

publication of choice for the most senior executives facing the strategic decisions about operational excellence.  

HRO Today and www.hrotoday.com offer the best content choices for the HR leaders seeking online information in the 

form of newsletters, webinar series and online video content. HRO Today Magazine is a product of SharedXpertise. 


