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GLOBAL EMPLOYMENT — 3Q 2023

Deploying a global workforce and ensuring access to the best talent is a crucial  
component of success for all multinational enterprises. Global labor market intelligence  
is an invaluable tool for HR departments and can be used to inform critical decisions 
about 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. To truly understand unemployment rates, it is  
ecessary to give context by explaining the economic environment from which the 
unemployment data came from. Therefore, this report also analyzes GDP, economic 
forecasts, and other factors that offer insight into a country’s economic circumstances. 

 

KEY THEMES FROM 3Q 2023
Nothing happened as predicted. If one word could  
sum up the third quarter of 2023 it would be “surprise.” 
For better or for worse, economies defied expectation 
by not doing what they were supposed to do. Some 
countries such as the United States and India soared 
unexpectedly, while others such as Canada and  
Japan stumbled unexpectedly. The unique effects  
of the pandemic and geopolitical conflicts created 
strange economic currents that brought turns no one 
saw coming.

Economies showed surprising resilience despite 
global challenges. The world endured nonstop shocks 
in 2023 with surging inflation and interest rates 
alongside geopolitical conflicts, all while still recovering 
from the aftermath of Covid-19. Nevertheless, 
performance in the third quarter demonstrated the 
world’s ability to withstand these shocks, at least for now. To quote the chief economist of the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), Pierre-Olivier Gourinchas, the global economy showed “remarkable resiliency” given aggressive interest rates, but it is 
“limping along, not sprinting.” Based on third quarter results, the IMF downgraded its 2024 global economic growth outlook 
from 3% to 2.9%, which was down from 3.5% in 2022.1

Labor markets shined brightly. Labor markets showed exceptional resilience, as unemployment was surprisingly stable and 
not greatly impacted by economic slowdowns or high interest rates.2 In developed economies, labor markets continued to 
return to pre-pandemic levels; however, labor shortages remained a serious concern.3 For both strong and sluggish 
economies, robust labor demand added brightness to an economically turbulent year. 
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Inflation started to cool but continued to weigh down economies. High interest rates finally started to bring down 
inflation in the third quarter. Throughout 2023, central banks around the world fought to curb inflation by raising interest 
rates to disincentivize spending, investment, and growth, and thereby stop prices from rising. But the worst part of that 
fight seems to have ended in the third quarter. Prices leveled off, which improved consumer and investor confidence, 
providing relief to households and hope that interest rates would also level off in 2024. But the shadow of high inflation 
still weighed on consumers, investors, businesses, and economies around the world.

Uncertainty persisted and recessions loomed. For some, namely Europe, recessionary risk was apparent. But even for 
top performers, such as the United States, economists urged caution since it was unclear if the economy avoided a 
recession or merely pushed it to 2024. The world showed resilience thus far, but economists were weary as to whether it 
would continue. Some believed interest rates already did their worst,4 while others predicted inflation, high interest rates, 
and geopolitical conflicts would continue to restrain economies next year.5

Let’s see how these surprising themes played out in countries around the world. In our fourth quarter report, we will find 
out how the surprises ended and the outlook they bring for 2024.

UNITED STATES  
AND CANADA

Defying all odds of recession in the 
third quarter, the United Stated 
celebrated a robust economy and  

job market. Gross domestic product (GDP) surged at a 
4.9% annual rate,6 a big leap from the 2.1% increase in  
the second quarter.* Strong consumer and government 
spending, along with increased inventories, exports, 
housing investment, and private investment, boosted the 
economy.7 And with it came hope for a soft landing, where 
high interest rates would bring down inflation without 
hampering economic growth or employment.8  

The rise in consumer spending was due to falling inflation 
as well as a strong labor market and wage increases that 
gave consumers the confidence to spend.9 Labor shortages 
caused wages to increase 1.2% in the third quarter 
compared to 1% in the second.10 Unemployment remained 
stable and at a low rate not seen for decades—3.7%, up 
from 3.6% in the second quarter.11 A total of 584,000 jobs 
were added in the third quarter of 2023, compared to 
603,000 in the second.† At the end of the third quarter, the 
number of job openings was the same as the previous 
quarter, 9.6 million,12 and the number of unemployed 

workers increased roughly to 6.4 million from 5.8 million.13

Maryland had the lowest unemployment rate at 1.7%, 
followed by New Hampshire and Vermont at 1.8%, the 
Dakotas at 1.9%, and Nebraska at 2%. Nevada maintained 
the highest unemployment rate at 5.4%, followed by 
Washington D.C. at 5% and California at 4.6%. Most states 
had stable unemployment rates in the third quarter, but 
some saw significant month-to-month increases: 3 states 
increased in July,14 10 in August,15 and 16 in September.16

Canada, in stark contrast to the Unites States, struggled  
to keep its head above water, as the country narrowly 
avoided a recession. GDP shrank at an annual rate of  
1.1% in the third quarter, crushing the Bank of Canada’s 
projection of 0.8% growth.17 Due to a 22-year high in 
interest rates, exports declined and spending from 
businesses and households flattened, causing GDP to 
shrink unexpectedly 0.3% from the second quarter, which 
expanded 0.3% from the first.18

Job vacancies declined sharply, by 9%, from their peak  
in the second quarter of 2022,19 as more Canadians looked 
for work and unemployment increased from 5.2% in the 
second quarter of 2023 to 5.5% in the third. But when 
compared to the third quarter of 2022, Canada had the 
largest decrease in unemployment of any country examined 
in this report, down 1.7 percentage points from 7.2%.

* Third quarter GDP in the United States was revised down from 5.2% to 4.9%. Second quarter GDP was revised down from 2.4% to 2.1%.
†  These are the revised numbers for seasonally adjusted, nonfarm payroll, which covered 157,000 jobs in July, 165,000 jobs in August, and 262,000 jobs in September. The number 

of added jobs first published by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics was 710,000 in the third quarter: 187,000 jobs in July, 187,000 jobs in August, and 336,000 jobs in September, 
each later revised down. The number of added jobs first published was 801,000 in the second quarter: 253,000 in April, 339,000 in May, and 209,000 in June, each later revised 
down to 217,000, 281,000, and 105,000, respectively.
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ASIA-PACIFIC (APAC)

According to the IMF, the Asia-Pacific 
region remained a key driver of 
economic growth in the world, as it 
accounted for two-thirds of global 

growth and was forecasted to grow 4.6% in 2023.20

Developing Asia showed resilience in the third quarter, 
which led the Asian Development Bank to revise upward 
its 2023 GDP outlook from 4.7% to 4.9%. In Emerging Asia,‡ 
most countries experienced an upturn because of a 
post-Covid recovery that brought healthy consumer 
spending, renewed tourism, and declining unemploy-
ment.21 Overall, the region fared quite well, even in the 
face of prolonged high interest rates, troubles in the 
Chinese property market, and reduced demand from 
advanced economies.22

China showed signs of stabilization in the third quarter after 
a difficult first half of the year when it was unable to recover 
as quickly as expected after ending the zero-Covid policy 
that paralyzed its economy in 2022.23 GDP grew 1.3% from 
the second quarter and 4.9% from the previous year.24 
Consumer spending and industrial activity went up,25 and 
urban unemployment fell from 5.2% in August to 5% in 
September, the lowest since November 2021, according to 
official numbers.26 However, the labor market showed signs 
of weakness, as private sector businesses struggled.27

Despite its growth, the Chinese economy was dragged 
down by a real estate crisis caused by an overbuilt 
housing market, along with high youth unemployment, 
reduced exports, and diminished consumer and investor 
sentiment.28 In response, the government stopped 
publishing concerning economic data, including the 
plummeting consumer confidence index29 and ballooning 
youth unemployment rate, which was 21.3% when it was 
last published in August.30

Japan had a worse-than-expected decline in the third quarter, 
which disappointed after a roaring second quarter when 
annualized GDP expanded 4.8%, the Nikkei Stock Average 
(Nikkei 225) reached a 33-year high, and inflation returned 
after years of chronic deflation.31 But because of weakened 
consumer and business spending in the third quarter, 

annualized GDP fell 2.9% with a 0.7% quarter-over-quarter 
fall.32 Prices rose faster than salaries, which caused consumer 
spending to weaken and real wages to decline for an 
eighteenth straight month in September.33 In the same month, 
the number of those aged 65 years and older reached a 
concerning high of 29.1% of the population, as Japan’s aging 
and declining population strained economic activity and labor 
markets.34 Unemployment stayed low and steady at 2.7%.

South Korea’s economy was stronger than expected, as 
exports and consumer spending revived.35 GDP grew 
quarter-over-quarter by 0.6%, with an annualized growth  
of 1.4%, following a 0.9% growth in the second quarter.36 
Unemployment held its record low of 2.6%.

India, now the world’s largest population and 
fastest-growing economy, is on fire and far surpassed 
expectations in the third quarter. Supported by increases 
in government spending and manufacturing, GDP grew 
7.6%, down slightly from 7.8% in the second quarter.37 
However, this growth has not translated into more jobs,38 
as unemployment remained high at 7.7% in the third 
quarter, down from 8.2% in the second. A disproportionate 
number of the unemployed were under 30 years old  
and forced into low-paid casual work or self-employment 
because well-paid, full-time jobs were difficult to find.39

Australia hit a wall in the third quarter, with only 0.2% 
growth, as consumer spending flatlined.40 A massive spike 
in population caused a 0.5% decline in per-capita GDP,  
but it also bolstered the economy by bringing more 
consumption, investment, and tax revenue. An influx of 
migration relieved labor shortages, as unemployment went 
up to 3.7% from 3.6%.41 

EUROPE, THE  
MIDDLE EAST, AND 
AFRICA (EMEA)

The economies of EMEA performed 
worse than expected in the third 

quarter, most notably in Europe, as Germany and the United 
Kingdom, the region’s two largest economies, receded into 
recessionary territory. Of the 116 EMEA nations, this report 
studied the economic and employment trends of 26.§

‡ Countries in Emerging Asia include China, India, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam.
§ Kazakhstan was erroneously classified under EMEA in previous reports.
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Simply put, Europe’s economy did not do well in the third 
quarter, which added a pessimistic tone to overall strong 
global sentiment. Performances ranged between 
stagnation and recession, as GDP contracted by 0.1% in 
the euro area,** compared to zero growth in the fourth 
quarter of 2022 and first quarter of 2023, and 0.2% growth 
in the second quarter.42 The European Union expanded  
by 0.1% in the third quarter. France grew by 0.1%, Spain by 
0.3%, and Italy stayed the same, while Ireland had the 
steepest decline in the eurozone of 1.8%.43

Prices continued to calm since they went through the 
roof in 2022 when Russia’s invasion of Ukraine spurred 
an energy crisis. However, the economy hasn’t yet  
been able to rebound, as it was beset in the third  
quarter of 2023 by high interest rates that lowered 
consumption and investment, in addition to record-high 
temperatures in July that caused devastating wildfires  
in southern Europe.44

Despite economic challenges, the labor market showed 
resilience,45 as unemployment held at 6.5% in the euro 
area and 6% in the European Union.46 Spain had the 
highest unemployment at 11.8%, followed by Greece  
at 10.6% and Turkey at 9.1%. Sweden and Finland had the 
largest decreases in unemployment, 1% and 1.1%, down to 
7.2% and 6.9%, respectively. Switzerland had the lowest  
unemployment rate at 2%.

Of all the European countries, Germany was hit hardest by 
the energy crisis because of its large manufacturing sector 
and former dependence on Russia’s low-cost fuel.47 After 
stagnation in the first half of 2023, the economy was unable 
to gain traction and contracted 0.1% from the second 
quarter. The labor market remained stable, as unemploy-
ment inched to 5.7% in the third quarter, up from 5.6% in the 
second and 5.5% in the first.48

The United Kingdom shrank by 0.1% after zero growth in 
the second quarter,49 which put it at the edge of recession. 
In response to increasingly higher interest rates and 
financial fears, consumers spent less and saved more, 
which subdued the economy.50 For the same reasons, 
demand for labor declined, as employers reduced their 
hiring of permanent staff in August51 and unemployment 
rose from 4.0% in the second quarter to 4.2% in the third.52 
However, wage growth outpaced inflation, and officials felt 

the economy showed resilience given the great shock it 
endured from the energy crisis and pandemic.53

Russia reported a boom in GDP of 5.5% in the third 
quarter, compared to a recessionary 2.1% drop that 
occurred in 2022 as a result of widespread sanctions  
that didn’t seem to hold their economy back in 2023.54 
But Russia’s rebound came with a tight labor market, 
involving labor shortages caused by miliary mobilization 
and hundreds of thousands of workers leaving the 
country due to the war,55 which may pose a threat to the 
economy in the future.56 Unemployment was 3% in the 
third quarter, down from 3.2% in the second.

As of the third quarter, growth for 2023 in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) was forecasted to decline 
significantly compared to 2022—1.9% growth compared 
to 6%, respectively.57 Cuts in oil prices and production, as 
well as high interest rates and inflation, confined 
economic activity. Jobs and livelihoods deteriorated in 
response, as unemployment in MENA was hit twice as 
hard as any other developing country and per capita 
income decreased from 4.3% growth in 2022 to 0.4% 
growth in 2023. However, the economy was aided by 
growth in non-oil sectors,58 especially in the UAE59 and 
Saudi Arabia, as well as the strongest post-pandemic 
tourism recovery in the world,60 namely in the UAE,  
Saudi Arabia, Qatar,61 and Turkey.

Africa’s growth projection for 2023 was revised 
downward to 3.4% from 4% after lackluster performance 
in the third quarter.62 Reasons for the downturn included 
geopolitical tensions and conflicts, extreme weather 
events, and tight global financial conditions.63 In 2023, 
unemployment in Africa was 7.1%. South Africa had the 
highest unemployment in the world by far at 31.9% in the 
third quarter.64 

LATIN AMERICA

According to the Latin American 
economic climate index (ICE), 
business climate was at its highest  
in two years in the third quarter, after 

it reached lows in the last half of 2022 and first half of 
2023, signaling a potentially brighter future for Latin 

** The euro area, also known as the eurozone, includes the 20 countries of the European Union that use the euro currency.
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America.65 The region was greatly impacted by the 
economic growth and interest rate hikes in the United 
States, along with the slowdown in China that hurt trade, 
investments, and finances.66

Unemployment dropped in Latin America and the 
Caribbean to its lowest point since 2014, 6.3% compared 
to 7.2% last year.67 Of the six Latin American countries 
examined in this report, Colombia had the highest 
unemployment of 9.4%. Argentina decreased unemploy-
ment from 6.2% in the second quarter to 5.7% in the third. 
However, it likely entered a recession in the third  
quarter68 and experienced an economic crisis with 40%  
of Argentinians living in poverty and inflation at 100%.69

Brazil had a slight 0.1% GDP gain in the third quarter, which 
did not compare to the 1% gain in the second quarter but 
was 2% higher compared to the third quarter of 2022.  
The third quarter surprisingly did not contract as 
forecasted but also did not deliver as well as the second 
quarter because of higher interest rates and agriculture 
that boomed in the first half of the year but declined in  
the third quarter.70 

Nevertheless, the labor market showed surprising 
resilience in Brazil as well as Mexico, a sign of strength  
for the region’s two largest economies.71 In Brazil, 
unemployment decreased slightly from 8% in the second 
quarter to 7.7% in the third, the lowest rate since 2015.72

In Mexico, unemployment increased to 3.0% in the third 
quarter from 2.8% in the second. Overall, Mexico enjoyed 
excellent momentum in the third quarter, as it slightly 
surpassed forecasts by expanding for the eighth straight 
quarter.73 Driven by strong industrial activity and consumer 
spending, annualized GDP grew 3.3%, up 1.1% from the 
second quarter.74 

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 such as the UK with a high proportion 
of its potential workforce employed will be far lower than 
what a less developed country such as Colombia reports. 

Economic growth is also very relative. A smaller growth 
rate is not a negative when evaluating the economic 
health of a country. For example, the GDP growth rate in 
Indonesia was 5.2% in 2018, far above the global growth 
rate of 1.7% in France. The larger economy of France will 
not grow proportionately to the smaller one of Indonesia.n
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Country Population 
(millions)*

2023 GDP  
(US $Billions)**

3Q % Unemployment  
Rate*** Last Report 3Q 2022 Reported 

Unemployment Rate Update Frequency Last Updated

NORTH AMERICA

US 335.54 26,854.60 3.7 3.6 3.5 Monthly Sep-23
Canada 39.64 2,089.67 5.5 5.2 7.2 Monthly Sep-23

ASIA PACIFIC

India 1,436.51 3,736.88 7.7 8.2 7.2 Monthly Sep-23
China 1,411.96 19,373.59 5.2 5.2 5.4 Monthly Sep-23
Indonesia 277.43 1,391.78 5.3 5.5 6.5 Quarterly Sep-23
Bangladesh 170.28 420.52 4.8 4.8 4.7 Annually Dec-22
Japan 124.62 4,409.74 2.7 2.6 2.6 Monthly Sep-23
Philippines 112.89 440.90 4.6 4.4 5.2 Monthly Sep-23
Vietnam 100.35 449.10 2.3 2.3 2.3 Quarterly Jun-23
Thailand 70.18 574.23 1.0 1.1 1.2 Quarterly Sep-23
South Korea 51.57 1,721.91 2.6 2.6 2.7 Monthly Sep-23
Malaysia 33.40 447.03 3.4 3.5 3.7 Monthly Sep-23
Australia 26.28 1,707.55 3.7 3.6 3.5 Monthly Sep-23
Taiwan 23.32 790.73 3.4 3.5 3.7 Monthly Sep-23
Kazakhstan 19.96 245.70 4.7 4.7 4.9 Quarterly Sep-23
Hong Kong 7.30 382.85 2.8 3.0 4.1 Monthly Sep-23
Singapore 5.66 515.55 2.0 1.9 2.1 Quarterly Sep-23

EMEA

Russia 143.20 2,062.65 3.0 3.2 3.9 Monthly Sep-23
Egypt 106.23 387.11 7.1 7.0 7.4 Quarterly Sep-23
Turkey 86.27 1,029.30 9.1 9.6 10.0 Monthly Sep-23
Germany 83.86 4,308.85 5.7 5.6 5.5 Monthly Sep-23
United Kingdom 68.12 3,158.94 4.2 4.0 3.6 Monthly Sep-23
France 65.83 2,923.49 7.4 7.2 7.3 Quarterly Sep-23
South Africa 61.53 399.02 31.9 32.6 32.9 Quarterly Sep-23
Italy 58.94 2,169.75 7.6 7.7 8.0 Monthy Sep-23
Spain 47.80 1,492.43 11.8 11.6 12.7 Quarterly Sep-23
Poland 37.61 748.89 5.0 5.1 5.2 Monthly Sep-23
Saudi Arabia 35.49 1,061.90 5.1 4.9 5.8 Quarterly Jun-23
Netherlands 17.69 1,080.88 3.6 3.5 3.7 Monthly Sep-23
Belgium 11.70 624.25 5.3 5.6 5.4 Monthly Sep-23
Sweden 10.81 599.05 7.2 8.2 6.5 Monthly Sep-23
Greece 10.59 239.30 10.6 11.3 12.2 Monthly Sep-23
Portugal 10.29 267.72 6.1 6.1 5.8 Quarterly Sep-23
United Arab Emirates 10.09 498.98 N/A N/A 2.8 Annually Dec-22
Israel 9.71 539.22 3.2 3.6 3.6 Monthly Sep-23
Austria 9.07 515.20 6.0 5.9 5.7 Monthly Sep-23
Switzerland 8.81 869.60 2.0 1.9 2.0 Monthly Sep-23
Denmark 5.89 405.63 2.5 2.4 2.3 Monthly Sep-23
Finland 5.55 301.67 6.9 8.0 6.7 Monthly Sep-23
Norway 5.48 554.11 3.6 3.4 3.2 Monthly Sep-23
Ireland 5.19 594.10 4.5 4.2 4.3 Monthly Sep-23
Kuwait 4.89 164.71 N/A N/A 2.5 Annually Dec-22
Qatar 2.62 219.57 0.1 0.1 0.1 Annually Mar-23

LATIN AMERICA

Brazil 215.16 2,081.24 7.8 8.3 8.9 Monthly Sep-23
Mexico 131.23 1,663.16 3.0 2.8 3.4 Monthly Sep-23
Colombia 52.16 334.69 9.4 10.2 10.8 Monthly Sep-23
Argentina 46.76 641.10 5.7 6.2 7.1 Quarterly Jun-23
Peru 34.51 268.24 6.5 6.8 7.3 Monthly Sep-23
Chile 20.11 358.56 8.9 8.6 7.9 Monthly Sep-23

* Data from the International Monetary Fund, November 28, 2023.
** Data from the International Monetary Fund, November 28, 2023. Please note, some numbers may be estimates.
*** Source: Tradingeconomics.com, November 28, 2023.
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