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3.1. Recent developments in key 
labour market variables

Ioannis Cholezas

3.1.1. Introduction

The labour market continued to recover in 2021. Em-
ployment rebounded, but without fully compensating 
for the losses in 2020, as revealed from the compar-
ison with 2019. The data for the first nine months of 
the year show that the evolution of female employment 
and youth employment falls short of that of males and 
individuals aged 30-64, respectively. Labour market 
participation declined, since some groups were dis-
couraged by the pandemic. The analysis of employ-
ment changes by sector of economic activity leads to 
some alarming findings. One finding that needs to be 
further researched is the increase in the number of the 
self-employed in the last two years, probably as a con-
sequence of the measures implemented to support 
employment or as a last resort for those who cannot 
find jobs as employees. Part-time employment seems 
to increase at a slower pace compared to full-time em-
ployment, perhaps because sectors that use it exten-
sively have not recovered yet, but at least it seems less 
of a forced choice than before. The decrease in the 
number of the underemployed also points to an im-
provement in labour market conditions, even though 
it is not equally experienced by all population groups. 
Reviewing developments in paid employment does 
not change the general conclusions, but it allows an 
in-depth analysis by sector and occupation and leads 
to interesting findings. The unemployment rate was 
further reduced in 2021, while the decrease in the 
number of the long-term unemployed allows for some 
optimism. The faster decline in the youth unemploy-
ment rate is also a positive development, but the slow-
er decline in the female unemployment rate should be 

examined more thoroughly. Finally, the state, due to 
the emergence of new coronavirus variants, seems 
willing to continue supporting employment and took 
additional measures to that end. 

3.1.2. Employment 

The quantitative characteristics of employment 

The number of the employed continued to increase in 
the third quarter of 2021 (2021Q3). There were more 
than 201.6 thousand employed compared to 2021Q2 
and 184.7 thousand more employed on a y-o-y ba-
sis (2020Q3-2021Q3) aged 15-64. Even compared to  
2019Q3, i.e., before the pandemic, the number of the 
employed in the period July-September 2021 increased 
by 129 thousand. Even though this is a positive devel
opment, which indicates that the labour market is re-
covering from the pandemic with the help of seasonal 
activities, averages of the first nine months reveal that 
the number of the employed has not yet fully recov-
ered since there were 47.3 thousand fewer people 
employed compared to the first nine months of 2019, 
but 2.2 thousand more compared to 2022 (Graph 
3.1.1).1 

The number of the employed went down in October 
on a y-o-y basis by -46.5 thousand (compared to Sep-
tember), but it increased in November by 55 thousand, 
compensating for the initial decrease. The number of 
the employed in both months has increased compared 
to the respective months in 2020 by 101.2 thousand 
(October) and 209 thousand (November). This means 
that on a annual basis, the number of the employed 
increased by 2.5% and 5.4% respectively. So long as 
there is no drastic change in December, the number 
of the employed is expected to be bigger than the last 
quarter of 2020.

The comparison with the first nine months of 2019 
reveals that the number of employed men have de-
creased faster than employed women (-32.8 thousand 
vs. -14.4 thousand); compared to 2020, the former 
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1. Considering in the analysis people over 64 does not change the results significantly, but it decreases the size of the employment 

shortfall.
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2. These figures correspond to unemployment rates for people aged 15-64. 

population because the number of the unemployed 
decreased faster. In particular, in the first nine months 
of 2019, the unemployed represented 17.6% of the la-
bour force, while in 2021, that share dropped to 15.4%.2 
The decrease in the number of the unemployed is ob-
viously a positive development, but it would be even 
better if it were accompanied by a respective increase 
in the number of the employed so as to increase la-
bour force participation. Note that the pandemic led to 
the increase in the number of the economically inac-
tive by almost 85 thousand in 2020. Only 4 thousand 
seem to have returned to the labour force since then, 
and according to detailed data, the number of inac-
tive individuals aged 30-44 has increased by approxi-
mately 69 thousand in the period 2019-2021, of which 
around 43 thousand were women. Their return to the 
labour force will not be an easy task. 

The biggest increase in the number of the employed 
in the first nine months of 2021 was reported in Public 
administration and defence, mandatory social security 
(+42.9 thousand) and the second biggest in Agricul-
ture, forestry and fishing (+25.6 thousand). On the oth-
er hand, the biggest reduction was reported in Accom-
modation and food service activities (-30.3 thousand). 
The same sectors stand out compared to 2019, but 
in this case, employment losses in tourism are great-
er than 66 thousand. This means that despite the im-
provement in labour market conditions, some sectors 
have not fully recovered from the pandemic, especially 
tourism. It also means, though, that there is room for 

have increased, but the latter have decreased (+9 
thousand vs. -6.7 thousand). Therefore, it seems that 
the number of employed men is more volatile than 
women; this is unfavourable in periods of decreasing 
employment, but beneficial in periods of increasing 
employment. The same holds for young people aged 
15-29. In other words, the number of the employed de-
creased compared to the first nine months of 2019, but 
more so for young people than for people 30-64 (-7.7% 
vs. -0.3%). Compared to 2020, the number of the for-
mer decreased by -12.7 thousand while the number of 
the latter increased by 15.9 thousand. 

Despite the smaller number of the employed, the em-
ployment rate has increased in 2021 and is similar 
to that of 2019 and only marginally bigger than 2020 
(56.6%, 56.5% and 56.2%, respectively). In any case, 
the employment rate has been almost stable for the 
past three years, close to 65% for men 15-64 and ap-
proximately 47.5% for women, since the decrease in 
the number of the employed was compensated by the 
reduction in the population in both sexes. On the other 
hand, the participation rate (share of working age peo-
ple who are either employed or unemployed) in the 
first nine months of 2021 is lower by 1.7 percentage 
points compared to 2019 and 0.4 percentage points 
compared to 2020. This means that not all variables 
have returned to the pre-pandemic levels; hence, 
there is no room for complacency. 

A more thorough look at individual constituents of the 
labour force reveals that it decreased faster than the 

GRAPH 3.1.1
Change in the number of the employed in the first nine months (in thousands)
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-0.5% and -12.7%, respectively. The reduction of invol-
untary part-time employees is remarkable and much 
faster than all part-timers. This is a favourable devel-
opment;4 even more so during the first months of 2021 
when the decline reached -28%. 

The number of the underemployed has also declined 
over the past two years. The decline reached 20 thou-
sand in 2021Q3, of which 57.5% were men. The reduc-
tion amounted to -21.7% or 46.7 thousand in the first 
nine months of 2021, almost equally divided between 
men and women. However, women continue to be un-
deremployed more often than men and the gender 
gap has increased over time: 62.7% of the total num-
ber of the underemployed were women in 2021Q3, 
57.5% in 2019Q3, 55% in 2017Q3. The reduction in 
the number of the underemployed was -28.7% or 
67.6 thousand individuals in period 2019-2020 (Ta-
ble 3.1.1). This means that the reduction in period 
2020-2021 was bigger than the reduction in period 
2019-2020. Therefore, despite the pandemic and the 
problems it caused, underemployment continued to 
shrink, but not across the board since the gender 
differential has widened. There is also an imbalance 
in the evolution of undeemployed youth aged 15-29, 
since the relative decline is almost double that re-
ported for the underemployed aged 30+ (-33.2% vs. 
-17.5%) in period 2020-2021. 

The frequency of absence from work increased in 
2021Q3 (Table 3.1.2). Even though one out of ten was 
absent from work, this figure falls short of the maxi-
mum in 2020Q2 (more than 20%); it is surely bigger 
than the previous two years. On the contrary, average 
working hours declined to 37.2 per week, i.e., 1.2 few-
er hours compared to the respective quarter in 2020 
and 1.6 fewer hours compared to 2021Q2. This means 
that the increase in the number of the employed was 
accompanied by a decrease in the intensity of em-
ployment. Note also that the average working hours 
for the first nine months still fall short of the respective 
average in 2019. Other services is the sector reporting 
the shortest working week (29.9 hours) and the high-
est frequency of absences from work (19.7%), while 
Agriculture, forestry and fishing reports the longest 
working week (42.6 hours) and the lowest frequency 
of absences from work (1.9%). 

increases in the near future. Moreover, the increase in 
employment in the agricultural sector and the public 
sector can only be considered temporary. However, it 
should be further explored, especially if it is associated 
with low productivity and fiscal burden. 

The qualitative characteristics of employment

Most employed individuals over the age of 15 work 
as employees. Employees account for 68.7% of the 
employed in the third quarter of 2021. The second 
biggest group consists of self-employed without 
personnel (20.2%) and the third one consists of 
self-employed with personnel (8%). The share of em-
ployees is marginally bigger in the first nine months 
of 2021 compared to previous years (Table 3.1.1). 
Also compared to 2020, following the reduction that 
took place due to the pandemic and social distanc-
ing, during which only self-employed with personnel 
were spared (+5.1 thousand), in 2021, the number 
of self-employed with and without personnel both in-
creased. On the contrary, the number of employees 
and helpers in family businesses continued to de-
cline. The former have decreased by -3.5 thousand 
and the latter by -2.2 thousand when comparing the 
average of the first nine months. The strengthening 
of self-employment over the past two years, espe-
cially self-employed with personnel, may be the out-
come of state measures to support businesses and 
employment, but also distorting motives.3

Part-time employment accounted for 8.1% of total em-
ployment in 2021Q3, while the number of part-time 
employees increased by 4.7% compared to the same 
quarter in 2020, interrupting the fall which started in 
2020Q2. Despite the increase of the third quarter, full-
time employment has recovered following the decline 
in 2020, but part-time employment has not; the num-
ber of part-time employees declined by 10% (Table 
3.1.1). It is worth mentioning that the reduction is three 
times bigger than the one corresponding to period 
2019-2020. As a result, comparing 2021 to 2019 re-
veals that the number of full-time employees over the 
age of 15 declined by 17.5 thousand while the number 
of part-time employees declined by 45.5 thousand; in 
relative terms, these figures represent a reduction of 

3. Note that according to ELSTAT’s data on the demographics of businesses (https://www.statistics.gr/el/exp-ent-startups), some 47.4 

thousand businesses were established in 2019, while 59 thousand businesses were established in the first nine months of 2020 and another 

75.4 thousand businesses in 2021. Based on the same data (https://www.epixeiro.gr/article/248900), almost 11 thousand fewer businesses 

closed in 2020; this represents a reduction of -22.7% compared to 2019.   

4. On the contrary, there was a big increase in the number of those working part-time due to illness or incapacity (+48.1%) and those de-

claring other reasons (-31.7%) in the first nine months of 2021. 

https://www.statistics.gr/el/exp-ent-startups
https://www.epixeiro.gr/article/248900
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December can have either sign. It is interesting that 
in 2021, contrary to previous years, the reduction in 
paid jobs was greater in November, indicating that lay-
offs and quits were delayed this year. Perhaps this is 
one reason why net flows are negative in December. 
Moreover, net flows, although negative, were smaller 
than those in years 2018 and 2019, but larger than all 
previous years since 2001. 

Approximately 349 thousand more hires took place in 
2021 compared to 2020, but considerably fewer com-
pared to 2019 (435 thousand) (Table 3.1.3). Since 
the number of layoffs and quits moved in a similar 
manner, i.e., they have increased compared to 2020 
but fall short compared to 2019, the net flow of paid 
jobs has a positive sign and is comparable in size to 
2013. A greater positive net flow was reported only 
in period 2016-2018, possibly because measures to 
protect employment reduced layoffs but did not af-
fect hires.

The increasing trend observed in full-time job hires in 
2020 continued in 2021. Hence, new full-time jobs ac-
counted for 53.4% of all new jobs throughout the year, 
i.e., an increase of 2 percentage points compared to 
2020, 8.3 percentage points compared to 2019 and 
7.8 percentage points compared to 2018. On the oth-
er hand, the share of new part-time jobs and work-in-
shifts jobs decreased compared to previous years. 
This is especially true for work-in-shifts jobs compared 
to 2019 (-4.8 percentage points) and 2018 (-5.2 per-
centage points). There is no doubt that this is a posi-
tive development for the employed, coupled with the 
reduction in involuntary part-time employment dis-
cussed above, although it may indicate a reduction of 
labour market flexibility. 

Conversions of full-time job contracts into flexible 
forms of employment moved in a similar way (Table 
3.1.4). The total reduction reached -32.9% in 2021, 
when the increases of the two previous years record-
ed 5.1% (2018-2019) and 5.5% (2019-2020). Perhaps 
2021 is the start of something new, but it has to be 
verified in the coming months. In particular, following 
the strong increase in conversions to work-in-shifts 
without the consent of the employee in 2020, there 
was a strong decline by approximately 80% in 2021. 
Moreover, the increase in conversions to work-in-
shifts with the employee’s consent in 2020 reached 
48.9%, followed by a decrease in 2021 that ultimate-
ly led to fewer conversions even compared to 2019. 
On the contrary, conversions of full-time job contracts 
into part-time job contracts decreased in both 2020 
(-12.7%) and 2021 (-14.5%). 

3.1.3. Developments in paid employment

The reports of the information system ERGANI of the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs describe the evo-
lution of paid employment on a monthly basis and 
are published before the Labour Force Survey. This 
means that they provide an early view of the labour 
market even though they address paid employment 
only. Autumn, i.e., September, October and Novem-
ber, as well as December to a smaller extent, is often 
characterised by a negative flow of paid employment 
jobs. In other words, layoffs and quits are more than 
hires, since the positive net flows in September are 
usually not enough to compensate for the negative net 
flows of the following two months, while net flows in 

TABLE 3.1.2  Indices measuring the 
impact of the pandemic on the labour 
market 

Absence from 
work* (%)

Working 
hours

2019Q1 3.3 38.2

2019Q2 2.0 39.4

2019Q3 6.9 38.5

2019Q4 2.8 39.1

2020Q1 9.2 35.5

2020Q2 22.3 30.3

2020Q3 8.6 38.4

2020Q4 11.6 35.3

2021Q1 8.8 35.6

2021Q2 3.5 38.8

2021Q3 10.2 37.2

2019Q1-2021Q1 5.5 -2.6

2019Q2-2021Q2 1.5 -0.6

2019Q3-2020Q3 1.7 -0.1

2020Q1-2021Q1 -0.4 0.1

2020Q2-2021Q2 -18.8 8.5

2020Q3-2021Q3 1.6 -1.2

Source: ELSTAT, Labour Force Survey Press Releases 

Q1, Q2, Q3 2021, KEPE processing. 

* As a share of employed.
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ately big share of paid jobs (49.8% of the total and more 
than 66 thousand posts), while new contracts were di-
vided almost equally between full-time and part-time 
jobs (30,780 vs. 28,669). Contrary to the remaining age 
groups, the number of jobs occupied by individuals 
over 55 declined. 

Five sectors of economic activity had large positive 
net flows of paid employment jobs (>9,000) in 2021; 
Retail trade, except for motor vehicles and motorcycles 
(+17,042), Accommodation and food service activities 
(+26,629), Public administration and defense, compul-
sory social security (+14,011), Human health and social 
work activities (-11,175), Wholesale trade, except for 
motor vehicles and motorcycles (+9,016). The distribu-
tion of new jobs by type of job contract is presented in 
Table 3.1.5 and there are striking differences between 
sectors. For instance, the number of new full-time paid 
jobs in Accommodation and food service activities went 
down (-3.2%), but increased economy wide (+16.1%). 
It should also be noted that there is a considerable dif-
ference between wholesale and retail trade; the former 
created mostly full-time jobs (97% of total) in 2021, 
while only 48.3% of jobs were full-time in the latter. 

Most new paid jobs in 2021 were occupied by office 
clerks (+32,712); the strongest sub-group was other 
office clerks in Wholesale trade, Human health activities 
and Main offices and management consulting activities. 
Employees in personal service activities were the sec-
ond biggest group with 16,649 net new posts; the big-

Based on the data provided by the Labour Market Di-
agnosis System5, the new paid employment jobs in 
2021 were mostly full-time jobs (84,618, i.e., +16.1% 
compared to 2020) followed by part-time jobs (35,274, 
i.e., +75.8%) and, finally, work-in-shifts job contracts 
(13,190). Youth aged 15-24 occupied a disproportion-

TABLE 3.1.4  Conversions of full-time 
job contracts to flexible types of job 
contracts, January-December 

2021 2020-2021 2019-2021

N % %

Part-time 
employment 29,309 -14.5 -25.3

Work-in-shifts 
with employee’s 
consent 7,934 -52.3 -29.0

Work-in-
shifts without 
employee’s 
consent 1,288 -80.3 -68.3

Total 38,531 -32.9 -29.3

Source: ERGANI, Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, 

KEPE processing.

5. <https://eu-west-1a.online.tableau.com/t/mechanismoflabourmarketdiagnosis/views/2014-/sheet0?:showAppBanner=false&:display_

count=n&:showVizHome=n&:origin=viz_share_link>

TABLE 3.1.5  Net paid employment jobs by type of contract

Full-time Part-time Work-in-shifts Total

Retail trade except for motor vehicles  
and motorcycles

  8,238
48.3%

  7,858
46.1%

946
5.6%

17,042
100%

Accommodation and food service activities -530
-3.2%

  9,407
56.6%

  7,752
46.6%

16,629
100%

Public administration and defence, compulsory 
social security

11,709
83.6%

  2,236
16.0%

66
0.5%

14,011
100%

Human health and social work activities   9,354
83.7%

  1,627
14.6%

194
1.7%

11,175
100%

Wholesale trade, except for motor vehicles  
and motorcycles

  8,742
97.0%

337
3.7%

-63
-0.7%

9,016
100%

Source: Labour Market Diagnosis System, KEPE processing.

https://eu-west-1a.online.tableau.com/t/mechanismoflabourmarketdiagnosis/views/2014-/sheet0?:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=n&:showVizHome=n&:origin=viz_share_link
https://eu-west-1a.online.tableau.com/t/mechanismoflabourmarketdiagnosis/views/2014-/sheet0?:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=n&:showVizHome=n&:origin=viz_share_link
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at the beginning of 2020, possibly due to the pandem-
ic. This means that targeted actions to fight unemploy-
ment should continue. 

The most recent monthly data from the Labour Force 
Survey show that the unemployment rate remained al-
most constant in November (13.3% vs. 13.4% in Oc-
tober), but, in any case, almost 3 percentage points 
lower than the respective month in 2020. At the same 
time, the number of the unemployed also declined 
in November by -121.6 thousand on an annual basis 
following the decline reported in October (-154.6 thou-
sand). On the contrary, on a monthly basis there was 
an increase in the number of the unemployed in both 
months, despite the reduction in the unemployment 
rate (+5.9 thousand in October and +3.5 thousand 
in November). Having the unemployment rate and the 
number of the unemployed move in opposite directions 
is not unusual, since to calculate the unemployment 
rate one uses the number of the employed as well. 

3.1.5. Measures to protect employment

The outbreak of the coronavirus variants that has been 
unfolding since December 2021 in Greece has led the 
government to introduce additional measures or to 
extend measures already in place to protect employ-
ment.6 Hence, the suspension of job contracts with 
special purpose compensation (534 euros/month) 
was activated in January 2022. Only businesses clas-
sified in certain economic activities (NACE) are eligible 
and those selected are not allowed to lay off person-
nel. Moreover, the state will also compensate artist 
musicians and similar speciality professionals. The 
programme SYN-ERGASIA has been extended until 
31 March 2022 for full-time employees. According to 
the programme, the employer has the right to reduce 
working hours up to 50% (for working hours lost, the 
state will compensate the employee up to 60% of the 
wages due) while layoffs are banned. In addition, up 
to 50% of any firm’s personnel should work from home 
so long as the nature of the job allows it, and stag-
gered working hours have been introduced to reduce 
overcrowding on public transport during rush hours. 
Lastly, audits by the Hellenic Labour Inspectorate 
(SEPE) have intensified to ensure the use of masks 
and compliance with prescribed social distancing in 
work places. 

gest sub-category is waiters and the second biggest 
cooks, mostly in Accommodation and food service ac-
tivities. Models, salespersons and demonstrators were 
in the third place (+14,912); the biggest sub-group 
was salespersons in shops in Retail trade. The fourth 
place was occupied by market sales workers, house-
keepers, etc. (+11,702); the biggest sub-category was 
cleaners in offices, hotels, etc. in Public administration, 
defence, compulsory social security. Unskilled workers 
in mines, construction, manufacturing and transport 
are in the fifth place (+10,830); the biggest sub-group 
is unskilled workers in manufacturing industries who 
were hired mostly in Public administration, defence, 
compulsory social security and then followed hires in 
the Food industry. 

3.1.4. Unemployment 

The share of unemployed persons aged 15-64 contin-
ued to fall in the third quarter of 2021, facilitated by sea-
sonal activities, reaching 13.2% (13% for people aged 
15+). The number of the unemployed went down by 
113.1 thousand compared to 2021Q2 and 138.3 thou-
sand compared to 2020Q3. Since the increase in the 
number of the employed discussed above is bigger 
than the decrease in the number of the unemployed, 
it is safe to conclude that a large share of those who 
stopped being reported as unemployed actually found 
a job. It is also important to note that the number of the 
long-term unemployed decreased to approximately 415 
thousand: 93 thousand fewer compared to 2021Q2 and 
156 thousand compared to 2020Q3. Their share stood 
at 66.4% in 2021Q3 while, in 2014, that figure exceeded 
75%. However, it is still exceptionally high. Note that ac-
cording to Eurostat, the share of the long-term unem-
ployed in the EU27 stood at 40.9% in 2021Q3. 

Typically, the unemployment rate is higher for youth 
aged 15-29, even though it went down by approxi-
mately 6 percentage points compared to 2021Q2 and 
2020Q3, reaching 24.6%. The unemployment rate for 
men stood at 9.7% and for women at 17.5%. It is in-
teresting that while the unemployment rate differential 
between youth 15-29 and individuals aged 30-64 has 
been narrowing (13.5 percentage points in 2021Q3, 
i.e., roughly similar to 2010), hence the employment 
prospects for the youth have been improving, the dif-
ferential between men and women stopped shrinking 

6. See <https://covid19.gov.gr/category/oikonomia-ergasia/>. 

https://covid19.gov.gr/category/oikonomia-ergasia/

