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Economic growth in the OECD area grew by an average of 2.8% per year in the 20 years to 2008, which 
was still slightly faster than in the previous 20 years, despite the current crisis. The fastest annual 
growth over two decades was recorded by Ireland, at over 6% per year, followed by Korea at 5.6% and 
the Slovak Republic with 5.1%. Average growth reached over 4% in three other countries, but three 
countries posted growth of below 2%. Poland and Hungary also delivered strong growth, though the 
Czech Republic, also a transition economy, grew more slowly. Canada and the US were the only G7 
economies to grow faster than the OECD average over the past two decades, whereas one G7 country, 
Italy, showed the most sluggish average performance, at 1.4%. GDP growth in the OECD grew by an 
average of 0.8% in 2008 and is expected to sag by 4.1% in 2009. 

GDP growthGDP growthGDP growthGDP growth
Average annual, constant PPPs, %, 1989-2008
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Luxembourg, which had the highest GDP per head in the OECD in 1988 at $24,971 per head, was still 
in the top slot in 2008 with some $79,800 per head, a rise of 220%. The profile of the top 10 has not 
changed much in two decades, with the US, Norway, Canada and Switzerland still in the leading group. 
Denmark and Sweden have slipped back, replaced by the Netherlands and Ireland. And in the past year, 
Iceland, badly hurt by the crisis, has been replaced by Australia. Six countries now have GDP per head 
above $40,000. The average for the OECD was $33,400 in 2008, compared with $14,493 in 1988. 
Poland, Mexico and Turkey had the lowest GDP per head in 2008, at below $18,000. 
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Public debt, or general government debt, which covers central and local governments, has risen sharply 
in the OECD area since 1989, from about 59% to nearly 79% in 2008. These proportions are likely to 
increase significantly in the coming few years, as statisticians factor in the high price of the stimulus 
packages put in place to bolster recession-hit economies in the OECD area and to tackle the social 
fallout of the downturn. But in 2008, before stimulus packages were launched, Japan’s debt already 
stood at nearly 175% of its total GDP, while the level of public debt in Finland, France and Germany 
had nearly doubled, and had nearly quadrupled in Korea, over the past 20 years. Denmark, New Zealand 
and Ireland, however, showed significant drops in the level of public debt over the same period.
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General government fiscal balances of OECD countries dropped to an average of -7.7% of nominal 
GDP in 2009. Norway is the only country that is not running an overall deficit, though that is thanks to 
its oil revenues. The current recession has hit revenues in every country, but countries that needed large 
crisis response and stimulus packages, like the US, Ireland and the UK, saw their deficits soar to above 
10% of nominal GDP. Countries in a strong fiscal position before the crisis managed to limit their 
deficits to -2%, like Finland, Korea and Switzerland. In the euro area, Germany, which aims to maintain 
a balanced budget from 2016, managed better than France and Italy, whose fiscal deficits will exceed 
-5.5% in 2009. 
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Unemployment in the current recession is set to rise more steeply than in any previous recession since 
the 1970s. Projections show joblessness to reach nearly 10% in 2010, the OECD’s highest ever rate. If 
these projections prove accurate, the level of unemployment will be 80% higher than in 2007. That 
means that almost 26 million more people will be out of work in the OECD area alone. Since, as history 
shows, employment trends lag behind growth trends, even if economic growth becomes vigorous late in 
2010 and in 2011, it will still take several more years to reabsorb this large pool of unemployed into 
the labour market. 
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Immigrants play a key role in the dynamic of labour markets but are also among the hardest hit by the 
current economic crisis. From 2003 to 2007, some 30 million jobs were created in the OECD area, 
representing an annual employment growth rate of 1.5%. Immigrant labour contributed significantly to 
this growth. In the UK, for example, employment rose by more than 2 million since 1997, of which 
almost 1.5 million, or 71% of the total, was accounted for by persons born abroad. Immigrant 
employment has represented at least 40% of total employment growth in Austria, Denmark, Italy and 
Spain. Two main factors explain trends observed in foreign-born employment in the past decade: 
improvements in labour-market integration of immigrants and greater recruitment of foreign workers. 
However, the economic downturn significantly worsens prospects for migrant workers. Labour 
migration is on the decline in most OECD countries, sometimes very sharply, as in Spain, Ireland and 
the UK, and unemployment among immigrants is increasing more rapidly than among their native 
counterparts.  
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Inequalities in access to healthcare affect all OECD countries. One measure of healthcare access is 
whether people report an unmet care need, whether for a visit to the doctor, a dental consultation, a 
hospital admission or some other type of care. While some people cite a lack of healthcare providers, 
excessive travelling distance, or long waiting times as the reasons why they forego treatment, by far the 
most prevalent reason cited by adults with low socioeconomic status is cost.The share of people 
reporting unmet healthcare needs was by far the highest in the US, where adults with below-average 
incomes who have health insurance report significantly fewer cost-related problems than their 
uninsured counterparts. The Netherlands and the UK reported the lowest unmet needs, suggesting good 
access and use of healthcare services in these countries. 
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Energy prices had showed a sharp 70% increase between mid-2003 and mid-2008, yet the current fall 
in prices is just as spectacular: in the six months before December 2008, the energy price index for 
fuel, electricity and petrol collapsed by 23%–to reach the same level as in September 2005. Energy 
prices seem to be firming up again, which could slow a recovery. On the other hand, the rise may also 
reflect less speculative behaviour. After all, prices for non-energy and non-food items have continued 
to rise at a regular rate of between 1.5% and 2.5% annually since January 2003. The latest forecasts 
suggest that there is no risk of deflation in the OECD area for at least the next two years. 
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Even as the world’s main economies are looking to “green growth” as the way out of the crisis and 
towards a more sustainable economy, investment in the kinds of ideas and technologies that could 
stimulate that growth has fallen sharply. Venture capital investment in the US began drying up at the 
beginning of 2008 and has practically calcified since then. Total investment in the first quarter of 2009 
was down 60% compared with the same quarter of 2008, while first sequence investment, or the first 
investments made in a company from external sources, was down 65%. Venture capitalists are 
concentrating on helping those firms survive that are already part of their investment portfolio. That 
means fewer new start-ups and less spending on innovative areas like technology, as well as on “soft 
assets”, such as research and skills that help drive growth in modern economies. 
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The economic and financial crisis led to an abrupt drop in flows of foreign direct investment (FDI) in 
2008. FDI inflows in OECD countries fell by 35% and outflows by 19% between 2007 and 2008. The 
decrease is not–yet–as large as during the 2001 downturn, though the forecast for 2009 is not 
encouraging: if the trend continues, inflows would fall to around $500 billion, three times less than in 
2007; outflows could dip below $1 trillion for the first time since 2005. Inflows already fell by 48% in 
the UK, but only by 7% in France. At the same time, outflows from France increased by 18%, whereas 
Germany and the US recorded a 15% drop in their outflows. 
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OECD countries have entered a period of demographic ageing that will have a major impact on their 
economies, labour markets and societies. The first effects of this shift are expected to be felt in the 
working-age population, as baby-boomers begin to retire in large numbers. Another effect is the size of 
youth cohorts in OECD countries, which is showing signs of declining. Only in Denmark, Mexico, the 
Netherlands and Turkey is the size of the youth cohort expected to surpass 2005 levels in 2025. Across 
the OECD, the size of the 20-24 youth cohort will be 14% smaller in 2025 than it was in 2005. A 
declining working-age population could pose challenges for financing social protection, maintaining 
living standards, funding pensions and for skill supply and productivity. 
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The sharp declines in stock markets around the world in late 2008 hit private pension systems hard. 
While pension funds in the OECD area lost more than 10% on average during 2008, that percentage 
includes a 20% drop in returns late in the year, when the crisis was at a peak. Retirees and prospective 
retirees in Ireland watched as the value of their pensions plunged by 35% during 2008. Americans and 
Australians saw more than 20% of their retirement funds evaporate. “Green shoots” began surfacing for 
pension investments in the first half of 2009, with slight positive returns in the US and Australia, while 
in Korea and Turkey there were stronger gains. Despite the bursting of two major bubbles within the 
same decade, pension-fund performance has been positive in the recent past. For example, the average 
nominal rate of return of pension funds over the past 15years was 11.8% in Sweden (8.5% in real 
terms), 10.6% in the United-States (6.1% in real terms) and 9.2% in the United Kingdom (6.1% in real 
terms). 
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With tightening government budgets, ensuring that development aid is not hit by the crisis will be a 
challenge. Since 2005, donors had agreed to increase their official development assistance (ODA) by 
$50 billion in 2010 compared with 2004 (at 2004 prices and exchange rates). Excluding debt relief and 
humanitarian aid, annual growth of 11% is required to reach that target. ODA was exceptionally high in 
2005 ($107.1 billion) and 2006 ($104.4 billion) due to large debt-relief operations for Iraq and 
Nigeria. Excluding debt-relief grants, net ODA by OECD members of the Development Assistance 
Committee rose by only 2% those years; this gives a truer reflection of the underlying trend in aid 
flows. DAC members account for some 90% of global bilateral ODA. So far, about $21 billion of the 
$50 billion promised by 2010 has already been delivered or planned. This leaves nearly an additional 
$30 billion in 2004 dollars–about $34 billion in 2007 dollars–to be programmed into donors’ aid 
budgets if they are to meet their aid commitments. 
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Carbon taxes and cap-and-trade schemes put a price on greenhouse gas emissions and help control 
the behaviour that generates them. Removing environmentally-harmful subsidies to energy 
consumption and production is also important in setting the right price for carbon because these 
subsidies are a de facto  reward for carbon emissions. Energy subsidies are high in Russia, other 
non-EU Eastern European countries, and a number of large developing countries, particularly India. 
Removing these subsidies could reduce harmful emissions sharply in these countries and in the oil-
exporting countries of the Middle East, Algeria, Egypt, Indonesia, Libya and Venezuela. The effects 
would be less marked in those countries that have agreed to reduce their emissions under the Kyoto 
Protocol, known as Annex I countries, because most of them do not subsidise energy demand. 
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General notesGeneral notesGeneral notesGeneral notes

Cut-off dateCut-off dateCut-off dateCut-off date
Cut-off date for the data: June 2009.

StatLinkStatLinkStatLinkStatLink

Totals and averagesTotals and averagesTotals and averagesTotals and averages

Notes and abbreviationsNotes and abbreviationsNotes and abbreviationsNotes and abbreviations
.. Not available or not applicable.

-  Nil or negligible.

+ Growth of more than 500%

•
•

•
•

Data are for the year specified or for the latest available year. In the latter case, 
the data are followed by a number, corresponding to the number of years of 
difference from the indicated year. For instance, -1 means that the data are one 
year older than the other figures in the column.
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The OECD’s award-winning StatLinkStatLinkStatLinkStatLink delivers Excel spreadsheets of the data 
underlying the tables in this book. Beside each StatLink logo you will find a link 
or code to the corresponding spreadsheet. The OECD’s StatLink uses Digital 
Object Identifiers (DOIs). To download a spreadsheet, either simply go to the 
OECD in Figures  online and click the appropriate link, or type it into your 
Internet browser. For instance, for background data on GDP, use StatLink: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/702548810026http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/702548810026http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/702548810026http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/702548810026. For more information, visit 
www.oecd.org/statistics/statlinkwww.oecd.org/statistics/statlinkwww.oecd.org/statistics/statlinkwww.oecd.org/statistics/statlink.
The online version of OECD in Figures contains additional information, including 
footnotes for some items.

OECD total  refers to the OECD countries as a whole. 
OECD average is the unweighted, arithmetic average of OECD countries 
shown in the table. 
EU refers to EU27, unless otherwise specified. 
EU15 refers to the 15 EU member countries prior to May 2004.

Data from earlier yearsData from earlier yearsData from earlier yearsData from earlier years

For further informationFor further informationFor further informationFor further information
Please consult the source publication specified at the bottom of each table. 
Sources of graphs are available on the online edition.  
All OECD publications are available at www.sourceOECD.orgwww.sourceOECD.orgwww.sourceOECD.orgwww.sourceOECD.org, the OECD 
online library. All OECD books can be purchased on 
www.oecdbookshop.orgwww.oecdbookshop.orgwww.oecdbookshop.orgwww.oecdbookshop.org.
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Glossary of terms used in OECD in FiguresGlossary of terms used in OECD in FiguresGlossary of terms used in OECD in FiguresGlossary of terms used in OECD in Figures

TWh Terawatt hours.

GNI Gross national income. GNI = GDP + net receipts of wages, salaries and property 
income from abroad.

ISCED International standard classification of education. A system designed by 
UNESCO to ensure comparability of education statistics. ISCED classifies various 
education programmes by their level of education (primary, secondary, tertiary...) and 
field of education (general programmes, humanities and arts, science...).

PPP Purchasing power parities (PPPs) are the currency conversion which eliminates 
the differences in price levels between countries. They are used to compare the 
volume of GDP in different countries. PPPs are obtained by evaluating the costs of a 
basket of goods and services between countries for all components of GDP; PPPs are 
given in national currency units per US dollar (in euro per US dollar for euro area 
countries). 
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PCT Patent Cooperation Treaty. An international patent law treaty which provides a 
single procedure for filing patent applications in each of its contracting states (139 
countries). 

DAC OECD Development Assistance Committee.

GDP Gross domestic product. The standard measure of the incomes generated from 
productive activity in a country. 

SNA The Systems of National Accounts includes definitions that ensure international 
comparability of national accounts aggregates such as GDP. 

Mtoe Million of tonnes of oil equivalent. This is defined as 1013 kilocalories. This 
quantity of energy is, within a few per cent, equivalent to the net heat content of 1 
million tonnes of crude oil.

NGO Non-governmental organisation.

ODA Official development assistance. Government aid to developing countries 
designed to promote economic development and welfare. ODA can be bilateral (from 
one country to another) or multilateral (via agencies such as the UN or the World 
Bank).

ICT Information and communication technologies. 

LDC Least developed countries, group of 50 countries established by the United 
Nations. To be classified as an LDC, countries must fall below thresholds established 
for income, economic diversification and social development. 
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