
Global Executive Hiring and 
Economic Outlook: Q3 2026

8 minute read

Global growth is slowing, AI is reshaping what boards 
need from their senior leaders, and executive mobility is 
accelerating in response. Our Q3 global economic outlook 
covers the hiring picture across the US, Europe, MENA 
and Asia, and explains what executives in each region 
need to do to be well-positioned for future career 
opportunities.

The IMF projects global growth of 3.0% in 2026, down 
from an average of around 3.3% across 2024-25 (IMF). 
ManpowerGroup's Q3 Employment Outlook Survey, 
covering 40,592 employers across 42 countries, puts the 
global Net Employment Outlook at 26%, down five points 
quarter-on-quarter, with outlooks weakening in 33 of 42 
countries. 

The executives finding real opportunity in this market are 
those who understand which geographies and sectors are 
generating demand, what capabilities those markets 
require, and how to position themselves before a role 
exists.

Executive mobility is accelerating in response. Tax-free 
incomes in the Gulf, AI leadership demand across Asia and 
new regulatory complexity in the EU are all pulling 
experienced executives toward markets they might not 
have previously considered. Many organisations continue 
funding executive relocation where leadership capability is 
genuinely scarce, and the pipeline of cross-border senior 
appointments has grown year-on-year since 2024.
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T H E  U N I T E D  S T A T E S

The US is the standout market in Q3 2026. The US Net Employment Outlook is 45% 
(ManpowerGroup), up seven points quarter-on-quarter and 15 points year-on-year, the strongest 
reading in nearly five years. 54% of US employers plan to increase headcount in Q3 against just 9% 
planning reductions. Americas is the only region to have strengthened year-on-year in the global 
survey.

GDP is forecast at around 2.3% for 2026 (IMF). Unemployment is projected at 4.5% (Goldman 
Sachs) as firms hold back on broad-based hiring while competing fiercely for senior leadership 
talent.

The AI gap is genuinely under-served. 78% of US companies are using AI in at least one function but 
the leadership capability to govern it hasn't kept pace. This is the clearest point of entry for an 
international executive - if you can demonstrate specific AI outcomes (tools used, decisions 
changed, commercial result), you are addressing a gap that US organisations cannot easily fill 
domestically.

Among the titles seeing the strongest growth in demand: Chief AI Officer, Chief Information Security 
Officer and Chief Transformation Officer. Demand is strongest in technology, healthcare, financial 
services, energy and infrastructure. Executives with a track record of leading AI-enabled 
transformation and the commercial credibility to operate at board level are consistently achieving 
the strongest terms.

PE-backed companies are a distinct and fast-moving segment right now. Many urgently need 
executives who can drive operational performance and transformation with clear and measurable 
strategic objectives. If you have a track record of preparing businesses for sale or navigating 
investor scrutiny, that reads very differently to a US PE board than a general leadership narrative.

Lead with sector specificity, not geography. US boards don't want "international experience" - they 
want someone who knows their sector cold and can operate from day one. Pick your entry point 
(tech, healthcare, fintech, energy) and position around it.

The strength of the US market has made it a global talent race, which means you're competing with 
executives who already have US board exposure, US investor relationships and sometimes US 
market experience. 

Get into US search firm networks before you need them. Russell Reynolds, Spencer Stuart, Korn 
Ferry and Heidrick all run significant US practices from London. Those relationships are worth more 
than any application.

Make sure your LinkedIn reads to an American audience - outcomes and commercial impact first, 
not CV chronology. 
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E U R O P E  A N D  T H E  E U

The European economy is absorbing an energy shock it did not plan for. Eurozone GDP is forecast at 
0.9% in 2026, with Germany growing just 0.3% in Q1 and France flat at 0.0%. Eurozone inflation 
reached 3.2% in Q2 and is expected to ease only partially to 2.8% in Q3. The ECB raised rates by 25 
basis points to 2.25% in June 2026 (ECB), the first increase since 2023.

ManpowerGroup puts Europe's Q3 NEO at 16%, the weakest region globally, down seven points 
quarter-on-quarter (ManpowerGroup Q3 2026 Employment Outlook Survey). Within that: Netherlands 
leads at 39%, Germany at 28%, France at 21% and Italy at 11%.

The EU AI Act changes the picture for executives with the right credentials. General compliance 
obligations apply from 2 August 2026. High-risk AI system obligations, extended under the May 2026 
EU Omnibus agreement, apply from December 2027. Fines for prohibited AI uses reach €35 million or 
7% of global annual turnover; high-risk system violations carry fines of up to €15 million or 3%. Boards 
across the EU are urgently seeking senior leaders who can translate regulatory complexity into 
operational practice. 

That demand is extraterritorial: any organisation deploying AI systems that touch EU markets is in 
scope, regardless of headquarters. For executives with AI governance credentials, Europe's regulatory 
burden is also its biggest point of executive opportunity.

M E N A

The Gulf states are in the middle of a structural talent transformation. The six GCC nations collectively 
need an estimated 2.5 million skilled professionals over three years to fuel their economic 
diversification agendas. 56% of GCC employers are planning workforce expansion. Yet 93% report a 
skills gap, and competition for proven executive leadership is intense.

Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 is a defining force. Executive demand is concentrated in financial services, 
digital transformation and infrastructure. Saudi salaries are projected to rise 4.6% in 2026, outpacing 
the UAE at 4.1%; in AI, digital and compliance roles, increases exceeding 10% are being reported.

The financial case for a Gulf move is compelling. Tax-free salaries in the GCC produce effective take-
home 20 to 40% higher than equivalent gross packages in the UK or Germany. A director earning 
AED1m annual salary in the UAE retains the full amount (equivalent to £218,000); matching that take-
home in the UK requires a gross salary above £385,000. 

A S I A

Asia Pacific leads all global regions in Q3 2026 hiring confidence, with ManpowerGroup recording a 
combined Asia Pacific and Middle East NEO of 38%.

India is the headline story. Real GDP growth reached 7.6% in fiscal year 2026. Demand for AI talent is 
projected to exceed one million roles (though largely at entry level) in 2026 against an AI skills deficit of 
approximately 53%. 

Executives with AI governance and digital transformation track records are directly 
positioned to address a gap that Indian organisations cannot close domestically. 
The fastest-growing titles, Chief Technology Officer, Chief Data Officer and Chief AI 
Officer, mirror the global pattern but at significantly greater scale.
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Singapore remains the regional basecamp for executives building Asian careers. Its Q3 NEO of 24% 
rebounded after two consecutive quarters of decline. Regulatory stability, digital infrastructure and 
a multicultural workforce make it the natural entry point for organisations expanding across the 
region.

China's growth is moderating to a projected 4.3% in 2026. Japan and South Korea are increasingly 
open to international leadership appointments as domestic demographic pressures intensify. What 
India requires at senior level and what Japan will accept are substantially different propositions; 
executives considering Asia need to understand those distinctions before approaching either 
market.

M A R K E T S  A T  A  G L A N C E :  W H E R E  T O  F O C U S ,  W H E R E  T O  B E  
C A U T I O U S

The following is a guide for executives assessing international options, rated across opportunity 
(current executive demand), entry difficulty (visa complexity, regulatory recognition, typical time-to-
first-appointment) and financial upside (after-tax compensation relative to comparable UK or 
European packages).

United States. Opportunity: very high. Entry difficulty: high (visa and work authorisation 
requirements are significant). Financial upside: high.

UAE. Opportunity: high. Entry difficulty: low (most straightforward international entry point for 
senior executives). Financial upside: very high.

Saudi Arabia. Opportunity: high. Entry difficulty: medium. Financial upside: very high.

Singapore. Opportunity: medium. Entry difficulty: medium. Financial upside: high.

India. Opportunity: medium-high. Entry difficulty: medium. Financial upside: medium-high.

Germany. Opportunity: medium. Entry difficulty: high (regulatory recognition, language and cultural 
requirements are substantial for non-EU executives). Financial upside: medium.

France. Opportunity: low-medium. Entry difficulty: high. Financial upside: medium.

France and Germany offer genuine executive demand in specific sectors, particularly AI governance 
and sustainable finance, but entry barriers are high for non-EU executives and compensation upside 
is modest by international standards. Japan and China are omitted not because opportunity is 
absent, but because the combination of language requirements, cultural specificity and regulatory 
recognition of overseas qualifications makes them long-term positioning plays rather than Q3 
opportunities for most executives in transition.

S T R U C T U R A L  D E M A N D  V E R S U S  M A R K E T  N O I S E

Not all of the demand signals in this report will persist. Executives should distinguish between 
structural trends, which will be present in 12 to 24 months, and cyclical noise that may not. The 
following are structural: AI governance and compliance leadership in all major markets; EU 
regulatory complexity creating sustained demand for executives who can operationalise it; GCC 
diversification programmes tied to decade-long national investment plans; India’s AI skills deficit 
relative to its growth rate. The following are more cyclical: PE-driven executive demand, which is 

tied to exit timelines and will moderate; interim market activity, which tracks 
economic uncertainty; and some of the sector-specific demand in energy, which 
reflects current geopolitical conditions rather than permanent structural change.
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S A L A R Y  A N D  C O M P E N S A T I O N  T R E N D S

Executive compensation varies significantly by region but several patterns hold across markets.

• Tax-free GCC packages remain 20% to 40% more valuable in take-home terms than equivalent 
gross packages in the UK or Germany.

• Saudi salaries are rising 4.6% and UAE 4.1% overall; AI, digital and compliance roles are seeing 
increases above 10%.

• Interim daily rates have risen ahead of permanent salary benchmarks in most markets, reflecting 
supply constraints at senior level.

• In a growing number of organisations, long-term incentive plans are being restructured to weight 
AI and transformation milestones more heavily.

E X E C U T I V E  S E A R C H  F I R M  B E H A V I O U R

International executive search has shifted toward fewer, more targeted approaches. In cross-border 
mandates, retained firms are front-loading market-specific capability assessments and briefing 
boards on regional knowledge before presenting shortlists. 

• The hidden market is operating at pace in all regions. In Gulf markets and Asia, relationships and 
direct introduction are even more dominant than in Europe.

• In cross-border searches, cultural adaptability and stakeholder communication capability are 
being assessed earlier in the process. Generic international experience is not sufficient; specific 
market knowledge is.

N E D ,  A D V I S O R Y  A N D  I N T E R I M  R O U T E S

Internationally, the NED and advisory route carries particular significance for executives building 
cross-border careers, both as a route into new markets and as a way of maintaining strategic 
visibility during transition.  

The strongest international NED demand is in technology, AI governance, sustainability, financial 
services and transformation leadership. In the Gulf, international NED and advisory appointments 
are a recognised route into regional executive roles; boards increasingly want international 
executives to understand the market before committing to a permanent position.

Interim and contract arrangements are growing faster than permanent hiring data suggests in every 
region. For executives open to this route, it is the fastest path to re-engagement and, in several 
markets, to a permanent offer.
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F I V E  A C T I O N S  F O R  E X E C U T I V E S  I N  Q 3  2 0 2 6

1. Audit your AI literacy against what global growth markets are demanding.

2. Build a leadership narrative that translates across geographies.

3. Map the financial case for a regional move before ruling it out.

4. Understand how the hidden market operates in each target region.

5. Consider interim, advisory and NED routes to gain entry into overseas markets.

To explore how Rialto's data-driven career strategy support can help you navigate this market, get 
in touch for a free initial consultation. 
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R E A D  T H E  R I A L T O  Q 3  2 0 2 6  U K  E X E C U T I V E  O U T L O O K
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F R E Q U E N T L Y  A S K E D  Q U E S T I O N S

What is the global executive job market like in Q3 2026?
The global NEO is 26% (ManpowerGroup), down five points quarter-on-quarter but up two points 
year-on-year. Outlooks weakened in 33 of 42 countries, but the headline masks significant variation. 
Americas is the only region stronger year-on-year; Asia Pacific leads in absolute terms; Europe is the 
weakest region. The executives finding opportunity are those who understand which specific 
markets and sectors are generating demand and what capabilities those markets require.

What is the US executive job market like in Q3 2026?
The US Net Employment Outlook is 45% for Q3 2026 (ManpowerGroup), the strongest in nearly five 
years and up 15 points year-on-year. 54% of US employers plan to increase headcount in Q3. 
Demand is strongest in technology, healthcare, financial services, energy and infrastructure, driven 
primarily by the gap between the pace of AI adoption and the supply of executives who can lead 
and govern it at scale.

Which regions offer the best executive opportunities right now?
The US leads on hiring confidence with NEO 45%, the strongest reading globally among major 
economies. India leads on volume of executive demand, with over one million AI roles projected 
and a 53% skills deficit. The Gulf states need 2.5 million skilled professionals over three years and 
are competing for international leadership. The EU AI Act is generating urgent demand for AI 
governance and compliance leadership across Europe.

How is AI affecting executive roles internationally?
AI is creating a two-speed market in every region. Roles defined by managing processes susceptible 
to automation are at risk. Roles that require governing AI, leading transformation and closing the 
strategic capability gap are in short supply and well rewarded. The EU AI Act is accelerating this 
demand in Europe; India's scale is amplifying it in Asia.

What should executives know before considering a Gulf move?
Tax-free salaries in the GCC produce effective take-home 20 to 40% higher than equivalent gross 
packages in the UK or Germany. Saudi salaries are rising 4.6%, UAE 4.1%; specialised roles are 
seeing increases above 10%. Executives who move for financial incentives alone may find the 
market harder than expected. Those with specific capabilities that Vision 2030 actively requires will 
find genuine and well-rewarded demand.

Should I consider Asia for my next executive role?
India and Singapore are the two markets with the most structurally durable executive demand. 
India's AI skills deficit and growth rate create specific opportunities for executives with AI 
governance and digital transformation credentials. Singapore is the natural entry point for 
executives building Asian leadership careers. What India requires and what Japan will accept at 
senior level are substantially different; understanding those distinctions before approaching either 
market is essential.
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The Rialto Consultancy Ltd

25 Southampton Buildings

Chancery Lane

London WC2A 1AL

T: +44 (0)20 3746 2960

E: info@rialtoconsultancy.com

www.rialtoconsultancy.com

Executive Transition, Career 
Coaching & Personal Branding

Leadership Development for 
individuals and teams

Culture, Digital and Business 
Transformation

Rialto specialises in unique change management 

and business transformation solutions which 

deliver exceptional results. 

O U R  S E R V I C E S  I N C L U D E
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