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Summary

sectors in Canada.  

but this is entirely because of 
a smaller pay gap for women

Men in the public 
sector are actually paid less 

 

and region.1

 
 

 

 
 

2 

 3

This study, using the most detailed data available from 
the Census, finds no evidence average pay in the public 
sector is significantly higher than the private sector 
when comparing similar occupations. 

 

 

While overall  
very different  
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Average annual pay by sex and age
Public and private sectors

Public sector Private 
sector Difference

$ $
Women 45,821 43,841 4.5%
15 to 24 yrs 26,207 25,146 4.2%
25 to 39 yrs 42,028 40,092 4.8%
40 to 54 yrs 48,669 47,036 3.5%
55 yrs + 47,529 44,100 7.8%
 
Men 57,318 60,531 -5.3%
15 to 24 yrs 28,315 26,236 7.9%
25 to 39 yrs 49,988 50,750 -1.5%
40 to 54 yrs 59,726 64,277 -7.1%
55 yrs + 63,080 66,402 -5.0%

Total 49,655 49,407 0.5%
Source: LivingWork analysis of 2006 Census data. 
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decide to contract out.9  
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Average pay for top five highest paid and lowest paid detailed occupations public and private sectors

Detailed occupation (and SOC code)
Average annual earnings

Difference public-
privatepublic sector 

($)
private sector 

($) 

D011 Specialist physicians  124,672   132,370  -5.8%

A121 Engineering managers  93,514   128,886  -27.4%

E012 Lawyers and Quebec notaries  98,233   110,799  -11.3%

A122 Computer and information systems managers  79,690   101,546  -21.5%

A123 Architecture and science managers  80,556   96,343  -16.4%

G811 Visiting homemakers, housekeepers and related occupations  26,636   25,540  4.3%

G931 Light duty cleaners  29,108   25,170  15.6%

G981 Dry cleaning and laundry occupations  29,392   24,984  17.6%

G961 Food counter attendants, kitchen helpers and related occupations  26,196   22,755  15.1%

G412 Cooks  26,216   21,089  24.3%
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see Appendix A
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Introduction and study background
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Problems with the CFIB’s  
Wage Watch report
The CFIB’s “Wage Watch” report has gained considerable 
media attention, but few looked at the study in detail. Some 
of those who did were highly critical of their methods and 
suspicious of the results. 

For instance, the study doesn’t report wages for any actual 
specific occupations, but only the overall averages they 
aggregated for all occupations using their own calculation 
methods. Because public and private sectors have very 
different wage scales and distributions, it is wholly 
inappropriate to apply these overall averages to all  
occupations for any region.

The CFIB didn’t apply any standard statistical tests to ensure 
reliability in its selection or use of data. As a result, there’s 
no confidence that their results, particularly for the many 
small sample and populations they report, can be considered 
statistically reliable. 

The overall averages calculated by the CFIB are also 
influenced by including a number of occupations with a large 
number of lower paid private sector workers, but few in the 
public sector. For instance, there are over 340,000 retail sales 
clerks, salespersons and grocery clerks working in the private 
sector but only one per cent of that number working in these 
occupations in public sector workplaces. Because this is  
a group with relatively low wages, it has an impact on  
overall averages.

The CFIB used a number of methods that inflated average 
wages for public sector workers and reduced average wages 
for workers in the private sector. For instance, the CFIB report 
uses “medians” instead of the much more standard “mean 
averages” to calculate averages. Since public sector wages 
have a much more equitable distribution than the private 
sector, with fewer very lower paid workers at the bottom  
end and less excessive salaries at the top end, this has the 
effect of artificially inflating average public sector wages in 
their calculations while reducing private sector averages.  
In its review of these studies, the federal Treasury Board 
stated that averages rather than medians should be used.  
The U.S. Congressional Budget Office also recently used the 
growing divergence between median and average wages  
as an illustration of growing inequality.

Some of the equations used in the 2008 Wage Watch report, 
such as those used to calculate total value of earnings at 
each level of public administration based on median income 
levels on page 25 and reported on page one, are simply 
mathematically incorrect. 

The methodology of the CFIB’s Wage Watch report has been  
critiqued in other areas by: Schetagne, Sylvain. CFIB Does 
it Again: Comparing Apples to Fruit Salad, CLC, 2008; 
MacDonald, David. An Examination of the Public Sector 
Wage Premium in Canada, NUPGE 2009; Sanger, Toby.  
Distorted Lenses, CUPE 2009; and Treasury Board of Canada, 
Expenditure Review of Federal Public Sector, 2007.

Methodology

 

 
CFIB study.
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Census analysis results for all comparable occupations by sex and age
public and private sector workers, total wages and average wages 

Sex and Age
Public sector 

worker 
coverage

Private sector 
worker 

coverage

Public sector 
total wages 
($millions)

Private sector 
total wages 

weighted 
($millions)

Average 
public 
sector 
wage

Average 
private 
sector 
wage

Wage 
Diff

Women 15 to 24 years 24,750 60,545 649 622 26,207 25,146 4.2%
Women 25 to 39 years 243,930 454,400 10,252 9,780 42,028 40,092 4.8%
Women 40 to 54 years 421,050 590,260 20,492 19,804 48,669 47,036 3.5%
Women 55 years + 123,725 171,015 5,881 5,456 47,529 44,100 7.8%
Women total 813,455 1,276,220 37,273 35,663 45,821 43,841 4.5%

 
Men 15 to 24 years 5,455 27,825 154 143 28,315 26,236 7.9%
Men 25 to 39 years 109,390 544,210 5,468 5,551 49,988 50,750 -1.5%
Men 40 to 54 years 215,660 747,480 12,880 13,862 59,726 64,277 -7.1%
Men 55 years + 76,490 230,945 4,825 5,079 63,080 66,402 -5.0%
Male total 406,995 1,550,460 23,328 24,636 57,318 60,531 -5.3%

Both 15 to 24 years 30,205 88,370 803 765 26,588 25,343 4.9%
Both 25 to 39 years 353,320 998,610 15,720 15,331 44,492 43,392 2.5%
Both 40 to 54 years 636,710 1,337,740 33,373 33,667 52,414 52,876 -0.9%
Both 55 years + 200,215 401,960 10,706 10,535 53,471 52,620 1.6%
Overall total 1,220,450 2,826,680 60,601 60,299 49,655 49,407 0.5%

Source: LivingWork analysis of 2006 Census earnings data.

 

 

 

Figure 7
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18   

 

 

lose an 

gain

Winners and losers if public sector wages were equivalent to private sector wages

 Losers  Winners Both

# of losers Average pay 
($)

Average lost 
($)

# of 
winners

Average 
pay ($)

Average 
gained ($)

Average 
loss or 
gain ($)

Women 15-24  12,080   30,395  -3,007   12,670   22,214   796  -1,060  

Women 25-39  187,630   42,276  -3,293   56,300   41,202   2,588  -1,936  

Women 40-54  334,855   46,754  -3,078   86,195   56,109   3,979  -1,633  

Women 55+  109,635   47,126  -4,409   14,090   50,667   4,193  -3,430  

Women Total  644,200   45,206  -3,366   169,255   48,160   3,296  -1,980  

Men 15-24  4,365   28,473  -3,335   1,090   27,684   2,950  -2,079  

Men 25-39  56,245   46,635  -3,892   53,145   53,536   5,687   762  

Men 40-54  82,140   49,929  -3,932   133,520   65,753   9,770   4,551  

Men 55+  34,020   52,766  -5,141   42,470   71,343   10,100   3,321  

Men Total  176,770   48,897  -4,137   230,225   63,784   8,856   3,213  

Both men and women  820,970   46,001  -3,532   399,480   57,164   6,500  -248  

Figure 8
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By occupation

 
 

 
 

 

 
to one.

Average annual pay by major occupational group public and private sectors, men and women

Major occupational group Sex Number of public 
sector workers

Public sector 
average wage

Private sector 
average wage Difference

$ $
Management Male 37,950 80,528 91,297 -11.8%

Female 46,345 65,266 66,487 -1.8%
Total 84,295 72,137 77,657 -7.1%

Admin, Finance, Business Male 61,885 55,724 61,260 -9.0%
Female 271,070 41,528 39,773 4.4%

Total 332,955 44,167 43,767 0.9%
Natural and Applied sciences Male 87,910 62,250 67,105 -7.2%

Female 31,010 56,114 56,195 -0.1%
Total 118,920 60,650 64,260 -5.6%

Health and related Male 38,340 57,785 60,419 -4.4%
Female 243,245 49,831 46,765 6.6%

Total 281,585 50,914 48,624 4.7%
Social science, Education Male 68,020 59,766 62,086 -3.7%

Female 169,555 43,515 41,966 3.7%
Total 237,575 48,168 47,726 0.9%

Arts, Culture, Recreation Male 7,010 52,661 54,542 -3.5%
Female 16,035 47,648 44,290 7.6%

Total 23,045 49,173 47,408 3.7%
Sales and service Male 52,275 38,298 35,401 8.2%

Female 35,165 27,080 23,347 16.0%
Total 87,440 33,787 30,553 10.6%

Trades and related Male 53,605 50,355 50,521 -0.3%
Female 1,030 34,541 34,657 -0.3%

Total 54,635 50,057 50,222 -0.3%

Figure 9
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a significant negative correlation 

It is immediately clear that: 
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Results for 30 largest comparative specific public sector occupations public sector workers,  
average wage and pay differentials

(1)

Detailed 4-digit occupation (and 2006 SOC code)

(2) 

# of 
public 

workers

(3)
 

% 
Female

(4) 

# of 
private 

workers

(5)

Average 
public 
salary 

($)

(6)

Average 
private 
salary 

($)

(7) 

Wage 
diff 

public/ 
private

(8) 

 
Female 
/Male 
wage

D112 Registered nurses 122,240  92%   22,650    59,747  55,311  8.0% 93%
D312 Nurse aides, orderlies and patient service 
associates  72,015  83%    5,920    30,689   30,595  0.3% 83%

B511 General office clerks  55,565  90%   99,275    39,075  36,418  7.3% 86%
E217 Early childhood educators and assistants  44,695  99%    1,430    25,766  26,170  -1.5% 79%
E212 Community and social service workers  44,045  75%   10,520    37,981  35,870  5.9% 93%
B211 Secretaries (except legal and medical)  42,670  99%   72,235    35,380  33,540  5.5% 51%
G933 Janitors, caretakers and building 
superintendents  40,065  19%   56,785    36,796  33,509  9.8% 77%

E121 College and other vocational instructors  37,995  47%   13,865    59,412  58,471  1.6% 86%
B541 Administrative clerks  27,980  83%   34,915    42,362  43,167  -1.9% 73%
B311 Administrative officers  27,785  78%   79,320    50,427  49,395  2.1% 66%
E022 Social workers  25,730  80%    5,340    52,396  48,476  8.1% 94%
B011 Financial auditors and accountants  22,390  50%   85,170    62,006  70,430  -12.0% 74%
D233 Licensed practical nurses  21,010  92%    2,625    38,738  37,622  3.0% 91%
B531 Accounting and related clerks  20,765 84%   88,670    41,463  39,135  5.9% 76%
C071 Information systems analysts and consultants  20,150  33%   73,390    64,144  73,277  -12.5% 91%
B021 Specialists in human resources  14,295  73%   22,015    60,854  68,117  -10.7% 77%
G811 Visiting homemakers, housekeepers and related  13,715  86%   18,715    26,636  25,540  4.3% 82%
B514 Receptionists and switchboard operators  13,485  95%   48,765    32,472  28,533  13.8% 88%
G931 Light duty cleaners  12,710  45%   29,720    29,108  25,170  15.6% 77%
B553 Customer service, information and related 
clerks  12,415  77%   93,835    41,860  35,969  16.4% 86%

A321 Managers in health care  10,420  74%    4,560    74,387  74,390  0.0% 80%
A114 Other administrative services managers   9,750  57%   20,540    69,768  69,108  1.0% 78%
E023 Family, marriage and related counsellors   9,425  72%    4,040    44,137  45,859  -3.8% 90%
B513 Records management and filing clerks   9,030  84%    5,665    38,218   36,121  5.8% 85%
B312 Executive assistants   8,985  94%   15,515    46,930  48,649  -3.5% 103%
E012 Lawyers and Quebec notaries   8,830  52%   18,095    98,233  110,799  -11.3% 81%
C074 Computer programmers and interactive media 
developers   8,700  69%   53,585    58,690   64,917  -9.6% 94%

A324 Managers in social, community and correctional 
services   8,700  73%    5,495    56,010  59,206  -5.4% 76%

C181 Computer network technicians   8,560  22%   25,985    54,704  56,389  -3.0% 87%
D211 Medical laboratory technologists and 
pathologists assistants   8,540  82%    4,300    56,823  55,043  3.2% 94%

 
 

By level of government and broader public sector

Figure 11
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higher. 

Average annual pay by level of government and broader public sector men and women,  
public and private sectors

Women Men

Public ($) Private ($) Difference Public ($) Private 
($) Difference

Federal government 53,881 49,009 9.9% 67,651 69,927 -3.3%

Provincial government 48,259 47,415 1.8% 63,386 71,924 -11.9%

Local & municipal 46,608 43,924 6.1% 56,136 57,479 -2.3%

Health care and social services 43,386 41,775 3.9% 50,272 52,947 -5.1%

Education services 45,578 44,596 2.2% 53,700 56,019 -4.1%

Source: LivingWork Analysis of 2006 Census data.

Figure 12
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By region
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Source: 2006 Census.  
n.b: PEI not included because counts are too low for data to be reliable
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Average annual full-time pay in public
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Pension and benefits costs

wage penalty 

 

 

 

small firms.19

Source: Total Economy: Wages and Salaries, SLI by Component and Labour 
Income - by Industry, Canada, data provided by Statistics Canada. 

Pension, benefit and supplementary labour
income costs as a share of wages and salaries
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Conclusions and recommendations
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Implications
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These measures should include:
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economy in at least 30 years.  Higher deficits 

much more to strengthen the economy than  

 Stronger unions and 

and the United States.25

Canada Pension Plan and introducing a national 
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Appendix A: Key differences between public and private sector workforces

Public sector workers are concentrated in public 
administration, education, health and utilities

 

Majority of public sector workers are female

 

industry sectors. 
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Much larger share of public sector works  
for large employers 

 

Larger employers, whether public or private, 
pay on average 30 per cent more than small 
businesses and employers
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Public sector workers have higher levels  
of education

Pay for workers with university degrees is 
almost double the pay for those with education 
to high school only 

The public sector workforce is older and more 
experienced 
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Public sector has higher rate of union 
representation 
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Appendix B: Summary of other relevant studies

Study Coverage Data/method Findings
Maclean and Vincent, 2003: “Are 
estimates of a public sector wage 
premium reliable?”

Canada: broad public 
sector. Reviews major 
studies, updates data

Survey of Labour and 
Income Dynamics; 
regression analysis

Concludes estimates of studies finding 
a public sector wage premium are not 
reliable.

Gunderson, Hyatt and Riddell 
2000: Pay Differences between the 
Government and Private Sectors: 
Labour Force and Census Estimates 
(CPRN)

Canada: government/
public administration, 
broader public sector

Labour Force Survey 1997, 
Census 1996, regression 
analysis

Public sector pay premium seven-11 per 
cent for public admin, lower in education 
and health.

Institut de la Statistique du Québec 
(1999-2010) ; Rémunération des 
salariés - État et évolution comparés 
2010.

Quebec Comparisons with various 
different groups

Quebec public sector workers paid 
average seven per cent less than 
comparable private, total compensation 
equivalent (2010 report).

Afonso and Gomes, 2008. Interactions 
between Private and Public Sector 
Wages, European Central Bank 
Working Paper No. 971

Canada and fifteen 
other OECD countries

OECD, European 
Commission, Labour Market 
Institutions Database 1970 
to 2010

Finds that public sector wages have 
been lower than private sector wages in 
Canada since mid-1990s. Public sector 
wages are also lower than private in the 
UK, Norway and Sweden, but are similar 
or higher in other countries studied. 

Richwine 2011. Same Worker, Higher 
Wage (Heritage Foundation)

U.S. Workers who 
switch jobs

Survey of Income and 
Program Participation 
(sample of 146), 2004, 2008

Finds 8.9 per cent increase in wages 
for workers switching from private to 
federal employment.

Keefe, 2011. Are Missouri Public 
Employees Overcompensated? 
(Economic Policy Institute)

U.S. Missouri public 
sector workers

U.S. Current Population 
Survey (labour force survey), 
2004-2009, regression 
analysis

Finds public employees 
undercompensated by 15.7 per cent 
on average; 24 per cent for state 
government employees and 10 per cent 
for local government.

Keefe, 2011. Are Minnesota Public 
Employees Overcompensated? 
(Economic Policy Institute)

U.S. Missouri public 
sector workers

U.S. Current Population 
Survey (labour force survey), 
2004-2009, regression 
analysis

Finds public employees 
undercompensated by 11 per cent on 
average, including total compensation

Schmitt 2010 The Wage Penalty for 
Local Government Employees (CEPR)

U.S. State and 
Local government 
employees

U.S. Current Population 
Survey (labour force survey), 
2009, regression analysis

Finds 4 per cent wage penalty for state 
and local government workers, 2 per 
cent for women, 6 per cent for men. 

Allegretto and Keefe 2010 The Truth 
about Public Employees in California: 
They are Neither Overpaid nor 
Overcompensated (CWED, University 
of California)

U.S. California state 
and local government 
workers

U.S. Current Population 
Survey (labour force survey), 
2009, regression analysis.

Finds average wages 7 per cent lower; 
total compensation 1 per cent higher.

Bender and Heywood 2010.
Out of Balance?: Comparing Public 
and Private Sector Compensation 
over 20 years (NIRS)

U.S. state and local 
workers

U.S. Current Population 
Survey 1983 – 2008, 
regression analysis

Wages for state workers 11 per cent  
less than comparable private sector 
workers, local government workers  
12 per cent less, total compensation  
7 per cent lower.

Thompson and Schmitt 2010. The 
Wage Penalty for State and Local 
Government Employees in New 
England

U.S. State and 
local workers, New 
England, Connecticut, 
Massachusetts 

U.S. Current Population 
Survey (labour force survey), 
2009, regression analysis

Average wage 3 per cent lower, higher 
for low incomes, larger penalty for high 
income occupations.

Meurs and Ponthieux. Public and 
private employment and the gender 
wage gap in eight European countries

Europe: UK, France, 
Spain, Italy, Poland, 
Belgium, Germany, 
Denmark

European Community 
Household Panel 2001

Public sector wages generally higher 
for women, esp. at lower end of wage 
distribution. Pay gap for women usually 
higher in private sector.

Lucifora and Meurs 2004. The Public 
Sector Pay Gap in France, Great 
Britain and Italy

Britain, France, Italy, 
includes broader 
public sector

National labour force 
surveys, regression analysis

Overall public sector pay premiums 
of 5-11 per cent, negative at higher 
incomes. 
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Bargain and Melly 2007. Public Sector 
Pay Gap in France: New Evidence 
using Panel Data

France: broader 
public sector workers, 
excluding blue collars

Labour Force Survey 1990-
2002

Long-run pay gap close to zero for both 
men and women.

Danzer and Dolton 2011. Total 
Reward in the UK in the Public and 
Private Sectors

U.K. broader public 
sector

Annual Survey of Hours and 
earnings, other data 1997-
2009

Accumulated Lifetime Total Reward for 
men is equalized between public and 
private sectors over life cycle; women 
better-off in public sector at all points. 

Bozio and Johnson 2011 Institute for 
Fiscal Studies

U.K. broader public 
sector

Labour Force Survey, 
regression analysis

Public sector pay premium of 2 per 
cent for men, 7 per cent for women 
after controlling for age, education, 
qualification.

Ghinetti and Lucifora 2008 Public 
sector pay gaps and skill levels: a 
cross-country comparison

UK, Italy, France
European Countries 
Household Panel, regression 
analysis

Public sector pay premium higher for 
low skilled service sector workers, 
becomes close to zero at higher 
quantiles.

Appendix C: Methodology

Data source and sample

These include:
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Data quality and outlier detection

 

 

 

 
 

also used in the CFIB Wage Watch study. 

Sampling errors 

 

 
27 The standard error  

 

or minus three times its standard error. Plus or minus 

 

Calculation of average wages

the CFIB Wage Watch study. 
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