
Public and private pay levels : 
a comparison in large labor markets 
City government workers in major localities 
earn less than private industry counterparts, 
but they enjoy comparable leave benefits; 
since 1975, clerical staff in both sectors 
have gained ground on Federal employees 
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Local government workers in 27 of the Nation's largest 
cities' generally fared less well than those in private in-
dustry during the late 1970's, as fiscal constraints tight-
ened municipal purse strings. Despite losing ground to 
the private sector (and to Federal blue-collar employ-
ees), clerical workers in city governments increased their 
pay advantage over Federal Government clericals whose 
pay raises in recent years have been "capped" by Presi-
dential decisions. Paralleling patterns in private indus-
try, the highest paying city governments typically were 
in the North Central States and in the West and the 
lowest paying were in the South . 

These findings are based on an analysis of municipal 
government wage surveys, conducted by the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics between the summer of 1974 and fall of 
1980, in cities with approximately 500,000 inhabitants 
or more at the time of the 1970 census .' The surveys 
covered selected occupations in all functions of each 
city, except schools and hospitals . However, some func-
tions such as local transit and utilities may be integral 
parts of one municipal government but handled sepa-
rately (for example, by private industry) in another. 
Limitations on comparing data presented in this article 
include: varying workweeks among city governments; 
consolidation of city occupational titles ; the paucity of 
city government data for some occupations; differences 
in the geographic coverage of private industry data, 
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which pertain to Standard Metropolitan Statistical 
Areas rather than just to cities ; differences in the indus-
trial composition of private industry occupational data; 
and subtle variations in occupational duties and respon-
sibilities among city governments, private industry, and 
Federal installations. Notwithstanding the limitations of 
the data, these surveys provide a base for occupational 
wage comparisons among city governments and among 
three components of local labor markets-private in-
dustry, the Federal Government, and city government .' 

Pay trends 
During 1975-80, nearly all city governments studied 

showed a change in their pay relationships to private in-
dustry for clerical or skilled maintenance workers, or 
both . Over the period, a 4-percent average pay advan-
tage for clerical workers in city governments over their 
private industry counterparts slipped to a 2-percent dis-
advantage ; and for skilled maintenance workers, an av-
erage 7-percent advantage turned into a 3-percent 
disadvantage . Whereas 13 city governments paid clerical 
employees at least 3 percent more than private industry 
in 1975, only eight did so in 1980 . For skilled mainte-
nance workers, the number of city governments provid-
ing pay advantages over the private sector remained at 
nine, but they were not necessarily the same govern-
ments in both years ; the size of the advantages dropped 
sharply over the period-by 8 percent or more-in 
each of the seven city governments maintaining advan-
tages between 1975 and 1980 . (See table l .) 
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While falling behind private industry, the clerical staff 
in city governments showed an improved pay picture in 
relation to their Federal Government counterparts . 
Their average pay advantage grew from 8 percent in 
1975 to 13 percent by 1980; 11 cities recorded at least a 
3-percent increase in their pay relationships to the Fed-
eral sector, while only four showed a decline of similar 
magnitude . This contrasts with the experience of city 
maintenance workers who saw a 6-percent pay advan-
tage over their Federal counterparts turn into a 3-per-
cent disadvantage ; maintenance workers in 19 cities 
recorded a deterioration in their pay position . Largely 
influencing these inverse trends are the varied wage 
movements of two different Federal pay systems-the 
nationwide General Schedule (GS) covering white-collar 
employees, and the Federal Wage System (FWS) for 
blue-collar and service workers which is based on pre-
vailing rates in selected local industries . The latter sys-
tem showed a larger average increase (45 percent) than 
did the former (38 percent) during 1975-80 . 

1980 pay comparisons 

Municipal governments. Three of the twenty-seven city 
governments studied during October 1979-September 
1980 emerged as pay leaders among the five occupation-
al groupings shown in table 2 . Detroit led in three cate-
gories-clerical, public safety, and janitorial ; Cleveland 
had the highest pay for skilled maintenance ; and San 
Francisco, for sanitation workers. At the bottom of the 
array, New Orleans was lowest-paying for clerical and 
skilled maintenance workers ; Baltimore, for public safe-
ty ; Jacksonville, for sanitation ; and San Antonio, for 
janitorial . However, it should be noted that rankings of 
individual cities commonly change from year to year, 
reflecting, in part, variation in the timing and duration 
of pay adjustments . For example, Philadelphia public 
safety workers received a 10.265-percent pay increase in 
fiscal 1979, but none in fiscal 1980 . As a result, their re-
lationship to public safety workers in the other cities 
went from a 4-percent advantage to a 6-percent disad-
vantage over the year and their ranking among cities 
dropped from 10th to 16/ 18th . 

Although rankings of specific cities fluctuated over 
time, the highest-paying city governments were invari-
ably in the North Central or West and the lowest-pay-
ing were in the South-a pattern also commonly found 
in BLS wage surveys of private industry . However, with-
in broad regions pay relationships among city govern-
ments tended to vary considerably . This was especially 
evident in the North Central States, where, for example, 
the average pay spread for public safety workers was 58 
percent between the highest-paying (Detroit) and low-
est-paying (Indianapolis) cities studied . 

It should be noted that intercity relationships reflect 
differences in several wage determinants, such as pay 
administration approaches and procedures, competitive 

forces of local labor markets, needs and complexities of 
the cities, tax structures and financial resources, and the 
economic power of individual bargaining units . More-
over, within the same city these factors can produce rel-
atively high pay for some groups but not for others . 
For example, Chicago ranked among the three highest-
paying city governments studied for the skilled mainte-
nance, sanitation, and janitorial groups ; 6th for public 
safety ; and 21st for clerical workers . 

Municipal/private comparisons. Pay levels for the clerical 
and skilled maintenance groups tended to be lower in 

Table 1 . Municipal government salaries compared with 
those in private industry and the Federal Government, 
selected cities, fiscal 1975 and 1980 

Clerical Skilled maintenance 

Municipal salaries as Municipal salaries as 

Cit 
a percent of: a percent of : 

y 
Private Federal Private Federal 
industry Government industry Government 

1975 1980 1975 1980 1975 1980 1975 1980 

All-cities average' 104 98 108 113 107 97 106 97 

Northeast 
Boston . 106 94 104 100 94 83 84 76 
New York . 102 (2) 115 (2) 153 138 138 124 
Philadelphia . 127 116 128 138 95 82 97 88 
Pittsburgh _ 105 105 113 114 109 93 113 96 

South 
Atlanta . 105 96 118 113 89 89 94 82 
Baltimore . . 104 87 106 110 90 71 89 73 
Dallas (') 99 (') 106 (') 93 (') 88 
Houston . . . . . . 105 96 103 127 99 89 100 100 
Jacksonville 94 94 91 92 80 75 78 74 
Memphis 100 94 99 103 124 103 124 103 
New Orleans . 89 74 85 78 73 71 70 64 
San Antonio . (') 93 (') 83 (') 85 (') 71 
Washington, D.C . 86 85 95 98 96 103 100 101 

North Central . 
Chicago 95 88 109 106 132 122 144 127 
Cleveland 95 100 103 122 182 163 174 171 
Columbus 125 112 120 122 101 87 95 85 
Detroit (3) 123 (1) 166 (1) 113 (1) 125 
Indianapolis 86 99 81 102 66 63 66 69 
Kansas City 91 83 94 98 77 69 78 70 
Milwaukee 126 119 131 131 129 110 134 114 
St Louis 112 109 116 118 88 91 91 85 

West 
Denver . . 99 94 99 108 110 99 99 96 
Los Angeles 116 103 124 124 138 125 143 118 
Phoenix 95 (") 100 121 97 (') 93 99 
San Diego 106 98 108 107 99 94 103 96 
San Francisco 113 100 128 129 141 105 145 109 
Seattle 109 120 121 139 96 96 100 99 

'An unweighted average of pay relatives for cities published for both 1974-75 and 1979 
80. This included 24 observations for the municipal/Federal comparison of maintenance 
workers, 23 observations each for the municipal/ Federal comparison of clericals and 
municipal /private industry comparison of maintenance workers, and 22 observations for the 
municipal /private industry comparison of clerical workers . 

z Municipal government data were not comparable to BLS definitions 
' Municipal Government Wage Survey was not conducted . 
' Area Wage Survey was not conducted 
NOTE-. Wherever possible, the municipal government to private industry comparisons re- 

late to survey reference months October 1979 through September 1980 (the Federal gov- 
ernment's fiscal year 1980), however, for three cities Chicago, Houston, and Milwaukee 
1979 relationships (June for Chicago . September for Houston, and July for Milwaukee) were 
used because the information necessary to adjust the private industry pay levels to the mu- 
nicipal government survey reference months was not available at the time this article was 
completed . See "NOTE" to table 2 for more information on the method used for such ad- 
justments No adjustments were made to compensate for differences in standard work- 
weeks among sectors . Pay relatives of individual occupations making up the two broad 
occupational groups are available upon request 
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city governments than in private industry . As shown in 
table 1, city government salaries for clerical workers 
were at least 3 percent below the private industry aver-
age for 12 areas, within 3 percent for 5 areas, and at 
least 3 percent above for 8 areas . For skilled main-
tenance workers, the corresponding pay relationships fa-
vored private industry in 17 comparisons and city gov-
ernments in nine comparisons . 
For specific occupations, city government to private 

industry pay relationships often varied widely within 
the same locality . For example, St . Louis' clerical group 
was paid 9 percent above comparable workers in private 
industry, but differences for individual occupations 
ranged from an 8-percent disadvantage for the city's ex- 

Table 2. Comparisons of municipal government pay 
levels in 27 cities, five occupational groups, October 
1979-September 1980 
j27 city average =100) 

City Clerical maintenance 
Skilled c 

Publisafety Sanitation Janitorial 

Northeast 
Boston . 91 76 103 95 
New York (') 126 108 115 99 
Philadelphia - . 115 82 94 92 110 
Pittsburgh . . . . . . . . . 101 99 94 128 96 

South 
Atlanta 98 86 85 85 74 
Baltimore - 93 69 81 85 98 
Dallas . . . . . 92 85 102 76 79 
Houston 107 98 113 104 89 
Jacksonville . . . 82 76 91 70 77 
Memphis . . . . . . . . . . . 94 102 87 72 89 
New Orleans . . 69 60 82 
San Antonio . . 77 63 90 82 73 
Washington, D C . . . . . . 91 107 110 122 105 

North Central 
Chicago . . 90 132 112 139 123 
Cleveland . . 104 184 95 95 101 
Columbus . . . . . . 105 85 93 102 112 
Detroit 144 138 133 116 151 
Indianapolis 87 68 84 80 95 
Kansas City . . . . . 83 73 94 83 82 
Milwaukee 112 121 101 108 125 
St. Louis . . 98 86 86 92 89 

West 
Denver . 96 98 106 118 102 
Las Angeles . . . . . . . . 114 130 129 115 103 
Phoenix 106 98 101 97 107 
San Diego � 99 93 101 101 98 
San Francisco . . . . . . 114 127 113 153 112 
Seattle . . . 123 110 120 119 

Not comparable with BLS definitions, 
NOTE Average pay is expressed as percents of averages far 27 municipal governments 

combined . The two sets of annual surveys conducted between September 1978 and Octo- 
ber 1980 provide benchmarks which may be adjusted to correspond with the survey refer- 
ence months of municipal governments studied . This involves calculating a percentage wage 
change for the cities between mid-1979 and mid-1980 . Average pay was assumed to 
change uniformly each month over the total period studied . For a detailed description of this 
method, see Area Wage Surveys, Metropolitan Areas, United States and Regional Summa- 
ries, 1977, Bulletin 1950-77 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1980) . 

Also removed were the effects of intercity differences in employment composition within 
the multijob groups, and the effect of some individual job averages being unavailable for one 
or more of the cities . Relative pay levels for the clerical group were based on weekly pay, 
public safety on monthly pay, and skilled maintenance, sanitation, and janitorial on hourly 
pay . However, no adjustments were made for differences in standard workweeks when cal- 
culating the weekly and monthly pay relatives for the clerical and public safety groups . If 
such differences had been taken into account, a number of the pay relatives would have 
changed somewhat For example, pay relatives in Boston would have been 100 for clerical 
and 113 for public safety employees 

Dashes indicate function is not performed by municipal government or wage data are not 
convertible to an hourly basis 

perienced key entry (keypunch) operators to a 31-per-
cent advantage for lower-level accounting clerks . Simi-
larly, Washington's maintenance electricians were paid 
10 percent less than workers in the private sector but its 
maintenance painters enjoyed a 25-percent edge over 
their private sector counterparts . In part, such disparate 
relationships reflect differences in occupational pay 
structures between private industry establishments and 
city governments . For example, the average pay advan-
tage held by electricians over painters in Washington, 
D.C . private firms employing both was 14 percent ; the 
corresponding wage spread in city government was 2 
percent . Survey averages within the private sector high-
light an even bigger difference : Maintenance elec-
tricians, primarily found in manufacturing industries, 
average,' 41 percent more than painters, who were 
employs ' chiefly in relatively low-paying nonmanufac-
turing fir is in the Washington area .4 

Municipal/Federal comparisons. Although generally be-
low private industry, city government pay levels for 
clerical workers typically were above Federal Govern-
ment scales . As a group, municipal clerical employees in 
19 of 26 cities permitting comparison averaged at least 
3 percent more than their Federal counterparts (the 
spread was 20 percent or more in 10 cities); in contrast, 
a Federal pay edge of at least 3 percent was reported in 
three southern cities-Jacksonville, New Orleans, and 
San Antonio . (See table 1 .) 
As was found for private industry comparisons, mu-

nicipal government to Federal pay relationships varied 
widely among the different clerical occupations within 
the same locality ; the spread between the most and the 
least favorable of these occupational pay relationships 
commonly exceeded 25 percent. 

Similarly, broad differences for individual clerical oc-
cupations also existed among localities . For example, 
Detroit paid 80 percent above the average Federal sala-
ry for routine copy typists and Seattle paid 46 percent 
above, while San Antonio and Kansas City paid 10 and 
11 percent below. Such diverse relationships reflect sev-
eral factors, including differences in salary levels and 
salary plans among municipal governments, as well as 
how their workers are distributed among rate range 
steps that are prevalent in clerical salary plans. 

Unlike their clerical coworkers, skilled maintenance 
employees of city governments typically were at a pay 
disadvantage to their Federal counterparts . For a com-
posite of three maintenance trades (carpenters, electri-
cians, and painters), 15 city governments paid 4 to 36 
percent below Federal Wage System averages reported 
for installations in or near the cities . However, eight 
others were above Federal levels, by 3 to 71 percent . 
Their pay advantages primarily reflected the practice 
within some city governments of setting pay for mainte- 
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nance crafts in relation to local construction rates---
typically among the highest blue-collar rates in an area .-` 
Indications are that these ties have loosened, sharply 
dropping advantages for municipal maintenance work-
ers in these cities . (See table 1 .) 

Supplementary benefits 
Although the pay position of city government work-

ers has slipped in recent years, their benefit packages 
still compare favorably with those of other workers . A 
brief comparison of some of the major benefit areas fol-
lows ." 

Paid holiday provisions in large city governments were 
somewhat more liberal than in the private or Federal 
Government sectors . During 1979-80, an average of 11 
holidays a year was paid nonuniformed workers in the 
27 city governments studied, compared with 9.5 days in 
the local private sector and 9 days throughout the Fed-
eral Government . Eighteen of twenty-seven city govern-
ments provided at least one more paid holiday than the 
corresponding private industry average, and 21 city 
governments exceeded the Federal Government provi-
sion . With the exception of Chicago, holiday provisions 
in city governments studied were the same for white-
collar as for trades/labor employees (blue-collar and 
service workers) . (See table 3 .) 
As indicated in the table, holiday provisions varied 

widely among the 27 city governments, from 8 days in 
Dallas to 14.5 days in Detroit . Southern cities, typically 
the lowest-paying, had fewer holidays than the all-city 
government average ; however, their holiday provisions 
compared favorably with private industry in that re-
gion . Elsewhere, no consistent pattern linking pay levels 
and holiday provisions was evident . 

Paid vacation provisions were similar for workers in city 
governments and the private sector ; both were some-
what less liberal than Federal Government vacation 
plans . Table 3 shows that typical vacation provisions in 
city governments were 2 weeks after 1 year of service; 3 
weeks after 5 or 10 years ; and 4 weeks after 15 years . 
The more liberal Federal plan, as reflected in the Wash-
ington, D.C . figures, calls for 4 weeks of paid vacation 
after 3 years, and 5 weeks after 15 years . 

City governments varied widely in terms of amount 
of vacation offered and service requirements . After 15 
years of sell for example, three cities studied-Co-

lumbus, New York, and Washington-provided at least 
5 weeks of vacation ; eight other cities provided only 3 
weeks after 15 years, all except one (San Antonio) 
granting a 4th week or more by the workers' 25th year 
of service . No direct correlation was found between city 
pay levels and vacation provisions or between city holi-
day and vacation provisions . 

Table 3. Paid holiday and vacation provisions of 
nonuniformed workers in 27 city governments, fiscal 1980 

Annual days of paid vacation after specified 
Annual years of service 

City paid 
holidays 1 year 5 years 10 years 15 years 20 years 25 ' years 

All-city average 2 10 .9 112 130 16.3 19 .1 21 2 22 .3 

Northeast . 
Boston 13 10 15 20 20 25 25 
New York 11 15 20 25 27 27 27 
Philadelphia 14 10 10 15 20 20 20 
Pittsburgh 13 10 15 15 20 25 25 

South 
Atlanta 9 10 10 10 15 15 20 
Baltimore 10 12 12 15 21 24 24 
Dallas 8 10 10 15 15 20 20 
Houston 105 10 10 15 20 22 22 
Jacksonville 10 
Memphis 10 10 10 15 20 22 25 
New Orleans 10 13 21 21 21 21 21 
San Antonio 10 13 13 13 15 15 15 
Washington, 
DC _ " 10 13 20 20 26 26 26 

North Central 
Chicago 121 10 10 15 20 20 20 
Cleveland - 11 10 10 15 20 20 25 
Columbus 9 16 16 23 26 28 30 
Detroit 14 .5 10 10 17 20 20 20 
Indianapolis 12 10 10 15 20 20 20 
Kansas City 9 10 10 15 15 20 20 
Milwaukee 10 10 10 15 15 20 25 
St . Louis 14 10 15 15 20 25 25 

West 
Denver . . . . 9 15 15 18 18 18 18 
Los Angeles 11 5 10 15 15 15 20 20 
Phoenix 115 12 12 15 15 18 21 
San Diego 9 10 10 15 15 20 20 
San Francisco 12 10 15 15 20 20 20 
Seattle 11 12 15 16 18 20 25 

Provisions were the same or virtually the same after longer periods of service . 
2 An unweighted average of the city data shown . 
Chicago was the only city studied where paid holiday provisions varied substantially be- 

tween white collar and trades/labor employees, the former group received 12 days and the 
latter group, 7 days a year . 

Nose : Personal leave, sick leave, and other types of paid leave arrangements (for exam- 
ple, funeral leave) were not included in the data shown here Dashes indicate that paid vaca- 
tion provisions for Jacksonville were not separable from sick leave 

Health, insurance, and retirement coverage is available to 
virtually all employees in large labor markets . However, 
the provisions of these plans vary greatly . To cite exam-
ples, life and health coverage are usually provided to 
city government and private industry workers without 
cost to them ; this contrasts with Federal workers who 
contribute 25 to 50 percent of the total cost of their 
plans . In the retirement benefit area, monthly annuity 
benefits under the most generous city government pen-
sion plans were more than double those paid under the 
least generous plan . Compared with municipal plans 
studied, the Federal Government's normal retirement 

benefits program falls slightly below average; it yields 
46 percent of pension base earnings after 25 years of 
service and age 60, and 56 percent after 30 years and 
age 55, while the municipal plans studied commonly 
yield 50 percent for 25 years and 60 6ercent following 
30 years of service (with comparable ages) . Many addi-
tional factors must be considered when fully evaluating 
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private and public benefit plans, including dollar 
amounts and types of benefits covered by health and in 

surance plans, as well as pension base formulas, benefit 
options, and cost-of-living adjustments to annuities. F1 

--- FOOTNOTES - --- 

However, in 1974-75, data were available for only 24 cities ; those 
excluded were Dallas, Detroit, and San Antonio. 

See also Stephen H. Perloff, "Comparing municipal salaries with 
industry and Federal pay," Monthly Labor Review, October 1971, pp. 
46-50: and Charles Field V and Richard L. Keller, "How salaries of 
large cities compare with industry and Federal pay," Monthly Labor 
Review, November 1976, pp. 23-28. Twenty-seven cities fell within 
scope of these surveys (including Atlanta with slightly less than 
500,000 inhabitants). Although cities of 500,000 inhabitants or more 
are only I in 700 municipalities, they accounted for 43 percent of the 
$31 .7 billion spent on salaries and wages by the nearly 19,000 city 
governments in fiscal 1979. See City Government Finances in 1978-79 
Series GF 79, No . 4 (Washington, Bureau of the Census, 1980). 

Private industry data in this article are from the BLS annual wage 
survey program conducted in 70 metropolitan areas. In each area, 
data are obtained from representative establishments within six broad 
industry divisions : manufacturing; transportation, communications, 
and other public utilities ; wholesale trade; retail trade; finance, insur-
ance, and real estate; and selected services . Major groups excluded 
from these studies are government operations and the construction 
and mining industries . Small establishments, defined as those with 
fewer than 100 workers in the 13 largest metropolitan areas and those 
with fewer than 50 workers elsewhere, are excluded from area wage 
surveys. Data for Federal workers refer to pay under the nationwide 
General Schedule (GS) for white-collar employees and the localized 
Federal Wage System (FWS) for blue-collar employees. 

Nine clerical and three maintenance occupations, each equating to a 
single grade in either the GS or FWS, made up the two broad occu-
pational groups compared within the labor markets studied. As a cri-
terion for inclusion in the broad groups, the following jobs produced 

publishable data for at least half of the city governments studied: 
Clerical-accounting clerks A and B, key entry operators A and B, 
messengers, general and senior stenographers, and typists A and B; 
Maintenance-carpenters ; electricians, and painters . Three additional 
occupational groups were added in the analysis of pay levels among 
city governments: Janitorial- janitors, porters, and cleaners ; Public 
Safety-firefighters, police officers, and police sergeants ; and Sanita-
tion-refuse collectors and refuse truckdrivers . 

'See Area Wage Survey. Washington, D.C.-Md.-Va . Area, March 
1980, Bulletin 3000-4 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1980), pp . 11 and 
13 : and Municipal Government Wage Surveys. Washington, D.C., Octo-
ber 1979, Regional Report 45 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1980), p. 9. 

'An examination of the Bureau's quarterly reports on basic union . 
rates for building trades workers in Municipal Government Wage Sur-
vey cities verifies this analysis. For each of the eight cities tying pay 
to prevailing construction rates, the differential between maintenance 
workers in city governments and similar craftworkers in unionized 
building trades was relatively small, topping out at about 25 percent ; 
for the other 19 cities, the typical spread was at least 50 percent, with 
only one city-Washington-as low as 25 percent. Comparisons 
were based on union wage rates in effect within 2 months of the refer-
ence date for each 1979-80 city government survey . 

For detailed accounts on employee benefits and other employee 
practices, see individual reports for the municipal governments stud-
ied; copies are available from BLS regional offices . These reports pro-
vide information on unionization ; pay plans and salary structures ; 
frequency of wage payment; scheduled workweeks; premium pay prac-
tices for overtime and shift differentials; and paid leave and health in-
surance, and retirement plans. 




