
lnstitute for Fiscal Studies

Recent trends 
in public sector 
pay 

IFS Report R305

Jonathan Cribb  
Laurence O’Brien



Recent trends in public sector pay 

Jonathan Cribb  

Laurence O’Brien 

Copy-edited by Judith Payne 

Published by The Institute for Fiscal Studies 

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, March 2024 

ISBN 978-1-80103-175-2 

The authors would like to thank Carl Emmerson, Mark Franks, Mubin Haq, Paul Johnson, 

Matthew Nibloe, Luke Sibieta, Max Warner and Ben Zaranko for their thoughts and comments. 

They also gratefully acknowledge the support of the ESRC Centre for the Microeconomic 

Analysis of Public Policy (ES/T014334/1) and are grateful for funding from the abrdn Financial 

Fairness Trust (grant 202309-GR000090) and the Nuffield Foundation (grant GE /

FR-000024370). The abrdn Financial Fairness Trust funds research, policy work and 

campaigning activities to tackle financial problems and improve living standards for people on 

low-to-middle incomes in the UK. It is an independent charitable trust registered in Scotland 

(SC040877). Visit www.financialfairness.org.uk. The Nuffield Foundation is an independent 

charitable trust with a mission to advance social well-being. It funds research that informs 

social policy, primarily in Education, Welfare and Justice. It also funds student programmes 

that provide opportunities for young people to develop skills in quantitative and scientific 

methods. The Nuffield Foundation is the founder and co-funder of the Nuffield Council on 

Bioethics, the Ada Lovelace Institute and the Nuffield Family Justice Observatory. Visit 

www.nuffieldfoundation.org. 

http://www.financialfairness.org.uk/
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/


Recent trends in public sector pay 
 

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, March 2024 

2 

Executive summary  

1. Average pay in the public and private sectors has performed very differently 

since the election in 2019. Real public sector earnings initially grew substantially 

during the pandemic (whereas private sector earnings fell as many were furloughed). 

But the ensuing rise in inflation hit public sector pay much harder due to government 

pay restraint. Overall, between December 2019 and November 2023, inflation-adjusted 

average private sector pay grew by 2.3%, whereas public sector pay fell by 0.3%.  

2. These recent trends come on top of poor earnings performance in both sectors 

since 2007. Real public sector pay at the end of 2023 was still 1% lower than its level 

at the beginning of 2007. Real private sector pay increased by 4% from 2007 to 2023.  

3. Within the public sector, some high-profile professions (nurses, and particularly 

teachers and hospital doctors) have seen considerably worse pay growth than 

the average public sector worker. Indeed, teachers saw large reductions in average 

real pay from 2010 to 2019 (falling 13%) but have seen stronger pay growth since then 

(with pay 5% higher in September 2023 than in April 2019 after accounting for the pay 

deals agreed last summer). Overall, this still leaves average teachers’ pay in 

September 2023 9% lower than in 2010. 

4. Looking at trends in the English NHS, nurses saw a significant reduction in real 

pay over the 2010s (falling 7% between 2010 and 2019) and only a modest 

recovery since, with average nurse pay growing by a little less than 1% over the same 

2019–23 period. Doctors also saw pay cuts between 2010 and 2019 (of around 10%) 

but, unlike teachers and nurses, have also seen their pay fall further in the period since 

2019, making them the hardest-hit group of the three.  

5. Doctors and teachers, as higher-paid public sector workers, have felt the 

consequences of compression of public sector pay, with pay deals consistently 

benefiting lower-paid workers more than higher-paid workers both within and across 

professions. Compared with 2007, the real earnings of a public sector worker at the 

75th percentile (i.e. earning more than 75% of public sector workers) had fallen by 8% 

by 2023, whereas for a lower-paid worker at the 25th percentile, real earnings had risen 

by 16%. 
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1. Introduction 

With the large spike in inflation that has occurred since late 2021 and the associated cost-of-

living crisis, there has understandably been intense interest in how workers’ earnings have kept 

up (or not) with rising prices. This short report examines one aspect of earnings growth: how 

public sector earnings have performed in recent years, particularly focusing on the period since 

the 2019 election. We also examine earnings growth for major public sector occupations, how 

these trends differ from those seen in the private sector and how recent trends compare with the 

earlier period of public sector pay restraint that started in 2010.  

Public sector pay is important not only for the living standards of the 5.7 million people who 

work for central or local government, but also for the delivery of public services and for the 

public finances. Total government spending on remuneration of public sector workers amounted 

to over £240 billion, or almost 10% of GDP, in 2022, with £178 billion paid in wages and 

salaries and a further £63 billion from employer National Insurance and pension contributions.1 

As Figure 1 shows, following significant falls in the size of the public sector workforce between 

the end of 2009 and 2017, the number of people employed by government has increased 

significantly in recent years – rising by 460,000 (8.7%) since the time of the last election. This 

increase occurred both during the pandemic and more recently, with the headcount rising by 

140,000 (2.4%) during 2023 alone. Figures from the Office for National Statistics (2024a) show 

that by far the biggest increase in headcount since the 2019 election was in the NHS, where it 

rose by 280,000, but there were also rises of 130,000 in public administration and almost 30,000 

in the police.  

 

1  See ONS series for current price GDP (YBHA) and for general government – NMXS (total), NMXQ (wages and 

salaries) and NMXR (social contributions).  
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Figure 1. General (central + local) government employment headcount, millions 

 

Note: Figures are adjusted for the reclassification of English sixth form and further education colleges into 

the private sector in 2012Q2.  

Source: Authors’ calculations using Office for National Statistics (2024a, table 1).  

In recent years, the government has generally sought to hold down real-terms pay in the public 

sector, offering pay awards below the rate of inflation, in large part due to broader pressures on 

the public finances. Industrial action in protest against this meant that large numbers of working 

days were lost to strike action in 2023, particularly in the health and education sectors 

(Cominetti, Hamdan and Slaughter, 2023). However, with public sector pay deals for many (but 

not all) occupations now agreed, strike action has declined dramatically compared with early and 

mid 2023, as is shown in Figure 2.  

Figure 2. Working days lost to strike action in the public sector, by quarter, thousands 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations using Office for National Statistics (2024b).  
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In this report, we use a range of data sources to examine trends in public and private sector 

earnings; indeed, we use what we judge to be the highest-quality comparable measure of pay 

available for the groups we are looking at. Specifically, we use the government’s statistics on 

average weekly earnings to look at the public and private sectors as a whole in Great Britain, 

which provides us with data up to November 2023. We supplement this with data from NHS 

England (based on NHS payroll records) to examine pay trends of doctors and nurses in 

England.2 And we use data from the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings both to document 

trends in public sector pay for men and women in the UK and to examine UK teachers’ and 

educational assistants’ earnings, with an additional projection since April 2023 to allow for the 

nominal pay rises agreed in Summer 2023 of 6.5% for teachers and 8% for educational 

assistants. For reasons of comparability across groups, we generally focus on mean earnings of 

employees;3 however, we do show how the overall distribution of public sector pay has become 

more compressed over time by examining changes in public sector pay at different points in the 

distribution.  

It should be noted that changes in all these measures of earnings will be affected by changes in 

how many hours people in different sectors work on average, meaning that they reflect changes 

in total (pre-tax) pay (rather than how pay has changed only for people working full-time). In 

addition, averages of pay within sectors and even within occupations will reflect compositional 

change in the type of people working in the sector. If a sector starts to employ more lower-paid 

(e.g. less-experienced) staff, that would push down average earnings. We note in this report 

where there is evidence of that occurring. We do not consider employer pension contributions, 

which are an important part of remuneration, particularly in the public sector; nor do we consider 

employee pension contributions, which will affect workers’ take-home pay. See Boileau, 

O’Brien and Zaranko (2022) for detailed analysis accounting for many of these issues.  

  

 

2  Throughout, ‘doctors’ refers to NHS Hospital and Community Health Services (HCHS) doctors and ‘nurses’ refers 

to nurses and health visitors, both working in NHS trusts and other core organisations in England. 
3  Note that the mean will not give a complete picture on trends in earnings growth at different points in the earnings 

distribution. Xu (2022) showed that there were larger increases in earnings for low-paid employees (who are 

particularly clustered in the private sector) than for middle and higher earners between late 2015 and early 2020, 

particularly due to the large rise in the National Living Wage over this period. 
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2. What has happened to average public 

and private sector pay? 

Figure 3 shows how mean earnings per employee (in real terms, expressed in 2023 prices) in the 

public and private sectors have evolved over the last 23 years and Table 1 shows growth in each 

over selected subperiods. Together they show the recent history of public and private sector pay. 

After relatively strong pay growth in both sectors during the first half of the 2000s, in 2007 there 

was a small gap in pay between the sectors, with mean annual earnings about 2% higher in the 

public sector.4 As the financial crisis hit, public sector pay performed better than private sector 

pay (growing by 1.4% from 2007 to 2010, compared with a fall of 0.7% in the private sector). 

From 2010 to 2015, real mean pay in both sectors fell by similar amounts (close to 3%) but it 

was post 2015 that the real differences emerged, with a recovery in private sector pay (which 

increased by 5.1% from 2015 to 2019) that was not matched in the public sector. Therefore, by 

the end of 2019, at the point of the last election, average private and public sector pay were 

nearly identical at just over £33,000 per year (in 2023 prices). 

Table 1. Percentage change in real mean public and private sector pay, by period since 2007  

 Public sector pay Private sector pay 

2007 to 2010 +1.4% –0.7%  

2010 to 2019 –2.0% +2.4% 

Of which   

2010 to 2015 –3.3% –2.6% 

2015 to 2019 +1.4% +5.1% 

2019 to 2023 –0.3% +2.3% 

Overall: 2007 to 2023 –0.9% +4.0% 

Note: Comparisons are for January of each year except for 2019, where we use the December figure (the 

time of the 2019 election), and for 2023 (where we use the latest figure, November). Figures are consistent 

with Figure 3 and are therefore average mean total weekly earnings (including bonuses and arrears) over 

the previous 12 months, multiplied by 52, deflated using monthly CPIH. We exclude financial services from 

public sector so that it is not affected by nationalisation of banks and subsequent trends in pay in those 

banks.  

Source: ONS average weekly earnings by sector (table EARN02).  

 

4  Note that these averages for each sector do not take into account differences in hours worked in each sector and the 

differing composition of the workforces in a number of dimensions. For more detailed comparisons of hourly pay 

of equivalently qualified workers in the public and private sectors, and the differences in their compensation in the 

form of pension contributions, see Boileau, O’Brien and Zaranko (2022).  
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Figure 3. Real average (mean) annual earnings per employee in the public and private 
sectors, 2001−2023 

 

Note: Figures shown are average mean total weekly earnings (including bonuses and arrears) over the 

previous 12 months, multiplied by 52, deflated using monthly CPIH. We exclude financial services from the 

public sector so that it is not affected by nationalisation of banks and subsequent trends in pay in those 

banks.  

Source: ONS average non-seasonally-adjusted weekly earnings by sector (table EARN02).  

The trends in public and private sector pay since the 2019 election have been dominated by the 

pandemic and the subsequent cost-of-living crisis. During the pandemic, public sector pay 

briefly rose rapidly and then fell back, while private sector pay fell then rose, as many were 

furloughed and then brought back to work. But the sharp subsequent increase in inflation 

affected the public sector much more than the private sector, largely due to the freezing of public 

sector pay in cash terms in 2021–22 for all except those working in the NHS and those earning 

under £24,000. Average real pay in the public sector fell by almost £2,000 between early 2022 

and Spring 2023 (6%), double the size of the fall (£900; 3%) in the private sector.  

In 2023, inflation fell and higher-than-usual public sector pay deals were implemented. As a 

result, average public sector pay has bounced back, but by November 2023 only to £33,000, 

almost exactly the same (0.3% lower) as at the end of 2019. On the other hand, private sector 

pay was 2.3% higher in late 2023 than it was in 2019, growth which of course is still dismal by 

pre-2008 historical standards, when it would have not been that unusual to see 2.3% growth in a 
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And taking the long view, real public sector pay at the end of 2023 was still 1% lower than its 

level at the beginning of 2007, almost 17 years earlier. Real private sector pay was only 4% 

higher over the same period. If both had grown at the same rate over this period as between 

January 2001 and January 2007 (2.6% per year for the public sector and 2.2% for the private 

sector), then public sector pay would have been around 56% higher at the end of 2023, while 

private sector pay would have been around 40% higher. If public sector pay had instead grown at 

2.2% per year (private pay growth between 2001 and 2007), it would have still been 47% higher 

by late 2023.  
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3. Pay compression in the public sector 

Figure 4 goes beyond looking at how average public sector pay has changed over time by 

plotting the change in public sector pay at different points of the distribution since 2007. In real 

terms, public sector pay has increased significantly at the bottom of the distribution, while pay at 

the top of the distribution has fallen. The 25th percentile of public sector earnings increased by 

16% in real terms between April 2007 and April 2023. In contrast, the 75th and 90th percentiles 

of public sector pay fell by 8% and 10% in real terms, respectively.  

Figure 4. Changes in real earnings per worker since April 2007 for public sector employees, 
by percentile of the public sector earnings distribution 

 

Note: Data measured in April of each year. All series are deflated using monthly CPIH and then compared 

with April 2007. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) produces figures for the 10th percentile which show 

larger growth in pay than at the 25th percentile, particularly recently; due to more uncertainty about the 

reliability of figures at the bottom of the distribution, we have not shown these.  

Source: ONS dataset ‘Earnings and hours worked, public and private sector: ASHE Table 13’. 
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the public sector workforce may be partly contributing to this, another important factor is that 

public sector pay deals have generally favoured lower-paid workers over higher-paid colleagues 

since at least 2010 (Cribb, Emmerson and Sibieta, 2014; Zaranko, 2022; Sibieta, 2023).  

Due to the compression of the distribution and the fact that men tend to earn more than women 

on average, average pay for men in the public sector has performed much worse than average 

pay for women in the public sector. Figure 5 shows that mean real public sector pay fell by 4% 

for men, compared with a 4% increase for women, between 2007 and 2019. The fall in pay for 

men was even larger in the 2019–23 period, with an 8% fall; in comparison, pay for women fell 

by under 1% from 2019 to 2023.  

Figure 5. Changes in real mean earnings per worker since April 2007 for public sector 
employees, by sex 

 

Note: All series are deflated using monthly CPIH and then compared with April 2007. 

Source: ONS dataset ‘Earnings and hours worked, public and private sector: ASHE Table 13’. 
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the pandemic, which is why we have represented the post-pandemic period with dotted lines. 

Accepting these caveats, there does not seem to be evidence in the private sector of the broad 

pay compression there has been in the public sector. Pay growth did appear to be particularly 

strong at the 25th percentile between 2014 and 2017, consistent with the impact of the minimum 

wage pushing up pay for lower earners especially during this period. However, between 2007 

and 2019, the overall change in pay looks broadly similar at the 25th, 50th (median) and 75th 

percentiles of the distribution for private sector pay, in contrast to the results for public sector 

pay.  
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4. Looking in more detail at public sector 

occupations 

Figure 6 shows how pay has changed for some major (and high-profile) public sector 

occupations: nurses, doctors, teachers and educational assistants compared with the public and 

private sectors as a whole.5 For comparability (particularly due to discontinuities in NHS 

England data), we focus on the period since 2010. Table 2 subsequently shows the total earnings 

growth for these groups over the 2010–19 and 2019–23 periods. Table A1 in the appendix shows 

the real level of pay for each of these occupations in 2010, 2019 and 2023. 

Figure 6 shows that pay for most of these high-profile public sector occupations has fallen by 

more since 2010 than the average for public sector wages. The one exception is educational 

assistants, a relatively lower-paid occupation, whose average pay grew significantly faster than 

even average pay in the private sector. That pay growth for teachers, doctors and nurses lagged 

behind the public sector average is not necessarily surprising due to the pay compression in the 

public sector documented in the previous section, as these are among the better-paid public 

sector occupations. The reductions in pay for teachers in the 2010s were particularly large and 

slightly larger than implied by pay scales, reflecting the fact that the teacher workforce has 

become slightly less experienced (and therefore less well paid) over time.6 This has happened in 

other occupations too; for example, there have been significant expansions in the number of 

doctors over time, leading to increases in the share of doctors who are younger and therefore less 

well paid (General Medical Council, 2023). 

Table 2 more clearly splits out the change in pay since the last election and over the 2010–19 

period. This highlights how recent falls in doctors’ pay have been particularly large, with pay 

falling by 6% in real terms between 2019 and 2023, compared with no change for the public 

sector as a whole. In part, this reflects weaker pay growth than experienced by nurses, teachers 

or the public sector as a whole for the 2019–21 period (when doctors’ pay was broadly flat while 

pay was growing elsewhere in the public sector). But it also reflects that doctors’ pay fell 

considerably between 2021 and 2023, and increases to pay in line with Pay Review Body 

recommendations only occurred in September 2023, at the very end of our data period.7  

 

5  Ideally, we would be able to give more detail about trends in earnings for other public sector occupations. Our 

ability to do so is impaired by sample sizes of smaller occupations in the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings. 
6  Sibieta (2023) shows that pay on the upper teacher pay scale (applying to roughly 50% of teachers) fell by 12% in 

real terms between 2010 and 2022, compared with 13% shown in Figure 6, whereas pay fell on average by around 

7% on the main scale.  
7  Because the NHS England data we use provide data on average pay for doctors and nurses over the previous 12 

months, the full impact of the pay settlements that were implemented in September 2023 will not be reflected by 

the end of our data period. In contrast, the way we approximate teachers’ and educational assistants’ pay in 

September 2023 will reflect the full effect of the pay deals of Summer 2023.  
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Figure 6. Changes in real mean earnings per worker since April 2010 for selected public 
sector occupations 

  

Note: The series for the public sector and private sector are average mean total weekly earnings (including 

bonuses and arrears) over the previous 12 months from AWE. The series for doctors and nurses are mean 

annual earnings per person in NHS trusts and other core organisations in England over the past 12 

months, obtained from NHS England data. The teachers series is the average of mean total weekly 

earnings for primary school and secondary school teachers in ASHE, weighted by the number of jobs of 

each occupation, in April of each year. We also approximate mean nominal pay in September 2023 for 

teachers as mean nominal pay in April 2023 multiplied by 1.065 (the pay deal reached for most teachers in 

Summer 2023). This is why we have a dashed line for teachers between April and September 2023. The 

educational assistants series is mean total weekly earnings for the SOC00 occupation ‘educational 

assistants’ (code 6124) in April 2010, then the average of mean total weekly earnings for the SOC10 

occupations ‘teaching assistants’ (6125) and ‘educational support assistants’ (6126) between 2011 and 

2020 (weighted by the number of jobs in each occupation), and finally the similarly-weighted average of 

mean total weekly earnings for the SOC20 occupations ‘higher level teaching assistants’ (3231), ‘teaching 

assistants’ (6112) and ‘educational support assistants’ (6113) for 2021 onwards. We also approximate 

mean nominal pay in September 2023 for educational assistants as mean nominal pay in April 2023 

multiplied by 1.08 (the mean rise in earnings from the pay deal reached for school support staff in Summer 

2023). This is why we have a dashed line for educational assistants between April and September 2023. All 

series are deflated using monthly CPIH and then compared with April 2010. 

Source: ONS average non-seasonally-adjusted weekly earnings by sector (table EARN02); ONS 

average non-seasonally-adjusted weekly earnings by industry (table EARN03); NHS England, ‘NHS 

staff earnings estimates’ (table 2b); ASHE ONS earnings and hours worked, occupation by four-digit 

SOC (ASHE table 14). 
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Table 2. Percentage change in real mean earnings between April 2010 and April 2019, and 
between April 2019 and September 2023, by group  

 Percentage change in real earnings 

Group 2010 to 2019 2019 to 2023 2010 to 2023 

Public sector (excl. 

financial services) 

–2.6 0.0 –2.5 

Nurses –7.1 0.7 –6.5 

Doctors –9.5 –5.7 –14.7 

Teachers –13.4 5.1* –9.0* 

Educational assistants 6.9 8.7* 16.2* 

Private sector 1.1 2.8 3.9 

Note: *Real earnings for teachers are the average of mean total weekly earnings for primary school and 

secondary school teachers in ASHE, weighted by the number of jobs of each occupation, in April of each 

year. We also approximate mean nominal pay in September 2023 for teachers as mean nominal pay in 

April 2023 multiplied by 1.065 (the pay deal reached for most teachers in Summer 2023). Real earnings for 

educational assistants are mean total weekly earnings for the SOC00 occupation ‘educational assistants’ 

(code 6124) in April 2010, then the average of mean total weekly earnings for the SOC10 occupations 

‘teaching assistants’ (6125) and ‘educational support assistants’ (6126) in April 2019 (weighted by the 

number of jobs in each occupation), and finally the similarly-weighted average of mean total weekly 

earnings for the SOC20 occupations ‘higher level teaching assistants’ (3231), ‘teaching assistants’ (6112) 

and ‘educational support assistants’ (6113) for April 2023. We also approximate mean nominal pay in 

September 2023 for educational assistants as mean nominal pay in April 2023 multiplied by 1.08 (the mean 

rise in earnings from the pay deal reached for school support staff in Summer 2023). Real earnings for 

doctors and nurses are mean annual earnings per person in NHS trusts and other core organisations in 

England over the past 12 months, obtained from NHS England data. All series are deflated using monthly 

CPIH. The percentage change in real earnings between 2010 and 2019 is calculated between April 2010 

and April 2019. The percentage change in real earnings between 2019 and 2023 is calculated between 

April 2019 and September 2023.  

Source: ONS average non-seasonally-adjusted weekly earnings by sector (table EARN02); ONS 

average non-seasonally-adjusted weekly earnings by industry (table EARN03); NHS England, ‘NHS 

staff earnings estimates’ (table 2b); ASHE ONS earnings and hours worked, occupation by four-digit 

SOC (ASHE table 14). 

In comparison, pay for other high-profile public sector occupations fared rather better over the 

2019–23 period. Recent pay rises now mean that nurses’ average pay broadly looks to have kept 

pace with inflation since 2019 (despite large falls in 2022), while teachers’ pay increased by 

more than 5% between 2019 and 2023 after large falls between 2010 and 2019. Pay for 

educational assistants performed particularly well, increasing by more than 16% over this whole 

period following the pay deal reached in Summer 2023. 
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5. Concluding remarks 

Although recent pay settlements in the public sector have put an end to much of the strike action 

that characterised the first half of 2023, the issue of public sector pay has not disappeared. 

Industrial action over pay continues for doctors, for example, although at the time of writing a 

new pay offer to consultants has been made. Indeed, even after the pay settlements agreed last 

summer, average pay in the public sector is still around 2% lower than in January 2010 and 

similar to its level in 2007. And this figure for the public sector as a whole masks quite large 

differences across the distribution and between public sector occupations, with higher-paid 

workers such as teachers and (especially) doctors having done less well than the average. In 

comparison, average pay in the private sector has increased by about 5% since 2010.  

The government needs to pay enough to recruit, retain and motivate the right number and mix of 

staff to provide the public services it desires. In the longer run, suppressing public sector wage 

growth compared with private sector wages will make it harder to do this. And indeed, the 

government’s NHS workforce plan implies major increases in training places (recruitment) and 

is predicated on improvements in retention (Warner and Zaranko, 2023). However, given the 

precarious position of the public finances, and the cuts to unprotected departmental spending 

budgets implied by current plans (Emmerson, Mikloš and Stockon, 2024), continuing to hold 

down public sector pay may be one way that the next government tries to hold down 

departmental spending. Secretaries of State are unsurprisingly asking Pay Review Bodies to take 

public services’ budgets into account when setting pay.8 

If higher public sector pay awards are agreed and come with additional funding from the 

Treasury, that would naturally mean higher taxes, higher borrowing or lower spending 

elsewhere. However, if higher-than-budgeted-for public sector pay deals do not come with 

additional funding, then public services would have to reduce how many people they employ or 

find money for the higher pay from elsewhere. One recent example of the latter is NHS budgets 

being diverted from spending on capital or technology towards day-to-day expenditure, to help 

meet the costs of higher-than-expected pay awards.9 While it could be that this is the best 

available option in the short term, it could undermine longer-term efforts to promote efficiency 

and productivity. As Boileau, O’Brien and Zaranko (2022) argue, it would be better if 

departmental budget settlements could be reopened if pay (or other costs) were considerably 

higher than the assumptions made when setting budgets.  

 

8  See, for example, the Secretary of State for Education’s letter to the School Teachers’ Review Body, 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6583102bed3c34000d3bfcb0/Letter_from_the_Secretary_of_State_f

or_Education_to_Chair_of_the_School_Teachers__Review_Body.pdf. 
9  See https://www.hsj.co.uk/finance-and-efficiency/exclusive-1bn-raid-on-capital-budget-to-cover-pay-rises-and-

strike-costs/7036668.article and https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supplementary-estimates-2023-24. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6583102bed3c34000d3bfcb0/Letter_from_the_Secretary_of_State_for_Education_to_Chair_of_the_School_Teachers__Review_Body.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6583102bed3c34000d3bfcb0/Letter_from_the_Secretary_of_State_for_Education_to_Chair_of_the_School_Teachers__Review_Body.pdf
https://www.hsj.co.uk/finance-and-efficiency/exclusive-1bn-raid-on-capital-budget-to-cover-pay-rises-and-strike-costs/7036668.article
https://www.hsj.co.uk/finance-and-efficiency/exclusive-1bn-raid-on-capital-budget-to-cover-pay-rises-and-strike-costs/7036668.article
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supplementary-estimates-2023-24


Recent trends in public sector pay 
 

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, March 2024 

16 

References 

Boileau, B., O’Brien, L. and Zaranko, B., 2022. Public spending, pay, and pensions. In C. Emmerson, P. 

Johnson and B. Zaranko (eds), The IFS Green Budget October 2022. 

https://ifs.org.uk/publications/public-spending-pay-and-pensions. 

Cominetti, N., Hamdan, N. and Slaughter, H., 2023. Labour market outlook Q2 2023. Resolution Foundation, 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/labour-market-outlook-q2-2023/. 

Cribb, J., Emmerson, C. and Sibieta, L., 2014. Public sector pay in the UK. IFS Report R97, 

https://ifs.org.uk/publications/public-sector-pay-uk. 

Emmerson, C., Mikloš, M. and Stockton, I., 2024. The context for the March 2024 Budget. IFS Report R301, 

https://ifs.org.uk/publications/context-march-2024-budget. 

General Medical Council, 2023. The state of medical education and practice in the UK: workforce report 

2023. https://www.gmc-uk.org/-/media/documents/workforce-report-2023-full-report_pdf-

103569478.pdf. 

Office for National Statistics, 2024a. Public sector employment. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/publicsectorpersonnel/datasets/publi

csectoremploymentreferencetable. 

Office for National Statistics, 2024b. Working days lost due to strike action in the public sector. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/time

series/f8xz/lms. 

Sibieta, L., 2023. How big is the teacher pay offer in England? IFS Comment, https://ifs.org.uk/articles/how-

big-teacher-pay-offer-england. 

Warner, M. and Zaranko, B., 2023. Implications of the NHS workforce plan. IFS Report R272, 

https://ifs.org.uk/publications/implications-nhs-workforce-plan. 

Xu, X., 2022. Return of bumper pay growth in finance fuels new rise in earnings inequality. IFS Comment, 

https://ifs.org.uk/articles/return-bumper-pay-growth-finance-fuels-new-rise-earnings-inequality. 

Zaranko, B., 2022. Pay compression in the NHS (and beyond). IFS Comment, https://ifs.org.uk/articles/pay-

compression-nhs-and-beyond. 

https://ifs.org.uk/publications/public-spending-pay-and-pensions
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/labour-market-outlook-q2-2023/
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/public-sector-pay-uk
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/context-march-2024-budget
https://www.gmc-uk.org/-/media/documents/workforce-report-2023-full-report_pdf-103569478.pdf
https://www.gmc-uk.org/-/media/documents/workforce-report-2023-full-report_pdf-103569478.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/publicsectorpersonnel/datasets/publicsectoremploymentreferencetable
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/publicsectorpersonnel/datasets/publicsectoremploymentreferencetable
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/timeseries/f8xz/lms
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/timeseries/f8xz/lms
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/how-big-teacher-pay-offer-england
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/how-big-teacher-pay-offer-england
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/implications-nhs-workforce-plan
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/return-bumper-pay-growth-finance-fuels-new-rise-earnings-inequality
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/pay-compression-nhs-and-beyond
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/pay-compression-nhs-and-beyond


Recent trends in public sector pay 
 

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, March 2024 

17 

Appendix 

Figure A1. Changes in real earnings per worker since April 2007 for private sector 
employees, by percentile of the private sector earnings distribution 

 

Note: Data measured in April of each year. All series are deflated using monthly CPIH and then compared 

with April 2007. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) produces figures for the 10th percentile which show 

larger growth in pay than at the 25th percentile, particularly recently; due to more uncertainty about the 

reliability of figures at the bottom of the distribution, we have not shown these. The dotted lines represent 

the post-pandemic period, when there have been concerns about low response rates. 

Source: ONS dataset ‘Earnings and hours worked, public and private sector: ASHE Table 13’. 

-15

-10

-5

0

5

10

15

20

2
0

0
7

2
0

0
8

2
0

0
9

2
0

1
0

2
0

1
1

2
0

1
2

2
0

1
3

2
0

1
4

2
0

1
5

2
0

1
6

2
0

1
7

2
0

1
8

2
0

1
9

2
0

2
0

2
0

2
1

2
0

2
2

2
0

2
3

P
e
rc

e
n
ta

g
e
 c

h
a
n
g
e
 i
n
 r

e
a
l 
e
a
rn

in
g
s
 s

in
c
e
 A

p
ri
l 
2
0
0
7

Median

25th 
percentile

75th
percentile

90th 
percentile



Recent trends in public sector pay 
 

© The Institute for Fiscal Studies, March 2024 

18 

Table A1. Level of real mean earnings in April 2010, April 2019 and April 2023, by group  

 Annual real mean earnings (April 2023 prices) 

Group April 2010 April 2019 April 2023 

Public sector (excl. 

financial services) 

£33,632 £32,761 £31,932 

Nurses £42,061 £39,066 £37,311 

Doctors £104,960 £94,962 £88,249 

Teachers £46,863 £40,588 £40,614 

Educational assistants £15,822 £16,915 £17,258 

Private sector £32,206 £32,568 £32,925 

Note: Real earnings for teachers are the average of mean total weekly earnings for primary school and 

secondary school teachers in ASHE, weighted by the number of jobs of each occupation, in April of each 

year. Real earnings for educational assistants are mean total weekly earnings for the SOC00 occupation 

‘educational assistants’ (code 6124) in April 2010, then the average of mean total weekly earnings for the 

SOC10 occupations ‘teaching assistants’ (6125) and ‘educational support assistants’ (6126) in April 2019 

(weighted by the number of jobs in each occupation), and finally the similarly-weighted average of mean 

total weekly earnings for the SOC20 occupations ‘higher level teaching assistants’ (3231), ‘teaching 

assistants’ (6112) and ‘educational support assistants’ (6113) for April 2023. Real earnings for doctors and 

nurses are mean annual earnings per person in NHS trusts and other core organisations in England over 

the past 12 months, obtained from NHS England data. All series are deflated using monthly CPIH.  

Source: ONS average non-seasonally-adjusted weekly earnings by sector (table EARN02); ONS 

average non-seasonally-adjusted weekly earnings by industry (table EARN03); NHS England, ‘NHS 

staff earnings estimates’ (table 2b); ASHE ONS earnings and hours worked, occupation by four-digit 

SOC (ASHE table 14). 
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