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IDR commentary 

The analysis in this report centres on a comparison of starting pay for teachers with that for 

non-teaching graduates. Graduates are a suitable comparator group since teaching in the 

public sector is an all-graduate entry profession. Our analysis shows that teachers’ starting pay 

in England remains behind that of graduates by 8.2%. The gap had narrowed significantly in 

2020 from 13.0% to 6.4%, but it has widened again in our latest analysis, for 2021.  

 

Between 2010 and 2019, the lag behind the median starting salary for non-teaching graduates 

ranged between 11.2% and 16.1%, so the latest figures represent an improvement on this. 

The factors involved include a targeted increase of 5.5% to the lowest rate for teachers in the 

2020 pay award (likely to have been the main driver of the narrowing gap that year), pay awards 

for teachers above the median for those in the rest of the economy in 2018, 2019, and 2020; 

and also the moderating of the labour market for graduates, in part due to improved supply in 

some areas at least but also the new availability of initially cheaper degree-apprentices, whose 

starting pay tends to be lower than that for traditional graduates, even if completion salaries 

are very similar. On the other hand, there is still a gap and while it is lower than the figure of 

10% which we normally advise should trigger counter-measures, it is approaching this level, 

and therefore cause for concern at least. 

 

The outlook for this key relativity depends very much on what happens to the graduate labour 

market over the coming months, as well as what happens to teachers’ pay. In an era of viral 

pandemics and climate change, having employees who are trained to assess the quality of 

ideas and can therefore make a significant contribution to new ways of providing services or 

goods is likely to be more important than previously. If correct, this could stimulate the labour 

market for graduates and widen the gap with teachers’ pay once more. And while degree 

apprentices provide a lower-cost option to begin with, they are not appropriate in every area.  

 

Another key finding from our research is relevant here as well. This is that graduates still earn 

significantly more at three and five years into their careers than teachers at the equivalent 

points (see section 3.3). This in turn underlies the results from our comparison of the latest 
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data on average earnings for primary and secondary teachers with those for 11 key non-

teaching professions. This showed primary teachers placed bottom of the rankings in respect 

of both median and mean earnings, while secondary teachers fare only a little better: eighth in 

respect of median earnings and eleventh out of a total of 13 professions, including the two 

teaching groups, when we look at mean earnings (see section 2.4). 

 

As private sector pay reviews show stronger than for many years (section 5), the findings here 

are an indication that while teachers’ position relative to non-teaching graduates may have 

improved somewhat, albeit from an even worse standing, there is little room for complacency 

if additional recruitment and retention issues are to be avoided. This is why we have also 

included assessments of the Chancellor’s use of the Average Weekly Earnings Series as a way 

of comparing public and private sector pay developments, and the Treasury’s views on the 

relationship between inflation and public sector pay awards as set out in its most recent 

economic evidence to the Review Bodies.  
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Executive summary 

This report presents the findings of analysis conducted by Incomes Data Research (IDR) on 

behalf of the National Education Union (NEU). The NEU supports and represents more than 

460,000 members, including the majority of teachers and education professionals in the UK.   

 

The analysis is based on IDR data on graduate pay compared to teachers’ salaries. Information 

on the pay points for teachers was taken from two main sources: from joint union advice 

published by the NEU, and in the latest two years, from the relevant School Teachers Pay and 

Conditions Documents. Graduates are a suitable comparator group since teaching in the public 

sector is an all-graduate entry profession. The key findings of the analysis are as follows: 

 

Inflation and public sector pay rises 

• The Treasury, in its economic evidence to the Pay Review Bodies, warns that public sector 

pay rises could ‘exacerbate cost of living pressures’ by influencing wage demands in the 

private sector, which in turn could contribute more directly to inflation 

• But Government pay policy – and outcomes under it – is not generally considered a major 

influence by private sector employers, who instead concentrate on sectoral and 

occupational benchmarks which, by definition, generally exclude the public sector 

• The Treasury offers no evidence for its hypothesis, which ignores both the cycle of 

private/public sector pay in which the former always sets the pace, and the way in which pay 

awards are retrospective of inflation, lagging it both timewise and in terms of magnitude 

• The hypothesis involves assumptions that may not be borne out in reality, with research 

showing that absorption in profits is a more common response to higher pay rises than 

‘passing them on’ in the form of price rises 

• Finally, it may be that the Treasury is really trying to manage public sector workers’ 

expectations around pay at a time when private sector pay is growing more rapidly than 

before. As such, it may be risking exacerbating existing recruitment and retention problems 

in the public sector. 
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Teachers’ starting pay 

• The current starting salary for teachers is 8.2% behind the median starting salary for 

graduates 

• We also compared the latest data on average earnings for primary and secondary teachers 

with those for 11 key non-teaching professions 

• This showed primary teachers placed bottom of the rankings in respect of both median and 

mean earnings, while secondary teachers are eighth in respect of median earnings and 

eleventh when we look at mean earnings 

 

Pay progression 

• Graduates progress at a slightly faster rate than teachers in the early stages of their 

careers, eg after three years, but slightly slower after five years  

• The ‘pay lead’ for graduates at three years is 26.8%, compared to 23.6% for teachers. At five 

years’ service the pay lead for graduates is 50.0%, while that for teachers is greater at 55.4% 

• However, graduates still earn more after three and five years than teachers at these points 

who have received progression pay 

• Teachers with three years’ service are typically paid £31,778, compared to a higher figure of 

£35,491 at the same point for graduates. The gap here is over £3,700 in favour of non-

teaching graduates.  

• And teachers with five years’ service typically earn £39,961, compared to £42,000 for 

graduates, a gap of over £2,000 

 

Graduate labour market 

• The labour market for graduates has weakened over the past few years, under the impact of 

economic slowdown and the advent of an alternative in the form of degree apprentices 

• Recruitment issues are minimal but retention presents a greater problem, with over a third 

of respondents (36%) reporting that at least some graduates failed to complete their training 

during the last 12 months 

• The result is modest growth in starting salaries 
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• There are, however, signs of a thaw and economic reopening could further affect the pay on 

offer to graduates 

• Further research is necessary to establish whether this is indeed the case 

 

Pay increases  

• Teachers’ headline pay rise has been lower than the median whole-economy pay award in 

six out of the ten years covered by our analysis in the years prior to the pandemic. The 

contrast was greatest in 2011 and 2012 when teachers were covered by a two-year pay 

freeze while pay awards across the whole economy were at 2.0% 

• More recently, though, teachers’ pay awards have been higher than typical elsewhere and 

between 2019 and 2020 the percentage point differences are in favour of teachers 

• However, renewed public sector pay restraint in 2021 resulted in a pay freeze for teachers, 

while the median pay award across the economy at around the same time, in the three 

months to September 2021, was 2.0% 

• Since then, private sector pay awards – particularly at organisations with a national reach, 

or that recruit nationally – have been showing more strongly than in many years. This 

presents a challenge to those charged with making recommendations on teachers’ pay. 
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1. Introduction 

This report has been prepared by Incomes Data Research (IDR) on behalf of the National 

Education Union (NEU). It examines the position of teaching in the graduate labour market over 

the last decade, looking at both starting pay and pay progression across the UK market, and 

specifically in London and the South East. The analysis assesses the competitiveness of 

teacher pay in the context of the graduate labour market. It also compares average earnings 

for teachers with those of other professional groups, assesses the latest trends in pay awards 

in teaching and the wider economy, and looks at issues surrounding the official average weekly 

earnings series and the Treasury’s view of the relationship between inflation and pay awards.  

 

1.1. Methodology 

The analysis in this report compares data on salary levels and pay increases for teachers with 

that for graduates. The graduate salary level data has been collected by IDR via annual surveys 

completed by HR professionals responsible for graduate recruitment.1 Information on the pay 

points for teachers was taken from a number of sources, depending on the availability of 

information in this regard: mainly from joint union advice published by the NEU and in the latest 

two years, from the relevant School Teachers Pay and Conditions Documents.  

 

The pay increases analysis draws on our database of pay review outcomes which holds 

information on percentage increases, whether the increase is an across-the-board pay rise or 

if individual increases vary according to performance, the type and number of staff covered, 

long-term deal arrangements including any formulas for future pay rises, along with whether 

or not the firm recognises a trade union or employee body in pay negotiations. IDR 

continuously monitors pay reviews and our in-house team of researchers collects details of 

firms’ pay reviews directly from employers and trade unions. 

 

 

 
1The pay and progression for graduates survey has been conducted annually by IDR since November 2015 and 
previously by Incomes Data Services (IDS), data from which is now owned by IDR. The latest report can be 
found here: Graduate and Apprentice Pay 2021 (incomesdataresearch.co.uk) 

https://www.incomesdataresearch.co.uk/reports/graduate-and-apprentice-pay-2021
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2. Inflation and public sector pay rises 

The latest economic evidence to the Review Bodies from the Treasury states: ‘If public sector 

pay increases were to exacerbate temporary inflationary pressure, for instance through spilling 

over into higher wage demands across the economy or contributing to higher inflation 

expectations, then these short-term pressures would become more sustained. In turn, this 

would exacerbate cost of living pressures, as higher pay awards were offset by higher inflation, 

and would require significantly tighter monetary policy to address, which would also harm 

growth.’  

 

2.1. Do public sector pay rises influence private sector outcomes? 

The linked scenarios outlined here are entirely hypothetical, but while the Treasury does not 

advance any supporting evidence for them, it is worth considering each in turn. The first is one 

in which public sector pay increases might ‘spill over into higher wage demands across the 

economy’. Could this happen? Could Government pay policy and public sector outcomes 

influence pay-setting behaviour in the private sector? There is at least a significant question 

mark over this possibility, in large part because surveys of private sector employers indicate 

that Government policy on pay is a relatively minor influence on their pay decisions.  

 

For instance, our annual ‘pay planning’ series of surveys asks employers how important a range 

of factors, including Government policy on pay, are when it comes to their most recent annual 

pay reviews. In 2020, Government pay policy ranked bottom out of 12, while in the latest 

survey it moved up just one place. Greater influences in the most recent survey were, in order 

of importance: affordability, market benchmarking, future business outlook, inflation/cost of 

living, increases in the NMW/NLW, recruitment and retention, going rate for increases, 

productivity, coronavirus effects and lastly, employee expectations.  

 

Only trade union claims were ranked lower. (This is not to say that trade unions are 

unimportant at those companies where they are recognised for pay bargaining, but the figures 

in union claims usually express their members’ highest aspirations and are rarely, if ever, 
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achieved in practice. It seems that private sector employers pay only a little more attention to 

public sector pay policy.) 

 

We also ask employers how important the same range of factors will be in respect of coming 

pay reviews, for 2022. In the latest survey, conducted in summer 2021, Government policy on 

pay was ranked 10th out of 11 as an influence on forward pay plans. More important influences 

were, again in order: affordability, future business outlook, market benchmarking, recruitment 

and retention, inflation/cost of living, going rate for increases, increases in the NMW/NLW, 

productivity and lastly, trade union claims. Only coronavirus effects were ranked lower, at a 

point when the economy had re-opened and most employers were more optimistic about an 

end to the pandemic’s negative effects on their business. 

 

The survey results also highlight that while affordability and the business outlook are the pre-

eminently most important influences on employers’ decisions, market benchmarking also 

looms large in their considerations. There are two aspects to this. One is that companies tend 

to look most closely at what other companies in the same sector have paid or are likely to pay 

when it comes to annual pay rises. This is reflected in the way we and other pay monitoring 

bodies structure our regular information on pay awards, with detailed data – usually showing 

outcomes at named organisations – presented according to standard industrial sectors, eg 

energy and water, financial services, retail etc. It follows therefore, that for most private sector 

organisations, their own sector comes first, and they would not generally consider public sector 

developments.  

 

Sometimes pay developments outside their own sectors are considered, especially in the case 

of notable ‘bellwether’ settlements. Examples in the past include the annual pay rises at Ford 

Motor Company, though this has been replaced by Jaguar Land Rover on the one hand and 

Nissan on the other. Again, though, public sector pay awards rarely figure as ‘ones to watch’ 

for private sector pay decision-makers. 
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The other aspect of market benchmarking that can guide companies’ pay decisions is 

occupational pay trends, particularly where a company is a major employer of a particular type 

of role, eg customer service assistants, IT staff or engineers. This is unlikely to involve 

examinations of outcomes for public sector occupations, since for many roles the public sector 

is more or less in a monopsony position, as the largest and sometimes the only substantial 

employer of many of the (largely professional) roles it employs. Examples include nurses and 

teachers. Few, if any, private sector employers are interested in pay movements for these 

occupations, and much the same could be said for less specialised public sector jobs in areas 

like the civil service or local government. Even for so-called generic roles it is the private sector 

that sets the pace on pay, rather than the other way round. (Of course, as a result the opposite 

is true for the public sector, since the better pay on offer in the private sector often means that 

the former is forced to compete with the latter. This is truer for some parts of the public sector 

than others. The increased importance of digital roles in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic 

has presented particular problems for the public sector, in addition to specialised areas such 

as project management.) 

 

Finally on this first hypothetical scenario, it posits a situation where public sector pay rises 

could be a causative factor in the level of pay rises in the private sector. Now there is certainly 

a relationship between the two, but the causal link points generally, and perhaps even always, 

in the opposite direction. Indeed the association between private and public sector pay awards 

can be characterised by the idea of a ‘cycle’, with private sector pay rises generally ahead in 

those periods when the economy is growing, that is, most of the time, followed by (usually 

briefer) periods when public sector pay awards narrow the gap or, even less often, catch up 

with those in the private sector.2 Crucially, it is this notion of ‘catching up’ that provides the 

clue to the motive force in the nexus. 

 

A longer time-series of IDR’s pay award monitoring illustrates the point even more clearly. In 

the figure 1, which shows the period from 2008, just before the major financial crisis, we can 

 
2 Employment levels in the public sector also rise and fall according to a cycle, one that is closely associated with 
the cycle of pay movements and relativities.  
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see that private sector pay awards were higher than those in the public sector in the period 

immediately before the crash. Public sector awards went ahead for a short time, mostly 

because they were made under long-term deals reached before the recession hit. From 2010 

onwards however, the previous relationship was re-established, albeit with pay awards in both 

sectors at lower levels than before.3 

 

Figure 1: Private versus public sector average pay awards, 2008 to 2021 

 

 
3 Some commentators have argued that austerity and pay restraint in the public sector over most of the last 
decade may have played an additional though largely unspecified role in keeping average pay increases in the 
private sector lower than they might otherwise have been. But even if this was a minor element, the central 
factor in keeping pay rises comparatively low (and holding back earnings growth in real terms) is the post-
recession context and historically weak economic growth. In other words, it is highly unlikely that private sector 
pay awards would have been higher, even in the absence of public sector pay restraint. And in any case, as the 
chart shows, private sector pay awards were still mostly ahead of those in the public sector. 
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2.2. Do pay rises cause inflation? 

The second hypothetical scenario is one where (private sector) wage demands somehow feed 

into higher inflation, as the Treasury puts it, ‘higher pay awards [are] offset by higher inflation’. 

The Treasury is undoubtedly aware that public sector pay awards cannot directly influence 

inflation because the public sector largely does not produce goods or services that are traded 

(bought or sold). But the department clearly believes that wage rises elsewhere could be a 

factor in raising the cost of living. In terms of the causative relationship, there is no evidence 

that pay rises are playing any role in the latest spike in inflation. The current generalised rise in 

prices has its roots in pandemic-produced disruptions of supply chains on the one hand, and 

higher energy and oil prices on the other, something the Treasury recognises in its evidence. 

But the hypothetical scenario being posited by the Treasury is one in which future inflation 

could be exacerbated by higher pay rises. Might this happen? 

 

The difficulty is that wage rises are always retrospective in respect of indicators like inflation. 

And not only is there a time lag between the two, but pay rises are, on average, generally lower 

than inflation, apart from during those brief periods – generally in recessions – when inflation 

falls sharply. The chart below shows this clearly, with three main periods in evidence. The first 

is that prior to the ‘great recession’ of 2009, when the median pay settlement moved up and 

down more or less as inflation rose and fell but was always below it.4 And there is no evidence 

for this period that higher pay settlements fuelled increases in measures of the cost of living. 

 

The second period is the 10 years or so between the crash and the pandemic. During this long 

period, the association between inflation and pay settlements weakened significantly, in large 

measure due to the factors already mentioned. For most of the period since the economic crisis 

of 2009, the median basic pay award has been more or less stuck at between 2 and 2½%. 

When inflation rose, the median settlement failed to follow it upwards, though nor did it follow 

inflation down when the latter fell. The final period is the most recent one, in which inflation 

 
4Just as there is a floor for pay increases in the private sector (usually 2%), so too when pay increases are 
higher, they tend to show below inflation, as we have commented in the past, ‘like washing hanging from a line.’ 
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has risen and pay settlements appear to have responded, raising the possibility that the pre-

crash relationship between the two could be restored to some extent.  

 

Figure 2: Association between pay awards and inflation, 2008 to 2021 

 

The key point is that while workers might want their pay to ‘catch up’ with increases in the 

cost of living, few settlements match it. This is partly to do with the nature of pay-setting 

processes, including negotiated ones, which generally take the official estimate for inflation 

prior to the time of the effective date of their annual pay review as the marker. In periods 

when inflation is rising, by the time workers receive their pay rise, inflation has risen further. 

But by the time the next annual pay review comes around, inflation could have dropped back. 
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In fact, this is what most economists have been predicting for the current round of inflation, 

that it should start to fall later this year as supply chain pressures abate.5 

 

The difficulty with the Treasury view is that it makes assumptions about the consequences of 

wage increases that may or may not be borne out by reality. In some cases, wage rises might 

be translated into price rises, but these are usually in cases where customers can afford these 

price rises. In other instances, it is not possible for companies to increase prices because of 

pressure from customers. In these cases, the trade-off is more usually with profit margins. 

And also in these cases, an additional emphasis might be placed on measures to increase 

productivity. In a number of sectors, from car manufacturing, through logistics to retail, large 

companies have become adept at placing pressure on suppliers to keep their prices low. 

Amazon is one example here, and the major food retailers are another.6 

 

A key problem for the Treasury (and indeed for other exchequers the world over) is that, as 

Professor Charles Goodhart put it in a recent speech to the ECB Forum on Central Banking in 

October 2021, ‘we have no general theory of inflation’. At points in its evidence, the Treasury 

appears to rely on a notion of ‘inflation expectations’ as important. But expectations are 

inevitably based on current measures of inflation and therefore by definition cannot provide 

any robust indication of what might happen in the future. Indeed, a recent paper by Jeremy 

Rudd at the Federal Reserve, the US central bank, concludes: ‘Economists and economic 

policymakers believe that households’ and firms’ expectations of future inflation are a key 

determinant of actual inflation. A review of the relevant theoretical and empirical literature 

 
5 See for example the latest Monetary Policy Report from the Bank of England: Monetary Policy Report - 
November 2021 | Bank of England 
6The Low Pay Commission’s latest report contains details of research on the extent to which firms raised prices 
in response to the latest increase in the National Minimum Wage. In retail, it shows that while this was one of the 
reactions, it was not the most usual, with taking lower profits/absorbing the cost and improving productivity 
both more common responses (LPC, 2021, 5.72). At the same time, it may be that the sort of inflation being 
experienced at the moment, especially arising from energy prices, makes absorbing inflation in profits more 
difficult to achieve for some firms at least. For some companies, inflation makes it harder to meet profit margins 
due to input costs rising (at the moment, that is happening in a number of areas, not just wages, and these other 
areas are arguably more significant at the moment) and cash-strapped customers becoming choosier, making 
marketplaces more competitive. But employees also have costs and allowing inflation to squeeze living 
standards can affect demand and therefore growth, and so a balance needs to be reached between affordability 
and maintaining the value of workers’ pay relative to increases in the cost of living.  

https://doi.org/10.17016/FEDS.2021.062
https://doi.org/10.17016/FEDS.2021.062
https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy-report/2021/november-2021
https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy-report/2021/november-2021
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suggests that this belief rests on extremely shaky foundations, and a case is made that 

adhering to it uncritically could easily lead to serious policy errors.’7 

 

This is not the place to discuss theories of inflation. However, in the absence of any empirical 

evidence for its hypothetical assertion that wage rises could lead to higher inflation, a 

reasonable assumption is that the Treasury is using this proposition to lower public sector 

workers’ wage expectations at a time when the outlook for private sector pay awards is rising. 

This contradicts statements from the Prime Minister about moving the country as a whole 

towards a ‘high wage, high skill, high productivity’ economy. It also relies on a certain amount 

of wishful thinking about the recruitment and retention situation facing the public services, 

with recruitment regarded as ‘generally positive’ and the retention problem merely one of 

‘acute issues within specific roles’ (section 3.4). But some of these specific roles are amongst 

the most-populated and important in the entire public sector. And the evidence on 

recruitment and retention is otherwise. For example, a recent report from the Health 

Foundation on nurses’ pay found that ‘the pandemic has further heightened concerns about 

workload, retention, motivation and the longer-term supply of nurses.’8 The STRB also 

expresses concerns about the risk to teacher recruitment and retention from the reopening 

of the economy in its latest report. 

 

In reality, a decade of austerity and pay restraint, plus the pressures from the pandemic, has 

made for real issues in recruitment, retention and morale across large parts of the public 

sector. The same period has been one in which real wages for most public sector workers 

have been falling or flat, in comparison with the trend prior to the 2009 recession. And now, 

the sharp increase in the cost of living, and especially that presented by components such as 

energy costs, means that employees across Britain face a real squeeze in their living 

standards, unless wages rise somewhat to counteract this. As a recent article in the FT put it, 

‘Workers have good reason to respond to pervasive price rises by demanding more pay.’9  

 
7 See this link for details: The Fed - Why Do We Think That Inflation Expectations Matter for Inflation? (And 
Should We?) (federalreserve.gov) 
8See this link for details: Nurses’ pay over the long term: what next? - The Health Foundation 
9 Robert Armstrong, ‘Inflation: it’s not just for goods any more’, Financial Times, 13 January 2022. 

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/feds/why-do-we-think-that-inflation-expectations-matter-for-Inflation-and-should-we.htm
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/feds/why-do-we-think-that-inflation-expectations-matter-for-Inflation-and-should-we.htm
https://tracker.health.org.uk/publications/nurses-pay-over-the-long-term-what-next
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Will employers be willing to accede to these requests? In the private sector, affordability is key. 

But as long as company performance allows it, then there are suitable motivations for 

companies to raise their workers’ wages. Real wages had been falling or flat before the current 

period, and if they fall further in this one then companies will have fewer buyers for their goods 

and services. Some firms will have scope to offset wage rises by absorbing them in profits, but 

they are also likely to look for increased productivity in return, which is another reason to think 

that concerns about wage rises feeding inflation are probably premature at this stage. 

 

The evidence for private sector employers’ willingness to partly or wholly maintain the value 

of their employees’ wages relative to increases in the cost of living, affordability permitting, is 

there in the latest figures on pay awards, which show an increase in both the average and 

median measures. But this is some way below inflation, and likely to remain so. Meanwhile in 

the public sector, rising inflation means that the gap between pay rises there (and earnings 

growth) and those in the private sector is likely to widen again. If the Government does not act 

to narrow this gap, then it is likely to once again face many of the problems around staff 

recruitment, retention and morale that arose during such periods in the past.  
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3. Salary levels 

This section provides analysis of basic salary levels for teachers and graduates.  
 

3.1. Starting salaries for teachers and graduates 

Table 1 details aggregate IDR data on starting salaries for graduates in England, excluding 

London and the South East, shown alongside the minimum point on the main pay range (M1) 

of the national pay scale for teachers in England and Wales for the period 2010 to 2018 and 

for England only in 2019, 2020 and 2021.10 The figures show that the current starting salary 

for teachers is behind the median and average salaries for graduates in the wider economy, 

though a little ahead of the lower quartile salary for graduates.  

 

Table 1: Graduate and teacher starting salaries, 2010-2021 (national) 

 Teachers Graduates 

Year M1 Lower quartile Median Average Upper quartile 

2010 £21,588 £23,000 £24,300 £25,166 £26,000 

2011 £21,588 £22,979 £25,000 £26,212 £27,931 

2012 £21,588 £23,500 £25,500 £27,168 £29,000 

2013 £21,804 £24,000 £25,000 £26,068 £27,000 

2014 £22,023 £24,750 £26,000 £26,504 £27,529 

2015 £22,244 £25,000 £26,500 £26,751 £28,250 

2016 £22,467 £25,000 £26,000 £27,269 £29,000 

2017 £22,917 £26,000 £27,000 £27,528 £29,000 

2018 £23,720 £26,441 £27,654 £28,083 £29,500 

2019 £24,373 £25,500 £28,000 £28,528 £32,000 

2020 £25,714 £25,812 £27,475 £28,402 £30,000 

2021 £25,714 £25,500 £28,000 £27,994 £30,000 

Note: graduate salary levels for 2018 are based on employer projected salary levels as at 2017 as no survey was 
conducted in 2018.  
 

 
10Pay for schoolteachers in Wales is now set separately by the Independent Welsh Pay Review Body, which was 
established in 2019. 
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Figure 3 illustrates that the starting salary for teachers has been, and remains behind, the 

median starting salary for graduates across the rest of the economy, though the gap has 

narrowed a little since 2019. We take the median measure since it is less affected by outliers 

than the average or mean. However, Table 1 shows that the average and median starting 

salaries for graduates are currently very close together.  

 
Figure 3: Graduate and teachers starting salaries, 2010-2021 (national) 

 
 

Figure 3 shows that the minimum salary for teachers was frozen at the beginning of the period 

and rose only marginally between 2013 and 2016, followed by more notable increases in the 

period between 2017 and 2019. In 2020 it was increased by 5.5% but it was frozen in 2021 
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under the terms of the Government’s pay freeze for most public sector workers who were 

subject to centralised pay setting mechanisms.11  

 

The trend in the median graduate starting salary has been more varied, with upward movement 

between 2010 and 2012, a dip in 2013, further upward movement between 2014 and 2015, 

followed by a further dip in 2016. The median graduate starting salary rose again in 2017, 2018 

and 2019, albeit only marginally in the last of these three years. In 2020, the median actually 

dipped a little, mainly as the graduate labour market stalled under the impact of the pandemic. 

However, it recovered in 2021 to the same level as 2019. 

 

Despite fluctuations the gap between the two bars is clearly evident throughout the period, 

with the graduate salary higher than the teachers’ salary in every year between 2010 and 2019. 

In 2020 and 2021, while the broad trend continued, the gap narrowed a little. 

 
Further analysis of the gap between teachers’ and graduates’ starting salaries shows that the 

current starting salary for teachers is 8.2% behind the median starting salary for graduates. 

This represents a slightly better position than in 2010, when the starting salary for teachers 

was 11.2% behind the median starting salary for graduates. However, it is likely to be due, in 

part at least, to the slowdown in the graduate labour market that has taken place during the 

pandemic. Following the reopening of the economy, we might expect the same labour market 

to pick up again, in which case the gap could widen further. Subsequent research will be able 

to establish whether this is indeed the case. 

 

Table 2 and Figure 4 detail the percentage differentials between the starting salary for teachers 

and the median graduate starting salary in each year between 2010 and 2021. Throughout the 

period 2010 to 2021 starting salaries for teachers were around 14% behind the median 

graduate starting salary, on average, with the differential generally increasing over the period 

 
11NHS staff were exempt from this pay freeze, which was related to the Government’s response to the pandemic 
and has since been rescinded.  
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up to and including 2018. However, in 2020 the gap narrowed significantly, halving in fact to 

6.4%. But it widened again in the latest year, to 8.2%.12  

 

Table 2: Gap between teacher and graduate starting salaries, 2010-2021 (national) 

Year 
Teacher 

minimum 
(M1) 

Median 
graduate 

salary 

Differential (median) Lower 
quartile 

graduate 
salary 

Differential (LQ) 

£  %  £ % 

2010 £21,588 £24,300 -£2,712 -11.2% £23,000 -£1,412 -6.5% 

2011 £21,588 £25,000 -£3,412 -13.6% £22,979 -£1,391 -6.4% 

2012 £21,588 £25,500 -£3,912 -15.3% £23,500 -£1,912 -8.9% 

2013 £21,804 £25,000 -£3,196 -12.8% £24,000 -£2,196 -10.1% 

2014 £22,023 £26,000 -£3,977 -15.3% £24,750 -£2,727 -12.4% 

2015 £22,244 £26,500 -£4,256 -16.1% £25,000 -£2,756 -12.4% 

2016 £22,467 £26,000 -£3,533 -13.6% £25,000 -£2,533 -11.3% 

2017 £22,917 £27,000 -£4,083 -15.1% £26,000 -£3,083 -13.5% 

2018 £23,720 £27,654 -£3,934 -14.2% £26,441 -£2,721 -11.5% 

2019 £24,373 £28,000 -£3,627 -13.0% £25,500 -£1,127 -4.6% 

2020 £25,714 £27,475 -£1,761 -6.4% £25,812 -£98 -0.38% 

2021 £25,714 £28,000 -£2,285 -8.2% £25,500 +£214 +0.84% 

 

The gap widened to a peak of 16.1% in 2015, the point at which teachers were in the fifth year 

of the Government’s restrictive public sector pay policy. In 2016 this reduced marginally due 

to a dip in graduate pay. After this, the gap rose a little before moderating a little further and 

then, in the most recent period, narrowing significantly before widening slightly once more.   

 

Earlier on we noted that the teachers’ minimum is closer to the lower quartile of the market for 

graduates. For most of the period the differential between the two has been negative, with the 

starting salaries for teachers behind the lower quartile of salaries for graduates, even widening 

 
12 When it comes to benchmarking pay, we normally regard variances of around +/-10% as significant. While the 
latest variance for the teachers’ minimum with graduate starting salaries is below this level, it is nevertheless 
approaching it, and we would certainly draw attention to the gap. Our view is that the parties should continue to 
monitor this relationship.  
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in the years up to and including 2018. However, the 2019 figures showed a change with the 

differential reducing from -11.5% to -4.6%. The gap narrowed further in 2020, while in 2021, 

the variance was positive for the first time since 2010, with the M1 point for teachers very 

marginally (0.84%) ahead of the lower quartile starting salary for graduates. 

 

Figure 4: Gap between teacher and graduate starting salaries, 2010-2021 
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3.2. Movement in starting salaries for teachers and graduates 

In this section we look at how the starting salary for teachers has changed relative to the 

median graduate salary between 2010 and 2021. Figure 5 tracks the minimum pay point for 

teachers (M1) against the median starting salary for graduates in each year from 2010 to 2021. 

The graph shows two things. The first is that the median starting salary for graduates has led 

that for teachers throughout the period. The second is that teachers’ starting pay has grown at 

a faster rate than that for graduates, and as a result the gap between the two has narrowed but 

is still significant. 

 

If we follow the purple line first, for teachers’ pay, we see relatively little movement in the 

starting salary for teachers in the early period up to and including 2016. Following this, 

however, in the years 2017 to 2020, growth is more noticeable. But in the latest year, 2021, 

pay was frozen under the Government’s policy at the time. 

 

Meanwhile the trend in starting salaries for graduates (the green line) has been more varied, 

with the median rising in some years and falling in others. This is because graduate employers 

do not routinely uprate the entry salary for graduates, although the proportion of graduate 

employers freezing starting salaries appears to be down on previous surveys. It is also the case 

that the most recent period (2018 – 2021) has been one in which the median starting salary 

for graduates has barely changed.  

 

By contrast, if we express growth in the respective measures over the period in percentage 

terms, that for teachers is much greater than that for graduates. Overall, the starting salary for 

teachers has increased by 19.1% over the period 2010 to 2021, while the median graduate 

starting salary has increased by 9.8%. Therefore, the gap between the two, while still in favour 

of graduates, is smaller than it was at the start of the period, when it was 11.2%. Currently it 

stands at 8.2%. While narrower than previously, due to greater growth in teachers’ starting 

pay, this is approaching the magnitude (approximately 10%) at which we normally advise 

parties that the pay gap should be of concern.    
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Figure 5: Growth in teacher and graduate starting salaries, 2010-2021 (national) 

 
 

Table 3: Growth in starting salaries for teachers and graduates between 2010 and 2021 

Group Starting salary in 2010 Starting salary in 2021 % change 

Teachers £21,588 £25,714 19.1% 

Graduates £25,500 £28,000 9.8% 
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3.3. Teachers’ and other professionals’ earnings compared 

Data from the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE), as published by the Office of 

National Statistics, provides insights into average earnings for different occupational groups 

across the economy and figures 6 and 7 present the latest figures for gross earnings for primary 

and secondary teachers as compared to those for 11 other professional groups as follows: 

accountants, biochemists, business consultants, chemical scientists, chartered surveyors, 

engineers, health professionals, IT professionals, legal professionals, pharmacists and 

physical scientists.  

 

Figure 6 median gross weekly earnings for teachers and other professional groups, 2021 
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Figure 6 on the previous page presents the figures for median gross earnings. Primary teachers 

had the lowest average earnings in 2021. While secondary teachers were higher up the 

comparative scale, their median gross earnings still only ranked eight out of 13 professions in 

total.   

 

Figure 7 mean (average) gross weekly earnings for teachers and other professional groups, 2021 

 
 

The next chart (figure 7 above) presents the latest figures for average or mean gross earnings. 

This statistic is affected more than the median by very high or very low figures in the data. It is 

important to also consider the mean because some individuals and indeed groups may be in 

receipt of elements of pay that change their rankings relative to those shown for median 
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earnings. For example, in the next chart the relative position of health professionals has 

increased to second, up from third in the previous set of rankings. Many health professionals 

in the NHS, such as consultants (though not all consultants), will have received ‘clinical 

excellence payments’ in 2020 or 2021 and this could have influenced the change in relativities.  

 

When measured according to mean gross earnings, secondary teachers’ relative position 

changes from eighth to eleventh, while primary teachers remain at the bottom. 

 

ASHE also provides data on earnings growth. The table below compares the percentage 

increase in the minimum starting salary for teachers against the annual percentage change in 

the median gross annual salary for all full-time employees. It shows that up to 2017, increases 

in the starting salary for teachers were mostly lower than earnings growth across the rest of 

the economy. However since then the relationship has been reversed. In the latest year, 2021, 

while teachers’ pay was frozen, median annual pay for full-time employees was actually down 

on the previous year. The ONS points out that annual pay for the year ending April 2021 was 

more affected by the coronavirus pandemic than the previous year’s figures (which show a rise 

of 3.6%) as only two months of pay for the year ending April 2020 would have been affected. 

 
Table 4: Increases in teacher minimum and median gross UK full-time pay, 2012-2019 

Year Increase in teacher minimum (M1) Annual % change ASHE1 

2012 0.0% 1.4% 

2013 1.0% 2.0% 

2014 1.0% 0.8% 

2015 1.0% 1.5% 

2016 1.0% 2.1% 

2017 2.0% 2.0% 

2018 3.5% 2.8% 

2019 2.75% 2.7% 

2020 5.5% 3.6% 

2021 0.0% -0.6% 
1Annual percentage change in the median gross annual salary for all full-time employees. 
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4. Pay progression  

This section provides comparative analysis of salary levels for teachers and graduates at three 

and five years into their careers. 

 

4.1. Graduate progression  

To calculate pay progression for graduates over the two periods we subtract the three and five 

yearlings’ current average salaries, as supplied by the employer, from the latest graduate 

recruitment rate at the same organisation. The difference between the two is expressed as a 

percentage ‘salary lead’ and we report on the median salary lead across the sample in each 

year.  

 

Table 5 overleaf details the aggregate summary of median salaries and salary leads for 

graduates at three and five years. Notwithstanding sample variations, progression for 

graduates has slowed over the last decade. In 2010 the salary lead for graduates with three 

years’ experience was 44.0% and that for graduates with five years’ experience was 67.1%. 

The latest data shows that these figures have fallen to 22.7% for graduates at three years and 

54.7% for graduates at five years.  
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Table 5: Salary levels and salary leads for graduates at three and five years, 2010-202113 

Year Median salary 
after 3 years 

Median salary 
lead after 3 years 

Median salary 
after 5 years 

Median salary 
lead after 5 years 

2010 £35,000 44.0% £39,635 67.1% 

2011 £32,875 31.5% £40,305 55.4% 

2012 £35,000 37.3% £41,000 65.1% 

2013 £36,781 47.1% £42,000 62.4% 

2014 - - - - 

2015 £35,000 29.6% £42,400 55.4% 

2016 £34,000 24.3% £41,319 61.3% 

2017 £34,000 25.5% £36,500 48.3% 

2018 - - - - 

2019 £36,000 35.7% £38,676 51.4% 

2020 £33,717 22.7% £42,500 54.7% 

2021 £35,491 26.8% £42,000 50.0% 

 

4.2. Teacher progression 

Data on individual teachers’ salaries at three and five years’ service is not collected so our 

calculation of progression pay compares pay points on a scale, rather than individual salaries. 

Table 6 compares the salaries at pay points M4 and M6, which are the points that teachers can 

expect to reach three and five years respectively after commencement on the first point of the 

main scale (as long as they have received the progression for which they are eligible), with the 

starting salary for teachers in each year between 2010 and 2021.14 The difference between 

these points is expressed as a percentage salary lead.  

 

Our calculations show that teachers currently have a pay lead over the starting salary (M1) of 

23.6% at three years’ service and 55.4% at five years. This indicates that the pace of 

progression has slowed for teachers at the three-year point, relative to previously. This is likely 

 
13 No graduate data is available for 2014 or 2018. 
14 Since the advent of performance-related progression, many teachers have not received progression pay. 
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to be because the starting salary was increased by greater than subsequent pay points in both 

2019 and 2020, followed by an all-points freeze in 2021. However, the salary lead at five years 

appears to have grown in comparison to previous years. 

 

Our analysis assumes teachers receive progression each year. However, a survey of 34,000 

teachers conducted by the NEU shows that a significant number of teachers are denied 

progression.15 The survey showed around half of respondents were eligible for be considered 

for progression and that 11% had been turned down. In 19% of cases teachers were told that 

the decision was based on budgetary constraints rather than performance.  

 

Table 6: Teacher pay points M4 and M6, 2010-2021 

Year Pay point M4 % lead Pay point M6 % lead 

2010 £27,104 25.6% £31,552 46.2% 

2011 £27,104 25.6% £31,552 46.2% 

2012 £27,104 25.6% £31,552 46.2% 

2013 £27,376 25.6% £31,868 46.2% 

2014 £27,650 25.5% £32,187 46.2% 

2015 £27,927 25.5% £32,831 47.6% 

2016 £28,207 25.5% £33,160 47.6% 

2017 £28,772 25.5% £33,824 47.6% 

2018 £29,780 25.5% £35,008 47.6% 

2019 £30,599 25.5% £35,971 47.6% 

2020 £31,778 23.6% £39,961 55.4% 

2021 £31,778 23.6% £39,961 55.4% 

 
  

 
15 Teachers’ Pay and Progression for September 2018, NEU, January 2019. 
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4.3. Progression compared 

If figures on individual teachers’ salaries at three- and five-years’ service were available we 

would be able to compare typical pay progression for teachers with that for graduates, however 

this data is not collected. In the absence of this data, we are only able to make a broad 

comparison between typical pay progression for graduates and expected progression for 

teachers.   

 

A broad comparison of the figures in Tables 5 and 6 in the previous sections shows that, 

assuming annual teacher pay progression, graduates progress at a slightly faster rate than 

teachers in the early stages of their careers, eg after three years, but slightly slower after five 

years.  

 

The ‘pay lead’ for graduates at three years is 26.8% over the starting salary, compared to 23.6% 

for teachers. At five years’ service the pay lead for graduates is 50.0%, while that for teachers is 

greater at 55.4%. However, it is important to remember that, notwithstanding these differences 

in the respective rates of progression, graduates still earn more after three and five years than 

teachers. Teachers with three years’ service are typically paid £31,778, compared to a higher 

figure of £35,491 at the same point for graduates. The gap here is over £3,700 in favour of non-

teaching graduates. And teachers with five years’ service typically earn £39,961, compared to 

£42,000 for graduates, a gap of over £2,000. The variance at each point is a lag of -10.5% and -

4.9% respectively.  

 

Table 7 provides figures on the annual difference in typical salary levels for teachers and 

graduates at three and five years. 
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Table 7: Salary levels at three and five years for teachers and graduates, 2010-2021 

Year 
Teachers Graduates Difference 

3 years 5 years 3 years 5 years 3 years 5 years 

2010  £27,104 £31,552 £35,000 £39,635 -£7,896 -£8,083 

2011  £27,104 £31,552 £32,875 £40,305 -£5,771 -£8,753 

2012  £27,104 £31,552 £35,000 £41,000 -£7,896 -£9,448 

2013  £27,376 £31,868 £36,781 £42,000 -£9,405 -£10,132 

2014  £27,650 £32,187 - - - - 

2015  £27,927 £32,831 £35,000 £42,400 -£7,073 -£9,569 

2016 £28,207 £33,160 £34,000 £41,319 -£5,793 -£8,159 

2017 £28,772 £33,824 £34,000 £36,500 -£5,228 -£2,676 

2018 £29,780 £35,008 - - - - 

2019 £30,599 £35,971 £36,000 £38,676 -£5,401 -£2,705 

2020 £31,778 £39,961 £33,717 £42,500 -£1,939 -£2,539 

2021 £31,778 £39,961 £35,491 £42,000 -£3,713 -£2,039 

 

4. The graduate labour market 

Our monitoring of the effects of the pandemic on pay and workforces across the economy 

found a varied impact. Pay freezes and unemployment rose in some sectors while high awards, 

bonuses and recruitment were common in areas such as food retail. A similar picture has 

emerged for the graduate labour market, with broadly equal proportions of employers 

reporting an increase and a decline in trainee headcounts since March 2020. According to 

employers responding to our March 2021 ‘pay in a pandemic’ survey series, just under a 

quarter of employers reported growth in graduate numbers when compared to the same time 

a year ago, while a third report a decline. 

 

The graduate labour market may bounce back, since firms will need people who have been 

trained to think through problems of different sorts, and this is normally what a degree 

provides. On the other hand, it could be that a hangover of indebtedness and weak economic 

growth could maintain the market at the sluggish pace we saw before the virus spread.  
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Meanwhile the popularity of degree-level apprenticeships is likely to continue as they present 

an alternative to traditional graduate recruitment schemes. Many employers have switched to 

hiring these apprentices instead of conventional university-leavers since degree-level 

apprenticeships were introduced in 2015. Indeed, pay growth for graduates on 

commencement of training has been slower since degree-apprenticeships were introduced. It 

will be interesting to see if this trend continues. 

 

4.1 Recruitment and retention of graduate jobs 

Nearly all participants in our study provided information on the state of recruitment and 

retention for their graduate roles. In general, employers who have continued to recruit 

graduates are not currently experiencing difficulties and the number of unfilled graduate 

vacancies is very low. A few respondents to our latest survey told us that they are not currently 

recruiting graduates, largely due to the pandemic, particularly in the air transport sector. 

 

The picture for graduate recruitment in 2021 has not changed very much since our last analysis 

of this topic in 2019, suggesting that the pandemic – despite its impact on particular sectors – 

has had little specific effect on the graduate labour market. Less than a tenth (7%) of 

respondents currently recruiting graduates reported unfilled vacancies, which is close to 2019 

when 8% of participants experienced such incidences.  

 

Over four-fifths of our latest sample (85%) said that they felt the recruitment of graduates was 

currently ‘not a problem’. The remaining participants (15%) described their challenges with 

recruitment as ‘fairly difficult’. This marks a slight improvement in the situation since 2019 

when around 17% of employers described their graduate recruitment as ‘fairly difficult’. The 

causes vary from business to business with a few commenting on the lack of suitable 

applications in particular areas such as IT. As in 2019, no respondents felt graduate 

recruitment was ‘very difficult’. 
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Figure 8 Recruitment of graduate roles 

 
By contrast, the ability to retain graduates for the full length of their programme is a common 

challenge with over a third (36%) of respondents reporting that at least some graduates failed 

to complete their training during the last 12 months. This is a slightly smaller proportion than 

we observed prior to the pandemic. Our study in 2019 found that 42% of respondents had 

experienced graduates leaving their training. But the reopening of the economy and a recovery 

in the graduate labour market could make retention an even greater issue in the near future. 
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4.2 Impact on graduate starting salaries 

The state of the labour market for graduates has made for comparatively modest pay growth 

for such roles in the latest year. The median starting salary for graduates in 2021 is £28,000 – 

1.9% up on last year’s figure of £27,475. It is worth noting however, that this is the first time 

in many years in which growth in starting pay for graduates has been higher than that for 

degree-apprentices (which showed at just 1% in our survey). Alongside this, some 36% of 

respondents had frozen starting salaries for graduates in 2020/21. While a significant 

proportion in statistical terms, this is below the proportions in previous surveys. Together these 

could be a sign of a certain amount of thawing in the graduate labour market. We are about to 

launch our study of graduates’ pay for 2022 and it will be interesting to see whether and how 

the reopening of the economy has affected the labour market for these entrants. 
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5 Pay increases 

This section compares the annual uplift to the main pay scale for teachers with basic pay 

increases arising from annual pay reviews across the rest of the economy as monitored by IDR. 

Our analysis of teachers’ pay rises is based on the School Teachers’ Review Body 

recommended increases. However, NEU research indicates that a significant number of 

teachers do not get the full pay rise recommended by the STRB or get no pay rise at all.16 The 

findings here should be considered in that context. 

 

5.1 Teachers’ annual uplifts 

The STRB recommends an uplift to the minimum and maximum of teachers’ pay ranges each 

year and our analysis refers both to the increase in scale point 1 on the main scale (M1), which 

is the minimum starting salary for all newly qualified teachers, and the ‘headline rise’ – either 

the increase received by most teachers or, in one case, the overall value of the award. Table 8 

details the annual pay increases for teachers under the first of these criteria and shows that 

teachers received a rise of 2.3% in 2010 at the start of our analysis period. This increase was 

a recommendation from the outgoing Labour government which was honoured by the incoming 

coalition government. Central policy for pay awards changed dramatically after that point, with 

a two-year pay freeze between 2011 and 2012 and a further four years of pay awards limited 

to 1% in line with the coalition government’s public sector pay policy.  

 

The policy of severe restraint began to thaw in 2017. In that year the STRB recommended 

differentiated rises for teachers on the different scales as follows: 1.0% for teachers on the 

upper, unqualified and leading practitioner pay ranges and 2.0% for teachers on the main pay 

range. In 2018, the Government revised the STRB-recommended increase of 3.5% in 2018 to 

cover only those on the main and unqualified scales, with lower rises of 2.0% for those on the 

upper and lead practitioner pay ranges and 1.5% for those on the leadership pay ranges.17 The 

headline STRB award for 2019 was 2.75% with 5.0% on the lowest pay point, and it excluded 

 
16 Teachers’ Pay and Progression for September 2018, NEU, January 2019. 
17 Since the largest proportion of teachers in 2018 were on the upper pay range, we have used the 2.0% 
increase for this group as the point of comparison with pay rises elsewhere. 
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Wales for the first time. Since then, pay for schoolteachers in Wales has been set separately by 

the Independent Welsh Pay Review Body. In 2020, a 5.5% increase in the lowest pay point 

contributed to an overall paybill rise of 3.1% for teachers in England. Other points were 

increased by 2.75%. Finally, in the latest year, pay was frozen under a renewed though short-

lived policy of severe restraint, that has since been rescinded.  

 
Table 8: Pay increases to the minimum of the main scale for teachers, 2010-2021  

Year % increase Comments 

2010  2.3%  - 

2011  0.0%  pay freeze 

2012  0.0%  pay freeze 

2013  1.0%  - 

2014  1.0%  - 

2015  1.0% on minima, 2.0% on maxima 

2016 1.0% - 

2017 2.0% on the main pay range, 1.0% on upper, unqualified and leading 
practitioner pay ranges 

2018 2.0% on the upper and leading practitioner ranges; 3.5% on the main 
and unqualified pay ranges and 1.5% on the leadership pay range 

2019 2.75% - 

2020 5.5% on min of main pay range and 2.75% on other points resulted in 
paybill rise of 3.1% 

2021 0.0% pay freeze 

 

5.2 Whole economy pay awards 

IDR’s monitoring of pay awards covers a wide range of sectors across the economy. We record 

information on the percentage pay rise that most accurately represents what a typical 

employee received. The figure measured is the consolidated increase to basic pay. Whilst we 

record information on one-off lump sum payments and bonuses, we exclude these from our 

aggregate figures on pay awards. Where an increase is partly or wholly based on performance 

or merit, resulting in a range of individual increases, we record the average percentage rise as 

a ‘merit’ or ‘general plus merit’ award. Around a quarter of pay awards monitored by IDR each 

year are either entirely or partially based on individual merit. This is particularly prevalent in 
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sectors such as financial services. However this trend changed during 2021 with a lower 

proportion (13%) of merit-related increases. This was partly due to the pandemic with, on the 

one hand, a rise in the proportion of pay freezes, that are, by definition, ‘general’ rather than 

merit-based; and on the other hand a minor shift away from paying increases that are 

differentiated by individual appraisals and towards general awards. Whether this shift will be 

sustained remains to be seen. 

 

The following table provides summary figures for pay awards across the whole economy (for 

the third quarter each year, in order to provide a comparison with the teachers’ pay review each 

September). It shows that the median pay rise has mostly been between 2.0% and 2.5%. At 

the start of the period the impact of the recession was evident, with the higher number of pay 

freezes impacting the lower quartile. Pay awards had generally recovered by 2012 and moved 

a little higher in 2018. However, the economic uncertainty caused by the pandemic resulted in 

both a higher proportion of pay freezes and a reduced number of higher-end awards worth 3% 

or more. This change produced a fall in the median from 2.5% to 2.0%, with a 0.0% lower 

quartile for pay awards in 2020. In 2021, the level of awards began to recover, and current 

trends – not shown in the table – indicate that the outlook for 2022 is higher still. 

 
Table 9: Whole economy pay awards, Q3 2010- Q3 2021 

Year Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 

2010  0.3%  2.0%  2.4% 

2011  0.0% 2.0% 3.0% 

2012  1.0%  2.0% 3.0%  

2013  1.0% 2.0% 2.5% 

2014  2.0% 2.5% 2.8% 

2015  1.8% 2.2% 2.5% 

2016 1.0% 1.6% 2.5% 

2017 1.7% 2.0% 2.7% 

2018 2.0% 2.5% 3.0% 

2019 2.0% 2.5% 3.0% 

2020 0.0% 2.0% 2.6% 
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2021 1.5% 2.0% 2.8% 

Note: whole economy pay awards cover the third quarter of each year (Q3) in line with teachers’ September review. 
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5.3 Teacher and whole economy pay rises compared 

Analysis of the headline pay rises for teachers over the last decade shows that these have 

lagged behind pay increases across the rest of the economy. In fact, as a key part of the public 

sector workforce, schoolteachers – along with other public sector workers – have faced the 

longest period of public sector pay restraint in the history of the UK.  

 

The impact of the policy is evident in Table 10 which shows that the teachers’ headline rise has 

been lower than the median whole-economy pay award in six out of the ten years covered by 

our analysis period in the years prior to the pandemic. The contrast was greatest in 2011 and 

2012 when teachers, like the rest of the public sector, were covered by a two-year pay freeze 

while pay awards across the whole economy were at 2.0%. More recently, though, teachers’ 

pay awards have been higher than typical elsewhere and between 2019 and 2020 the 

percentage point differences are in favour of teachers. However, renewed public sector pay 

restraint in 2021 resulted in a pay freeze for teachers, while the median pay award across the 

economy at around the same time, in the three months to September 2021, was 2.0%. 

 
Table 10: Teachers’ pay awards compared to the IDR whole-economy median pay award, 2010-2021* 

Year Teachers’ pay award Whole-economy median pay award Percentage point difference  

2010  2.3%  2.0%  0.3  

2011  0.0%  2.0% -2.0 

2012  0.0%  2.0% -2.0  

2013  1.0%  2.0% -1.0  

2014  1.0%  2.5% -1.5  

2015  1.0% 2.2% -1.2  

2016 1.0% 1.6% -0.6 

2017 2.0% 2.0% 0.0 

2018 2.0%  2.5% -0.5 

2019 2.75% 2.5% 0.25 

2020 3.1% 2.0% 1.1 

2021 0.0% 2.0% -2.0 

*Figures for third quarter each year. 
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Figure 9: Teachers’ pay awards compared to the IDR whole-economy median pay award, 2010-2021 
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5.4 Private sector awards 

For this research we have also constructed a sample of private sector awards, comprising on 

the one hand pay outcomes for organisations with a national reach, such as banks and retailers; 

and on the other hand, those at organisations that may be smaller in size or have operations at 

only a small number of sites but nevertheless have national significance in labour market 

terms, for example car manufacturers and the Sellafield nuclear site. The sample contains 296 

pay awards and all outcomes were effective during the most recent 16-month period from 1 

October 2020 to 31 January 2022. 

 

Our analysis of these pay awards, on a rolling three-month basis (see chart below), shows that 

the median was below 2.0% at the start of 2021. However, the median rose steadily towards 

the end of the year to reach 3.0% in December, and it has remained there into early 2022. In 

the third quarter of 2021, our point of comparison with the pay anniversary for teachers, the 

median pay award for the sample was 2.1% - slightly above the whole economy median of 

2.0%.  

 

The third quarter of last year comes just after the point at which the economy reopened. The 

subsequent associated changes in the labour market, with increased recruitment and retention 

problems in many areas (alongside higher inflation), boosted the median pay award in our 

sample, as it did across the private sector as a whole. The figure for our sample rose to 3.0% 

in the three months to December with the upper quartile reaching 5.0% and the average at 

3.6%. The most recent figures, for the three months to January 2022, show a drop in the upper 

quartile, as well as a smaller fall in the average, but the median is steady and higher than it 

was, both during and before the pandemic. 
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Figure 10: Private sector pay trends, January 2021 to January 2022* 

 
*In the three months ending each date. Figures based on sample of 296 private sector awards as set out in text. 

 

5.5 Average weekly earnings – what has been happening? 

The pandemic has caused average weekly earnings growth to fluctuate, particularly in the 

private sector. Private sector earnings growth showed a sharp fall in late spring/summer 2020 

under the impact of the first lockdown, as staff in some sectors were furloughed on lower pay 

and hours worked dropped significantly. Public sector earnings continued to grow during this 

same period, broadly similarly or perhaps at very slightly elevated rates in comparison to the 
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pre-pandemic period, as public servants, especially health workers, continued to work through 

the health emergency, in many cases working extra hours in response to public need.  

 

Figure 11: Private and public sector annual growth rates in average weekly earnings*, 2018 to 2021 

But just as a trough in private sector earnings was reached in June 2020, so a peak was reached 

at exactly the same point the following year. This bounce-back was partly to do with ‘base 

effects’ in the time series, arising from the comparison with the much lower figures a year 

earlier; but is also connected to so-called compositional effects, as a number of firms 

employing relatively large numbers of lower-paid staff closed under the impact of the 

pandemic on trade and their earnings data fell out of the series, with the result that the average 

rose.  
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This occurs because the AWE series is precisely that – an average – and as such it is particularly 

susceptible to these sorts of effects. These arise because the ‘average’ element is derived, 

broadly, by dividing the total wage bill by the total number of staff employed by organisations 

in the monthly survey that provides the data for the series. As such it is influenced by changes 

in workforce composition such as the number of employees or the balance between higher and 

lower-earning staff, as in the case outlined. 

 

Since summer 2021, though, private sector earnings growth has fallen back to more expected 

levels as both these sets of effects have dropped out of the year-on-year comparisons. The 

latest figures show that average weekly earnings grew by 4.2% in the year to November 2021 

for the whole economy on the total pay measure and by 3.8% on the regular pay measure, 

which excludes the effect of bonuses. These figures are down on those for the year to October 

when total pay growth was 4.9% and regular pay growth was 4.3%. Over the same period, 

earnings growth in the public sector has dropped back to pre-pandemic levels. 

 

The whole-economy trend is down, in large part because the earlier base and compositional 

effects have now fallen completely out of the figures. However, the figures still present an 

element of ‘earnings drift’ in comparison to those for basic pay awards. Before the pandemic, 

average weekly earnings were growing at around 3%, with few upward pressures from the 

labour market or wider economy. The situation now is quite different with a tighter labour 

market in many areas and rising inflation.  

 

The latest figures for average earnings growth are for autumn last year, when basic pay rises 

were running at between 2% and 3%. The gap between the two can be partly accounted for by 

initial private sector responses to recruitment and retention issues, involving elements such as 

signing-on bonuses, higher starting salaries for hard-to-recruit roles and targeted pay rises for 

problem retention areas. These ‘off-cycle’ initiatives tend to show up in average weekly 

earnings but because they are outside of annual pay reviews, have no influence on IDR data or 

data from other pay monitoring organisations showing trends in the latter, except in so far as 
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they are an indication of labour market pressures which may be reflected separately in annual 

pay review outcomes.  

 

This is related to a final point, which is that the media and other commentators, including 

politicians, often refer to the AWE data as if they were the same as annual pay rises. This 

apparent conflation is often used in policy-making, most recently by the Chancellor when he 

used the fall in private sector average weekly earnings growth in 2020 as a rationale for a new 

pay freeze for the public sector in 2021. But this was bound to be a shaky justification, since in 

fact average weekly earnings are not the same as actual hourly rates or annual salaries. 

 

In an announcement in November 2020, Mr Sunak said: ‘In the six months to September, 

private sector wages fell by nearly 1% compared to last year. Over the same period, public 

sector wages rose by nearly 4%.’ The Chancellor was referring here to his team’s calculations 

of the average increase in the AWE figures for ‘total earnings’ in the respective sectors over the 

six-month period from April to September 2020.  

 

While he might not have wished to do so, the words the Chancellor used may have created the 

impression in some listeners’ minds that actual basic salaries across the private sector had 

been cut. But of course, that was not the case. Rather, the average fell for the reasons outlined 

above. There was also an effect on annual pay reviews, but due to their timing, with most in 

January and April each year, this mainly came in early 2021. By contrast, pay settlements in 

2020 had largely remained in line with previous trends. This was because most pay award 

decisions in 2020 had already been made by the time the first lockdown took place. 

 

Since then, private sector average weekly earnings growth has recovered, and the Government 

has ended its short-lived pay freeze policy. While the episode makes clear that public policy is 

strongly influenced by private sector developments, it also shows that it is important to be 

clear about precisely what such developments signify and what they do not.  
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