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PUBLIC SECTOR WAGE GROWTH
IN ALBERTA

Ken Boessenkool and Ben Eisen

SUMMARY

In recent years, Alberta’s fiscal stance has shifted from large surpluses to deficits, and a large
part of the blame appears to be due to rising public sector salaries. Since 2000, the province’s
public sector wage bill has shot up by 119 percent — almost double the rate of growth in the
rest of Canada. Wages, previously roughly at par with the rest of the country, are now higher
(in many cases very substantially) across all public sector categories, including health care,
social services, education and government, consuming 95 percent of the increase in
provincial revenues over the past decade. At the same time, the number of public sector
employees has grown faster than the overall population; it is difficult to attribute this sharp
uptick to a rise in productivity, or the need to compete with private industry for skilled workers.
This paper breaks down the increases in every category, arguing that if the provincial
government is looking to trim expenditures, public sector salaries are a good place to start.
The authors make their case using detailed Statistics Canada data, throwing down the
gauntlet to defenders of the status quo and challenging them to justify these disparate
increases.   



INTRODUCTION

In the last decade of the 20th century Alberta became a paragon of fiscal virtue. Following an
election in 1993 fought over how deeply Alberta needed to cut spending, the provincial
government set the standard for having a transparent and closely controlled fiscal framework
and also vigorously reduced its expenditures. And it reaped the rewards of that fiscal virtue by
paying down debt and making productivity-enhancing tax cuts, including the move to a single
rate of personal income tax.

In the first decade of the 21st century Alberta’s fiscal stance shifted from large surpluses to
deficits. This return to deficits has raised the question of how the province addresses its deficit.
If Alberta has a spending problem, it makes sense to focus on expenditure reductions to reduce
the deficit. If not, then relying on economic growth or tax increases might be the appropriate
response.

Boessenkool undertook a comparative examination of spending by the government of the
province of Alberta.1 He showed that in per-capita terms, the provincial government in Alberta
delivers services to its population by spending 40 percent more than the provincial government
in Ontario, 30 percent more than British Columbia and 15 percent more than the average in the
other nine provinces. In dollar terms, program spending in Alberta would have to be reduced by
$5 billion to bring its per-person spending in line with the other nine provinces. Cuts of $12 and
$8 billion would be required to bring Alberta’s provincial government spending in line with
Ontario and British Columbia, respectively. One of the largest expenditures the provincial
government makes is for public sector wages and salaries — both for its own employees and the
employees of the medical, education and social service sectors. 

Laurin and Robson identified growth in the public sector wage bill as a contributor to the
problem of government deficits in Canada, and specifically recommended that the federal
government should curb spending on government salaries as a strategy for returning to fiscal
balance as quickly as possible.2 Laurin and Robson observe that, at the federal level, the total
cost of wages and salaries for non-military/RCMP personnel increased by more than 90 percent
during the decade between fiscal years 1999/2000 and 2009/2010, and that this has helped fuel
higher spending and deficits.3 Comparable growth in the government wage bill at the provincial
level would likely place even greater strain on these governments’ budgets, since public
employee compensation costs consume a much larger share of expenditures for sub-national
governments. 

To preview our conclusions, in the year 2000, per-employee spending on public sector wages and
salaries at the local and provincial levels in Alberta was approximately in line with the national
average. Over the past decade, per-employee compensation costs have increased across Canada,
but have grown dramatically faster in Alberta. 

1 Boessenkool, Ken, February 2010. Does Alberta Have a Spending Problem? Calgary, The School of Public Policy.
2 Laurin, Alexandre and William B.P. Robson, February 2011. A Faster Track to Fiscal Balance: The 2011 Shadow

Budget Toronto: CD Howe Institute.
3 Op. cit.
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Currently, per-employee compensation costs for Alberta’s general government employees are
35 percent higher than per-employee compensation costs for this category in the rest of
Canada. For health and social services employees, government spending on wages and salaries
per employee is 60 percent higher in Alberta than in the rest of Canada. For local school board
employees, the gap is somewhat lower at 10 percent. Per-employee compensation costs for
Alberta’s public employees in the post-secondary education sector are 30 percent higher than
per-employee compensation costs for this category of employee in the rest of Canada.

GROWTH IN ALBERTA’S TOTAL PUBLIC SECTOR WAGE BILL

For provincial and local governments across Canada, the government wage bill (the wages and
salaries paid to public employees) is the single largest expenditure. In 2000, for example, the
total wage bill was just over one-quarter of total expenditures. This section of the paper
examines public sector wage-bill growth over the past decade. 

Using Statistics Canada data, it is relatively straightforward to measure the impact of rising
wage-bill costs on the fiscal position of the provincial and local governments in Alberta.
CANSIM Table 183-0002 provides statistics on total government spending on wages and
salaries for public employees at the federal, provincial and local levels. This table divides up
the sub-federal public sector (excluding crown corporations) into five categories: provincial
general government, health and social service institutions, colleges and universities, local
school boards and local general government. This paper focuses on the first four, all of which
are funded by the provincial government.

Sub-federal spending on public employee wages and salaries has grown far faster in Alberta
than in the country taken as a whole. In the year 2000, the combined cost of the total wages
and salaries for public sector employees in these four categories was approximately $6.8
billion. By the year 2010, the wage and salary bill for these categories of public employees
reached $14.9 billion — an increase of 119 percent in a decade. By comparison, in the rest of
Canada (ROC), the total wage bill for these four categories of employees increased by 63
percent, just over half as large an increase as occurred in Alberta. 

These numbers are of particular interest when compared with total revenue growth for Alberta
over the past 10 years. In 2000-01 total provincial revenues were $25.5 billion. In 2010-11
revenues grew to $34.0 billion, an $8.5 billion dollar increase. If we look at the four categories
of public sector wages noted above, we see an increase in wages of $8.1 billion. In other
words, 95 percent of the increase in provincial revenues over the last decade has gone directly
into the pockets of public sector employees. The total wage bill rose to nearly 45 percent of
total expenditure in 2010 from just over a quarter in 2000.
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TABLE 1:  Total Wage Bill Comparisons for 1990s and 2000s in nominal dollars (millions)

It is reasonable to ask whether the jump in public sector wages in the decade since the turn of
the century was a needed correction for an overly harsh reduction of wages during the fiscal
retraction of the 1990s. Table 1 shows that is not the case. Public sector wages did rise slower
in Alberta during the 1990s than in the rest of the country, but by nowhere near the amount by
which they grew faster during the more recent decade. Wages in Alberta, and in the rest of
Canada (ROC) grew more modestly in the 1990s as all governments implemented fiscal
retrenchment to address deficits. But the gap in favour of the rest of Canada of under four
percentage points during the 1990s pales in comparison to the gap in favour of Alberta of well
over 50 percentage points in the decade after the turn of the century.

Looking at the total wage bill has two problems. First, there exist some composition
differences across provinces. For example, Ontario has decentralized some of its social service
spending to municipalities, so those employees would show up as part of local government in
Ontario and provincial government elsewhere. To the extent the wage paid to those employees
differ from the average, this shuffling between government sectors might have a small
influence on wage bill comparisons across provinces. Second, looking at the total wage bill
does not allow us to identify how much of its growth may have been due to growth in
provincial population requiring additional public sector employees.

We can minimize the impact of these issues by comparing per-employee spending on public
sector wages across our four categories of spending. This is what we do below.

PER-EMPLOYEE SPENDING ON PUBLIC SECTOR WAGES IN ALBERTA VS. OTHER
PROVINCES

Statistics Canada tracks public sector employment data for each province, including the total
number of public sector employees and the total amount of money spent by governments on
their wages and salaries. All public sector employees in each province are divided up into
seven different categories: federal general government, provincial general government, local
general government, health and social service institutions, universities and colleges, local
school boards and government business enterprises. In this analysis, we will focus on the
categories of employees whose wage and salary levels have the greatest impact on provincial
government finances — provincial general government, health and social institutions,
universities and colleges and local school boards.  
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Wage Bill in 1990 5,515.338 51,401.771

Wage Bill in 2000 6,776.909 65,007.748

Growth over Decade 22.87 % 26.47 %

Wage Bill in 2000 6, 776.909 65,007.748

Wage Bill in 2010 14, 873.226 105,989.237

Growth over Decade 119.47 % 63.04 %

Alberta Rest of Canada



Chart 1 shows that in the year 2000, Alberta’s total spending on wages and salaries per
employee was close to the Canadian average in each of these four categories. For three
categories (local school boards, health and social service institutions and provincial general
government), Alberta’s per-employee wages were slightly below the national average, and in
one category, per-employee compensation in Alberta was slightly above the national average.  

CHART 1:  Wages and Salaries Per Employee, Alberta and Rest of Canada (ROC), Nominal Dollars 2000 

Over the next decade, (see Chart 2) spending on wages per employee increased significantly
more rapidly in Alberta than in rest of Canada for each of these four categories. The following
paragraphs and Charts 3 through 7 show that as a result of this uniquely rapid wage growth, by
2010, per-employee spending on wages in Alberta was either the highest or next-to-highest in
Canada in each of these categories. 

We now turn to a breakdown of the data in Chart 2 by category and by province.

CHART 2:  Wages and Salaries Per Employee, Alberta and Rest of Canada (ROC), Nominal Dollars 2010
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Provincial General Government

The provincial general government category of public sector employees includes 29,456 civil
servants directly employed by the government of Alberta in 2010. In the year 2000, Alberta’s
per-employee spending on wages and salaries for this category of government workers was
below the average in the rest of Canada (Chart 1). Over the next 10 years, total spending per-
employee on wages and salaries for workers in this category increased by 103 percent in
Alberta, compared to an increase of 40 percent in the rest of Canada. As a result, in 2010
Alberta had the highest level of spending on wages and salaries per employee in Canada for
provincial general government workers (Chart 3). In 2010, per-employee wage costs for this
category were 35 percent higher in Alberta than in the rest of Canada, and were 15 percent
higher in Alberta than Saskatchewan, the province with the next highest level of wage costs per
employee.  

CHART 3: Spending on Wages and Salaries Per Employee: Provincial General Government (2010)

Health And Social Services Institutions

In the year 2000, Alberta’s per-employee spending on wages and salaries for public sector
workers employed within health and social services institutions was below the average for the
rest of Canada (Chart 1). Over the next decade, the growth of spending on wages per employee
in Alberta increased much faster than in the rest of Canada, reaching $79,072 in 2010 (see
Chart 4). During this period, per-employee spending on wages and salaries in this category
increased by 138 percent in Alberta, compared to a 43 percent increase in the rest of Canada.
As a result, Alberta’s per-employee public sector wage bill within public health and social
services institutions is currently, by far, the largest in the country. In Alberta, per-employee
wage spending in this category was 58 percent higher than the rest of the country in 2010.
Wage spending per employee was 37 percent higher in Alberta than in Ontario, the province
with the next highest level of per-employee spending on wages and salaries. This is the largest
single category of government workers, with 72,581 employees included in this category for
Alberta in 2010.  

5

0          10000        20000      30000        40000      50000        60000       70000      80000       90000

Alberta

Saskatchewan

Ontario

ROC

British Columbia

Manitoba

Nova Scotia

Quebec

Prince Edward Island

Newfoundland and Labrador

New Brunswick

$83,326

$72,440

$70,620

$61,746

$60,998

$60,746

$57,231

$56,197

$51,191

$49,564

$47,632



CHART 4: Spending on Wages and Salaries Per Employee: Health and Social Services Institutions (2010)

Local School Boards

Alberta’s spending on the wages and salaries of employees at local school boards shows a
similar pattern, although increases in spending on wages per employee in this category have
generally been smaller than in the two categories that have already been discussed, both in
Alberta and in the rest of Canada. As reported in Chart 2, in 2000, per-employee spending on
wages and salaries in this category was lower in Alberta than in the rest of Canada. Between
2000 and 2010, per-employee wage costs in this category increased by 38 percent in Alberta,
twice the 19 percent increase that occurred in the rest of the country. As a result, Alberta’s per-
employee spending on wages was slightly higher than in the rest of Canada within local school
boards in 2010. 

As Chart 5 shows, per-employee wage spending in Alberta in 2010 for this category was nine
percent above the average in the rest of Canada. Alberta had the second highest level of per-
employee spending on wages and salaries in local school boards, behind only Ontario, where
per-employee wage spending was six percent higher than in Alberta.  

CHART 5: Spending on Wages and Salaries Per Employee: Local School Boards (2010)
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Universities and Colleges

For the higher education sector, in the year 2000, per-employee spending on wages and salaries
in Alberta was already 15 percent higher than in the rest of Canada (Chart 2). Since that time,
wage growth for employees at universities, colleges and vocational schools in Alberta has
outstripped wage growth for workers in those institutions across the rest of the country. Per-
employee wage and salary spending increased by 46 percent in Alberta compared to a 31
percent increase in the rest of Canada between 2000 and 2010. By 2010, per-employee
spending on wages and salaries for this category was 28 percent higher in Alberta than in the
rest of Canada (Chart 6).

In 2010, Alberta had, by far, the highest level of per-employee spending on wages and salaries
for employees in this component of the public sector. Per-employee spending on wages and
salaries stood at $64,528 per employee in Alberta in 2010, while British Columbia, the next
highest province, stood at $54,522.  

CHART 6: Spending on Wages and Salaries Per Employee: Universities and Colleges (2010)

The previous six charts have shown that in the year 2000, per-employee spending on wages
and salaries in Alberta was either slightly above or slightly below the national average for all
five categories of sub-national public sector employees. For all five categories, wage growth in
Alberta has outstripped wage growth in the rest of Canada over the past decade and, as a result,
per-employee spending on wages and salaries in Alberta is now either the highest or the next-
to-highest out of the 10 provinces in each of the five categories.  
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RESPONSES TO ANTICIPATED OBJECTIONS:

Rising Per-Employee Compensation Costs May Reflect Reductions in the Number of
Public Servants and Rising Public Sector Productivity

We have shown that government spending on wages and salaries per public sector employee
has increased substantially at the sub-national level in Alberta over the past decade. However,
this increase in per-employee compensation costs may conceivably be justifiable if public
sector productivity in Alberta has increased substantially faster than in other provinces. For
example, if the number of public sector employees has been shrinking, held constant or been
growing at a slower rate than the population (assuming consistent quality of public services
over time), the level of value provided to the government by each worker may be growing
considerably over time, justifying higher levels of compensation per employee.

Statistics Canada data on the number of public sector employees does not support the notion
that rising labour productivity is responsible for the remarkable increase in per-employee
compensation in Alberta. Laurin and Robson note that even if no labour productivity
improvements occur in government, “one might expect maintaining constant quality in the
services delivered per Canadian to produce growth in the numbers of public servants in line
with the growth in population.”4 In other words, if labour productivity is constant over time, it
is reasonable to expect the percentage increase in the number of government workers to
roughly mirror population growth in a given jurisdiction.

However, in Alberta, the data show the number of sub-national government employees has
increased considerably faster than population in recent years. Between 2000 and 2010,
Alberta’s population grew by 24 percent. During the same period, the number of sub-national
public sector employees in Alberta grew by 40 percent. The ratio of government employees to
population has grown considerably over the past decade. This data does not support the notion
that the escalating per-employee compensation costs are the result of a changing public sector
labour model in which there are fewer, but more productive employees which may justify
quickly rising per-employee compensation costs.  

Alberta’s Public Sector Workforce Is More Educated, Skilled and Experienced than in
Other Provinces

The composition of the public sector workforces in different jurisdictions in terms of the
education, skills and experience of government employees may result in public servants being
more productive in some provinces than others, justifying higher wages. If Alberta’s public
sector workforce members are markedly more skilled than public employees elsewhere, this
may help justify the unusually high per-employee compensation costs in Alberta.

Unfortunately, it is notoriously difficult to measure differences in public sector composition.
Furthermore, relevant comparative data on the skills, education and experience of employees in
different public sector professions, which might shed light on likely productivity levels, is not
readily available. However, the patterns in per-employee compensation in Alberta compared to
Canada over the past 20 years suggest that this explanation is not particularly compelling.

In 1990, sub-national per-employee compensation costs in Alberta were roughly aligned with
the Canadian average. As we have shown, the same was true in the year 2000. It is only over 

4 Laurin, and Robson, 2011.
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the past decade that a gap has opened and quickly widened between per-employee
compensation costs in Alberta and in the rest of the country. This suggests any differences in
the composition of the public sector workforce in Alberta compared to the rest of the country
in terms of skills, education and experience that might explain the current wage gap must have
been the result of changes in the relative quality of the public sector workforce that have
occurred over a short period of time. Further, a very large proportion of the public sector
workforce in Alberta and Canada in 2010 is composed of the same people as were employed in
the year 2000, although with 10 more years of experience. It is difficult to imagine that a gap
in the skills, experience and education between new hires in Alberta and elsewhere in the
country over the past decade could be so great as to explain significant divergence in the
trajectories of per-employee compensation costs for the entire public sector workforce,
including long-time employees. It is also conceivable that long-time public sector employees in
Alberta have upgraded their human capital more extensively than public servants elsewhere
over the past decade. However, the size of such a difference would have to be extremely large
to explain per-employee compensation costs in Alberta that are now 20 percent higher than the
national average in several areas. 

Considering that per-employee compensation costs in Alberta were roughly aligned with the
Canadian average just 10 years ago, it is difficult to imagine that changes in the composition of
the public sector workforce in terms of the skills and experience of public employees over such
a short period of time are sufficient to explain a large portion of the divergent trajectories in
per-employee compensation costs we have documented in this paper.

A detailed comparative analysis of productivity levels for public sector workers across the
country is beyond the scope of this paper. However, we note that there are no obvious
meaningful differences in the educational and skills requirements for many of the most
important types of public sector workers (teachers, nurses, etc.) between Alberta and peer
jurisdictions. We submit it is incumbent upon defenders of the large Alberta public sector pay
advantage to demonstrate the existence of a meaningful productivity gap resulting from
different compositions of the public sector workforces. 

We further submit that to demonstrate the benefits of the pay gap, it would be insufficient to
show higher levels of credentials and experience among public sector workers in Alberta; it
would also be necessary to demonstrate the beneficial impact of these credentials on the quality
of public services. For example, have high levels of compensation in Alberta’s health-care
institutions led to consistently lower surgical wait times, markedly better patient outcomes or
higher rates of access to family doctors in Alberta than in peer jurisdictions? At least two
recent inter-provincial comparisons of health-care system performance suggest not.5, 6

If there are defenders of Alberta’s government wage advantage on the grounds of superior
public sector human capital in the province relative to the rest of the country, the burden of
proof rests with them to demonstrate the existence of a public sector human capital advantage
and to show how this translates into better public services for residents.  

5 Eisen, Ben, December 2011. Canada Health Consumer Index 2011 Winnipeg: Frontier Centre for Public Policy.
6 Ducket, Stephen, 2010. Alberta’s Health Spending Challenge, Edmonton, Institute for Public Economics,

Presentation to conference on 7 May 2010, Boom and Bust Again: Policy Challenges for a Commodity-Based
Economy, found at
http://www.ipe.ualberta.ca/en/EventsandSeminars/~/media/ipe/ConferencesAndLectures/BoomAndBust/Healthcare-
Expenditures-IPE-70510.pdf on January 4, 2012.
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Alberta’s Public Sector Wages Must Compete With High Private Sector Wages To Attract
Human Capital

Over the past decade, private sector wages in Alberta have increased faster than in the rest of
the country. This may mean that Alberta’s public sector is subject to fiercer competition for
talent from the private sector than most other provinces, which may place upward pressure on
wages. 

This argument is likely highly relevant for certain positions, such as employment in the
Department of Energy or for senior management in the public services. However, many jobs in
the public sector are specialized professions for which the government is the dominant
employer. Teachers and nurses are obvious examples. For most professions in the health and
education sectors, which comprise a very large part of the public sector, the Alberta
government does not generally compete with the private sector for employees, but rather with
other provinces. Although higher inflation and costs of living in Alberta may mean that a wage
premium of some sort is necessary to compete effectively with other provinces for these
employees, this is insufficient to explain the large wage gaps documented in this paper
(particularly compared to other high-cost jurisdictions like British Columbia and Ontario). 

Furthermore, Statistics Canada data suggests wage growth for several categories of public
sector workers in Alberta has significantly outstripped private sector wage growth over the last
decade. For example, Statistics Canada CANSIM Table 281-0027 shows that the average wage
across the entire Alberta economy has increased by approximately 50 percent over the past
decade. By comparison, the average wage for government employees classified as provincial
public administration workers (a category roughly the same as the provincial general
government category analyzed above) increased by 77 percent during the same period. 

Eisen showed that provincial public administration wage growth across Canada was
considerably faster than the economy-wide average over the past decade and these data show
Alberta participated in this trend.7 In fact, provincial public administration wage growth in
Alberta was the second fastest of all the major categories tracked by Statistics Canada over the
past decade, exceeded only by “Management of Corporations and Enterprises.”  

CONCLUSION

Public sector wages in Alberta have shot up since 2000. Overall, the public sector wage bill in
Alberta has increased 119 percent in the decade following the turn of the century, compared to
63 percent in the rest of Canada. On a per-employee basis, public sector wages in Alberta were
broadly in line with public sector wages in the rest of the country in 2000, but are now higher,
and in some cases significantly higher, across all categories. 

In 2010 Alberta’s general government per-employee wages were 35 percent higher than in the
rest of Canada; its health and social services wages were 60 percent higher; its local school
board wages were 10 percent higher; and its higher education wages were 30 percent higher.

7 Eisen, Ben, January 2011. Public Administration Wage Growth: Comparing Wage Growth in Industries Across the
Canadian Economy Winnipeg: Frontier Centre for Public Policy.

10



These numbers suggest that if the Alberta government is looking for ways of reducing
spending to eliminate its deficit (or if they are looking to understand why Alberta is spending
significantly more per person on government services than other provinces), they could do
much worse than setting an objective of bringing their wages in line with those in other
Canadian provinces.

While this paper does not conclusively demonstrate that public sector wages in Alberta are too
high, the data presented here — and the sheer size of the per-employee wage gaps — certainly
place the burden of proof on those who claim that Alberta public sector wages are reasonable.
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