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In the context of the current negotiations for the 
renewal of public sector collective agreements, the 
fi gures discussed in the public debate can be mis-
leading. The widely reported percentage increases 
demanded by unions and offered by the government 
do not represent the pay raises of public sector 
employees in Quebec, but rather increases to the 
pay grades themselves. This distinction is crucial for 
properly understanding how salaries will change fol-
lowing the current round of negotiations.

Pay grades are the different salary levels associated with different 
levels of seniority. The salary of a public sector employee is 
determined by the work experience that allows him or her to 
climb from one pay grade to the next year after year. There are a 
varying number of pay grades, depending on the position, that 
correspond to an employee’s accumulated work experience and 
level of educational attainment.

The salary associated with each grade can appreciate by a cer-
tain percentage each year. Indeed, it is this component that is at 
the heart of the dispute between the government and the 
unions. The confusion stems from the fact that we speak of 
increases to the levels of the pay grades as if these were the pay 
raises of individual workers. Whereas even in the case of a pay 
scale freeze, an employee who has not reached the top pay 
grade can receive a raise by progressing up the pay scale from 
year to year.

On one side, the government is offering a freeze for the next two 
years followed by an indexation of 1% for the three subsequent 
years.1 Since an indexation of 1% will apply for 2015 in any case, 
as a result of the last collective agreement, the pay scale freeze 
will only actually be in effect for the year 2016.2 On the other 
side, the unions are demanding pay scale increases (that is, 
increases to each pay grade) of 3% per year, as well as a 5.5% 

adjustment for the year 2015 in addition to the 1% increase due 
to the preceding collective agreement.3

TWO CASES: A TEACHER AND AN ENGINEER
In order to understand the effect of these proposals, let’s take 
the hypothetical cases of Mark, a teacher in his thirties with six 
years of experience, and of Joan, an engineer barely out of uni-
versity with just two years of experience as a civil servant. Mark’s 
situation is illustrated in Figure 1.

With six years of experience, Mark fi nds himself at the 11th pay 
grade, because the fi rst years of employment allow one to climb 
more than one grade per year. With the government’s offer, his 

Source: Authors’ calculations. Amounts in current dollars.
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salary of $58,991 will climb by an annual average of 5.1% over 
the next fi ve years. As a result, Mark’s purchasing power will 
steadily increase, to reach an annual salary of $75,589 in 2019-
2020.4 If the unions’ counter-offer were accepted as is, Mark 
would be entitled to a generous annual average increase of 
8.5%. In other words, his salary would grow by $29,715 over a 
period of fi ve years, approximately double the government’s 
offer, to reach $88,706.5

As for Joan, the government’s proposals would lead to a $15,458 
wage increase for her, from $56,969 to $72,427 in 2019-2020. 
This corresponds to a 4.9% annual increase. According to the 
terms of the unions’ offer, her salary would grow by 8.3% per 
year to reach $84,995 after fi ve years.6

Pay grades also exist in the private sector. Indeed, public sector 
employees are not the only ones facing a pay scale freeze, as 7% 
of Quebec businesses anticipate such freezes in 2015, a propor-
tion that had risen to 11% in 2014.7

According to forecasts for 2015, private sector employees will 
receive an average raise of 2.7%.8 By applying this rate to the 
salaries of Mark and Joan, we obtain an increase of between 
$8,100 and $8,400 for the next collective agreement. Even 
though the government’s offer is nearly double these increases, 
the unions allege that public sector employees’ salaries lag those 
of the private sector, and that the gap could double in size by 
the end of the period covered by the next agreement.9

Comparisons with the private sector require a good deal of pru-
dence, however. According to the report on employee remun-
eration prepared by the Institut de la statistique du Québec, the 
gap in terms of salary was 8.4% in 2014, although there was no 
gap in terms of total remuneration.10 In reality, the usefulness of 
these statistics is limited by the methodology used to calculate 
them. For example, public sector employees enjoy job security 
whose estimated value is between 7% and 21% of their salar-
ies.11 By considering only this element, we can assume that there 
is in fact a remuneration gap, but that it is in the public sector’s 
favour.

Our own demonstration also has its limits. Given that around 
60% of public sector employees have reached the highest pay 
grades in their profession, these employees would receive, with 
the government’s offer, pay raises that are below the rate of infl a-
tion for the next fi ve years.12 We should keep in mind, however, 

Youri Chassin is Economist and Research Director at the MEI and holds a master’s degree in economics 
(Université de Montréal). Alexandre Moreau is a Public Policy Analyst at the MEI.

The Montreal Economic Institute is an independent, non-partisan, not-for-profi t research and educational organization. Through its 
publications, media appearances and conferences, the MEI stimulates debate on public policies in Quebec and across Canada by proposing 
wealth-creating reforms based on market mechanisms. It does not accept any government funding.

Montreal Economic Institute   910 Peel Street, Suite 600, Montreal QC  H3C 2H8  -  T  514.273.0969   F  514.273.2581   iedm.org

that employees who have risen to the top of their pay scales 
receive higher annual salaries than the rest,13 namely $75,700 for 
a teacher and $81,700 for an engineer. Among these, some are 
moreover eligible for managerial positions, which come with 
their own pay scales.14

These hypothetical cases nonetheless demonstrate that for a 
good portion of public sector employees, the government’s offer 
does not represent a salary freeze, but rather a pay raise that will 
actually be much higher than the average increases received by 
employees in the private sector.


