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college graduates) and earnings inequality. See, for example, Table
Bad4426—4430.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, the collection
of wage data became more routine as federal agencies expanded
their operations and as states established their own bureaus of labor
and industrial statistics.? These state agencies conducted numerous
surveys of both individual workers and firms, sometimes publish-
ing the original data in their annual reports, usually without any
analysis. Carroll Wright, the first Commissioner of Labor Statis-
tics in Massachusetts, and later chief of the U.S. Census Bureau,
was a pioneer in such surveys. One such survey. published in 1885,
provides wage evidence similar to that of the Aldrich and Weeks
reports, and it is used in the construction of series Ba4218.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), established in the
late nineteenth century, is charged with the regular collection of
wage and related labor market information. Prior to the 1930s,
this was accomplished through the use of periodic surveys and
special studies; see, for example, Tables Bad253-4267, Ba4280-
4282, and Bad320-4334, Beginning in 1932, the Bureau surveyed
firms on a monthly basis as to their employment and payroll; in
March 1993, there were approximately 390,000 reporting units in
the survey. These data are a fundamental source of wage informa-
tion for the twentieth-century United States, and they are used in
the construction of Tables Bad361-4380. The BLS also produces
Area Wage Surveys, which provide evidence on average wages in
detailed occupations for various metropolitan areas.

In conjunction with the construction of the national income and
product accounts (NIPA), the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis
(BEA) publishes annual estimates of the average yearly wage and
salary income of full-time employees by industry, beginning in
1929; see Tables Bad4397-4418 and Bad490-4511. These have
been extended backward in time; see Tables Ba4280-4282 and
Ba4335-4360. Wage and salary income, of course, is not the only
form of labor income: total compensation includes payments by
firms into social insurance programs (forexample, Social Security),
employer-provided group health insurance, and so forth. Estimates
of these average annual “supplements,” in total for all industries,
and by type of supplement, are provided in Tables Bad419-442]
and Ba4484-4489. In addition to the BLS and BEA, there is an
enormous number of specialty surveys that provide information on
wages for specific groups.

Key Trends

The majority of series provided here pertain to the “nominal” wage.
It is possible to construct a “real” wage series — that is, nominal
wages adjusted for change in the cost of living - by dividing nom-
inal wages by an appropriate price index. Table Ba4218 displays
a nominal wage series for unskilled laborers. A real wage series,
shown in Figure Ba-L, can be calculated using a consumer price
index (CPI) developed by Paul David and Peter Solar that covers
two full centuries,'®

It is immediately evident that over this very long period, real
wages have increased substantially; indeed, the average annual rate

—_—
9 . . . . .

For additional information on various nineteenth-century sources of wage
statistics collected by the federal government, see Lebergott (1964).

" For additional real wage series covering the antebellum period. see Margo
(2000b).
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Sources
Series Ba4218 divided by series Cc2, then multiplied by 100.

Index of real wages for unskilled labor:

of growth of real wages is approximately 1.5 percent per annum. !
A series growing at this rate will double in value every forty-six
years, or approximately twice every three human generations. This
particular series attempts to measure the price of “raw” (that is,
unskilled) labor, and thus does not capture many improvements in
labor force “‘quality” associated with higher wages. It is also evident
from the values of both series underlying Figure Ba-L that the price
level (the deflator) rose markedly over the two centuries, implying
that growth in nominal wages not only kept up with growth in the
price level but outpaced it.

Several other features of the graph are worthy of note. First, the
growth rate of real wages accelerated: growth was slower during
the nineteenth century than in the twentieth.'? This acceleration
in growth is also apparent in real per capita incomes and reflects
fundamental shifts in the underlying sources of productivi ty growth
over time. Second, it is apparent that year-to-year (or longer-term)
variability in growth rates of real wages — volatility — was very
considerable in the nineteenth century but was dampened in the
twentieth century. This dampening in volatility s partly an artifact
of improvements in the quality of the underlying data series, but
it also reflects changes in labor market institutions that, to some
extent, insulate wages from various real and nominal “shocks” —
for example, wars or recessions,

The David-Solar data end shortly after the beginning of the
so-called productivity slowdown, which began about 1973. A con-
sequence of the slowdown in productivity growth was a marked
slowdown in the rate of growth of real wages. The slowdown in real
wage growth is clearly visible in Fj gure Ba-M. According to these
data, the median annual eamings of men were lower in 1997 than
in 1973 when adjusted for changes in the price level. Some of the
stagnation may be more apparent than real if the conventional CPI

" Growth rates are estimated as the coefficient of a linear time trend in a
regression of the log of the real wage index. A rate of 1.5 percent per annum
is similar to the long-run growth rate of output per worker, and consistent with
the view that, in the long run, fabor is paid the value of its marginal product. as
simple neoclassical models of the labor market predict.

12 The (estimated) average annual growth rate from 1774 to 1900 s 1.2 percent
per annum, compared with 2.5 percent per annum from 1900 to 1974,
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