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Introduction

The need to pay competitive salaries

Public power utilities provide reliable electric service at 
comparably low cost, and they do so because they are 
staffed by dedicated and highly qualified individuals who 
possess years of experience. Employees of public power 
utilities understand their local communities, and take pride in 
keeping the lights on for their neighbors. Many have chosen 
public service, and that is why they work for public power.

Despite their professionalism, public power employees are 
generally paid less than their counterparts in the electric 
industry or in similar industry jobs. Salary surveys show the 
pay disparity can be quite substantial, leaving public power 
at a competitive disadvantage when it comes to attracting 
and retaining talent. 

This competitive pay disadvantage comes at a time of great 
change in the electric industry. Many utilities are confronted 
with an aging workforce. Within the next decade a significant 
number of employees are scheduled to retire, which would 
entail the loss of years of experience. Many utilities have 
developed succession planning programs in the hopes of 
training and recruiting the next generation of public power 
professionals. But their inability to pay salaries in line with 
other utilities and organizations means that many of that 
next generation of workers will leave before they have the 
opportunity to succeed impending retirees, leaving the utility 
scrambling to find suitable replacements.

The evolution of the power industry is another challenge 
for public power. Distributed resources, like rooftop solar 
photovoltaics, are changing the way power is delivered. The 
growth in the number of customer-side resources means 
the electric grid is a two-way street, which in turn places 
stress on both the utility’s finances and its system resources. 
Security — both physical and cyber — is more important 
than ever, which is why it is essential for public power utilities 
to attract and retain highly trained professionals who can 
keep the grid secure while also making sure power continues 
to flow to all customers when they need it.

The public power advantage

As Carl Mycoff of Mycoff, Fry & Prouse LLP demonstrates 
in his series of blog posts,1 public power utilities provide 
significant benefits to their communities. They provide 
savings to their cities that run into the millions. Public power 
also pays back in the form of payments in lieu of taxes and 
other contributions that far exceed what an investor-owned 
utility (IOU) would pay to the local community in the form of 
taxes. 

Mycoff also explores several myths about public power, 
particularly that the utility is just another government agency. 
As he explains, the utility is a revenue-based service which 
has the power, unlike other government agencies, to 
generate additional revenue. He also notes there is a different 
supply and demand curve for utility employees, meaning it 
would not be economically wise to peg utility salaries to the 
salaries of other city employees.

Despite their advantages, public power utilities still pay less 
than their cooperative and IOU brethren. As will be explored 
later in great detail, cooperatives and IOUs sometimes pay 
as much as 20-30 percent more than public power utilities 
for similar positions. Some cooperative CEO compensation 
is double that of a General Manager at a similarly sized 
public power utility. Furthermore, the skill sets of many utility 
jobs are transferrable to other industries, and these other 
industries also pay significantly more. Some public power 
employees may be willing to accept lower salaries and hourly 
pay because of other lifestyle considerations, but talented 
workers may not be willing to hold out when competitors are 
willing to provide substantial pay increases.

This paper explains why public power needs to pay 
competitive wages. The first chapter explores and 
summarizes industry-wide statistics demonstrating the 
public power advantage. The second chapter delves into 
salary survey data, incorporating data from APPA’s Survey of 
Salaries in Local Publicly Owned Electric Utilities and other 
survey data for cooperatives and IOUs. The data show public 
power pays less despite providing more. The third chapter 
discusses some of the consequences of this pay disparity, 
including the loss of talent to other utilities and sectors, and 
increased pressure on those who stay. The final chapter 
explores the importance of communicating the need for 
competitive pay with their governing bodies and the public, 
and includes a list of educational resources.

 

1 Available at http://blog.publicpower.org/sme/?p=1076 and http://blog.publicpower.org/sme/?p=1072.



Public Power Provides More
Public power utilities, on average, provide more reliable electricity service than IOUs and cooperatives, and do so at a lower 
cost than these other utilities. Industry statistics consistently demonstrate the superior service of public power.

Revenue per kilowatt-hours

Average utility rates are measured in revenue per kilowatt-hours (kWh), which is arrived at by taking a utility’s annual revenue 
and dividing by its total annual sales. By this measure public power utilities outperform other types of utilities, providing 
electricity at much lower rates. 

The chart below shows average annual rates for public power utilities, IOUs, and cooperatives measured across residential, 
commercial, and industrial sectors, as well as for all classes combined. This shows that in 2014 public power residential rates were 
14 percent lower than residential rates in IOU service territories.  IOU rates include “unbundled” sales provided by retail choice 
providers. In retail choice states, customers have the option of choosing alternative suppliers. Most public power and cooperative 
utilities are exempt from retail choice, thus over 99 percent of all retail choice sales occur in IOU service territories. Therefore energy-
only sales are ascribed to IOUs. The rates in the chart are reflective of these sales, as well as “bundled” sales, or sales provided 
directly by the utility to its customers.2 Residential rates for public power utilities are also lower than those for cooperatives.

Public power utilities also have similar rates to cooperatives in the industrial and commercial sectors, while having lower 
rates than IOUs in the commercial sector and the same rates as IOUs for industrial customers, despite serving smaller 
industrial loads, on average, than IOUs. Total rates for public power utilities are .7 cents less than IOUs, and .3 cents less than 
cooperatives.

Source: Energy Information Administration, Form EIA-861, 2014 data

2 IOU rates include “unbundled” sales provided by retail choice providers. In retail choice states, customers have the option of choosing alternative suppliers. 
Most public power and cooperative utilities are exempt from retail choice, thus over 99 percent of all retail choice sales occur in IOU service territories. Therefore 
energy-only sales are ascribed to IOUs. The rates in the chart are reflective of these sales, as well as “bundled” sales, or sales provided directly by the utility to its 
customers.

Reliability

Despite lower average rates, public power utilities regularly have higher reliability scores than other utilities. The table below 
summarizes EIA data for 2014 for all utilities. The data show System Average Interruption Duration (SAIDI) and System Average 
Interruption Frequency Index (SAIFI). SAIDI measures how much outage time, in minutes, a typical customer connected to a 
given system experiences on average over a year, and SAIFI measures the average number of interruptions a typical customer 
experiences while connected to a given system. A Major Event Day (MED) is a day where the duration of outages experienced 
by customers is statistically significant in comparison to the last 5 years of utility outage history. This means that to be declared 
a MED, a day must have a daily SAIDI greater than 99 percent of the days in the last 5 years. Many utilities measure reliability 
both with and without MEDs. The Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) has established one set of standards, 
but some utilities measure outage information by other industry-accepted standards. The data below show SAIDI and SAIFI 
metrics for both IEEE and other standards.



 

National Reliability Data, 2014
 

Number of Utilities Submitting  Data Nationally: All Coop IOU Public Power

 1230 545 173 502

      

National Reliability Metrics (IEEE Standard) All Coop IOU Public Power

Average of SAIDI With MED (IEEE) 228.16 277.89 275.30 79.49

Average of SAIDI Without MED (IEEE) 114.50 134.08 129.69 48.29

Average of SAIFI With MED (IEEE) 1.80 2.31 1.46 1.05

Average of SAIFI Without MED (IEEE) 1.51 1.97 1.12 0.86

   

National Reliability Metrics (Other Standard) All Coop IOU Public Power

Average of SAIDI With MED (Other) 200.93 315.59 204.15 99.44

Average of SAIDI Without MED (Other) 114.81 162.52 90.89 69.73

Average of SAIFI With MED (Other) 1.95 3.05 1.47 1.29

Average of SAIFI Without MED (Other) 1.60 2.28 1.11 1.14

Source: Energy Information Administration, Form EIA-861, 2014 data

Source: APPA Reliability 
Surveys, 2005-2015.

As the table shows, no matter what standard is applied, public power significantly outperforms both cooperatives and IOUs 
when it comes to reliability. Public power customers experience fewer outages and are left in the dark for much shorter periods 
of times than other electric customers. 2013 data tell a similar story.

Public power’s reliability performance has been excellent for a number of years. Data from APPA’s reliability survey going back a 
decade shows public power utilities are consistently reliable. 

CAIDI stands for Customer Average Interruption Index, and measures a typical outage duration for customers who experienced 
outages. Average Service Availability index (ASAI) is a measure of the percentage of time service was available when electricity 



was demanded. According to APPA’s survey, a typical public power customer had available electric service over 99.9 percent 
of the time it was expected.  

Public Power Pays Back

A common misperception is that because public power utilities are usually exempt from local taxes they have a competitive 
advantage over IOUs. However, public power utilities provide direct benefits to their communities in the form of payments 
and contributions to state and local governments. The most common type of contribution is a payment in lieu of tax (PILOT), 
which is a payment made to the state or local government, usually based on a proportion of total revenues.3 Other types of 
contributions include property-like taxes, transfers to the general fund, and free or reduced cost services, e.g., free or reduced 
price street lighting. 

The median value of these contributions, according to a 2014 APPA survey, was 5.6 percent of total operating revenues. In 
comparison, the median tax payments to state and local governments on the part of IOUs was 4.2 percent of total electric 
operating revenues. In other words, the tax payments and contributions provided by public power utilities was 33 percent 
higher than the taxes paid by IOUs.

The charts below are from APPA’s Report, Public Power Pays Back, which is based on APPA’s survey data. They show median 
tax payments by region and revenue class.

These payments provide an enormous value to local communities. In some cases, cities eschew sales and other taxes, relying 
solely on the revenue generated from these contributions. The total value of all contributions and payments well exceeds $1 
billion each year.

NE = Northeast
ATL = Atlantic
ENC = East North Central
ESC = East South Central
WNC = West North Central
ESC = West South Central
PNW = Pacific Northwest
PSW = Pacific Southwest
 

3  PILOTs may also be a flat payment based on city budget needs, or can also be based on other factors, such as a percent of net utility plant in service, or a 
property tax equivalent. 



Other Benefits of Public Power

Public power utilities provide other tangible and intangible benefits to their local communities. For example, ownership of the 
asset provides local control over investments, power supply choices, and programs. Local citizens have the opportunity to 
participate in meetings affecting utility decisions. Long-term planning is often done with a view to incorporating community 
input and policy directives. Along with the tax payments and contributions, this local control also enables local economic 
development.

Public power utilities are also innovators when it comes to technology and many public power utilities have taken a leadership 
role in preparing their communities for the future by pursuing new technologies as an integral part of community growth. They 
serve as information sources in a variety of technology fields such as environmental stewardship, high-speed internet capability, 
safety, and community technology development. Some public power communities have begun offering telecommunications 
services, which encourages economic development because private companies may not offer them to smaller towns at 
competitive prices.4 

Other advantages of public power include

n Improved local government efficiency through sharing of personnel, equipment and supplies
n  Local management and operations bring added community leadership for innovation and development
n  Recognized commitment to conservation, safety and the environment
n  Local control over special programs (energy conservation, rate relief for certain customer classes, etc.)
n  Local control over the electric distribution system aesthetics and design
n  Local control that allows matching local resources to local needs
n  No economic bias toward high cost, capital intensive techniques or technologies
n  Innovative techniques and technology to meet energy needs
n  Primary mission of providing least-cost, reliable service over maximizing profit
n  A competitive standard against which the service of all utilities may be measured. 

Whether it is local control over utility operations, lower rates, or higher reliability, public power provides significant value. This 
value proposition is threatened, however, if public power utilities cannot retain talented employees. The next chapter explores 
the disparity in pay between public power and its utility brethren.
 

4 American Public Power Association, Public Power for Your Community, http://www.publicpower.org/files/PDFs/Ch2-Benefits_of_Public_Power.pdf
5 American Public Power Association, “About Public Power,” http://publicpower.org/about/index.cfm?navItemNumber=37583



Public Power Pays Less
Despite the many advantages public power utilities bring to their communities, they continue to struggle to keep salaries on 
par with the rest of the industry. Though many public power utilities have taken measures to develop retention programs and to 
improve their compensation packages, the fact remains public power utilities still pay on average much less than comparable 
cooperatives and IOUs. Industry data show that, by and large, public power pays less.

Public Power Salaries

Each year APPA conducts a salary survey for all publicly owned utilities who serve end-use customers. This survey is 
conducted in May and June, and encompasses both members and non-members. Approximately 300-400 utilities participate 
in the survey annually, providing salary data for management positions and hourly pay data for non-management positions. 

The salary data are aggregated and summarized in APPA’s Public Power Salary Report. The tables show mean (average) 
salaries and hourly pay, and further divide the aggregated data into quartiles. Mean and quartile data for each position are 
shown for all public power utilities, and are further broken down by revenue and customer size. The report also aggregates data 
by region and revenue-class (greater than and less than $15 million). 

The tables below show national salary and hourly wage averages for all titles included in the survey.

Annual Salaries, by Occupation                                                                                       
 Publicly Owned Utilities (Excluding Joint Action Agencies), May 2016

  Number of    First   Third
  Responses Mean Quartile Median Quartile

General Manager 255 159,221 107,081 145,000 193,027
Assistant General Manager 78 132,379 94,325 126,408 164,796
Chief Engineer 107 123,451 99,592 120,016 145,466
Director of Power Supply Planning 62 143,560 119,449 140,324 166,401
Steam Plant Superintendent 43 109,053 83,825 115,000 133,233
Supervisory Engineer 125 98,734 76,460 97,000 119,985
Line Division Superintendent 208 96,297 78,958 93,000 109,874
Construction Superintendent 127 88,665 75,616 85,717 100,146
Chief Financial Officer 192 115,625 84,224 105,364 135,674
Chief Accountant 111 90,876 68,183 83,900 110,004
Rate Analyst 40 90,974 72,677 88,060 109,379
Safety Specialist 77 82,000 69,875 80,246 93,620
Human Resources Director 119 113,754 77,821 95,790 122,896
Director of Customer Services 128 94,362 68,861 87,378 115,388
Information Systems Manager 122 104,017 84,410 100,282 118,786
Communications Director 70 96,690 70,632 92,771 114,375
General Counsel 43 162,661 127,408 151,468 188,445
Fuels Manager 18 117,685 95,757 113,532 136,619
Purchasing Director 90 84,403 62,865 83,485 101,684
Marketing Director 27 106,616 82,385 102,890 129,230
Key Accounts Manager 64 87,759 69,467 88,647 101,619
Telecom/Broadband Manager 50 104,010 85,442 104,343 121,695
Energy Services Director 50 107,555 74,909 99,975 133,089
Electrical Engineer 98 96,920 73,473 87,298 102,390
Risk Manager 36 101,954 75,077 96,199 110,751
Information Technology Analyst 75 72,824 60,288 72,012 84,661
Cyber Security Officer 28 96,607 76,974 102,510 117,544



Hourly Rate, by Occupation                                                                                
 Publicly Owned Utilities (Excluding Joint Action Agencies), May 2016

  Number of    First   Third
  Responses Mean Quartile Median Quartile

Meter Technician 180 30.58 23.77 29.63 36.34
Substation Technician 116 35.60 29.26 35.56 41.38
Dispatcher 90 31.14 22.07 28.37 38.30
Meter Reader 188 20.31 15.77 20.33 24.15
Journeyman Lineworker 284 33.50 29.34 34.11 37.65
Apprentice Lineworker 233 25.93 21.56 25.43 30.36
Tree Foreman 59 31.52 25.13 29.71 38.20
Journeyman Tree Trimmer 43 24.87 20.37 23.50 29.01
Master Electrician 59 35.85 30.83 34.88 40.42
Power Plant Mechanic 67 31.89 26.61 31.24 36.26
Power Plant Operator 82 31.26 23.75 30.93 37.20
Industrial Technician 42 35.58 28.74 35.27 41.54
Draftsman 67 28.20 23.57 28.06 32.25
Locator 68 26.42 22.64 24.86 29.73
Engineering Associate 80 31.09 25.36 29.82 34.54
Instrument Technician 47 37.09 30.98 36.48 41.94
Plant Shift Supervisor 40 42.78 37.08 42.31 48.73
Customer Services Representative 225 19.94 16.83 19.33 22.78
Accounts Receivable 174 21.41 18.37 21.00 24.96
Payroll Clerk 153 23.08 19.16 22.74 25.89
Office Administrator 99 25.44 20.04 23.67 29.29
Executive Assistant 155 26.08 21.11 25.30 30.72
Fleet Mechanic 119 28.01 22.79 27.23 32.95
Storekeeper 132 25.92 20.97 25.51 29.79

As would be expected, salaries vary by utility size, with average salaries increasing as utilities grow in terms of revenue and 
customers. Regional variations also factor into salary and hourly pay difference. The appendix contains tables showing median 
salaries and hourly pay data for all surveyed positions by revenue and customer size.

For General Managers only, survey respondents were asked to provide total compensation, including bonuses. The next two 
tables show compensation levels by revenue-size and customer-size classes.



General Manager Total Annual Compensation, by Revenue Class                                
Publicly Owned Electric Utilities (Excluding Joint Action Agencies), May 2016

Revenue Class Number of    First   Third
(in millions) Responses Mean Quartile Median Quartile

Less than $3 15 66,556 57,579 71,000 79,718
$3 to $6 10 87,714 80,449 87,350 89,963
$6 to $10 26 112,152 91,134 104,669 118,060
$10 to $15 23 113,517 96,625 109,616 128,791
$15 to $25 33 135,775 112,030 127,130 169,062
$25 to $50 65 162,767 122,408 153,346 180,759
$50 to $100 40 181,423 155,750 179,673 205,554
$100 or more 43 253,062 199,479 232,700 275,313

    General Manager Total Annual Compensation by Customer Size Class                 
Publicly Owned Utilities (Excluding Joint Action Agencies), May 2016

 Number of    First   Third
Customers Responses Mean Quartile Median Quartile

Fewer than 1,000 8 60,199 a 61,000 a
1,000 to 2,000 16 87,200 72,720 83,682 88,388
2,000 to 4,000 21 100,489 88,500 98,870 110,000
4,000 to 10,000 80 130,806 105,779 122,023 145,999
10,000 to 20,000 47 171,428 140,002 164,549 190,575
20,000 to 40,000 42 178,588 150,634 177,921 203,309
40,000 to 100,000 27 230,405 186,681 225,000 252,345
100,000 or more 14 312,220 219,433 307,282 394,052

Note a: Quartiles not calculated for fewer than 9 responses.

Cooperatives and IOUs

Select salary data for cooperatives and IOUs are available through several sources. Salary data for top-level cooperative 
employees is publicly available through the individual cooperative IRS Form 990 filings. Top-level IOU employee data can be 
found on Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) Form 1 filings. Other management and non-management data has 
been provided to APPA through the Western Management Group (WMG), which conducts a general electric utility salary survey 
at the beginning of each calendar year. This survey includes IOUs, cooperatives, and public power utilities.

IRS Form 990 data are available for almost all distribution cooperatives. The latest year for which data are available is 2014. As 
with public power salaries, salary data are aggregated and broken out nationally and by customer and revenue-class. The table 
below shows total compensation (including bonuses) for top-level cooperative executives (CEO or General Manager).

Top Level Executive Annual Compensation, by Revenue Class                                     
Rural Electric Cooperatives, December 2014

Revenue Class Number of    First   Third
(in millions) Responses Mean Quartile Median Quartile

$6 to $10 36 183,034 142,663 173,046 220,950
$10 to $15 67 188,716 160,542 181,915 212,522
$15 to $25 126 214,766 167,236 206,584 244,655
$25 to $50 213 251,748 190,155 232,873 278,697
$50 to $100 146 328,937 243,380 294,094 382,782
$100 or more 107 447,385 294,773 412,109 535,880



Top Level Executive Annual Compensation, by Customer-Size Class                             
 Rural Electric Cooperatives, December 2014

  Number of    First   Third
Customer Class Responses Mean Quartile Median Quartile

Fewer than 2,000 12 173,041 137,505 159,944 201,626
2,000 to 5,000 64 187,158 145,640 177,389 223,060
5,000 to 10,000 156 208,124 166,079 194,919 227,540
10,000 to 15,000 101 237,514 195,643 224,990 270,377
15,000 to 20,000 94 261,223 210,198 240,801 294,216
20,000 to 40,000 162 317,669 233,022 275,156 364,704
40,000 to 100,000 92 391,465 276,225 355,537 504,378
100,000 or more 24 619,680 470,754 577,389 669,313

Cooperatives also reported salaries for other selected employees. APPA summarized salary data for the most commonly 
reported positions. Below are the median salaries for those positions by revenue and customer-size class.

Median Cooperative Salaries by Revenue Class, December 2014  
 

 Chief  Chief Chief
 Financial  Operations Engineering Line
Revenue Class (in millions) Officer Officer Officer Foreman

$6 to $10 79,025 a a a
$10 to $15 85,036 118,707 a a
$15 to $25 91,706 111,528 111,054 111,261
$25 to $50 104,149 113,080 114,363 109,740
$50 to $100 123,555 131,916 120,619 112,855
$100 or more 164,853 152,981 150,307 127,705

Note a: Medians are not calculated for fewer than 5 responses.  

Median Cooperative Salaries by Customer-Size Class, December 2014  
 

 Chief  Chief Chief
 Financial  Operations Engineering Line
Customer Class (in millions) Officer Officer Officer Foreman

2,000 to 5,000 84,497 112,577 a a
5,000 to 10,000 86,901 113,396 110,245 a
10,000 to 15,000 104,390 112,970 112,620 a
15,000 to 20,000 102,912 115,445 118,831 111,935
20,000 to 40,000 120,056 131,126 121,761 113,002
40,000 to 100,000 153,187 147,830 137,568 129,925
100,000 or more 208,895 228,541 176,849 129,577
Note a: Medians are not calculated for fewer than 5 responses.  

IOU salary data obtained from FERC Form 1 was also aggregated, and as with cooperatives, includes top-level executive pay. 
Also, as with cooperatives, IOUs reported different positions, and APPA attempted to categorize these consistently. All but 
three of the IOUs included in this report have revenues above $100 million, and all but four have more than 100,000 customers.

Note that for IOUs, the top executive (President, CEO, and/or Chairman of the Board) salary represents base salary only.



Investor-Owned Utility Salaries as of December 31, 2015

 Number of Responses Mean First Quartile Median Third Quartile

Top Executive 75 781,174 368,017 585,676 969,433
Vice President 23 330,869 225,016 297,651 445,125
Chief Financial Officer 60 468,123 279,886 365,933 568,968
Chief Operating Officer 26 477,796 300,666 405,414 531,800
General Counsel 44 376,300 263,224 348,016 488,802
Energy Supply 13 285,114 225,333 255,200 310,000
Treasurer 21 200,291 124,160 204,325 232,125
Controller 31 268,918 188,167 201,070 253,535
Human Resource Director 20 300,965 216,341 266,239 330,375
Customer Service Director 20 283,445 230,556 256,072 312,407

Western Management Group summarizes salary data by groups. APPA asked for four distinct groupings to measure 
comparative job titles for IOUs and cooperatives. The data are presented below.

The first table summarizes salaries for four groupings of cooperative utility job titles.

 Employee  Weighted First  Third Quartile
Cooperative Salary Data - WMG Survey, 2016 Count Average Quartile Median Quartile

Office Administrator and Executive Assistant 52 $63,121 $54,105 $59,717 $68,791

Accountants 1-4 98 $71,924 $58,074 $68,500 $85,935

Engineers and Technicians 257 $93,481 $77,619 $92,346 $109,600

Line, Generation, Maintenance, & Mechanical Engineers 339 $79,379 $71,677 $78,104 $86,424

The second table summarizes salaries for the same four groupings for IOUs.

 Employee  Weighted First  Third Quartile
IOU Salary Data - WMG Survey, 2016 Count Average Quartile Median Quartile

Office Administrator and Executive Assistant 98 $54,624 $48,589 $52,824 $56,650

Accountants 1-4 371 $68,445 $55,473 $67,575 $79,173

Engineers and Technicians 228 $81,695 $75,457 $89,323 $99,486

Line, Generation, Maintenance, & Mechanical Engineers 703 $76,749 $74,277 $78,853 $78,957

The WMG data are more difficult to compare with public power hourly pay data because these data represent several 
positions grouped together, and because these positions are reported on a salary basis. However, we can make generalized 
comparisons. For instance, the final grouping includes line and other engineers, so this would be the class of employees 
including lineworkers. The median salaries at both cooperatives and IOUs for these groupings is almost identical: $78,104 
for cooperatives, and $78,853 for IOUs. If these salaries are divided by 2080 (40 hours in a week times 52 weeks in a year), 
you arrive at a pay of approximately $37.50 - $38.00 per hour, as compared to a median of $34.11 for all public power utility 
journeyman lineworkers, and $25.43 for apprentice lineworkers. Again, these are not exact comparisons, since the cooperative 
and IOU breakdowns include other positions. Also, lineworkers in particular may work much more (or less) than 40 hours per 
week, and may accrue overtime pay. That said, generally speaking, IOU and cooperative skilled engineers are paid more than 
their public power counterparts. 

The same is true of office administrators and executive assistants. They are paid, on average, much more at cooperatives, 
and their median pay comes out to $28 per hour if spread out over the year, as opposed to $23.67 for public power office 
administrators and $25.30 for executive assistants. 

The compensation differentials for top-level executives are even more stark. Median top-level executive (CEO, General 
Manager) total compensation at mid-sized cooperatives is double (or more) comparative compensation at publicly owned 



electric utilities, and is 50 percent to 90 percent higher at larger utilities — and that differential uses cooperative salary 
information is nearly two years older. IOU chief executives outpace both cooperatives and public power, and that is without 
factoring in bonuses. Salary differentials between cooperatives and public power electric utilities at other positions — for 
example CFO — are not quite as stark, though cooperative salaries still tend to be higher, especially for smaller utilities.

Conclusion

Compensation data for all utility types consistently shows public power utilities pay less than other similarly sized rural electric 
cooperatives and IOUs. This presents an enormous challenge for human resource professionals and for other utility staff 
seeking to retain talented and skilled employees. The next section examines some of the potential consequences of failing to 
pay competitively.
 



Public Power at Risk
Compensation will always be an important consideration in an individual’s career choices, no matter how altruistic one’s 
intentions. When employment opportunities materialize, especially if they do not necessitate uprooting one’s family, talented 
professionals will certainly consider changing jobs, especially if the pay is considerably better. Even Millennials, who may be 
less concerned with higher pay than previous generations of workers, are still very concerned about benefits and retirement 
packages.6 In some cases, higher pay is more than just compensation; it is seen as recognition for good work and is a signal 
that the employee is appreciated.

Whatever the motivation, if public power employees continue to be underpaid, there is a real risk of losing these skilled 
professionals, and in turn, losing the public power advantage. Here are some of the major risks associated with the competitive 
pay disadvantage.

Loss of talent to other utilities and industries

The most obvious consequence of not paying competitive wages is that public power employees will choose to leave for 
neighboring cooperatives and IOUs. While in some parts of the country there really aren’t any “competitor” utilities (although 
they have their own concerns, which will be explored below), many other public power utilities are very close to a neighboring 
cooperative or IOU (or perhaps a better paying public power utility). These utilities are naturally at the most risk of losing 
employees to other electric utilities.

Not only is losing a talented employee difficult from a succession and retention standpoint, but there is a real economic 
cost in having to replace that individual. Estimates vary on the cost of replacing an employee, including the time posting 
the job, advertising, interviewing, and training. The range can be between six to nine months’ salary to as much as 1.5 to 2 
times salary.7 Baker Tilly, in a white paper for the American Public Power Association, notes that the Human Capital Institute 
estimates the cost to replace a talented employee is between $250,000 and $500,000.8 Whatever the exact cost, failure to 
provide even a modest raise might wind up costing the utility, and its customers, more money in the end.

Even in the absence of a neighboring utility, competition still looms large. According to one workforce survey, nearly six in 10 
people are willing to relocate for a job.9 For some types of positions relocation might not even be necessary, as employees may 
be able to work from home and only sporadically ever visit the physical office. 

What’s more, many jobs are transferrable to other industries. A utility accountant, for example, can almost certainly work for 
any other type of company, and Google’s base pay for Accountants is over $80,000 per year, 10 an attractive opportunity if 
one is being paid only two-thirds that amount. Utilities are also competing with other tech firms for information technology and 
software employees. Retaining or attracting young professionals out of college can be a particular challenge if an Apple, or a 
Google, or even a large industrial firm operates within your service territory. As one HR professional working in a large college 
town indicated, these types of companies are the biggest draw away from their utility for new graduates, as they can pay much 
more than the local utility.

Another Midwestern utility similarly explained that their large commercial customer base is also their biggest source of 
competition. They are able to pay higher salaries, and thus utility employees with transferrable skillsets are drawn away. This 
also hinders their recruiting efforts with young professionals.

On the other end of the spectrum, another challenge for some utilities is their location may not be appealing to potential 
employees due to any number of factors: climate, demographics, schools, etc. One utility General Manager noted they had to 
pay a little bit extra just to attract individuals to work for them because of their location. They had better luck hiring individuals 
who already live in the community, but it is much more difficult to draw from outside the immediate region.  

6 Boston Consulting Group, BCG Perspectives, “How Millennials Are Changing the Face of Marketing Forever,”  https://www.bcgperspectives.com/content/articles/
marketing_center_consumer_customer_insight_how_millennials_changing_marketing_forever/?chapter=3 

7 Josh Bersin, Bersin by Deloitte, “Employee Retention is Now a Big Issue: Why the Tide Has Turned,” https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20130816200159-131079-
employee-retention-now-a-big-issue-why-the-tide-has-turned 

8 Link to Baker Tilly paper. The Human Capital Institute also notes other expenses incurred with the loss of an employee, including $7,000 per day with the absence 
of a key player. A poor hire could cost $300,000 - $500,000, the Institute also notes.

9 Manpower Group, “Moving People to Work: Leveraging Talent Mobility To Address the Talent Mismatch in the Human Age,” http://www.manpowergroup.com/
wps/wcm/connect/5ddaa5e1-89e4-4b43-821b-e5e420f77c84/Moving-People-to-Work-Leveraging-Talent-Mobility.pdf?MOD=AJPERES

10 https://www.glassdoor.com/Salary/Google-Accountant-Salaries-E9079_D_KO7,17.htm



Increased pressure on retained employees

If utilities are unable to attract or retain talent, this will put greater pressure on other utility employees. Either they will have to do 
double the work because a position remains unfilled, or they might have to pick up the slack for other employees who might 
not be as good a fit for the position as the person who was lost (or who the utility was never able to hire).

To put even more pressure on the utility, these retained employees may be on the precipice of retirement. The 2015 APPA 
Workforce Survey found that 55 percent of survey respondents report that more than 20 percent of their workforce will be 
eligible to retire within 5 years, an increase from 45 percent in 2008.11 As the survey report notes, these retirements will lead to 
a “loss of knowledge and inability to find replacements with the necessary utility-specific skills.” 

This loss of institutional memory is not easily replaced. In any industry it is crucial for more experienced workers to train and 
mentor younger workers, not just to impart specific job knowledge, but also to share unique quirks associated with a particular 
position. If those employees on the precipice of retirement are not replaced with at least some individuals who have been on 
the job for a significant period of time, that institutional memory cannot be restored.

This is why succession planning is so critical. Baker Tilly has prepared a paper on succession planning for APPA12, and it 
outlines the core components of a successful succession planning program. Utilities need to ensure that the next generation 
of skilled workers are being prepared to take over for the more experienced employees who are preparing for retirement. The 
inability to retain employees because of an inability or refusal to pay a competitive salary undermines these succession planning 
efforts. 

The evolution of the electric industry

This is a period of great change, not just for the public power sector, but for the entire electric industry. Technological 
innovations, including rooftop solar, smart meters, smart thermostats, and other devices are changing both the way energy 
is delivered to the home as well as customer expectations for utility performance. While these innovations potentially 
could revolutionize our conception of electric utility service, they bring with them many challenges. In particular, these new 
technologies will necessitate greater harmonization of different parts of the electric grid. There will also need to be enhanced 
communications, software, and IT capabilities. 

This means that employees — both new and old, and those who haven’t even yet started working for the utility — will need 
to be able to learn new technology and adapt quickly. Evolving customer service expectations means that these changes will 
impact all utility employees, from customer service representatives to line workers to warehouse operators. This places added 
pressure to ensure competitive pay. Not only must utilities strive to retain and attract competent employees who can ably 
adapt to changing circumstances, it also means that utilities are not just competing with other utilities for talent. Many of the 
necessary skills workers will need to thrive in this new environment will be transferrable to other fields. In short, public power 
utilities will need to be cognizant not just of what the local cooperative utility may be paying, but what other technology firms 
are paying.13  

11 http://www.publicpower.org/files/applications/secure/index.aspx?FileID=179420 
12  Baker Tilly, Preserving a Vibrant Public Power Workforce – Establishing a Sustainable Succession Planning Program. 
13 National and state salary information for various occupations is available at the Bureau of Labor Statistics website at http://www.bls.gov/oes/#tables/



Communicating the Need to Pay Competitively 
You cannot make the decision to pay utility employees more competitively alone; the decision will require buy-in and ongoing 
commitment from your city council and board members, and may even require buy-in (or at least understanding) from the 
public. It is important that you communicate with these stakeholders if you are going to undertake an effort to pay your 
employees more competitively. 

Communicate with the city council or board

City council and board members make decisions based on the information they are armed with. Be prepared to discuss several 
key points with your governing body so they can be as informed as possible. If they are misinformed as to the points outlined 
throughout this paper, then utility managers must endeavor to correct their misinformation. Know your numbers, and be ready 
to make the case on why competitive pay is essential to the future of the utility and community. Dispel any misconceptions they 
may have about public power or your utility that may make them resistant to increasing compensation, and distinguish why the 
utility should not be viewed as just another government agency. 

Make the case

Try to gather as much data as possible on how your utility’s salaries and wages compare with the other organizations you are 
likely to be competing with for talent. This may include nearby utilities, other large or high-tech employers in your region, or 
even seemingly unrelated industries that may draw on some of the same in-demand skillsets. 

The market that you compare yourself to may also vary from position to position; for some more easily transferable skills (e.g., 
accounting positions, or your human resource director), you may look at more comparable positions in your region outside the 
utility industries or high-tech firms. On the other hand, for more specialized jobs or higher level management and executive 
staff, you may need to expand your geographic region, as good talent in these positions may be more willing to relocate. 

Make sure your city council and/or board members understand why competitive pay is essential to the future of the utility. 
Explain the risks — loss of talent and inability to recruit new employees, increased pressure on those who stay, and inability 
to adapt to a changing industry — as well as the dollar costs of high turnover and continuously training new employees. Help 
them understand the challenges of recruiting the new talent, and why it is important to the utility’s ability to provide reliable 
service. 

Dispel myths

As discussed in the first section, public power utilities provide a number of benefits, and do so while providing generally 
lower cost power. Despite this, a number of myths persist about public power. APPA’s Public Power for Your Community, 
referenced above, notes some of the commonly levied false statements about public power. For example, the charge that 
“public power utilities do not pay taxes or franchise fees” is refuted by the very existence of payments in lieu of taxes and other 
contributions (such as free or reduced price street lighting), and APPA’s publication Public Power Pays Back provides statistical 
documentation proving the falseness of the above charge. The series of compensation blog posts by Carl Mycoff — Five Myths 
About Pay That Are Killing Your Utility and Public Power: Where Better Pay = Better Communities — also referenced above, 
specifically addresses several public power myths as well.

Distinguish between electric utility and other government agencies

Carl Mycoff mentions in one of his blog posts the difficulty some boards and city council members have in distinguishing 
between the utility and other government agencies. In many locations the public power utility is seen as just another 
government agency. But as Mycoff notes, whereas city agencies are cost-based services, utilities are revenue-based entities 
providing a net income. Moreover, utilities, unlike city agencies, have other competitors in the form of IOUs and cooperatives. 
There is little risk that a competing private agency will attempt to buy out the fire department. Therefore pegging utility salaries 
to the salaries of other city agencies is specious. As Mycoff writes:

But market compensation for utility experience is on a different curve. For example, municipally owned hospitals do not 
pay surgeons and anesthesiologists on the same level as city managers or other city administrators. The consequence is 
obvious. The citizens of Green Bay own the Green Bay Packers but I’m am certain the quarterback, Aaron Rogers, does 
not have his pay measured by how much the city administrators earn.   



Resources to communicate your message

APPA provides a number of resources (including this paper), already mentioned, which could help you communicate with your 
utility’s governing body. A broad overview of the benefits of public power can be downloaded at the “Benefits of Public Power” 
section of APPA’s website.14 

For more information about reliability, and public power utility performance, read APPA’s Report on its Distribution System & 
Operations Survey.15 

For general statistical information about public power utilities and the electric information, the Public Power Statistics page of 
APPA’s website contains numerous resources, including the report on average revenue per kilowatt-hours for electric utilities in 
the United States.16 

The Public Power for Your Community publication already mentioned is a good resource for public power utilities struggling 
to communicate the benefits of public power to their communities, as well as communities interested in forming a new public 
power utility. 

There are many other resources available to help utilities communicate the need and justification for paying competitive 
wages, including the utility’s own benchmarking data. Whatever the resource, utilities cannot and should not assume that 
their governing bodies have all of the information they need to make informed decisions regarding utility pay, and so must act 
accordingly.

In terms of resources for educating the public, the Center for Energy Workforce Development provides utilities with tools for 
customer outreach and education.17 As described on their website’s mission statement, it is a collaborative effort of electric, 
natural gas, and nuclear utilities and their associations to help utilities deal with potential workforce shortages. Members have 
access to: online toolkits to help utilities develop and implement programs, market templates, a database of best practices, 
and other resources designed to assist utilities. 

APPA also provides members a number of educational materials on the “Public Education” section of the website.18 This 
section includes videos, slides, and infographics about public power. There are also energy education resources aimed at both 
older customers as well as high school students. 

Conclusion

Pay is but one of the many motivating factors behind people’s career choices, and in some cases it is not the predominant 
one. Lifestyle accommodations, the desire to perform public-minded service, the challenges a given position provides, the 
opportunity for career advancement, and many other factors all contribute to a person’s decision to accept employment and 
then stay with a given place of employment. Public power utility professionals in particular may be motivated by the call to serve 
their local communities. When evaluating your overall retention plan, all of these considerations should be carefully scrutinized.

All that being said, compensation is certainly an important factor for individuals mulling their employment options. Public power 
utilities and their governing bodies must carefully scrutinize their own pay structure and compare it to other utilities and local 
industry. Both this paper and APPA’s report on salaries provide detailed salary data for publicly owned electric utilities as well as 
some data on cooperatives and IOUs, but it would be prudent to conduct in-depth salary studies for your local region. 

Depending on your circumstances it may not be possible to pay exactly as much as other electric utilities or industries. But if 
significant disparities in pay persist, you may run the risk of losing key employees, or never attracting them in the first place. 
The public power advantage will disappear, which could result in even more calamitous financial repercussions for the utility, 
including the threat of a buyout.

There may be inherent prejudices against higher pay for public power utility employees based on the assumption they 
are government employees, but as this paper has laid out, public power utilities are an enterprise operating unlike other 
government agencies. They provide a public benefit, to be sure, but also generate revenue while providing highly reliable, low-
cost service. These attributes need to be kept in mind as you consider your pay structure. 

14 http://publicpower.org/about/index.cfm?navItemNumber=37583 
15 http://www.publicpower.org/files/PDFs/2015DSReliabilityAndOperationsReport_FINAL.pdf 
16 http://publicpower.org/About/interiorsidebar.cfm?ItemNumber=38733&navItemNumber=38732
17 http://www.cewd.org/ 
18 http://publicpower.org/Programs/Landing.cfm?ItemNumber=45936&navItemNumber=37527 



APPENDIX – Median Salary and Hourly Pay by Occupation

Universal Note A: Medians are not calculated for fewer than five responses.

             

Annual Public Power Salaries: Median Values by Revenue Class, May 2016

         More
  Less $3 to $6 to $10 to $15 to $25 to $50 to than
  than $3 $6 $10 $15 $25 $50 $100 $100
Occupation Total Million Million Million Million Million Million Million Million

General Manager 145,000 71,000 87,350 104,669 109,616 127,130 153,346 179,673 232,700

Assistant General Manager 126,408 a a 76,502 92,771 a 106,402 133,690 179,348

Chief Engineer 120,016 a a a a 95,489 112,538 120,000 134,825

Director of Power Supply Planning 140,324 a a a a 105,374 131,664 128,500 167,899

Steam Plant Superintendent 115,000 a 61,000 a a a 115,000 a 135,000

Supervisory Engineer 97,000 62,000 71,117 71,641 88,880 a 108,000 102,606 121,975

Line Division Superintendent 93,000 66,250 66,000 73,268 80,000 88,431 94,268 104,641 115,900

Construction Superintendent 85,717 a a a a 72,962 80,881 85,717 99,674

Chief Financial Officer 105,364 51,000 45,000 69,500 89,071 94,422 104,803 124,531 167,999

Chief Accountant 83,900 a a a a 61,966 73,650 84,622 109,690

Rate Analyst 88,060 a a a a a a 86,769 86,530

Safety Specialist 80,246 a a a a a 75,637 100,684 77,874

Human Resources Director 95,790 a a a a 60,200 85,907 113,461 129,156

Director of Customer Services 87,378 a 45,000 a 57,500 69,894 80,222 108,031 124,613

Information Systems Manager 100,282 a a a a 73,232 86,771 102,885 122,210

Communications Director 92,771 a a a a a 72,196 85,010 108,784

General Counsel 151,468 a a a a a 137,888 155,429 176,333

Fuels Manager 113,532 a a a a a a a 114,778

Purchasing Director 83,485 a a a a a 68,867 83,595 101,766

Marketing Director 102,890 a a a a a 103,555 84,647 107,537

Key Accounts Manager 88,647 a a a a a 87,214 80,976 93,320

Telecom/Broadband Manager 104,343 a a a a 83,533 98,300 105,062 115,190

Energy Services Director 99,975 a a a a a 85,527 91,371 124,606

Electrical Engineer 87,298 a a a a a 86,074 83,611 93,000

Risk Manager 96,199 a a a a a a 91,368 104,365

Information Technology Analyst 72,012 a a a a 56,171 63,845 73,858 75,523

Cyber Security Officer 102,510 a a a a a 79,491 85,000 114,348



Hourly Public Power Pay: Median Values by Revenue Class, May 2016

         More
  Less $3 to $6 to $10 to $15 to $25 to $50 to than
  than $3 $6 $10 $15 $25 $50 $100 $100
Occupation Total Million Million Million Million Million Million Million Million

Meter Technician 29.63 19.32 a 28.30 26.48 28.81 29.85 32.11 34.82

Substation Technician 35.56 a a a 29.00 35.19 37.05 34.46 36.42

Dispatcher 28.37 a a a a a 21.69 32.33 35.78

Meter Reader 20.33 15.52 16.60 19.91 20.16 19.98 20.00 22.92 23.99

Journeyman Lineworker 34.11 26.32 26.48 32.22 31.80 33.55 35.02 35.95 37.35

Apprentice Lineworker 25.43 21.14 21.83 23.90 23.50 25.75 25.68 27.02 27.37

Tree Foreman 29.71 a a a a 24.24 29.51 31.04 35.74

Journeyman Tree Trimmer 23.50 a a a a a 23.83 23.50 28.34

Master Electrician 34.88 a a 29.23 a a 34.88 36.66 44.93

Power Plant Mechanic 31.24 a a a 26.46 a 31.26 29.45 35.64

Power Plant Operator 30.93 19.75 23.54 29.17 20.99 a 35.30 32.98 35.16

Industrial Technician 35.27 a a a a a 34.66 35.88 39.20

Draftsman 28.06 a a a a a 28.80 26.99 29.41

Locator 24.86 a a a a 24.01 25.00 24.61 25.76

Engineering Associate 29.82 a a a a a 29.81 28.95 30.87

Instrument Technician 36.48 a a a a a 38.45 32.95 37.64

Plant Shift Supervisor 42.31 a a a a a 40.68 37.00 46.74
Customer Services Representative 19.33 15.80 16.05 21.42 19.99 18.86 18.91 20.88 20.91

Accounts Receivable 21.00 15.28 17.98 19.41 22.03 20.43 21.70 22.15 24.25

Payroll Clerk 22.74 17.00 18.22 22.67 20.79 21.94 23.44 24.46 23.99

Office Administrator 23.67 17.01 24.00 26.93 27.67 32.19 23.05 20.80 23.67

Executive Assistant 25.30 15.00 22.88 21.51 23.63 21.02 26.20 25.99 29.04

Fleet Mechanic 27.23 a a 24.24 23.60 24.89 26.02 29.56 31.02

Storekeeper 25.51 a a a 25.97 23.36 24.54 26.65 27.29



Annual Public Salaries: Median Values by Customer Size Class, May 2016

        More
 Fewer 1,000 to 2,000 to 4,000 to 10,000 20,000 to 40,000 to than
 than 1,000 2,000 4,000 10,000 20.000 40,000 100,000 100,000
Occupation customers customers customers customers customers customers customers customers

General Manager 60,000 83,682 98,870 122,023 164,549 177,921 225,000 307,282
Assistant General Manager a a 82,971 94,848 124,500 132,122 172,789 193,316
Chief Engineer a a a 103,205 117,250 121,300 145,331 134,825
Director of Power Supply Planning a a a 105,432 131,604 120,245 168,200 167,597
Steam Plant Superintendent a a 66,300 a 119,953 107,000 135,000 126,893
Supervisory Engineer 59,405 71,117 65,520 88,000 99,092 104,374 122,894 128,149
Line Division Superintendent a 66,997 72,800 88,088 96,200 105,123 113,737 130,844
Construction Superintendent a a a 73,486 83,944 85,717 92,600 104,087
Chief Financial Officer a 52,621 60,000 93,883 110,325 123,431 151,320 211,354
Chief Accountant a a a 62,431 74,465 87,929 104,038 136,428
Rate Analyst a a a a a 91,131 87,239 84,180
Safety Specialist a a a 63,690 77,481 81,139 78,634 80,507
Human Resources Director a a 46,280 68,505 89,418 95,668 121,933 147,040
Director of Customer Services a a a 70,839 79,990 91,083 115,752 145,320
Information Systems Manager a a a 80,746 87,006 103,086 118,155 135,322
Communications Director a a a 82,874 75,000 88,377 110,337 127,929
General Counsel a a a 105,433 a 155,534 159,200 188,074
Fuels Manager a a a a a a 110,173 123,522
Purchasing Director a a a 53,955 73,992 81,749 99,102 116,002
Marketing Director a a a a 103,555 85,820 107,537 121,210
Key Accounts Manager a a a 84,000 80,981 87,057 95,870 91,623
Telecom/Broadband Manager a a a 76,449 120,000 105,438 112,395 a
Energy Services Director a a a a a 88,733 122,148 142,971
Electrical Engineer a a a 85,902 82,931 83,838 92,537 93,000
Risk Manager a a a a a 88,573 96,500 109,687
Information Technology Analyst a a a 55,149 67,163 72,738 75,523 81,090
Cyber Security Officer a a a a a 76,498 111,153 117,183



Hourly Public Power Pay: Median Values by Customer Size Class, May 2016

        More
 Fewer 1,000 to 2,000 to 4,000 to 10,000 20,000 to 40,000 to than
 than 1,000 2,000 4,000 10,000 20.000 40,000 100,000 100,000
Occupation customers customers customers customers customers customers customers customers
    
Meter Technician 18.91 22.64 22.96 28.15 32.05 29.16 35.26 36.05
Substation Technician a a a 34.60 37.05 34.39 35.80 40.79
Dispatcher a a a 26.34 24.81 27.67 29.13 39.36
Meter Reader 15.75 15.52 16.27 19.55 22.87 20.72 22.83 25.26
Journeyman Lineworker 26.64 27.79 30.05 32.47 35.27 35.85 37.63 38.76
Apprentice Lineworker 21.13 21.55 23.03 25.43 25.65 26.91 26.96 31.26
Tree Foreman a a a 24.06 29.30 31.42 35.01 38.43
Journeyman Tree Trimmer a a a 21.74 21.12 28.84 a a
Master Electrician a a a 32.43 35.88 36.97 45.94 43.50
Power Plant Mechanic a a 26.00 29.06 32.21 29.56 36.07 34.29
Power Plant Operator a a 23.49 26.21 35.47 34.41 36.89 33.85
Industrial Technician a a a 25.17 35.87 33.93 41.79 36.21
Draftsman a a a 27.21 26.56 27.41 30.42 28.66
Locator a a a 24.46 25.23 24.22 25.76 34.03
Engineering Associate a a a 29.82 29.81 29.20 29.80 31.99
Instrument Technician a a a a 36.47 32.38 37.66 38.69
Plant Shift Supervisor a a a 31.75 43.42 37.00 44.53 46.74
Customer Services Representative 14.00 17 19.04 19.44 19.50 20.37 20.91 21.12
Accounts Receivable 15.00 19.30 18.50 21.85 21.94 21.36 23.04 24.25
Payroll Clerk 16.58 19.68 19.85 22.56 22.60 24.46 23.99 24.52
Office Administrator 16.58 22.01 25.66 26.82 26.01 20.99 23.65 24.03
Executive Assistant a 21.03 20.40 22.66 26.11 27.09 29.04 27.81
Fleet Mechanic a a 22.53 24.53 26.97 29.30 31.26 32.73
Storekeeper a a 18.76 23.90 25.78 26.28 25.39 28.81
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