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Summary
This article examines earnings in Northern Ireland, drawing on the latest evidence to assess overall pay trends, the prevalence of earnings below the Real Living Wage, and differences by occupation, qualification, age and job mobility. It finds that median weekly earnings rose strongly in 2025 and real pay growth remains below that of nominal wages, although earnings remain below the UK average and Northern Ireland continues to have a relatively high share of low-paid employment. Higher earnings are closely associated with professional and managerial occupations, advanced qualifications and mid-career experience, while changing jobs can support faster wage growth. Overall, the findings point to recent progress alongside a continuing need to improve productivity, skills and access to secure, well-paid Good Jobs across the workforce.
 
Introduction
Earnings are a central determinant of labour market outcomes, influencing individuals’ decisions to enter, remain in, or leave employment, while also contributing to patterns of recruitment, retention and productivity across the workforce. They also play a key role in household financial resilience and wider economic well-being. In Northern Ireland, earnings vary considerably across the workforce, reflecting differences in industry, occupation and skill level, with a variation also evident in the proportion of employees earning at least the Real Living Wage (RLW). 
Pay levels shape the capacity of households to meet essential living costs, including food, housing and utility bills, and also influence overall living standards and financial security.  In addition, earnings affect broader economic activity through their impact on consumer spending, although the extent of this impact will depend on prevailing levels of confidence, disposable income and wider economic conditions. 
Increasing the proportion of working-age people in good jobs is a central ambition within the Department for the Economy’s Economic Vision.  A key part of this ambition is ensuring that work provides a sufficient income to support a good standard of living.  Pay levels are therefore a key indicator of job quality, reflecting the extent to which employment enables individuals and households to meet everyday living costs and participate fully in society.
 In this context, the commitment to earning at least the Real Living Wage (RLW) is a key commitment for the Department and is therefore a central component of the Good Jobs measure developed by the Department in conjunction with NISRA.  This article will examine earnings in NI, exploring the factors that influence pay levels and the impacts that this can have on society and the wider economy as a whole.
Overview
NISRA’s Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE)[endnoteRef:2] is the primary source of data on employee earnings in NI, providing detailed breakdowns of pay across the workforce. In NI, the median gross weekly earnings for full-time employees (includes overtime) (“weekly earnings”) were £713 in April 2025, which represents an annual increase of 7.4% from 2024. When we exclude overtime, the weekly earnings are £684.  [2:  NISRA, ASHE, 2025] 

Over the last twenty years, NI has consistently had lower earnings than the UK average. The latest data from 2025 highlights this continued disparity with UK weekly earnings sitting at £767, a 5.8% annual increase from April 2024 and approximately 7.5% higher than weekly earnings in NI.
The increase in weekly earnings in 2025 marked the fifth consecutive annual increase in NI and represented the second highest growth rate recorded for NI. While earnings in NI remained below the UK average in 2025, it experienced the largest annual increase in weekly earnings across the UK's 12 regions (including overtime). Despite this growth, NI was still the fifth lowest earning region, behind London (£958) but ahead of the North East (£691). Overall, NI has seen a strong increase in wages, rising by approximately 85% (£16 per year on average) over the last 20 years. The growth trend is broadly similar to that of the UK which has seen pay growth of circa 78% over the same time period.  Post pandemic, NI saw the largest annual increase of 8.7% in 2021. Above average growth has continued for the following years. However, it is important to note the context around the timing of public pay rises in NI, which have had an impact on the annual percentage increases displayed. 
The Real Living Wage (RLW) is an hourly rate set by the Living Wage Foundation and is independently calculated by economists at the Resolution Foundation on their behalf. This wage is designed to reflect the cost of living to ensure that employees can meet their basic needs. Unlike the minimum wage, the RLW is not mandated but voluntary, with nearly 17,000 employers in the UK paying the RLW and over 200 employers in NI. Looking at 2025 RLW data, the rates are £13.85 for London and £12.60 for the rest of the UK.
Generally, the proportion of employees in NI earning below the RLW has declined (Figure 1). The proportion currently sits at 17.3%, a decline of almost 9pps from 26.2% in 2020. There were marginal increases in the proportion earning below the RLW in 2023 and 2024; however, the proportion has now returned to trend, falling 2.8pps annually. It is important to consider this in the context of the relationship between the RLW and the National Living Wage (NLW). The NLW applies to workers aged 21 and over and is the legal minimum hourly rate set by government; it currently stands at £12.71 as of April 2026 and has no London weighting. For comparison with the 2025 RLW data, the equivalent NLW was £11.44 from April 2024 to March 2025 and £12.21 from April 2025 to March 2026. Despite the RLW remaining higher than the NLW, the gap between the two rates has narrowed to £0.74 per hour. Although successive increases in the NLW have narrowed the gap, the RLW remains higher because it is based directly on the cost of living rather than acting solely as a statutory wage floor. As the gap narrows, a greater proportion of workers are likely to earn at least the RLW, as employers paying at or close to the statutory minimum require smaller wage increases—or none at all—to reach the RLW threshold.

Figure 1: Proportion of Employee Jobs Earning Below the RLW

Source: NISRA, ASHE, 2025
Northern Ireland remains among the UK regions with the highest proportion of employees earning below the RLW, second only to the North East (18.8%). An annual change has seen Northern Ireland move up one place compared to its UK counterparts and now sits in 11th place. NI remains 6pps behind the leading region, Scotland, although the gap between these nations has narrowed over time (Figure 2). 
Figure 2: Proportion of Employee Jobs below the RLW by Region, 2025

Source: NISRA, ASHE, 2025
NI and the UK follow broadly similar trends in terms of the fall in those earning below the RLW, with NI consistently having a higher proportion than the UK overall. However, the UK and NI gap is narrowing, with the smallest gap in 2022 of 2.1pps, when both were at their lowest levels of earning below the RLW. The gap has since marginally widened to 2.7pps in 2025 however the difference remains narrower than in 2014 (5.3pps).
Research from the Living Wage Foundation highlights how “if half of them [those earning below RLW] were given a pay rise to the real Living Wage, the UK economy could see more than £1.6 billion added in 2026 through additional spending.” For NI specifically, we would see a dividend of £56 million in 2026, due to the varying boost based on the level of low paid jobs in the region.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  The Living Wage Foundation, Economic Impact of the Living Wage, 2026] 

Earning at least the RLW is a key indicator used to calculate the Good Jobs measure for NI. Increasing the proportion of working age people in Good Jobs is one of the Department for the Economy’s key objectives, and the RLW is one mechanism that can help support this ambition by improving earnings and the overall quality of employment. Research[endnoteRef:4] from the Living Wage Foundation has highlighted the benefits to both the employer and the employee of paying the RLW. The research found that almost all employers reported benefits to their business as a result of accrediting with the Living Wage Foundation, including boosts to reputation and improved HR outcomes. The research highlighted how “in 63 per cent of cases, both employers and employees reported benefits, and employers reported more significant gains when a higher proportion of their workforce received wage increases, suggesting alignment between business and social goals.” It should be noted that positive impacts noted by business are modest, however, only 1-3% of businesses report negative effects of implementing the RLW.  [4:  The Living Wage Foundation, The Real Living Wage as Civil Regulation: An Assessment, 2025] 

Breakdown of Median Earnings by Occupation and the link to Good Jobs
Employee earnings can vary significantly depending on the occupation in which an individual is employed.[endnoteRef:5] Different jobs require varying levels of skills, qualifications, experience and responsibility, which are often reflected in pay levels. As a result, earnings can differ considerably across occupations, with employees in higher-skilled or more specialised roles typically earning more than those in lower-skilled occupations.   [5:  NISRA, ASHE, 2025] 

This section provides analysis of earnings across industries and occupations highlighting how pay levels vary between different sectors of the economy and types of work. Top earning occupations, based on median weekly earnings for full time employees, excluding overtime, include Managers, Directors and Senior Officials (£1,145), Professional Occupations (£884), and Associate Professional Occupations (£703). The lowest paying occupation is Sales and Customer Service occupations at £494 per week, just over £190 below the average earnings for all employees. This is largely reflective of the higher proportion of Minimum Wage jobs in this occupation group compared to those occupations at the top of the earnings.
There is a clear relationship between the occupations with the highest proportion of Good Jobs and those with the highest earnings, suggesting that higher-paying occupations are more likely to offer the characteristics associated with Good Jobs, such as job security, quality working conditions and opportunities for progression. The top earning occupations, as noted above, also had the greatest proportion of Good Jobs at 93.1%, 84.2% and 84.1% respectively.[endnoteRef:6] All three were substantially above the NI average of 69.0%. Similarly, Sales and customer service occupations have the lowest proportion of good jobs at 34.5%.  [6:  NISRA, Good Jobs, 2024] 

The Good Jobs measure is based on three indicators, one of which is the proportion of employees earning at least the RLW. Consequently, trends in the overall Good Jobs measure closely mirror those of the RLW indicator, reflecting its strong influence on the headline measure.  As the highest-earning occupations generally have pay levels well above the RLW threshold, the pattern observed across occupations for earnings is closely reflected in the proportion of Good Jobs.
Qualification Level

There is a clear relationship between qualification levels and earnings, with higher qualifications generally associated with higher levels of pay. This pattern is evident across all qualification levels, with earnings tending to increase as individuals attain higher qualifications, reflecting the greater skills, knowledge and opportunities often associated with advanced educational attainment. 
The latest weekly earnings data for 2025, show a clear relationship between qualification levels and pay. Employees qualified to RQF level 6, earned an average of £789 per week, compared with £644 for those qualified to Levels 4 and 5, £495 for those qualified to level 3, and £465 for those qualified to level 2 and below. 
There is a gap of £324 per week between those with the highest and lowest qualification levels.  While this gap has fluctuated from year to year, the overall trend has generally increased over time, with the gap increasing from £259 per week in 2003 to £324 per week in 2025. 
The data indicates that graduates continue to benefit from a substantial earnings premium compared with those holding lower-level qualifications. However, the relative size of this premium has declined over time. The earnings advantage of those with the highest qualifications compared with the lowest qualified was typically between 80% and over 100% for much of the period shown in Figure 3[endnoteRef:7], before falling to around 65% by 2020 and it currently is 70% in 2025. This suggests that, while higher qualifications remain strongly associated with higher earnings, the proportional gap between qualification groups has narrowed over time. [7:  UUEPC, LMI Dashboard] 


The positive earnings return associated with higher qualifications could be attributed to factors such as skills development, as individuals acquire and enhance both technical and transferable skills that are valued across a wide range of industries and occupations. These skills create value which enhances an individual’s competitiveness in the labour market, particularly if they possess specialist knowledge or subject matter expertise. Such skills can improve access to higher-skilled occupations, support career progression, and increase employment opportunities, all of which can contribute to higher earnings over time. Additionally, the demand for those with higher level qualifications in the labour market is often higher and therefore enhances their job and salary prospects.
Figure 3: Earnings by RQF Qualification Level
Source: UUEPC, LMI Dashboard, Labour Force Survey
Note - L3 Data only available from 2008.

Figure 4, analyses the growth in earnings for each qualification level, highlighting how changes in pay have varied over time for individuals with different levels of educational attainment.  This analysis provides further insight into the relationship between qualifications and earnings, and how the returns to different qualification levels have evolved.
The growth in earnings for those with level 6+ qualifications has been the slowest, growing by 38% from 2008 to 2025. In contrast, lower qualified individuals have seen faster earnings growth, driven in a large part by successive increases in the minimum wage, which have raised pay levels at the lower end of the earnings distribution.  This has had a notable impact on earnings in graduate occupations, with the sustained increases in minimum wage levels contributing to a narrowing gap between graduate and non-graduate earnings. 

Many entry level graduate jobs are now advertised with salaries just above the minimum wage, reflecting the cost pressures faced by businesses as wage floors have increased.  As a result, concerns have emerged around a reduced graduate earnings premium, potentially weakening the financial return associated with graduate-level employment. 

Figure 4: Earnings Growth by RQF Qualification Levels

Source: UUEPC, LMI Dashboard, Labour Force Survey
Real vs Nominal Wages
Earnings growth can be broken down into two categories, real wage growth and nominal wage growth. Nominal wage growth is the wage with no adjustment for inflation, whereas real wage growth is adjusted for inflation and can give a more accurate indication of purchasing power. Real wage growth highlights if wage growth is keeping pace with the cost of living and is therefore an indicator for living standards. If growth is stagnant or declining, then this would highlight how inflation is eroding purchasing power and it is harder for workers to maintain their standard of living.
ASHE data highlights that earnings increased on an annual basis in both nominal and real terms, rising by 7.4% and 3.1% respectively (Figure 5). Viewed over the longer term, however, real wages have remained relatively flat over the past 15 years, despite the more positive improvements recorded in the short to medium term.


 A gap exists between nominal and real wage growth. Between 2020 and 2025, nominal wages increased by 34.9%; however, once adjusted for inflation, real wages grew by just 6.4%, illustrating the extent to which rising prices have eroded earnings growth over this period.
Similarly, we have seen five consecutive increases in nominal wages, however, there were two consecutive years of real wage decreases in 2022 and 2023. Post pandemic, the UK experienced high levels of inflation, peaking at 11.1% in 2022 and so despite workers having nominal wage growth, this was outpaced by inflation, leading to a decrease in real wages. More positively, however, the two recent consecutive real wage increases are welcome. Nominal wage growth rates consistently outpace real wage growth rates and whilst positive upticks in real wages are present, real wages remain lower than their peak in 2021 (Figure 6). 
Figure 5: Nominal and Real Wages

Source: NISRA, Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, 2025
Figure 6: Rates of Nominal and Real Wage Growth (2005=100)

Source: NISRA, Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, 2025
Earnings by Age[endnoteRef:8] [8:  NISRA, ASHE, 2025] 

Earnings can differ significantly by age (Figure 7). This article looks at those aged 21 and over to avoid the results being skewed by the lower minimum wage rate for those below 21. 
Earnings tend to be lower among younger and older workers. Employees aged 22 to 29 earned £593 per week excluding overtime, compared with £650 for those aged 60 and over. Both figures were below the average for all employees, by £91 and £34 respectively, reflecting the generally lower earnings observed at either end of the age distribution.
Those in the middle of their working careers earn the most with those aged 40-49 and 50-59 earning relatively similar amounts of £767 and £762. These results highlight the link between experience and skills as those with more experience are more likely to earn more than those only beginning work. It is also clear that those aged 60+ earn less, this could encompass those who have taken early or partial retirement and are working in lower skilled jobs.

Figure 7: Earnings per Week, Excluding Overtime by Age, 2025

Source: NISRA, ASHE, 2025
Job Movers and Stayers
Evidence from the ONS, highlights that earnings can differ depending on if you are a job mover or a job stayer (Figure 8).[endnoteRef:9] This data is outdated and unfortunately there is no recent data available, however it does highlight that Job movers who change jobs within or outside their industry can benefit of an increase in wages. In Northern Ireland, job changers have had consistently higher wage growth than job stayers (Figure 1), with a gap of 9.6 percentage points in 2021(ONS, Job changers and stayers reference table, April 2012 to April 2021).  [9:  ONS, Job changers and stayers, 2021] 

Figure 8: Median Wage Growth of Job Stayers and Job Changers, Northern Ireland

Source: ONS, Job changers and stayers reference table, April 2012 to April 2021
However, it must be noted that whilst wage growth for job switchers is higher than for job stayers, annual hourly earnings for job stayers remain higher on average. Those who remained in their current job earned £2.61 per hour more on average in the UK in April 2021 (ONS, Job changers and stayers, understanding earnings, UK: April 2012 to April 2021). The skills and experience gained from staying in a job long-term can result in higher earnings, combined with the more secure nature of longer-term employment.
Similar analysis from NISRA[endnoteRef:10] showed that the relatively large increase in real wages for the 22–29 cohort between 2012 and 2022 was partly driven by job moves into higher-paying occupation groups. This illustrates an important feature of the job-mover effect: earnings can rise not only because pay increases within an existing occupation, but also because workers move from lower-paid roles into better-paid occupational groups. This mechanism is particularly relevant for those aged 22–29, who are generally at an earlier stage of their careers and therefore more likely to change jobs as they gain experience, develop skills and progress into higher-skilled work. At the same time, the occupational mix helps to explain why the cohort’s overall pay remains comparatively low, as younger workers are still more concentrated in lower-paying occupations than workers in older age groups. [10:  NISRA, Real Earnings in Northern Ireland, 2022] 


Conclusion
In summary, the evidence points to a labour market in Northern Ireland that has delivered strong recent earnings growth, but where important structural challenges remain. Yes, earnings have grown strongly—outpacing the UK rate in 2025—but this growth has come from a relatively low base, with median weekly earnings still around 7.5% below the UK average and Northern Ireland remaining among the UK’s lower-earning regions. Real wages have also recovered following the inflation-driven declines seen in 2022 and 2023, representing a meaningful improvement in household purchasing power, although real earnings remain constrained relative to earlier peaks and nominal gains continue to overstate underlying improvements in living standards.
The proportion of employees earning below the Real Living Wage has fallen over time, however, Northern Ireland still records a comparatively high share of low-paid work relative to other UK regions. This indicates that progress in improving pay outcomes has been uneven across the labour market, with the benefits of wage growth distributed unevenly among different groups of workers. The analysis presented in this article demonstrates that earnings outcomes remain closely associated with occupation, qualification level, age and labour market mobility. 
Higher-paid professional and managerial roles continue to align with stronger Good Jobs proportions, while lower-paid sales roles align less. Similarly, qualifications continue to deliver an earnings premium, although that premium has narrowed as lower skilled jobs have seen strong wage growth.  Age patterns suggest that earnings tend to strengthen through mid-career before softening later in working life, while job mobility can support faster pay progression even if longer-term job stayers often retain an advantage. Whilst recent earnings performance is encouraging, further progress will depend not only on sustaining wage growth, but on expanding access to better-paid, higher-productivity employment across a wider share of the workforce. Continued efforts to improve skills, productivity and access to well-paid employment will be important in supporting the Department’s ambition of increasing the number of working-age people in Good Jobs.

Sam Quinlan
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