
Background

Occupational Therapists’ 

Real Annual National 

Wages 2004–24: Inflation-

Adjusted BLS Data and 

Implications for Recruit-

ment and Retention

Career choices are influenced by various factors 

including wage expectations and comparisons to 

alternatives. “Job Security and Salary” is the 

fourth most commonly-cited motivator for pursuing 

an OT career (Colaianni et al., 2022). However, 

there are concerns that OT wages in the U.S. 

have not grown proportionately to tuition fees, 

costs of living, and inflation (Thompson, 2021). 

Inflation-adjusted (i.e., “real”) wage data for OT 

and related professions offer meaningful 

comparisons of wage trajectories over time to 

inform dialogues about recruitment and retention.

• In 2004, the real median wage of PTs was    

10.1% higher than that of OTs, while in 2024,        

it was 2.7% higher, indicating the wage gap 

between OTs and PTs has narrowed.

• Using the 2016 DPT degree mandate as an 

example, wage data suggests increasing the 

professional degree requirement level does 

not appear to correlate with wage increases.

• BLS wage estimates are modeled using a three-

year rolling sample of businesses reporting to 

state unemployment insurance programs 

databases; thus, BLS wage data are lagging 

indicators and exclude self-employed workers.

Annual BLS data show that the real 

median wage of OTs peaked in 2016 

then declined in 6 of the subsequent 

8 years, for a total 8.2% decrease 

in real wages from 2016 to 2024. 

Declines in all categories from 2021 

to 2024 most likely reflect that the

U.S. dollar’s rate of inflation has 

outpaced nominal wage growth. 

Recent declines in real wages may 

pose challenges for OT student 

recruitment and workforce retention.

Adjusted for inflation, the median annual   

wage of occupational therapists increased 

8.3% from 2004 to 2024. This growth exceeded: 

• Physical therapists (+1.1%)

• All “Healthcare Practitioners and Technical 

Occupations” jobs (+5.9%)

• All jobs across all U.S. industries (+3.6%)

(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics)
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Methods
Nominal median annual wage data from 2004 to 

2024 reported by the U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics’ Occupational Employment and Wage 

Statistics program were converted to real wage 

estimates using the national historical Consumer 

Price Index for All Urban Consumers (CPI-U) for 

each of four categories: All Occupations; the 

Healthcare Practitioners and Technical  

Occupations category; Physical Therapists; and 

Occupational Therapists. Data were compiled and 

visualized using Google Sheets.

1. Do the BLS data confirm or contradict your own 

perceptions about wage growth trends?

2. What is one implication for successful student 

recruitment and/or workforce retention strategies?

OEWS Category (%Δ 2004–24)

Physical Therapists (+1.1%)

Occupational Therapists (+8.3%)

Healthcare Practitioners and

Technical Occupations

category (+5.9%)

All Occupations (+3.6%)

Recent Trends


