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'CEOs don't want this released': US study lays bare 
extreme pay-ratio problem 
The first comprehensive study of CEO-to-worker pay reveals an 
extraordinary disparity – with the highest gap approaching 5,000 to 1

 
Companies singled out for criticism in the report include Marathon Petroleum, a gas 
station operator, whose CEO took home an astonishing 935 times more pay than an 
average employee in 2017. Photograph: Marathon Petroleum Corporat Handout/EPA 

The first comprehensive study of the massive pay gap between the 
US executive suite and average workers has found that the 
average CEO-to-worker pay ratio has now reached 339 to 1, with 
the highest gap approaching 5,000 to 1.

The study, titled Rewarding Or Hoarding?1, was  published on Wednesday by Minnesota’s Democratic 
US congressman Keith Ellison, and includes data on almost 14 million workers at 225 US companies 
with total annual revenues of $6.3tn. 

Just the summary2 makes for sober reading. 

In 188 of the 225 companies in the report’s  database, a single chief executive’s pay could be used to 
pay more than 100 workers; the average worker at 219 of the 225 companies studied would need to 
work at least 45 years to earn what their CEO makes in one.

"I knew inequality was a great problem in our society but I didn’t understand quite how 
extreme it was".

Keith Ellison, congressman
It also shows how some of the most extreme disparities in CEO-to-worker pay exist in industries  that 
are considered consumer discretionary, such as fast food and retail, with a 977 to 1 disparity, one of 
the widest gaps.

“Now we know why CEOs didn’t want this data released,” says Ellison, who championed the 
implementation of the pay ratio disclosure rule as it was written into the Dodd-Frank 
financial reform bill of 2010. “I knew inequality was a great problem in our society but I 
didn’t understand quite how extreme it was.”
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1 https://ellison.house.gov/sites/ellison.house.gov/files/Rewarding%20Or%20Hoarding%20Full%20Report.pdf 

2 https://ellison.house.gov/sites/ellison.house.gov/files/Rewarding%20Or%20Hoarding%20Exec%20Summary.pdf 
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The requirements, long resisted by some of the largest US companies3, simply tells companies to 
identify a median worker and then calculate how much the CEO makes in comparison to that person. 

But the requirement triggered years of prevarication as companies claimed the method of calculating 
CEO compensation and median employee compensation had not been well defined. Some claimed 
that including workers  employed abroad, especially in developing countries, would make pay ratio 
data even more extreme than it would be if calculated only within the US.

“If wealth is being concentrated into fewer and fewer hands, then obviously wealth is 
being dissipated from more and more people,” Ellison said. “We have people who are paying 
more half their income in rent, and we have whole school districts where poverty is erasing 
any opportunity for Americans to climb that ladder.”

No CEO should earn 1,000 times more than a regular employee 
Sarah Anderson and Sam Pizzigati 

According to a recent Bloomberg analysis4 of 22 major world economies, the average CEO-worker pay 
gap in the US far outpaces that of other industrialized nations.

The average US CEO makes more than four times his or her counterpart in the other countries 
analyzed. Ellison rejected claims from corporate America that executive suite compensation is a just 
reward for the skillful exercising of their business talents. 

“Truth is, they’re doing nothing except extracting value and 
wealth from hard working people because they have economic 
advantages. With all this extra money they have, it corrupts 
our politics absolutely,” he continues. “It concentrates 
markets and makes them less competitive.”

The fast food industry has one of the widest pay disparities between CEO and worker. Photograph: Lucy Nicholson/Reuters 
 
Ellison has become a frequent target for criticism from the Trump administration, including from the 
president himself. Last week, Ellison, who also serves as deputy chair of the Democratic National 
Committee, appeared at a Minnesota May Day parade wearing a black T-shirt with the words  “Yo no creo 
en fronteras”, or “I don’t believe in borders”. Trump described the slogan5  as an example of the US 
having “the worst immigration laws in the history of mankind”. 

Companies singled out for criticism in the report include Marathon Petroleum, a gas station operator, 
whose CEO Gary Heminger took home an astonishing 935 times6  more pay than an average 
employee in 2017. 
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3 https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/mar/18/america-ceo-worker-pay-gap-new-data-what-can-we-do 

4 https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/ceo-pay-ratio/ 

5 http://www.citypages.com/news/right-wing-pundits-alarmed-over-keith-ellisons-pro-immigrant-fashion-statement/482408671 

6 https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1510295/000119312518068923/d496012dpre14a.htm#toc496012_26 
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Sarah Anderson, the policy director at Inequality.org7, said the data that’s now coming out from 
corporate America could prove historic.

“We’ve known for many years we have an extreme gap between CEO and worker pay but 
this report goes into detail about which companies are doing the most to contribute to 
inequality by having extreme gaps in pay scales.” 

Anderson’s advocacy group had previously identified at least five US firms where workers would 
have to work more than 1,000 years to catch up with their top bosses. The companies include the 
auto-parts maker Aptiv (CEO-worker pay ratio: 2,526 to 18), the temp agency Manpower (2,483 to 1)9, 
the amusement park owner Six Flags (1,920 to 1)10, Del Monte Produce (1,465 to 1)11, and the apparel 
maker VF (1,353 to 1)12.

“We’re getting eye-opening data now because companies are now required to make 
disclosures for their global workforce,” she said.

Ellison said the data remains  imperfect, as  companies  are still able to exclude contracted workers 
from their reporting. He singled out Newmont Mining, which claims 30,000 workers and contractors on 
its website but only reported 12,500 to the SEC.
 

“What happened to the other workers? They’re missing some. But even then the CEO is 
making 114 times the average employee.” 

Ellison hopes that the issue is beginning to break out of the political echo-chamber and that changes 
are beginning to occur. 

The city of Portland, Oregon, for instance, recently imposed a 10% business tax surcharge on 
companies with top executives making more than 100 times what their median worker is paid – and a 
20% surcharge on firms13 with pay gaps that stretch exceed 250 to 1. 

“We need to ban stock buy-backs, increase marginal tax rates, we need to make sure 
companies cant write huge bonuses. But we also need to increase the voice of workers. 
What’s going on in Portland is good. Taxes are part of any realistic solution. It’s not like 
this concentration and hoarding of wealth has no consequence. Everytime they acquire 
more, it means someone else gets less.”
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7 https://www.theguardian.com/inequality 

8 https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1521332/000119312518079291/d527278ddef14a.htm 

9 https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/871763/000119312518077423/d526124ddef14a.htm#toc526124_32 

10 https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/701374/000070137418000080/a2018proxystatementprelim.htm 

11 https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1047340/000104734018000086/fdp-20171229xpre14a.htm 

12 https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/103379/000119312518082379/d502014ddef14a.htm#toc502014_30 

13 https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/08/portland-oregon-ceo-pay-tax-passes-income-inequality 
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