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Abstract: This dataset contains the ‘ortsüblichen Tagelohn gewöhnlicher Tagearbeiter’ (cus-

tomary local daily wage of ordinary day laborers), which was determined by the German ad-

ministration in consultation with local authorities and companies when calculating sickness 

benefits after the introduction of nationwide statutory health insurance in 1883. It was there-

fore not an average wage, but the lowest wage paid, which interestingly also took into ac-

count non-monetary wage benefits. As it was collected nationwide according to uniform crite-

ria, it offers, in comparison with price data, the possibility of determining and comparing real 

wages and the standard of living in Germany at a very detailed local level. The data set pre-

sented here is limited to the reproduction of daily wages for 210 cities; hundreds of other 

smaller municipalities are listed in the sources cited. 

The compilation and publication of wage data was a political issue in the early German Em-

pire. Social reformers hoped that it would provide information about actual working condi-

tions, and for the same reason the dominant political forces were against the publication of 

wage statistics. The first nationwide (and at the same time first Prussian) wage survey was 

therefore not carried out and published until 1892.1 There are only two earlier enquêtes with 

data: in 1876, tellingly, the Imperial Chancellery (and not the Imperial Statistical Office) sur-

veyed the factory wages of women and children throughout Germany. However, the wages 

are only broken down according to the regional districts. In 1878, a Germany-wide survey 

was carried out on wages in the tobacco, iron and textile industries, but it was limited to 

these sectors.2 Apart from overviews for miners and seamen, there are no other Prussian or 

Reich-wide studies on wages before the end of the 1880s.3 

A very interesting source is therefore the information provided by the social insurance institu-

tions on local daily wages. According to §8 of the Health Insurance Act of June 15, 1883, the 

"Betrag des ortsüblichen Tagelohnes gewöhnlicher Tagearbeiter“ (amount of the usual local 

daily wage of ordinary day laborers) was decisive for the assessment of health insurance 
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contributions and the sickness benefits to be paid by the health insurance funds.4 In addition 

to the municipal authorities, the higher administrative authorities in charge also consulted 

local employers to determine the standard local daily wages. For this reason, this data 

should be regarded as empirically determined daily wages. What makes these figures partic-

ularly valuable for empirical research, apart from the care with which they were presumably 

determined, is the fact that non-monetary wage benefits, i.e. above all remuneration in kind, 

were taken into account at their value. There is no a priori reason why the authorities setting 

the daily wage could have had an incentive to deviate downwards or upwards or that this 

would have been handled differently from region to region.5 

This data was initially not published officially. The general reluctance of the government to 

publish wages may have played a role in this. Employers in particular did not want this, as 

they suspected it would provoke wage demands in low-wage regions.6 Nevertheless, in 

1886, an overview was published privately, initially in only 150 copies.7 On behalf of the Min-

istry of the Interior, the Imperial Statistical Office compiled corresponding overviews at inter-

vals of four to five years from 1892, which were published in the Zentralblatt für das 

Deutsche Reich.8 These differentiated between daily minimum wages for men and women 

(both over the age of 16) as well as male and female adolescents. In 1892, the Statistisches 

Jahrbuch deutscher Städte also began to report these daily wages for adult day laborers, 

initially for 48 cities.9 This means that overviews of daily wages throughout the German Reich 

are available for the years 1885, 1892, 1902, 1910 and 1914, which have hardly been con-

sulted by researchers to date. 

The daily wages in both sources (Schmitt/Zentralblatt and Jahrbuch) match almost perfectly, 

which is not surprising as they were taken from the same official data. In a few cases there 

are deviations, in which the data from the official Zentralblatt was preferred in cases of doubt, 

with one exception.10 
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The data set only contains the daily wages for a total of 210 large and medium-sized cities. 

Gaps in the data set are related to the circumstances of the underlying research project, i.e. 

it should be possible to fill them by consulting the Zentralblatt. Moreover, Schmitz's book and 

the periodical data in the Zentralblatt contain daily wages for hundreds of other small munici-

palities. 

 

 

 

 


