
They usually say that what goes up must come down, but in the
case of OT salaries following the rehab “recession” of 1998-2000,
what went down had to come up. 
And it did. In fact, the ADVANCE 2003 salary survey—the first in
three years—shows an average rise of some $9,000 for full-time
occupational therapists across the nation in the past four years!
The new annual average for OTs is $51,352.

If you have not experienced this phenomenon, however, don’t
go out and start picketing your workplace. The annual average
takes into account professionals in all work settings and with all
degrees of experience and education. A look at the breakdown
by job title across all 50 states shows that staff therapists in
many places are still making salaries in the upper 40s. That’s
still high ground, considering that the downturn, that began in
the summer of 1998, had pushed the average OT salary down to
about $41,000 by 1999.

In fact, about 45 percent of OTs got raises over the past 12
months averaging about 1-3 percent, and only 16 people reported
losing their jobs or not working.

A whopping 3,303 OTs and OTAs answered the ADVANCE
salary survey that appeared in print during March and early April
and was on the Web site until late May. Respondents came from all
50 states, plus U.S. territories such as Guam and Puerto Rico. The
new online option even drew responses from Canada, Saudi Ara-
bia, Germany, Ireland and other nations around the world, though
those numbers had to be deleted from the database in order to
maintain a representative sample of American pay scales.

Occupational therapy assistants have bounced back just as
well as their counterparts, showing an average national
salary of $35,635 in the past year. That’s $8,000 more than the
$27,626 average they were making in 1999. Again, however,
that represents the pay of OTAs working in all settings, and
even outside OT. Statewise, staff OTAs seem to be running an
average closer to about $32,000, though in some states they
are making in the high 30s. In others, however, salaries are
still in the mid to high 20s.

In our 2000 salary survey, 21 percent of respondents had
changed jobs due to the double-edged sword of prospective pay-
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ment and the therapy cap that had hit the industry.  This time
around, 70 percent of respondents reported no changes in job sta-
tus in the past year, and about 50 percent of those who answered
the survey have been in their current jobs for no more than five
years, an indicator that people who changed jobs during the reces-
sion are doing well in them. 

So where are your colleagues working, and who’s making the
big bucks? Well, most OTs reported that they are employed in the
schools or in skilled nursing facilities (20 percent and 18 percent of
respondents, respectively). Outpatient rehab is now third on the
list. Only 13 percent said they worked in that setting.

And although it may be hard to believe, people in SNFs drew
the highest reported salaries, drawing an annual average of
$52,776. School therapists, on the other hand, were only making an
average of $45,716. Payscales in acute and subacute care settings
averaged over $50,000. Outpatient rehab came in at $48,484. 

Respondents who worked in mental health settings reported
good wages, though few OTs ( less than 2 percent) worked in
those settings. The salaries they reported, however, ran between
$48,000 and $50,000. 

Hospitals are still the primary employers of OTs. Twenty-six
percent of respondents worked for hospitals, indicating that hospi-
tals are providing care in more settings. School systems and pri-
vate schools employed about 17 percent of people who answered
the survey. Large rehab companies are still in the game; they em-
ployed about 13 percent of respondents.

Interestingly, SNFs actually employed only about 11 percent
of OTs who responded, and agencies came in fifth, with 10 per-
cent. This indicates that many SNFs still outsource their therapy
departments.

The salary survey drew a young crop of therapists. Fifty-one
percent said they have worked in OT for five years or less. Another
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Average Salary, Nationally, for OTs by Work Setting.

Average Number of
Work Setting Salary Responses
group home, MR $58,167 09
college or university $54,877 61
hand clinic $54,035 71
specialty unit (burns, ALS) $53,909 11
SNF or long-term care $52,776 453
state retardation institution $52,262 21
subacute unit $51,102 44
acute care hospital unit $50,810 261
state mental hospital $50,224 29
sp ed residential program $49,882 17
in-patient rehab hospital unit $49,181 218
private inpatient psychiatric $49,050 10
psychiatric day hospital $48,875 04
outpatient rehab facility $48,484 379
adult home care $48,477    87
early intervention $48,316 147
pre-school $45,752 115
school system $45,716 496
hospice $40,500 01
group home, MH $39,500 04

Average Salary, Nationally, for OTAs by Work Setting.

Average Number of
Work Setting Salary Responses
adult home care $38,000 11
other $36,750 47
SNF or long-term care $36,336 210
hand clinic $34,278 09
private inpatient psychiatric $34,250 04
outpatient rehab facility $33,552 58
psychiatric day hospital $33,500 03
in-patient rehab hospital unit $33,394 47
acute care hospital unit $33,339 31
state mental hospital $31,714 07
subacute unit $31,286 14
college or university $30,727 11
pre-school $29,864 22
school system $28,064 110
sp ed residential program $27,750 04
early intervention $25,428 07
state retardation institution $25,375 04
group home, MH $23,500 02
group home, MR $22,500 01
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