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The Price of Parity
The data—or at least some data—

are now in on the e≠ects of Harvard’s new

Wage and Benefits Parity Policy (WBPP)

for custodial, dining-services, and security

workers. The WBPP implements the rec-

ommendations of the Harvard Committee

on Employment and Contracting Policies

(HCECP), which former president Neil L.

Rudenstine created as part of the agree-

ment that ended a prolonged occupation

of Massachusetts Hall by “living-wage”

activists in the spring of 2001.

In January 2002, President Lawrence H.

Summers approved the HCECP recom-

mendations (see “Living Wage: Next

Stage,” March-April 2002, page 58) and

they have gone into e≠ect during the past

year as the University negotiated con-

tracts with the relevant labor unions. The

new contracts raised the floor of union

members’ pay scales and made wages and

benefits paid by Harvard’s outside con-

tractors comparable to what the Univer-

sity pays its in-house sta≠. Now the first

figures are available regarding the price of

such parity and, according to professor of

economics Lawrence Katz, who chaired

the HCECP, “In the short run, at least,

things seem to be working out well.”

For the three service sectors (custodial,

dining, and security), the total annual

wage and benefit costs are projected to

grow from $26.5 million in the 2002 fiscal

year to $33.5 million in fiscal 2006, repre-

senting a 4.9 percent annual increase. The

fraction of wage and benefit costs attrib-

utable to the WBPP rises steadily from

the 2002 fiscal year’s $2 million to $4.9

million by fiscal 2006 (see graph on page

74). On average, 68 percent of these incre-

mental costs are due to wage increases

and 32 percent due to benefits. “The wage

costs are slightly higher than we pre-

dicted,” says Katz, “because the Univer-

sity ended up making somewhat more

generous wage settlements than the mini-

mum levels the committee recommended.

Harvard went beyond minimum wage and

benefit levels and created a parity policy

that provides absolute parity at all parts

of the wage structure.”

For example, at Harvard’s on-campus

restaurants and cafés, cooks typically earn

more than cashiers. Although the HCECP

Baker Library is empty of its books, staff, and
readers. It is doing business elsewhere, at several
locations both on and off the Business School cam-
pus, and will do so for the next two years. (Mean-
time, the first floor of Kresge Hall is where one
goes for help in accessing the collection.) Con-
struction workers began in June to make a revised
and enlarged edition of the school’s principal library. It will reopen not merely reno-
vated, with fine new internal parts, but reoriented, with its back toward the Charles
River and its face toward Allston, where the University will expand in as-yet-unre-
vealed ways.

The building will have a new name, as well: the Baker Library/Academic Center.
“We want to see how far we can push the envelope to make the library the intellec-
tual hub of the campus,” said Angela Crispi, M.B.A. ’90, now associate dean for admin-
istration and senior executive officer, as planning for the project got underway several
years ago. To that end, the building will house not only library materials, but faculty
members, research associates, and other personnel who support research, teaching,
and curriculum development, and will feature a new destination called “The Ex-
change,” meant to be vibrant, where people can come together to interact and col-
laborate. In 2001 the firm of Shepley Bulfinch Richardson & Associates began develop-
ing the program for the revitalized library.

The facility was designed by Robert A.M. Stern Architects, the firm responsible for
the school’s Georgian-style, and Allston-facing, Spangler Center (see “Classics, Old &
New,” March-April 2001, page 64). Plans call for “restoration” of historic library
spaces—the lobby and the reading room (with improved lighting, better electrical and
data connections, more varied seating options, and air conditioning)—and construc-
tion of new space.The southern half of the present structure will be demolished and
the footprint of the building extended eight feet to the south.The finished edifice will
be 160,000 square feet in size, an increase of 30,000 over the old.

Baker: About, Face!

Architects’ rendering of the 
Business School’s new, reoriented
Baker Library/Academic Center,
its front facing Allston, its back to
the Charles River. In the fore-
ground are the existing South Hall
at left, Aldrich Hall at right, and
Cumnock Hall in the center.
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recommended only the establishment of

minimum pay rates (ranging from $10.83

to $11.30 per hour) for all dining-services

personnel, Harvard’s collective bargaining

agreement with food-service workers en-

sures that cooks who work for an outside

contractor will earn what a Harvard cook

earns, not just what cashiers earn.

“The workers are very happy,” says as-

sociate vice president for human resources

Polly Price. Higher pay and benefits may,

over time, help Harvard attract a better-

educated, better-qualified sta≠. In the

meantime, contractors who deploy per-

sonnel at multiple sites are finding that

workers, unsurprisingly, prefer the en-

riched compensation environment of Har-

vard. The outcome is a more stable Uni-

versity workforce—“from Harvard’s point

of view, that’s a positive,” Katz says. 

Outside contractors, in contrast, are un-

enthusiastic about having to o≠er their

employees a “living wage” scale at Harvard

and lower, market-driven rates at other

sites. The di≠erential reduces the contrac-

tors’ flexibility in moving employees

among di≠erent work sites as required by,

say, seasonal factors like the closing of the

Law School cafeterias in summer. “People

will say, ‘What do you mean, you want to

take me o≠ the Harvard account?’” Price

explains. Furthermore, “This is going to

make it more di∞cult for large contractors

to do the kind of employee development

they usually do, by moving people around

to di≠erent accounts—having people do

something they haven’t done before, to

make them well-rounded,” she says. “Peo-

ple will want to stay at Harvard, and not

take advantage of those nonmonetary ad-

vancement opportunities”—opportuni-

ties that can, in some cases, lead to man-

agement jobs.

Another unintended (if not unantici-

pated) consequence of the WBPP stems

from a key aspect of the benefits-parity

equation. If outside contractors do not

o≠er health, dental, and pension plans

comparable to Harvard’s plans in these

areas, they are obligated to increase their

employees’ hourly wages to compensate.

For example, Harvard contributes 6 per-

cent of wages to a pension fund; a contrac-

tor who contributes only 2 percent must

add an additional 4 percent to the hourly

wage paid to employees at Harvard. In

general, large companies have health

plans, but small companies do not, and

don’t intend to get them. As a result,

“You’ll see the ‘nationalization’ of vendors

at Harvard,” Price predicts. “The large, na-

tional companies that have health, dental,

and pension plans will tend to supplant

the ‘ABC Cleaning Companies’—smaller,

locally owned, ‘Mom and Pop,’ minority-

or women-owned businesses.”

Given Harvard’s decentralized struc-

ture, the WBPP costs are not, of course,

evenly distributed. The Faculty of Arts

and Sciences (FAS) accounts for about 19

percent of all external security, dining,

and custodial services. FAS and the Med-

ical School together incur about 50 per-

cent of all external security-services costs.

The Law School and the Kennedy School

of Government are responsible for 99 per-

cent of external dining-services costs.

All parts of the University, along with

its vendors and employees, seem unani-

mous about the value of one particular

fringe benefit, the Harvard Bridge to

Learning and Literacy Program. The

“Bridge” program gives training in basic

literacy and computer skills, English com-

petencies, and GED-diploma preparation

for entry-level service workers during

their Harvard workday. Launched in 2000,

it enrolled 442 students in classes in the

fall of 2002; there were 38 additional stu-

dents working with Bridge tutors on their

own time. Anecdotal evidence suggests

the program’s impact: a former Faculty

Club waiter, for example, is now a finan-

cial-aid o∞cer at the University of Miami.

And Bridge graduate Yesenia Quezada, an

elementary-school teacher in her native El

Salvador who is now a custodian at the

Museum of Natural History, teaches an

eight-week beginning Spanish class to 15

central-administration employees. Many

of these students are interested in learn-

ing how to converse with their Spanish-

speaking co-workers.

Multilingual communication can even

directly a≠ect compensation. Last No-

vember, during the “open enrollment” pe-

riod for fringe benefits, the human-re-

sources o∞ce o≠ered presentations in

Spanish and Portuguese as well as Eng-

lish. “For service workers in [the custo-

dial, dining, and security] categories, we

saw a jump in benefits enrollment,” Price

says. “The fraction signing up for health

insurance rose from 63 percent to 71 per-

cent. A lot of people didn’t even realize

that they had these benefits.” In ways like

this, Harvard’s initiatives may be achiev-

ing their aim of more fully integrating

Harvard’s service workers into the Uni-

versity community.
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Harvard’s Living-Wage Policy
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