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Ready…Getting Top Dollar

You Don’t Get What You Deserve -- You Get What You Negotiate

Strategies to Boost Your Salary Offer When Changing Jobs
Mark D. Hansen, CSP, CPE, PE

Introduction

When you’re hot, you’re hot!  When you’re not you’re not!  With the unemployment rate so low, there is a serious shortage of qualified job candidates.  As a result, headhunters are calling people to consider changing jobs, even though they are not unhappy with their current job.  If you have decided to take advantage of the market and make a change, you will also want to maximize your current negatives into positives including your salary.  After fielding calls from some of these salivating headhunters, and you’ve now made the interview rounds and settled on a position you really like.  All that's left is to negotiate the best salary you can.

In this tight job market, it's easier to get a good deal.  With demand for qualified job candidates being so high, if you negotiate well you can toss the "standard package" for new hires right out the window.  If both sides really want to make it work, anything is negotiable, from vacation to salary and bonuses.  Depending on the job you are seeking you may be able to request and get things like a signing bonus, a work‑at‑home telecommuting arrangement, extra vacation time just to name a few.

But there's a catch, there is no such thing as a free lunch.  You have to negotiate your salary.  No one is going to come up to you and say, “Mark you are so great.  We like you so much.  You impressed everyone beyond their wildest expectations, and we want to offer you a bazillion dollars! “ Pinch me.  Wake me up.  I must be in a dream!  Guess what?  You are!  Unless your father owns the business, this will rarely, if ever happen.  

You don’t get what you deserve, you get what you negotiate.  That is, you have to ask for it.  You have to ask for it without demanding for it.  What you say?  How do you ask for it without really asking for it?  You have to be subtle, elusive, humble but confident.  You’ve got to make them think it was their idea not yours.

How can you secure the sweetest deal?  Here's a nitty‑gritty guide to getting what you deserve:

1. "You don't get what you don’t ask for."
Hiring officials (Human Resources (HR) people and bosses) aren't paid to bestow fat salaries and perks on their new hires.  Early in my career, I was transferred from our Houston facility to our Colorado Springs facility.  I had to rely on a co-worker with twenty plus years of experience just to know what was available.  Once I found out what was available, I asked for everything specifically.  Once you get there, its too late, you have no bargaining position.  When changing employers the HR people don’t get paid to offer you a golden deal.  And they won’t tell you all the benefits unless you ask very directed questions.  The bottom line is, if you don’t know what questions to ask, you don’t get the benefits.  So, how do you find out what the benefits are?  Ask you prospective boss, you’re predecessor, people you interviewed with (preferably not in the same department the people you interviewed with), and other people you may know who are employed by the company.  They may not want to reveal their own salaries, but they might be gossipy about what others earn.  And they're often willing to share what they know about company benefits and typical perks.  Once you find out ask the hiring officials directed questions. 

One of the most popular requests involves vacation time.  Many companies have rigid vacation accrual policies.  This is especially onerous for new employees.  Many companies offer the standard two weeks to new hires in their first year which is quite distasteful to someone like me who has fifteen years experience.  I have become accustomed to a minimum of three weeks vacation.  Some companies can't change their company's vacation policy, but they can bump your salary to accommodate unpaid time off.

Also at the top of the list is work‑at‑home provisions, or telecommuting.  As with other benefits, companies don't volunteer these, but they'll provide them if gently prodded.  People are negotiating for more control of their life and schedules.  After receiving a job offer you can ask for things like to work from home one day a week, particularly if you have a long commute and can guarantee the quality of your job does not suffer.  But be careful, this sometimes translates into the twenty-four hour job.  This can be easier for many safety professionals.  I know of many safety professionals who hold corporate slots and work out of their home because they are on the road so much visiting all of the companies regional plants. 

2. "Do your homework and know the facts."
Mark Twain once said, “Get your facts first, and then distort them as much as you please.” The best way to get the salary you want from a new employer is to provide ample justification that what you're asking for is fair and reasonable.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) has a listing of job positions and salaries.  A Dunn and Bradstreet listing can help you identify profits and may even have salary related information.  Professional societies like ASSE conduct salary surveys, even this magazine has some salary information when they do their annual “White Paper.” If you have ever gone to ASSE”s PDC, Nexstep Career Center has a list of jobs and companies interviewing.  Look at the positions and salary ranges.  Jot them down for later reference.  Use whatever information that relates to your job that you can use to justify your salary.

For salary negotiations, nothing beats hard, clear evidence that your price is in line with similar positions and functionalities or with that of other employees in similar jobs at the company. Some search firms keep databases of salary information, which they'll share if you ask.  Remember when you bought and sold your house and the price was set based on comparable homes in the area?  The same principle applies here.  The boom in job hunting via the Internet has also created a growing array of comparative salary data, not to mention a way to ask others about going rates.  Surf the net and you may be surprised what pops up.  You may even find it on the company’s website.

Even newspaper want ads sometimes include salary information.  If they don't, call the companies advertising jobs similar to the one you're considering and ask about the salary range.  

ASSE’s Nexsteps Career Center lists jobs 24/7.  Many of these jobs actually indicate salary ranges and requirements.

Finding company‑specific information requires some extra stealthy investigation.  The first place to look is the HR department, which will almost always give you a salary range for a given position.  I know some companies that have a notebook at the receptionist that lists all the job requirements and salary ranges.  Wow!  What a goldmine! 

Salaries of top‑level executives, of course, are listed in the company's annual proxy statement, which also discloses the perks and other benefits they got the previous year.  This can give you a hint to what the safety professionals may earn also.  Some public companies will also provide copies of the current senior executives' employment agreements, which are filed with the Securities and Exchange Commission.

It's also important to research a long‑standing area of overall offers called "making whole," which basically ensures that new employees don't have to shoulder any expenses when taking a new job.  The practice is especially common when job candidates are asked to relocate.  But it can require some work to get the package you want.  Some companies don’t offer relocation.  So how do you get it?  You will have to convince the HR person that you are worth it, that it is a small investment in the future, that you will be frugal in finding and costing out a move.  One other way is finding out that others in the company had their moves paid for.  That’s leverage.

Even if you're not relocating, it's worth finding out what the relocation budget is for your position.  If a given job has a budget of, say, $12,000, you may be able to get them to apply it toward something else.  How does this sound? A company car, a home office or a notebook computer.  If you can make a case for something, and the money's available, companies will  sometimes go for it.

3. "Persistence."
Remember, its always to soon to quit.  Vince Lombardi once said, “Winners never quit and quitters never win.”  When it looks like nothing will happen, keep the faith.  If your research or interviews show that your salary goals are out of line with the company's pay ranges, there's still hope.  Some companies are providing sign‑on bonuses for positions that are particularly competitive.

Beware, companies know that people with hot skills have them over a barrel, and it doesn't help to rub their faces in it.  Remember to stay humble.  You also run the risk of having your new boss resent that you took him for all you could at the outset.  Where your treasure is there you will also find your heart.  If you focus on money and that is all that matters to you, things like loyalty and honor take a back seat.  That is not good for the job candidate who wants a long term position with the company.

It's tough enough starting a new job.  You certainly don't want to start it off on the wrong foot by making them resent you because you played hardball over salary.

4. "Tell the truth ‑‑ period."
H. Norman Schwarzkopf said, “The truth of the matter is that you always know the right thing to do.  The hard part is doing it.”  It's never a good idea to lie to recruiters.  Lies have an odd way of finding their way back to the person that knows the truth.  It may hurt and make your resume less attractive, but at least you will be able to sleep at night.  You are building your reputation as a safety professional on truth, integrity and honesty.  Often it is a small world in the safety profession.  All you have is your reputation.  Protect it dearly.

If you lie on a job application, it can come back to haunt you.  Let’s say you bump your salary on the application by $5,000.  Some companies will request a past pay stub as proof of your earnings.  Oops!  There goes that job opportunity.

5. "Show them your value before you ask them to show you the money."
Before I even broach the topic of money, I make sure that I demonstrate my abilities and they begin believing that I am the one for the job.  No matter what's on your “must have” list, the surest way to get the salary you want is to convince the company that you're worth every penny you are asking for.   Be prepared to demonstrate your willingness to go the distance during the early stages of the interview process.

I was asked once to meet a prospective employer on Saturday morning or a holiday weekend.  I didn’t know it at the time but this was a test to see my dedication and aggressiveness to rearrange my schedule and meet them. I rearranged my schedule to meet with the prospective employer. Afterward, I discovered that this is a test to see how I would perform if I got the job.  In another case, I brought a work product that was similar to a key work product that I would develop during the course of my employment, if I were hired.  It got so much attention, that they wanted to copy it for later reference.  I told them I did not feel comfortable doing that for ethical reasons.  From that point on, I had them selling me on the company rather than me selling them on my 

abilities.  The moral of the story, get them to fall in love with you, then spring your requests on 

them.

I always bring a portfolio of work products on the interview.  I leave them in my briefcase until the right opportunity and spring a work product on them.  Be careful though, I have found unless the timing and opportunity is just right, you can intimidate your prospective employer and inadvertently kick yourself out of the race rather than jump to the number one candidate.

6. "Timing is crucial."
Successful negotiations require restraint, and nothing works against you more than giving your prospective employer the impression you're impatient or greedy.  As I said earlier, I wait till I know they want me before they bring up salary.  I try not to broach the subject of salary until late in the interview process.  The best time to bring up salary is when it's clear they're ready to make an offer.

At this point, it's important to get a general sense of the salary range at the outset.  Most prospective employers are more than willing to provide such information in a good faith effort to make sure everyone's on the same page.  But don’t be discouraged if their salary range is different from yours.  Once you know they want you, it is amazing how soft those hard ceilings get.  The bottom line is that the President of the company can do whatever he/she wants given the right candidate for the job.

You need to listen for leading questions if they make an offer and then ask, “How does that sound to you?” or “Tell me how you feel about that,” you know there's some flexibility.  Never, ever, jump and say.  “Yes!, Yes!, Yes!,” no matter how good the offer is.  You don’t want to sound too eager.  Tell them that you have to speak with your husband or wife and will get back to them tomorrow.  One employer made an offer during my closing session of the interview and wanted an answer on the spot.  I had to refrain from jumping at the chance to say, “Yes!, Yes!, Yes!”  Prospective employers usually want a response right away.  But you should avoid this pressure.  One of the biggest mistakes people make is to accept an offer too quickly.  Sure, you want to show enthusiasm.  But there's no need to be impetuous.  Be polite and defer them for at least twenty-four hours.  This is almost always an acceptable response to any job offer.  Besides, being a little elusive never hurts.  You want to keep them jumping.

Another aspect of timing is interviewing to get several offers within a short period of time so that you don’t have to stall too long and maximize your best opportunity.  Once, while I was interviewing, I was waiting on three offers.  I wanted out of my current employer really bad.  Two of the three came within two days of each other.  The third was delayed.  When they called I informed them that I already had two offers and wanted to take their offer into consideration.  Since I had made it through two of the three interviews they had scheduled, they jumped through hoops to make an offer.  I was able to evaluate three offers within several days of each other, rather than having only one offer to evaluate.  That way you can get a comparative evaluation.

7. The Counteroffer.

This is a difficult call.  Considering a counteroffer depends on the company culture, your reasons for leaving, your relationship with your employer and your co-workers.  As a rule, if I have decided to leave my employer, money is only one element of the whole job picture when I have decided to change.  As a result, I rarely consider counteroffers.  The dilemmas and game playing can really make your head hurt if you aren’t prepared.

For instance, I was about to leave one employer and just as the moving van showed up, my current employer called with a counteroffer.  I was compelled to send the moving van away so that I could consider the offer.  I ultimately decided to take original offer and turned down the counter.  The reason was that I had decided to leave and money was only one element of the overall job picture.  In hindsight I would have loaded the moving van and left for my new employer.

However, let’s consider another example.  Let’s say you are laid off for financial reasons.  You find a temporary job at less pay.  The company is a good company but can only pay what they offered you as a temporary.  Within a month or so get called back to your former employer.  You then return to your former employer at your exit salary.  Within a month or so you get an offer from the company you had a temporary job with offering enough to leave.  You inform your current employer and they promptly counter the offer with a better salary.  What do you do?  Well, there are many factors, as I stated earlier.  If they don’t measure up. It is time to leave, if not you may want to stay.

In the final analysis, unless there are extenuating circumstances I turn down counteroffers.  But every situation needs to be evaluated on its own merit.  As I said, it can be a difficult call.

Conclusions

These are just a few of the strategies to maximize your salary during a job change when the market is hot.  Remember, you don’t get what you deserve, you get what you negotiate.  Careful negotiation can ensure that you maximize your job change, counteroffer or not, so that you won’t be looking for a new job very soon after you get your new job one.

At the end of the day you want to be able to feel that you got the best deal of all the options you had placed in front of you.  In the words of H. Jackson Brown, “Success is getting what you want.  Happiness is liking what you get.”  Or even better, Logan Pearsall Smith said, “There are two things to aim at in life.  First to get what you want.  And after that , to enjoy it.  Only the wisest of mankind achieve the second.”

