
Our Compensation as Catalyst interview series explores how innovative new 
approaches are leveraging executive compensation as a powerful tool for driving 
value creation. In our first installment, we hear from David Swinford.

Q. What is the biggest challenge for boards in terms of embracing 
compensation as a mode of value creation? 

A: It’s changing the historical perspective. Until fairly recently, the concept of 
compensation has been viewed primarily as a cost of doing business. But we are 
beginning to see leading organizations change their compensation philosophies. 

They’re thinking about it as an effective tool for the board to reinforce 
behaviors that drive the company’s business goals. Then it actually 
becomes a point of differentiation in how a company operates and 
executes. When there’s clear alignment between corporate strategy and 
the compensation program, everyone can be more precise in short- and 
long-term goal-setting and most importantly, successful in achieving those 

goals. And that’s going to set them apart from the vast majority of their competitors.

Q. How can boards begin to align pay and business strategies? 
 
A: First, move away from the idea that conforming to the norm, or matching best 
practices, is a healthy approach. You want to incorporate market intelligence and 
data, but let it inform, not dictate your compensation program. This is especially 
important when new regulations introduce complexity. As the companies we work 
with begin this journey, we suggest maintaining a sharp focus on what’s best for 
the organization and adopting a long-term mindset. Where you can truly achieve 
success is by identifying the unique compensation approach that drives value for 
your company.
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“Of course you want  
to incorporate market 

intelligence and  
data, but let it inform  
and not dictate your  

compensation program.” 
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About David Swinford 

David Swinford, President and Chief Executive Officer, joined Pearl Meyer in 1998. 
Dave works closely with boards to link compensation with business and leadership 
development strategies in order to build and maintain strong executive teams 
that create value over the long term. He provides a strong focus on developing 
performance standards, balancing retention with pay for performance alignment, and 
compensation-related corporate governance issues. For more than 35 years, Dave 
has worked with boards and management teams in all major industries.

Dave previously served as senior managing director and head of Pearl 
Meyer’s New York office. Prior to joining the firm, he was a managing director 
and worldwide partner of William M. Mercer, Incorporated, where he was a 
national practice leader for executive compensation. Dave also has served 

as a vice president at Towers Perrin, with worldwide responsibility for the executive 
compensation consulting practice, and in positions at Sibson & Company and Harris 
Corporation. He holds BS, MS, and JD degrees from the University of Wisconsin.

Dave works closely with the National Association of Corporate Directors on director 
education and intellectual capital issues, and serves on WorldatWork’s Executive 
Rewards Advisory Council. He writes and lectures regularly on issues related 
to executive compensation and board governance. He is on the board of PM&P 
Holdings LLC, and chairs the board of the Humane Society of Greater Rochester.

About Pearl Meyer 
 
Pearl Meyer is the leading advisor to boards and senior management on the 
alignment of executive compensation with business and leadership strategy, making 
pay programs a powerful catalyst for value creation and competitive advantage. 
Pearl Meyer’s global clients stand at the forefront of their industries and range from 
emerging high-growth, not-for-profit, and private companies to the Fortune 500 and 
FTSE 350. The firm has offices in New York, Atlanta, Boston, Charlotte, Chicago, 
Houston, London, Los Angeles, and San Francisco.
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