
Many compensation professionals learn the hard way that 
not all salary surveys are created equally. And when survey 

budgets are tight, it is especially important that your organiza-
tion get the best return on its investment. That means choosing 
the most credible and relevant compensation data for your  
business needs, as well as a survey vendor that will provide  
the added value of strong customer service.

To help with those efforts for all types of organizations — for-
profits, not-for-profits and nonprofits, this article focuses on 
seven top considerations for optimizing your survey dollars: 
communicate with the survey vendor, focus on your specific 
business needs, look for easy access to the data, avoid time-
consuming data input, stretch your survey budget, beware of 
potential antitrust issues and look for added value.

A surefire way to tell if a survey can be  
trusted is if the vendor follows up with  
questions about your data submission.
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ONE Communication  
from the Survey Vendor
As a good business practice, survey 
vendors should stay in touch with their 
participants throughout the year, 
rather than communicating only when 
it’s time to solicit data and deliver the 
results. This can involve reaching out 
for job matching meetings, results 
presentations or regular feedback.

Regarding the salary data itself, 
regular communication is a must. Of 
the thousands of individual survey 
submissions the authors have reviewed 
over the years, less than a handful were 
perfect initially. A surefire way to tell if 
a survey can be trusted is if the vendor 
follows up with questions about your 
data submission. There should be strin-
gent quality assurance routines to 
validate data, including programs to 
identify anomalies and mistakes, and  
a defined process to get such items 
clarified or corrected by participants.

TWO Focus on Your  
Specific Business Needs
With limited financial resources, 
compensation professionals need to 
identify which salary surveys in the 
marketplace will best address their 
core, day-to-day business needs and 
align the compensation infrastructure 
with the organization’s overall pay 
strategy. This entails doing some 
homework to determine what type  
of survey data will best meet those 
needs (e.g., competitive analyses, 
board of directors/compensation 
committee needs and the Fair Labor 
Standards Act of 1938).

One of the most important consider-
ations is if the survey encompasses 
your organization’s specific labor 
market, essentially defined as those 
organizations from which you typi-
cally hire employees as well as those 
organizations to which you most often 
lose employees. Ideally, the survey you 

purchase should offer data on at least 
75 percent of the positions you want 
to price. Note: If you have a business 
need that requires limited data for a few 
select positions, such information is not 
only available through the vendor, but 
might be provided at no cost if you commit 
to participating in its full survey the 
following year. Don’t be afraid to ask.

Some surveys report additional 
information related to organization 
practices outside of traditional 
compensation data, such as merit 
budgets, turnover, paid time off (PTO) 
and incentive plan design. If your busi-
ness needs include refreshing or 
designing compensation programs, or 
if you’re trying to answer a specific 
business problem (e.g., “Should we 
continue to offer supplemental execu-
tive retirement plans to our top 

executives?”), a salary survey that 
includes a section containing this type 
of information would be valuable.

THREE Look for Easy 
Access to the Data
Every survey you buy should be easy 
to use, meaning that you can easily 
access and use the specific informa-
tion you need in whatever format 
makes the most sense for you; hard 
copy, electronic (PDF) or Excel survey 
Web sites that are available 24/7 are 
becoming more common, allowing 
compensation professionals to easily 
download information at any time.

Another added value is the ability to 
tailor analyses — to run custom reports 
that capture your specific peer groups, 
industry focus or geographic cut, or 
allow a comparison of comparator 
groups. This additional data analysis 
can enhance the overall story you will 
present to employees and programs.

The date of the survey’s publication 
is another key purchasing consider-
ation, since stale data are less likely  
to ref lect the changing market land-
scape. If you need up-to-the-minute 
pay data for a committee meeting in 
early September but the survey report 
is not slated for release until later in 
the year, the survey vendor may be 
willing to provide you with prelimi-
nary results. If not, make sure the 
survey includes tools for aging the 
previous year’s data, as well as strong 
customer support to ensure you’re 
aging the data appropriately.

FOUR Avoid Time-
Consuming Data Input
With HR departments leaner than 
ever in the current business climate, 
you should maximize your staff ’s 
available time. Participation in a 
survey can take from one hour to as 
long as several weeks for a complex, 
data-intensive questionnaire, 

An important 
consideration is if the 
survey encompasses  
your specific labor 
market ... defined as 
those organizations 
from which you  
typically hire and 
those organizations  
to which you  
most often  
lose employees.
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depending on the platform used 
(paper versus electronic). If the vendor 
requires the kind of compensation 
data that changes relatively rarely 
(such as the PTO allowed for a given 
length of service), inquire if the ques-
tionnaire can be prepopulated with 
prior-year responses, with the option 
to revise specific responses as needed. 
This feature could be a significant 
time-saver.

Another time-related issue is that a 
prospective survey may require providing 
some data that seem unnecessary (e.g., 
asking for both the postal code and city 
of the employee’s work location) or are 
not readily available in your human 
resource information system (HRIS), 
entailing hours of manual collection. 
It is incredibly frustrating to later find 
that data were not used in the final 
report. Before committing to partici-
pate in a survey, review the vendor’s 
data requirements and its previously  
published surveys. Work with your 
HRIS colleagues to determine 
how much time and effort will be 
required — and be sure to check if  
the final report includes all the data 
points submitted during the process.

While sometimes the process of 
submitting data can be nerve-wracking, 
some vendors make it easier by offering 
participants ready access to designated 
customer support professionals who 
can answer questions and ensure 

submissions are accurate and complete. 
Ultimately, such a hands-on approach 
benefits all participants by ensuring 
the final report is as robust as possible.

FIVE Stretch Your Survey Budget
Employing some creativity can help 
survey participants get the biggest bang 
from limited survey dollars. For example:

Participate in free surveys.  
Professional associations like 
WorldatWork regularly invite members 
to participate in polls and surveys 
on HR practices and trends. Other 
organizations in need of specialized 
data also may sponsor a survey and 
waive the fee for selected invited 
participants. Ask for discounts. 
Your survey vendor should partner 
with you in good and challenging 
times. Discounts may be offered 
to smaller organizations or those 
that participate in multiple surveys 
or submit their data early.
Check job boards for salary informa-
tion. Many employment Web sites are 
free for job seekers and often publish 
salary rates or ranges for positions. 
Although these are usually limited to 
hourly jobs, they can provide a sense 
of the ballpark rate.
Choose surveys with the most rele-
vant jobs. As much as possible, avoid 
the need for additional specialized or 
niche surveys to fill in data gaps. 
Alternatively, if you have been 

participating in a large benchmark 
survey covering 70 percent of your 
employee population and a second 
survey that covers 3 percent of jobs  
in your organization, find out if your 
benchmark survey vendor is willing  
to add those jobs to its survey.
Talk to recruiters. Staffing depart-
ments often have the inside scoop on 
and the best real-time pulse of the 
labor market.

SIX Beware of Potential 
Antitrust Issues
One of the biggest mistakes a compen-
sation professional can make is to 
participate in an informal wage survey 
that might later be interpreted by the 
courts as an effort to fix or cap the 
cost of labor. This might occur if a 
friend in another organization’s HR 
department casually asks what your 
organization pays for a particular job. 
Some organizations that shared salary 
data in this way were found guilty  
of price-fixing.

The U.S. Department of Justice and 
the Federal Trade Commission have 
published safe harbor guidelines (www.
ftc.gov/bc/healthcare/industryguide/
policy/statement6.pdf) for sharing 
health-care survey data that have also 
been widely adopted by other industries 
for sharing compensation data. Under 
those rules, absent extraordinary 
circumstances, federal authorities will 

                 One of the biggest mistakes a compensation  
               professional can make is to participate in an informal  
      wage survey that might later be interpreted  
                 by the courts as an effort  

to fix or cap the cost of labor.
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not challenge an organization’s partici-
pation in a salary survey if the 
following conditions are satisfied:

The survey is managed by a third 
party (e.g., a consultant, trade  
association, academic institution  
or government agency).
The information provided to  
survey participants is more  
than three months old.
At least five participants report infor-
mation for each data point published.
The data are weighted so that no 
company accounts for more then 
25 percent of any data point.
If your salary survey does not meet 

those criteria, or you are uncertain, 
seek legal counsel.

SEVEN Look for Added Value
Even in the current economy, some 
survey vendors offer their participants 
valuable networking opportunities. 
Events like job matching meetings and 
results presentations allow participants 
to meet with peers, establish relation-
ships and share valuable compensation 
information (but only within the 
bounds of antitrust restrictions on 
sharing data). Subject matter experts 
may also be invited to these meetings 
to provide useful perspectives on 
market trends or best practices.

Another way to add value and 
better ensure the surveys in which 
you participate meet your organiza-
tion’s needs is by joining the survey 
vendor’s advisory boards or steering 
committees. These groups determine 
annual priorities for enhancements 
and improvements, and members can 
recommend new jobs, data elements  
or participants for consideration. 
Moreover, such involvement enhances 
your résumé and provides another 
means to network with other compen-
sation and HR professionals.

Finally, do not hesitate to provide 
constructive feedback to your survey 

vendor — for example, by suggesting 
new hot jobs for which compensation 
data would be useful, or new practice 
issues like performance management 
practices. Good survey vendors listen 
to participants and incorporate changes 
where and when they make sense, 
thereby making their published reports 
more valuable for participants and in 
the marketplace.

Conclusion
The large number of salary surveys 
available can make for an overwhelming 
choice when it comes to selecting  
the best survey vendors and surveys. 
But by focusing on the seven survey 
considerations listed in this article, 
compensation professionals can be 
more confident of getting the best 
return on the time and money they 
invest and the best data for their  
decision-making process.
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