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You held out for more than the
company wanted to pay. Now get
ready to suffer the consequences.

By R. Gaines Baty

mong the “me” generation,
it’s fashionable to try to get
all you can. This seems espe-
cially true when candidates
negotiate new pay packages.

Even when prospects say compensation isn’t
their first priority when evaluating job offers—
ranking it below challenge, opportunity, chem-
istry and other factors—pay always seems to rise
to the top during the final discussions.

No one thinks this is unusual In fact, articles
in respected business publications cite reasons
and ways to hold out for the highest amount
possible from employers.

But this approach may be a mistake. We all
want to be paid well, but when considering a
career move, compensation must be kept in per-
spective and balanced with other, perhaps more
important, considerations and rewards.

Don’t be greedy. Instead, seek a win-win
agreement with a new employer. Not only does
this cement good relations for both parties during
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the negotiations, it may save you from
the career disaster that can result
from holding out for the maxi-
mum. Consider these rea-
sons:

® You don’t want
to create hard feel-

If money is
more important

S.
If you feel under-

paid, you won’t be

happy, but if the

company feels

you're overpaid,

you may be to you than
replaced or laid ; =

off if your perfor- anything else,

mance isn’t out-
standing. Bosses
are known to have
long memories.

® You don’t
want to price
yourself out of the
market for similar
positions.

Being overpaid for
your level is dangerous
because now you’re locked
by golden handcuffs into work-
ing for that employer. This may
not be the best company or career
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opportunity for you, and you may be mis-
erable, but you won't be able to leave if you
can’t afford a serious pay cut. Of course,
you're also the most expendable person if
business declines.

® Self-interest isn’t attractive to
employers.

Taking the “what’s-in-it-for-me?" atti-
tude won’t win respect or loyalty from a
prospective employer. Too much self inter-
est may create second thoughts about you
and lead to a premature conclusion of
interview talks.

Many clients have turned down candi-
dates because they said “I” too much dur-
ing an interview, says Dallas search exec-
utive Karen Oney. Consultants from one
well-krniown international consulting firm
make such unrealistic pay demands on
prospective employers that they
frequently lose opportunities
that meet their other crite-
ria.

“Many, many people
have priced themselves
out of contention
quickly by wanting
too much of an
increase,” she says.

@ Pay'ranges
dictate expected
experience and
performance
capabilities.

Pushing for the
highest possible
amount may put
you at the top of a
pay range. It also
raises the company’s
expectations of your
capabilities. This is
dangerous because you
may be promising more
than you can deliver, which
often leads to failure. Think of
employees you knew who were in
jobs that were too much of a stretch for
them, if not beyond their abilides.

“This ‘raised bar’ can set the stage for the
perception of weak results and a higher
potential for failure, slower ascent to uldi-
mate goals, and/or possible termination,”
says Jim Winans, former CEO of a financial
services firm in Dallas.

One candidate negotiated an above-mar-
ket pay package to join a firm which then
went out of business, says Ms. Oney.
Another company hired her and matched
her previous pay, even though it was above
the normal range for that job. Now the
company feels her performance hasn’t met
its expectations.

If a prospective boss feels you’d be bet-
ter off starting at a slightly lower level and
being groomed for bigger things, take his
or her suggestion seriously. “If you're able
to deliver value early and often, and excel
in the job, you’ll build a much stronger
foundation and reputation with the
employer than if you have to struggle,” says
Mr. Winans.

@ Many employers must maintain
internal pay scale equity.

You may not appreciate pay equity issues
when you're hired, but you will later when
an unproven candidate with less or equal
experience asks to be paid more than you.
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Companies need to offer competitive pay
rates and also earn a profit. Paying new-
comers above what employed producers earn
could cause mass mudny.

® The best job isn’t always the one
that pays the most.

Occasionally, employers must pay above
the market because they can’t attract or
keep employees. If an offer seems too good
to be true, it probably is. Many of these
companies pay 8o well because they have
retention problems. In fact, search profes-
sionals cherish one well-known, high-paying
software company because its staff is so
eager to leave for new opportunities.

A Better Approach

Many candidates who become obsessed
with pay issues to the exclusion of other
conceins destroy their chances of
receiving offers, says Eric
Hochfelder, a recruiter in
Dallas. “A money focus
frequently clouds other
critical career consid-
erations,” he says.
“We call this ‘salary
creep’ and it kills
quite a few match-
es made in heav-

en.”

When consid-
ering an offer,
seek to optimize,
not maximize,
compensadon.
Other . career

issues are more
important than
pay, and when
attained, often lead
to higher compensa-
don in the future.
Here’s how successful
professionals prioritize job-
related variables:

1. The career opportunity.
Consider how taking a new posidon will
affect your long-term career path. What's
the next logical step in your plan? Does this
job provide a chance to increase and mar-
ket your skills in the future (your uldmate
security)? What's your promotion poten-

tial, expected learning curve, ?

potential for lomg-term
employment (stability)
and possibility of forming
mentor relationships at a
new company?
Achieving some of
these goals is often a
fair trade-off for a

lower inidal pay pack-
age, says Mr.
Hochfelder.

“In those cases, the
more conservative, long-
term opportunity can far
surpass the ‘quick-cash’ alternative,” he says.

One journalist earned nearly double her
former salary after switching to public rela-
tions but was miserable with her career
choice. She willingly took a pay cut to
return to journalism. It took her 10 years
for her salary to catch up, but she was
much happier. Ultimately, you must decide
what's important down the road and

whether you can achieve those goals in your
next job.

2. The position.

Issues to consider include the job’s con-
tent, challenge and level of responsibility, the
importance and potendal impact of the posi-
don/department, potendal for success, vari-
ety of the work and the fun you'll have. Does
the role match your skills? What are your
prospects for success? Will you enjoy gomg
to work each day?

3. The company s.ud industry.

Consider the size, history and direction
of the company and the industry's proba-
ble future. Is the company growing and in
a dynamlc industry or field, or are you
joining the best company in a “buggy wbxp
nu'lustry’7

4, Lifestyle issues.

This includes your locadon. travel sched-
ule, need to balance work and family and
future stability. Will you be able to have a
Life? For many professionals, this issue is
escalating in importance. A Dallas-based
consultant who travels constantly recently
says he'd be willing to accept less than his
$95,000 annual salary for a corporate project
management role that wouldn't require inces-
sant travel. Remember, no one wishes on
their deathbed that they'd spent more time
at the office.

5. Intangibles.

How do you rate the company’s culture,
potential fellow employees, the alignment of
its philosophy, values and ethics with your
own and the chemistry you’ll have with
supervisors, peers and/or subordinates? Is
this what you want to do? Will you be proud
of your work and colleagues?

6. Compensation package.

Consider your salary, realistic incentive
potental, future earnings potential, current
or future equity potendal, deferred compen- .
sadon, benefits and relocation package. Is
there growth potential and/or a strong
upside? Is the offer fair and reasonable and
will both pardes feel like winners?

Some candidates report that colleagues
just received 50% to 100% pay increases to

accept new positions. Don’t be
swayed by these stories. For
all you know, your col-
leagues made poor short-
term decisions they’ll regret
later. Base your career
moves on what's right for
you and what you can
live with.
If money is more
important to you than
anything else, consider a
sales career—or something
illegal. Otherwise, use good
judgment. Taking a new job
should make career and economic sense, in
that order.

Decide what’s right for you by prioritizing
these and other factors. No job is perfect, 8o
allow for give and take. Determine your best
possible career step, adopt a win/win atti-
tude during negotiations and do a great job
once you start. Do the right thing well and
good things will happen. B
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