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The practice of asking for salary history is in the news as a few cities—notably New York City, 
Philadelphia and New Orleans—are making it illegal for companies to ask about an applicant’s 
past compensation. Whether or not other cities jump on board, it raises the question of how to 
address what is arguably the most fraught moment in a job interview. 

Job candidates may wonder why employers and recruiters want to know. After all, hiring 
managers are working within a budgeted salary range, and they should be able to offer the 
average salary for most fields within their market. 

The advantage of asking is debated even among human resources professionals. HR Magazine 
profiled an HR executive who says that employers “request this information to avoid wasting 
everyone’s time,” that is, to determine how likely a candidate is to accept the offer the company 
is preparing to make. 

In my own experience as a vice president of human resources, hiring managers tend to 
benchmark their offer at 10% to 15% above a candidate’s most recent salary. “Why pay more 
than needed?” is the mind-set. 

This puts candidates at a serious disadvantage. Benchmarking against past salary discriminates 
against people whose earlier salaries weren’t market value to begin with, which can have career-
long consequences. Employees who relocate from markets where average salaries are below 
those in large metropolitan centers are at risk, as are those who have recently added credentials 
such as an M.B.A. or industry-related certifications. 

So how can job candidates finesse a question that in most of the U.S. remains legal? It’s tricky, 
because recruiters can be insistent and candidates are reluctant to appear uncooperative.  

Rather than refusing outright to answer, candidates should deflect the question by suggesting 
that both they and the company first evaluate what value they can add in this role. Then they 
should return the conversation to their qualifications and experience, a tactic that often works 
because it’s disarming and sincere. Applicants should prepare for pushback, as recruiters are 
more likely than hiring managers to refuse to advance the interview without an answer. If that’s 
the case, candidates should simply state that their salary history and future requirements are in 
line with market value. 

In such circumstances, it’s helpful for applicants to know the company’s salary range ahead of 
time, but if the recruiter isn’t forthcoming, a job seeker should arrive to an interview armed with 
data from Salary.com or other online sources that provide market and industry-specific salaries. 
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Further along in the interview process, as candidates meet with the hiring manager and senior 
management, they should continue to focus on the specific skills or experience that relate to their 
potential contribution to the company. Their strategy is to make a clear case for their value; once 
the company understands what a candidate is worth to them, it puts the candidate in a position 
of strength to negotiate. 

Candidates should never admit that they are open to accepting a lower salary. Candidates eager 
to get a foot in the door typically leave themselves vulnerable to lowball offers. 

A better way to signal their interest in a position is to do their homework. They should know 
what initiatives the company is investigating, or obstacles they are facing, and so candidates can 
double down on their value proposition in helping their prospective employer reach its goals. 

One thing candidates shouldn’t do is lie about their compensation --  or anything else, for that 
matter -- as they will be caught out when the company runs its background check, and 
misrepresenting facts may result in an offer being rescinded, or even termination if they’ve 
already started work. 

By being well prepared and having confidence in their skills, candidates may be on such firm 
footing that the hiring manager recognizes their value proposition, and is even more motivated 
in bringing them on. That may translate into an offer at the higher end of the available salary 
range. 
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