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Whether a job offer is made to a recent college graduate or a seasoned executive, the salary
mentioned in the offer is most likely negotiable. But many job seekers fear that negotiating
would brand them as difficult, greedy or ungrateful. They worry that even attempting to
negotiate could result in the offer being rescinded. The truth here is that the key to a successful
salary negotiation requires preparation and respect, both for both oneself and for the company
you might join.

First, let me provide perspective as a human-resources professional who has made hundreds of
job offers. If the right candidate was hard to find, either because unemployment was low, or the
hiring manager’s requirements were challenging, I made the offer at the top of the range. If the
candidate was reluctant to accept because he or she wanted a higher base, I would offer
nonsalary incentives, and in most cases, we agreed on a bump within six months if specific
performance criteria were met.

Most smart employers will make an offer at of least 10% above the benchmark for a given
position in their city. However, candidates who believe that they are worth more can often get it
by offering compelling evidence that their experience or skills command higher compensation.
(This isn’t always the case, of course. One young man to whom I had made an offer informed me
with extraordinary hubris that he was entitled to more since he had just graduated from an Ivy
League school.)

The candidates who were most successful in negotiating with me shared several traits and
tactics, namely being unfailingly polite in framing their request, and exhibiting a sincere degree
of enthusiasm for the position. It didn’t take much persuasion when a midcareer marketing
manager we all liked called to thank me and the hiring manager for our offer, told us how excited
she was to work for the company, but told us what was stopping her from signing was that
number she had in her head was $8,000 higher than our offer. Her honesty impressed us, and we
made the adjustment. In asking for the salary she believed she was worth, she also demonstrated
self-respect and confidence, both traits that resonate with employers.

According to a_ Harvard study, “evidence [suggests] that men are significantly more likely to
engage in salary negotiations than women.” That may be, but for what it's worth, my own
anecdotal experience suggests otherwise; the women I have worked with over the past 20 years
have been better negotiators than men. One female leader posits that women are better
negotiators because they are active listeners, are more open-minded and more empathetic. |
would add that women are more comfortable with compromise.
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While it is now illegal in some cities and states for employers to ask for candidates’ salary
history, it is still legal in most of the U.S. This makes negotiating one’s first salary even more
important as future employers will typically peg their initial offer at a small percentage higher
than the candidate’s previous job. New graduates, many of whom have no career-relevant
experience, need to base their negotiations on their potential, so referencing successful
leadership of a group project or undergraduate internship may be all it takes to close the deal.
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