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About Cabot 
Dow 

Associates

◦ Independently owned human resources 

consulting firm since 1980 based in 

Bellevue, WA

◦ Specialize in public sector collective 

bargaining, human resource management, 

and compensation

◦ Clients primarily in Washington state

◦ Associates are former public sector human 

resources professionals

www.cabotdow.com 

http://www.cabotdow.com/
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Four Pillars of a Sound Compensation Study

Have a goal.

01
Comparable 
agencies.

02
Accurate 
job matches.

03
Commit to 
the results.

04



1. 
Compensation 

Philosophies

• A salary schedule is the quantitative 

representation of your qualitative 

compensation philosophy.

• At a minimum, define your goal for where 

you want to be relative to the selected 

market, expressed as a percentage of the 

market value, ie median, maximum, 

percentile, etc., and the role of total 

compensation.

• What do you mean by “competitive?”





2. Nuts and 
Bolts – 

Knowing 
and Using 

Terms 
Consistently

◦ What is a Salary Schedule?

◦ Chart showing positions with 
corresponding salary ranges

◦ Salary ranges: spectrum of possible pay for 

a given position

◦ Salary range options: open versus steps



Open Ranges versus Steps

Open Range 

◦ More flexibility

◦ Similar to private sector

◦ Rewarding performance

Step System

◦ Consistency between positions

◦ Financial forecasting

◦ Internal equity and slotting hard-to-

match positions



Minimums, Midpoints, Maximums, and Median

◦ Salary spread: percentage between the lowest point of the range and the highest point

◦ Midpoint: really only important if you use an open range and match to market 

comparability

◦ Maximum is typically what we’re measuring

◦ Median (aka 50th percentile): usually used in terms of comparability with the market



Adjustments to Salary Schedules

◦ Cost of-living adjustments (COLAs): 

◦ Applied to the entire salary schedule, not just select positions

◦ Percentage rather than lump sum

◦ Market adjustments:

◦ Applied to positions as the result of compensation study

◦ Can sometimes occur simultaneously

◦ Important to differentiate between the position range versus the position incumbent

◦ When we talk about salary schedules, we’re talking in general terms

◦ Individual salary levels are specific, not dealt with in a salary study, but with performance 
evaluations



3. Fixing 
Problems in 

Salary 
Schedules

◦ Compression

◦ Generally observed market differences 
between levels of positions:

Department Director: 100%

Deputy Department Director: 80% - 85%

Mid-Level Managers: 65% - 75%

Supervisors: 45% - 60%

Lead/Analysts: 35% – 50%

Individual contributors: 25% - 40%

◦ Differences become smaller over time 
with reclassifications, market 
adjustments, collective bargaining, etc.



3. Fixing 
Problems in 

Salary 
Schedules

◦ Inconsistencies 

◦ New ranges added in over time for new positions 
that do not maintain even differences 

     between ranges

◦ Varying salary spreads (ie 20% min-max in one 
position, 35% min-max in another)

◦ Between employee groups – not necessarily a 
problem, but there are neighborhood effects

◦ Schedules that have outlived their compensation 
philosophies

◦ Reactions to specific political problems 

◦ No one around remembers how the salary 
schedule got that way

◦ Recruitment and Retention

◦ Bringing new employees in at higher steps

◦ Lack of growth at the top



3. Fixing 
Problems in 

Salary 
Schedules

◦ Funding

◦ New ranges added in over time for new positions 
that do not maintain even differences between 
ranges

◦ Varying salary spreads (ie 20% min-max in one 
position, 35% min-max in another)

◦ Between employee groups – not necessarily a 
problem, but there are neighborhood effects

◦ Schedules that have outlived their compensation 
philosophies

◦ Reactions to specific political problems 

◦ No one around remembers how the salary 
schedule got that way

◦ Recruitment and Retention

◦ Bringing new employees in at higher steps

◦ Lack of growth at the top



4. Models to 
Address 

Common 
Issues

◦ Compression and Inconsistencies

◦ Set differences between ranges (Mason 
County example)

◦ Banding (Spokane Library District 
example)

◦ Reevaluate regularly through salary 
studies

◦ Recruitment and Retention

◦ Vary differences between step lengths 
(Skagit County example)

◦ Vary differences between step increase 
amount (Oak Harbor example)

◦ Adjust the salary spread between 
minimum and maximum (Anacortes 
example)













3. Problems 
that Salary 
Schedules 

Won’t Solve

◦ Funding

◦ If you can’t afford to increase salaries to 
match the market, you probably have too 
many people.

◦ Communication is key.

◦ If you make changes, apply them 
consistently.

◦ Topping out

◦ This is the nature of public employment.

◦ Address longevity goals through 
variations in step increases, lengths, and 
premiums.

◦ Regular salary studies help keep 
expectations in check.



What’s My 
Role?

◦ Set policy.

◦ Don’t make assumptions – test and verify.

◦ Communicate with staff.  Don’t make 

promises you can’t keep.

◦ Insist on consistency.

◦ Work with HR.

◦ Examine and reexamine your 

organizational needs. 

◦ Moral legitimacy in the status quo.  Sumus 

quod sumus.



QUESTIONS?
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