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INTRODUCTION 

The Match Game 

You’ve just learned how to play chess. You understand the rules of the game and basic strategy. Now you’re sitting down to a match with a chess master. Do you think you have any chance of winning?

When you enter the job search/salary negotiation process, you’re facing the same challenges as the amateur chess player who is up against a professional. You may know the basics of the game, and you may have a strategy. Yet with few exceptions—such as a senior manager who is very experienced with negotiations—most people are grossly outmatched when they are up against a seasoned hiring manager or a human resources professional. It’s not that the prospective employer is trying to outsmart you or trick you into taking a job you don’t want. Rather, the process is far more complex and convoluted than most people realize.

In chess, there are three parts to the game: the opening, the middle game, and the end game. In the opening, both sides establish their positions. In the middle game, each side develops and takes advantage of his strengths and shores up his weaknesses to develop an advantageous position. In the end game, they go for the close.

In the hiring process, the opening includes finding out about the job, submitting your resume, and the initial interviews. At the end of the opening, you know what the job is, you have interest in the job, and the company has interest in you. The middle game is the continuation of the interview process as each side learns more about the other and discovers the extent to which employer and candidate are a good fit for each other. The end game is the negotiation of a job offer. For most candidates, however, this part of the game is mismatched, pitting an amateur against a professional.

Part of being an amateur is not knowing what strategies and tactics you can use, not understanding the implications of moves that you make, not understanding why your opponent has made the moves he has made, and how to deal with your emotional reactions as you go through the game. Professionals, on the other hand, have a wide repertoire of moves. They instantly see through the tactics of the amateur and can respond immediately to take advantage of the amateur’s mistakes and naive assumptions.

Imagine you’re an amateur who plays one game of chess every couple of years. Now you’re up against a professional who plays chess every day. Good luck. This is the world of salary negotiation in which most candidates live.

In chess one side wins, and the other side loses. In the job world, it’s not so simple. Usually, a successful negotiation requires that both sides win. To illustrate, let’s switch metaphors. Let’s go back in time seventy years to the old-fashioned ritual of courtship and marriage in which the man was always the one who called the woman for a date; the man was always the one who proposed marriage to the woman, and the woman’s role was to say yes or no. However, the man did not have all the power. The woman attracted the man and created the situations and circumstances such that he wanted to call her, to date her, and to propose to her. She was the pursued who took responsibility for having the pursuer of her choice catch her!

Unlike the chess game, in the world of courtship, both the man and the woman are after a win/win. Both want a marriage in which they are happy and fulfilled.

This old-fashioned courtship scenario fits today’s hiring process. Candidates are the pursued, making themselves as attractive as they can, while at the same time deciding whether they want the offer. Employers are the pursuers, also making themselves attractive and deciding whether they want to go after a particular candidate for a long-term relationship. Even if a candidate takes the initiative to contact a potential employer and says, “I want to work for you,” it’s still the company’s choice to make a job offer or not.

Now, consider the job candidate who has been out of work for a while and fears not being wanted and never getting a proposal. Or consider the candidate who initially receives lots of interest from several potential employers and says, “Oh, I’m so in demand, none of these opportunities are good enough,” turns down the initial offers, and ends up with no more. These dynamics all play out in the interview and negotiation process.

In some ways we are much less prepared for the hiring process than we are for courtship. We grow up with books and movies that teach us about the courtship process, and we usually see and experience dating well before we consider a “permanent” relationship. In the hiring process, we confront issues with which we have little experience:



• When asked what salary I am looking for, what should I say?

• What’s the salary range in the company for the position that defines the outer limits of what’s possible?

• What’s the market for the salary for my position, at my experience level, geographic area, etc.?

• What’s the culture of the organization, and will I fit in?

• How do I evaluate and compare the benefits package?

• Can I negotiate for more vacation, a flextime arrangement, and company reimbursement for continuing education?

• How can I tell if I’ll enjoy working for my manager?

• How can I tell if what they’re telling me is true, or are they giving me a line to get me to take the job?

• What is the realistic career path for me if I take the job?

• Does this job fit in with my broader career aspirations?

Not only are we amateurs at addressing these questions, we also need to answer them with limited information about the company and the job and very little time spent with our future manager and others in the company. (Likewise the company has limited information about us.) At most, you’ve spent several hours together. Think about your last employment review on your job. The assessment made by your supervisor or manager was most likely based on your previous twelve months of work. There was a lot of in-depth data that revealed a fairly complete picture of you, your performance, your strengths, your weaknesses and developmental needs. A hiring manager can’t possibly do the same kind of evaluation, even after several interviews.

Through Six-Figure Salary Negotiation, you will gain a deeper understanding of what’s really going on in the recruitment and negotiation game. You’ll learn the questions to ask as you become more discerning and empowered. You’ll understand how to value yourself, given your particular job market and expertise, as well as how to manage yourself and your emotions.

Six-Figure Salary Negotiation is loaded with stories of job seekers, recruiters, hiring managers, and top executives, whose real-life experiences will give you in-depth understanding of how the recruitment and negotiation process works. You’ll read examples of win/ win negotiation in action—as well as disasters in the making.

This book will also provide you with the unique perspective and knowledge from CEOs who are global experts in employment issues. These top achievers share their insights from both sides of the negotiation table, with techniques and strategies for reaping opportunities, satisfaction, and monetary rewards. Each chapter also includes self-assessments and other exercises to help you learn more about your own strengths and weaknesses in the negotiation process, your priorities for having a work/life balance that really works for you, and what kind of job would best match your goals, aspirations, and life journey.

You will understand the biggest mistakes that people make in their job searches and negotiation. By being aware of these pitfalls, you can avoid making the same mistakes, or at least recover more quickly when you do. These mistakes include:



• Not asking the right questions. It’s not so much that people lie to you, but if you don’t ask the right questions, they won’t give you the information you need.

• Not knowing enough. Most people simply don’t have enough information and understanding—about the job market, about the companies where they are interviewing, about themselves and what they really want, about their strengths and weaknesses. . . . When you don’t have enough information, you can’t easily separate fantasy from reality.

• Not thinking sufficiently about your own career path and life journey. As a result, you’re more apt to make poor choices.

• Not managing your fear and anxiety in ways that maximize your opportunities. Ideally you will monitor and use your fear to identify areas of concern and issues that you should further explore so that you can make the best-informed decision possible.



Through Six-Figure Salary Negotiation, you will look more broadly at the range of elements that make the job search and negotiation process much more than, “How much money am I going to  get?” You will begin asking the essential questions such as: Is this someone for whom I really want to work? What is the career progression from this job? What do I really know about the person in the organization who is hiring me? How can I identify and evaluate the corporate culture?

Many times people are afraid to ask tough questions for fear of being eliminated. My experience is that by asking the right questions and getting the right information you will be far better able to determine if a particular job is right for you. When you avoid taking a job that’s not a good fit, you save yourself time, aggravation, stress, emotional upset, and the need to start the search process all over again. Plus, you save the organization from making the mistake of hiring you.

The process of job recruitment and executive placement appeals to me on many different levels—emotionally, intellectually, and as a scholar who has studied human behavior. My own professional history begins when I graduated in 1970 with an anthropology degree from the University of Chicago, where I was a Woodrow Wilson Fellow, and then went on to Yale for my graduate degree. As I was completing my doctorate, I got a job at Rutgers University teaching sociology and anthropology. Sounds like a pretty logical career path, doesn’t it?

The problem for me, however, was that this career path was unsatisfying. I had an inkling at this point that I wanted to be out in the world, making a bigger difference, but I didn’t know how I was going to get there. All I knew was my current job as a professor wasn’t giving me the life experience I wanted.

After academia, I tried my hand at consulting in an area that was known at the time as participative management. I led seminars as a trainer/consultant for corporate clients, then became involved with a company to develop programs to help people change their behaviors around eating and weight loss. Looking back, I can see how this interim phase was moving me in a direction that would use my  expertise in human behavior. (I was an anthropologist, after all. Still, I was looking for something else.

Then opportunity knocked. A corporate recruiter whom I met through a mutual connection suggested I go to work for his organization. I started on a Monday, and by the following Tuesday I had made a placement, earning $2,000. This was in 1980, and making $2,000 in one week was very good money. I placed one person my first month, another person the second month, five people in my third month, and I was on my way.

It took me a long time to understand why I was good at placement. I was never someone who liked cold-calling. In fact, if you took at look at who I am—an academic, intellectual person—you’d never put me in a recruiter job. However, at my core I am an anthropologist who loves to understand systems (so much for surface impressions . . .). And I am a good listener and a thinker who is adept at conceptualizing. Plus, I love the deal.

Given my intellectual and personality makeup, I looked at organizations differently than other recruiters. When I took on a search assignment, I looked at the organization holistically—the role of the person within the organization; who the hiring manager is; what makes the organization tick; the culture of the company; what kind of person would excel in that environment; and so forth. I told hiring managers that I couldn’t guarantee the first person they saw would be a fit. But I could guarantee that after receiving their feedback based on the interview with that first person, they wouldn’t see another candidate from me whom they should not see. In other words, my expertise was in developing an understanding of who they were as an organization and what they needed. I could assess people quickly and identify the fit.

This was great for about five years, but then I got bored. It had lost its challenge for me. I started seeing an executive coach who advised me to bring the best of social science to executive search. That took me on a path that defined my career from then on. From  my life and career experience, from my placement of hundreds of people—accountants, salespeople, information technology professionals, engineers, and bankers, and at all levels up to CEOs and board members—I am honored to share my insights with you.

This book is the result of more than twenty-five years in the recruiting field, but it also reflects my passion for research into what predicts performance. I have found, for example, that the key factors that differentiate superior performing individual contributors, regardless of their type of job or career path, are:



• Their ability to influence others

• Their results orientation 

• Their initiative 



Don’t you want to know how you score on all three of these important factors and, more importantly, how you can improve in those areas that are weaknesses and need to be developed?

What research and my experience as a recruiter also told me is that, no matter how good a person is at his or her job, most people lack the skills and mindset to be good negotiators. They can be brilliant, insightful, persuasive, creative, innovative, and all the rest . . . but they still don’t know how to negotiate for the next right job. As I said before, this often comes down to not knowing the right questions to ask.

At this point in my life and career, I think of myself as a pretty good negotiator. I’ve learned to listen to what the other parties really want and need and what really matters to them, and I know that a kep part of my job is to give them what they really want. Making them happy is critical to their giving me what I want: if they are well served, I’ll be appropriately and often generously compensated.

For me, negotiating is human-to-human interaction. I like nothing better than having people be deeply satisfied with the work that I do for them, and when I know that they’re deeply satisfied, I have  no qualms asking for top-dollar compensation for my work. I ask myself how much value can I add, and that leads to the question of how much I am compensated in return. I don’t want someone paying me $200,000 unless I’m delivering $400,000 or more in value.

You might be wondering why I’d be satisfied with $200,000 in compensation for twice as much value delivered. Why not $400,000 for $400,000? The answer is there is no reason for someone to hire me if I’m taking out all the value that I’m creating. There is a basic rule of thumb that people’s salaries should be one-third of the value they contribute.

My perspective remains consistent, regardless of what side of the table I’m on—whether I’m the employer or the executive. My goal is to make the greatest contribution and to be fairly compensated for that value.

For example, I had a conversation just recently (as this book was being finalized, in fact), with a major client for which I am a subcontractor. At the time we spoke, the executive had been writing a memo questioning whether the firm should launch a new product, because they had recently made an acquisition that took up a huge amount of their resources, including money and attention. He mentioned this to me, and my immediate thought was, how big a role could I play to help solve the client’s problem?

So I said to the executive, “I think I can help you.” When he asked how, I suggested that I manage the rollout of the new product for all 1,000 of the firm’s customers and take complete responsibility for the successful implementation.

Whether or not the transaction gets completed is irrelevant. The point is your job is to maximize your value contribution, make sure that the value contribution is recognized, and negotiate for fair compensation for that value. In order for you to do that successfully you have to know what you can contribute and what you really want.

Even smart, competent professionals often are out of touch with who they are, what they really want, and what is the current state  of their industry. They focus on the fantasy of some dream job or inaccurately assess themselves and the job opportunity. They want everything to match up, but they don’t see the obvious warning signs and red flags. They walk into the booby traps and sometimes don’t even know they’ve been ensnared in the wrong job until it’s too late. This happens more often than you think—even to the most discerning of us.

I remember in my early days as a recruiter when I was doing several senior-level searches for a private bank based in Geneva, Switzerland. For that assignment I spent one week a month for a year in Geneva, a lovely, cosmopolitan city on the shores of beautiful Lac Léman, ringed by the Alps. How bad could that be? Well, after my third trip, I looked forward to a root canal more than going back to Geneva. With all the travel and jetlag, for three weeks out of the month I was exhausted. I would leave Chicago on Sunday afternoon, arrive on Monday morning in Geneva with one hour of sleep, go straight to work and live on espressos to get through the day. I was off-kilter on the time zone all week, until it was time to go back to Chicago—at which point I would have to readjust all over again. When I finally reached some sort of sleep adjustment, it was time to go back to Geneva.

That experience taught me a lot about how different fantasy and reality can be. As difficult as that travel experience was for me, there are professionals out there for whom traveling only one week a month would be a huge improvement on their grueling travel schedules! When I coach people on their next jobs, or even when I advise friends and associates who are contemplating career moves, I use my own experience as an example of how important it is to reality-test our fantasies.

I’ve made more mistakes than almost anyone else I know. I take risks, I’m a lifelong learner, and I’m a firm believer that life is about learning and growing. Because our job as human beings is to develop  and exercise our gifts, we learn much more from experimenting and stretching than staying in our comfort zone. Most of what I’ve learned has come from taking risks and trying things, the result of which is many successes and many mistakes and failures.

It is my desire that you take the lessons from my own successes and failures, and those from the other CEOs contributing to this book, to build your own career success and satisfaction.


CHAPTER ONE 

Finding Your Next Right Job 

Dave Jensen had worked in the technology field for his entire career, most recently as a middle manager—that is, until he was downsized as part of massive layoffs at his former employer. After that, Dave engaged in the usual activities of the newly unemployed: networking, sending out resumes, and interviewing. He pursued every job possibility, at least through the first interview. With a month left in his severance package, Dave’s job prospects were down to three opportunities.

1. An IT manager in a large, stable company, working in its corporate headquarters. The job prospect was attractive, and Dave especially liked the security of working in the corporate office. One major drawback for him, though, was that he had been told throughout a lengthy interview process—first by a recruiter and then by the hiring manager—that the top salary for the position was $105,000. In his last job, he was making $135,000, plus bonus.

2. Working for a large consulting firm where he would be given a base salary of $125,000 and a chance to earn potentially more from bonuses and other incentives. A major consideration for  Dave was the work/life issue. He was the father of two young sons, and this job would require him to travel all the time. The hiring manager, in fact, told him upfront that he should expect to be on the road from Monday through Friday virtually every week.

3. As a consultant attached to a smaller consulting firm where he would not be an employee but a contractor. There would be some travel involved, although not nearly as much as with the large consulting firm. He would have the potential to make close to $135,000 a year, but as a contractor he would be responsible for paying for his own health insurance, making quarterly tax payments, and funding his retirement plan.



Dave was in quandary about which position would be his next right job, the one he should take. He really liked the idea of maintaining his $135,000 salary level, which made the position with the large consulting firm very attractive, but the more he thought about it, the less he wanted to be on the road every week. Being a consultant/contractor was appealing, but after paying his own benefits and Social Security contribution (as required for self-employed people), he could end up with far less in his pocket. The most attractive job on balance was the IT manager position, which seemed to be the most secure and offered a logical career path. The salary, however, remained a sticking point.

The interview and recruiting process were very involved as Dave pursued the IT manager position. The more he interviewed, the more he liked the job, although he had not reconciled himself with the fact that he would be making $105,000 a year. When he received a surprise call from a senior manager at the company—the hiring manager’s boss—Dave was pleased when the executive asked, “How much salary are you looking for?” Dave quickly replied that he wanted to make $150,000. The senior manager took in the information and continued the conversation.

Shortly aferward, the hiring manager called Dave back and questioned the figure he had given her boss. Dave backpedaled and tried to smooth things over by saying he was still very interested in the position. The hiring manager asked if he would accept the offer if it were made to him. Dave replied he would need to see the offer first, but was “very interested.” The recruiter later called him to let him know an offer at $105,000 was coming and wanted to know if he was going to accept it. Dave said that he had some questions—including about the benefits package and the job title—but he was certainly leaning that way.

A few days later, the hiring manager made him an offer to become an IT manager at the firm with an annual starting salary of $105,000, plus vacation, health insurance, retirement, and other benefits. Dave reviewed and accepted the offer and started his new job the following Monday—with two weeks left on his severance package.

To review Dave’s salary negotiation process, let’s look at what did and did not happen.

The Negotiation: What Happened 

• Dave was approached by a recruiter who told him from the first conversation what the maximum salary was. Dave replied that the compensation was acceptable, while harboring doubts that he did not express.

• When the hiring manager’s boss called him, Dave took that as an opening to ask for more money, which nearly sabotaged the opportunity for him. To salvage the situation, Dave had to give assurances to the recruiter and the hiring manager that he would, indeed, accept the offer with the salary that was first discussed. In all of these conversations, Dave never attempted to understand the company’s needs so that he could present himself as a candidate for a job that had more  responsibility and would require his leadership skills and managerial talents.

• At no time did Dave try to negotiate other elements of this compensation package, such as more vacation, educational benefits, and so forth.

What Could Have Happened 

• Dave could have done a much more thorough job of learning about the responsibilities, problems, and projects for the IT department, what the critical problems and issues were, and what the leadership needs were to help the department succeed at servicing the organization. Based on this knowledge, he could have presented a broader range of capabilities that he could employ to help the organization achieve its objectives. That could have resulted in him obtaining a higher-level job or being targeted for that job in a near-term promotion.

• Dave could have explored in depth the full benefits available to employees, understood or probed what benefits were negotiable, and negotiated at least for more vacation time and for educational benefits. This would have been worth thousands of dollars to him annually.

• He could have investigated the culture of the organization much more thoroughly, discovering how work gets accomplished, how decisions are made, how teams cooperate (if at all), and so forth. Had he understood how much value he could create, he would have seen that his style fit well with the organization and would have been able to sell himself better.

Perception, Reality, Lies, and Emotion 

On the surface, the story of Dave’s new job seems pretty straightforward. However, like the saga of any job search and salary negotiation, it is anything but simple. Finding your next right job requires discernment, self-assessment and awareness, emotional intelligence, and the knowledge of how much you don’t know throughout this process. Job searches and salary negotiations are rife with emotion, rooted in the reality that how much money a person makes has a direct impact on his feelings of self-worth and self-esteem.

When it comes to negotiating salary, title, responsibility, and other aspects of the job, most people have very little experience. Yet they are up against people who negotiate compensation every day of the week. Even if the hiring manager doesn’t, the human resources department does. These people know what they’re doing, and most other people don’t.

If that weren’t enough, the whole recruitment and negotiation process is based upon managing perceptions, projecting the “right” image, and being less than fully truthful. In today’s hiring process, both sides try to exaggerate their strengths and minimize their weaknesses.

On one side there is the job seeker, who wants to put the best foot forward, which often means presenting an image and portraying experience and expertise that he believes the prospective employer wants to see. On the other side is the hiring manager, who wants to paint the rosiest picture of the job and the work environment to make it as attractive as possible. In the middle may be a recruiter, whose number one concern is successfully placing a candidate in a job in order to make money and attract repeat business from an employer.

As each says what he thinks the other wants to hear, I can’t help but draw the comparison to dating. Courtship and job recruitment are both emotionally charged processes that are geared around attraction. In courtship, you look your best and say the right things. You want to make a good impression to please the other person and hide any flaws that could cause someone to reject you. In the job search and salary negotiation process, people do the same thing, exaggerating their strengths and hiding their weaknesses. If they oversell  themselves, they may end up in jobs at which they fail because they did not have the skills and experience to succeed.

You wouldn’t think of getting married after a couple of dates. Two people don’t have enough information about each other to make such a momentous decision. Yet they make career moves after a few interviews that, while not as long-term as marriage is supposed to be, can turn out to be either tremendously rewarding opportunities to learn and grow as a person—or potentially disastrous. In fact, the odds seem weighted more toward the side of disappointment in job searches because the process does not allow and encourage either party to disclose the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

Lynne was aggressively recruited to become a senior-level executive as part of the executive team of a national company. She was happily ensconced in her job as an executive of a regional operation for another large company when a headhunter contacted her. She was attracted by the picture that he presented to her of being part of the leadership team. She was especially interested in the opportunity to develop employee-training programs and to be the liaison to the company’s philanthropic foundation. Through three rounds of interviews with board members, Lynne thought she asked discerning questions about her responsibilities and the goals of the corporation. Based on what she was told, she accepted the position.

Once she was on the job, however, she discovered that the responsibilities of her position were entirely different from what she had been told. After a few months she asked why she had not been told the truth about her job responsibilities and the problems that the company was having—including in-fighting on the executive team. The board member replied, “If you knew the truth about the job, we didn’t think you would have taken it.”

They were right; Lynne wouldn’t have. Now, having been in the job for less than a year, she has prepared her resume and is already in the market for a position that more closely matches her career needs and wants.

I’d like to say that Lynne’s experience is an unfortunate anomaly. Sadly, it happens more often than people think. Job titles that have been promised don’t materialize. Responsibilities change, or other tasks—including ones that might have been delegated in the past to support staff—bog the job down. The picture of the harmonious work environment turns out to have been grossly distorted. Even the pay that was promised—as in you’ll be making “X” in six months—is never delivered.

Why does this happen? The job recruitment and negotiation process is booby-trapped with misleading or limited information on both sides, plus perceptions and fantasies that cloud judgment and distort reality. Although the company says it’s in a robust and growing environment with new opportunities on the horizon, it could be going through all sorts of inner turmoil or corporate restructuring, facing economic realities from narrowing profit margins to new competitors in key markets. The job seeker may have a gap, blip, or some other kind of incongruity in his employment history, or she may be taking a big step down in salary because she was overpaid in her last position. It all needs to be managed, massaged, and explained.

To top it all off, there are the job seeker’s own emotional swings from the scarcity mindset (“My severance package/savings account/ patience . . . is running out, and I better take any job”) to false euphoria (“I’m better than anyone else in this field, and I’m not taking a dime less than my salary objective, no matter how grossly inflated and out of line with current market conditions it is.”)

My goal in this book is to help people become better job seekers and salary negotiators by becoming more successful at uncovering and avoiding those traps that can lead them down the wrong career path to an unsuitable job, cause them to pass over better opportunities, or sabotage their own success. The objective is to help you become more informed and empowered throughout what can be a stressful and emotionally difficult process. The key is to know how to ask the right questions, to listen with more discernment to the  answers given, and to rein in your emotions to make more logical, objective decisions.

Anyone who thinks that job recruitment and salary negotiation is just about money, or is a game in which one side tries to win at the expense of the other, is sorely mistaken. It is about creating a winning solution, which includes a compensation package with base salary, bonus, and other incentives. The process is comprehensive and holistic, and it starts with a job seeker.





Traps, Lessons, & Tips 

IT’S ALL ABOUT YOUR CONTRIBUTION 

THE TRAP: You think that maximizing your income is the ultimate win.

THE LESSON: I saw a cartoon many years ago in which an interviewer is sitting across the table from the candidate, telling the person that he is unqualified, doesn’t have enough experience, wasn’t successful enough in previous jobs, and doesn’t dress well. The candidate’s reply: “You haven’t talked about benefits.”

I have interviewed thousands of candidates who, not unlike the one in the cartoon, were focused solely on what was in it for them—to the point that I doubted whether they even heard what I was saying about the job. All that mattered to them was how much they were going to be paid.

THE TIP: Focus on how much you can contribute to the company, not on how much you’re going to get out of it.





As a recruiter who has placed hundreds of people—individual contributors to managers to CEOs and directors of boards—and as an entrepreneur who has personally hired dozens of people, I  know this process well. The best advice I can give to job seekers is to understand that salary negotiation is different from any other business deal you’ve been involved in. Unlike most transactions in which the buyer wants to buy as low as possible and the seller wants to sell as high as possible, salary negotiation must be based on an equilibrium of fair value for both sides.

Employers don’t want to overpay for someone, nor should they. That would be unhealthy for both sides. Savvy employers also understand that they don’t want to underpay either. An employee who doesn’t make enough money won’t feel valued and will become resentful, undermining morale and motivation. Most experienced managers and human resources departments understand that salary negotiation must be a win/win arrangement if there are to be happy, productive employees with pay packages that are going to work and satisfied employers who believe that they are getting their money’s worth.

With that understanding, let’s take a second look at Dave’s story to discover the traps, clouded perceptions, and emotional issues involved.

The Negotiation Game 

From the first conversation with the recruiter, Dave was very interested in the IT manager job with the large company. He liked the idea of working in the corporate headquarters, which was a short commute from his home. The salary, however, was an issue. The recruiter explicitly told him in the beginning that the top salary for the position was $105,000. The only number Dave had in his mind, however, was the $135,000 he had made in his last job.

Dave’s feelings are understandable. Like it or not, we live in a society in which self-worth is largely defined by how much money a person makes. We can deny it, but for most of us, social status is linked to income. Therefore, accepting a reduction in pay or getting  a smaller raise than someone else is a direct hit to our self-esteem. Think of professional athletes who are making millions—even tens of millions—yet they complain that they aren’t getting paid as much as some other superstar. In the corporate arena, especially in the days of stock option mania, corporate executives who receive compensation packages amounting to a hefty seven-figure total feel they need to keep up with their CEO peers who are making eight figures! Their own emotionally charged perception is that they are on a lower rung of the ladder because their pay is less.

The same holds true for the rest of us. Dave liked the fact that in his previous job he made a six-figure income by a comfortable margin. If he took the job with the large company, he’d be just a few thousand over that line. He wasn’t basing this decision on the fact that the market had changed. Corporate downsizing in recent years meant there were more middle managers in the technology market than before. He was the same person he was before, with the same strengths and weaknesses. Yet he felt differently about himself making $105,000 versus $135,000.
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