make your offer

sweet
Staying competitive today means
considering the whole picture when it
comes to what you offer employees

welcome to brighter

Is it really a sundae
without the toppings?
Employers are looking beyond pay to
compete in today’s chaotic labor market
At long last, HR professionals have earned the oncecoveted “seat at the table” — you’re the leader your
organization needs to succeed both in this moment
and into the future.
While compensation serves as the foundation of your
strategy to attract and retain your company’s key
workers, it’s no longer a prime differentiator. Really,
what you offer beyond pay is what helps you stand
out from the crowd.
It’s like a sundae — you’ve got to have the ice cream,
but the toppings you choose to add are what makes it
a sundae.

Your compensation strategy should take into
account:
1. The value of base pay, incentives, and benefits as
part of the overall total rewards strategy
2. T
 he financial impact of your compensation target
(e.g., paying at median vs. paying at the 75th
percentile)
3. T
 he pay differentiation you need across your
company based on types of roles and their impact
on the overall success of the company
Once you’ve determined the right compensation
and benefits strategy, you’ll need comprehensive
data that’s reliable and easy to use so you can better
understand how your employees’ current pay stacks
up. Gathering insights from reputable data sources
will set you up for success in market pricing jobs and
managing your pay structure. Salary surveys should
cover all of your benchmark jobs and represent your
labor market. Benefits data should reflect recent
market trends in both your region and industry.

Every sundae starts with a good base
Today’s limited labor supply is motivating employers
to rethink their total rewards strategy, which is
typically made up of a bunch of supporting strategies
(such as a compensation strategy). That foundation
of competitive base pay and benefits is where it all
starts — the ice cream, if you will.
Building your sundae with a delicious raspberry
sorbet or a rich vanilla custard will determine the
overall flavor, no matter what else you add. The same
is true with compensation and benefits — if those
aren’t right, it doesn’t matter what other rewards and
experiences you throw on top of them.
As the foundation of your total rewards “sundae”,
competitive pay and benefits are the door opener for
interviewing candidates. With the increasing call for
transparency, you’ll need to confidently provide pay
and benefits information before even convincing a
candidate to schedule an interview.

70% of
employers
say they are reevaluating compensation
and benefits in response to attraction
and retention challenges
Mercer Pandemic Survey Series, July 2021

You’ll also want to start planning for annual
increases. According to the most recent US
Compensation Planning Pulse survey, 2022 actual
average merit increases were 3.4% and average
total increases at around 3.8%. Similarly in Canada,
average merit increases were 3.1% and average total
increases at 3.4%.
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Recent trends, not just the flavor of the week
Compensation and benefits tend to be relatively
stable reward structures, meaning they don’t
often shift dramatically. However, they are always
changing, moving along with markets particularly as
different jobs and skills are in higher demand versus
the supply of labor.
Recent labor shortages have contributed to
significant, unexpected changes to pay and benefits
for many jobs. Warehouse and supply chain roles,
long-haul truck drivers, and all levels of retail workers
have seen significant increases in hiring pay. Of
course, that’s just the start, many industries are
seeing increases due to pressure on minimum wages
as well, including healthcare, restaurant, hospitality,
and retail. With this labor market, it feels like every
job is a “hot job”!
Additionally, the purpose of base pay has shifted
over time. Where individual performance was once
rewarded through annual increases, we are seeing
a shift to employers using short-term incentives or
bonuses to reward the individual.
Skills based pay is a newly emerging trend. Where
employees are traditionally promoted from job
to job with some consideration for tenure and
experience, adjusting pay accordingly, organizations
are beginning to look at how to reward employees
based on the acquisition of skills. According to
Mercer’s 2021 Global Talent Trends Study, 53% of
organizations are identifying new skills needed
for their post-COVID operations, but only 14% have
implemented skills-based talent strategies such as
pay-for-skills or a skills framework.

Mercer’s US Flexible Policies and Practices survey,
tech firms are much more likely to say they will pay
based on the labor market for the role, while nontech firms are more likely to pay based on a home
office location.
How will organizations establish the market rate
for remote worker compensation?
Tech Firms

All Organizations

21%

Pay at the market rate of the
primary office location
Pay at the market rate of the
employee’s home location
Pay at a national rate, regardless
of office and home locations
Pay driven by the recruiting labor
market (e.g., national, regional local)

Don’t know

35%
10%
15%
14%
11%
31%
15%
21%
22%

Source: Mercer US Flexible Working Policies and Practices Survey (n=267)

Employers are also learning how to manage pay for
a workforce that is distributed more broadly due
to remote work and flex practices. According to

While getting pay right will always
be a ‘must’, that is no longer where
employers compete for talent.
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Time for the Toppings
Whether you’re a hot fudge, caramel, or strawberry,
or whipped cream type, those choices impact how
you choose one ice cream shop over another —
just like how your workforce will consider different
employers.
As many employees reevaluated how their jobs were
impacting their families and their mental health
during the pandemic, employers quickly addressed
the need for flexible work options. Continuing to
offer flexibility in one or more dimensions is critical in
today’s ultra-competitive labor market.

Beyond flex work, other “toppings”
employees are seeking include:
• E
 nhanced access to mental health support,
whether that’s actual practitioners, company
provided education, or even stress relief options
like recreation and massages
• F
 lexibility to prioritize family responsibilities, and
being able to live a whole life outside of work
• E
 njoyable job duties that provide them with a sense
of fulfillment
• C
 areer guidance and skill development for growthin-place and personal development
• W
 ork culture that is safe, accepting, and supportive
for all
• R
 ealistic retirement planning; taking into account
socioeconomic challenges
These are just a few of the types of rewards that
employees desire since COVID-19 forced them to take
a hard look at their individual work vs. personal life
and the dichotomy it likely poses.

With the increasing call for
transparency, organizations
need to be prepared to
confidently provide pay
and benefits information
before even scheduling an
interview with a candidate.
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One flavor does not fit all
Employers today need to understand how to
effectively provide variety. Offering a higher
401(k) match to a population that is worried about
paying their monthly bills is a bit out of touch.
For them, it might be better to focus on reducing
healthcare premiums, effectively increasing their
take-home pay.
What employees want and are concerned about
can differ significantly, even if you simply look at
the needs of hourly/low-wage vs. higher wage/
salaried employees.
Mercer surveyed 2,000 US workers to understand
their top concerns. The survey was conducted via
conjoint analysis, meaning employees had to make
trade-offs between their top concerns and least
concerns. The difference between low-wage workers
and higher-wage workers was significant.
Then there are the different experiences of people
of different gender, ethnicity, religion, etc.

A tale of two workforces – Results from a
conjoint study on employees’ top concerns
Low wage (<$60k)

Mental/emotional
health
Physical health
& fitness
Being able to retire
Work load/
life balance
Personal fulfillment
& purpose
Personal debt
Pace of life/
free time
Personal safety
Personal
relationships
Job security
Career advancement/
development

How can you — as an employer — know what is
important to your employees?

Boss/manager

Ask them — they’ll tell you. You just have to listen.

Tuition/education

Do you offer sprinkles and whipped cream?

Child care/elder care

Back to our sundae analogy: in order to not raceto-the-middle in today’s challenging labor market,
employers that are competitive are taking into
account new offerings and policies, but also the
way they can effectively provide options for their
current employees.

Higher wage (>$60k)

Covering monthly
expenses

Average
Concern

Work commute

0%

50%

100%

Source: Mercer Inside Employees’ Minds Study of 2,000 workers, August 2021

Take flex working for example: many employers are
offering it, but it doesn’t work for all employees. In
reality, some employees don’t even want to work
remotely, but they may want to start their day earlier
or end sooner to pick up their kids from school.
Can you offer that kind of flexibility? That’s what
truly makes it a sundae — letting the customer,
your employees, create the sundae that makes
them happy.
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Times have changed
Look at the timeline to the right. We’ve gone from
an employment contract that relied on loyalty to one
where workers are requiring that their employer
support their lifestyle, rather than them fitting
into a job. Was it likely we would have ended up
there eventually without the pandemic? Sure. But it
definitely accelerated the speed at which job seekers
and employees decided to take the employment
contract into their own hands.
Returning to our sundae metaphor, the new “lifestyle
contract” has a lot to do with who you are as an
organization. How are you taking care of your
employee’s whole life, operating sustainably, and
having a positive impact on the world? That’s where
employers are winning talent. Though loyalty in the
form of longevity may be a thing of the past, having
employees who take pride and have an affinity
toward your organization and the work that you do,
is the ultimate goal. Having employees who all feel a
sense of purpose, both in the roles they perform,
but also the role the organization plays in the global
eco-system — your sundae is complete.

Think broadly, then communicate effectively
Whether you call it your employer brand or your
employee value proposition (EVP), it’s a lot about
critically assessing who you are trying to attract and
being honest and vocal about your mission, vision,
values and commitments.

Employee contract
Loyalty contract (20th century)
Basic needs: Pay, Benefits, Security
Retention
Pay and benefits in exchange for commitment

Engagement contract (Pre-pandemic)
Psychological needs: Achievement, Camaraderie, Equity
Contribution
Intrinsic rewards in exchange for effort

Lifestyle contract (The new chapter)
Well-being needs: Physical, Mental, Emotional, Financial
Sustainability
Healthy experiences in exchange for sustainable
performance

Sustainability is a hot topic right now — as it should
be. Companies that are not actively searching
for ways to operate more sustainably — and
communicating (loudly) about their actions — are
likely getting passed over as an employer of choice
by the best and brightest.
Employees today want to feel like they are
contributing to something — the greater good. For
some organizations, like charities or healthcare, it’s
a relatively easy task to connect with that purpose.
But, for other organizations it might take a bit
more effort. How does a retail, manufacturing, or
telecommunications organization connect with
employees to give them a sense of pride in what
they do and where they work?
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No longer will employees trade the better part of
their daylight hours for a paycheck and medical
benefits. Even flex-time and remote work are
becoming somewhat standard. If everyone is
offering the same perks, what’s to make an employee
choose you, or choose to stay with you?
That’s the cherry on top of the sundae.
It should be said, not all employees consider an
organization’s commitment to sustainability, for
example, equally important. In a 2021 market
research survey that Mercer conducted, not only
were the importance of elements of the value
proposition different by age and gender, but also
varied by ethnicity, as displayed below.

Concern/priority level ranked from highest to lowest, going top to bottom
Black/AA

Asian

Hispanic

White

Personal safety

Physical health
and fitness

Physical health
and fitness

Physical health
and fitness

Mental/emotional
health

Work load/life
balance

Mental/emotional
health

Work load/life
balance

Covering monthly
expenses

Personal fulfillment
and purpose

Work load/life
balance

Personal fulfillment
and purpose

Physical health
and fitness

Mental/emotional
health

Covering monthly
expenses

Mental/emotional
health

Work load/life
balance

Personal safety

Personal safety

Being able to retire

7

How do you get there?

Put the cherry on top

You engage your employees with a multi-faceted
employee listening strategy. Today you may
conduct an annual employee survey, but what
leading organizations are doing consists of various
touchpoints with employees throughout the year
that allow them to be agile in responding to employee
needs. Gone are the days of an 18-month timeline
for survey design, conducting, assessing and
action planning.

When employees are proud of where they work and
feel purposeful about their role, they’re more likely
to stay. That’s the cherry on top of the sundae!
While not as easy as building the perfect sundae,
you can set yourself apart from other employers
by considering the total rewards package and your
employees’ whole-life experience in order to remain
competitive today.

Through various tools like digital focus groups,
pulse surveys and conjoint analysis not only can you
collect frequent feedback from employees and take
action, you are also connecting with your employees
by engaging them in the conversation. Employees
want to know you care about them, their opinions,
and their preferences. When you start using their
feedback to drive change, you are creating a stronger
partnership. Employees will know they have a
voice and will take pride in the company you are
creating, together.

Looking for more information on how to sweeten the
deal for your current and prospective employees?
Contact us via email or by calling 855-286-5302.
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