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This year has presented numerous challenges for HR leaders responsible for compensation and 
benefits in their company. Even now, six months removed from the initial disruption, the 
difficulties continue. HR will have to analyze pay structures using data that may have become 
skewed due to the COVID-19 disruption, or market data may not be available at all. 
 
Many companies were likely unable to participate in the data submission process this year 
because of HR staffing cuts or resource constraints during the peak of the pandemic. This 
activity was often not as pressing as other competing priorities during the pandemic. Companies 
that did not participate in the market survey data submission may not be able to get data without 
paying premium prices. If data is available, the data you will be receiving back this fall will 
require an additional layer of analysis to turn the data into useful information. 
 
In a standard year, the data is incredibly valuable to support the process of analyzing pay 
structures and recommending changes. Typically, the process may include determining relevant 
data cuts to use, setting the appropriate aging factor, updating market values for all benchmark 
jobs, validating that jobs are graded accurately in the job architecture and hierarchy, making any 
necessary adjustments to benchmarks, adjusting pay structure values as needed, running cost 
impact analysis, and presenting the results to company leadership for review and approval. 
 
Now, the integrity of the data used to support job analysis is in question. For compensation 
professionals, the key is to understand how to proceed either without access to market data or 
how to reconcile the market survey data that you receive against the changes introduced by 
COVID-19. This critical step will help you gain clarity when performing the analysis of pay 
structures before recommending changes to management. 
 
The Challenge With This Year’s Market Data 
 
First, let’s examine the challenges associated with analyzing the market data if your company 
did participate in the submission process. Consider these three challenges that capture how the 
market data could have become skewed amidst the pandemic. 
 
- Inconsistent data. There could be significant inconsistencies in the data you receive as a 
result of the timing. For example, some companies may have reported data just before the 
pandemic when things were normal in “blue sky” conditions. Other companies may have 
reported data right after the pandemic came ashore when companies were evaluating layoffs, 
furloughs, and paycuts. Any data reported during these “cloudy sky” conditions would be 
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considerably different than pre-COVID data. The result is a lack of apples-to-apples 
comparability of the data because of the extreme mixture. 
 
- Difference in industry changes. Every industry was affected differently by COVID-19. We 
may focus on the industries that were negatively affected by the pandemic that required roster 
changes and pay cuts. Then again, other industries experienced a boom in business because 
they provided products or services that could directly help individuals and businesses during the 
pandemic. 
 
Therefore, some jobs or classifications of jobs were affected more than others. For the 
companies that were negatively affected, these companies laid off, furloughed, or cut base 
salaries for employees who otherwise would have received standard pay increases or bonuses 
in “blue sky” conditions. Because these companies did not provide pay increases in the first 
quarter and second quarter as planned, the comparability of job data is skewed. 
 
- Changes to incentive programs. Every company formed a different response to the 
pandemic related to short-term and long-term incentive programs. Total Rewards (TR) programs 
had to be adjusted virtually on the fly to account for a change in company strategy and direction 
while still trying to be fair to high-performing employees. 
 
Going back to the timing of this year’s market survey results, the data from these changes to TR 
programs may not be accurately or completely reflected in the market data you receive. It will 
require a deeper level of analysis to fully understand how these changes should be weighed 
when analyzing pay structures in your company. 
 
How to Achieve Comparability When Using the Market Data 
 
When performing analysis in the COVID-19 environment, compensation and benefits leaders 
need to understand and evaluate certain jobs and job families on a case-by-case basis. The key 
is to find the true, relevant labor market for the jobs you are analyzing. Consider these questions 
to ask during your analysis: 
 
- Where is our company competing for talent? 
- Who are the true competitors for these jobs?  
- Should we still benchmark jobs based on geography now that the pandemic has created a 
boundaryless job market? 
 
Related to the last question, the pandemic introduced a new way of thinking about the pool of 
available talent. What we collectively discovered is that work can be conducted from home in 
many cases, wherever “home” is. 
 
Companies have the opportunity to find talent that can work from anywhere and still perform at 
a high level, collaborate with co-workers through web video conferencing, and be held 



 

accountable for productivity with project management tools. This means the market for some 
jobs has opened up globally because quality talent can perform the work across the world 
without being required to be physically present with co-workers. The main challenge would then 
become managing time zones to continue supporting collaboration. 
 
With this change in mind, consider these additional factors when performing the job market 
analysis: 
 
- Look at specific economic indicators such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP), unemployment, 
and inflation. Determine which factors are relevant in today’s job market and the rates that are 
relevant to your company. 
 
- Consider whether there should be a cost-of-living adjustment factored into pay structures. For 
example, the cost of living in Houston is vastly different than the cost of living in a city in another 
country. 
 
Go Back to Revised Objectives & Strategy 
 
It is critical for compensation and benefits leaders to re-visit your company’s revised objectives, 
goals, and strategy. This will help with the analysis and support any recommendations for pay 
structure changes in preparation for merit increases, if any. 
 
When reviewing your company’s new plans, be mindful of whether a normal merit increase is 
aligned with the changes, and is financially feasible. Also, discuss with other HR leaders and 
business leaders what additional compensation programs will be impacted in the near future. 
 
For example, you need to determine whether there are plans for more cuts and layoffs, the 
introduction of new compensation programs, or possible delays in pay increases. Asking these 
questions will help you set up the budget and manage expectations. The sooner that HR knows 
what you are recommending, the better-prepared everyone will be so that planning can take 
place. 
 
Another key consideration before completing your analysis and making a recommendation is 
making sure your company still has the same compensation philosophy after the pandemic. 
Perhaps there is a certain population of the workforce that is key to business continuity and 
needs to be focused on for retention. This may create the need for a new compensation 
strategy to incentive critical employees, which should be factored into your recommendation. 
 
Communicating Your Recommendation to Management 
 
This is a challenging time to analyze pay structures when there is so much uncertainty and 
opportunity to expand the way you’re thinking about the availability of talent. 
 



 

When preparing to make your recommendation to decision-makers, make sure you have clarity 
about the business direction, a clear understanding of best/worst case scenarios (with a plan for 
each scenario), and strive for transparency with communication. 
 
Make note of the challenges with the comparability of the data (if your company received market 
data), talk about industry-specific issues that may be affecting your recommendation, and 
prepare management for any significant changes. Be ready to make a strong defense that 
captures how your recommendation is aligned with changes to the business and puts the 
company in the best possible position to push through the pandemic. 
 
You want to equip business leaders, HR business partners, and frontline managers with 
knowledge about what you discovered through your analysis and educate them about what 
changed. Be sure to provide helpful resources for each level of decision-maker that you advise. 
 
Finally, the key to communication is transparency. Provide enough information when asked. The 
goal should be to target your communication based on the audience. Some decision-makers will 
care about the details, others won’t. Know your audience, communicate clearly, and be 
prepared to explain how you analyzed the data and pay structures for the future. Explain and tie 
your recommendations to how this will help your company and employees move forward during 
this season of constant change. 
 
Tam Nguyen is an international business management & human resources leader possessing 
expertise and technical knowledge in the areas of strategic human capital management and 
execution, including global compensation & benefits, human capital performance and 
measurement, employment law, global mobility, and HR information systems integration and 
deployment to stabilization. Connect with Tam on LinkedIn. 
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