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Salary Benchmarking: How to Research What a Job Really
Pays

Why benchmarking Use multiple Adjust for the Build a range, not
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pay
Figure: Salary Benchmarking: How to Research What a Job Really Pays

Whether you're preparing to negotiate, deciding if an offer is fair, or wondering if
you're underpaid, everything starts with one question: what does this role actually pay?
Guessing leads to leaving money on the table or asking for something unrealistic. Salary
benchmarking — systematically researching pay for a role — replaces guesswork with

evidence you can act on.

This guide shows you how to benchmark pay properly: which sources to use, how to
combine them, and how to adjust for the factors that make one person's fair salary
different from another's.
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Why benchmarking matters

Pay is opaque by tradition, and that opacity costs workers. Without benchmarking, you
might accept an offer well below market, ask for a raise that's either too timid or
unrealistic, or stay in an underpaid role without realising it. Benchmarking turns a

nerve-wracking guessing game into an evidence-based decision.

Employers benchmark constantly — they know the ranges for the roles they hire. Doing
your own benchmarking simply levels the information playing field so you can advocate

for yourself from a position of knowledge.

Use multiple sources, not one

The golden rule is triangulation. Any single source can be skewed by self-selection,
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outdated data, or a narrow sample. Combine several types of source to see where they

agree:

¢ Salary aggregator sites that report ranges by role and location.

¢ Job postings, especially those that list a pay range (increasingly common and very
useful).

¢ Industry salary surveys and reports, which tend to be more rigorous.

¢ Professional networks and peers — discreet conversations with people in
similar roles.

¢ Recruiters, who often have a realistic sense of current market rates.

Where sources converge, you've found a reliable signal. Where they diverge wildly, dig

deeper to understand why.

Adjust for the factors that move pay

A raw number for a job title is only a starting point. The same role can pay very

differently depending on several factors, so adjust your benchmark for:

¢ Location: pay often tracks local labour markets and cost of living.

¢ Industry: the same skills can command different pay across sectors.

e Company size and stage: large firms, startups and non-profits pay differently
and structure pay differently.

¢ Experience and seniority: years, scope of responsibility, and track record.

Specialised or scarce skills: in-demand expertise pushes pay up.

Position yourself honestly within these factors. Overstating your level inflates your

benchmark; understating it shortchanges you.

Build a range, not a single number

Real pay for a role is a range, not a point, so your benchmark should be too. From your
research, define three figures: a conservative low (the least you'd expect for the role at
your level), a realistic target (where the evidence clusters for someone like you), and a

defensible high (the upper end you could justify with strong qualifications).

This range is enormously practical. It tells you whether an offer is fair, gives you a
target to negotiate toward, and equips you to respond confidently when asked about

your expectations.

Turn benchmarks into leverage

Research only helps if you use it well. When negotiating, cite your benchmark as
grounded reasoning rather than a demand: “Based on my research across several
sources for this role at my experience level and location, the market range is roughly X
to Y, and given [specific skills/results] I was targeting the upper part.” That's specific,

evidence-based, and hard to wave away.

If an offer or your current pay falls below your benchmark, you have a clear, factual

basis to raise the issue — far stronger than a vague sense of being underpaid.



Keep benchmarks current

Markets move. A benchmark that was accurate two years ago may be out of date,
especially in fast-changing fields or during periods of high inflation. Re-benchmark
before any negotiation, when you change roles, and periodically even when you're
settled — drifting below market is easy when you're not looking. Treat benchmarking as

an ongoing habit, not a one-time task.

Sources for benchmarking pay

Good benchmarking draws on several sources rather than one. This overview compares

them:
Source Strength Caveat
Salary surveys/reports Structured, broad data May lag or generalise
Job postings with ranges Current market signals Ranges can be wide
Professional networks Real, specific insight Anecdotal, small sample
Recruiters Market-aware May have their own interests

Cross-referencing several sources gives a far more reliable picture than relying on any

single figure.

Turning research into a credible range

Raw data becomes useful when you translate it into a defensible range for your

situation:

Adjust for your location, experience and specific skills.

Account for the size and industry of the employer.
e Express your findings as a range, not a single number.
¢ Be ready to explain how you arrived at your figures.

e Focus on your role and market, not just headline averages.

Why benchmarking is leverage, not just curiosity

It is tempting to treat researching pay as a matter of idle curiosity, something to glance
at once and then forget, but well-done salary benchmarking is one of the most practical
sources of leverage you have in any conversation about compensation, and
understanding why elevates it from a chore to a genuine advantage. The core problem
in pay discussions is information asymmetry: employers typically know far more about
what a role pays across the market than the individual across from them, and that
imbalance quietly works against the less informed party. Solid benchmarking narrows
that gap. When you have cross-referenced several credible sources, adjusted the figures
for your location, experience, industry and specific skills, and arrived at a realistic
range for your situation, you are no longer negotiating on feeling or hope but on
evidence, which changes the entire tone of the discussion. It lets you anchor
expectations sensibly, recognise a lowball offer for what it is, and explain calmly and

specifically why a particular figure is justified, which is far more persuasive than simply



asking for more. It also protects you from the opposite error of overreaching in a way
that damages your credibility. Because pay varies so much by place, sector and level, a
single headline average is nearly useless; the value comes from building a picture
tailored to you and being ready to articulate how you reached it. Approached this way,
benchmarking becomes an ongoing habit rather than a one-off, giving you a clear sense
of your market worth that supports not just a single negotiation but decisions about
raises, offers and career moves over time, which is exactly why it is worth doing

carefully rather than casually.
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Summary

Salary benchmarking means researching a role's pay from multiple independent
sources and adjusting for location, industry, company size, and your experience and
skills. No single source is authoritative, so triangulate several and build a range rather
than a single figure. Good benchmarking gives you confidence to negotiate and to judge

whether an offer is fair.

Key Takeaways

Never rely on a single salary source — triangulate several for an accurate picture.

Adjust for location, industry, company size, and your specific experience and skills.

Build a range (low, target, high) rather than a single number.

Job postings with listed ranges are increasingly useful, real-world data.

Re-benchmark periodically, since market rates shift over time.
Frequently Asked Questions

How accurate are online salary tools?

They're useful as one input but imperfect — data can be self-reported, outdated, or
based on small samples. Never rely on a single tool. Combine several sources, including

recent job postings with listed ranges, to triangulate a reliable picture.




Should I tell an employer my benchmark?

You can reference it as reasoning for your expectations, framed as market research
rather than a rigid demand. Citing a well-researched range makes your ask credible and

harder to dismiss.
How often should I benchmark my salary?

At least before any negotiation or job change, and periodically otherwise — markets

shift, and it's easy to fall behind without noticing. An annual check is a sensible habit.
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