
 
 

 

Dear Reader: 

 

This journey started when Ben Eubanks, Principal Analyst at Lighthouse Research & Advisory, proposed that we 

underwrite the creation of the industry’s first buyer’s guide for modern compensation technology. For those of you 

who don’t know Ben, he is truly one of the most diligent and informed analysts in our field. 

 

But we weren’t the only ones he approached. In fact, every major vendor of compensation software and services 

was asked to help fund this initiative. In the end, only Salary.com stepped up to help make the project a reality. 

 

Despite the fact that we are (by circumstance) the sole underwriter of this research, this is an unbiased, 

independent work by Lighthouse Research & Advisory. To be honest, we didn’t really know how it was going to turn 

out. As the pioneer of the compensation technology field, the literal creator of the world’s first web-based 

compensation data and software solution, we viewed this project as an exercise in customer experience — a way to 

gather feedback directly from users of compensation data and software. 

 

Once we received the results, we knew this was an important study that can help companies choose the right 

compensation data and software solution for their business. And we knew immediately the right thing to do was to 

share this report as broadly as possible.  

 

As a leading proponent of transparency and equality in the compensation field, we think it’s only fair that we 

practice the same values in how we serve the industry. It’s more important to me that you choose the right solution 

for your company — the one that fits your culture best and helps cement your commitment to pay equality. If that 

means you don’t choose Salary.com, then so be it. That may sound crazy coming from the founder and CEO, but I 

started this business to help the thousands of compensation professionals I’ve talked to over the years do their 

work faster and more accurately, to ensure that all employees are paid fairly.   

 

The good news – the results highlight our leadership position when it comes to data quality, software ease-of-use, 

and self-service reporting and analytics. The icing on the cake? In every interview our customers highlighted that 

we go beyond the technology and deliver exceptional service and support, underscoring our dedication to their 

success.  

 

So I hope you accept this report in the spirit in which it was intended — an exclusive and exhaustive source of 

reliable information about the leading compensation data and software solutions in the market, created to help 

you make the most informed purchase decision for you and your company. 

 

Warmest regards, 

 

Kent Plunkett, CCP 

Founder and CEO 

Salary.com 
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Executive Summary 
Why Compensation Technology, Why Now?  

This is the time for compensation leaders to demonstrate their impact to the business 

not just in a spreadsheet, but at every level of the business. 

In the last few years we’ve seen several high-profile stories in the news about various 

firms and their approaches to compensation. Some of them are positive, with firms 

making equitable adjustments to pay to ensure a level playing field for the entire 

workforce. Others are not so positive, with firms being outed for illegal activities, 

employees protesting improper pay practices, and more.  

The overall sentiment in the market around compensation highlights the fact that 

compensation professionals, and HR professionals more broadly, are desperately needed 

to ensure that candidates and employees have an equitable playing field on which to 

compete. This is a comforting thought, but there’s no time to sit back and relax—there’s 

also a growth curve ahead for compensation as a technology field and as well as a function 

of the business.  

According to Sierra-Cedar’s 2018/2019 systems report1, the category of compensation 

technology systems is expected to grow by 35% in the near future. However, just 17% of 

compensation technologies are purchased and/or implemented as part of a talent 

management suite: the other 83% of implementations are standalone, best-of-breed 

systems that enable powerful reporting and strategic analysis. We provide a detailed 

overview of these systems and key differentiators of each in our Compensation Technology 

Landscape at the end of this buyer’s guide.  

On top of the technology growth, employers are planning on increasing compensation 

practitioner headcounts as well to support internal demand for data and insights. The 

breakdown in hiring growth plans by company size:   

• Large: 7% growth 

• Midsize: 12% growth 

• Small: 8% growth 

These two data points highlight the fact that employers, more than ever, need to not 

only be making decisions based on comprehensive, accurate data, but also be using 

tools and technologies that scale their capabilities and improve their speed and 

accuracy.  

The best companies are doing both of these things clearly, according to our research. We 

separate out high-performing firms from others in the research to understand what 

differences they have in their practices and approaches. For clarification, high-performing 

 
1 https://www.sierra-cedar.com/research/annual-survey/ 
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firms are classified as those with better revenue, retention, and employee engagement 

scores than other firms. These high performers are:   

• More likely to be using multiple data sources to price jobs and pay ranges 

• More likely to be using a dedicated, purpose-built compensation system  

• More likely to be satisfied with their compensation technology  

Additionally, multiple external market factors are driving the demand for accurate and 

equitable salary data, such as the strong candidate’s market we’re seeing today and the 

increasing public support for employers to create fair, unbiased pay practices. Again, this 

is the time for compensation leaders to demonstrate their impact to the business not just 

in a spreadsheet, but at every level of the business.  

The bottom line is clear: compensation has never before played such a pivotal role in the 

success of the business, and you need to be informed on how to make the most of this 

opportunity. This report is designed as a tool to help you understand how to examine the 

technology in the market as well as what to consider when making a buying decision. The 

graphic below is a preview of the kinds of insights you can expect from the Compensation 

Technology Landscape section of this report, offering details on the strengths and 

capabilities of each provider we profiled. 

 

Could you get by using spreadsheets to manage your compensation function? Maybe, but 

our take is that you’ll have less capability overall to impact the business and the people 

in a positive way. These systems we’ll discuss within this report are enabling 

compensation professionals to enable business growth, help employers hire the right 

talent, and retain the best people for future success.  

http://lhra.io/
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Let’s wrap with a story from a 2,000-person consulting firm we interviewed during the 

research. The company is growing by leaps and bounds, and they recently hired their first 

compensation leader to help them add structure to that process. This person immediately 

went into the market to purchase a compensation management system. But why? He said 

his performance is increased significantly by leveraging this technology. Plus, the 

organization can see the true value he brings with what that technology makes possible. 

That common thread ran through many of the interviews we performed as part of the 

research—these tools are an integral part of a high-performing compensation function.  

Does your business see the same value you bring from a compensation perspective?  

As you review the research, if you know your team is considering a selection decision and 

wants support to determine which best fits your needs, contact us to set up a strategy day 

to examine your unique situation. We can also provide a copy of our compensation RFP 

template to help with the selection process. 

 

 

 

  

http://lhra.io/
http://lhra.io/contact
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Research Methodology and Audience 
We used survey partners to distribute the survey to more than 1,000 participants 

representing firms primarily based in North America. After cleaning the data and filtering 

for complete responses, we ended up with 565 firms that we analyzed for this report. The 

respondents represent a variety of company sizes and geographic distributions, providing 

a solid foundation for analysis.  

Company Size and Geographic Distribution 

Lighthouse Research & Advisory Compensation Technology Trends Study (n=565) 

Qualitative Research Interviews 
Upon the completion of the survey, respondents could opt into our research interviews. 

Our team completed 25 interviews with compensation professionals representing a range 

of company sizes, industries, and geographic distributions. Those anonymous interviews 

are incorporated throughout this report where applicable to provide context to the data 

and our own analyst insights.   

Statement of Ethics 
As an independent analyst firm, our research and reporting provide unbiased, neutral 

views of the HR technology marketplace. While this specific research was vendor-funded, 

it does not impact how we share the data with employers and practitioners. If you have 

any questions, please contact us and we’d be happy to discuss our ongoing commitment 

to ethical standards. 
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Buyer Personas 
Within the context of the data, we found broad categories of buyer personas. This 

persona is a mixture of the experience held by the practitioner/buyer and the employer’s 

status as well. For instance, a Mature buyer (has used multiple systems) that starts 

working for a small business will approach the buying decision differently than a small 

firm with a Starter buyer who has never touched a compensation system in the past. 

While this may not fit every use case, the research and follow-up interviews clearly 

indicated the bigger “buckets” into which employers and buyers typically fall.  

Figure 1: Buyer Personas in Compensation Technology 
 User 

Comfort 
Level/ 
Experience 

Data Needs Company 
Size 

Geographic 
Distribution 

Growth 
Curve 

Starter Little to 
none 

Single 
market 

Typically 
small 
(250-750) 

Mostly one 
location 

Slow to 
moderate  

Intermediate Some 
experience 
with at 
least one 
system 

Multiple 
markets, 
national 

Typically 
midsize 
(500-
1,500)  

Multiple 
locations, 
mostly in one 
country 

Slow to 
moderate, 
may have 
peak 
periods 

Mature Multiple 
systems 

Multiple 
markets, 
some 
international 

Typically 
midsize to 
large 
(1,500+) 

Multiple 
locations, 
potentially 
global 

Slow to 
moderate  

Global Multiple 
systems 

Multiple 
international 
markets 

Typically 
enterprise 
(5,000+) 

Multiple 
locations 
across the 
globe 

Slow to 
moderate 

 

Additionally, we saw interesting outliers as well, such as the DIYer (Do It Yourself) 

persona. While we all assume that getting away from Excel and into a purpose-built 

compensation system is a no-brainer, some buyers actually preferred Excel for their 

analysis because of the editability and opportunities to rapidly make changes and test out 

new ideas. Those buyers were typically in aggressive growth firms where highly structured 

compensation systems would not fit the general culture and pace of the business.  

Another interesting buyer type we found was the Superfan. These individuals exist in all 

areas of HR and talent. This is what we call someone that takes a new job and brings their 

old system with them into the new position. We talked to more than one person during 

the interview process that told us that their main reason for using their current system is 

because they liked it at an old job and brought it with them. For vendors that prioritize 

modern systems and superior service, this can be a powerful differentiator.   

http://lhra.io/
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Compensation Data Sources and Trends 
The core mechanism that powers compensation management software is data. Where 

employers get their data from matters, as this influences their view of the market, how 

they price jobs, and more. In our research interviews, one sticking point that kept 

surfacing was in managing multiple data sets. The average company is using multiple 

sources of salary data to price jobs and make compensation decisions, from salary 

surveys, to HR-reported market data, to employee-reported data, and everything in 

between. 

 

 

 

One of the new areas of interest is live HR data—some systems have the ability to bring 

live pay data into the system when pricing a job. Instead of having to rely on a salary 

survey from last year to determine a pay rate for a job offer, compensation professionals 

can look at near real-time pay data to see what rate to propose.  

Another element, as you’ll see in the following pages, is anonymous, employee-reported 

data. Some companies are more comfortable than others in using that information to 

help determine job pricing, and part of that depends on the size of the organization.  

 
Buyer Tips: “But why do I need data?” 

When making decisions about compensation increases and job offers, employers 

often use decision methods like “what we’ve always done” or “last year plus a 

percentage increase.” The challenge with that is you’re guessing at a moving target, 

especially in high growth industries or jobs. Buying compensation data from a 

reputable provider can help to inform your decisions, provide confidence in your 

approach, and give you peace of mind. Most employers start their buying “journey” 

in the compensation space with data before moving on to technology. 

http://lhra.io/
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Figure 2: Salary Survey Data Sources/Providers 

 

 

A few interesting things of note in this analysis:  

First, the “Other” category was more robust in this response than in any other in the 
entire research survey. While some of these sources are used extensively, it’s clear that 
there is intense fragmentation in this space (translation: lots of vendors and data sources 
employers can tap into).  
 
We analyzed the full list of write-in options and what follows is a ranked list from most to 
least popular: Economic Research Institute (ERI), Milliman, Korn Ferry Hay, Western 
Management Group, College and University Professional Association for HR (CUPA-HR), 
Gallagher, and dozens of other local or custom surveys that received only a couple votes 
each.  
 
The takeaway on this is that a specific salary survey that fits your own needs probably 
already exists, even if you’re in a unique industry, smaller company, or have specialized 
jobs. For instance, one firm we talked with in the research is in the concrete and cement 
industry, and they use both an industry association salary survey as well as a regional 
survey to narrow in on their market pricing activities.  

 
The second big point with regard to the chart above: more than half of firms under 250 
employees use none of these, which skews the average. That falls to just 20% for firms 
251-500 employees and holds at 15% for all firms larger than 500. In the ranking by size 
below you can easily see how this shifts the numbers dramatically.  
 
It probably doesn’t surprise anyone to find that small companies are less likely to have a 
rigid, methodical approach to using salary information, but It is surprising to see that the 
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average firm with 240 employees isn’t using any sort of data to determine accurate 
wages.  
 
Think about it in this context: salaries are the largest line item in the budget for 
employers. It’s not uncommon for many companies to have strict policies and 
procedures for managing the $500 petty cash drawer in the office but have virtually no 
structure or strategy to manage salary data and market pricing of hundreds of 
thousands or millions of dollars of wages.  
 
While it’s alarming to see it in those terms, it’s also a call to action. It’s time to step up as 
compensation professionals and create that structure, build the right business case, and 
deliver value to the organization in the form of insights and support.  
 
 

 
 

 
Buyer Tips: “What data source is best for my company?” 

As you can see in the research, there’s not one single “best” provider for everyone. 

Small companies typically can’t afford a Mercer, Aon, or Willis Towers Watson 

subscription, but larger firms need more diversity than a local, regional or association-

driven survey can offer. When shopping for data sources, ask peers at other industry 

firms what they use—this can give you a starting point. Also, when talking with data 

vendors, try and match up your industry, key jobs, and locations with the data they 

have; you don’t want to purchase a salary data set that doesn’t cover your key roles. 

There’s nothing wrong with starting with a smaller provider (as long as they have 

enough data to be credible) and working up from there as you become a more 

comfortable, confident buyer. 
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Figure 3: Salary Survey Data Sources/Providers by Company Size 

 

 
Clearly larger companies use more data sources and more types of data sources than very 

small companies. More specifically, Willis Towers Watson and Mercer jockey for position 

as organizations grow in size with Aon, Radford, and IPAS/Compdata rounding out the 

middle of the pack. Even at the largest sizes, though, nuances like custom peer group 

surveys are still used by approximately one in five organizations to help get more specific 

views on industries, jobs, and other types of data. On the global breakdown below, there 

is a similar variety to the distribution.   
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Figure 4: Salary Survey Data Sources by Geographic Distribution 

 

At both the largest firms and at globally distributed firms (large firms are almost always 

globally distributed but globally distributed firms are not always large), both Willis Towers 

Watson and Mercer are the most-leveraged data sources. This is due in part to their global 

survey data and reach, but it’s also often part of a larger compensation consulting 

relationship where data, service, and technology go hand-in hand to support the complex 

compensation needs of a global firm. For instance, one firm we interviewed in the 

automotive industry has nearly 10,000 employees and is leveraging one of these broader 

relationships to get both data and service to support their unique industry and job roles.  
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Figure 5: Usage of HR-Reported Aggregate Market Data by Company 
Size 

 

Use of HR-reported aggregate market data is, interestingly, most common in midsize firms 

(250-10,000). This group sees a combined 70 to 80% of firms using some form of HR-

reported aggregate data. The largest and smallest organizations we surveyed are not 

using these sources of information for supporting pay decisions more than half the time.  
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Anonymous, Employee-Reported Data: Friend or Foe?  
One of the pieces of salary data that is a little less clear-cut is employee-reported data. 

This information is gathered on a variety of websites, and thousands of data points are 

aggregated to create an average price for a job in a specific market. If we look at the 

average across all companies, there is an even split (approximately 50/50) regarding 

comfort level with using this data. However, when we took this analysis further to 

company size, an interesting split happened.  

Figure 6: Comfort Level with Employee-Reported Data for Market 
Pricing Jobs by Company Size 

 

In this cut of the research we see that small firms are 32% more likely than enterprise 

firms to use employee-reported data. Logically, this makes sense. A lack of budget for 

either compensation data or technology may leave smaller firms with fewer options for  

market pricing a job, and free information is free information. However, larger firms not 

only have more data sources to pull from—they also have more risk in using anonymous 

information to justify pay ranges and rates.  

Why is it riskier? Imagine that you’re a business leader at a firm with 15,000 workers 

spread across the globe. During budget planning, you go to your CFO to ask about what 

you should plan for. She gives you a handful of details, and when you ask about the basis 

of those numbers, she tells you that she looked online and used anonymous submissions 

from other CFOs to estimate her answers. 

It sounds kind of silly to put it that way, but in effect that’s what companies are doing if 

they only rely on this kind of information. This is a bit tongue in cheek, because when 

large companies are using employee-reported data it’s usually in combination with other 

data sources, but it’s a reminder for everyone not to put too much stock in that type of 

information.  
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This trend in larger organizations being more averse to using anonymous data also applies 

to the lens of company distribution geographically. Highly distributed, global firms are 

nearly twice as likely to say they would not use anonymous data for determining pay 

rates.  

Figure 7: Comfort Level with Employee-Reported Data for Market 
Pricing Jobs by Geographic Distribution 

 

To dig deeper into this phenomenon around anonymous, employee-reported data, we 
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Buyer Tips: “Is employee-reported data right for my company?” 

Using employee-reported data isn’t a negative thing as long as you keep the value in 

context. This should be a reference point in your decision, not the key deciding factor 

in a pay rate or range. Smaller companies more often utilize free sources (including 

employee-reported data) because they can’t afford more expensive data sources and 

because there’s less risk at a company with 50 employees than one with 50,000 

employees. If you’re market pricing a job, feel free to use employee-reported data in 

your calculation but don’t let it be the only consideration.  
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use it as a point of reference or for validating a pay range, if they had other types of data 

available.  

Figure 8: How Employers Would Use Anonymous Data in 
Compensation Pricing by Company Size 

 

As you can see, as we move to the right side of the chart, larger employers are less likely 

to rely on this kind of data for pricing purposes with approximately half of them saying 

they wouldn’t use it for any purpose at all.  
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High Performer Insight  

High-performing companies in this study were more likely to use every type of data 

they can get their hands on. Yes, in addition to traditional market data, these firms 

also sought out free sources, anonymous data, and more. Why? Because having 

multiple vectors helps to ensure a fair and accurate pay rate for a job offer, promotion, 

or salary adjustment. While they don’t use any source exclusively, the big picture 

takeaway is that for high performers, more data equals better decisions. 
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Compensation Management Technology: The Core 
System Driving Pay Equity, Strategy, and More 
Compensation management technology is the system where jobs are priced, salary 

budgets are allocated, and market data sources are stored. There is incredible demand 

for these tools in the marketplace to simplify and provide a more strategic view of 

compensation as a business practice.  

Additionally, we predict further growth in this particular segment of the HR technology 

industry because of a variety of increasingly complicated factors, such as:  

• New legislation in a variety of states preventing employers from asking about 

candidate salary history, forcing them to be knowledgable about current market 

rates 

• Pay equity becoming one of the hottest topics in the marketplace due to high 

profile protests and a heightened awareness around women’s and minority rights 

• Surging economic growth that, in turn, drives rapid increases in pay for specific 

skills and jobs 

Compensation technology is designed to support these kinds of use cases in addition to 

the longstanding salary budgeting, planning, and allocation processes that every company 

should be doing on a regular basis. With that, let’s explore what the breakdown looks like 

in the marketplace.  

Figure 9: Compensation Management Systems in Use 

  

What’s surprising in this list is the sheer number of employers relying on spreadsheets to 

manage their compensation function or with no formal approach to managing comp at 

all. As mentioned earlier in this report, compensation technology usage is predicted to 
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grow by 35%, which means this will shift dramatically over time as more of those firms 

pick up a dedicated piece of technology to support their ongoing compensation planning 

and market pricing needs. As with other analyses, the breakdown by company size below 

gives a more granular view into where these systems fit into the bigger picture.  

Figure 10: Compensation Technology in Use by Company Size 
(Alphabetical) 

 

A few interesting points and questions to consider:  

• PayScale Insight Lab is marketed as an HR product more than a pure 

compensation product, which I imagined would make it more suited for smaller 

organizations. However, the distribution for PayScale’s midmarket and enterprise 

product, MarketPay, has the same distribution curve across all segments of 

employers.  

• Salary.com is almost equally popular in employer demographics once you cross 

the 250-employee threshold all the way up to the largest enterprises.  

• Willis Towers Watson clearly skews towards employers with 500+ employees 

with a fairly even distribution at the top of the market. This closely mirrors usage 

of WTW as a data source as seen in Figure 3 of this report.  

• How are the 20+% of employers with 10,000+ employees surviving market 

pricing, compensation planning, etc. with no system in place?  
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As you can see, the smallest companies are much more heavily into spreadsheets or no 

system at all than their larger counterparts. Some of the newer systems like Curo and 

Syndio are being tested at the bottom end of the market, but it’s challenging and time-

consuming to crack into the enterprise software market, so it will take them time to catch 

up with the likes of Salary.com, Willis Towers Watson, PayScale, and Payfactors. 

Additionally, Syndio’s pay equity solution is not meant as a replacement for another 

system, so it’s possible some respondents are using that in conjunction with another 

system. For a deeper look at these providers, the Compensation Technology Landscape 

analysis at the end of this report offers a more comprehensive view of each provider and 

their capabilities. 

 

 

  

 
Buyer Tips: “What systems should I be considering?” 

For those of you that aren’t familiar with the companies listed here, at the end of this 

guide you will find our Compensation Technology Landscape analysis, which provides 

detailed intelligence on each of these companies along with their key clients, 

differentiators, and more.  

 

 
High Performer Insight  

Low performers in our study were 50% more likely to be using spreadsheets or nothing 

at all to manage their compensation function. Conversely, high performers in this 

study were more likely to have a piece of dedicatd compensation technology in place. 

While this doesn’t imply that having a system causes the firm to be a high performer, 

it correlates with the fact that high performers use more data sources and take a more 

intentional approach to compensation technology selection. This does imply that high 

performers are more strategic based on this distinct mix of behaviors and decisions. 
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Figure 11: Compensation Technology in Use by Geographic 
Distribution (Alphabetical) 
 

 

Please note: Curo, Syndio, and PeopleFluent have been consolidated under “Other” and 

do not appear on this chart due to their lower representation across various markets and 

to simplify the graphic. This explains the “Other” option peaking in this graphic. 

This graphic creates an intriguing viewpoint of the market. When you’re located in one 

country in one location, the usage is within 11-12% for all systems, meaning there’s little 

variance in the overall usage of different vendors in that segment. In one country with 

multiple locations, the gap is around 13-14%. It changes dramatically for globally 

distributed organizations, with 30+% ranges between some providers.  
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System Tenure 
One of the interesting points in the data was around tenure, or the amount of time a 

system has been in place. When we break it out by provider, the results paint a fascinating 

picture about the potential future of the market.  

Figure 12: Compensation Technology Tenure 

 

First of all, ADP’s system has relatively long tenure, followed by Willis Towers Watson and 

Salary.com. What’s interesting is that in the last six months, Salary.com and Payfactors 

have both seen increases in new implementations by 14% and 15% respectively.  

ADP and Willis Towers Watson, on the other hand, have seen relatively few new 

purchases compared to the group. PayScale’s products, if taken together, have seen more 

recent adoption than any other vendor in the group.  

Overall, this may indicate a significant shift in the distribution of providers in the 

landscape, but it’s still early to predict how these developments will turn out.  
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Figure 13: Compensation Technology Tenure by Geographic 
Distribution 

 

The key takeaway here is pretty obvious: for highly distributed global organizations, 

systems are very sticky. The tenure mapping at less-distributed organizations are almost 

identical, however (within a 10% range for most systems/companies).  
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Satisfaction: By the Numbers 
Humans love ratings. Whether it’s on a product, service, or experience, we like to see and 

give ratings. The compensation software space is no different. We asked users of these 

technologies to give us some insight into their overall satisfaction rating. The average for 

the industry is 7.3 out of a 10-point scale, which isn’t bad for enterprise software. There 

is some nuance when we examine the numbers by company size and by software system, 

but it’s not drastic—nobody dips below 7, and nobody rises above 8—people are 

relatively satisfied with their compensation solutions, on average. 

Figure 14: Average Compensation Technology Satisfaction Ratings by 

Company Size 

 

Interestingly, the smallest companies in the survey rated their technology slightly more 

favorably, but why? One factor in this phenomenon that we’ve validated in our research 

interviews is that smaller companies are likely to be first-time purchasers and users of 

compensation technology, meaning they have few expectations about what the systems 

should be able to do. Note that this chart includes only companies evaluating actual 

compensation technology, not Excel or other homegrown solutions.  

The companies in the midmarket have lower satisfaction ratings, but they’ve also likely 

used technology before and have higher expectations and more complex needs 

(potentially lacking the budget to buy the solution they desire). Additionally, as we saw 

earlier in this report, the midmarket is expected to grow in demand for compensation 

professionals by nearly twice as much as small firms and about 50% more than enterprise 

firms. This pressure could also lead to lower satisfaction across a variety of factors, 

including technology.  
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At the high end, satisfaction creeps back up a bit as employers choose a system that meets 

their needs and lock it in for a long-term contract. As we see in the tenure data, large 

employers have systems in place longer than smaller firms. Additionally, for context, one 

of the employers we interviewed in the study with approximately 10,000 employees had 

actually spent the money to modify its global HR system, effectively building a customized 

compensation tool that fit their exact needs. While this is cost prohibitive for small and 

midsize employers, this investment allowed the firm to create something that essentially 

guaranteed perpetually high satisfaction ratings, year after year.  

 

 

 

To take it to a deeper level, let’s examine the specific features that are driving system 

choice. A broad list was provided for employers to select as the most important pieces for 

system choice, and they were ranked in terms of “critically important,” “somewhat 

important,” and “not at all important.” Those ratings were weighted and sorted and are 

available below for review.  

Note that each column represents a different segment of the respondents in the survey: 

“Current Users” are those rating the reason they picked their current system, “Reason for 

Changing” reflects the drivers of the decision to switch providers/systems and “First-Time 

Buyers” are those ranking the factors that would matter most in their selection process.  

Figure 15: Top Five Factors in System Choice, Ranked by Audience 

 Current Users Reason for Changing First-Time Buyers 

#1 Data quality and 
accuracy 

Cost Data quality and accuracy 

#2 Data privacy and 
security 

Ease of use Data privacy and security 

#3 Uptime and system 
reliability 

Data quality and 
accuracy 

Cost 

 
High Performer Insight  

The best performers in our research were more likely to be satisfied with their 

compensation technology than the average firm. In our estimation, this is caused by 

the confluence of several factors, such as the fact that high performers are more 

deliberate about system choice and leverage more diverse teams in their selection 

processes.  
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#4 Data coverage (job 
titles, industries, 
locations, etc.) 

Ability to integrate with 
HRIS and other tools 

Data coverage (jobs, 
industries, locations) 

#5 Ease of use Configuration and 
customization options 

Ease of use 

Note: colors are used to match responses across groups for easy analysis 

One of the points that is worth examining is cost. Cost was number six on the list of 

priorities for current users, but it’s usually ranked higher in other types of talent and HR 

technology selection.  

To paraphrase one of the conversations with a VP of Compensation at a firm with 900 

employees: We evaluated two different systems during our selection process, and both 

were equally capable for our needs. However, one of them had a better connection with 

the data sources we use, know, and trust, and that’s what ultimately swung the decision 

in their favor, even though they cost us more every year. Interestingly, cost turns out to 

be the number one reason people cite when they are considering switching systems, and 

it’s also the number one barrier identified by those that do not currently have a 

compensation system in place.  

Beyond the basic decision points, though, we also explored the types of features that 

were most and least loved by users.  
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Figure 16: Most Valued Features of Compensation Systems 

  

When talking with compensation professions in the research, one of the most common 

reasons for adopting a new system was to get more volume and accuracy in market pay 

data. That comes from various sources, but it’s often acquired through salary surveys. The 

data are then used to market price internal jobs. Not coincidentally, those are the top 

three features that users are most satisfied with. While satisfaction rates are not 

incredibly high for any specific feature, that’s due primarily to respondents being limited 

in their choices across the options, which means we see a broader spread and fewer 

standout options.  
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Figure 17: Least Satisfactory Features of Compensation Systems 

  

While this is a complete list of options that users are dissatisfied with, there are two 

important things to realize here:  

1. The responses barely crossed 20%, even for those features users were most 

dissatisfied with, which just goes to underscore the broad average user 

satisfaction with the category.  

2. Many respondents chose “other” for this question, noting that they were satisfied 

with the system and did not have any issues to report. This is highly uncommon 

with most talent and HR system surveys.  
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The next logical step once we understand the most and least loved features is to examine 

the likelihood for users to select a different system. In Figure 17 above we provided a bit 

of insight into the mindset of someone changing systems, but overall it turns out that 

users aren’t highly likely to be changing compensation systems any time soon.  

  

 
Buyer Tips: “What features should I care most about?” 

In our research interviews, we asked each compensation professional about “sticky 

points” in their processes. Nearly all mentioned market pricing jobs, managing various 

survey data sources, and reporting/analytics, and each of those showed up high on 

the list here as well. It’s likely you face some of those same challenges, but you may 

also have specific nuances that make your business unique. Think about the tasks you 

work on in the average week, month, and year. Are there any that stick out as specific 

pain points you could solve or support with technology?  

For instance:  

• If your comp team has a weekly report it shares with the executive team, can 

you get the data you need quickly and or do you need 24 hours to make a 

request for the information from your provider?  

• How much time do you spend responding to salary survey data requests? 

Would tools that help with that process add value for you, or is that 

something you could live without?  

• Are you in a building stage, adding a lot of jobs and doing a significant amount 

of market pricing for new or different roles, or is your company’s growth fairly 

stable, needing only periodic adjustments?  

Each of these questions are simply examples, but different firms will answer them 

differently. As you look at the types of features and differentiators each 

compensation technology provider offers, it’s important to know that each has 

strengths in different areas. It’s up to you to know which areas are most important to 

your business.  
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Figure 18: Likelihood to Renew with Current Provider 

 

Not only are users fairly happy and likely to renew, but they are also likely to recommend 

the system they are using to their peers, another indicator of system satisfaction.   
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44%
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Changing Systems, Desired Features, and Selection Teams 

Nobody likes the process of changing vendors, but there are times when it becomes 

necessary. Perhaps the system you’ve been using isn’t as easy to use as it once was. 

Maybe you have experienced rapid growth, pushing you past the capabilities of the prior 

system. Or maybe you’ve been hearing from your compensation peers that their system 

is “the best.” Whatever the case, switching systems comes with a distinct set of 

challenges. Not only do you have to go through the selection process to evaluate the right 

provider, but you also have to touch on the internal change management components 

inherent in this sort of decision.  

Within this section we examine how many employers are planning to change their 

systems (hint: over one-third of companies are planning to switch systems sometime 

within the next 24 months), the top reasons for switching, how compensation pros are 

building out their selection teams, and more.  

Figure 19: Considering Switching to New Compensation System by 

Company Size 

 

As most of the data have indicated throughout this report, compensation systems are 

fairly “sticky.” Most companies are not planning to change soon. Enterprise firms are 

likely to change with a longer window (1-2 years or more) while the smallest firms are 

likely to change in less than a year given the right budget and circumstances.  

Companies that plan to make a change have a different set of priorities than those 

selecting a system for the first time. Cost is the winner by a fair margin, followed by ease 

of use and data quality.  
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Figure 20: Top Reasons for Switching Compensation Systems 

 

As noted previously, cost doesn’t even make the top five reasons for employers when 

evaluating compensation technology, but when it comes to changing systems, it’s top of 

the list. Ease of use, on the other hand, shows up in all three lists (current users, first-time 

buyers, and here, for those switching to new systems) as a critical factor.  

This was a theme repeated in our research interviews, with many companies telling us 

their satisfaction was heavily dependent not just on features and functionality, but on 

how easy the system was to use for their purposes. 

Because high-performing firms do not see budget as their primary hurdle to purchasing 

technology, this brings us to an intriguing intersection. Cost isn’t a strategic reason to 

make a change in providers, it’s a very tactical one. In addition, when reviewing the 

profiles in the provider landscape section at the end of this report, it’s clear that each 

provider has a variety of differentiators and capabilities that set them apart and help them 

to serve specific segments of customers more easily.  

Put simply, switching purely based on cost means you are going to give up some 

capabilities that you have today, because every single provider has different strengths.  

Features and functionality are not just something under the purview of compensation 

professionals, because other stakeholders will likely need information from the system in 

the form of budgets, reporting, and so forth. Making a decision solely based on price is a 

recipe for dissatisfaction. Instead, compensation leaders should be looking at the other 

elements described above, such as ease of use, configuration and customization, or data 

security. Those elements are strategic components of how the system can be utilized, and 

it’s important to have the right stakeholders in the decision-making process to ensure a 

comprehensive perspective throughout the selection.  
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Figure 21: Corporate Functions Represented on Technology Selection 

Team by Company Size 

 

Respondents could choose any number of responses they liked, which led to some 

interesting distributions here. Smaller firms may not have as many of these functions (or 

they may be carried out by the same person, in some cases), which is one reason their 

overall choices are so low. The clearest takeaway is that firms in the midsize brackets are 

much more likely to build large, diverse teams than the largest or smallest employers.  
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High Performer Insight  

High-performing companies not only look at technology selection as a team effort, but 

they build more diverse teams than the average firm. Having this broad mix of 

individuals, perspectives, and values on the team helps to ensure that the system and 

its impact on the business isn’t relegated solely to the compensation team. Hiring 

managers, executive leaders, and other stakeholders need the insights compensation 

teams create, and high performers make sure those stakeholders are involved in the 

decision-making process for technology selection.  
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Buyer Tips: “How do I build a selection/buying team?” 

Whether you realize it or not, your company has a specific process for buying a piece 

of software already in place. In many cases, HR or compensation professionals are 

influencers of a decision to purchase, but they don’t hold signing authority. That’s 

why it’s critical to start building the conversation with every potential stakeholder 

early: finance, IT, legal, procurement, executive leadership, etc. By beginning 

conversations with these parties within your organization at the time you identify the 

need versus after you have selected a system, you can shorten the time needed to 

get approvals and ensure their own needs are considered during the buying process. 

For instance, IT is going to care about integrations and security, whereas executives 

care about reporting and analytics. Keeping their needs in mind during the early 

conversations can lead to better outcomes and higher satisfaction not only for 

compensation leaders but for the rest of the business as well.  
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First-Time Buyers and the DIY Compensation Phenomenon  

One thing you can be sure of when talking with a compensation pro: they love their 

spreadsheets. Systems can make sorting and matching jobs easier, but being able to 

navigate and edit on the fly within a spreadsheet is something that compensation 

professionals seem to enjoy more than others. Why? This is partly because their job is 

heavily focused on data analysis. It’s one thing to replace your recruiting system or your 

training system with a spreadsheet (too many actual tasks to make that work) versus 

compensation which is highly analytical in both day-to-day tasks as well as big picture 

pricing and job matching.  

While some smaller organizations (<250 employees) can get by with a spreadsheet to 

manage their compensation process, many of the firms we talked to in the 500-1,000 

employee range were feeling their limits or already beyond them. And one firm we 

interviewed with about 1,200 employees said that while spreadsheets had been their go-

to during a rapid growth phase of the company, they were settling into a more structured 

approach to compensation, merit increases, etc. and were getting to the point where it 

made sense to acquire a dedicated system to support a more structured compensation 

function.  

Building a Business Case and Getting Buy-In 
One of the key ways to build a business case and gain buy-in from the key stakeholders in 

your organization is by identifying the key interests for each audience and developing 

talking points and metrics that they care most about. The table below is provided for 

reference purposes but should be tailored to your own unique organizational structure 

and hierarchy to achieve the intended results.   

 

Stakeholder Interests Communication Points 

Executives Business agility, 

competitiveness, ROI 

• Identify competitors or market leaders 

that need similar talent and have 

competitive compensation practices 

with your own 

• Talk with hiring managers to understand 

how often candidates turn down offers 

due to pay ranges that haven’t kept 

pace with market rates 

• Identify the cost of losing key 

employees due to pay issues and the 

impact this has on customer 

satisfaction, quality, and other key 

business metrics 

http://lhra.io/


Compensation Technology Buyer’s Guide  
and Provider Landscape 

© 2020 Lighthouse Research & Advisory. All rights reserved.        35 

HR 

Leadership 

Employee retention, 

engagement 

• Work with HR to understand how many 

employees typically leave because of 

pay below market rates, then 

extrapolate  what portion might have 

been saved by a more comprehensive 

view of market data 

• Examine engagement data for any 

indicators (comments, survey data) that 

indicate employees are looking for more 

compensation (including base and 

variable) to support the business case 

IT System integrations, 
security, usability 

• Talk with your technology leaders about 
what security standards you should be 
looking for when examining vendors in 
the marketplace 

• If your compensation system will need 
to integrate with payroll, HRIS, talent, or 
other existing systems, ask your IT team 
about those integrations and if they can 
join you in your next meeting with the 
provider 

 

Managers Team stability, 

performance, hiring 

• Work with a group of managers to 

understand what data they need to 

make quick, but fair, hiring and 

compensation decisions 

• Determine what data or formats would 

be most helpful for managers when 

building merit increase matrices for 

salary and bonus allocations 

 

This isn’t an all-inclusive list, but it helps to paint the picture of how you can target and 

communicate with the key stakeholders inside the business that can approve, support, 

and leverage compensation technology to get better results.  

Why is this so important? Because the number one barrier to getting a compensation 

system, as outlined below, is a lack of budget. Having the right people in your corner can 

help to mitigate that issue and get the approval you need to move forward.   
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Figure 22: Reasons for Lack of Compensation System 

 

Cost/budget is the clear winner, followed by the statement that there’s not a need for a 

dedicated system at this time. This is the “DIY” or “do it yourself” approach in action. 

Some of these are smaller organizations, but even firms with over a thousand employees 

also agreed that they didn’t need a solution or that they hadn’t found the right one yet. 

For reference, employers were twice as likely to say they didn’t need a system as they 

were to say they just hadn’t found the right one yet.  
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High Performer Insight  

When high-performing employers are looking to purchase a piece of compensation 

technology, many things can stand in the way. However, they are more likely to say 

that the key reason for making a purchasing decision is because it doesn’t fit their 

company’s unique requirements (note the strategic alignment with the needs of the 

business). For low performers, the number one reason they have not yet selected a 

piece of technology is because of cost and/or budget. Budgets are a reality for every 

firm, but high-performing businesses make that choice after they find the solution 

that fits their unique needs, use cases, and business requirements.  
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Figure 23: First-Time Buyer Priorities for Compensation System 

Selection 

 

Interestingly, this audience is using spreadsheets but puts data privacy and security near 

the top of the list of concerns. In terms of privacy, spreadsheets are one of the least secure 

ways to store information, which means this move to a dedicated compensation system 

is an attempt to rectify that.  

The top five responses to this question were also featured in Figure 15 for comparison 

purposes, illustrating the similarities and differences between certain buyer groups.  
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Figure 24: Features Most Desired in a Compensation Solution by First-

Time Buyers 

 

Some of these mirror what we see in experienced buyers, such as robust pay data. 

However, other options on this list were not top choices for other firms, such as merit 

modeling and planning or tools for performing gap analyses between current and market 

rates.  
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Buyer Tips: “How do I evaluate these  

priorities as a first-time buyer?” 
You are a compensation professional. You know comp and the ins and outs, but are 

you also an expert on software? Chances are that you’re not, but that’s okay! If you’re 

going to pick the right technology, it’s important to have people in your corner helping 

you with the areas you’re least comfortable with, such as security, configurations, or 

integrations. There’s no rule that says you can’t bring in your own IT team or even a 

friend or industry peer at another firm as backup to help you ask the right questions 

and evaluate these types of things. The people that regret buying decisions most are 

those that go too fast or try to go it alone. Get a team around you that can help and 

support you in this critical decision: you’ll be glad you did.  
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Both of these are examples of core practices in a compensation function, but they were 

ranked less important for those that already have a system in place. This creates an 

interesting dichotomy between the features desired by existing or new buyers of 

compensation technology and may highlight some of the shortfalls of spreadsheets as a 

compensation tool.  

 

 

 

  

 
Buyer Tips: “What features do I need to prioritize in the  

technology selection process?” 
Take ten minutes and write out the most common tasks you complete in your job, 

step-by-step. For instance, when market pricing a job, what is the first thing you do? 

What’s next? What’s after that?  

Another way to approach this is by examining a “year in the life” in your job as a 

compensation professional. Do you have certain tasks you do once a year, quarterly, 

monthly, or daily? What are those tasks, how often do you do them, and what are the 

critical success factors that need to be in place to create positive outcomes?  

By creating these step-by-step process maps, you will have better, more informed 

conversations with vendors during the selection process. In fact, you should 

absolutely share those process maps with the vendors prior to any demos so they can 

demonstrate how the system would support those types of activities, any gaps they 

can’t fill, and what kind of outputs you’d get.  

By making the time up front to create these process maps and user personas, you will 

naturally create a more objective, balanced approach to system selection. At the end 

of the day many of the providers outlined in this report can check off most of the 

boxes around basic functionality. However, if it’s twice as difficult and takes twice as 

long to do a task that you perform ten times a day, you can’t give that firm the same 

score you give another with an easier, more intuitive process. 

Not only can you evaluate the vendor on technical capabilities, but you can also see 

which ones disregard your comments (delivering a standard demo) and which actually 

take them to heart during the discussion—early indicators of the kind of service and 

support you might expect from the relationship.  
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High-Performing Firms: What They Do Differently 

One of the powerful elements of our research is the opportunity to hone in on what the 

best companies are doing differently. While we don’t have the ability to define causation 

within the confines of this research, what we can do is highlight the specific set of areas 

where high-performing firms are standing out from the crowd. As we often say to advisory 

clients, while these factors may not make them high-performing, what harm is there in 

adopting the practices of high-performers in an attempt to achieve similar results?  

In this research, we found a few key areas where high performers have practices that are 

noteworthy. First of all, we found that high performers are 32% more likely to be using a 

purpose-built compensation technology than low performers. It’s at the top of our list of 

high-performing compensation practices below, but it’s definitely worth mentioning 

twice.  

 
  

Top Five Compensation Differentiators in  
High-Performance Organizations 

High-performing firms are:  

1) 32% more likely to be using a dedicated compensation system. Low 

performers are nearly 50% more likely to be using spreadsheets or no 

technology at all.  

2) More likely to be using a variety of data sources (Figure 25).  

3) More likely to hold off on technology selection process as a way to 

meet unique business needs, not just due to cost/budget (Figure 26). 

Low performers are about 30% more likely to say budget is a barrier.  

4) More likely to assemble a selection team made up of a diverse group 

representing different functions, levels of leadership, and perspectives 

(Figure 27).  

5) 10% more likely to be satisfied with their compensation system (7.5 

score vs 6.8 for low performers), perhaps due to a cumulative effect of 

the other differentiators listed above.  
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Figure 25: Data Usage Differences Between High and Low Performers 

Source High Performers Low Performers % difference 
Salary Surveys 80% 77% 4% 

HR-Reported Data 61% 54% 12% 

Free Data Sources 76% 64% 16% 

Employee-
Reported Data 

45% 29% 36% 

Emerging Data 
Types 

67% 36% 46% 

 

Key takeaway: high performers want more data to make better decisions, regardless of 

whether it’s a free source, HR-reported data, or plain old salary surveys. While we can’t 

prove that makes them high-performing, it’s unlikely to hurt them in the long run. More 

data from more sources means better, more targeted offers to candidates and better 

alignment of internal salary ranges with external benchmarks, especially in a fast-moving 

economy with rapid changes in skill demands.  

Figure 26: Reasons for Lack of System Between High and Low 

Performers 

 

Those high performers that don’t yet have a system are more than twice as likely to say 

they are looking for a solution but just haven’t found one that meets their needs yet. They 

are also much less likely to blame their lack of a system on budget constraints. For 

reference purposes, 56% of low performers are using spreadsheets or no system at all. 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Cost/budget

We are not aware of the solutions in the market

We have not found a solution that meets our
unique needs yet

We do not have a need for a dedicated system at
this time

High-Performing Low-Performing
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Buyer Tips: “How do I get budget approved  

for compensation technology?” 
In our research we talked with companies from 50 to over 250,000 employees that 

were using compensation technology in nearly every industry imaginable. The 

commonality between all of them is that they were able to build a business case and 

get budget approved for buying a compensation management system. The best way 

to accomplish this is to speak the language of those that have a say in the decision, 

just like when you are building a selection team. What value would compensation 

technology have for executives? Fewer rejected job offers, faster hires, and less 

turnover might be a few relevant ones that they would care about. Instead of talking 

about how much time it will save you and your function in the business (and the right 

tool can save amazing amounts of time!), focus on the value and ROI for the rest of 

the organization. Our research shows that, in general, more recent implementations 

of cloud HR technology lead to higher employee engagement and more visibility into 

the operations of the business, and payback for eight out of 10 firms happens within 

the first year—something your own leadership team would be very interested to hear. 
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Figure 27: Participation on Selection Team for High and Low 

Performers 

 

In almost every case, high-performing firms are more likely to bring in more diverse voices 

into the mix during the selection process, ensuring the system fits not just the needs of 

the compensation team, but of the business itself. This may also be why high performers 

are more satisfied with their technology on average (7.5 satisfaction versus 6.8 for low 

performers), especially when we combine it with the fact that these firms are more likely 

to hold off on their purchase until they find the one that matches their needs the best.  

Note that high performers are approximately four times more likely to have the COO or 

CEO in the loop on this decision. This potentially signals that these firms have greater 

support at the top levels of the organization for investments in compensation tools and 

data to support the needs of the business.  

Bottom line: high-performing firms have a key set of practices they weave into 

compensation management. Every company, regardless of industry, size, or geography, 

could take a few notes from these organizations to improve how they operate their own 

compensation practices. When athletes want to be better, they watch what the best 

players do and imitate them. Why can’t we do the same thing within the compensation 

profession? If we need to boil it down to a handful of principles, it’s relatively simple:  

• Assemble a team of stakeholders that care about compensation to help with 

system selection  

• Use a compensation system to be more strategic  

• Leverage multiple sources of data to see the full picture 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

HR/Compensation/Total Rewards

Corporate Compliance/Legal

Recruiting/Talent

Key Line of Business Stakeholders

CIO/IT

CFO/Finance

Payroll and Benefits

CEO/COO

High Low
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Following these core practices doesn’t necessarily guarantee that your firm will be a high 

performer, but why run the risk of not doing them when they are contributing to the 

overall picture of how a high-performing business operates?  
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Key Takeaways 

Thus far within the context of this report, you’ve taken a deep dive with us into the 

fascinating world of compensation technology. While the takeaways and lessons learned 

for each reader may differ, there are a few key points we believe are worth reiterating.  

→ First, compensation as a discipline and as a technology field is growing quickly. 

This has led to more companies looking to buy technology and hire compensation 

staff, each of which creates the opportunity to add additional value to the 

business.  

→ Second, the reasons employers select or change their compensation technology 

offer insights into what is working and what isn’t. It’s important to know your own 

unique business and functional needs when considering a purchasing decision, 

regardless of whether it’s the first system or a replacement.   

→ Third, high-performing firms provide valuable lessons for all employers that we 

should keep in mind, whether it be the propensity to use more data sources or 

the way they build diverse, integrated selection teams. The best practices 

highlighted by this research can add value for any business that leverages them.  

The last section of this guide is an analysis of the compensation technology provider 

landscape. In the following pages you will learn insights about each of the providers listed 

within this report as well as key features, differentiators, and capabilities of each system.  

If you are planning to select a new compensation system, please do contact our team for 

a copy of a compensation RFP template. We would be happy to provide our insights to 

help with your choice.  
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Compensation Technology Landscape: Key Players, 
Differentiators, and More 
Ask any compensation professional, and they’ll be able to tell you about their favorite 

tools, data sources, and technologies to support compensation planning. And in our 

conversations with these practitioners, we came across the same set of names over and 

over again when asking about the top providers in the industry.  

We used that list of providers we gathered to drive the conversations and demos we 

performed to support this landscape report, investing dozens of hours in reviewing 

technologies, asking questions, and interviewing customers to ensure the most accurate, 

comprehensive view of the market.  

Market Factors Driving Greater Need for Compensation Systems 
The headlines tell us everything we need to know:  

• New State Laws Limit Employer Inquiries on Salary History 

• Pay Equity Becomes Hot Button for Employees at Many Firms 

• Skills Gaps Cause Surging Pay in High-Demand Jobs and Industries 

 

What’s the commonality in these stories? Compensation. It’s at the heart of these news 

items on a macro level, but it’s also on the minds of employers, candidates, and 

employees on a micro level.  

How the workforce gets paid is often taken for granted—after all, we’ve all received a 

check at one point or another. But the difference between running payroll and creating 

and managing a compensation strategy is the same difference between driving a car and 

designing and building one from scratch. Yes, the strategy is a key component of what is 

ultimately delivered, but the technology that underpins both the strategy and execution 

is sometimes overlooked.  

In this report we’re going to remedy that with a deep dive into the capabilities of today’s 

modern compensation management tools. We examined the top systems in the market, 

briefed with their teams, and performed demos of their software. This is the output of all 

those hours of research over the last few months.  

Let’s get started.  

Compensation is on the minds of employers, 

candidates, and employees, and that’s not 

changing any time soon. 
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Examining the Best Tools in the Market for 

Compensation Design, Strategy, and Practice 

The following technology providers are featured in this report (listed in alphabetical 

order):  

• ADP 

• Mercer (as a data source) 

• Payfactors2 

• PayScale (MarketPay and Insight Labs) 

• Salary.com 

• Willis Towers Watson 

Additionally, we spoke with several other providers that have been gaining market share 

and/or are developing niche solutions to serve segments within the compensation 

market. We have set aside a special section of this report to highlight some of their efforts 

and advancements, but we have also incorporated them into the graphic below to 

represent how they appear in the market relative to the broader provider landscape.  

Figure 28: Compensation Technology Landscape Ranking 

 
 

 
2 Payfactors refused to provide our research team with a demo of their software so information about this 

provider is limited.  

http://lhra.io/


Compensation Technology Buyer’s Guide  
and Provider Landscape 

© 2020 Lighthouse Research & Advisory. All rights reserved.        48 

Level Set: What is Compensation Management Technology?  
Compensation management technology is the subset of HR technology dedicated to the 

design of compensation structures, market pricing of jobs, management of salary data, 

and more. While the position of a compensation expert is data-heavy, the best employers 

see this as a strategic role that enables business success.  

That’s not just a guess: the data in our research clearly demonstrates that high-

performing companies are more likely to use dedicated compensation software to 

support the function.  

Specifically, these are the kinds of features we were looking for in a compensation 

technology provider: 

• Salary survey management capabilities 

• Workflows for pricing jobs against market pay data 

• Salary structure creation, modeling, and management 

• Reporting, analytics, and data visualization 

• Budgeting, merit modeling, and planning 

While not an exhaustive list, it offers a good starting point for finding the right solution 

for your business within the broader technology selection process.  

 

Technology is a Performance Enhancer for Compensation 
Professionals 
In the following pages you will find our unbiased views of each of the providers we spoke 

with. The research was also informed by dozens of research interviews with practitioners 

about their technologies, what they loved (or didn’t), and how they used them to support 

their daily needs.  

One of the biggest takeaways for us was this: compensation technology is more than a 

dumping ground for salary data—it’s a performance support tool for compensation 

professionals. Almost every compensation leader we spoke with said a version of the 

following in the course of the conversation: “I couldn’t get my job done without the 

system we are using. It helps me to analyze more data, more quickly, and more often.” 

This is made even more powerful when you consider the fact that more than half of those 

we spoke with that changed jobs brought their technology provider with them to their 

new employer.  
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How’s that for a high-impact piece of technology?  

In each profile on the following pages, you’ll learn more about the providers, their 

capabilities, and a few of the differentiators we found interesting. These firms want to 

help you solve your compensation problems, but we understand that it can be a bit 

overwhelming. If you’d like a deeper dive or conversation about the market with our 

team, or if your team is considering a selection decision and wants support to determine 

which best fits your unique needs, you can reach out to us for a strategy day at any time.  

 

 

  

More than half of the compensation 

professionals we spoke with that changed 

jobs brought their technology provider with 

them to their new employer. 
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Profile: ADP 

Key Customers: Not Disclosed 

Website: http://adp.com 

Analyst Notes:  

ADP is one of the biggest and most well-known companies in the HR technology space, 

but most often it’s recognized for its payroll solutions, not the ones around compensation 

and/or talent management. Despite that fact, the company brings a significant set of 

capabilities on the compensation front designed to solve some of the key challenges 

facing comp pros today. 

For instance, some of the key features we saw in the demo included:  

• Planner tool for designing top-down rules and budgets 

• Flexibility to handle off-cycle adjustments and changes 

• Integration of compensation benchmarks and pay equity data for comprehensive 

perspective 

ADP prides itself in offering a solution that is simple on the front end for the user but very 

powerful on the back end with rules, options, and configurability. That dual focus is a key 

reason the solution is able to serve employer with several hundred up to tens of 

thousands of employees, demonstrating its flexibility and scalability.  

Data can be imported into ADP’s compensation system, but the company also processes 

pay data for millions of employees, giving it a fairly accurate view of many jobs, industries, 

and markets across the globe. Speaking of global, the solution offers multilanguage and 

multicurrency options for employers that need those capabilities.  

Of the systems we saw, ADP seemed to be one of the best at having tools for managers 

to sort out bonus allocations, pay adjustments, and approvals. The workflows were 

streamlined, including notifications and interesting insights. For example, system 

administrators can see how long managers spent allocating their budgets within the 

platform. If a manager spent 27 seconds deciding who receives what bonus, that might 

be a red flag to follow up on as it often indicates a lack of focus and attention on employee 

compensation.  

Another “nuts and bolts” problem it helps to solve is around bonus allocations. Users can 

bring in data to create a formula for bonuses, including external sales data, performance 

scores, revenue, and more. It’s time for more data-driven decisions and this is one way to 

accomplish that in an area that’s often fraught with favoritism and bias.  

One key future roadmap focus for ADP includes a priority on mobile usability. This is more 

end-user focused and not about market pricing a job while you’re out and about. For 

instance, offering workflow notifications, allowing managers to approve budgets, or 
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generating off-cycle rewards are examples of more mobile-friendly interactions that the 

team is focusing on. 

Product Screenshots:  

 

Planning off-cycle compensation adjustments: system includes budget data for the year 

so managers can make accurate decisions outside of normal merit increase seasons 
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Within merit adjustment process, managers can see employee pay relative to their peers 

in the same role to understand how they compare to the market rate 
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Profile: Mercer 

Key Customers: Not Disclosed 

Website: http://mercer.com 

Analyst Notes:  

Mercer, while it doesn’t offer the same type of technology platform like the other 

companies listed in this report, is included due to its heavy influence on compensation 

practices around the globe via its global surveys and market data. In our compensation 

technology research, Mercer was at the top of several lists in terms of providing 

compensation data, and more than half of the employers we talked to during our research 

interviews are leveraging Mercer data in some form or fashion to support their decision-

making.  

In our briefing with the team, it quickly 

became apparent why. Mercer prioritizes 

both volume of salary data as well as 

quality/depth. The company gathers data 

from around the world in everything from 

industry-focused surveys to country-specific 

surveys to specialty surveys and more. Need 

a report for Beijing? They have it. Want 

something covering the property and 

casualty insurance industry? They have it. 

Need something that doesn’t even exist? 

They can probably build that, too.  

At the end of the day, though, one of the biggest friction points for compensation 

practitioners around the globe is participating in salary surveys, which can be a painful 

experience for many employers. That’s why Mercer is innovating within that specific piece 

of the compensation function with its Mercer Data Connector tool. This system actually 

uses machine learning to flag data issues, errors, or omissions during the collection 

process to help provide clean data for analysis. At the same time, it speeds up Mercer’s 

ability to analyze the data and provide insights back to the users. According to the team, 

this new capability is a “client favorite.”  

Because the system is smarter, it can make it easier for compensation professionals to 

upload even more data (instead of sending in multiple files to upload your jobs, you can 

put all of them in at once and participate across all of your surveys with a single upload), 

offering even more value back to the users. This is backed up by our own research at 

Lighthouse showing that AI systems are faster and more comprehensive than humans at 

analyzing data and providing unbiased insights.  

   

 
Customer Insight 

I’ve always been more impressed with 

Mercer data. The depth and breadth is 

unmatched. 

Compensation leader for 900-

employee software firm 

 

http://lhra.io/


Compensation Technology Buyer’s Guide  
and Provider Landscape 

© 2020 Lighthouse Research & Advisory. All rights reserved.        54 

Product Screenshots:  

 

Mercer Data Connector Tool 

 

 

  

http://lhra.io/


Compensation Technology Buyer’s Guide  
and Provider Landscape 

© 2020 Lighthouse Research & Advisory. All rights reserved.        55 

Profile: Payfactors 

Key Customers: Did not provide 

Website: http://payfactors.com 

Analyst Notes:  

Payfactors is the “new kid on the block” in terms of how long the firm has been in 

business, but in spite of that the product seems to have some genuinely powerful 

capabilities that can help employers to deliver more value through compensation 

planning and practices.  

For instance, the Payfactors Peer tool is one of their key priorities, offering up-to-date 

information about similar companies and jobs that employers can price on the fly. Note 

that data are aged 90 days to comply with federal regulations, but otherwise it’s as near 

to real time as possible. 

600+ customers have been opted into this program, pulling their live job descriptions and 

salary data into Peer for other customers to search and use. The benefit is clear: instead 

of waiting nine months for a salary survey to arrive, the Peer tool can be used to generate 

an analysis of “like me” companies to price a job quickly. While not as comprehensive as 

a salary survey, it can serve as a point of reference for employers trying to make an 

important decision on an offer or adjustment.  

Another feature touted by the Payfactors team is their “instant search” capability. Within 

the system, users can see instant results as they start to type a search term, bringing them 

to the data and insights they need before they can even finish the query.  

And last but not least, the company has a job description management tool for helping 

businesses to build job descriptions and templates using drag and drop functionality for 

ease of use.  

Future roadmap focus areas for the product include improved reporting and data exports 

and better integration of insights into manager dashboards.  
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Product Screenshots:  

 

User Dashboard 
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Profile: PayScale  

Key Customers: T-Mobile, Wendy’s, Patagonia 

Website: http://payscale.com  

Analyst Notes (MarketPay):  

One of the comments from the PayScale team to kick off our conversation was indicative 

of their approach to the market, “We help companies with their ‘pay brand.’ It's not just 

what you pay but why you pay and what you value that builds trust and engagement.”  

PayScale is a known entity in the compensation space, partly because of its public-facing 

crowdsourced data model and partly because of its partnership with Mercer. 

Interestingly, the relationship with Mercer dissolved in recent months after an investment 

into PayScale that bought out the previous management firm during the timeframe this 

report was being developed.  

That said, the product does what compensation technology is supposed to: market pricing 

jobs, housing salary survey data, and reporting on that data in interesting ways.  

The big picture is important, but it’s 

sometimes the little things that create a 

better user experience. One feature that was 

nice in that way was simply allowing a job 

description to pop up on screen whenever 

the user hovers over a job title, allowing them 

to skim the description without having to 

leave the page and come back. So much 

research shows that interrupting our flow of 

work is bad for productivity, so this helps to 

keep comp pros on task with their work.  

Additionally, when market pricing a job, users 

simply look at a list of job titles pulled from 

compensation surveys they have imported 

and drag and drop any relevant ones into the 

pricing tool to quickly get started. The 

PayScale team referred to the “Rosetta Stone-like” ability for their system to look at 

survey entries and categorize them by function, career level, etc. during a market pricing 

exercise.  

There are plenty of canned reports in MarketPay, but the system also supports real-time 

visual analytics through a key integration with Tableau, arguably the most well-known 

business intelligence tool in the market today. One of the reports, though was something 

far simpler: a look at year over year changes between job pay rates. For companies that 

are growing quickly or that have hot jobs to look after, this gives them the information 

 
Customer Insight 

I started a new job as head of 

compensation and immediately 

started my selection process. I picked 

MarketPay because of the reputation 

in my industry and because we had to 

get away from manual comp 

processes. 

Compensation leader for 800-

employee insurance firm 
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they need to talk with leadership about keeping pace with market rates in a visual (color 

coded) way.  

And lastly, the team has just rolled out a pay equity analysis report so employers can look 

at compensation data by gender, race, etc. via statistical analysis. With this being a hot 

button issue for many businesses today, it’s a great opportunity for compensation 

professionals to support leaders with high quality data and insights.  

Product Screenshots (MarketPay):  

 

User dashboard 
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Drag/drop job titles into market pricing tool; employees are shown where they fall on 

the market range within the graphic overlay for quick analysis of market equity  

 

Analyst Notes (Insight Lab):  

While at least one other provider in this list has product offerings for small and midsize 

businesses, PayScale actually has an entirely separate product dedicated to those needs. 

The company readily admits that this isn’t designed for the high-powered compensation 

professional at an enterprise organization; instead, it’s targeted toward HR professionals 

and smaller firms that need a lighter compensation product for occasional pricing and 

analysis.  

The core data set in Insight Lab is driven by anonymous, crowdsourced data points from 

millions of employees. However, employers have the opportunity to import data from 

other sources if they have it. In addition, PayScale encourages customers to opt into their 

shared data model (most of them do), pulling live salary data from employer HR systems 

to create company-sourced data sets passively in the background.  

Add-ons for Insight Lab include survey management, job collaboration, and (our favorite) 

the team suite. Team is meant to bridge the gap between HR and managers in the 

organization when it comes to compensation. One piece of this puzzle is around 

workflows, and another is on the powerful-yet-often-despised merit matrix, where 

performance and merit pay are aligned in a visual way. The goal here is to support real-

time pay decisions for fast-paced organizations.  
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If I had to include a negative here, it’s that the systems at PayScale look like they were 

pieced together from different software solutions. For most customers they won’t see 

this as they will use one product or the other, but it’s noticeable when viewing them side 

by side as the screenshots indicate. Big picture, the MarketPay product is designed for 

deep analysis by an experienced compensation pro and Insight Lab is meant to be more 

geared toward communication and quick analysis by someone less experienced in comp.  

Product Screenshots (Insight Labs):  

 

Users can match job titles to PayScale data sources (company-sourced and crowdsourced) 

and then weight job matches from different sources to more accurately reflect the job they 

are market pricing; this display shows job matches from company-sourced data as well as 

crowdsourced data 
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Merit matrix for managers to evaluate performance/merit increases on budgets 
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Profile: Salary.com 

Key Customers: Hertz, Accenture, Wegmans 

Website: http://salary.com 

Analyst Notes:  

One of the other key players in the compensation technology arena, Salary.com made 

waves in 2018 when it purchased Compdata Surveys and Consulting to expand its data 

and consulting services offerings. Today, Salary.com is known for its blend of market data 

and technology, but it’s also known for its service and customer support. Every research 

interview our team had with a Salary.com customer led to a mention of the company’s 

dedication to service and support, which is impressive. 

As far as the technology, customers use the 

product for their core compensation needs, 

from evaluating internal job pricing to 

developing company salary structures to 

market pricing new jobs and more. Users 

have choices when it comes to their data: 

they can bring in other market surveys, 

importing them from other tools and 

providers, they can purchase Compdata and 

IPAS surveys from Salary.com, or they can use 

other HR-reported data sources from 

Salary.com. 

While many consumers, candidates, and 

employees know Salary.com for its free database of salary information on the web, the 

firm is committed to reminding compensation professionals and employers that the data 

they manage and offer within their CompAnalyst product is based on HR-reported market 

data, not on that anonymous, employee-reported information. Even the data on the free 

consumer-facing site is also reported by HR professionals to give it more credibility.  

One of the big differentiators for Salary.com is its fully integrated CompAnalyst data and 

analytics platform. With today’s leaders expecting more high-impact, visual data, this 

meets a critical need for compensation professionals that need to communicate with the 

business. With some providers, data only gets into the hands of users by making a specific 

data export request to the vendor. With powerful self-service reporting, business 

intelligence, and visual analytics, Salary.com puts that power in the hands of the users 

themselves to leverage their data to tell the right story. The data sources, including 

market data or internal client job and employee pay information, feed a variety of reports, 

obviously, but they also power algorithms such as flight risk predictors based on a variety 

of signals and inputs for more proactive alerts.  

 
Customer Insight 

One of my favorite things about 

Salary.com goes beyond the 

technology. They have a great 

customer success team and really take 

care of us. 

Compensation leader for 12,000-

employee industrial distribution firm 
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One other differentiator is quick access to information. Ease of use was one of the biggest 

priorities for employers in our new research on compensation technology features, and 

during the demo the Salary.com team demonstrated the ability to market price a job in 

just a handful of mouse clicks. When you consider that market pricing a job is one of the 

most common things compensation professionals do within a system like this, it really 

adds up when a design is focused on streamlining the user interface.  

And last but not least, in terms of “cool” factor, users can export data to a live link visible 

for 24 hours, and that data can even be shared via SMS (text) messaging. For instance, if 

a recruiter is trying to work out an offer on the fly, this capability can give them the right 

data at their fingertips for a conversation, helping to close the candidate instead of having 

to wait for a week to get salary data for the discussion. Alternatively, a manager might 

use this feature to help guide a salary negotiation during a merit discussion with an 

existing employee or even a high performer that’s considering another job offer.  

Future roadmap priorities include a new custom report writer for making data export 

even faster and more intuitive, with features like drag and drop column editing and 

written natural language queries (natural language queries are similar to how we interact 

with search engines like Google using unstructured text).  

Another priority is around further defining compensable factors, allowing compensation 

professionals to price specific skills, education, or other components instead of just 

pricing a job, tailoring prices to fit their company’s unique job requirements. For example, 

if a nurse has two additional certifications beyond what the job calls for, the system can 

help to price her own unique custom comp range based on those compensable factors.  

Product Screenshots:  

 

See which locations are at, below, or above market pay rates visually at a glance 
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Drill down into jobs to see specific employees and their compensation rates, including 

employees paid in other currencies for more equitable comparisons 

 

 

Add specific competencies, skills, and capabilities to a job to create a custom price based 

on compensable factors for a specific individual or job 
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Profile: Willis Towers Watson 

Key Customers:  

Website: http://willistowerswatson.com 

Analyst Notes:  

Willis Towers Watson is very proud of its combination of 

technology, data, and advisory services, demonstrating its commitment by gathering 

compensation benchmarks on more than 25 million employees annually. The firm’s 4,500 

compensation customers are typically large enterprises, though we talked with some 

companies in our interviews that were under 2,000 employees.  

Willis Towers Watson has data for 100+ 

countries, which fits well with its software’s 

global focus with multiple languages and 

currencies supported.  

The three components of the software are 

Data Interactive, Analytics & Design, and the 

Global Grading System. While any data 

source can be imported into Analytics & 

Design, Data Interactive is the channel via 

which Willis Towers Watson offers customers 

access to its own data assets they have 

purchased. The real power in the system is in 

Analytics & Design, where users can 

benchmark jobs, perform compensation design, or model costs.   

Another integral part of the technology is the GGS: the Global Grading System. This 

system determines the relative value of jobs in a culturally neutral job evaluation process 

based on actual data and facts, not human bias and opinion. Any of the three products 

can be purchased separately or as a package.   

One feature we liked was the merit matrix capability, which lays out employee merit 

adjustments by performance rating, helping to see at a glance if the right segments of the 

team are getting rewarded for their efforts. Anyone that’s ever done this manually knows 

it takes hours, days, or even weeks to accomplish this task. The merit matrix lays out this 

data in just a few minutes.  

Another feature that is noteworthy is the utilization analysis for various compensation 

data sources. The typical company has multiple sources of data they are using to market 

price jobs, but have you ever stopped to look at which ones you are using and which you 

aren’t? This feature tells users which data sources are being actively used and which are 

not, helping to identify potential areas to cut back during budget time. This need was a 

theme in a few interviews with growing companies: they had purchased several data 

 
Customer Insight 

The system is really flexible. We can 

bring in multiple survey sources with 

very little effort. The real value for us 

is having all of our compensation data 

in one place.  

Compensation leader for 1700-

employee electronics firm 
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sources and kept adding more over time. However, at the time of interviews they were 

beginning to pare back the sources they purchased to just the essentials in an attempt to 

better manage budget and spend.   

Willis Towers Watson is another player in the compensation world that works to blend 

technology and services to support the needs of its customers. Employers making use of 

the firm’s advisory will find the technology seamlessly blends into the experience, offering 

both high-touch and self-service options to suit a variety of needs.   

Product Screenshots:  

 

User dashboard with insights at a glance 
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“Bring to Target” feature allows users to simulate or test pay changes and evaluate 

budget impact; in the example above, giving 10 high performers an increase to get them 

closer to market rates puts the team over budget by nearly $25,000 

 

 

Survey data repository offers utilization analysis to help users ensure they are getting the 

most out of the compensation data sources they are buying 
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Niche Players, Rising Stars, and More 
Within the spectrum of providers in the compensation technology space, it’s easy to see 

a combination of heavy lifting and power combined with agile capabilities and options. 

During our research, we ran across several other firms that are supporting compensation 

professionals and employers of varying sizes and industries. A selection of those 

companies are highlighted here as a reference point, because the features and focal 

points we typically see in smaller startups or niche players is what often makes its way 

upstream into the larger providers.  

Compensation Tool 
Aptly named, Compensation Tool is a 

basic system designed for smaller firms 

that need some of the core 

components of a compensation 

technology without the additional bells 

and whistles. The system allows 

employers to load compensation data sources, go beyond spreadsheets, and get the 

benefits of having all their salary and job data in one place.  

Why it’s interesting: We talked with several companies in our research with 20 to 80 

employees that had already purchased a piece of compensation technology. Yes, really! 

When we take that into account along with some of the data we’ve seen on the growth 

of the compensation market, it points to a greater demand for technology downstream 

at small employers. With tight labor markets, smaller firms need to be more competitive 

on pay. Having a system and the right data on hand can help them to be more agile and 

responsive to the demands of both job seekers and constantly shifting market pay.  

Curo 
Curo is less of a startup and more of a rising star 

in the compensation space. AmeriGas, Sony 

Music, and Virgin Atlantic are just a few of the 

firms supported by this provider. Curo allows 

employers to load salary data from various 

sources, see budget spend by business unit, 

generate pay adjustment letters, and more. The 

system has a new pay equity tracker as well.  

Why it’s interesting: Curo is based in London, and the company serves customers across 

130 currencies and 140 countries. This is a reminder that today’s business environment is 

increasingly global, requiring tools and technology that can support those diverse needs. 

It also mixes the service and technology components in its offerings, which allows 

employers the flexibility of a “DIY” approach to technology or a more consultative 

approach with additional services available. Plus the pay equity piece is a differentiator, 

as we explore more deeply below.  
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Syndio 
Capturing clients like Adobe, Slack, 

and Nordstrom, Syndio is focused 

on helping employers prioritize pay 

equity. The firm believes that 

employers should be analyzing 

their pay data in minutes, not 

months via billable consulting engagements, and offers various types of statistical analysis 

to instantly review pay equity and highlight any hotspots to target.  

Why it’s interesting: The pay equity piece is one that every large employer is considering 

in some form or fashion (and if they’re not, then they will be soon due to EEO-1 reporting 

changes that now require employers to report salary data with their diversity 

information). The firm received $5 million in seed funding early in 2019, a testament to 

the market demand for pay equity support. We expect to see more focus and solutions 

entering the market around this need in the coming months and years, both in standalone 

software and as part of the package with some of the bigger providers as well.  
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Making Sense of it All 
As you can clearly see, there’s so much happening in the compensation technology space, 

and employers have never had so many options for managing their data and processes 

with purpose-built tools designed to make them even more productive and strategic.  

If your team is considering a selection decision and wants support to determine which 

best fits your needs, contact us to set up a strategy day to explore the best options for 

your unique situation and/or get a copy of our compensation RFP template.  

Not only has our team evaluated all of the top providers in the market and spent 

significant time with the buyer community, but we have also been compensation and HR 

practitioners ourselves, so we understand the challenges you face in the business and the 

problems you are trying to solve.  

At the end of the day, the data are clear: companies with a compensation system can 

more effectively manage their financial investments in the people that serve the 

customers and make the business possible. While there are many solutions in the market, 

there’s likely to be one or two systems that really fit your unique needs well.  

Now is the time for compensation practitioners to step up from administrative to 

strategic professionals that create real business value, enabling the firm to compete in 

an increasingly disruptive and challenging global market. Are you ready?  
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About Lighthouse Research & Advisory 

Lighthouse Research & Advisory is a modern, independent analyst firm dedicated to 

setting the standard for excellence in talent, learning, and HR with practical research and 

a hands-on approach. By providing compelling research and actionable insights, our team 

enables HR, learning, and talent leaders to deliver more value to the business. Our 

research examines competitive practices, cutting-edge technologies, and innovative 

strategies. 

Ben Eubanks is the Principal Analyst at Lighthouse, 

providing insights for today’s talent leaders and 

vendor partners. He works with practitioners from 

areas across the HCM spectrum, delivering high-

quality research, insights, and advisory services to 

enable better business performance.  

His book, Artificial Intelligence for HR, was 

published in 2018. This was the first piece of in-

depth research on the topic published anywhere in 

the world and reinforces the position Lighthouse 

holds as a leading analyst firm. The book debuted 

at #1 on the New and Noteworthy HR books section 

on Amazon.com.  

Prior to joining Lighthouse, Ben worked as a researcher, writer, and speaker for nearly 

more than 10 years, focusing on learning, talent acquisition, and talent management. 

During his tenure as a researcher, he has published more than 1,000 reports, case studies, 

and articles in addition to providing advisory services to executives from some of the 

largest and most respected organizations in the world. 

He also has hands-on experience working as an HR executive, leading both strategic and 

tactical talent practices and giving his research a distinctly practical perspective. Ben has 

interviewed business leaders from notable organizations such as Southwest Airlines, IBM, 

H&R Block, McDonald’s, AARP, and AlliedUniversal in his role as the host of We’re Only 

Human, a podcast focused on the intersection of people, technology, and the workplace. 

In addition, he founded and operates upstartHR.com, a community serving HR leaders 

that has reached more than one million readers since its inception. 
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