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This is the third installment in our Tax-Exempt Executive Compensation Essentials series.

A compensation philosophy is a gover nance-oriented framework, not a fixed formula, that
ties pay decisionsto mission, strategy, and accountability. For tax-exempt or ganizations, a
well-defined philosophy supportsfiduciary duties, defensible reasonableness, and
transparency to donors, regulators, and other stakeholders.

In practice, an effective philosophy bringstogether several core elements: defining
program scope, establishing market benchmarks, determining target positioning, defining
the relationship between pay and performance, and setting expectations for ongoing
evaluation. A disciplined process connects these elements, ensuring alignment with mission
and market practice over time. To maintain credibility and compliance, the philosophy
should bereviewed annually or as strategic conditions change, with independent guidance
asappropriate.

Thisarticle outlines the key components of a compensation philosophy and provides a
practical processfor developing and sustaining it within a tax-exempt organization.

Why a Compensation Philosophy Matters

A compensation philosophy provides a structured lensfor executive and leader ship pay
decisions, balancing mission alignment with market realities. In the non-profit context, it
supports public trust, donor expectations, and regulatory compliance by offering a
defensible framework for compensation gover nance.

What Is a Compensation Philosophy?
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A compensation philosophy is a concise set of guiding principles and intent for designing
and administering compensation. It servesasa “ mission statement” for compensation
policies, offering consistency in decision-making and evaluation. While focused on
executives and key leaders, it can be applied more broadly, where all employees
compensation programs ar e cover ed.

Why It Is Essential for Tax-Exempt Governance

Duties of stewardship and fiduciary responsibility require compensation to be reasonable,
well-documented, and defensible under applicable regulatory guidance, including potential
scrutiny under relevant statutes. A well-constructed philosophy supportsindependent
decision-making, disciplined and consistent use of compar able data, and robust
documentation. Transparency to donors, regulators, and the public strengthens
accountability and helps establish credibility and confidence in gover nance decisions.

Participantsin these compensation programs also receive clarity on how the or ganization
approaches pay decisions and how it benchmar ks compensation against the market.

Core Objectives of a Compensation Philosophy

= Define the competitive market for talent.

Align pay with mission and strategic priorities.

Support the ability to attract and retain qualified leader ship.

Ensure compensation is competitive yet reasonable.

Promote accountability, performance, and organizational impact.

Identify those factor s that will determine how individual compensation is managed.
Support sustainability and continuity of the mission.

Key Elements of an Effective Compensation Philosophy

Organizations should develop a concise, high-level articulation of the philosophy, including
whom it appliesto, and who bear s oversight responsibility (e.g., Board or Compensation
Committee). It should set the tone for the documentation and gover nance expectations,
and include the following elements.

Market Definition

= Definestherelevant labor markets (typically established based on size, mission, and
complexity among other key organizational scope factors), which may include
specific peers, survey data, and other benchmarks.
¢ Note: The philosophy does not identify specific peers or surveys, but rather provides
guidance on their definition.
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Target Positioning

» Establishes where compensation should fall relativeto the market (e.g., at the
median or above for strong performance or below for poor performance).
= Addresses base salary, target total cash compensation, target total remuneration,
and pay mix (fixed vs. variable), with clear rationale and documentation.
e Example: Median base salary with total cash positioned between the 50th and 75th
percentile, depending on performance.

Performance Linkage

= Addressesthe extent to which compensation will be linked to performance, and
assuming a linkage exists, provides guidance on balancing financial outcomeswith
mission-driven metrics.

= |dentifieswhether the focuswill be annual, long-term, or both—and the extent to
which the assessment of performance will be based on pre-defined goals.

Evaluating Compensation

m Establishes an ongoing review process (usually annual) that incor por ates
independent advisorsor data.

= Emphasizes continuous alignment with market data and the organization’s mission,
with adaptability over time.

The Process for Developing a Compensation Philosophy

Taking a structured approach to development helps or ganizations move from broad intent
to clear, actionable guidance that can be applied consistently in real-world pay decisions.

Align on organizational Gather input from the Board/Committee, senior

Iln Sltjtakehol der priorities, constraints, and management, and advisors to understand
P risk tolerance strategic goals and governance expectations
> Define Establish the foundation  Define mission, strategy, and governance
L that the philosophy must  expectations that will guide compensation
Objectives .
support decisions
3. Market Develop adefensible view Conduct benchmarking and select an appropriate

mix of peer group and survey data, with
adjustments for organizational scope

Define scope (who is covered), target market

Benchmarking  of the competitive market

4. Draft the Articulate aclear and ositioning, and performance linkage, with

Philosophy actionable framework P g, and p age,
supporting rationale

5 Board Ensure formal governance Present the philosophy for review and obtain

oversight and approval from the Board or designated

Approval accountability committee
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6. Translate philosophy into  Establish governance processes, documentation
Implementation  consistent practice standards, and communication to stakeholders
Conduct annual review and refresh to reflect
changes in strategy, market conditions, and
regulatory guidance

7. Ongoing Maintain alignment over
Review time

Implementation Considerations and Practical Guidance

A sound philosophy balances the need for compliance and defensibility with the desireto
ensur e the organization’s approach to compensation supportsits effortsto recruit and
retain the desired executive talent.

The philosophy provides the framework for designing and assessing the organization’s
compensation plans, including credible market benchmarking, alignment with mission-
based performance, and clarity/transparency in how executive compensation is managed.
At the sametime, the philosophy must be supported by clear documentation and be
adaptable to evolving strategy, market conditions, and regulatory expectations.

By following a structured process and committing to regular review, organizations can
balance competitiveness with reasonableness and accountability while reinforcing
stakeholder confidence and public trust.

A well-defined compensation philosophy also lays the groundwork for the next step in
compensation design: peer group development. The next piece in our Tax-Exempt Executive
Compensation Essentials series will focus on helping organizations identify the appropriate
labor market for talent, and apply benchmarking with greater clarity and consistency.
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