
Whether you are the employer or the
successful applicant, being at the point of
the offer letter is a cause for celebration.
But it is certainly not a time to stop doing
all the careful planning and analysis that
got you to this point. Whichever side of
the hiring desk you are on—employer or
applicant—you are about to embark on a
new relationship, and it is imperative that
its terms and expectations are clear.
Putting these in writing helps to prevent
misunderstandings in the future.

What are some of the key items to be
covered in the offer letter?

•The title of the job being offered and
the name and job title of the person to
whom the new employee will report.

•The compensation—How much will
the new employee be paid? Will the
employee be eligible for overtime? Are
there any other forms of compensation,
such as bonuses? If so, what is required
to receive the bonus? If health insurance
is part of the compensation package,
when will the new employee be eligible,
and how much does the employer con-
tribute toward premiums? Benefits are
often a key factor employees consider in
job changes.

•The start date the employer is expect-
ing the new employee to begin work, and
the date the job offer expires (if any).
These may be negotiable to meet either
the employer’s or the new employee’s cir-
cumstances. The letter should also list
other basic terms and conditions, such as
work schedule, licenses the employee is
expected to maintain, etc.

•Any contingencies that the new
employee must satisfy for the employ-
ment relationship to go forward. Federal
law requires that the new employee pro-
vide the employer with documents that

prove that he or she has the legal right to
work in the U.S. If the employer requires
that the new employee satisfactorily pass
a job-related background check and/or a
job-related physical exam, the offer will be
contingent on these as well.

•A job description that lists the respon-
sibilities the new employee is being hired
to fulfill. The clearer that both the supervi-
sor and employee are on what the
expected duties and responsibilities are,
the more successful the employment
relationship is likely to be. I recommend
attaching the job description to the offer
letter.

•A statement that the terms and condi-
tions set forth in this letter supersede any
verbal agreements. Having all the key
“official” information about the job in one
document is important for both the com-
pany and employee to avoid misunder-
standings. Since most employment in
California is “at will”—meaning either the
employee or the employer can end the
employment relationship at any time with
or without cause—it is also a good idea
to explain the nature of the employment
relationship in the offer letter.

Having a comprehensive offer letter
spelling out all the key information about
the relationship between the company
and the new employee ensures that each
party can be sure of what to expect from
the relationship. Like a marriage, both
sides enter into the relationship with the
best of hopes that it will work out well. A
thorough, complete offer letter can help
ensure that the employment relationship
is mutually beneficial and rewarding,
which is key to the success of both the
company and the individual.

Marilyn Weixel, SPHR, is the Director
of Human Resources for Visiting Nurse
and Hospice Care of Santa Barbara.

BY MARILYN WEIXEL
SPECIAL TO THE DAILY SOUND

Offer Letters: Light at
the End of the Tunnel

BY AMY R. RAMOS
SPECIAL TO THE DAILY SOUND

The reference checks on your first-
choice job candidate were all positive, so
you want to make an offer before another
company snaps up this hot prospect. But
your employment ad simply said the salary
would be “competitive,” and the candi-
date’s cover letter said her salary require-
ments were “negotiable.” It’s finally time to
discuss a specific dollar figure. To get
some insight about how to handle this sen-
sitive negotiation, I spoke to Deb Peters,
who has worked in the high tech, medical
device, and manufacturing industries and
is currently teaching a course on compen-
sation for the Human Resources
Management Certificate Program at
UCSB Extension.

Q.How should a hiring manager work
with the HR Department to ensure a
salary offer is appropriate?

A.HR needs to bring in valid numbers
— such as recognized, reputable salary
survey data from a firm like Culpepper,
Radford, or Mercer — but sometimes hir-
ing managers may have salary data from
their professional network that HR would-
n’t have. There may also be anecdotal
information from former employees who
left for other companies. You can put all
that together so you know what the job is
worth on the labor market before the
recruitment process ever starts.
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Q.If a manager wants to bring in a new
employee at higher than the usual starting
salary, does the manager need to be con-
cerned about internal inequities?

A.If a manager believes the company is
underpaying a whole group of people in a
particular job, the manager should work
with HR to address that larger issue, and
not simply take care of the new person.To
evaluate the new hire, I look at prior appli-

cable experience, current salary, length of
time in current job. Is the applicant in a hot
field, or one where talent is scarce? What
does she bring to the table that our com-
pany can’t live without? There might be a
strong case for paying this individual a
higher salary, but it’s important to look at
the big picture. People will talk about the
salary decisions you make—California law
protects employees’ rights to discuss
salaries among themselves. I like to
remind managers, “Whatever you pay this
person, you’ll have to live with it and the
consequences.” If the person turns out to
be a mediocre performer, as a practical
matter you’re not going to lower the base
salary.
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Q.What are some common pitfalls for
managers when negotiating a salary with
a new hire?

A.Neglecting to find out what’s driving
the candidate’s job search, assuming that
a candidate will be lured by a high salary
when what matters most to that person
may be a flexible schedule or the opportu-
nity to work for a high-profile firm. It’s also
important for the manager to keep in mind
the organization’s pay philosophy—if your
company’s policy is to pay market salaries,
it’s hard to argue that you should be a pay
leader for a single job. And if you decide
that what the person will bring to the
organization is worth departing from your
established philosophy, be prepared to
deal with internal politics and possible
turnover.

Hiring managers need to ask them-
selves: Am I representing the company’s
interest or my own? And did I treat this
candidate—and the rest of my team—the
way I would want to be treated?
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