
Salary Negotiation Preparation Checklist

A step-by-step action guide for working professionals who want to walk into any compensation conversation with clarity, confidence, and 
leverage — and walk out with more.

Who this is for: Career changers, early–mid career professionals, consultants, and managers (0–15 years experience) preparing 

for a salary negotiation, offer conversation, or annual review discussion.

Most professionals leave money on the table — not because they lack talent, but because they lack a structured preparation process. This 

checklist closes that gap. Use it as a read-through before your first negotiation, then return to it as a repeatable reference every time 

compensation comes up. Skim the headers to find where you need the most work, or work through it end-to-end for a full prep session. 
Either way, you'll finish knowing exactly what to say, when to say it, and why your ask is justified.



The Negotiation Gap Is Real — and Closeable

Research consistently shows that professionals who negotiate their starting salary earn significantly more over their careers than those 

who accept the first offer. A single successful negotiation of $10,000 more at age 28 can compound into hundreds of thousands of dollars 
in lifetime earnings when you account for raises, bonuses, and retirement contributions that are often calculated as percentages of base 

pay. The math is stark: silence is expensive.

Yet most professionals avoid or underperform in negotiations — not because they don't deserve more, but because they haven't 

prepared. They walk in without knowing their market rate, without a clear number, and without a practiced response to pushback. This 

checklist is designed to eliminate every one of those gaps before you sit down at the table.

What This Resource Solves

Not knowing your real market value

Freezing when asked "what are you looking for?"

Accepting the first offer out of fear or discomfort

Leaving total compensation on the table beyond base salary

Lacking a response when the answer is "no"

How to Use This Checklist

Full prep session: Work through all 5 phases start to finish, 

2–3 days before your conversation

Quick reference: Jump to the phase most relevant to where 

you are in the process

Post-mortem tool: After any negotiation, revisit to identify 

what to improve next time

Recurring ritual: Reuse before every performance review or 
role change

https://www.planetspark.in/resources 2



Research & Market Intelligence

You cannot negotiate effectively without data. Before you say a single word about salary, your job is to become the most informed person 
in the room about what the market actually pays for your skills, experience, and location. This phase transforms your ask from a hopeful 

number into a well-supported position — and that shift in framing changes everything about how the conversation lands.

Use at least three independent sources to triangulate your market range. Salary data varies significantly by source, industry, geography, 

and company size, so one data point is never enough. The goal is to arrive at a defensible range — a floor, a target, and a stretch — 

grounded in current, real-world compensation data.

1

Research Your Market Rate
Check Glassdoor, Levels.fyi, 

LinkedIn Salary, Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, and Payscale

Search for your exact job title AND 
adjacent titles that match your 

actual work

Filter by city/metro area, industry 

sector, and company size (startup 

vs. enterprise)

Note the 25th, 50th, and 75th 

percentile ranges — not just the 

average

2

Validate With Real People
Have candid conversations with 2–

3 peers in similar roles (salary talk 

is less taboo than you think)

Ask your network: "Is X range 
realistic for someone with my 

background in this market?"

Consult a recruiter — even if you're 

not job searching, they have real-

time comp data

Check industry salary surveys 

published by professional 

associations in your field

3

Define Your Three Numbers
Floor: The absolute minimum 

you'd accept (keep this private)

Target: Your well-researched, fair 

ask — this is what you say out loud

Stretch: Your opening anchor, 10–

15% above your target

Write all three down. Never 
negotiate from memory alone

🎯 Pro Tip: Always anchor high within a credible range. Anchoring is one of the most documented psychological effects in 

negotiation — the first number spoken tends to heavily influence the final outcome. Start at your stretch number, not your 

target.
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Know Your Value — Build Your Case

Market data tells you what the role is worth. Your personal track record tells them why you are worth paying at the top of that range. 

These are two distinct arguments, and you need both. Phase 2 is about building a compelling, evidence-based case for your specific value 
— one that goes beyond your resume and speaks directly to the business impact you've created or will create.

This is the work most professionals skip, and it's exactly what separates those who negotiate confidently from those who feel like they're 

begging. When you walk in with documented achievements, quantified results, and a clear narrative of your impact, you shift the 

conversation from "what do you want?" to "how do we retain this person?" That's an entirely different dynamic.

Quantify Your Wins
Translate your contributions into 

numbers wherever possible. Revenue 

generated, costs reduced, time saved, 
team size managed, projects delivered 

on budget. Aim for at least 5–8 

specific, metric-backed achievements 

from the past 12–24 months.

Document Recognition
Collect positive performance reviews, 

commendations, promotion history, 

client feedback, and any awards or 
special assignments. These are third-

party validations of your value and 

carry significant weight in a 

negotiation conversation.

Map Skills to Market 
Demand

Identify 3–5 skills you have that are in 

high demand right now. Cross-

reference job postings in your field to 

see which skills command premium 
pay. If you hold specialized 

certifications, advanced degrees, or 

rare technical expertise, make these 

explicit and central to your case.

Build Your Replacement Cost Argument
Understand what it would cost your employer to replace you — recruiting fees (typically 15–25% of salary), onboarding time, lost 

productivity, and institutional knowledge. This is a powerful framing device when negotiating with a current employer who wants to 

retain you.

Your Value Evidence Worksheet

Complete this before any negotiation conversation. The more specific and quantified, the stronger your position.

Achievement Specific Impact / Result Metric / Proof Point

Example: Led product launch Delivered 3 weeks ahead of schedule, under 

budget

$120K saved; 94% stakeholder 

satisfaction score

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Prepare Your Scripts & Responses

Preparation without practice is incomplete. The professionals who negotiate best aren't the most naturally confident — they're the ones 

who have rehearsed their key lines enough times that they can deliver them calmly under pressure. This phase is about building a ready 
library of language: how to open the conversation, how to state your number, how to handle a "no," and how to counter a lowball offer 

without burning goodwill.

Read each script out loud at least twice. Time yourself. Notice where you feel uncomfortable — that discomfort is exactly where you need 

more practice. Consider doing one full run-through with a trusted friend or colleague who can give you honest feedback on your delivery 

and body language.

🗣️ Opening the 
Conversation
"I've done some research on current 
market rates for this role in 
[city/sector], and based on my 
experience and the results I've 
consistently delivered, I'm targeting a 
base salary in the range of $X to $Y. I'd 
love to discuss how we can get there."

💬 When Asked for a 
Number First
"Based on my research and the scope 
of this role, I'm looking at a range of 
$X to $Y. That said, I'm very interested 
in the total package — can you share 
what you have budgeted for this 
position?"

🔄 Responding to a 
Lowball Offer
"I appreciate the offer — I'm 
genuinely excited about this 
opportunity. Based on my research 
and the specific value I bring in [key 
skill/achievement area], I was 
expecting something closer to $X. Is 
there flexibility to get there, or closer 
to it?"

⏸️ When You Need Time to 
Think
"Thank you — I want to give this the 
consideration it deserves. Can I take 
24–48 hours to review the full offer 
and come back to you with any 
questions?"

🚧 When the Answer Is "No 
Budget Flexibility"
"I understand — I appreciate your 
transparency. If base salary isn't 
flexible right now, I'd like to explore 
other elements of the package: 
signing bonus, performance review 
timeline, additional PTO, or remote 
work flexibility. What options exist 
there?"

🔑 Golden Rule: Never accept or decline an offer on the spot. Always ask for time to review. This is universally professional and 
gives you space to think strategically rather than react emotionally.
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Total Compensation — Beyond Base Salary

Base salary is just one line item. Professionals who negotiate only on base salary routinely leave significant value on the table. Total 

compensation is a multi-variable equation, and understanding every lever available to you dramatically increases your negotiating power 
— especially when base salary is genuinely constrained by budget, band, or policy.

Before your conversation, map out the full compensation picture for the role or offer you're discussing. Know which elements are most 

valuable to your personal situation — a remote work arrangement worth $400/month in commuting costs, an extra week of PTO, or an 

accelerated performance review at 6 months instead of 12 can each translate into meaningful financial and lifestyle value.

💰 Cash Compensation
Base salary

Signing bonus

Annual performance bonus (% of 

base)

Commission or profit-sharing 

structure

Retention bonus or clawback 

terms

📈 Equity & Long-Term
RSUs / stock options (vesting 

schedule)

401(k) match percentage and 

vesting cliff

Employee stock purchase plan 

(ESPP)

Pension or defined benefit 

contributions

Deferred compensation options

🏥 Benefits & Insurance
Health, dental, and vision 

(premium contributions)

HSA / FSA employer contributions

Life and disability insurance 

coverage

Mental health and wellness 

benefits

Parental leave policy

🌍 Flexibility & Lifestyle
Remote / hybrid work arrangement

Paid time off (days + rollover policy)

Flexible hours or compressed work week

Home office stipend or equipment budget

Sabbatical or leave of absence policy

🎓 Growth & Development
Learning & development budget (amount + scope)

Tuition reimbursement program

Conference attendance and speaking opportunities

Accelerated first performance review (6 vs. 12 months)

Formal mentorship or sponsorship programs

My Total Compensation Tracker

Compensation Element Offered / Current My Target / Ask

Base Salary

Signing Bonus

Annual Bonus (%)

Equity / RSUs

401(k) Match

PTO / Vacation Days

Remote/Hybrid Flexibility

L&D Budget

Review Timeline
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Mindset, Logistics & Final Preparation

The final phase before your negotiation is about bringing everything together — the right mindset, a clear logistics plan, and a final run-
through of your preparation. This is where good preparation becomes great execution. Even the most well-researched negotiation can be 

derailed by nerves, poor timing, or a single moment of self-doubt. This phase is your inoculation against all three.

Logistics Checklist — Day-Of Prep

Schedule the conversation for Tuesday–Thursday, mid-morning — 
avoid Mondays and Fridays

If in-person: arrive 10 minutes early, bring printed notes (not just 

your phone)

If virtual: test your audio/video 30 minutes before; have your notes 

visible but off-camera

Have your three numbers written on paper in front of you

Know the full name and title of everyone who will be in the room or 

on the call

Prepare two or three genuine questions about the role and team — 

this signals engagement, not just money focus

Know your walk-away point and commit to it before the 

conversation starts

Mindset Resets That Actually Work

Reframe the ask: You're not asking for a favor — you're completing 

a professional transaction between two parties with aligned 
interests

They expect it: Hiring managers and HR professionals expect 

negotiation. Accepting the first offer often signals a lack of 

confidence, not gratitude

The worst realistic outcome: They say no to one element. That's 

it. No offer gets rescinded for a professional, well-reasoned ask

Silence is a tool: After stating your number, stop talking. Let the 

silence work for you — resist the urge to fill it by lowering your ask

The Night Before — Final Checklist

✅ Market data pulled and saved

✅ Three numbers defined and memorized

✅ Value evidence worksheet complete

✅ Scripts practiced out loud at least twice

✅ Total compensation tracker filled in

✅ Walk-away point clearly defined

✅ Questions for them ready

✅ Logistics confirmed (time, format, attendees)

✅ Got 7+ hours of sleep

✅ Reminded yourself: you've earned this 

conversation
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Case Study: From Underpaid to Market Rate

Meet Jordan — a 6-year marketing manager at a mid-size tech company earning $92,000. Jordan had been promoted twice but hadn't 

formally negotiated since their initial hire. After completing this checklist in full, here's what happened in their annual review 

conversation.

1

Phase 1: Research
Jordan pulled data from Glassdoor, LinkedIn Salary, and a 
marketing industry survey. Market range for their role in their 

city: $105K–$125K. They were at the 25th percentile despite 

above-average performance.

2

Phase 2: Value Case
Documented 6 quantified achievements: a campaign that 
generated 340% ROI, managing a team of 4, launching 2 

product lines, and reducing agency spend by $85K. Printed and 

brought to the review.

3

Phase 3: The Ask
Opened with: "Based on market data and the results I've driven, 
I'm targeting a base salary of $118,000." Manager pushed back. 

Jordan responded with the replacement cost argument and 

held silence after restating the number.

4

The Outcome
Offered $112,000 base + $5,000 signing bonus + accelerated 6-
month review. Total year-one value: $117,000. Jordan accepted. 

A $25,000 increase — and a documented process to repeat next 

year.

Common Mistakes — And the Fix

Common Mistake Why It Happens The Fix

Giving a range when asked for a number Trying to seem flexible State your target number clearly; ranges 

anchor to the lower end

Apologizing before making an ask Discomfort with advocating for 

yourself

Remove filler phrases like "I'm sorry to ask 

but..." — they undermine your position

Negotiating only on base salary Not knowing what else is on the 

table

Complete the total compensation tracker 

before every conversation

Accepting verbally before seeing it in 
writing

Excitement in the moment Always say: "I'll confirm once I've reviewed 
the written offer"

Sharing your current salary unprompted Habit or social pressure Redirect: "I'd prefer to focus on the value I 

bring and market rates for this role"

Caving after the first "no" Interpreting "no" as final "No" to one ask opens the door to a 

counter — always have a pivot ready
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Key Takeaways & Your Next Steps

You now have everything you need to walk into any compensation conversation prepared, grounded, and confident. Negotiation is a skill 

— and like all skills, it compounds with practice. The first time is the hardest. The second time, you already know you survived. By the 

third, it starts to feel like just another professional conversation. Which is exactly what it is.

1 Data beats gut feeling every time
Your market range — built from at least three sources — is the foundation of every effective negotiation. Without it, you're 

guessing. With it, you're positioning.

2 Your track record is your strongest asset
Quantified achievements transform your ask from a preference into a business case. Document wins continuously — don't wait 

for a negotiation to start collecting evidence.

3 Scripted language reduces anxiety and increases outcomes
Having pre-prepared language for the four or five most critical moments in a negotiation means you're never caught off-guard. 

Practice out loud, not just in your head.

4 Total compensation is the real negotiation
Base salary is one variable. Bonuses, equity, flexibility, development budgets, and review timelines are all negotiable — and 

collectively, they can matter more than base alone.

5 Silence after stating your number is a power move
After you say your number, stop. The first person to speak after an anchor is set tends to move toward it. Let the other person 
respond — every time.

6 No offer is rescinded for a professional ask
Fear of losing the offer is the single biggest reason professionals don't negotiate. In practice, a calm, evidence-based ask signals 

professionalism and confidence — not entitlement.

7 This is a repeatable process, not a one-time event
Return to this checklist before every performance review, every job offer, every contract renewal. The professionals who earn the 

most over their careers don't negotiate harder — they negotiate more consistently.

Your Next 48-Hour Action Plan

Pull salary data from 3 sources today — set a 20-minute 
timer

1.

Complete the Value Evidence Worksheet with 5 quantified 

achievements

2.

Write down your Floor, Target, and Stretch numbers3.

Practice your opening script out loud 3 times4.

Fill in the Total Compensation Tracker for your current or 

target role

5.

Remember This

"Every dollar you don't negotiate is a dollar you've chosen to 

leave behind. You've done the work to earn it. Now do the 
work to claim it."

This checklist was built to be used, not just read. Mark it up. Fill 

in the worksheets. Come back to it. And the next time someone 

asks what you're looking for — answer with confidence, because 

you already know.

https://www.planetspark.in/resources 9


