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Building Community Understanding of Institutional 
Compensation Systems: An ADVANCE Partnership Mid-

Project Update 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper provides an update on an ongoing NSF ADVANCE Partnership Project (2121930, 
2021-2026) led by the Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT). The project focuses on 
improving the understanding of faculty compensation systems at partnering universities by 
introducing ideas and tools through workshops, coaching sessions, and a support network. Target 
audiences at each partner university include pay decision makers from the administration and the 
faculty as well as others who shape and administer the faculty compensation system. The project 
also highlights the distinct viewpoints on faculty compensation from specific faculty sub-
populations by involving the Deaf and Hard of Hearing Women’s Council and the Women of 
Color Council.  
 
The project’s leadership team collaborates closely with partner universities to achieve the 
project’s goal. In 2021, the first year of this five-year project, three private universities formed 
the first partner cohort (Drexel, Gallaudet, and Villanova). In March 2024, a second partner 
cohort of seven public universities was launched. Partner institutions have teams that attend 
project workshops and coaching sessions and engage in project-related work on their campuses. 
This paper provides a mid-project update on the series of workshops offered to the initial partner 
cohort of private universities and modified for use with the second partner cohort of public 
universities. Formative project assessment based on post-workshop participant feedback and 
input from members of the Deaf and Hard of Hearing Women’s Council and the Women of 
Color Council is presented and examined. 
 
Background 
 
The Partnership Project builds on over thirty years of institutional efforts to improve the RIT 
faculty compensation system including targeted efforts funded and motivated through a past NSF 
ADVANCE Catalyst grant and an NSF ADVANCE Institutional Transformation grant. The RIT 
Compensation website (https://www.rit.edu/humanresources/compensation) explicitly states the 
university’s commitment to providing competitive salaries for faculty and staff and provides 
valuable information about pay processes. The journey to this level of transparency began in 
1993 when the Compensation Advisory Committee (CAC) was formed to develop the 
university’s first list of benchmark institutions for salary comparison [1, Appendix C]. RIT’s 
NSF ADVANCE IT-Catalyst project (081107, 2008-2011) was a key motivator to further 
progress. After a 2008 internal climate survey [2] revealed significant differences in perception 
regarding salary equity by gender, RIT Human Resources (HR) and Institutional Research (IR) 
launched annual salary equity studies for faculty. After controlling variables such as department, 
degree earned, years in rank, and terminal degree, gender-based gaps in average salary were 
found at each faculty rank [3], [4]. Similarly, the American Association of University Professors 
reports lower salaries for women at every faculty rank, a finding that is persistent over time [5]. 

https://www.rit.edu/humanresources/compensation


RIT investigations into significant differences between actual and predicted salaries followed, 
and in 2010 salary adjustments began to correct for compression and gender-related gaps [6].  
Gender-based gaps in faculty salaries continue to be observed in higher education [7], often 
explained by rank, itself a problematic variable due to potential bias in promotion processes [8]. 
Discipline also explains differences in salary, yet women are only 10% of top-earning faculty [9] 
in large part because 93% of top-earning faculty are in fields that have low representations of 
women. 
 
In 2012, around the start of RIT’s NSF ADVANCE Institutional Transformation project 
(1209115, 2012-2018), the university hired a third-party consultant to conduct the annual salary 
equity studies for both faculty and for staff. The NSF project proposal included annual faculty 
salary studies, with a faculty co-PI on the project collaborating with IR and HR to establish a 
systematic salary study procedure. Since the newly hired consultant was tasked with conducting 
the studies, HR, IR, and the faculty co-PI (and statistician) worked closely to review the resulting 
salary model. This arrangement proved unsatisfactory as questions and defenses arose. It was 
clear that a mutual understanding of the objectives and expected outcomes of the analysis were 
needed. Thus, the RIT ADVANCE Resource Allocation Committee (RAC) was created in 2014. 
This faculty and administrator committee included membership from HR, IR, Academic Affairs, 
proxies for the president and the provost, and members of the RIT ADVANCE project team. The 
committee aimed to develop a systematic approach to creating a salary model for RIT and 
disseminate findings widely to faculty and administration. The RAC evolved over time as trust 
was built between members, allowing them to express and incorporate multiple and sometimes 
competing viewpoints [10], [11]. In 2016 the first salary study was completed, and the provost 
emailed the executive summary [12] to all RIT faculty.  
  
Annual faculty salary-equity studies continued in this manner, and campus leaders became more 
comfortable with the process and dissemination. This led to a 2019 session for academic leaders 
during which participants compared salary practices between colleges, and workshop leaders 
learned more about how pay-decisions for faculty are made and communicated. Prior to this 
session, RIT released information about salary data and processes on a secure website, and RAC 
members developed an interactive workshop for faculty. First offered in spring 2018, “Let’s Talk 
Money: Understanding RIT Pay Practices” introduced the term “compa-ratio” (actual salary 
divided by benchmark salary for discipline and rank), pointed out available salary-related 
resources, and explored how to shape future thinking and discussions regarding salary. The 
faculty workshop continues to be offered regularly, co-led by HR and RIT ADVANCE [13]. 
 
The success of the RAC led to the formation of an ad-hoc faculty governance compensation 
committee in 2019 - another collaborative faculty/administrator initiative - charged with 
investigating updates to the list of salary benchmark schools and faculty promotion raises. 
Changes to both structures were recommended and adopted by the university. In 2024, the 
benchmark list is undergoing another refinement to better represent the diverse faculty 
disciplines at RIT. Ongoing work includes yearly updates to salary benchmarking information, 
bi-annual salary equity studies, and the 2023 launch of the RIT Compensation website. Here, one 
can find the University’s compensation philosophy, information about pay administration and 
salary structures, and links to elements of total compensation. A growing number of universities 



provide this type of information about compensation, including Boise State University [14], 
Indiana State University [15], University of Iowa [16], and Vanderbilt University [17]. 
 
Project Overview 
 
The RIT faculty salary related work is the basis for the NSF ADVANCE project “Let’s Talk 
Money: Building Community Understanding of the Institutional Compensation System (LTM)” 
(NSF #2121930). Since 2021 the project leadership team has worked to translate learning from 
RIT’s salary transformation journey into a discrete process and approach to support ten partner 
universities in completing salary-focused institutional transformations of their own, drawing on 
expertise developed through the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities’ (APLU) 
NSF Eddie Bernice Johnson INCLUDES Aspire Alliance Institutional Change Initiative (NSF 
#1834518). Lead researchers on the project are from both academe (engineering and statistics) 
and from cross-disciplinary professional organizations, the Association of Public & Land-Grant 
Universities (APLU) and the American Association of University Women (AAUW).  
 
The ten partner institutions within the two partner cohorts have teams that attend project 
workshops and engage in project-related work on their campus. As a partner university, the 
benefits of joining the project include access to a judgment-free community focused on 
improving faculty compensation systems and an opportunity to learn through a structured 
curriculum to build understanding and awareness of potential areas for change, informed by 
change activities at other universities.  
 
These partner university teams are supported by the project through ideas and tools introduced in 
cohort workshops, and individual coaching sessions as needed. Workshop themes (see Table I) 
range from team building to data for salary comparisons to communication of salary-related 
topics. 
 
Each partner institution creates a core team and an extended team and identifies a Cabinet-Level 
Sponsoring Officer (CSO) for project engagement. The core team consists of a lead and two 
additional members who together serve as the primary liaisons with members of the extended 
team.  
 
Goals of participating in the project include the following: 

● Core team members facilitate on-campus convenings, share key information with 
extended team members and senior institutional leadership.  

● The CSO shapes the vision and direction of the project and is positioned to both serve as 
a champion for the work of the team as well as providing strategic guidance on aligning 
their work with key cabinet and board priorities.  

● The CSO meets with the Core Team at least twice a term to review progress, discuss 
emerging insights or externalities, and identify strategic connections within other cabinet-
level portfolios.  

● Each partner team is also encouraged to designate a project manager who supports the 
organization of, and coordination of, the activities and deliverables produced by the team.  

 



In assembling the extended team, a key goal is to form an effective team that fosters a strong 
partnership between leaders across academic/faculty affairs, diversity, equity, and inclusion 
offices, faculty governance, and/or human resources, in addition to ensuring faculty 
representation. Partner universities have included individuals with the following campus roles 
and/or functional responsibilities (either as core or extended team members): 
 

● Chief Academic Officer 
● Vice Provost for Faculty Affairs 
● Chief Diversity Officer 
● Chair/Leader of the Faculty Senate 
● Deans 
● Chief Human Capital Officer or designee 
● Institutional Research Leader 
● Faculty 

 
TABLE I 

LTM WORKSHOP THEMES AND TOPICS 
 
Workshop Theme Topics 

Team Building ● Hopes and fears about addressing salary topics 
● Ground rules for engagement 

Pay-Decisions: 
People & 
Processes 

● Who are your pay decision makers and stakeholders? 
● Map a pay decision process. Does everyone have the same 

understanding of the process? 

Guiding Principles, 
Equity Checks & 
Traps 

● Guiding principles at play in salary processes 
● Potential equity “traps” in a salary process   
● Equity “checks” that could be inserted into the process 

Data for Salary 
Comparisons 

● Internal Data - Do salaries reflect performance? Are they equitable? 
● External Benchmarking - Are salaries competitive? 

Organizational 
Justice in Pay 
Processes 

● What would a “just” pay system look like in each of the four 
organizational justice areas (distributive, procedural, informational, 
and interpersonal)? 

Building 
Knowledge About 
Faculty Pay 

● Developing a professional development program for pay decision-
makers 

● Address decision-making AND communicating decisions 

Communicating 
Salary-Related 
Topics  

● Engage communication experts 
● Consider the audience 
● Plan the content 
● Anticipate responses in advance 

 
 



Additional representatives could be from offices of research, finance, strategic planning and 
initiatives, information technology, communications, and/or the faculty union.  
 
At RIT, the past NSF ADVANCE funded efforts (described previously in this paper) 
incorporated the unique perspectives and lived experiences of faculty who are women of color 
and women who are deaf or hard of hearing. The current project continues to highlight the 
distinct viewpoints on faculty compensation from specific faculty sub-populations by involving 
the Deaf and Hard of Hearing Women’s Council and the Women of Color Council.  
 
Impact 
 
The impact of participating in cohort workshops may be best assessed from a high-level 
perspective. The original partner cohort of three private institutions has been engaged in the 
project for a longer period, with more touchpoints, and assessment. So, did participation in the 
project influence salary-equity work at these first three partner institutions? 
 
Following each workshop (see topics in Table I), participants have an opportunity to complete a 
confidential survey administered by the project’s evaluation team. In this section, the impacts 
associated with three different sessions held in May 2022, February 2024, and April 2024 are 
examined. The focuses of these three workshops are communications and collaboration (March 
2022); a working session for campus teams and opportunity to share updates on ongoing salary 
work on their respective campuses (February 2024); and organizational change theory and 
campus progress (April 2024).  
 
In looking at the impact of the structure of the team engaged in refining faculty salary practices 
and processes, the May 2022 workshop was created to explore the importance of collaboration 
between faculty and administrators in this work. Among the 21 workshop participants from the 
original partner cohort, twelve answered the questions in a post-workshop survey regarding 
faculty-administrator collaborations. Below are the results and participants reported agreement 
that they have a better understanding in the following areas because of what they learned in the 
workshop (responses not reported are "neither agree nor disagree"; no one disagreed on these 
items). 

● 92% agreed or strongly agreed (67% strongly agreed) that the workshop improved their 
understanding of the importance of trust in faculty-administrator initiatives. 

● 83% agreed or strongly agreed (50% strongly agreed) that the workshop improved their 
understanding of the value of collaborations between administrators and faculty regarding 
compensation. 

● 83% agreed or strongly agreed (33% strongly agreed) that they had an increased 
understanding of how to frame communication about this work at their institution. 

 
To further inform the impact associated with clear communications regarding faculty salary, the 
input from the project’s Deaf and Hard of Hearing Women’s Council and the Women of Color 
Council reveals a need to focus even more on this area. Negotiation is part of most compensation 
processes, and the councils noted that an individual’s professional and personal networks often 
inform one’s knowledge about negotiation in general, and academic negotiation in particular. Yet 
women faculty [18], faculty of color [19], and deaf and hard-of-hearing faculty (and those with 
disabilities, in general) [20] are often at a disadvantage in negotiations. This led to questions 



about how institutions can level the playing field regarding negotiation and prompted project 
leaders to gather additional input from the councils with the goal of creating resources to inform 
institutional communication around compensation topics. The project team is creating a 
communication tipsheet to capture this information.  
 
Among the 22 participants at the February 2024 cohort workshop (a working session for campus 
teams and opportunity to share updates across universities), eleven answered the questions in a 
post-workshop survey about the impact of the project. Among the respondents, 81% agreed or 
strongly agreed that the project has informed the salary equity work underway on their campuses 
(45% strongly agreed and 36% agreed). This workshop included a breakout session in which 
institutions worked on plans for a campus visit from the project leadership team, and 82% agreed 
or strongly agreed that the partner team made use of prior project learning in the breakout room 
discussion (55% strongly agreed and 18% agreed). 
 
During the April 2024 cohort workshop organizational change was explored and afterwards, 
each partner team presented their progress. In the post-survey, session specific questions are 
asked based on the session’s unique content. Figure I shows the percentage of those in agreement 
with four session-specific statements. Among the thirteen workshop participants, six responded 
to the post- survey and below are the results.  

● 67% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they had hope for future salary equity 
work at their institution. 

● 67% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed they felt proud of the progress their 
organization has made. 

● 83% of respondents strongly agreed that they learned something new from other teams’ 
presentations on their salary-related project (referred to as LTM in Figure I) work and the 
remaining 17% neither agreed nor disagreed with this statement. 

● 83% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they were reassured by the 
information shared about perspectives on the change journey. 

 
FIGURE I 

SURVEY RESPONDENTS’ PERCENT AGREEMENT WITH SESSION SPECIFIC 
SURVEY QUESTIONS AFTER THE APRIL 2024 WORKSHOP. 

 

 



Because the expanded partner cohort of public institutions began several years into the project, 
the workshop post-survey data from this newer cohort is limited and evaluation results will be 
reported in future publications where impact of both cohorts will be examined. 
 
Future Considerations 
 
The project has made a positive impact on improving understanding of the faculty salary system 
by key university personnel. This knowledge over time can be sustained, enhanced, 
disseminated, and transferred during professional work related to faculty compensation. In 
addition, the project offers an opportunity for universities to infuse equity-related practices and 
ideas within the operation of its compensation system.  
 
Through project evaluation, the project researchers learn from partner teams regarding future 
considerations to consider; examples include challenges faced by pay-decision makers regarding 
market inflation, determination of pay, communication about faculty pay, faculty retention, 
funding, and resources to support equity salary increases, and unionizing. 
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