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THREE ELEMENTS OF NEGOTIATING

•1.  Comparables
•2.  Salary Study
•3.  Negotiating



COMPARABLES



CHOOSING COMPARABLE 
COMMUNITIES

• Identifying comparable communities can 
result in more rational bargaining.
•Educating unions about finances is helpful.
• Targeted adjustments should be directly 
supported by data.



BACKGROUND

•Negotiating around wages is always difficult.
•Discussions can quickly become personal.
•Clarity about – and reasons for – limitations 
are critical.  



ARLINGTON EXAMPLE

• Town leadership decided it was time to see how we 
stacked up against our comparable communities. 

• Involve union presidents and elected leadership in 
the process, including schools.  

• Effort and time required to develop a meaningful list 
of comparable communities.

• A final list requires compromise on everyone’s part.
• Look at comparability through a number of factors.



COMPARABLE COMMUNITIES FACTORS

1. MRGF (Municipal Revenue Growth Factor)
2. Population per Square Mile
3. Median income per capita
4. Single family average home value

5. Total tax levy as a% of maximum levy
6. Population
7. Total Tax Levy
8. Residential Taxes as a % of tax levy
9. Gut Check



ARLINGTON’S COMPARABLE 
COMMUNITIES



MUNICIPAL FINANCIAL COMPARISON- 
FINANCIAL COMPS

• Bond rating is a composite of many financial indicators; no one tells the full story
• Towns vary as to how they keep their Reserves, either in Free Cash or Stab.
• Unfunded Liabilities matter and their importance will only grow in the future
• Tax Rate, in and of itself, has far less value than an overall tax burden; chart on 

next slide



MUNICIPAL FINANCIAL COMPARISON- 
FINANCIAL COMPS

Comparison of 3 Towns:
• The actual tax bill is calculated based upon the Tax Rate and the 

property’s assessed value
• Concord has a single, low rate, but high value
• Billerica has a split rate, low rate for residential and higher for CIP
• Chelmsford has a high, single rate, but lower overall tax burden than 

Concord



MUNICIPAL FINANCIAL COMPARISON- 
FINANCIAL COMPS



SALARY STUDY



THE STUDY

• The Town engaged the services of a consultant to 
survey the low and high ranges of salary for 100 
Town and 100 School positions.

• We had the consultant present the final report to 
the Select Board and share the findings. 

• The study showed in some areas we were better 
than we thought but in many areas it showed we 
were comparatively low.





KEY COMPENSATION ITEMS

• Grades and Steps
• How many of each?  Lack of uniformity may result in a need 

to grant unequal COLA’s to equalize
• Stacking

• COLA
• Tends to be what people focus on because it’s the most 

visible thing
• Stipends
• Other
• Super Holidays - these holidays occur during snow season
• Shift Differentials
• Educational Incentives- Quinn & Quinn-like benefits



FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS-
LEAVE TIME

• We grant a lot of benefit leave time in the public sector
• 2 to 6 weeks’ vacation; 10+ holidays; personal and sick leave
• What types of leave are employees able to carry forward?

• Overtime costs where shifts must be filled
• Often presented with a tradeoff-  how about additional leave in 

exchange for a lower COLA?

• Lost momentum or lost productivity – often gets overlooked 
when you’re not thinking about filling shifts.

Example:  FT employee
Making $50k/ year; 260 days
2080 hours



BENEFITS WITH LONG TERM IMPACT

• Sick Leave Buyback - generally phased out, but costs of 
legacy benefits can be high. 

• Pension - Unfunded Liability, all systems are on track to 
be fully funded by 2040.
• Benefit rarely seen in the private sector
• Average Benefit paid as of 1/1/18 for Concord 

Retirement System= $27,107
• Other Post Employment Benefits 
• Typically health insurance, but does encompass 

any benefits offered to Retirees, aside from Pension.
• Unlike Pension, there is no State requirement to 

develop a funding schedule; however, beginning in 
FY18, the associated Unfunded Liability appeared 
on your Balance Sheet.



NEGOTIATING



WHO’S ON YOUR NEGOTIATING TEAM?

• Town Manager or Select Board representative- to 
represent the Chief Executive Officer and be in a position to make 
tentative agreements.

• Human Resources- to insure agreements are in keeping with 
existing policies & procedures; bring a perspective on internal equity; 
provide data on comps.

• Legal- to insure that the proper process is followed; that we’re not 
agreeing to anything that would be in conflict with current MGL or 
case law.

• Finance- to insure that everyone understands the financial 
implications of agreements, both short & long term.

**Ideally, you have one person representing each of these interests, but if that’s not possible 
make sure each one is considered!
** Unions are either represented at the table or have “back office” support of experts!



 TAKEAWAYS

• Contracts are generally negotiated in closed door 
session, but the results are public.

• COLA-focused: one union builds upon what the other 
received.

• Decisions being made today have long term 
implications.

• You do not want to be the next headline.
• Make sure you have as many resources at your disposal 

as the Union.
• Be sure to consider compensation packages as a 

whole.
• Pay attention to those long-term liabilities!



INFORM AND EDUCATE UNIONS

• Do not assume that unions understand city or town 
finances.

• Educate union leadership about town/city finances 
at the beginning of bargaining.

• Identify people on the other side of the table with 
financial skills.

• Be transparent in your responses. Sharing of data 
and working with facts helps keep temperatures 
cooler.  

• Remember to respect the groups that are the first to 
settle.  



THE STUDY IN THE CONTEXT OF 
BARGAINING

•Bargaining may include COLAs and 
targeted adjustments supported by data.
•Assess your JLMC exposure. 
•Also remember that institutional knowledge 
matters as well, not just the financial.



TARGETED ADJUSTMENTS
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INTERACTIVE SPREADSHEET



SALARY RESERVE @ 2% EACH YEAR



COST OF A CONTRACT

Base Y1 Y2 Y3

Contract (COLA + Steps) 100.00 102.00 104.04 106.12 312.16

COLA 2% 2% 2% 6%

Steps

Paid 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 300.00

Owed 2.00 4.04 6.12 12.16

Base Y1 Y2 Y3

Contract (COLA + Steps) 100.00 103.00 106.09 109.27 318.36

COLA 3% 3% 3% 9%

Steps

Paid 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 300.00

Owed 3.00 6.09 9.27 18.36



OTHER



PURPOSE OF MUNICIPAL RESERVES

•Municipal Reserves are your Undesignated 
Fund Balance
• Free Cash
• General Purpose Stabilization Fund

• To support services and to bolster your 
Town’s bond rating
•Generally not set aside to fund CBA 
settlements, 
• but these reserves are often mentioned during negotiations 

as “pots of money” to fund contracts



SALARY RESERVE ACCOUNT

• Given that contract negotiations don’t necessarily line up 
with Budget Development, how do you set aside funding to 
settle contracts?

• MGL allows municipalities to establish a Salary Reserve 
Account

• Purpose is to set aside resources to fund CBA’s and/ or 
non-union salary adjustments

• Pros:   setting funding aside during budget development may 
eliminate the need for Town Meeting action to make budget 
adjustments

• Cons:  once an amount is included in the budget, it is 
“known” & available, although unions probably know 
anyway.


