The Ultimate Guide to Salary Negotiation at FAANG for Software Engineers

ik

About Interview Kickstart
Interview Kickstart offers the best technical interview prep courses that
make you a better engineer and help you nail tech interviews.
Since 2014, IK has trained over 5200 experienced software engineers.
We’ve helped our students land dream jobs at Facebook, Apple, Amazon,
Netflix, Google, and many more top tech companies, with offers as high
as $930,000.
At IK, you get the unique opportunity to learn from the best in the
business. We have over 70 instructors who are hiring managers, hiring
committee members, and technical leads at Google, Facebook, Amazon
and a whole bunch of other FAANG and top Silicon Valley companies.
IK’s courses are designed to help software engineers ace all aspects of
tech interviews at Tier 1 companies, including salary negotiation.
We Offer:
A Comprehensive Curriculum
Rigorous Mock Interviews
One-on-one Guidance
Personalized Feedback
Career Skills Development
Salary Negotiation Strategy and Support

Visit www.interviewkickstart.com to learn more.
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According to Levels.fyi, Level 4 engineers at one of Google's Bay Area
campuses earn anywhere between $222,000 to $308,000. This
means, there are two engineers on the same team, with the same
level of expertise, and doing the same work, but one is earning
$86,000 more than the other.
That's reason enough to hone your negotiation skills! If done well,
tactful negotiation can help you add tens of thousands of dollars to
your initial offer. However, negotiations can be daunting.
We’ve put together this ebook to share with you the most successful
salary negotiation strategies for software engineers. Interview
Kickstart has helped thousands of software engineers land their
dream job at top companies, with offers as high as $930,000 per
annum!

We also bring you pro negotiation tips from Nick Camilleri, Head of
Career Coaching at IK and former Silicon Valley tech recruiter. He is a
master in the professional communication, career development, and
entrepreneurship domains. When asked, "What’s the best part about
working in technical recruiting?" he says:

"When a student tells me that they are able to meet their
financial goals - whether that be a down payment on their
first home, being able to start a family, or simply travel
more while having a job they love - things that weren't
otherwise possible before this offer."
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Salary negotiation happens before an offer letter is issued. It is at the
heart of the recruitment and selection process. Here, the perceived
value you will bring to the company is evaluated.
Salary negotiation involves discussing a job offer with your potential
employer to settle on a salary and benefits package that's in line with
the market (and that meets or exceeds your needs).
The most productive salary negotiations occur between people who
realize that they have a common goal: to get the employee paid
appropriately for their skills and experience.
The remuneration should be balanced, acceptable, and agreed upon by
you and the employer. And make no mistake - negotiation is
customary and employers expect you to negotiate. In rare scenarios, a
recruiter might explicitly say the company does not negotiate. In that
case, you need to decide if the offer makes sense to you.

0ffer negotiation isn't about going to the

11

1b

est company' or the

company that can pay the most.' It's about consensus-building.
1

When you and a company agree on the value you'll bring, strong
offers are possible anywhere.

- Nick Camilleri
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Negotiating your salary is about more than just getting extra cash. A
successful negotiation has compounding effects.
Think about it ...
Every year, your salary hike and bonus will be calculated based on your
current salary. If you do not negotiate now, your salary will be
anchored lower than your peers for years to come. Let's put it into
perspective:
Suppose, you accepted a job offer of $70,000 instead of $90,000.
Assuming a 5% raise every year, what will the difference be in 5 years?

$386,792

TOTAL

$497,306

After five years, the cumulative compensation difference is $110,514.
That's nothing to sneeze at!
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Let's consider another example:
Company
Location

I

Level Name

Tag

Date

Apple
Cupertino, CA

ICT4

I

8/31/20

Apple

ICT4
Distributed systems (back-end)

Apple

ICT4

Cupertino, CA I 8/24/20

Distributed systems (back-end)

Apple

ICT4

Cupertino, CA I 8/24/20

Distributed systems (back-end)

Apple

ICT4

Cupertino, CA I 8/20/20

iOS

Apple

ICT4

I

Apple

I

Sunnyvale, CA

Apple
Cupertino, CA

8/11/20

I

Apple

Sunnyvale, CA I 8/3/20

Security

Apple

ICT4

Cupertino, CA

I

7/31/20

3/9

Data Engineering

Yrs. of experience

Base

I

Stock

5/5

I

63k

I

50k

I

87k

I

19k

180k

I

30k

I

150k

I

25k

I

84k

I

35k

I

100k

I

20k

$370,000
I

160k

I

30k

$425,000
200k

0/6

I

$300,000

180k

3/10

48k

$304,000

180k

3/8

I

$369,000

185k

7/9

36k

$390,000

194k

0/4

I

$280,000

180k

0/12

Bonus

$313,000

174k

4/5

I

$260,000

200k

Web development (front-end)

ICT4

I

Total Compensation

175k

API development (back-end)

ICT4
8/4/20

0I4

Data

ICT4
8/8/20

Yrs. at Company

MUAI

San Francisco, CA I 8/26/20

Cupertino, CA

Years of Experience

I

200k

I

25k

$305,000
200k

I

75k

I

30k

The figure above from Levels.fyi represents the compensation for an L4
engineer at Apple. If you look closely, you will see some offers as high
as $425,000 and as low as $260,000.
This kind of disparity in compensation is mainly due to something
called "salary bands."
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Salary bands, often called pay bands, are pay ranges established by
individual organizations for specific roles. They define the value each
role has, based on market value and internal value, and provide
opportunities for more effective pay management.
Salary bands are a range of compensation organizations will not go
over or under. To be an effective negotiator, you will need to know the
upper and lower limits placed on their base salary, bonus, and equity.
To get a realistic range for a specific role and/or level in a specific
location, leverage tools lik e Levels.fyi and Linked In Salary.
How you fare during the interview process can also change your
compensation band significantly.

11

While you may enter the interview process being considered for

one level, a company like Facebook or Google may adjust your
level up or down during the process.

Once they've determined what level to bring you in at, you can
appeal; but it's unlikely your level will change."

- Tasneem Minadakis, Google Director of Engineering

There are various factors that can make a company "adjust your level."
Let's look at what these could be.
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For a company, determining the right compensation for software

engineers can be tricky. We've covered the following key factors in this
section:

•
G
0
•

Interview performance
Years of experience
Location

0
•
0

Relevance of impact
In-demand skill sets
Levels

Other competing offers

G Interview Performance
If you perform extraordinarily well during the interview process, you'll

establish the level you're at, which is the biggest driver of

compensation at companies like Google and Microsoft. A strong profile
shown during the interview process solidifies the level and

compensation band you'd be brought in at, and additionally, gives you

more leverage during negotiations.
PRO Tips
•

Focus on what they want: Understand what recruiters are looking for by thoroughly
reading the job description. If you merely skim through a job description, you may
miss key details, such as a responsibility you wouldn't be fond of, or a qualification you
don't have. A job description lists roles and responsibilities of the position, as well as
qualifications you need to be able to perform the job. You can compare your resume
to the job description - think about how your past education and work experiences
have prepared you to excel at this opportunity.
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Do your research: During a job interview, interviewers ask questions to get to know

candidate s. But their main goal is to determine if a candidate will be a good fit for the
position and company. Your company research will make your responses to

questions compelling and show that you'll be helpful to their goals and bottom line.

What products/services did they launch recently? What was their recent round offunding?

Did the company make the news recently? Knowing these details shows your keen
interest in the company.

•

Hone the must-have skills: Recruiters of tech firms usually look for these specific

characteristics in a potential employee:
Programming

Project management

Creativity and innovation

•

Data analysis and business intelligence

Communication

Develop your problem-solving skills: No amount of preparation will help you if you

do not develop a problem-solving me thod. It is THE key to cracking tough technical

interviews, as you'll often encounter questions you've never answered before. Adopt

a structured and guided approach to delineate and classify problems based on

underlying patterns. This will put you in much better stead to effectively answer
questions at the interview.

•

Attend mock interviews: Mock interviews are a brilliant way to prepare yourself for

tough technical inte rvie ws. Practice with expert professionals who can identify areas
where you're lacking and help you set a course toward improvement. The right

professionals refrain from giving you "handwavy11 feedback, which is quite common in
mock interviews these days. Choosing the right professionals to help you with mock
interviews is crucial and can have a definitive impact on your interview outcome.

•

Practice for the behavioral rounds too: Companies conduct behavioral interviews

to understand how candidates would react in workplace-related situations. Tell me

about yourself. Why are you applying for this role? Tell us about an important project you

worked on in your previous company. Understanding the subtle nuances of navigating

behavioral interviews can help you make a great impression.
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0 Relevance of Impact
Another key factor in determining your value is how relevant your
experience is to the company. But how do you highlight your
relevance?

PRO Tips
FAANG companies are portfolio-based companies - they work on multiple
businesses, projects, and products at any given time. Hence:
•

Research about some of the offshoot projects, products, or
services that these companies are working on

•

Identify where you can contribute the most and make a difference

•

Create a resume that communicates your experience and
accomplishments in similar projects

To put it simply, you need to be able to clearly and effectively communicate the
impact that you've had on your prior employers. Your goal is to show recruiters that
you are a candidate that can get things done and do them well.
You can leverage the following formula to show the impact you've made:

Accomplished (A) as measure by (B) by doing (XYZ)
For example, "/ increased available flash memory by 55% by redesigning the flash data

storage system with a circular buffer implementation that supported variable-sized

records."

{ik}
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G Years of Experience
We analyzed over 800 Google Level 4 engineering salaries using data
from Levels.fyi. What we found surprised us - there seems to be
almost no correlation between the years of work experience and
compensation within a level band. If there were, you'd expect the slope
of the trend line in the following image to be much sharper, with total
compensation growing linearly with years of experience.
Google L4 Engineers: How does years of experience impact total compensation
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Years of experience

PRO Tips
Think of years of experience as ONE important factor that goes into the
level/compensation band that you'll be interviewing for. But don't take that level for
granted; it's common for candidates to be re-levelled downward if their interview
performance is lackluster.
When it comes to experience, ensure that it is relevant to the position you're
applying for. When your past experience is similar to the job you're targeting in terms
of the skills or knowledge required, you will ramp up quicker and will be able to better
anticipate challenges and potential solutions.
Relevant experience is highly sought after by employers and often a requirement
found on job postings, so it's important to highlight this on your resume and cover
letter. Employers look for candidates who can be a value add to their team.
Communicate how your skills will benefit the company if they hire you. The
company wants to discover how you can help and what you'll be able to accomplish if
you were to be hired.

The Ultimate Guide to Salary Negotiation at FAANG for Software Engineers

{ik}

I TERV E, W
KICKSTART

G In-Demand Skill Sets
Most companies, particularly product companies, look for strong
technical skills in a software developer - Java, PHP, Pyth on, Laravel,
Ruby, C++, JavaScript, and Node.js to name a few. Additionally, if a
software engineer has worked on any relevant projects, they may be
viewed as a stronger fit than other talented engineers without similar
experience.

PRO Tips
Look for the top 5 in-demand skill sets required for the roles you are applying to.

If you have these skills, highlight them in your resume. If you don't, acquire them

before applying.

0 Location
Work location is an important factor that affects the salary of a
software developer. Currently, the highest paying locations for a
software developer (including new-grads in the US) are the San
Francisco Bay Area, Seattle, and New York.

Average compensation for a software engineer with over 15 years of
experience at Amazon, Ohio: $118,000
Average compensation for a software engineer with the same amount of
experience at Amazon, San Francisco Bay Area: $200,000
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Such differences could be due to the cost of living or "supply and
demand" in different areas.

PRO Tips
If you are in a niche role (say a senior Al/ML developer) in a region of the country
where Al/ML talent is scarce, you may have the natural leverage to negotiate for a
more competitive rate.

0 Levels
Every company determines levels differently. A candidate's current title
or level does not determine the level they will be placed at in the
recruiting company.
Every company will try to place candidates at levels suited to their skills
and experience. Candidates are usually recruited at the same level or
at a lower level. Up levelling usually only happens at smaller
companies.
At FAANG and other top tech companies, levels are more clearly
defined based on rubrics. Compared to smaller companies, top tech
companies have the financial capabilities to analyze resumes the right
way and generate the right kind of offers.
For example, Google has a compensation committee, which suggests
suitable compensation packages based on a candidate's competing
offers.
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Unlike a few leading tech companies, recruiters at most companies
don't rely on market data pertaining to salaries for any given level. They
are bound more by the company's internal salary bands and rubrics
when generating offers.

PRO Tips
Research and base your expectations on data pertaining to your current level, one

level below, and one level above. Once you know which level you are being

considered for by the recruiting company, you can convey the appropriate set of

expectations.

C,

Other Competing Offers

Last but not the least, if you receive other competing offers, it may
increase your chances of maximizing your earnings. However, make
sure you consider only offers in hand while negotiating.

PRO Tips
Let's say you have an offer from "lmRich.ai" and are waiting for an offer from

"Someday.com.I' If you do not play it strategically, your offer from lmRich.ai may

expire before you can properly consider the offer from Someday.com.

In order to keep both offers alive, it's very important to set your expectations with the

recruiters at both companies that you will not enter any negotiations until you have
received all the data you need.

{·k}
I

The Ultimate Guide to Salary Negotiation at FAANG for Software Engineers

Nick Camilleri has helped thousands of software engineers negotiate their offers to
earn at the top of market pay. Here are his top tips:

C,

Understand Target Opportunities

If you're not enjoying where you are and don't like the work you do,
you're not going to be engaged or productive. This means your ability
to earn promotions, bonuses, or raises will suffer.
Also, it's unlikely that you will stick around long enough to see the
benefits of a fully vested stock package. So, you need to start by
identifying your target companies - organizations where you can
thrive and get paid as much as possible.
Consider the following factors before targeting a company:
Company culture
Stock options

Opportunities for learning and development
Benefits and perks

Salary

Retirement plan

0 Secure Interviews
Once you've identified your target opportunities, you must secure
interviews. To do so, you will need to have a strong resume, Linked In
profile, and/or referrals (applying online is not recommended).
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Search for your ideal role on Linked In and the technology you would like to

work with. Then filter the job role by company names. (Title "AND" Tech+
filter: Dream Company)

•

From the filtered roles at your dream company, you can note down common

skills or projects that you see in the job description. Look for the top 5 most

in-demand skill sets at these companies for the roles that you are applying

for, so that you can make sure you acquire those skills and display them in

your profile.
•

Additionally, if you have worked on any relevant projects, list them as the
first project in each role on your profile. This way, you will attract the
recruiters from your dream companies.

G Sell Yourself Throughout the
Recruiting Process

Your profile should influence a recruiter's behavioral questions.
Instead of "Can you tell me about your experience" the recruiter should
see a successful project and think, "How were you able to drive this
project successfu I ly?"
You must be able to show that you've had a significant impact on a
project that is relevant to the core products of the company you're
applying for. This way, you position yourself as a "must-hire." To
prepare for this, study the core business model and products, and be
ready to discuss any relevant projects.
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G Establish Your Market Value (in 3 Steps)
1. To get a realistic range for a specific role and/or level in a specific location,
leverage tools like Levels.fyi and Linkedln Salary.
2. As you're doing your research, identify a range. With all the companies that
you're interviewing at, you should have multiple data points of
compensation expectations at each of those companies. The aggregate of
all that data becomes your total market range.
3. Once you build your market range based on the data points, aim for the
upper level of the industry average.
For example, if the data points that you're seeing are generally between
$100,000 and $200,000, your expectation should be set above $150,000.
Does this guarantee that every company will get there? Maybe not. But if
just one company decides to play ball, you have a competitive baseline.

0 Take Your Time
Competitive companies are in a constant fight for the best talent. Even
during the pandemic, many of the top tech firms were hiring at record
levels. Data shows that in 2020, Google saw a 46% increase in job
openings for engineering.
Hence, it's common for recruiters to put time-pressure on candidates
to fill job openings quickly.
When you are under the time-pressure, you feel rushed, so you are
more likely to make an emotional decision ("I don't want to lose this
offer, I better accept ASAP."), rather than considering all your options.
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Don't make that mistake. If you haven't done any research and don't
know your market value when a recruiter reaches out to you, feel free
to reschedule the call for later. Remember, the expectations that you
set in the beginning will set the tone for the negotiation later.
In such a situation, you might say something like:

HHey, what company is this company with? What role is this? Oh, awesome.
That sounds really great. Right now I'm a little busy. Let's put some time on
the calendar to discuss further."
Just make sure you are not making a rushed decision based on the
time limit. In many cases, it's better to pass the offer than make rushed
decisions.

0 Get Multiple Offers
You can create leverage and have the upper hand in the negotiation
process by having multiple offers. When you receive multiple job offers,
you can weigh each offer against another.
If you tell recruiters that you've already received an offer from another
competing organization, they may push the hiring manager to make a
better offer in terms of compensation.
You must also know the value of your offers. Start by researching the
organizations and compiling the information you find about their
compensation, benefits and perks, location, company culture,
flexibi I ity, etc.
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List down all things you believe to be important. This will make it easy
to weigh the companies against each other.
If you're still unsure, consider your career goals. What do you want to
do in your next role or what skills do you hope to build for the future?
Can one organization help you meet your goals more than the other?
And if you find you have more questions than answers, don't be afraid
to reach out to company employees and recruiters to get the
information you need to make a decision.
After you've considered all the points mentioned above, you can be
sure that the decision you're making, irrespective of money, is the right
career move.
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G Sharing Data on Current Salary
Recruiters often ask candidates to disclose their existing compensation
packages. This is one way for recruiters to gauge a candidate's existing
value, based on which they can formulate an offer. If a candidate's
existing salary is higher than market standards, they are likely to get a
better deal based on their current earnings.
However, current earnings may not always adequately reflect a
candidate's true worth.
Many engineers switch companies because they are underpaid or can
command higher salaries for their skills and experience. Basing
potential offers on a salary that is already lower than expectations
makes it difficult for candidates to receive offers that reflect their true
worth. Negotiating upwards for a higher amount is challenging when
the initial offer made is low to begin with.
Many states, such as California, do not allow employers to seek
information on a candidate's salary history. Further, candidates are
allowed to seek information on a potential employer's pay scale for a
particular role. This can help you safeguard yourself from getting
low-ball offers. It will also help you decide how to anchor yourself and
negotiate for an appropriate pay.
On the other hand, quoting very high expected salaries can act as a
deterrent. Companies may not consider candidates whose initial
expectations are beyond what they can afford or their expectations are
non-negotiable. Oftentimes, recruiters ask for a candidate's salary
history to gauge whether they can potentially afford a particular
candidate.
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Salary negotiations are largely misconstrued as conversations between
two opposing parties, each trying to achieve their own goals at the
expense of the other. However, salary negotiations are actually a
process through which both parties, i.e., candidates and recruiters, try
to align interests to optimise offers that work for both parties.
Most recruiters expect candidates to submit a salary figure they can
work with to make it worth a candidate's while to join their company.
This doesn't necessarily have to be based on current earnings or salary
histories. If candidates can provide a justifiable figure that companies
can consider, it will do in lieu of salary history. If interviewing at other
companies, they can disclose salaries they are being considered for to
signal their market value.
If discussions on existing salaries cannot be avoided, candidates can
provide a salary range instead of specific figures to avoid revealing too
much information.

0 Negotiation Is a Team Sport, Not a Battle
Negotiation has to start from a common goal - to accept the offer.
Identifying talented software engineers can be a challenging task . If a
recruiter believes you can crack their interview process, they will do
everything in their power to make sure you succeed. When you do, they
want to work with you and help you get what you deserve.
You should approach the recruiter as a partner and you'll find that they
will be more willing to go to bat for you when the time comes to discuss
comp. You must create a safety net for the recruiter.
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If you receive an offer letter and the compensation is lower than what
you expected, you might say something like:

"Hi <first name>,
I'm thrilled I've come this far in the interview process, and I'm confident I
can make a strong contribution to the team. However, l do want to let you
know that another organization has offered me a job and compensation of
$$$. I would love to work for you, but the other company has asked me to
decide by X date. What can we do here to come to an agreement before
that date?"
Being respectful and direct in your approach will make the recruiter
appreciate your honesty and the organization may even view you as a
valuable candidate, as you're in demand.
Once you have presented your points, let the recruiters present their
points as well. It's likely they'll need to go get approvals from a
budgeting committee.

G What to Do If the Employer Won't Budge?
If the offer finally arrives and it is still lower than what you expected,
you may want to consider the following (assuming that you really, really
want the job!):
•

Discuss the compensation package with the hiring manager. You
may request for a meeting over a call or email. Use a professional
and friendly tone; avoid sounding bitter over the organization's
refusal to negotiate.
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Ask for a formal salary raise (after X months). A formal salary raise
is a guaranteed raise after a certain time frame has passed and

certain deliverables have been met by you. You HAVE to make sure
you have three to four time, money, and manpower deliverables

agreed upon in writing in order to make this stand.
•

Ask for a formal salary review (after X months). A formal salary

review is the opportunity to have a formal conversation with your

manager about your salary - it doesn't mean you'll get a raise but
it'll give you the right to ask for one after a specific time.
•

If you really want the job, you may reduce the amount you have

asked if the employer is still unwilling to budge. For example, if you
have asked for $30,000 more than what was offered, lower your

request to $25,000 or $27,000.
•

Be flexible in how they can up-the-offer. They may be at their max

band in terms of base salary, but they may be able to sweeten the
deal with stock, sign-on bonus, or other perks.

There you have it ... our ultimate guide for software engineers to

negotiate better salaries and job offers. Always remember - before
you ask for that pay raise or base salary, be patient and wait for the

right time; find the right resources and decide exactly what a fair base

salary is; and learn to say no - don't compromise unless you're getting

something valuable and tangible in the long run.
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