The Price of Talent:
Compensation in the Post-Pandemic
Economy

Based on observations from executive search engagements conducted
across Canada between 2020 and 2026.

June 2026

\ u«m\\\‘\\d

Over the last six years, compensation structures across Canada have shifted
more dramatically than at any point in recent decades. While salary growth was
already occurring prior to 2020 due to labour shortages in specialized sectors,
the combination of COVID-19, remote work adoption, inflation, and changing
employee expectations fundamentally altered how organizations compete for
talent.

The COVID Shock: Talent Retention Became Defensive

During the early stages of the pandemic, many employers froze hiring and
compensation adjustments as they navigated unprecedented uncertainty. By
late 2020 and into 2021, however, the market reversed sharply. Organizations
that survived the initial disruption suddenly found themselves competing
aggressively for experienced professionals in sectors such as technology,
finance, healthcare, logistics, construction, and executive leadership.

The result was accelerated wage inflation, retention bonuses, and increasingly
aggressive counteroffers. Employers recognized that replacing experienced
talent during a period of disruption carried significant risk, and many were
willing to pay a premium to preserve stability and continuity.

Remote Work Reshaped Compensation Expectations



The normalization of remote work changed compensation dynamics far beyond
salary levels.

As executive recruiters, we began to see candidates evaluate opportunities
through a much broader lens than compensation alone. Conversations that
once focused primarily on salary increasingly included flexibility, autonomy,
work-life balance, commute reduction, and overall quality of life.

As a result, compensation evolved into a broader employment value
proposition. In our recruitment work, the three-day hybrid work model quickly
emerged as the new standard. We frequently encountered candidates who were
willing to accept slightly lower compensation in exchange for greater flexibility,
fewer commuting hours, and a better overall lifestyle. Conversely, organizations
requiring employees to return to the office full-time often found themselves
needing to offer compensation premiums to offset what candidates viewed as a
loss of flexibility.

Inflation and Cost-of-Living Pressures Accelerated Salary Growth

From 2021 through 2024, inflation added another layer of complexity to
compensation planning. Rising housing costs, interest rates, and everyday
expenses created significant pressure on both employers and employees.

In conversations with candidates across Canada, concerns about affordability
became increasingly common. Compensation discussions that previously
centered on career growth and advancement were now regularly accompanied
by questions about purchasing power, housing costs, and financial security.

We also observed organizations becoming more creative in their approach to
compensation, introducing mid-year salary reviews, enhanced bonus
structures, and expanded benefit offerings to help address these concerns.

Flexibility Became a Form of Compensation

One of the most significant shifts we witnessed over the past six years was the
emergence of flexibility as a form of compensation in its own right.

Many of the candidates we worked with placed nearly as much value on
flexibility as they did on salary. For working parents, the ability to work from
home when a child was sick or attend school and extracurricular activities
without sacrificing productivity became enormously important. We saw
employers increasingly respond by expanding mental health benefits, wellness
programs, continuing education support, gym memberships, and family-
focused initiatives.



Organizations that embraced these changes often gained a meaningful
advantage in recruiting and retaining talent, even when they were not offering
the highest salaries in the market.

Executive Compensation Also Evolved

At the executive level, compensation structures became increasingly focused
on performance, retention, and long-term value creation.

Throughout this period, we saw a growing number of organizations introduce or
expand long-term incentive plans, profit-sharing arrangements, equity
participation programs, phantom equity structures, and deferred compensation
mechanismes.

One trend that became particularly noticeable during executive searches was
the number of candidates who chose to remain with their current employer
because of significant unvested incentive programs. We frequently withessed
hiring organizations wrestling with whether they were prepared to offset those
forfeited incentives in order to secure their preferred candidate.

These experiences reinforced an important reality: executive compensation is
no longer simply about annual earnings. It has become a strategic tool for
retention, alignment, and long-term wealth creation.

Conclusion

Having worked directly with employers and candidates throughout this period,
our team has had a front-row seat to one of the most significant transformations
iIn compensation strategy in modern Canadian business.

We watched organizations move from uncertainty and hiring freezes during the
early stages of the pandemic to intense competition for talent. We saw
candidates redefine what mattered most in their careers and employers rethink
what they needed to offer in order to attract and retain exceptional people.

The clearest lesson from the past six years is that compensation is no longer
solely about salary. Today's candidates evaluate opportunities through a
combination of financial reward, flexibility, career growth, organizational culture,
personal well-being, and long-term opportunity.

Organizations that recognize this shift and approach compensation as a holistic
talent strategy will be best positioned to attract, engage, and retain the leaders
and professionals who will drive their future success.
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