
Issue No. 18 | February 2022

New Insights on Top Executive 
Compensation

E xtraordinary turnover among top pool executive 
roles is taking place right now. By 2026, about half of 
all current top executives will have retired. By 2031, 

another quarter will be gone.

These dramatic changes heighten the need 
for pools to think today about top execu-
tive compensation and benefits, job satis-
faction and other factors that might influ-
ence the ability to retain or recruit into the 
executive leadership role.

To help pools do this, we’re presenting 
highlights from our most recent Top Pool 
Executive Compensation and Benefits 
Analysis. Although only survey participants 
have access to the full analysis (including 
regressions, regional segmentation and ad-
ditional findings), this high-level look will 
help all pools understand and address top 
executive compensation needs.

By Steve Keller
AGRiP Director of Programs



GENERAL FINDINGS

Before we get into salary and benefit details, it’s worth taking a look at what top executive employment is like overall.

• Sixty-three percent of top executives are directly employed by their pool(s). The remainder are employed by an associ-
ation, league, government entity or private organization. We refer to these executives as “indirectly employed.” 

• As you’d expect, all directly employed top executives report directly and solely to the pool governing body. By contrast, 
only 23 percent of indirectly employed top executives report directly and solely to the pool governing body. (In total, 
70 percent of top executives have this direct reporting relationship.)

• Sixty percent of directly employed top executives are considered public employees for salary purposes. Sixteen per-
cent of indirectly employed top executives are considered public employees for this purpose. (In total, 43 percent of 
top executives are classified this way.)

• Eighty-seven percent of directly employed top executives have an employment contract with their pool, compared to 
23 percent of indirectly employed top executives. (In total, 63 percent of all top executives have a contract.)

• Forty-one percent of top executives are eligible to receive bonuses. Of these, 65 percent have received one within the 
last year. Twelve percent of top executives eligible for bonuses report they have never received one.
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METHODOLOGY

Data presented is current as of July 
15, 2021, and was collected through 
a compensation and benefits survey 
distributed to 195 top executives 
(representing 215 pools). The response 
sample of 83 is representative of AGRiP 
member pools with respect to staff size, 
asset size, pool member entity types and 
lines of coverage offered. Each respondent 
received a copy of the full analysis.

TOP EXECUTIVE EMPLOYMENT AT A GLANCE

Not 
Bonus 
Eligible

Bonus 
Eligible

Received Bonus Within Last Year

Received Bonus Within Last Five Years

Received Bonus Within Last ~10 Years

Never Received Bonus

Undefined

Not 
Bonus 
Eligible

Bonus 
Eligible

Received Bonus Within Last Year

Received Bonus Within Last Five Years

Received Bonus Within Last ~10 Years

Never Received Bonus

Undefined

EXECUTIVE BONUSES

AMONG DIRECTLY EMPLOYED ↓ ↓ AMONG INDIRECTLY EMPLOYED 

Directly by the Pool (63%) Indirectly (37%)Employed

Gov. Body 
(23%) Someone Else (77%)

Yes 
(23%) No (77%)

Yes 
(16%) No (84%)

Governing Body (100%)Reports To

No (40%) Yes (60%)
Public Employee for 

Salary Purposes

No (13%) Yes (87%)
Has Employment 

Contract With Pool

https://www.agrip.org/home


SALARIES

The distribution of top pool executive salaries is broad, with an average salary 
of $193,446. Directly employed top executives make $208,758 on average, 
compared to an average of $167,761 for those indirectly employed.

Salaries are impacted by many factors, three of which we found to be reason-
ably predictive in single and multiple regression analyses.

• By far the most influential factor on top executive salary is the total staff 
size of the pool(s) the executive manages—more staff correlates to 
higher salary. 

• The second most influential factor is total assets of the pool(s) the exec-
utive manages—greater assets correlates to higher salary.

• The third most influential factor is whether the executive is directly 
employed by the pool(s) they administer.

Other factors with meaningful positive influence on top executive salary 
include the number of lines of coverage managed and the existence of an em-
ployment contract. 

Of course, these findings reflect public entity 
pools in aggregate. So, although we deter-
mined these three variables to be most im-
portant in predicting top executive salary, no 
model was able to explain more than half of 
the overall variation. Depending on circum-
stances, other variables may be influential 
in determining a particular top executive’s 
salary. 

EMPLOYEE BENEFITS AND 
RETIREMENT

Almost 60 percent of top executives have 
an employer-provided pension plan, and 55 
percent of top executives receive employer 
contributions to a retirement savings or 
deferred compensation plan that is not a 
pension plan. Some pool executives have both 
types of plans, and some have neither.

Sixty-five percent of top executives have uncombined leave plans, and these executives tend to have more time off (38 days 
on average) than the 34 percent with consolidated PTO (30 days on average). 

Top executives have access to a variety of employee benefits, although some are more common than others. Dental cover-
age, vision coverage and term life insurance are nearly universal. About three-quarters have access to traditional indemnity 
health plans, disability insurance, flexible spending plans for health insurance, and well-being programs.

On average, top executive employers contribute 81 percent of the group medical plan premium for the executive, and about 
half pay it in full. Employers contribute on average 62 percent of the group medical plan premium for dependents. 
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1. Total staff size of 
the pool(s)

2. Total assets of the 
pool(s)

3. Direct vs. indirect 
employment

MOST INFLUENTIAL 
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DISTINCTIONS BY EMPLOYMENT NATURE

Some benefit distinctions exist based upon employment relationship. 

For example, directly employed top executives have greater access to traditional 
indemnity health plans (90 percent) than the overall average (78 percent). Indi-
rectly employed top executives have less frequent access to traditional indemni-
ty plans (58 percent).

Indirectly employed top executives have greater access to non-parental family 
leave (55 percent) than the overall average (42 percent). Directly employed top 
executives have less access (35 percent).

There are a few bonus and benefit distinctions between private third-party em-
ployment and league or association employment (although there is not a meaningful 
salary difference between these indirectly employed subgroups).

• Private employers offer and provide bonuses almost twice as frequently. 

• League and association employers offer pensions almost three times as fre-
quently (similar to direct pool employment). Private employers contribute 
to non-pension plans somewhat more frequently.

• League and association employers contribute roughly twice as much of the 
group medical plan premium on average (similar to pool employment). 
 

EXECUTIVE SUCCESSION AND SATISFACTION

Almost half of top pool executives intend to vacate their roles by 2026, and more 
than three-quarters intend to by 2031. This rate of anticipated departures has 
increased since our 2018 survey. 

Given the average years of experience among top executives, the turnover ap-
pears mostly the result of planned retirements.

Due to the amount of impending turnover—and because satisfaction may be an 
indication of how to think about recruitment looking ahead—we introduced 
new questions this year about top executives’ satisfaction with their careers and 
other elements of their work. 

Almost all executives feel “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with their overall careers, 
current job roles, employment environment and compensation. Unsurprisingly, 
the percent of top executives that are “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with their 
salaries is greater at higher levels of pay. 

Current top executives appear confident their existing compensation and 
benefits will be appealing enough to attract a quality successor, although only 28 
percent have a clearly identifiable or known successor for their role.
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REMOTE WORK

Because our compensation and benefits analysis was taking place during shifts in remote work due to COVID, we also 
looked specifically at how pool work environments might be changing. Before COVID, only about 13 percent of top execu-
tives worked remotely at least half the time. In July 2021, that number had jumped to 60 percent. 

Top executives generally anticipate a hybrid model for themselves and their staff teams moving forward. At the time of 
the survey, 62 percent of top executives expected half or more of their work to be performed remotely in 2022. Of course, 
the emergence of COVID variants and other influences may have since altered these expectations. But the trend is clear: 
Remote work in some form is here to stay. 
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Succession Planning Residency
Regardless of whether your top pool executive is among those planning to leave their roles within the next ten years, 
it’s wise to have a succession plan in case of their departure.

The resources from our Succession Planning Residency can help. It is recommended but not required that you complete 
residency initiatives in sequence:

• The Big Picture Project is a pooling-specific exercise with questions and a structure to generate pool-wide 
understanding of strategic vision and key metrics. There are written and video instructions for the exercise, and 
most executives engage with the materials and produce results in less than 90 minutes.

• Our Knowledge Silo Matrix Exercise is a method for identifying your pool’s critical operational knowledge, expert 
resources and areas of talent risk. Use our Knowledge Silo Matrix template to identify skill gaps and talent risks 
across operational silos at your pool. After watching the video tutorials we provide, this work will only take you a 
couple hours.

• The Skill Development Plan is a tool (1) to identify core skills and tasks within your pool’s operational silos and (2) 
to plan how you’ll transfer knowledge of those skills and tasks. 
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REMOTE WORK CHANGES
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 STEVE KELLER oversees programs and services for the Association of Governmental Risk 
Pools. He conducted, authored and produced the 2021 Top Pool Executive Compensation 
and Benefits Analysis. Steve has been with AGRiP since 2019 and holds a master’s in public 
administration from the University at Albany’s Rockefeller College.

The ASSOCIATION OF GOVERNMENTAL RISK POOLS is a multinational organization for 
public entity risk pools with over 200 members from the United States, Canada and Australia. 

By providing support in the fields of education, intelligence, advocacy, networking and best practices, AGRiP 
energizes the power of pooling, making member organizations more effective, collaborative and informed. 

If you took part in this year’s compensation and benefits survey and need a copy of the full analysis, 
contact us. For full access to the 2023 report, be sure your top executive participates in the survey then.

Advice for Governing Bodies
Whether your pool executive is directly employed or contracted, the governing body holds ultimate responsibility for 
retaining appropriate executive leadership. Here are a few things to consider in your efforts: 

• Understand the context of your pool against the pooling universe with regard to the three most significant influ-
ences on salary (staff size, assets and direct employment). 

• Even if your top executive doesn’t currently have plans to retire, upcoming turnover (both within pooling and 
more generally) is likely to make them highly sought after. To proactively mitigate this risk:

 » Ensure your top executive’s total compensation and benefits packages are in line with market data, the pool’s 
strategic vision and the executive’s expectations.

 » Consider whether offering your top executive a longevity incentive or other bonus is appropriate in the cur-
rent environment. 

 » Have a frank discussion about your top executive’s long-term goals and what, internally or externally, might 
influence them to change jobs. Even if these influences are unlikely to surface, if they do, you’ll be glad you 
had the chance to address them.

 » Consider whether it’s appropriate to introduce an employment contract for your top executive. If you have 
an employment contract already in place, review it to make sure it reflects today’s pooling and employment 
environment. Confer with general counsel as you do so.

• For some pools, succession planning is a big blind spot. Many pools don’t have any plan in place for knowledge 
transfer in the event of their top executive’s departure. Others don’t have a potential successor lined up (or even 
a plan to find one). Use the resources in our Succession Planning Residency to assess your pool’s succession read-
iness and develop a plan for your own needs.

• Some pools may be overly optimistic about the cost of attracting new executive talent. Contrary to what one 
might think, there is only a weak association between a top executive’s years of total experience and their salary. 
Don’t expect that your pool will be able to attract a quality top executive successor at a lower salary than your 
incumbent executive. And prepare yourself for fewer top executive candidates than you might think. 
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