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When bank and credit union leaders were polled on 2026 pay planning, 
most signaled steadiness: salary‐increase budgets are expected to hold roughly 
flat with 2025 - in the ~3.4% - 3.6% range per WTW, WorldatWork, Payscale, 
and The Conference Board. Salary structure movements are likewise expected 
to be on par to slightly lower than last year, continuing the gentle cooling that 
began after 2023’s spike. And critically for our sector, credit unions enter 2026 
from a position of strength: assets, loans, deposits, and net income all rose 
through mid-2025, lifting the systemwide net-worth ratio to ~11.1%. This 
provides a window to “catch up” if you fell behind during the rapid market run-
up over the last few years.

Welcome to D. Hilton Associates’ 24th National Compensation Forecast. This 
report distills where the 2026 compensation market is heading for credit 
unions and translates it into salary administration design moves you can act 
on. With salary budgets plateauing and structure shifts modest, 2026 favors 
precision - tight job architecture, refreshed ranges, differentiated funding for 
hard-to-hire skills, and governance that stands up to expanding pay-
transparency rules. Expect cross-winds: ongoing compliance and risk-talent 
demand, AI and data skills premiums, and selective bonus pressure in trading-
adjacent roles even as broad base-pay growth cools.

All the best in 2026,

Jeff Rock, PHR, Vice President

We believe credit unions should prepare for three themes in 2026:

Issue One: Transparency Under the Spotlight. A growing wave of state and local pay-
transparency laws is forcing institutions to disclose ranges and benefit values more 
openly. This will demand disciplined job architecture, clear communication, and 
competitive positioning to avoid reputational and compliance risks.
Issue Two: Work From Anywhere Has Homogenized Market Values. Remote and 
hybrid flexibility has compressed pay differentials across geographies. For many 
financial roles, local premiums are disappearing as candidates benchmark against 
national - or even global rates, requiring careful range management and refreshed 
survey strategies.
Issue Three: The Hybrid Work Impact. Hybrid models are reshaping culture, 
collaboration, and performance expectations. For compensation, that translates into 
sharper focus on retention levers beyond base pay - such as incentive design, 
recognition, and well-being benefits - to maintain engagement when employees 
spend less time together in person.
Benefits watch (what this means for total rewards). Employer health-care costs are 
projected to rise another ~9% in 2026 (tempered to ~7 - 8% with plan redesign), 
driven by specialty pharmacy (GLP-1s), cancer, and mental-health utilization. Many 
employers will respond with design changes, navigation/COE strategies, and tighter 
utilization management. Plan your 2026 merit and structure moves alongside 
medical trend to keep total comp in balance without eroding member-service talent.

Look for the discussion of these topics and more at the 2025 Total Rewards 
Symposium this November 6th and 7th!

2026 Compensation Outlook: Steady Numbers, Shifting Challenges. 
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D. Hilton’s 2026 Budgeting Forecast



4

D. Hilton 2026 Budget Forecast

Capital Concerns
<7% Capital

66 Credit Unions (1.5%)

Forecasts
Staff Merit Increases

0.0% - 2.5%

Executive Merit Increases

2.5% - 3.5%

Sufficiently Capitalized
7% - 10% Capital

1123 Credit Unions(24.9%)

Forecasts
Staff Merit Increases

3.1% - 4.1%

Executive Merit Increases

4.25% - 6.25%

Well Capitalized
>10% Capital

3316 Credit Unions (73.6%)

Forecasts
Staff Merit Increases

4.1% - 5.1%

Executive Merit Increases

5.75% - 7.75%

Salary Range Increases
Staff/Management: 2.50%      Executives: 3.00%
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U.S. Salary Budget Forecast 2026 ​

3.2%

World-at-Work 3.6%

Willis Towers 
Watson 3.5%

PayScale 3.5%

D. Hilton 3.8%

ERI 3.5%

3.4% 3.6% 3.8% 4.0% 4.2% 4.5%
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U.S. Salary Budget Forecast 2026

*projected

WorldatWork 2025-2026 Salary Budget Survey

2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026*

Nonexempt 3.4% 3.6% 3.8% 2.6% 2.7% 2.9% 3.2% 3.3% 3.2% 3.2% 3.1% 3.5% 3.8% 3.5% 3.7% 3.6%

Exempt 3.6% 3.7% 3.9% 2.5% 2.8% 2.9% 3.2% 3.2% 3.3% 3.3% 3.1% 3.5% 3.8% 3.5% 3.7% 3.6%

Executives 3.6% 3.8% 4.1% 2.1% 2.8% 2.9% 3.2% 3.1% 3.3% 3.2% 3.0% 3.4% 3.6% 3.4% 3.6% 3.6%

1.8%

2.0%

2.2%

2.4%

2.6%

2.8%

3.0%

3.2%

3.4%

3.6%

3.8%

4.0%

4.2%
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Salary Range Adjustment Trends

*projected

2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026*

Nonexempt 2.0% 2.1% 2.6% 1.7% 1.4% 1.9% 1.9% 1.9% 2.1% 2.1% 2.0% 2.8% 2.9% 2.6% 2.4% 2.4%

Exempt 2.1% 2.2% 2.6% 1.6% 1.5% 1.9% 1.9% 2.2% 2.1% 2.1% 2.0% 2.7% 2.8% 2.5% 2.3% 2.3%

Executives 2.2% 2.2% 2.6% 1.6% 1.4% 1.9% 1.9% 2.1% 2.2% 2.1% 2.0% 2.5% 2.6% 2.2% 2.2% 2.1%

1.2%

1.4%

1.6%

1.8%

2.0%

2.2%

2.4%

2.6%

2.8%

3.0%

WorldatWork 2025-2026 Salary Budget Survey
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Employers Brace 
for Another Year 

of Elevated 
Healthcare Cost 
Growth in 2026, 

Outpacing 
Forecasts Again

Healthcare Cost Increase: Employers expect a median health care cost increase 
of 9% before changes to plan design; with plan design changes, that can fall to 
about 7.6%.

Pharmacy Costs are Accelerating Sharply: Employers project 11-12% increases 
in pharmacy cost trend for 2025-2026 before plan design changes; after plan 
design tweaks, it’s estimated slightly lower (around 10-11%)

Drivers of Cost Surge: There are several “demand side” drivers such as increased 
prevalence of cancer, higher utilization of mental health & substance use 
disorder services, chronic condition management, autoimmune conditions, etc.

GLP-1 Medications Play a Role in Overall Healthcare Costs: A particularly sharp 
driver is obesity treatments, including GLP-1 medications. Employers see rising 
use and are putting in controls (e.g. prior authorization, requiring certain 
BMI/comorbidities) to try to manage cost and appropriateness.

Focus on Design: Employers are responding to rising costs by focusing on value 
in benefit design. They are steering employees toward higher-quality providers 
and care sites, while improving transparency and coordination to reduce waste. 
Plan design changes can also trim cost growth by about 1–2 percentage points.

Source: 2026 Employer Health Care Strategy Survey
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Compensation 
Services

Retention &
Retirement

Executive
Recruiting

Strategic
Services

Board
Leadership

Executive 
Compensation Plan 

Design & 
Administration

Variable Pay & Sales 
Plan Design

Staff Salary 
Administration 

Program Review

Evaluation & 
Benchmarking (SERP, 

457(b), 457(f), 
401(k), Split Dollar)

Design & 
Implementation 

(SERP, 457(b), 457(f), 
401(k), Split Dollar)

Ongoing Review
(SERP, 457(b), 457(f), 
401(k), Split Dollar)

CEO Retained 
Executive Search

Executive Level 
Search

Executive 
Management 

Succession Planning

Market Research

Mergers

Strategic Planning

Development

Strategy

Succession

For 40 years, D. Hilton Associates, Inc. has been the leader in executive recruiting and 
compensation advisory for the financial services industry. The firm employs 35 full-time 

employees in five major practice areas. 
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The Leader in Credit Union 
Executive Recruiting & 

Compensation Advisory​
Our commitment to clients is straightforward:​

▪ You will have access to the best data from which to 
make decisions.

▪ You will make strategic business decisions, not 
compensation decisions​.

▪ You will not let compensation become an 
emotional decision​.

D. Hilton consultants are results-driven, independent, 
and focus on custom solutions for our clients.  We 
cherish our autonomy.  We do not accept third-party 
endorsements, which allows us to be true thought 
leaders.  ​

Should you, your fellow executives, or your volunteers 
have any questions related to D. Hilton’s services, 
please see our website at www.dhilton.com or contact 
John Andrews at (800) 367-0433, ext. 124​

Experienced
(100+ Years Combined) 

Results Driven 
(No cookie cutter approaches)

Independent 
(No third-party endorsements)

Industry Thought Leaders
(Fresh approaches on relevant topics)

Collaborators
(Mutual understanding on outcomes)

Total Comp Focus
(Pay-for-Performance Philosophy)

Fixed-Fee Costs
(No surprises or hidden costs)

Confidentiality
(Data is safe and sound)

Agile
(Not afraid of change or uncertainty)
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Contributors

Jeff Rock, PHR
Vice President

John W. Andrews, CCP, CSCP, SPHR
Executive Vice President
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