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To Tip or Not to Tip?

Everyone from your barista to the car mechanic is asking for tips,
and new technology adds to the pressure.

MONEY ETIQUETTE BY LAURA PETRECCA

IPPING has long been
a tricky topic, but in re-
cent years, the practice

has taken on a whole new level
of complexity.

Service providers are not only
increasingly soliciting tips, but
they’re also spinning around
touch-screen card readers with
suggested percentages that can
run as high as 30%. Adding to
the struggle are bills with a
“service charge” and a line for
gratuity. And then there’s the
awkwardness of making a tip-
ping decision while standing two
feet from the person who just
handed you your take-out pizza.

“It’s a very complicated space,”
says Lizzie Post, co-author of
Emily Post’s Etiquette, The Cen-
tennial Edition, and the great-
great-granddaughter of manners
maven Emily Post.

So, how did the gracious act of
adding a gratuity become so con-
founding? The global pandemic
was a major impetus, as many
consumers, while holed up in
their homes, wanted to support
small businesses and show ap-
preciation for service workers.

“Covid increased people’s
willingness to tip even in cir-
cumstances where you weren’t
used to it,” says Michael Lynn,

a Cornell University professor
of consumer behavior and mar-
keting who has published more
than 50 academic papers on
service gratuities. “It also in-
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Across
the country,
tip jars are
proliferating,
and digital
prompts
show no sign
of abating.

creased their willingness to tip
larger amounts.”

In addition, credit card read-
ers that give suggestions such
as 18%, 20% and 25% are more
prevalent than ever—and unlike
tip jars, they can cause extra
gratitude angst because you
must opt out. “With a tip jar, fail-
ure to tip is passive. It’s a sin of
omission,” says Lynn. “Whereas
failure to tip with the digital
screen is more active. You have
to say, ‘No tip.” And we generally
think sins of commission are
worse than sins of omission.”

Across the country, tip jars
are proliferating, and digital

prompts show no sign of abating.

Still, you can take steps to feel
good about the amount you tip—
if you tip at all.

Familiarize yourself with tip-
ping norms. Tipping is a per-
sonal choice, but getting some
insight can help you make more-
informed decisions. If you’re un-
comfortable, you could spend
money in ways that don’t align
with your personal or financial
values. Some general guidelines
from the Emily Post Institute:

« Wait service at a sit-down
establishment: 15% to 20%
of the total.

« Food delivery: 10% to 15%
of the bill. (Take note: Food
delivery fees are typically
separate from gratuities.)

« Food take-out: This is dis-
cretionary, but it’s common
to tip 10% or a few dollars
depending on the size of
the order.

« Tipping jars for baristas
or other service workers:
This is also discretionary.
Consider tipping if your
server goes above and be-
yond or you’re a regular
customer. Depending on
the amount, you can put
your change in the jar or
add a dollar or two on top
of the total bill.

It’s fine to go above these sug-
gested amounts, as well as tip
pretax. Emily Post’s Etiquette,
The Centennial Edition has a
more extensive list of guidelines,
including for cannabis delivery
service (up to 15% of your order).

Create internal guidelines.
Once you grasp the norms, think
through what feels right for you.
This way, you'll be mentally pre-
pared the next time you stare
down digital gratuity sugges-
tions or a tip jar that says, “Show
us some love.”

“Everyone needs to come up
with their own set of guidelines
for situations around tipping,
giving or donating,” says Bari
Tessler, a financial therapist and
author of The Art of Money. “It
helps us when we’re faced with
these moments.”
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For instance, if you want to
save money by picking up food
from a restaurant instead of din-
ing in or ordering delivery, think
through what percentage, if any,
fits your needs. “We’re all on our
own budgets,” says Post, who is
also co-president at the Emily
Post Institute. “Not everybody
can afford to tip 20% all the
time, which is why some people
go to a take-out place—that ex-
pectation isn’t there.”

As you form your internal
guidelines, keep in mind that
some workers—such as waiters
and bartenders—often rely
on tips for a large part of their
income. Post says to consider
tipping a restaurant worker
at least 15% even if you're dis-
pleased with the service or the
meal. “Use your words, not your
money, to speak for you,” she
says. “Let the manager know
why your experience was so
unsatisfactory.”

When you apply your per-
sonal principles, be sure to give
yourself some wiggle room.

It’s helpful to have a baseline,
but circumstances can vary.
Your final decision will likely
be based on the bill amount,
your budget, the complexity

of your request and the quality
of the service. “There are a lot of
things that can factor into your
tip amount,” says Post. “And
sometimes it’s just wonderful
customer service.”

Expect the unexpected.
Whether at a fast-food chain
or your local dry cleaner, be
prepared for tip prompts from
more unexpected places. When
that happens, try to pause for
a moment or two instead of
making a knee-jerk decision.
Is spending 20% more worth
it to you? And even if you over-
spend on a “guilt tip” because

\WHETHER AT A FAST-FOOD CHAIN OR YOUR LOCAL
DRY CLEANER, BE PREPARED FOR TIP PROMPTS
FRONI MORE UNEXPECTED PLACES.

you feel flummoxed, be gentle
with yourself, Tessler says.
“We’re always learning from
these experiences and fine-
tuning as we go. The next time
you’re in that situation, you can
always do it differently.”
Service charges, which can
appear on a bill alongside a re-
quest for a tip, are often a source
of confusion. Your best bet: Ask
the person serving you or the
establishment’s manager to ex-
plain what the charge covers.

Permit yourself to skip the tip.
Gratitude researcher Lynn says
he generally tips waitstaff, bar-
tenders, food-delivery workers
and hotel housekeepers. Other-
wise, “I don’t feel obligated to
tip,” he says. “I’'m not opposed to

tipping, but I have to have a rea-
son to tip, which means I almost
never tip for counter service.
When they turn those screens
around, I hit the ‘no tip’ option,
and I don’t feel bad about it.”
Post says that it’s fine not
to tip if you don’t want to do so
in certain circumstances, but
she says it’s always important to
show appreciation. “Say please,
thank you, excuse me,” says
Post, who has worked as a
busser, server and cocktail wait-
ress. “I would so much rather
you treat me well than spend
your time deciding between 10%
and 15% on the tablet I just
turned around for you.” @

For questions or comments,
e-mail feedback@kiplinger.com.
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