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TRADITIONAL VOLUNTARY TIPPING

ALTERNATIVES TO TRADITIONAL TIPPING

CORONAVIRUS COVID-19 PANDEMIC

DISCUSSION

Tipping, a traditionally voluntary practice, is an important part of the
exchange between customers and frontline employees, such as
baristas, hairdressers, and servers.

While tipping allows customers to punish/reward tipped employees, it
also has a dark side.

In the restaurant industry, tips are an important part of a server’s
remuneration, as restaurants are not obligated to pay a minimum wage
in majority of the states.

Servers earn less than $5/hour in base hourly wages in 32 out of 50
states, with servers in 16 out of those 32 states earning exactly
$2.13/hour (US Department of Labor, 2021) - making them heavily
dependent on tips.

Participants: 347 (52.7% female, 80.7% Caucasian, median age = 34)

Method & Design: 5 (COVID-19 Fee Type: No Fee vs. Fee with No
Explanation vs. Fee Explanation #1 vs. Fee
Explanation #2 vs. Fee Explanation #3) single-
factor study

Measures: Likelihood of purchasing food at the restaurant (single-item),
tipping intentions (single-item measures, Karabas et al.,
2020), NWOM (α = .91, Grégoire & Fisher, 2006; Grégoire et
al., 2009), inferred negative motives with regard to the
restaurant (α = .88, Joireman et al., 2013)

Results: Compared with the no fee condition, each of the fee conditions
had a significant indirect effect on the outcome variables via
inferred negative motives.

This research illustrates that during times of external volatility, such as
pandemics, managerial strategies to offset reduced revenues and
increased costs could in in turn adversely affect customers’ purchase
likelihood and tipping – exposing servers to further vulnerability with
regard to remuneration, and amplify customers’ willingness to spread
negative word of mouth about the service provider.

We intend to run additional studies to overcome limitations, and
increase the generalizability of our findings.

Under the voluntary tipping system, customers typically provide tips at
the end of the service transaction. However, according to popular
media, some restaurants are now requesting customers to tip at the
beginning of the service transaction i.e., during the food or beverage
ordering stage.

While pre-service tipping does eliminate uncertainty for the servers,
recent research suggests that requesting tips at the beginning of the
service transaction could in fact backfire (Warren et al., 2020).

A different strategy that some restaurants are implementing is the non-
voluntary tipping system. While this system is likely driven by good
intentions (e.g., to ensure that servers are not left to the mercy of
customers’ tipping behavior), recent research has shown that customers
dislike this system (Karabas & Joireman, 2020).

Another strategy that some restaurants are implementing is the no-
tipping system, whereby restaurants are increasing menu prices to
support reasonable base hourly wages for servers and kitchen staff
(NPR, 2016). While managers see this as the ideal model, several
restaurants are now abandoning it to remain competitive with
restaurants that are still using the voluntary tipping system (NPR, 2016).

STUDY

The challenge of supporting servers and implementing acceptable
tipping systems has been further amplified by the COVID-19 pandemic
(Goldberg, 2021).

We examine customer reaction to a non-voluntary COVID-19 fee to
further illustrate the vulnerability of voluntary tipping.

mailto:pavan.munaganti@sjsu.edu

