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A L L  B U S I N E S S

Raise your 
tip income
with a few 
balanced
“tips.”

B y  L i n d a  J a c o b s o n - K o s s o f f

I
n a perfect world, no one would ever have to lock their doors, everyone

would have enough time to fulfill their dreams and nail techs wouldn’t need

tips to make ends meet.

Every nail tech knows that tip money isn’t usually icing on the cake; more

often, it represents a sizable portion of the cake itself. The average tech simply

can’t earn enough money on service fees alone, even if she’s a dynamo who sees

clients back to back, morning to night. The cash you gather in tips is serious and

important income, and, therefore, you must have a well-thought-out strategy for

earning and handling that money.

Nailpro recently conducted an informal Internet survey on the subject of tips.

We wanted to know how many of your clients tip, how much money they leave

and how you use that tip money. Your responses set us to asking more questions

about this all-important topic.
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In an average week, 
how many of your clients tip?

Only about 18% of our respondents
said that all of their clients tip them
after receiving nail services. Slightly
more than half reported that most of
their clients tip, 29% said some tip, and
about 1% stated that they don’t accept
tips. These figures certainly seem to
indicate that there’s room for
improvement in tip frequency.

What can you do to encourage
more of your clients to tip? First, you
can plant the mental suggestion to tip
in subtle ways. For instance:

• Display a small sign near your
workstation that reads,
“Gratuities are greatly appreciat-
ed.” If the sign is visible to clients
throughout their services, clients
will be unlikely to forget to tip. If
they still don’t offer a gratuity, it’s
a conscious choice.

• Use invoices that have a space to

write in tip amounts. After the
service, write in only the service
fee, then give clients the invoice
to complete. If you accept credit
cards, this step is built into the
transaction, but cash transactions
can be handled similarly.

What about the tip jar? Many techs
believe this strategy is questionable,
and some even feel that it makes them
seem more like street musicians than
professional caregivers. The jar may
also imply that the tips are to be
shared. And finally, the sad truth is that
leaving an open jar of cash around
might tempt someone to help herself.

Once the suggestion to tip is plant-
ed, you need to provide the stellar
service that inspires clients’ generosi-
ty. In fact, an attitude that assumes
you should receive a tip regardless of
your performance can cause a client
to shut her wallet. “I never accept cash
without making eye contact and ask-
ing, ‘Do you need any change back?’”
says Eileen Johnson, a 15-year nail
business veteran who runs her self-
named salon in St. Paul, Minnesota.
“Usually the answer is no, and I smile
and give a sincere ‘thank-you.’ Years
ago I made the wrong assumption and
embarrassed myself and my client
when she had to ask for her change
back after I’d already closed the till.
I’ve since learned that a tip is earned
and not to be taken for granted.”
Johnson also reminds techs to fill out
their invoices after the service, not
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HOW MANY OF YOUR CLIENTS TIP?
Some 29%

Most 52%

All 18%

I do not accept tips 1%

Statistical information calculated from
respondents to Nailpro’s online survey.

52%

18%1%
29%

Having a weekly
client who tips 5% is

better than having a

bimonthly
client who tips 20%.



before, so that any add-ons or special
treatments can be taken into account.

What�s the average percentage of
the total bill that your clients tip?

Although slightly less than one-fourth
of respondents indicated that their
typical tip represented 20% of the bill,
a whopping 31% said their average

clients tipped only 5%. The remaining
responses fell into the 10% (29% of
respondents) and 15% (16% of
respondents) categories.

Naturally, some clients offer smaller
tips simply because it’s all they can
afford. Any tip is to be appreciated, and
certainly having a weekly client who tips
5% is better than having a bimonthly
client who tips 20%. “The economy is
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WHAT IS THE AVERAGE AMOUNT YOUR CLIENTS TIP?
31% reported 5%

29% reported 10%

16% reported 15%

24% reported 20%

0% reported more 
than 20%

Statistical information calculated from
respondents to Nailpro’s online survey.

29%

31%

16%

24%

Tip Reporting

T
he Internal Revenue Service (IRS)

makes no bones about it: Tips must

be reported as income. Here’s what

every nail tech needs to know about

tips and the law:

• If you’re a salon employee and

receive $20 or more in tips in any

one month, you should report 

all your tip income to your

employer. Keep tip records to

ensure accuracy and to prove 

income if necessary.

• If you’re an employer, you must

withhold and pay Social Security

and Medicare taxes on your

employees’ reported tips.

Therefore, you have a liability if

your employees don’t report their

tip incomes to you.

• “Tip-outs”—tips split with other

employees—cannot be deducted

on your tax return.

• If you’re a booth renter, you’re

considered an independent 

contractor by the IRS and must

report your tip income along 

with all other income on your 

tax return.

Complete and honest tip reporting is

not only the law, but it also has other

benefits. When you report your entire

income honestly, the higher income fig-

ure translates to increased workers’

compensation, unemployment, and

Social Security and Medicare benefits—

should you need them. The practice can

also increase your pension, annuity or

401(k) participation. It can help you in

receiving approval for loans. And, finally,

that higher income figure elevates the

status of the nail profession in general—

a result that benefits everyone.

For complete tax law information,

visit www.irs.gov.



down now, so I’ve told clients who
worry about not being able to continue
with me to budget only the service fee,”
says Johnson. This approach inspires
loyalty—and might even spark gener-
ous tipping when times improve.

However, you definitely will find
yourself encountering a client who
could easily pay a tip but simply isn’t
in the habit. In this instance:

• Let clients know when you’re
going above and beyond in their
services. Tell your stressed-out
pedicure client, “You seem like
you could use more TLC today.
I’ll give you a longer massage.”
Often extra pampering translates
into extra tipping when the time
comes to pay.

• Create a suggested tip scale and
have it printed on your menu
and appointment cards or post-
ed somewhere in the salon.
Giselle Ramos, an independent
nail tech at Jubilee Hair Studio
in Altamonte Springs, Florida,
finds this strategy effective. “You
can indicate that great service
calls for a tip of 15% or more;
good service, 10%; satisfactory
service, 5%; and unsatisfactory
service, no tip at all.”

How do you spend your tips?
Supporting the position that tip
money is serious income, 80% of the
respondents said that their tips are

either channeled directly into pay-
ment of personal bills and expenses
or into their savings accounts. Only
16% said they use their tip money for
purely frivolous purposes. Some techs
divide the cash in balanced measures.
For instance, Genie Webber, The Nail
Room and Spa, Wetumpka, Alabama,
uses her tips for bills and expenses—
except in the month of August.
“Then half of the money goes toward
attending The Premiere Beauty Show
in Orlando, Florida, and the other
half is split between my hubby and
children to have fun with at home
while I’m away!”

Toni Stenmark, A Perfect 10 by
Toni, Orange Park, Florida, earmarked
her tip money for a specific purchase:
her brand-new, red Monte Carlo SS.
“It’s my first new car in 14 years and I
use my tips to make the payments each
month,” says Stenmark.

Another obvious use for tips is rein-
vestment into work. Karin Ström, a nail
tech based in Sweden, spends her tips
on nail product, and Ramos and Karol
Singleton, Lori’s Hair Design, Pinellas
Park, Florida, noted their habit of
keeping the cash in a fund for nail
classes and shows. Nail techs who are
also salon owners are most apt to rein-
vest tips, using the money to refresh
their retail displays or otherwise cater
to their clients. Whether you’re an
owner or employee, however, if it’s
financially feasible for you to reinvest
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HOW DO YOU SPEND YOUR TIPS?

Salon Expenses 5%

Frivolous 
Expenditures 16%

Put in Savings 29%

Personal 
Expenses/Bills 51%

Statistical information calculated from
respondents to Nailpro’s online survey.

29%
51%

5%

16%



the cash, this is the strategy most like-
ly to result in even more tips down
the road.

“As an owner of a single-operator
salon, I understand that it’s not custom-
ary for owners to accept tips,” says
Johnson. “However, my clients were
with me through the years that I was an
employee and are pleased to include a
tip above the service price. My
response is to use these gratuities to
purchase treats for them, such as nice
waiting-room furniture, and plenty of
soda and snacks while they’re waiting.”

Overall, the attitude toward tips
should be balanced between not tak-
ing them for granted, and believing
that they’re well-deserved when you

provide quality service. “Over the years
I’ve worked with many techs, and I’ve
met some who have openly said to me
that they drop clients who don’t tip
enough,” confides Johnson. “For me,
I’d rather have a standing, nontipping
client who’s always on time and treats
my work with respect, than someone
who lacks commitment and disregards
my time and skill, yet gives me an extra
five bucks to put up with her.” 

That said, there’s nothing wrong
with looking to tip income to help
improve your lifestyle and/or your
business. If you know that you’re a
good nail tech who takes care of her
clients, then make every effort to
communicate that fact by encourag-
ing the practice of consistent, fair tip-
ping from your clients.  

Linda Jacobson-Kossoff is a freelance writer
based in Los Angeles. She can be reached at
lkwordwoman@aol.com.
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Nail techs who are also

salon owners
are most apt to 

reinvest tips.


