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P R A C T I C E  F U N D A M E N T A L S

T
is the season … for annual raises and holiday 
bonuses. Right?

Not so fast. An annual holiday bonus or merit 
increase is not a mandate. That said, your employ-

ees may be expecting these even if your practice didn’t 
have a banner year. 

Many or your employees may already be rubbing their 
hands together in anticipation of this year’s reward. About 
75 percent of human resources executives say their compa-
nies will give their workers extra cash for the holidays this 
year, up from 67 percent in 2015, according to a recent sur-
vey by Accounting Principals, a staffing firm for accounting 
and finance professionals. The average expected bonus in 
2016 is $1,081, compared with $858 in 2015. 

This is just an average—from a different industry with dif-
ferent expectations on employees—but it’s important to 
clearly define well ahead of time how much your business can 

afford, who deserves it the most, and what guidelines apply 
toward future increased compensation. It doesn’t have to be 
cash, either. There are many ways to reward employees during 
the holiday season, including pay increases, paid time off, addi-
tional health benefits, gift cards, turkeys/ham or vegan food, 
employee of the month/year parking spot, and more. 

Always check with your tax advisor to make sure that 
you are abiding by IRS statutes, since many of the added 
benefits just may be subject to payroll taxes.

SANTA VERSUS SCOOGE:  
WHERE DO YOU FIT IN?

So are you a Santa or a Scrooge when it comes to holiday 
giving? That depends on how, what, and why you give your 
employees during this time of year. There are as many rea-
sons to provide raises and bonuses as there are to abstain, 
and your policy on such can render you a Santa or a Scrooge.

DO YOU GIVE 
RAISES BECAUSE  
IT’S THAT TIME OF 
THE YEAR?

Many practices still give 
raises on an annual basis 
because they feel they are 
supposed to and as a result 
their employees have come 
to expect, if not demand, 
such rewards.

Verdict: You are a Santa.

DO YOU ONLY 
PROVIDE  
A COST OF LIVING 
INCREASE ?

This is by far the worst 
type of salary increase, 
because it does not foster 
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motivation toward future success in your prac-
tice. Some may even take this as a slap in their 
face if they have worked hard over the course 
of the year. (Remember how Bob Cratchitt felt 
about the miserly Ebeneezer Scrooge in the 
holiday classic, A Christmas Carol?)

Verdict: You are a bit of a Scrooge.

IS YOUR POLICY “NO BONUS, 
NO RAISE, NO HOW”?

Not all practices give out raises or bonuses, 
especially if it has been a difficult year. This 
can be hard to swallow for employees if it is a 
change in behavior from previous years. 

Verdict: N/A. If it was truly a tough year, 
be honest with your employees and ask for 
their help and loyalty as you try to make 2017 
stronger. Remember not all bonuses are cash. 
(Calls to recruiters do tend to spike soon after 
annual raises and bonuses are (or are not) 
allocated.) 

DO YOU REWARD EMPLOYEES  
FOR HARD WORK? 

This is by far the most concrete and defin-
able reason to provide raises and/or bonuses. Hopefully, 
you have implemented an annual review process and your 
employees have met set goals. These are concrete metrics to 
help determine how well the employee is doing on the job. 

Verdict: You are a Santa.

DO YOU DO IT BECAUSE YOU HAVE TO?
Some raises or bonuses are pre-negotiated as part of an 

employment agreement.
Verdict: You are neither Santa nor Scrooge. Instead, you 

are obligated unless the employee has not met up to his or 
her side of the bargain. 

Regardless of the reason for the bonus or raise, always 
call the employee into the office and explain the reasons 
for the increase or other benefits being offered. This allows 
both for bilateral dialogue. It also allows you to sense the 
level of appreciation and determine just how vested said 
employee is in your practice. n
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There are many ways to reward employees during 
the holiday season; Always check with your tax 
advisor to make sure that you are abiding by IRS 
statutes, since many of the added benefits just may 
be subject to payroll taxes.


