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07. Are there any specific rules relating to
compensation payable to financial services
employees in your jurisdiction, including, for
example, limits on variable compensation, or
provisions for deferral, malus and/or clawback of
monies paid to employees?
 

Switzerland
Author: Simone Wetzstein , Matthias Lötscher , Sarah Vettiger

Swiss civil law provides for special rules that govern the compensation of current and former members of
inter alia the board and executive committee (Ordinance against Excessive Compensation) of Swiss
companies limited by shares that are listed on a Swiss or foreign stock exchange. In addition, there are
disclosure provisions listed companies need to follow concerning remuneration under stock exchange
regulations.

In addition to the above, FINMA has formulated ten principles regarding remuneration that banks, securities
firms, financial groups and conglomerates, insurance companies, insurance groups and conglomerates are
required to implement. The principles serve as minimum standards for the design, implementation and
disclosure of remuneration schemes.

These schemes should not incentivise to take inappropriate risks and thereby potentially damage the
stability of financial institutions.

One of the focal points of the principles is variable remuneration that depends on business performance
and risk. In particular, all variable remuneration must have been earned by the company over the long
term. Consequently, remuneration is dependent on performance, taking into account the sustainability of
such performance as well as the risks. That said, FINMA’s principles do not limit the amount of variable
remuneration. However, FINMA aims to prevent the granting of high remuneration based on large risks and
the generation of short-term, unsustainable earnings. Furthermore, persons who have significant
responsibility relating to the risk or receive a high total remuneration, must receive a significant part of the
variable remuneration on a deferred basis and consequently, in a way that is linked to the current risk.
Under the FINMA principles, "clawback" and "malus" arrangements are permitted.
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United States
Author: Melissa Hill , Leora Grushka

Overtime

Financial services employees in the United States are commonly classified as administrative employees
exempt from both minimum wage and overtime laws. To qualify for this administrative exception under the
Fair Labor Standard Acts (FLSA) and often, applicable state law, an employee must:

be compensated on a salary or fee basis at a rate at least equal to the minimum required threshold (at
the time of writing set at $684 a week or $35,568 annually); and
have a primary duty:

that is the performance of office or non-manual work directly related to the management or
general business operations of the employer or the employer’s customers; and
includes the exercise of discretion and independent judgment on significant matters.

Examples of employees qualifying for the administrative exemption are those whose duties include:

collecting and analysing information regarding the customer’s income, assets, investments or debts;
determining which financial products best meet a customer’s needs;
advising customers regarding the pros and cons of various financial products; and
marketing, servicing, or promoting financial products.

An employee whose sole duty is selling financial products does not qualify for the administrative
exemption. United States courts are split on whether financial advisors are exempt.

Many states have a higher minimum annual salary threshold for the administrative exemption, including
California ($1,240 a week, as of 1 January 2023) and New York ($1,125 a week for New York City and
Nassau, Suffolk, and Westchester counties and $990 a week for the remainder of the state. The remainder
of the State increased to $1,064.25 a week on 31 December 2022).

California has an administrative exemption test, which also requires the employee to customarily and
regularly exercise discretion and independent judgement, in addition to being primarily engaged in
administrative duties. Employees that do not qualify as non-exempt under one of the exemptions must
receive overtime pay under California law.

FLSA also exempts “highly compensated” employees. To qualify for this exemption, an employee must earn
at least $107,432 in total annual compensation (not including discretionary bonuses), must perform office
or non-manual work as part of their primary duty, and must customarily perform one or more exempt
duties of an administrative, executive, or professional employee.

Bonuses

Discretionary bonuses can be for any amount and can be determined on quantitative factors (eg, employer
profits) or subjective factors (eg, known performance indicators, performance, merit) and employers may
condition an employee’s eligibility to receive a bonus on their active employment at the time when bonuses
are paid.

Guaranteed bonuses are typically non-discretionary and set at a fixed number or percentage (eg, a
percentage of the employee’s annual base salary or the employer’s profits). A guaranteed bonus (unlike a
discretionary one) creates a contractual obligation and will be considered wages. Once a payment is
considered a “wage,” employers generally cannot withhold, recover or claw back the bonus from an
employee.

California requires non-discretionary bonuses to be included in a non-exempt employee’s regular rate for
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overtime calculation.

Certain compensation plans include “forgivable loans,” conditioning an employee’s obligation to repay on
their continued employment with the new employer for a time. If the employee leaves or is fired for certain
reasons before the full loan amount is forgiven, the unforgiven share, with interest, can become due and
payable.

California generally prohibits employers from deducting any outstanding loan balances from an employee’s
final paycheck without express permission in contemporaneous writing signed by the employee, both at the
time the loan or advance was given and at separation.

Similarly, New York has extremely nuanced rules related to permissible deductions for employee benefits,
which are limited (eg, authorised deductions and deductions for the benefit of the employee).
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