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Wall Street is more complex today
than the two-sentence agreement
launching the first stock exchange in
1792. This newsletter is intended to
help you with a few current realities
like changing tax laws and interest
rates.
Tomorrow is election day, another
reminder that the future is impossible
to predict, even with seemingly
unending analysis. But, with
Thanksgiving around the corner,
we’re also reminded to keep things
in perspective, and focus on what
matters most.
Enjoy the changing seasons, and
don’t hesitate to contact us with any
questions or updates to your
situation.
Thank you!
-jv
November 2018

If you have a penchant for
financial trivia, put your
knowledge to the test by taking
this short quiz. Perhaps some of
the answers to these questions
will surprise you.

Questions

c. The IRS
d. Juanita Kreps
3. Which three U.S. bills together account
for 81% of the paper currency in
circulation?
a. $1, $20, $100
b. $1, $5, $20
c. $1, $10, $20
d. $1, $10, $100
4. Small businesses comprise what
percentage of U.S. businesses?
a. More than 39%
b. More than 59%
c. More than 79%
d. More than 99%

Ten Year-End Tax Tips for 2018
On the Road to Retirement, Beware of These
Five Risks

a. President John F. Kennedy

What are the new rules for 401(k) hardship
withdrawals?

1. c. Buttonwood. On May 17, 1792, 24 New
York City stockbrokers and merchants met
under a buttonwood tree outside of what is now
68 Wall Street. Their two-sentence brokers'
agreement is known as the Buttonwood
Agreement.1

1. The first organized stock market in New
2. b. Ted Benna. A 401(k) is a tax-deferred,
York was founded on Wall Street under what employer-sponsored retirement savings plan.
kind of tree?
Although the name comes from Section 401(k)
of the Internal Revenue Code, this type of
a. Maple
retirement savings plan was created by Ted
b. Linden
Benna in 1979. At the time, he was a co-owner
of The Johnson Companies, a small benefits
c. Buttonwood
consulting firm.2
d. Elm
3. a. $1, $20, $100. The $1 bill represents
2. Who invented the 401(k)?
about 29% of the total paper currency in
a. Congress
circulation. The $20 bill represents about 22%,
and the $100 bill represents about 30%.3
b. Ted Benna

5. Which U.S. president signed Medicare
into law?

Can the federal funds rate affect the
economy?

Answers

4. d. More than 99%. Despite their size, small
businesses are a big part of the U.S. economy.
According to the U.S. Small Business
Administration, small businesses (independent
businesses with fewer than 500 employees)
comprise 99.9% of all firms and account for
62% of net new jobs.4
5. b. President Lyndon B. Johnson.
President Kennedy recommended creating a
national health insurance program in 1961, but
it was President Johnson who signed the
Medicare bill into law on July 30, 1965.
President Nixon extended Medicare eligibility to
certain people under age 65 in 1972, and
President Bush expanded Medicare to include
prescription drug benefits in 2003.5
1
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Federal Reserve, Currency in Circulation: Volume,
December 2017
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U.S. Small Business Administration, August 2017
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Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services

b. President Lyndon B. Johnson
c. President Richard M. Nixon
d. President George W. Bush
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Ten Year-End Tax Tips for 2018
Here are 10 things to consider as you weigh
potential tax moves between now and the end
of the year.

1. Set aside time to plan
Effective planning requires that you have a
good understanding of your current tax
situation, as well as a reasonable estimate of
how your circumstances might change next
year. There's a real opportunity for tax savings
if you'll be paying taxes at a lower rate in one
year than in the other. However, the window for
most tax-saving moves closes on December
31, so don't procrastinate.

2. Defer income to next year
Timing of itemized
deductions and the
increased standard
deduction
The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act,
signed into law in December
2017, substantially increased
the standard deduction
amounts and made significant
changes to itemized
deductions, generally starting
in 2018. (After 2025, these
provisions revert to pre-2018
law.) It may now be especially
useful to bunch itemized
deductions in certain years; for
example, when they would
exceed the standard deduction.
IRA and retirement plan
contributions
For 2018, you can contribute
up to $18,500 to a 401(k) plan
($24,500 if you're age 50 or
older) and up to $5,500 to a
traditional or Roth IRA ($6,500
if you're age 50 or older). The
window to make 2018
contributions to an employer
plan generally closes at the
end of the year, while you
typically have until the due date
of your federal income tax
return (not including
extensions) to make 2018 IRA
contributions.

Consider opportunities to defer income to 2019,
particularly if you think you may be in a lower
tax bracket then. For example, you may be able
to defer a year-end bonus or delay the
collection of business debts, rents, and
payments for services. Doing so may enable
you to postpone payment of tax on the income
until next year.

3. Accelerate deductions
You might also look for opportunities to
accelerate deductions into the current tax year.
If you itemize deductions, making payments for
deductible expenses such as medical
expenses, qualifying interest, and state taxes
before the end of the year, instead of paying
them in early 2019, could make a difference on
your 2018 return.

4. Factor in the AMT
If you're subject to the alternative minimum tax
(AMT), traditional year-end maneuvers such as
deferring income and accelerating deductions
can have a negative effect. Essentially a
separate federal income tax system with its
own rates and rules, the AMT effectively
disallows a number of itemized deductions. For
example, if you're subject to the AMT in 2018,
prepaying 2019 state and local taxes probably
won't help your 2018 tax situation, but could
hurt your 2019 bottom line. Taking the time to
determine whether you may be subject to the
AMT before you make any year-end moves
could help save you from making a costly
mistake.

5. Bump up withholding to cover a tax
shortfall
If it looks as though you're going to owe federal
income tax for the year, especially if you think
you may be subject to an estimated tax penalty,
consider asking your employer (via Form W-4)
to increase your withholding for the remainder
of the year to cover the shortfall. The biggest

advantage in doing so is that withholding is
considered as having been paid evenly through
the year instead of when the dollars are actually
taken from your paycheck. This strategy can
also be used to make up for low or missing
quarterly estimated tax payments. With all the
recent tax changes, it may be especially
important to review your withholding in 2018.

6. Maximize retirement savings
Deductible contributions to a traditional IRA and
pre-tax contributions to an employer-sponsored
retirement plan such as a 401(k) can reduce
your 2018 taxable income. If you haven't
already contributed up to the maximum amount
allowed, consider doing so by year-end.

7. Take any required distributions
Once you reach age 70½, you generally must
start taking required minimum distributions
(RMDs) from traditional IRAs and
employer-sponsored retirement plans (an
exception may apply if you're still working for
the employer sponsoring the plan). Take any
distributions by the date required — the end of
the year for most individuals. The penalty for
failing to do so is substantial: 50% of any
amount that you failed to distribute as required.

8. Weigh year-end investment moves
You shouldn't let tax considerations drive your
investment decisions. However, it's worth
considering the tax implications of any year-end
investment moves that you make. For example,
if you have realized net capital gains from
selling securities at a profit, you might avoid
being taxed on some or all of those gains by
selling losing positions. Any losses over and
above the amount of your gains can be used to
offset up to $3,000 of ordinary income ($1,500
if your filing status is married filing separately)
or carried forward to reduce your taxes in future
years.

9. Beware the net investment income
tax
Don't forget to account for the 3.8% net
investment income tax. This additional tax may
apply to some or all of your net investment
income if your modified adjusted gross income
(AGI) exceeds $200,000 ($250,000 if married
filing jointly, $125,000 if married filing
separately, $200,000 if head of household).

10. Get help if you need it
There's a lot to think about when it comes to tax
planning. That's why it often makes sense to
talk to a tax professional who is able to
evaluate your situation and help you determine
if any year-end moves make sense for you.
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On the Road to Retirement, Beware of These Five Risks
On your journey to retirement, you'll likely face
many risks that have the potential to throw you
off course. Following are five common
challenges retirement investors face. Take
some time now to review and understand them
before your journey takes an unplanned detour.

1. Traveling aimlessly

No investment strategy can
guarantee success. All
investing involves risk,
including the possible loss
of your contribution dollars.
There is no assurance that
working with a financial
professional will result in
investment success.

based on a number of factors. Appropriate
investments for your retirement savings mix are
those that take into consideration your total
savings goal, your time horizon (or how much
time you have until retirement), and your ability
to withstand changes in your account's value.
Would you be able to sleep at night if your
portfolio lost 10%, 15%, even 20% of its overall
value over a short time period? These are the
types of scenarios you must consider when
choosing an investment mix.

Setting out on an adventure without a definitive
destination can be exciting, but probably not
when it comes to saving for retirement. As you
begin your retirement strategy, one of the first
4. Giving in to temptation
steps you'll need to take is identifying a goal.
While some people prefer to establish one big
On the road to retirement, you will likely face
lump-sum accumulation amount — for example, many financial challenges as well — the
$1 million or more — others find that type of
unplanned need for a new car, an unexpected
number daunting. They might focus on how
home repair, an unforeseen medical expense
much their savings will need to generate each
are just some examples.
month during retirement — say, the equivalent of During these trying times, your retirement
$5,000 in today's dollars, for example. ("In
savings may loom as a potential source of
today's dollars" refers to the fact that inflation
emergency funding. But think twice before
will likely increase your future income needs.
tapping your retirement savings assets,
These examples are for illustrative purposes
particularly if your money is in an
only. They are not meant as investment
employer-sponsored retirement plan or an IRA.
advice.)
Consider that:
Regardless of the approach you follow, setting
a goal may help you better focus your
investment strategy. In order to set a realistic
target, you'll need to consider a number of
factors — your desired lifestyle, pre-retirement
income, health, Social Security benefits, any
traditional pension benefits you or your spouse
may be entitled to, and others. Examining your
personal situation both now and in the future
can help you determine how much you may
need to accumulate.

2. Investing too conservatively...
Another key to determining how much you may
need to save on a regular basis is targeting an
appropriate rate of return, or how much your
contribution dollars may earn on an ongoing
basis. Afraid of losing money, some retirement
investors choose only the most conservative
investments, hoping to preserve their
hard-earned assets. However, investing too
conservatively can be risky, too. If your
investment dollars do not earn enough, you
may end up with a far different retirement
lifestyle than you had originally planned.

3. ...Or too aggressively
On the other hand, retirement investors striving
for the highest possible returns might select
investments that are too risky for their overall
situations. Although you might consider
investing at least some of your retirement
portfolio in more aggressive investments to
potentially outpace inflation, the amount you
invest in such higher-risk vehicles should be

• Any dollars you remove from your portfolio
will no longer be working for your future
• You may have to pay regular income taxes
on distribution amounts that represent
tax-deferred investment dollars and earnings
• If you're under age 59½, you may have to pay
an additional penalty tax of 10% to 25%
(depending on the type of plan and other
factors; some exceptions apply)
For these reasons, it's best to carefully consider
all of your options before using money
earmarked for retirement.

5. Prioritizing college saving over
retirement
Many well-meaning parents may feel that
saving for their children's college education
should be a higher priority than saving for their
own retirement. "We can continue working, if
needed," or "our home will fund our retirement,"
they may think. However, these can be very
risky trains of thought. While no parent wants
his or her children to take on a heavy debt
burden to pay for education, loans are a
common and realistic college-funding option —
not so for retirement. If saving for both college
and retirement seems impossible, consider
speaking with a financial professional who can
help you explore the variety of tools and
options.
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Can the federal funds rate affect the economy?
The Federal Open Market
Committee (FOMC) is the
policymaking branch of the
Federal Reserve. One of its
primary responsibilities is
setting the federal funds target rate. The FOMC
meets eight times per year, after which it
announces any changes to the target rate. The
Federal Reserve (the Fed), through the FOMC,
uses the federal funds rate as a means to
influence economic growth.
If interest rates are low, the presumption is that
consumers can borrow more and,
consequently, spend more. For instance, lower
interest rates on car loans, home mortgages,
and credit cards make them more accessible to
consumers. Lower interest rates often weaken
the value of the dollar compared to other
currencies. A weaker dollar means some
foreign goods are costlier, so consumers will
tend to buy American-made goods. An
increased demand for goods and services often
increases employment and wages. All of which
should stimulate the economy. This is
essentially the course the FOMC took following
the 2008 financial crisis in an attempt to spur
the economy.

However, if money is too plentiful, demand for
goods may exceed supply, which can lead to
increasing prices. As prices increase (inflation),
demand for goods decreases, slowing overall
economic growth. When the economy recedes,
the need for labor decreases, unemployment
grows, and wage growth slows. To counteract
rising inflation, the Fed raises the target rate.
When interest rates on loans and mortgages
move higher, money becomes more costly to
borrow. Since loans are harder to get and more
expensive, consumers and businesses are less
likely to borrow, which slows economic growth
and reels in inflation.
The Fed monitors many economic reports that
track inflationary trends and economic growth.
The Fed's preferred measure of inflation is the
Price Index for Personal Consumption
Expenditures produced by the Department of
Commerce. To forecast economic growth, the
Fed looks at changes in gross domestic product
and the unemployment rate, along with several
other economic indicators, such as durable
goods orders, housing sales, and business
fixed investment.
Source: Federal Reserve, 2018

What are the new rules for 401(k) hardship
withdrawals?
The Bipartisan Budget Act
passed in early 2018 relaxed
some of the rules governing
hardship withdrawals from
401(k)s and similar plans. Not all plans offer
hardship withdrawals, but the ones that do will
be required to comply for plan years beginning
in 2019.
In order to take a hardship withdrawal from a
401(k) or similar plan, a plan participant must
demonstrate an "immediate and heavy financial
need," as defined by the IRS. (For details, visit
the IRS website and search for Retirement
Topics - Hardship Distributions.) The amount of
the withdrawal cannot exceed the amount
necessary to satisfy the need, including any
taxes due.1

Current (pre-2019) rules
To determine if a hardship withdrawal is
qualified, an employer may rely on an
employee's written statement that the need
cannot be met using other financial resources
(e.g., insurance, liquidation of other assets,
commercial loans). In many cases, an
employee may also be required to take a plan
loan first.

Withdrawal proceeds can generally come only
from the participant's own elective deferrals, as
well as nonelective (i.e., profit-sharing)
contributions, regular matching contributions,
and possibly certain pre-1989 amounts.
Finally, individuals who take a hardship
withdrawal are prohibited from making
contributions to the plan — and therefore
receiving any related matching contributions —
for six months.

New rules
For plan years beginning after December 31,
2018, the following changes will take effect:
1. Participants will no longer be required to
exhaust plan loan options first.
2. Withdrawal amounts can also come from
earnings on participant deferrals, as well as
qualified nonelective and matching
contributions and earnings.
3. Participants will no longer be barred from
contributing to the plan for six months.
1

Hardship withdrawals are subject to regular income
tax and a possible 10% early-distribution penalty tax.
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