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This spring & summer, my family and |
went through the arduous process of
selling our home and moving to a new one.
As exciting as it is to move into a new
house, it is a stressful and time consuming
process. | am sure many of you have felt
the same way about the experience.
Thankfully, we found great buyers for our
old home and that made the process of
selling it go very smoothly. | can't stress
enough how helpful it was to have
experienced professionals working with us
throughout the ordeal. As a financial
advisor, | often say that | help people who
don't have the time, knowledge or
inclination to manage their own
investments or do their own financial
planning. That same line of thinking applies
to Realtors, attorneys, mortgage
professionals, contractors, movers, and
other professionals who helped us achieve
our goal. Should you ever find yourself
considering a move and need help, ask me
for a referral. | know a lot of really good
people and would happily make a
connection.
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Did You Know...?

Is It Time to Declare Your Financial Independence?

No matter how much
money you have or which
life stage you're in,
becoming financially
independent starts with a
dream. Your dream might
be to finally pay off the
mountain of debt you've
accumulated, or to stop
relying on someone else for financial support.
Or perhaps your dream is to retire early so you
can spend more time with your family, travel the
world, or open your own business. Financial
independence, however you define it, is
freedom from the financial obstacles that are
keeping you from living life on your own terms.

Envision the future

If you were to become financially independent,
what would change? Would you spend your
time differently? Live in another place? What
would you own? Would you work part-time?
Ultimately, you want to define how you choose
to live your life. It's your dream, so there's no
wrong answer.

Work at it

Unless you're already wealthy, you may have
had moments when winning the lottery seemed
like the only way to become financially secure.
But your path to financial independence isn't
likely to start at your local convenience store's
lottery counter.

Though there are many ways to become
financially independent, most of them require
hard work. And retaining wealth isn't
necessarily easy, because wealth may not last
if spending isn't kept in check. As income rises,
lifestyle inflation is a real concern. Becoming —
and remaining — financially independent
requires diligently balancing earning, spending,
and saving.

Earn more, spend wisely, and save
aggressively

Earn more. The bigger the gap between your
income and expenses, the quicker it will be to
become financially independent, no matter what
your goal is. The more you can earn, the more
you can potentially save. This might mean

finding a job with a higher salary, working an
extra job, or working part-time in retirement.
And a job is just one source of income. If you're
resourceful and able to put in extra hours, you
may also be able to generate regular income in
other ways — for example, renting out a garage
apartment or starting a side business.

Spend wisely. Look for opportunities to reduce
your spending without affecting your quality of
life. For the biggest impact, focus on reducing
your largest expenses — for example, housing,
food, and transportation. Practicing mindful
spending can also help you free up more
money to save. Before you buy something
nonessential, think about how important it is to
you and what value it brings to your life so that
you don't end up with a garage or attic filled
with regrettable purchases.

Save aggressively. Set a wealth accumulation
goal and then prioritize saving. Of course, if you
have a substantial amount of debt, saving may
be somewhat curtailed until that debt is paid off.
Take simple steps such as choosing
investments that match your goals and time
frame, and paying yourself first by automatically
investing as much as possible in a retirement
savings plan. Time is an important ally in the
quest for financial independence, so start
saving as early as possible and build your nest
egg over time. (Note that all investing involves
risk, including the possible loss of principal, and
there is no guarantee that any investment
strategy will be successful.)

Keep going

Make adjustments. Life changes. Unexpected
bills come up. Some years will be tougher
financially than others. Expect to make some
adjustments to your plan along the way,
especially if you have a long-term time frame,
but keep going.

Track your progress. Celebrate both small
milestones and big victories. Seeing the
progress you're making will help you stay
motivated as you pursue your dream of
financial independence.
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The cost and availability of
life insurance depend on
factors such as age, health,
and the type and amount of
insurance purchased.

All investing involves risk,
including the possible loss
of principal, and there can
be no assurance that any
investment strategy will be
successful.

Taxable distributions from
retirement plans and IRAs
prior to age 59%2 may be
subject to a 10% penalty tax
unless an exception applies.

Disability premiums are
based on your age, gender,
occupation, and the amount
of potential lost income you
are trying to protect, as well
as the specifics of the
policy and what additional
benefits are added.
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Five Times in Your Life When You Might Need Help with Your Finances

As you move through different stages of life,
you will face new and unique financial
situations. Did you just get engaged? Perhaps
you are wondering how you and your partner
are going to manage your money together. Do
you have children? Maybe you are looking for
ways to pay for their college education.

When you navigate through these various life
events, you might seek professional guidance
to help you make sound financial choices.

1. Getting married

Getting married is an exciting time in one's life,
but it also brings about many challenges. One
challenge that you and your spouse will face is
how to merge your finances. Careful planning
and communication are important, since the
financial decisions you make now can have a
lasting impact on your future.

You'll want to discuss your financial goals and
determine which are most important to both of
you. You should also prepare a budget to make
sure you are spending less than you earn.
Other issues to consider as a couple include
combining financial accounts, integrating
insurance coverage, and increasing retirement
plan contributions.

2. Buying ahome

Buying a home can be stressful, especially for
first-time homebuyers. Since most people
finance their home purchases, buying a house
usually means getting a mortgage. As a result,
you'll need to determine how large a mortgage
you can afford by taking into account your
gross monthly income, housing expenses, and
long-term debt.

And if you haven't already done so, you'll need
to save for a down payment. Traditionally,
lenders have required a 20% down payment on
the purchase of a home, however many lenders
now offer loans with lower down payments.

3. Starting a family

Starting a family is an important — and
expensive — commitment. As your family grows,
you will likely need to reassess and make
changes to your budget. Many of your living
expenses will increase (e.g., grocery,
health-care, and housing costs). In addition,
you'll need to account for new expenses such

as child care and building a college fund.

Having a family also means you should review
your insurance coverage needs. Life insurance
can help protect your family from financial
uncertainty if you die, while disability insurance
will help replace your income if you become
injured or sick.

4. Paying for college

Paying for college is a major financial
undertaking and usually involves a combination
of strategies to help cover costs — savings,
financial aid, income during the college years,
and potentially other creative cost-cutting
measures. Hopefully, you've been saving
money on a regular basis to amass a healthy
sum when your child is ready for college. But as
college costs continue to rise each year, what
you've saved may not be enough.

For this reason, many families supplement their
savings at college time with federal or college
financial aid. Federal aid can include student
and parent loans (need-based and
non-need-based), grants and work-study (both
need-based), while college aid consists
primarily of grants and scholarships
(need-based and merit-based). In fact, college
grants and scholarships can make up a
significant portion of the college funding puzzle,
so exploring the availability of college aid is
probably the single biggest thing you can do
after saving regularly to optimize your bottom
line. In addition to financial aid, you might take
out a private college loan or borrow against
your home equity. Or you might pay college
expenses using your current income or other
savings or investments.

5. Saving for retirement

You know that saving for retirement is
important. However, sometimes it's easy to
delay saving while you're still young and
retirement seems too far off in the future.
Proper planning is important, and the sooner
you get started, the easier it will be to meet
your retirement income needs. Depending on
your desired retirement lifestyle, experts
suggest that you may need 80% to 100% of
your pre-retirement income to maintain your
standard of living. However, this is only a
general guideline. To determine your specific
needs, you'll need to estimate all your potential
sources of retirement income and retirement
expenses, taking taxes and inflation into
account.

Once you've estimated how much money you'll
need for retirement, your next goal is to save
that amount. Employer-sponsored retirement
plans like 401(k)s and 403(b)s are powerful
savings tools because you can make pre-tax
contributions (reducing your current taxable
income), and any investment earnings grow tax
deferred until withdrawn, when they are taxed
as ordinary income. You may be able to
enhance your savings even more if your
employer matches contributions. IRAs also
offer tax-deferred growth of earnings.
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EBRI consistently finds that
setting a savings goal
increases the level of
confidence among today's
workers. Despite that fact,
just 42% of survey
respondents have tried to
determine a total retirement
savings goal, and less than
one-third have tried to
calculate how much they
may need for medical
expenses. Of those who
have calculated a total
savings goal, 34% have
found they will need $1
million or more to retire
comfortably.

Source: 2019 Retirement
Confidence Survey, EBRI
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Five Retirement Lessons from Today's Retirees

Each year for its Retirement Confidence
Survey, the Employee Benefit Research
Institute (EBRI) surveys 1,000 workers and
1,000 retirees to assess how confident they are
in their ability to afford a comfortable retirement.
Once again, in 2019, retirees expressed
stronger confidence than workers: 82% of
retirees reported feeling "very" or "somewhat"
confident, compared with 67% of workers. A
closer look at some of the survey results
reveals various lessons today's workers can
learn from current retirees.

Current sources of retiree income

Let's start with a breakdown of the percentage
of retirees who said the following resources
provide at least a minor source of income:

» Social Security: 88%

¢ Personal savings and investments: 69%

« Defined benefit/traditional pension plan: 64%
« Individual retirement account: 61%

* Workplace retirement savings plan: 54%

¢ Product that guarantees monthly income:
33%

* Work for pay: 25%

Lesson 1: Don't count on work-related
earnings

Perhaps the most striking percentage is the last
one, given that 74% of today's workers expect
work-related earnings to be at least a minor
source of income in retirement. Currently, just
one in four retirees works for pay.

Lesson 2: Have realistic expectations
for retirement age

Building upon Lesson 1, it may benefit workers
to proceed with caution when estimating their
retirement age, as the Retirement Confidence
Survey consistently finds a big gap between
workers' expectations and retirees' actual
retirement age.

In 2019, the gap is three years: Workers said
they expect to retire at the median age of 65,
whereas retirees said they retired at a median
age of 62. Three years can make a big
difference when it comes to figuring out how
much workers need to accumulate by their first
year of retirement. Moreover, 34% of workers
reported that they plan to retire at age 70 or
older (or not at all), while just 6% of current
retirees fell into this category. In fact, almost
40% of retirees said they retired before age 60.
The reality is that more than four in 10 retirees
retired earlier than planned, often due to a
health issue or change in their organizations.

Estimating retirement age is one area where
workers may want to hope for the best but
prepare for the worst.

Lesson 3: Income is largely a result of
individual savings efforts

Even though 64% of current retirees have
defined benefit or pension plans, an even larger
percentage say they rely on current savings
and investments, and more than half rely on
income from IRAs and/or workplace plans.
Current workers are much less likely to have
defined benefit or pension plans, so it is even
more important that they focus on their own
savings efforts.

Fortunately, workers appear to be recognizing
this fact, as 82% said they expect their
workplace retirement savings plan to be a
source of income in retirement, with more than
half saying they expect employer plans to play
a "major" role.

Lesson 4: Some expenses, particularly
health care, may be higher than
expected

While most retirees said their expenses were
"about the same" or "lower than expected,"
approximately a third said their overall
expenses were higher than anticipated. Nearly
four out of 10 said health care or dental
expenses were higher.

Workers may want to take heed from this data
and calculate a savings goal that accounts
specifically for health-care expenses. They may
also want to familiarize themselves with what
Medicare does and does not cover (e.g., dental
and vision costs are not covered) and think
strategically about a health savings account if
they have the opportunity to utilize one at work.

Lesson 5: Keep debt under control

Just 26% of retirees indicated that debt is a
problem, while 60% of workers said this is the
case for them. Unfortunately, debt can hinder
retirement savings success: seven in 10
workers reported that their non-mortgage debt
has affected their ability to save for retirement.
Also consider that 32% of workers with a major
debt problem were not at all confident about
having enough money to live comfortably in
retirement, compared with just 5% of workers
who don't have a debt problem.

As part of their overall financial strategy,
workers may want to develop a plan to pay
down as much debt as possible prior to
retirement.
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The FAFSA, which stands for
Free Application for Federal

: | Student Aid, is the federal
ﬁ government's financial aid
="====_....= application. The FAFSA is a
prerequisite for federal student loans, grants,
and work-study. In addition, colleges typically
require the FAFSA before distributing their own
need-based aid and, in some cases,
merit-based aid.

For the 2020-2021 school year, the FAFSA can
be filed as early as October 1, 2019. Whether
you have a senior in high school or a returning
college student, it's a good idea to file the
FAFSA as early as possible to increase your
child's chances of getting financial aid, because
some aid programs operate on a first-come,
first-served basis. (For high school seniors who
haven't yet been accepted at a particular
college, you can list all the schools your child
has applied to on the form.)

The 2020-2021 FAFSA relies on your family's
current asset information and two-year-old
income information from your 2018 tax return.
The form is available online at fafsa.ed.gov.

e’

When should | file the FAFSA?

In order to file the form, you'll need to create an
FSA ID if you haven't done so already (be sure
to follow the online instructions). You can save
time and minimize errors on the FAFSA by
using the built-in IRS Data Retrieval Tool, which
electronically imports your tax data.

Even if you don't expect your child to qualify for
need-based aid, you still might consider
submitting the FAFSA. All students attending
college at least half-time are eligible for federal
unsubsidized Direct Loans regardless of
financial need. So if you want your child to take
out a loan (or your child needs to do so), you'll
need to file the FAFSA. (Unsubsidized Direct
Loan amounts are capped each year: $5,500
freshman year, $6,500 sophomore year, and
$7,500 junior and senior years.)

Keep in mind that you'll need to resubmit the
FAFSA each year that you want your child to be
considered for aid. Fortunately, renewal
FAFSAs take less time to complete.

" How can | teach my high school student the importance
‘\ of financial literacy?
~s#— Even though your child is just Show them the numbers. Use an online
g&2== _° in high school, he or she may calculator to demonstrate the concept of
—— still have to deal with certain long-term investing and the power of compound
~— financial challenges. Whether interest. Your children may be surprised to see

this involves saving for an important purchase
like a car or learning how to use a credit card
responsibly, it's important for your high schooler
to have a basic understanding of financial
literacy concepts in order to manage his or her
finances more effectively.

While financial literacy offerings in schools have
increased in popularity, a recent study reported
that only 17 states require high school students
to take a personal finance course before they
graduate.l Here are some ways you can teach
high school students the importance of financial
literacy.

Advocate saving. Encourage your children to
set aside a portion of any money they receive
from an allowance, gift, or job. Be sure to talk
about goals that require a financial
commitment, such as a car, college, and travel.
As an added incentive, consider matching the
funds they save for a worthy purpose.

how fast invested funds can accumulate,
especially when you match or contribute an
additional amount each month.

Let them practice. Let older teens become
responsible for paying certain expenses (e.g.,
clothing and entertainment). The possibility of
running out of their own money might make
them think more carefully about their spending
habits and choices. It may also encourage them
to budget their money more effectively.

Cover the basics. By the time your children
graduate from high school, they should at least
understand the basic concepts of financial
literacy. This includes saving, investing, using
credit responsibly, debt management, and
protection planning with insurance.

1 Survey of the States, Council for Economic
Education, 2018
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