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"Never cut a tree down in the
wintertime. Never make a negative
decision in the low time. Never make
your most important decisions when
you are in your worst moods. Wait.
Be patient. The storm will pass. The
spring will come." - Robert H.
Schuller
Jason
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If you're a penny pincher but
your spouse is penny wise and
pound foolish, money
arguments may frequently
erupt. Couples who have opposite philosophies
regarding saving and spending often have
trouble finding common ground. Thinking of
yourselves as two sides of the same coin may
help you appreciate your financial differences.

the discussion becomes heated.
Communication and compromise are key. Don't
assume you know what your spouse is
thinking--ask--and be willing to negotiate. Here
are some questions to get started.

To help ensure a productive discussion,
establish some ground rules. For example, you
might set a time limit, insist that both of you
come prepared, and take a break in the event

money where your mouth is.

• What does money represent to you?
Security? Freedom? The opportunity to help
others?
• What are your short-term and long-term
Heads or tails, saver or spender
savings goals?
If you're a saver, you love having money in the • How much money is coming in and how
bank, investing in your future, and saving for a
much is going out? Never assume that your
rainy day. You probably hate credit card debt
spouse knows as much about your finances
and spend money cautiously. Your spender
as you do.
spouse may seem impulsive, prompting you to • How comfortable are you with debt, including
think, "Don't you care about our future?" But
mortgage debt, credit card debt, and loans?
you may come across as controlling or miserly
•
Who should you spend money on? Do you
to your spouse who thinks, "Just for once, can't
agree on how much to give to your children or
you loosen up? We really need some things!"
how much to spend on gifts to family
Such different outlooks can lead to mistrust and
members and friends, for example?
resentment. But are your characterizations fair?
•
What rules would you like to apply to
Your money habits may have a lot to do with
purchases? One option is to set a limit on
how you were raised and your personal
how much one spouse can spend on an item
experience. Being a saver or a spender may
without consulting the other.
come naturally; instead of assigning blame, try
• Would you like to set aside some
to see your spouse's side.
discretionary money for each of you? Then
Start by discussing your common values. What
you would be free to save or spend those
do you want to accomplish together?
dollars without having to justify your decision.
Recognize that spenders may be more focused
on short-term goals, while savers may be more Once you've explored these topics, you can
focused on long-term goals. Ultimately, whether create a concrete budget or spending plan that
reflects your financial personalities. To satisfy
you're saving for a vacation, a car, college, or
you and your spouse, make savings an
retirement, your money will be spent on
"expense" and allow some room in the budget
something. It's simply a matter of deciding
for unexpected expenses. And track your
together when and how to spend it.
progress. Having regular meetings to go over
A penny for your thoughts?
your finances will enable you to celebrate your
Sometimes couples avoid talking about money financial successes or identify areas where you
because they are afraid to argue. But talking
need to improve. Be willing to make
about money may actually help you and your
adjustments if necessary.
spouse avoid conflict. Scheduling regular
Finally, recognize that getting on the same
money meetings could help you gain a better
page is going to take some work. When you got
understanding of your finances and provide a
married, you promised to love your spouse for
forum for handling disagreements.
richer or poorer. Maybe it's time to put your
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Six Life Insurance Beneficiary Mistakes to Avoid
Life insurance has long been recognized as a
useful way to provide for your heirs and loved
ones when you die. Naming your policy's
beneficiaries should be a relatively simple task.
However, there are a number of situations that
can easily lead to unintended and adverse
consequences. Here are six life insurance
beneficiary traps you may want to avoid.

Not naming a beneficiary

Note: As with most financial
decisions, there are expenses
associated with the purchase
of life insurance. Policies
commonly have mortality and
expense charges. In addition, if
a policy is surrendered
prematurely, there may be
surrender charges and income
tax implications.

The most obvious mistake you can make is
failing to name a beneficiary of your life
insurance policy. But simply naming your
spouse or child as beneficiary may not suffice.
It is conceivable that you and your spouse
could die together, or that your named
beneficiary may die before you. If the
beneficiaries you designated are not living at
your death, the insurance company may pay
the death proceeds to your estate, which can
lead to other potential problems.

Death benefit paid to your estate
If your life insurance is paid to your estate,
several undesired issues may arise. First, the
insurance proceeds likely become subject to
probate, which may delay the payment to your
heirs. Second, life insurance that is part of your
probate estate is subject to claims of your
probate creditors. Not only might your heirs
have to wait to receive their share of the
insurance, but your creditors may satisfy their
claims out of those proceeds first.

Note: While trusts offer
numerous advantages, they
incur up-front costs and often
have ongoing administrative
fees. The use of trusts involves
a complex web of tax rules and
regulations. You should
consider the counsel of an
experienced estate planning
professional and your legal and
tax advisors before
implementing such strategies.

works best for your situation.

Per stirpes or per capita
It's not uncommon to name multiple
beneficiaries to share in the life insurance
proceeds. But what happens if one of the
beneficiaries dies before you do? Do you want
the share of the deceased beneficiary to be
added to the shares of the surviving
beneficiaries, or do you want the share to pass
to the deceased beneficiary's children? That's
the difference between per stirpes and per
capita.
You don't have to use the legal terms in
directing what is to happen if a beneficiary dies
before you do, but it's important to indicate on
the insurance beneficiary designation form how
you want the share to pass if a beneficiary
predeceases you. Per stirpes (by branch)
means the share of a deceased beneficiary
passes to the next generation in line. Per capita
(by head) provides that the share of the
deceased beneficiary is added to the shares of
the surviving beneficiaries so that each
receives an equal share.

Disqualifying the beneficiary from
government assistance

A beneficiary you name to receive your life
insurance may be receiving or is eligible to
receive government assistance due to a
disability or other special circumstance.
Eligibility for government benefits is often tied to
Naming primary, secondary, and final
the financial circumstances of the recipient. The
beneficiaries may avoid having the proceeds
payment of insurance proceeds may be a
ultimately paid to your estate. If the primary
financial windfall that disqualifies your
beneficiary dies before you do, then the
beneficiary from eligibility for government
secondary or alternate beneficiaries receive the benefits, or the proceeds may have to be paid
proceeds. And if the secondary beneficiaries
to the government entity as reimbursement for
are unavailable to receive the death benefit,
benefits paid. Again, an estate attorney can
you can name a final beneficiary, such as a
help you address this issue.
charity, to receive the insurance proceeds.

Naming a minor child as beneficiary
Unintended consequences may arise if your
named beneficiary is a minor. Insurance
companies will rarely pay life insurance
proceeds directly to a minor. Typically, the court
appoints a guardian--a potentially costly and
time-consuming process--to handle the
proceeds until the minor beneficiary reaches
the age of majority according to state law.
If you want the life insurance proceeds to be
paid for the benefit of a minor, you may
consider creating a trust that names the minor
as beneficiary. Then the trust manages and
pays the proceeds from the insurance
according to the terms and conditions you set
out in the trust document. Consult with an
estate attorney to decide on the course that

Taxes

Generally, life insurance death proceeds are
not taxed when they're paid. However, there
are exceptions to this rule, and the most
common situation involves having three
different people as policy owner, insured, and
beneficiary. Typically, the policy owner and the
insured are one in the same person. But
sometimes the owner is not the insured or the
beneficiary. For example, mom may be the
policy owner on the life of dad for the benefit of
their children. In this situation, mom is
effectively creating a gift of the insurance
proceeds to her children/beneficiaries. As the
donor, mom may be subject to gift tax. Consult
a financial or tax professional to figure out the
best way to structure the policy.
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Are There Gaps in Your Insurance Coverage?
Buying insurance is about sharing or shifting
risk. For example, health insurance will cover
some of the cost of medical care. Homeowners
insurance will assume some of the risk of loss
in the event your home is damaged or
destroyed. But oftentimes we think we're
covered for specific losses when, in fact, we're
not. Here are some common coverage gaps to
consider when reviewing your own insurance
coverage.

Life insurance
If you own a condo, your
association's property
insurance may leave gaps in
coverage. For example,
most association insurance
doesn't cover your furniture,
wall coverings, electronics,
interior walls, and structural
improvements made to the
interior of your unit. Review
your condo documents,
particularly the association's
master deed, its by-laws,
rules and regulations, which
may describe those parts of
your unit the association
insurance covers, and which
parts you may need to
insure.

In general, you want to have enough life
insurance coverage (when coupled with
savings and income) to allow your family to
continue living the lifestyle to which they're
accustomed. But changing circumstances may
leave a gap in your life insurance coverage.
For example, if you have life insurance through
your employer, changing jobs could affect your
insurance coverage. You may not have the
same amount of insurance, or the policy
provisions may differ. Whereas your prior
employer may have provided permanent life
insurance, now you may have term insurance
that will expire on a predetermined date.
Review your income, savings, and expenses
annually and compare them to your insurance
coverage, and be mindful that changing
circumstances may require a change in the
amount of insurance coverage.

Homeowners insurance
It's not always clear from reading your
homeowners policy which perils are covered
and how much damage will be paid for. It's
important to know what your homeowners
policy covers and, more important, what it
doesn't cover.
You might think your insurer would pay the full
cost to replace your home if it were destroyed
by a covered occurrence. But many policies
place a cap on replacement cost up to the face
amount stated on the policy. You may want to
check with a building contractor to get an idea
of the replacement cost for your home, then
compare it to your policy to be sure you have
enough coverage.
Even if your policy states that "all perils" are
covered, most policies carve out many
exceptions or exclusions to this general
provision. For example, damage caused by
floods, earthquakes, and hurricanes may be
covered only by special addendums to your
policy, or in some cases by separate insurance

policies altogether. Also, your insurer may not
cover the extra cost of rebuilding attributable to
more stringent building codes, or your policy
may limit how much and how long it will pay for
temporary housing while repairs are made.
To avoid these gaps in coverage, review your
policy annually with your insurer. Also, pay
attention to notices you may receive. What may
look like boilerplate language could actually be
significant changes to your coverage. Don't rely
on your interpretations--seek an explanation
from your insurer or agent.

Auto insurance
Which drivers and what vehicles are covered by
your auto insurance? Most policies provide
coverage for you and family members residing
with you, but it's not always clear-cut. For
instance, a child who is living in a college dorm
is probably covered, but a child who lives in an
off-campus apartment might be excluded from
coverage. If you and your spouse divorce,
which policy insures your children, particularly if
they are living with each parent at different
times of the year? Notify your insurer about any
change in living arrangements to avoid a gap in
coverage.
Other gaps include no coverage for damaged
batteries, tires, and shocks. And you might not
be covered for stolen or damaged cell phones
or other electronic devices. Your policy may
also limit the amount paid for a rental while your
vehicle is being repaired.
In fact, insurance coverage for rental cars may
also pose a problem. For instance, your own
collision coverage may apply to the rental car
you're driving, but it may not pay for all the
damage alleged by a rental company, such as
loss of use charges. If you're leasing a car long
term, your policy may cover the replacement
cost only if the car is a total loss or is stolen.
But that amount may not be enough to pay for
the outstanding balance of your lease. Gap
insurance can cover any difference between
what your insurer pays and the balance of your
lease.
Policy terms and conditions aren't always easily
understood, and you may not be sure what's
covered until it's time to file a claim. So review
your insurance policy to be sure you've filled all
the gaps in your coverage.
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What is a phased retirement?
In its broadest sense, a
phased retirement is a gradual
change in your work patterns
as you head into retirement.
Specifically, a phased
retirement usually refers to an arrangement that
allows employees who have reached retirement
age to continue working for the same employer
with a reduced work schedule or workload.
A phased retirement has advantages for both
employees and employers. Employees benefit
from the opportunity to continue active
employment at a level that allows greater
flexibility and time away from work, smoothing
the transition from full-time employment to
retirement. And employers benefit by retaining
the services of experienced workers.
There may be other advantages attributable to
a phased retirement. When you work during
retirement, your earnings can be applied toward
living expenses, allowing you to spend less of
your retirement savings and giving them a
chance to potentially grow for future use. You
may also elect to work for personal
fulfillment--to stay mentally and physically
active and to enjoy the social benefits of
continuing to work with the same co-workers.

Not all employers offer a phased retirement
option, but if it's available, you may want to
consider whether you'll still have access to
affordable health care during this period,
especially if you aren't old enough to qualify for
Medicare. Also, some employer-sponsored
pension benefit formulas may place a higher
weighting on earnings during the final years of
employment. If you're lucky enough to have an
employer-sponsored pension plan, will working
a reduced schedule with presumably reduced
pay negatively affect your pension benefit?
Some employers offer life insurance to their
full-time employees. However, this benefit
might be reduced or eliminated if you work
fewer hours, which can affect your dependents
at your death.
Will a phased retirement affect your Social
Security retirement benefit? The Social Security
website, socialsecurity.gov, provides some
calculators that can help you determine the
impact a phased retirement may have on your
benefits.
Before enrolling in a phased retirement
program, consider its impact on your entire
financial picture.
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