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According to a Federal
Reserve study,
Americans use debit
cards more often than
credit cards, but the
total value and the
average value of credit
card transactions are
higher than those of
debit card transactions.

While consumers made 69.5 billion transactions
using debit cards, the total value of these
transactions was $2.56 trillion, with an average
transaction value of $37. Credit card usage
resulted in 33.8 billion transactions, with a total
value of $3.16 trillion, and a $93 average
transaction value.1

This reflects fundamental differences. A debit
card acts like a plastic check and draws directly
from your checking account, whereas a credit
card transaction is a loan that remains
interest-free only if you pay your monthly bill on
time. For this reason, people may use a debit
card for regular expenses and a credit card for
"extras." However, when deciding which card to
use, you should be aware of other differences.

Fraud protection
In general, you are liable for no more than $50
in fraudulent credit card charges. For debit
cards, a $50 limit applies only if a lost card or
PIN is reported within 48 hours. The limit is
$500 if reported within 60 days, with unlimited
liability after that. A credit card may be safer in
higher-risk situations, such as when shopping
online, when the card will leave your sight in a
restaurant, or when you are concerned about a
card reader. If you regularly use a debit card in
these situations, you may want to maintain a
lower checking balance and keep most of your
funds in savings.

Merchant disputes
You can dispute a credit card charge before
paying your bill and shouldn't have to pay it
while the charge is under dispute. Disputing a
debit card charge can be more difficult when

the charge has been deducted from your
account, and it may take some time before the
funds are returned.

Rewards and extra benefits
Debit cards offer little or no additional benefits,
while some credit cards offer cash-back
rewards, and major cards typically include extra
benefits such as travel insurance, extended
warranties, and secondary collision and theft
coverage for rental cars (up to policy limits). Of
course, if you do not pay your credit card bill in
full each month, the interest you pay can
outweigh any financial rewards.

Credit history
Using a credit card responsibly can help you
build a positive credit history because your
usage is reported to credit reporting agencies.
A debit card has no effect on your credit.

Money management
Using a debit card helps ensure that you don't
overspend. Because purchases are deducted
right away from your checking account, you
aren't in the dark about how much you're
spending. You can quickly check your balance
online or at an ATM, and see which purchases
are pending.

A credit card offers you the flexibility of tracking
your monthly expenses on one bill, which can
help you establish and stick to a realistic
budget. A credit card can also be used in
emergencies.

Considering the additional protections and
benefits, a credit card may be a better choice in
some situations — but only if you pay your
monthly bill on time. The good news is, you
don't have to choose just one option.
1 U.S. Federal Reserve, 2016 (2015 transactions,
most recent data available)
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Tax Benefits of Homeownership After Tax Reform
Buying a home can be a major expenditure.
Fortunately, federal tax benefits are still
available, even after recent tax reform
legislation, to help make homeownership more
affordable. There may also be tax benefits
under state law.

Mortgage interest deduction
One of the most important tax benefits of
owning a home is that you may be able to
deduct the mortgage interest you pay. If you
itemize deductions on your federal income tax
return, you can deduct the interest on a loan
secured by your home and used to buy, build,
or substantially improve your home. For loans
incurred before December 16, 2017, up to $1
million of such "home acquisition debt"
($500,000 if married filing separately) qualifies
for the interest deduction. For loans incurred
after December 15, 2017, the limit is $750,000
($375,000 if married filing separately).

This interest deduction is also still available for
home equity loans or lines of credit used to buy,
build, or substantially improve your home. [Prior
to 2018, a separate deduction was available for
interest on home equity loans or lines of credit
of up to $100,000 ($50,000 if married filing
separately) used for any other purpose.]

Deduction for real estate property taxes
If you itemize deductions on your federal
income tax return, you can generally deduct
real estate taxes you pay on property that you
own. However, for 2018 to 2025, you can
deduct a total of only $10,000 ($5,000 if
married filing separately) of your state and local
taxes each year (including income taxes and
real estate taxes). For alternative minimum tax
purposes, however, no deduction is allowed for
state and local taxes, including property taxes.

Points and closing costs
When you take out a loan to buy a home, or
when you refinance an existing loan on your
home, you'll probably be charged closing costs.
These may include points, as well as attorney's
fees, recording fees, title search fees, appraisal
fees, and loan or document preparation and
processing fees. Points are typically charged to
reduce the interest rate for the loan.

When you buy your main home, you may be
able to deduct points in full in the year you pay
them if you itemize deductions and meet certain
requirements. You may even be able to deduct
points that the seller pays for you.

Refinanced loans are treated differently.
Generally, points that you pay on a refinanced
loan are not deductible in full in the year you
pay them. Instead, they're deducted ratably

over the life of the loan. In other words, you can
deduct a certain portion of the points each year.
If the loan is used to make improvements to
your principal residence, however, you may be
able to deduct the points in full in the year paid.

Otherwise, closing costs are nondeductible. But
they can increase the tax basis of your home,
which in turn can lower your taxable gain when
you sell the property.

Home improvements
Home improvements (unless medically
required) are nondeductible. Improvements,
though, can increase the tax basis of your
home, which in turn can lower your taxable gain
when you sell the property.

Capital gain exclusion
If you sell your principal residence at a loss,
you can't deduct the loss on your tax return. If
you sell your principal residence at a gain, you
may be able to exclude some or all of the gain
from federal income tax.

Capital gain (or loss) on the sale of your
principal residence equals the sale price of your
home minus your adjusted basis in the
property. Your adjusted basis is typically the
cost of the property (i.e., what you paid for it
initially) plus amounts paid for capital
improvements.

If you meet all requirements, you can exclude
from federal income tax up to $250,000
($500,000 if you're married and file a joint
return) of any capital gain that results from the
sale of your principal residence. Anything over
those limits may be subject to tax (at favorable
long-term capital gains tax rates). In general,
this exclusion can be used only once every two
years. To qualify for the exclusion, you must
have owned and used the home as your
principal residence for a total of two out of the
five years before the sale.

What if you fail to meet the two-out-of-five-year
rule or you used the capital gain exclusion
within the past two years with respect to a
different principal residence? You may still be
able to exclude part of your gain if your home
sale was due to a change in place of
employment, health reasons, or certain other
unforeseen circumstances. In such a case,
exclusion of the gain may be prorated.

Other considerations
It's important to note that special rules apply in
a number of circumstances, including situations
in which you maintain a home office for tax
purposes or otherwise use your home for
business or rental purposes.

Recent tax reform legislation
may have reduced the tax
benefits of homeownership
for some by (1) substantially
increasing the standard
deduction, (2) lowering the
amount of mortgage debt on
which interest is deductible,
and (3) limiting the amount
of state and local taxes that
can be deducted. On the
other hand, the tax benefits
of homeownership may have
increased for some because
the overall limit on itemized
deductions based on
adjusted gross income has
been suspended. You
generally can choose
between claiming the
standard deduction or
itemizing certain deductions
(including the deductions
for mortgage interest and
state and local taxes). These
changes are generally
effective for 2018 to 2025.
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What is the federal funds rate?
The federal funds rate is the
interest rate at which banks
lend funds to each other from
their deposits at the Federal
Reserve (the Fed), usually

overnight, in order to meet federally mandated
reserve requirements. Basically, if a bank is
unable to meet its reserve requirements at the
end of the day, it borrows money from a bank
with extra reserves. The federal funds rate is
what banks charge each other for overnight
loans. This rate is referred to as the federal
funds effective rate and is negotiated between
borrowing and lending banks.

The Federal Open Market Committee sets a
target for the federal funds rate. The Fed does
not directly control consumer savings or credit
rates directly; it can't require that banks use the
federal funds rate for loans. Instead, the Fed
lowers the federal funds rate by buying
government-backed securities (usually U.S.
Treasuries) from banks, which adds to the
banks' reserves. Having excess reserves,
banks will lower their lending rates for overnight
loans in order to make some interest on the
excess reserves. To raise rates, the Fed sells
securities to banks, decreasing the banks'

reserves. If enough banks need to borrow to
meet overnight reserve requirements, banks
with extra reserves will raise their lending rates.

The federal funds rate serves as a benchmark
for many short-term rates, such as savings
accounts, money market accounts, and
short-term bonds. Banks also base the prime
rate on the federal funds rate. Banks often use
the prime rate as the basis for interest rates on
deposits, bank loans, credit cards, and
mortgages.

The FDIC insures CDs and bank savings
accounts, which generally provide a fixed rate
of return, up to $250,000 per depositor, per
insured institution. The principal value of bonds
may fluctuate with market conditions. Bonds
redeemed prior to maturity may be worth more
or less than their original cost. Investments
seeking to achieve higher yields also involve a
higher degree of risk. U.S. Treasury securities
are backed by the full faith and credit of the
U.S. government as to the timely payment of
principal and interest.

Source: Federal Reserve, 2018

What is the difference between a tax deduction and a
tax credit?
Tax deductions and credits are
terms often used together
when talking about taxes.
While you probably know that

they can lower your tax liability, you might
wonder about the difference between the two.

A tax deduction reduces your taxable income,
so when you calculate your tax liability, you're
doing so against a lower amount. Essentially,
your tax obligation is reduced by an amount
equal to your deductions multiplied by your
marginal tax rate. For example, if you're in the
22% tax bracket and have $1,000 in tax
deductions, your tax liability will be reduced by
$220 ($1,000 x 0.22 = $220). The reduction
would be even greater if you are in a higher tax
bracket.

A tax credit, on the other hand, is a
dollar-for-dollar reduction of your tax liability.
Generally, after you've calculated your federal
taxable income and determined how much tax
you owe, you subtract the amount of any tax
credit for which you are eligible from your tax
obligation. For example, a $500 tax credit will
reduce your tax liability by $500, regardless of
your tax bracket.

The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act, signed into law late
last year, made significant changes to the
individual tax landscape, including changes to
several tax deductions and credits.

The legislation roughly doubled existing
standard deduction amounts and repealed the
deduction for personal exemptions. The higher
standard deduction amounts will generally
mean that fewer taxpayers will itemize
deductions going forward.

The law also made changes to a number of
other deductions, such as those for state and
local property taxes, home mortgage interest,
medical expenses, and charitable contributions.

As for tax credits, the law doubled the child tax
credit from $1,000 to $2,000 for each qualifying
child under the age of 17. In addition, it created
a new $500 nonrefundable credit available for
qualifying dependents who are not qualifying
children under age 17. The tax law provisions
expire after 2025.

For more information on the various tax
deductions and credits that are available to you,
visit irs.gov.
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