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You might not enjoy sitting down to do year-end
investment planning, but at least this fall you
can make plans with greater certainty. For the
last three years, investment planning has
meant trying to anticipate possible changes in
tax law; for tax year 2013 and beyond, you
know for sure how income, capital gains, and
qualifying dividends will be taxed. That gives
you an opportunity to fine-tune your long-term
planning, or to develop a plan if you've
postponed doing so. Here are some factors to
keep in mind as the year winds down.

Consider harvesting your losses
If you have questions, we have
answers. Call us as your source for
the best financial infomation
regarding your future:)

With tax rates settled, the question of whether
to sell losing positions to generate capital
losses that can potentially be used to offset
capital gains or $3,000 of your ordinary income
becomes a much more straightforward
decision. That process is known as harvesting
tax losses, and it could prove especially worth
considering this year. The first half of the year
produced strong gains for U.S. equities; even a
mediocre second half could still have the
potential to leave you with a higher tax bill than
you had anticipated.
To maximize your losses for tax purposes, you
would sell shares that have lost the most, which
would enable you to offset more gains. Unless
you specify which shares of stock are to be
sold, your broker will typically treat them as sold
based on the FIFO (first in, first out) method,
meaning that the first shares bought are
considered to be the first shares sold. However,
you can designate specific shares as the ones
sold or direct your broker to use a different
method, such as LIFO (last in, first out) or
highest in, first out.
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The Federal Reserve has said that if the
economy continues to recover at its expected
pace, it could raise its target Fed funds rate
sometime in 2014. However, investors have
been anticipating such an increase since early
summer, when many bond mutual funds began
seeing strong outflows from investors
concerned that a rate increase could hurt the
value of their holdings. As any consumer
knows, lower demand for a product often

means lower prices. And since bond prices
move in the opposite direction from bond yields,
yields on a variety of fixed-income investments
have begun to rise. However, there also could
be a silver lining for some investors. Higher
yields could provide welcome relief for
individuals who rely on their investments for
income and have suffered from rock-bottom
yields.
The Fed has said any rate decisions will
depend on future economic data. However,
now might be a good time to assess the value
of any fixed-income investments you hold, and
make sure you understand how your portfolio
might respond to a future that could include
higher interest rates. Many investors' asset
allocation strategies were likely developed
when conditions generally favored bonds, as
they have for much of the last 20 years. Though
asset allocation alone can't guarantee a profit
or prevent the possibility of loss, make sure
your asset allocation is still appropriate for your
circumstances as well as the current investing
climate. And don't forget that other financial
assets can be affected by potential future
interest rate changes as well.

Calculating cost basis for fixed-income
investments
The IRS had originally planned to require
brokers to begin reporting the cost basis for any
sales of bonds and options this year, as it
already does for stocks and mutual funds. It
has now postponed implementation of the
requirements for bonds until January 1, 2014 to
give financial institutions more time to test their
reporting systems. However, don't throw away
your old records yet, especially if you're
considering selling any of your bond holdings.
The cost basis reporting requirements will apply
only to bond purchases and options granted or
acquired on or after January 1, 2014, so you'll
still be responsible for calculating your cost
basis for any bonds or options acquired before
that date.
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Show Them the Love: Low-Cost, High-Value Employee Benefits
As a small business owner, you are probably
aware of the importance of offering a basic
employee benefit package that includes health
and disability insurance, and a retirement
savings plan. However, recruiting and retaining
top talent often requires going above and
beyond the basics. By offering creative,
low-cost benefit programs, you can differentiate
your business from other potential employers.

Flexible work environments

The best benefits are those
that meet the needs of your
employees. Before making
any assumptions, survey
your employees to see what
benefits they value the
most.

In today's hectic world, time is nearly as
valuable as money. Consider the following
statistics from the Families and Work Institute
(Source: National Study of the Changing
Workforce, 2008):

while in others, the costs may be minimal (e.g.,
the price of a smartphone or laptop to help
employees remain productive on the go).

Free food
Another popular perk at smaller companies is a
well-stocked kitchen. Soft drinks, snacks, and
inexpensive meal items such as cereal and
bagels can go a long way toward fostering good
will (and keeping energy up!). Providing healthy
options, such as fruit, nuts, and smoothies, is a
subtle way to show employees that you value
their well-being.

Social activities

Sponsoring periodic activities can help workers
relax and get to know one another. Such events
• 59% of employees don't feel they have
don't need to take much time out of the day, but
enough time for themselves
can do wonders for building morale. Bring in
• 61% believe they don't have enough time for lunch or schedule an office team trivia
their spouses/partners
competition or group outing. Perhaps your
employees would like to share their little-known
• 75% (more than 7 out of 10) feel they don't
skills through an art exhibition or talent show. If
have enough time for their children
you work in a particular industry in which
For these reasons, one of the most popular and
colleagues share a common passion, consider
appreciated employee benefits available today
organizing events around that interest. For
is a flexible work environment. Once the
example, a sporting goods retailer could close
hallmark of only small and "hip" technology
up early on a slow-business afternoon and go
companies, flexible work arrangements are now
for a hike or bike ride.
offered by larger, more established
organizations. Some examples of flexible work Concierge services, discounts
programs include:
You may also be able to negotiate with other
• Flex schedules: work hours that are outside
the norms, such as 7 a.m. to 4 p.m. instead of
8 a.m. to 5 p.m.
• Condensed work weeks: for example,
working four 10-hour days instead of five
8-hour days
• Telecommuting: working from home or
another remote location
• Job-sharing: allowing two or more employees
to "share" the same job, essentially doing the
work of one full-time employee. For example,
Jan works Monday through Wednesday
noon, while Sam works Wednesday
afternoon through Friday.
Allowing your employees to tailor their work
schedules based on their individual needs
demonstrates a great deal of respect and can
generate an enormous amount of loyalty in
return. Even if your business requires
employees to be on-site during standard
operating hours, having a process in place that
supports occasional paid time off to attend to
outside obligations such as doctors'
appointments or family commitments and even
unexpected emergencies can have enormously
positive effects, too. In some cases, these
benefits have no costs associated with them,

local companies for employee discounts and
services. Laundry services, dry cleaning
pickup/drop-off, and meal providers that can
deliver hot, family-sized take-home dinners may
help employees save both time and worry--and
stay focused on the job.

Financial planning/education
For many people, money worries can be
distracting and time consuming. Consider
inviting a local financial professional into your
office to provide counseling sessions for your
employees. While you don't necessarily have to
pay for any services provided, simply offering
the opportunity to get such help during work
hours will be appreciated by your workforce.

Survey your employees
The best benefits are those that meet the
needs of your employees. Before making any
assumptions, survey your employees to see
what benefits they value the most. Then,
respond to the most commonly identified
concerns and desires with creative solutions.
That can encourage employees to respond in
kind through hard work and dedication.
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Is College Debt the Next Bubble?
What might a 23-year-old recent college
graduate, a 45-year-old entrepreneur, and a
60-year-old pre-retiree have in common
financially? They may all be hobbled by student
loan debt. According to financial aid expert
Mark Kantrowitz, the student loan "debt clock"
reached the $1 trillion milestone last year.1 And
even as Americans have reduced their credit
card debt over the past few years, student loan
debt has continued to climb--both for students
and for parents borrowing on their behalf.

A perfect storm
Growing debt
The average amount of student
loan debt for the Class of 2011
was $26,600, a 5% increase
from 2010 (source: Project on
Student Debt, Student Debt
and the Class of 2011, October
2012). But some students--and
their parents--borrow much,
much more.
Sources
1 Mark Kantrowitz, Student
Loan Debt Clock Reaches $1
Trillion, May 8, 2012
2 Federal Reserve Bank of
New York, Grading Student
Loans, March 5, 2012
3 Federal Reserve Bank of
New York, Q4 2012 Quarterly
Report on Household Debt and
Credit, February 28, 2013
4 U.S. Census Bureau,
America's Families and Living
Arrangements: 2011
5 Federal Reserve Bank of
New York, Q4 2012 Quarterly
Report on Household Debt and
Credit, February 28, 2013

The last few years have stirred up the perfect
storm for student loan debt: soaring college
costs, stagnating incomes, declining home
values, rising unemployment (particularly for
young adults), and increasing exhortations
about the importance of a college degree--all of
which have led to an increase in borrowing to
pay for college. According to the Federal
Reserve Bank of New York, as of 2011, there
were approximately 37 million student loan
borrowers with outstanding loans.2 And from
2004 through 2012, the number of student loan
borrowers increased by 70%.3
With total costs at four-year private colleges
pushing $250,000, the maximum borrowing
limit for dependent undergraduate students of
$31,000 for federal Stafford Loans (the most
popular type of federal student loan) hardly
makes a dent, leading many families to turn to
additional borrowing, most commonly: (1)
private student loans, which parents typically
must cosign, leaving them on the hook later if
their child can't repay; and/or (2) federal PLUS
Loans, where parents with good credit histories
can generally borrow the full remaining cost of
their child's undergraduate education from
Uncle Sam.

And it's not just young people who are having
problems managing their student loan debt.
Borrowers who extended their student loan
payments beyond the traditional 10-year
repayment period, postponed their loans
through repeated deferments, or took out more
loans to attend graduate school may discover
that their student loans are now competing with
the need to save for their own children's college
education. And parents who cosigned private
student loans and/or took out federal PLUS
Loans to help pay for their children's education
may find themselves saddled with education
debt just as they reach their retirement years.
There's evidence that major cracks are starting
to appear. According to the Federal Reserve
Bank of New York, as of 2012, 17% of the 37
million student loan borrowers with outstanding
balances had loans at least 90 days past
due--the official definition of "delinquent."5
Unfortunately, student loan debt is the only type
of consumer debt that generally can't be
discharged in bankruptcy, and in a classic
catch-22, defaulting on a student loan can ruin
a borrower's credit--and chances of landing a
job.

Tools to help

The federal government has made a big push
in recent years to help families research college
costs and borrowers repay student loans. For
example, net price calculators, which give
students an estimate of how much grant aid
they'll likely be eligible for based on their
individual financial and academic profiles, are
now required on all college websites. The
government also expanded its income-based
repayment (IBR) program last year for federal
student loans (called Pay As You
Earn)--monthly payments are now limited to
10% of a borrower's discretionary income, and
The ripple effect
all debt is generally forgiven after 20 years of
The implications of student loan debt are
on-time payments. (Private student loans don't
ominous--both for students and the economy as have an equivalent repayment option.)
a whole. Students who borrow too much are
Families are taking a much more active role,
often forced to delay life events that traditionally
too. Increasingly, they are researching majors,
have marked the transition into adulthood, such
job prospects, and salary ranges, as well as
as living on their own, getting married, and
comparing out-of-pocket costs and job
having children. According to the U.S. Census
placement results at different schools to
Bureau, there has been a marked increase in
determine a college's return on investment
the number of young adults between the ages
(ROI). For example, parents might find that,
of 25 and 34 living at home with their
with similar majors and job placement success
parents--19% of men and 10% of women in
but widely disparate costs, State U has a better
2011 (up from 14% and 8%, respectively, in
ROI than Private U. At the end of the day, it's
4
2005). This demographic group often finds
up to parents to make sure that their
themselves trapped: with a greater percentage
children--and they--don't borrow too much for
of their salary going to student loan payments,
college. Otherwise, they may find themselves
many young adults are unable to amass a
living under a big, black cloud.
down payment for a home or even qualify for a
mortgage.
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Will interest rates rise this year?
The Fed hasn't yet raised its
target interest rate from less
than 0.25%, and it has
promised not to do so before
unemployment reaches
roughly 6.5%, which it doesn't expect to happen
until next year. However, some interest rates
have already begun to go up. For example,
according to Freddie Mac, the average interest
rate on a 30-year fixed-rate mortgage shot
above 4% last June for the first time since late
2011, hitting its highest level in almost 2 years.
In the same month, the yield on the 10-year
Treasury bond went above 2.5% for the first
time since August 2011.
Why are interest rates rising even though the
Fed's target rate hasn't? Because bond
investors are concerned that higher interest
rates in the future will hurt the value of bonds
that pay today's lower rates. Immediately after
the Fed's June announcement, investors began
pulling money out of bond mutual funds in
droves, reversing a multiyear trend. If there's
less demand for bonds, yields have to rise to
attract investors.

the only financial asset that can be affected by
potential future interest rate changes.
Dividend-paying stocks with hefty yields have
benefitted in recent years; more competitive
bond yields could start to reverse that dynamic.
Shares of preferred stock typically behave
much like those of bonds, since their dividend
payments also are fixed; their values could be
affected as well.
Also, higher mortgage rates could potentially
slow the housing market recovery, though
historically they remain at relatively low levels.
And if a Fed rate increase were to bring on
higher interest rates abroad, that could create
even more problems in countries already
struggling with sovereign debt--problems that
have provoked global market volatility in the
past.

The Fed has said any hikes in its target rate will
occur only if the economy seems strong
enough. If higher rates seem likely to halt the
recovery, the Fed could postpone a rate hike
even longer. It also will take other measures
before raising rates. Even though the timing
and size of any Fed action is uncertain, it's best
Aside from bonds, why are investors concerned to be aware of its potential impact.
about a possible Fed rate hike? Bonds aren't

Graph: Interest Rates 1981-2012
This graph represents the federal funds effective interest rate (the average rate at which banks
lend to one another overnight), which has generally declined to historic lows over the 30-year
period represented. Investment returns, as well as interest rates on bank loans and other
fixed-income instruments, could potentially be affected when this rate rises.

Source: Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System (www.federalreserve.gov), July 17,
2013
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