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When it comes to your finances,
you might easily overlook some
of the numbers that really count.
Here are four to pay attention to
now that might really matter in
the future.

1. Retirement plan contribution rate
What percentage of your salary are you
contributing to a retirement plan? Making
automatic contributions through an
employer-sponsored plan such as a 401(k) or
403(b) plan is an easy way to save for
retirement, but this out-of-sight, out-of-mind
approach may result in a disparity between
what you need to save and what you actually
are saving for retirement. Checking your
contribution rate and increasing it periodically
can help you stay on track toward your
retirement savings goal. .

Some employer retirement plans let you sign up
for automatic contribution rate increases each
year, which is a simple way to bump up the
percentage you're saving over time. In addition,
try to boost your contributions when you receive
a pay raise. Consider contributing at least
enough to receive the full company match (if
any) that your employer offers.

2. Credit score
When you apply for credit, such as a mortgage,
a car loan, or a credit card, your credit score is
one of the tools used by lenders to evaluate
your creditworthiness. Your score will likely
factor into the approval decision and affect the
terms and the interest rate you'll pay.

The most common credit score that creditors
consider is a FICO© Score, a three-digit
number that ranges from 300 to 850. This score
is based on a mathematical formula that uses
information contained in your credit report. In
general, the higher your score, the lower the
credit risk you pose.

Each of the three major credit reporting
agencies (Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion)
calculates FICO® scores using different
formulas, so you may want to check your
scores from all three (fees apply). It's also a
good idea to get a copy of your credit report at

least annually to check the accuracy of the
information upon which your credit score is
based. You're entitled to one free copy of your
credit report every 12 months from each of the
three credit reporting agencies. You can get
your copy by visiting annualcreditreport.com.

3. Debt-to-income ratio
Your debt-to-income ratio (DTI) is another
number that lenders may use when deciding
whether to offer you credit. A DTI that is too
high might mean that you are overextended.
Your DTI is calculated by adding up your major
monthly expenses and dividing that figure by
your gross monthly income. The result is
expressed as a percentage. For example, if
your monthly expenses total $2,200 and your
gross monthly income is $6,800, your DTI is
32%.

Lenders decide what DTIs are acceptable,
based on the type of credit. For example,
mortgage lenders generally require a ratio of
36% or less for conventional mortgages and
43% or less for FHA mortgages when
considering overall expenses.

Once you know your DTI, you can take steps to
reduce it if necessary. For example, you may
be able to pay off a low-balance loan to remove
it from the calculation. You may also want to
avoid taking on new debt that might negatively
affect your DTI. Check with your lender if you
have any questions about acceptable DTIs or
what expenses are included in the calculation.

4. Net worth
One of the key big-picture numbers you should
know is your net worth, a snapshot of where
you stand financially. To calculate your net
worth, add up your assets (what you own) and
subtract your liabilities (what you owe). Once
you know your net worth, you can use it as a
baseline to measure financial progress.

Ideally, your net worth will grow over time as
you save more and pay down debt, at least until
retirement. If your net worth is stagnant or even
declining, then it might be time to make some
adjustments to target your financial goals, such
as trimming expenses or rethinking your
investment strategy.
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Future of the Federal Estate Tax
While no one can predict the future, the
possibility of tax reform is once again in the
spotlight. If it occurs, it may very well include
repeal of the federal estate tax and related
changes to the federal gift tax, the federal
generation-skipping transfer (GST) tax, and the
federal income tax basis rules.

History of the federal estate tax
In general, an estate tax is a tax on property a
person owns at death. In one form or another, a
federal estate tax has been enacted or
repealed a number of times since 1797.1

Estate tax enacted Estate tax repealed

1797 1802

1862 1872

1894 1902

1916 2010*

2011*

*For 2010, the estate tax was repealed, but
later retroactive legislation provided that an
estate could elect to be subject to estate tax in
return for a stepped-up (or stepped-down)
income tax basis for most property. The estate
tax was extended in 2011, with some changes.

The estate tax has undergone many changes
over the years, including the addition of a
federal gift tax and a federal GST tax during
modern times. A gift tax is a tax on gifts a
person makes while alive. A GST tax is a tax on
transfers to persons who are two or more
generations younger than the transferor. In
recent years, property owned at death has
generally received an income tax basis stepped
up (or down) to fair market value at death.

During the 2000s, the estate, gift, and GST tax
rates were substantially reduced, and the gift
and estate tax lifetime exclusion and the GST
tax exemption were substantially increased.
The estate tax and the GST tax, but not the gift
tax, were scheduled for repeal in 2010
(although certain sunset provisions would bring
them back unless Congress acted), but
legislation extended the estate tax and the GST
tax in 2011. (For 2010, the estate tax ended up
being optional and the GST tax rate was 0%.)
The gift and estate tax lifetime exclusion and
the GST tax exemption were increased to
$5,000,000 and indexed for inflation in later
years. For 2013, the top estate, gift, and GST
tax rate was increased to 40%, and the
extension and modifications were made
"permanent."

2017 Estate Planning Key Numbers

Annual gift tax
exclusion

$14,000

Gift tax and estate tax
basic exclusion
amount

$5,490,000

Noncitizen spouse
annual gift tax
exclusion

$149,000

Generation-skipping
transfer (GST) tax
exemption

$5,490,000

Top gift, estate, and
GST tax rate

40%

Federal estate tax
Repeal of the estate tax seems possible once
again. If repeal occurs, it could be immediate or
gradual as during the 2000s. Would it be
subject to a sunset provision, so that the estate
tax would return at a later time? All of this may
depend on congressional rules on the
legislative process, other legislative priorities,
and the effect the legislation would have on the
budget and the national debt.

Federal gift tax
If the estate tax is repealed, the gift tax may
also be repealed. However, it is possible that
the gift tax would be retained as a backstop to
the income tax (as in 2010). To some extent,
the gift tax reduces the ability of individuals to
transfer property back and forth in order to
reduce or avoid income taxes.

Federal GST tax
If the estate tax is repealed, the GST tax would
probably be repealed (as in 2010). If the gift tax
is not repealed, it is possible that the lifetime
GST tax provisions would be retained, but the
GST tax provisions at death repealed.

Federal income tax basis
If the estate tax is repealed, it is possible that
the general income tax basis step-up (or
step-down) to fair market value at death would
be changed to a carryover basis (i.e., the
decedent's basis before death carries over to
the person who inherits the property). In 2010,
a modified carryover basis (a limited amount of
property could receive a stepped-up basis)
applied unless the estate elected to be subject
to estate tax. It is also possible that a
Canadian-style capital gain tax at death could
be adopted in return for a stepped-up basis for
the property.

The federal estate tax has
been enacted or repealed a
number of times over the
years, while undergoing
many changes. Tax reform,
including possible repeal of
the estate tax, is back in the
spotlight once again.

1 2015 Field Guide to Estate
Planning, Business Planning
& Employee Benefits
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Is It Wise to Trade Your Pension for a Lump Sum?
Most private employers have already replaced
traditional pensions, which promise lifetime
income payments in retirement, with defined
contribution plans such as 401(k)s. But 15% of
private-sector workers and 75% of state and
local government workers still participate in
traditional pensions.1 Altogether, 35% of
workers say they (and/or their spouse) have
pension benefits with a current or former
employer.2

Many pension plan participants have the option
to take their money in a lump sum when they
retire. And since 2012, an increasing number of
large corporate pensions have been
implementing "lump-sum windows" during
which vested former employees have a limited
amount of time (typically 30 to 90 days) to
accept or decline buyout offers.3 (Lump-sum
offers to retirees already receiving pension
benefits are no longer allowed.)

By shrinking the size of a pension plan, the
company can reduce the associated risks and
costs, and limit the impact of future retirement
obligations on current financial performance.
However, what's good for a corporation's
bottom line may or may not be in the best
interests of plan participants and their families.

For many workers, there may be mathematical
and psychological advantages to keeping the
pension. On the other hand, a lump sum could
provide financial flexibility that may benefit
some families.

Weigh risks before letting go
A lump-sum payout transfers the risks
associated with investment performance and
longevity from the pension plan sponsor to the
participant. The lump-sum amount is the
discounted present value of an employee's
future pension, set by an IRS formula based on
current bond interest rates and average life
expectancies.

Individuals who opt for a lump-sum payout must
then make critical investment and withdrawal
decisions, and determine for themselves how
much risk to take in the financial markets. The
resulting income is often not enough to replace
the pension income given up, unless the
investor can tolerate exposure to stock market
risk and is able to achieve solid returns over
time.

Gender is not considered when calculating
lump sums, so a pension's lifetime income may
be even more valuable for women, who tend to
live longer than men and would have a greater
chance of outliving their savings.

In addition, companies might not include the
value of subsidies for early retirement or
spousal benefits in lump-sum calculations.4
The latter could be a major disadvantage for
married participants, because a healthy
65-year-old couple has about a 73% chance
that one spouse will live until at least 90.5

When a lump sum might make sense
A lump-sum payment could benefit a person in
poor health or provide financial relief for a
household with little cash in the bank for
emergencies. But keep in mind that pension
payments (monthly or lump sum) are taxed in
the year they are received, and cashing out a
pension before age 59½ may trigger a 10%
federal tax penalty.6 Rolling the lump sum into
a traditional IRA postpones taxes until
withdrawals are taken later in retirement.

Someone who expects to live comfortably on
other sources of retirement income might also
welcome a buyout offer. Pension payments end
when the plan participant (or a surviving
spouse) dies, but funds preserved in an IRA
could be passed down to heirs.

IRA distributions are also taxed as ordinary
income, and withdrawals taken prior to age
59½ may be subject to the 10% federal tax
penalty, with certain exceptions. Annual
minimum distributions are required starting in
the year the account owner reaches age 70½.

It may also be important to consider the health
of the company's pension plan, especially for
plans that don't purchase annuity contracts.
The "funded status" is a measure of plan assets
and liabilities that must be reported annually; a
plan funded at 80% or less may be struggling.
Most corporate pensions are backstopped by
the Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation
(PBGC), but retirees could lose a portion of the
"promised" benefits if their plan fails.

The prospect of a large check might be
tempting, but cashing in a pension could have
costly repercussions for your retirement. It's
important to have a long-term perspective and
an understanding of the tradeoffs when a
lump-sum option is on the table.
1 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016

2 Employee Benefit Research Institute, 2016

3, 4 The Wall Street Journal, June 5, 2015

5 Society of Actuaries, 2017

6 The penalty doesn't apply to employees who retire
during or after the year they turn 55 (50 for qualified
public safety employees).

About 41 million people are
participants (active, retired,
or separated vested) of
PBGC-insured corporate
pension plans.

Source: Congressional
Budget Office, 2016
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Can I roll my traditional 401(k) account balance over to
a Roth IRA?
Yes, you can make a direct or
60-day rollover from a 401(k)
plan [or other qualified plan,
403(b) plan, or governmental

457(b) plan] to a Roth IRA, as long as you meet
certain requirements.*

First, you must be entitled to a distribution from
your plan. While you can always access your
account when you terminate employment, in
some cases you may be able to withdraw your
own or your employer's contributions while
you're still working (for example, at age 59½).

[Note: Your plan may also permit the "in plan"
conversion of all or part of your account
balance to a Roth account, regardless of
whether you're eligible for a distribution from
the plan. Check with your plan administrator.]

Second, your distribution must be an "eligible
rollover distribution." Distributions that cannot
be rolled over include hardship withdrawals,
certain periodic payments, and required
minimum distributions (RMDs).

Third, you must include the taxable portion of
the distribution in your gross income in the year
you make the rollover ("conversion"). But that's

the price you have to pay to potentially receive
tax-free qualified distributions from your Roth
IRA in the future.

Fourth, if your distribution includes both
after-tax and pre-tax dollars, you can generally
direct that only the after-tax dollars be rolled
over to the Roth IRA (resulting in a tax-free
conversion), while making a tax-deferred
rollover of the pre-tax dollars to a traditional
IRA.

When evaluating whether to initiate a rollover
from an employer plan to an IRA, be sure to: (1)
ask about possible surrender charges that your
employer plan or IRA may impose, (2) compare
investment fees and expenses charged by your
IRA with those charged by your employer plan
(if any), and (3) understand any accumulated
rights or guarantees that you may be giving up
by transferring funds out of your employer plan.
Also consider all of your distribution options,
including leaving the money in your employer's
plan, transferring the funds to a new employer's
plan, or taking a cash withdrawal.
* If you make a 60-day rollover, your plan will withhold
20% of the taxable portion of your distribution for
federal income tax purposes.

What is a rollover IRA, and do I need one?
Generally, the term "rollover
IRA" refers to an IRA that you
establish to receive funds from
an employer retirement plan
like a 401(k). A rollover IRA is

also sometimes referred to as a "conduit IRA."

When you roll funds over from an employer
plan to an IRA, your financial institution may
suggest that you use a rollover IRA to receive
the funds. Of course, you can transfer those
dollars to any other IRA you own at some future
date, because there's no legal requirement that
you keep your plan distribution in a separate
IRA. But even though separate IRAs are not
legally required, there are at least two reasons
to consider keeping your employer plan rollover
separate from your contributory IRAs.

The first reason to maintain a separate rollover
IRA deals with federal bankruptcy law. Your
IRAs are protected from your creditors under
federal law if you declare bankruptcy, but this
protection is currently limited to $1.28 million for
all your IRAs.1 The $1.28 million limit doesn't
apply, though, to amounts you roll over to an
IRA from an employer plan, or any earnings on
that rollover. These dollars are protected in full
if you declare bankruptcy, just as they would

have been in your employer's plan. Obviously,
it's easier to track the amount rolled over, and
any future earnings, if you keep those dollars
separate from your contributory IRAs. So a
rollover IRA may make sense if creditor
protection is important to you.

The second reason to maintain a rollover IRA is
that you might decide in the future that you
want to roll your distribution back into a new
employer's plan. In the distant past, employer
plans could accept rollovers only from rollover
(conduit) IRAs — rollovers from contributory IRAs
weren't permitted. Now, however, employer
plans can accept rollovers from both
contributory IRAs and rollover IRAs.2 Despite
this, employer plans aren't required to accept
rollovers, and they can limit the types of
contributions they'll accept. And while it's
becoming less common, some still accept
rollovers only from rollover IRAs. So keep this
in mind if you are contemplating a rollover back
to an employer plan in the future.
1 SEP and SIMPLE IRAs have unlimited protection
under federal bankruptcy law.

2 Nontaxable traditional IRA dollars can't be rolled
back into an employer plan.
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