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Critical illness insurance will
pay you a lump sum if you
are diagnosed with certain
illnesses or injuries.
Examples of illnesses
typically covered by critical
illness insurance include
heart attack, life-threatening

cancer, loss of a limb, and Alzheimer's disease.
Often, loss of sight, a major organ transplant,
and paralysis are also covered. You can then
use the cash benefit to offset the decreased
income or increased expenses associated with
your illness. The lump sum is tax-free.

Ironically, the need for critical illness insurance
came about because people are living longer,
even with serious diseases. But living a longer
life also means people have more medical
expenses that can deplete their health
insurance and personal savings. Critical illness
insurance helps pay for uncovered medical bills
and household bills.

Why consider critical illness insurance?
Medical advances increase the chances that
you will survive a serious illness that in the past
may have killed you. But what are your chances
of surviving financially, as well? Unfortunately,
not good. Your illness or condition may last for
years, but your savings account may not. It's
likely that you will be unable to work while
you're ill, so your income may decrease. In
addition, your expenses may increase. You
may have to pay medical deductibles and
certain medical expenses out of pocket, pay for
home health care and/or housekeeping, and
buy equipment designed to make your life
easier. The cash benefit you receive from a
critical illness policy may help ensure that you
have funds when you need them most.

How can you get critical illness
insurance?
Critical illness insurance can be purchased as a
stand-alone health policy, as part of a health
insurance policy, or as a rider to a life insurance
policy for an additional cost. Critical illness
insurance associated with life insurance may be
called critical illness life insurance (CILI). If it is
purchased as part of a life insurance policy,

benefits payable for a critical illness may
reduce or eliminate the death benefit your
survivors can receive and may terminate the
policy.

Policy provisions may vary
The critical illness policy will specify the benefit
face amount — the full cash benefit payable. The
full benefit is payable upon diagnosis of certain
conditions or illnesses. For instance, many
policies pay 100% of the benefit face amount
when a covered individual has a stroke, a heart
attack, or kidney failure or is diagnosed with
cancer after the policy has been in effect for a
certain amount of time. The policy may also
specify that only partial benefits are payable
under other circumstances. For instance, some
policies may pay 25% of the benefit face
amount (e.g., $100,000) when you need to
undergo a coronary artery bypass or when you
are diagnosed with cancer before the policy has
been in effect for a certain amount of time. You
may also be able to buy a critical illness policy
that will pay you full benefits up until age 65
and partial benefits thereafter.

Things to consider
If you are considering this type of insurance, it's
vital that you understand exactly what is
covered and what is not. The insurance will pay
only if you contract the illnesses listed in the
policy. Even then, further limitations will be
defined in the policy. For example, what does
the insurance company consider to be a
life-threatening cancer? If you have a family
history of a certain illness, will the policy
exclude that illness? Are there pre-existing
condition limitations? What are the age
limitations? How much does it cost? Does the
premium increase as you get older? When do
you receive the lump sum? Is it really offering
you more than your existing health plan?
Finally, be aware that if you own one of these
policies and never get sick, you won't get any
money back.

The cost and availability of life and health
insurance depend on factors such as age,
health, and the type and amount of insurance
purchased. Also, a physical examination may
be required at the time of application.
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The Standard Deduction and Itemized Deductions After Tax Reform
The Tax Cut and Jobs Act substantially
increased the standard deduction amounts for
2018 to 2025. It also eliminated or restricted
many itemized deductions for those years. You
can generally choose to take the standard
deduction or to itemize deductions. As a result
of the changes, far fewer taxpayers will be able
to reduce their taxes by itemizing deductions.

Standard deduction
The standard deduction amounts are
substantially increased in 2018 (and adjusted
for inflation in future years).

2017 2018

Single $6,350 $12,000

Head of
household

$9,350 $18,000

Married filing
jointly

$12,700 $24,000

Married filing
separately

$6,350 $12,000

Note: The additional standard deduction
amount for the blind or aged (age 65 or older)
in 2018 is $1,600 (up from $1,550 in 2017) for
single/head of household or $1,300 (up from
$1,250 in 2017) for all other filing statuses.
Special rules apply if you can be claimed as a
dependent by another taxpayer.

Itemized deductions
Many itemized deductions have been
eliminated or restricted. The overall limitation
on itemized deductions based on the amount of
adjusted gross income (AGI) was eliminated.
Here are some specific changes.

Medical expenses: The AGI threshold for
deducting unreimbursed medical expenses was
reduced from 10% to 7.5% for 2017 and 2018,
after which it returns to 10%. This same
threshold applies for alternative minimum tax
purposes.

State and local taxes: Individuals are able to
claim an itemized deduction of up to only
$10,000 ($5,000 for married filing separately)
for state and local property taxes and state and
local income taxes (or sales taxes in lieu of
income taxes). Previously, there were no dollar
limits.

Home mortgage interest: Individuals can
deduct mortgage interest on no more than
$750,000 ($375,000 for married filing
separately) of qualifying mortgage debt. For
mortgage debt incurred before December 16,
2017, the prior $1,000,000 ($500,000 for
married filing separately) limit will continue to
apply. A deduction is no longer allowed for

interest on home equity indebtedness. Home
equity used to substantially improve your home
is not treated as home equity indebtedness and
can still qualify for the interest deduction.

Charitable gifts: The top percentage limit for
deducting charitable contributions is increased
from 50% of AGI to 60% of AGI for certain cash
gifts.

Casualty and theft losses: The deduction for
personal casualty and theft losses is eliminated,
except for casualty losses attributable to a
federally declared disaster.

Miscellaneous itemized deductions:
Previously deductible miscellaneous expenses
subject to the 2% floor, including tax
preparation expenses and unreimbursed
employee business expenses, are no longer
deductible.

Alternative minimum tax (AMT)
The standard deduction is not available for
AMT purposes. Nor is the itemized deduction
for state and local taxes available for AMT
purposes. If you are subject to the alternative
minimum tax, it may be useful to itemize
deductions even if itemized deductions are less
than the standard deduction amount.

Year-end tax planning
Typically, you have a certain amount of control
over the timing of income and expenses. You
generally want to time your recognition of
income so that it will be taxed at the lowest rate
possible, and time your deductible expenses so
they can be claimed in years when you are in a
higher tax bracket.

With the substantially higher standard
deduction amounts and the changes to
itemized deductions, it may be especially useful
to bunch itemized deductions in certain years;
for example, when they would exceed the
standard deduction. Thus, while this might
seem counterintuitive from a nontax
perspective, it may be useful to make charitable
gifts in years in which you have high medical
expenses or casualty losses.

In this environment, qualified charitable
distributions (QCDs) may be even more useful
as a way to make charitable gifts without
itemizing deductions. QCDs are distributions
made directly from an IRA to a qualified charity.
Such distributions may be excluded from
income and count toward satisfying any
required minimum distributions (RMDs) you
would otherwise have to receive from your IRA.
Individuals age 70½ and older can make up to
$100,000 in QCDs per year.

The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act,
signed into law in December
2017, substantially
increased the standard
deduction amounts and
made significant changes to
itemized deductions,
generally starting in 2018.
After 2025, these provisions
revert to pre-2018 law.
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Don't Wait to Ask Aging Parents These Important Questions
It's human nature to put off complicated or
emotionally heavy tasks. Talking with aging
parents about their finances, health, and overall
well-being might fall in this category. Many
adult children would rather avoid this task, as it
can create feelings of fear and loss on both
sides. But this conversation — what could be the
first of many — is too important to put off for long.
The best time to start is when your parents are
relatively healthy. Otherwise, you may find
yourself making critical decisions on their behalf
in the midst of a crisis without a roadmap.

Here are some questions to ask them that
might help you get started.

Finances
• What institutions hold your financial assets?

Ask your parents to create a list of their bank,
brokerage, and retirement accounts, including
account numbers, name(s) on accounts, and
online user names and passwords, if any.
You should also know where to find their
insurance policies (life, home, auto, disability,
long-term care), Social Security cards, titles
to their house and vehicles, outstanding loan
documents, and past tax returns. If your
parents have a safe-deposit box or home
safe, make sure you can access the key or
combination.

• Do you need help paying monthly bills or
reviewing items like credit card statements,
medical receipts, or property tax bills? Do you
use online bill pay for any accounts?

• Do you currently work with any financial,
legal, or tax professionals? If so, ask your
parents if they want to share contact
information and whether they would find it
helpful if you attended meetings with them.

• Do you have a durable power of attorney? A
durable power of attorney is a legal document
that allows a named individual (such as an
adult child) to manage all aspects of a
parent's financial life if the parent becomes
disabled or incompetent.

• Do you have a will? If so, find out where it is
and who is named as executor. If the will is
more than five years old, your parents may
want to review it to make sure their current
wishes are represented. Ask if they have any
specific personal property disposition
requests that they want to discuss now.

• Are your beneficiary designations up-to-date?
Beneficiary designations on your parents'
insurance policies, pensions, IRAs, and
investment accounts will trump any
instructions in their will.

• Do you have an overall estate plan? A trust?
A living trust can be used to help manage an

estate while your parents are still living. If
you'd like to learn more, consult an estate
planning attorney.

Health
• What doctors do you currently see? Are you

happy with the care you're getting? If your
parents begin to need multiple medical
specialists and/or home health services, you
might consider hiring a geriatric care
manager, especially if you don't live close by.

• What medications are you currently taking?
Are you able to manage various dosage
instructions? Do you have any notable side
effects? At what pharmacy do you get your
prescriptions filled?

• What health insurance do you have? In
addition to Medicare, which starts at age 65,
find out if your parents have or should
consider Medigap insurance — a private policy
that covers many costs not covered by
Medicare. You may also want to discuss the
need for long-term care insurance, which
helps pay for extended custodial or nursing
home care.

• Do you have an advance medical directive?
This document expresses your parents'
wishes regarding life-support measures, if
needed, and designates someone who will
communicate with health-care professionals
on their behalf. If your parents do not want
heroic life-saving measures to be undertaken
for them, this document is a must.

Living situation
• Do you plan to stay in your current home for

the foreseeable future, or are you considering
downsizing?

• Is there anything I can do now to make your
home more comfortable and safe? This might
include smaller projects such as installing
hand rails and night lights in the bathroom, to
larger projects such as moving the washing
machine out of the basement, installing a
stair lift, or moving a bedroom to the first
floor.

• Could you benefit from a weekly or monthly
cleaning service?

• Do you employ certain people or companies
for home maintenance projects (e.g., heating
contractor, plumber, electrician, fall cleanup)?

Memorial wishes
• Do you want to be buried or cremated? Do

you have a burial plot picked out?
• Do you have any specific requests or wishes

for your memorial service?

The best time to start a
conversation with your
parents about their future
needs and wishes is when
they are still relatively
healthy. Otherwise, you may
find yourself making critical
decisions on their behalf
without a roadmap.

Note: There are costs and
ongoing expenses
associated with the creation
of trusts.

Note: A complete statement
of long-term care insurance
coverage, including
exclusions, exceptions, and
limitations, is found only in
the long-term care insurance
policy. It should be noted
that carriers have the
discretion to raise their
rates and remove their
products from the
marketplace.
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Is the Social Security Administration still mailing Social
Security Statements?
Your Social Security
Statement provides important
information about your Social
Security record and future

benefits. For several years, the Social Security
Administration (SSA) mailed these statements
every five years to people starting at age 25,
but due to budgetary concerns, the SSA has
stopped mailing Social Security Statements to
individuals under age 60.

Workers age 60 and over who aren't receiving
Social Security benefits will still receive paper
statements in the mail, unless they opt to sign
up for online statements instead. If you're age
60 or older, you should receive your statement
every year, about three months before your
birthday. The SSA will mail statements upon
request to individuals under age 60.

However, the quickest way to get a copy of
your Social Security Statement is to sign up for
a my Social Security account at the SSA
website, ssa.gov. Once you've signed

up, you'll have immediate access to your
statement, which you can view, download, or
print. Statement information generally includes
a projection of your retirement benefits at age
62, at full retirement age (66 to 67), and at age
70; projections of disability and survivor
benefits; a detailed record of your earnings; and
other information about the Social Security
program.

The SSA has recently begun using a two-step
identification method to help protect my Social
Security accounts from unauthorized use and
potential identity fraud. If you've never
registered for an online account or haven't
attempted to log in to yours since this change,
you will be prompted to add either your cell
phone or email address as a second
identification method. Every time you enter your
account username and password, you will then
be prompted to request a unique security code
via the identification method you've chosen,
and you need to enter that code to complete
the log-in process.

How can families trim college costs?
Trimming college costs up
front can help families avoid
excessive college borrowing
and the burdensome student
loan payments that come with

it. Here are some ideas.

1. Pick a college with a lower net price. You
can use a college's net price calculator
(available on every college's website) to
estimate what your net price (out-of-pocket
cost) will be at individual colleges. A net price
calculator does this by estimating how much
grant aid a student is likely to receive based on
a family's financial and personal information.
Colleges differ on their aid generosity, so after
entering identical information in different
calculators, you may find that College A's net
price is $35,000 per year while College B's net
price is $22,000. By establishing an ideal net
price range, your child can target schools that
hit your affordable zone.

2. Investigate in-state universities. Research
in-state options and encourage your child to
apply to at least one in-state school. In-state
schools generally offer the lowest sticker price
(though not necessarily the lowest net price)
and may offer scholarships to state residents.

3. Research colleges that offer generous
merit aid. All colleges are not created equal in
terms of how much institutional aid they offer.
Spend time researching colleges that offer
generous merit aid to students whose academic
profile your child matches.

4. Graduate early. Earn college credit in high
school by taking AP/IB classes and then
graduate a semester or two early. Or look at
colleges that specifically offer three-year
accelerated degree programs.

5. Seek out free room and board. There are
two ways to do this: The first is to live at home
(though transportation costs might eat into your
savings), and the second way is to become a
resident assistant (RA) on campus, a job that
typically offers free room and board.

6. Work during college. Working during
college and contributing modest amounts to
tuition along the way — say $1,500 to $3,000 a
year — can help students avoid another $6,000
to $12,000 in loans.

7. Combine traditional and online courses.
Does the college offer online classes? If so, you
may be able to earn some credits at a lower
cost over the summer or during breaks.
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