
2015 has presented the world & the markets with considerable challenges. Terrorist shocks, the Russia-

Turkey spat, the possibility of a fractured eurozone, the wild ride for Chinese equities and the global manufac-

turing slump ... yes, they have weighed on minds and markets, but as the year draws to a close, there is also 

much to encourage us, and much we can be thankful about economically.  

    

The “fear index” is still quite low. The CBOE VIX, the Chicago Board Options Exchange Volatility Index 

that Wall Street takes as a barometer of investor anxiety, closed at 15.12 as Thanksgiving weekend began – 

down 21.25% YTD. It briefly spiked above 40 this summer, but it has remained below 20 for most of the 

year.1 

   

The “misery index” is at its lowest level in 59 years. Does that phrase ring a bell? If you have invested for a 

while, it may. The “misery index” – simply defined as the inflation rate added to the jobless rate – has not been 

this low since the Eisenhower era. (The phrase was coined back in the 1970s when inflation and unemploy-

ment were irritatingly high.) As November turns into December, you have a misery index of just 5.3% (5.1% 

unemployment, 0.2% consumer inflation). Not since the spring of 1956 have these combined numbers been so 

low. Actually, some economists would prefer greater inflation – including economists at the Federal Reserve, 

which has set a 2% annual inflation target.2 

   

 

What Investors Can Be Thankful About 

Accentuating the positive during a challenging year for Wall Street. 
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2015 Market Performance 01-01-2015 to 11-31-2015 
 
DJIA ^DJI Down -0.58%  
S&P 500 ^GSPC Up 1.04%  
NASDAQ ^IXIC Up 7.87%  
Russell 2000 ^ RUT Down - 0.67%  
 
* Index performance does NOT include any fees  
(Gross of fees)  
 
Source: http//finance.yahoo.com 
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Inflation has been remarkably mild for some time. Decades, in fact. From 1970-82, the Consumer Price 

Index rose an average of 7.7% per year. Since 1985, consumer inflation has averaged only 2.8%.3  

           Continued on next 

page... 

The federal budget deficit has been reduced. While you cannot say the same for the national debt, our 

federal deficit has been halved in just five years. In FY 2015, the deficit ran $435 billion. In FY 2014, it 

was $483 billion. During 2009-12, it exceeded $1 trillion.3 

               

Gas is very cheap right now. In 2012, the price of a gallon of gasoline averaged $3.68 nationally. Fuel 

industry analysts forecast that the national average price will descend to a low of $2.03 in December – that 

means gas will available for less than $2 a gallon in many states – and average just $2.38 across 2016. Oil 

supply continues to outpace oil demand.3 

          
We have seen 68 straight months of job growth. In the winter of 2010, a remarkably long streak of net 

monthly job gains began. Unsurprisingly, that has taken the jobless rate down to its lowest level since early 

2008.3 

            
The S&P 500 may manage a 2015 gain after all. We had a correction on Wall Street this summer, but the 

broad benchmark is about where it was at the end of 2014. It ended Thanksgiving weekend at 2,090.11, up 

1.52% YTD. The blue chips, too, have clawed their way back from a pronounced summer descent – the 

Dow settled at 17,798.49 on November 27, down just 0.14% so far this year. Since the infamous Black 

Monday – the day the Dow lost more than 22% of its value in 1987 – the Dow’s value has increased by a 

factor of ten. (The index closed at 1,738.70 on October 22, 1987.)3,4 

   

There is much to worry about when it comes to the world and the economy, but there is also much to be 

thankful for and to appreciate as we celebrate the holidays and await 2016.   
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Were you born within the years 1965-1980? That makes you a 
member of Generation X, and it means you are between ages 35
-50. Gen Xers now constitute “the sandwich generation” – how 
time flies.1  

 

Broadly speaking, GenX is the first generation that has had to 
save for retirement without traditional pension plans. In addition, 
most Gen Xers will probably retire after 2033 – the year in which 
Social Security predicts its trust funds will run dry, barring federal 
government intervention.1  
 
With eldercare responsibilities, kids, and student loans, this de-
mographic is challenged to save for retirement. In fact, 34% of 
Gen Xers participating in a recent Northwestern Mutual survey 
stated they had no idea how much retirement income would be 
sufficient for them. In April, Bankrate found that just 12% of Gen 
Xers direct more than 15% of their incomes into savings; about 
40% were saving 5% or less of their incomes. More disturbingly, 
46% of Gen Xers who responded to a May Allianz Life retirement 
preparedness survey indicated that they would “just figure it out 
when I get there.”1,2 
     
What steps can Gen Xers take to keep up or catch up for 
retirement? First of all, meet with a financial professional to talk 
about your savings effort so far. That kind of conversation should 
help to illuminate just how far you have to go in terms of attaining 
a comfortable retirement. Maybe the distance toward that goal is 
shorter than you think; maybe it is longer. It must not be casually 
guessed.   
     
Here are some other steps toward greater retirement savings...  
 
Max out your retirement plan contributions. If you are already 
doing this, great. Many Gen Xers are not doing this. Perhaps the 
contribution is thought of as a lump sum that is hard to part with 
every year, rather than a series of incremental salary deferrals. 
Arrange monthly or per-paycheck contributions, and things look 
more manageable within the household budget. Some employer-
sponsored retirement plans offer employees the option of auto-
matically increasing their contributions with time, which helps.3  
 
If you own a business or work as a solopreneur, consider SIM-
PLE plans, SEP-IRAs, or Solo(k)s. As these plans allow employ-
ee and employer contributions, business owners have used 
them to dramatically increase their retirement savings. In 2016, 
the maximum employee deferral for a SIMPLE plan is $12,500 
with a $3,000 catch-up contribution allowed. As much as 

$53,000 can be contributed to a Solo(k) annually.4,5  
   
Vow to make those additional $1,000 catch-up contributions 
when you turn 50. They should not be scoffed at. Every dollar 
counts, and the extra $1,000 you pour into your workplace retire-
ment plan or IRA means greater yearly contributions that can 
foster greater yearly compounding.  
   
Attack debts. The money you save has to come from some-
where else in your life, and if you cannot immediately find some 
additional dollars to save, debt is likely the reason. There are 
many debts you cannot eliminate within a year, but there are 
other debts you can. Attacking the smallest first still frees up 
some money per month and means fewer per-debt interest 
charges in your financial life. Put an extra $30 a week into a re-
tirement account, and you put $1,560 more into your retirement 
savings per year. 
A debt-free retirement ought to be one of your financial objec-
tives. Perhaps you will become debt-free by age 65, perhaps you 
not – but that goal is certainly worth striving to realize.  
   
Revise your monthly budget. Take a second look and see how 
many needs there are, then how many wants you are accommo-
dating. Recognize the little things: if you spend $6 a day on cof-
fee, that money ($180/month) has effectively become one of 
your “fixed” monthly expenses. 
   
Tell your kids they will have to pay for their college educa-
tion. Refrain from providing “college aid” out of the Bank of Mom 
& Dad. Helping your kids with their college costs (or tacitly 
agreeing to help them with their college loans) is a path toward 
retirement insecurity. There is no “retiree financial aid” and you 
may still have outstanding education debt of your own to tackle.       
   
As a Gen Xer, you have a real challenge to save adequately for 
retirement, but you also have some time on your side. Make the 
most of it. You definitely do not want the task of figuring it out 
“when you get there.”  
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How Gen Xers Can Get Their Retirement Saving Back on Track 
Steps that may help to address a savings shortfall.   
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If you ever have the inkling to manage your investments on your own, 
that inkling is worth reconsidering. Do-it-yourself investment manage-
ment is generally a bad idea for the retail investor for myriad reasons. 
  
Getting caught up in the moment. When you are watching your in-
vestments day to day, you can lose a sense of historical perspective – 
2011 begins to seem like ancient history, let alone 2008. This is espe-
cially true in longstanding bull markets, in which investors are some-
times lulled into assuming that the big indexes will move in only one 
direction. 
 
Historically speaking, things have been so abnormal for so long that 
many investors – especially younger investors – cannot personally 
recall a time when things were different. If you are under 30, it is very 
possible you have invested without ever seeing the Federal Reserve 
raise interest rates. The last rate hike happened before there was an 
iPhone, before there was an Uber or an Airbnb.  
 
In addition to our country’s recent, exceptional monetary policy, we just 
saw a bull market go nearly four years without a correction. In fact, the 
recent correction disrupted what was shaping up as the most placid 
year in the history of the Dow Jones Industrial Average.1 
     
Listening too closely to talking heads. The noise of Wall Street is 
never-ending, and can breed a kind of shortsightedness that may lead 
you to focus on the micro rather than the macro. As an example, the 
hot issue affecting a particular sector today may pale in comparison to 
the developments affecting it across the next ten years or the past ten 
years.   
   
Looking only to make money in the market. Wall Street represents 
only avenue for potentially building your retirement savings or wealth. 
When you are caught up in the excitement of a rally, that truth may be 
obscured. You can build savings by spending less. You can receive 
“free money” from an employer willing to match your retirement plan 
contributions to some degree. You can grow a hobby into a business, 
or switch jobs or careers.   
  
Saving too little. For a DIY investor, the art of investing equals making 
money in the markets, not necessarily saving the money you have 
made. Subscribing to that mentality may dissuade you from saving as 
much as you should for retirement and other goals. 

  
Paying too little attention to taxes. A 10% return is less sweet if fed-
eral and state taxes claim 3% of it. This routinely occurs, however, 
because just as many DIY investors tend to play the market in one 
direction, they also have a tendency to skimp on playing defense. Tax 
management is an important factor in wealth retention.  
  
Failing to pay attention to your emergency fund. On average, an 
unemployed person stays jobless in the U.S. for more than six months. 
According to research compiled by the Federal Reserve Bank of St. 
Louis, the mean duration for U.S. unemployment was 28.4 weeks at 
the end of August. Consider also that the current U-6 “total” unemploy-
ment rate shows more than 10% of the country working less than a 40-
hour week or not at all. So you may need more than six months of cash 
reserves. Most people do not have anywhere near that, and some DIY 
investors give scant attention to their cash position.2,3 
    
Overreacting to a bad year. Sometimes the bears appear. Sometimes 
stocks do not rise 10% annually. Fortunately, you have more than one 
year in which to plan for retirement (and other goals). Your long-run 
retirement saving and investing approach – aided by compounding – 
matters more than what the market does during a particular 12 months. 
Dramatically altering your investment strategy in reaction to present 
conditions can backfire. 
    
Equating the economy with the market. They are not one and the 
same. In fact, there have been periods (think back to 2006-2007) when 
stocks hit historical peaks even when key indicators flashed recession 
signals. Moreover, some investments and market sectors can do well 
or show promise when the economy goes through a rough stretch. 
    
Focusing more on money than on the overall quality of life. Man-
aging investments – or the entirety of a very complex financial life – on 
your own takes time. More time than many people want to devote, 
more time than many people initially assume. That kind of time invest-
ment can subtract from your quality of life – another reason to turn to 
other resources for help and insight. 
      
Citations. 
1 - cnbc.com/2015/09/10/this-market-is-setting-a-wild-volatility-record.html 
[9/10/15] 
2 - research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/UEMPMEAN [9/4/15] 
3 - research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/U6RATE/ [9/4/15] 

Why DIY Investment Management Is Such a Risk 

Paying attention to the wrong things becomes all too easy. 
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