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OptiFour’s Wealth Assessment Process
Larry Solomon, MBA, CFP®
Director of Investments and Financial Planning

Potential clients frequently ask us if they really need
integrated financial, risk management, tax, and legal
advice and how they might benefit from combining all
four disciplines under one umbrella. To determine if
they are good candidates for OptiFour’s services and
how we might be able to help them, we use an analytical
process called the Wealth Assessment. The Wealth
Assessment is a 360-degree snapshot of the family’s
finances, summarizing their Investment Management,
Risk Management, Financial Planning, and Legal /Tax
strengths and weaknesses. It measures the risks and
opportunities in each area based on criteria developed
through our combined wisdom and years of experience.
The first major area we evaluate is Investment
Management. Studies show that 90% of portfolio returns
are attributable to asset allocation, so the diagnostics here
focus on asset class coverage, over/under diversification,
sector weightings, and portfolio overlap. In addition, we
run all the prospective client’s investments through our
screens to determine which ones are candidates for
replacement. Finally, we measure total portfolio expenses,
including fund expenses, commissions, and advisory fees.
The next block of diagnostics is Risk Management, which
includes withdrawal risk, i.e. the risk of capital shortfall,
as well as morbidity/mortality risk, the financial risk due
to premature death or disability. These diagnostics also
cover inflation, geographic, and liquidity risk, and the
interest rate/credit risk of the portfolio’s bond holdings.
The third group of criteria address Financial Planning
and Reporting issues, including whether there is a
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Professional Opinions.
Economic Horizon.
Opti-4 e-News Takes You There
If you like to stay on top of financial trends and learn
what the professionals are saying about economic and
financial issues, please be sure to go to our website and
follow us on our new social media pages, going forward.
All you need to do is hit the image icons on the top
right corner of our websites (www.optifour.com / www.
cohenandburnett.com). Once subscribed, you will be
able to follow us on Twitter, Facebook, and LinkedIn to get daily and/or
weekly updates, blogs, and news from us.
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Financial Plan and Investment Policy Statement in
place and how recently they have been updated. These
documents are the financial roadmap and without them,
it’s unlikely that goals will be achieved. Key questions
here are how investment results are being reported, and
the nature of the relationship with the family’s current
advisor. Is the current advisor providing a fiduciary duty
of care or are they acting as a broker, and are there any
conflicts of interest?
Finally, the Wealth Assessment delves into Legal and
Tax issues such as the status of the family’s current
estate plan, asset titling, and potential exposure to
probate. Also addressed here is asset location and taxefficiency. We then review tax documents to ensure that
deductions and deferrals are maximized and that the
tax returns are accurately prepared. Lastly, we review
tax diversification, which is the division of assets among
taxable, tax-deferred, and tax-free accounts and whether
the holding’s cost basis and losses are being reported
correctly and that their economic value is being realized.
The individual metrics in each block are then combined
to arrive at an overall Wealth Assessment grade, A
through F, which some people view with wariness.
Grades notwithstanding, we encourage potential clients
to view the Wealth Assessment as a feasibility study for
how OptiFour can help them. Whether or not we decide
to work together, they will find the information helpful
and the insights gleaned from the process invaluable.
If you have questions or are interested in getting a
Wealth Assessment, please feel free to contact me at
larry@optifour.com.
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A compass rose is a figure displaying the orientation of the cardinal directions,
north, south, east and west on a map or nautical chart. We found it fitting to
name our newsletter after this recognizable symbol of navigation and direction.
If you prefer not to receive our quarterly newsletter or if you have any feedback
or ideas for topics, please email Wes Burnett: wes@optifour.com.
OptiFour Integrated Wealth Management LLC is an SEC registered investment
advisor whose principal place of business is located in the Commonwealth of
Virginia. This is not personalized tax, legal, or financial advice. This information
is based on sources we believe to be reliable. www.advisorinfo.sec.gov
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Murder Mystery at the Ritz

I. Mark Cohen, J.D., LL.M., CFP®

It is apparent you read this column because it
seems every time I see a client I’m asked what my
next trip will be. So, to answer the question, New
Mexico! Leigh enjoys participating in “Volunteer
Vacations” for the American Hiking Association
where she leads groups of volunteers who spend
a week at a national park improving trails and
facilities. In late April she will lead such a group at
Kasha-Katuwe Tent Rocks National Monument near
Sante Fe, New Mexico. Although I cannot take a full
week off myself, I plan to accompany Leigh to New
Mexico so she and I can spend a day at Carlsbad
Caverns National Park and another day at White
Sands National Monument.

On Thursday, March 10, 2016 at 6:00pm, we hosted
our annual Client Gala at the Ritz Carlton in Tyson’s
Corner. Although last year was a huge success with our
mentalist magician, Oz Pearlman, this year, we decided
to go with a Murder Mystery theme. We were happy to
see so many of our clients dressed up in 1920’s inspired
clothing, which also helped to make the event even
more special. Thank you for your continued support and
business. We can’t wait to see you all again next year!

In mid-May Wes, his sons and I are scheduled
to visit the Grand Canyon where we will do a
rim-to-rim hike. The plan is to start at the south
rim, spend a long day hiking to the bottom of the
canyon (Phantom Ranch) and then hike back up
to the top of the north rim where we will spend the
night. We will return the next day or take the bus
back on day two.
It is an early March tradition for us to spend a
weekend in New York City to celebrate Rachel’s
birthday. This year was no exception and we had a
grand time there with Rachel, her boyfriend Saul,
and Michael. Rachel continues to do well on her
master’s degree in Early Childhood Education Policy
at Columbia. Now that New York has mandated
pre-k education for all children, she expects she will
have no trouble finding a job there, which means
that, for now, she plans on making New York City
her home. Michael is also doing well in his master’s
Spring 2016

in Arabic Studies at Georgetown and will spend much of
the summer in Fez, Morocco, continuing his studies.
Holly is getting close to finishing her master’s degree in
Community Development. She also received a very nice
raise at the Capital Area Food Bank.
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Tax Friendly Charitable Strategies

Who Should Be Your Trustee?

Precision Does Matter

Weston D. Burnett, J.D., LL.M., CFP®
Joe T. Hill, Jr., CPA, CFP ®

With the tax season coming to a close, I have gotten an
opportunity to meet with most of our clients. Any excuse to
see our clients is a treat, although it would be more fun for
all concerned, if we were not talking about their tax bills.
This quarter, I also managed some trips to visit clients out
of the area without missing a single snowstorm here.

Our eighth Client Advisory Board meeting met on February
2, 2016. We discussed a wide range of topics from (1) our
web and social media presence; (2) our new performance
reporting software, Orion, due to debut this quarter; (3) our
eMoney Advisor financial planning software that clients
can use or we can help them use starting this quarter; (4)
our financial planning process; and (5) our “Murder at the
Ritz” Client Gala on March 10. As for the Gala, I played
the role of the victim (I have the Dead Body Certificate as
proof), which required that I take the length of the whole
ballroom and stage to die. The audience was entertained
and particularly enjoyed having their picture taken with
me propped in a chair. Notwithstanding suggestions of my
forthcoming academy award nomination, I plan to keep my
day job as I see no future in dying.
On the family side, we celebrated four Burnett birthdays
in late February with the whole extended family eating
chocolate cake and ice cream and having a ball. They
came from as far away as NYC and Charlottesville.
My favorite book this quarter was David McCullough’s
book on the Wright Brothers. I am spending my free
time on long hikes in spring weather preparing for my
46-mile two-day rim-to-rim hike in the Grand Canyon in
May with my sons and Mark.
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Now that tax season is coming to a close, I wanted to
share some charitable ideas for next year.
•

•

•

Congress just passed a tax bill that permanently
extends the Qualified Charitable Distribution
(QCD) provision, which lets people over age 70½
transfer up to $100,000 from their IRA to charity
and have it count as their required minimum
distribution without increasing their adjusted gross
income. Note that if you make a tax-free transfer
to a charity though, you can’t take a charitable
deduction for that contribution too. Nevertheless,
keeping the money out of your adjusted gross
income can be valuable if it helps you avoid a
higher tax bracket or keeps your income below
the threshold for the Medicare high-income
surcharge, which raises your Part B and Part D
premiums if your adjusted gross income is above
$85,000, if you’re single, or $170,000 for joint
filers. Keeping the money out of your adjusted
gross income may also reduce the amount of
your Social Security benefits that are subject to
taxes. It is also a way to benefit from making a
charitable contribution if you don’t itemize your
deductions on your tax return.
A direct gift is a good way to make a one-time or
an ongoing donation to specific organizations. If
the gift, a one time or cumulative, exceeds $250,
you will need a written acknowledgement from the
organization(s).
Finally, I will discuss donor-advised funds which
allow a donor to receive an immediate tax
deduction while postponing the distribution of
assets to a specific charity. Basically, an individual
contributes to the fund as often as they like,
the fund grows tax free, and the fund makes
distributions to the donor’s charity when directed.
Deductions include up to 50% of AGI for cash
gifts and up to 30% of AGI for gifts of appreciated
securities, real estate and other assets. There is
a five-year carry-forward deduction on gifts that
exceed AGI limits.
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I. Mark Cohen, J.D., LL.M., CFP ®

I usually recommend that somebody closely related to
you be your trustee. In fact, I have published on that
very topic. Sometimes, however, it does not work.
For example, I represented a sister in a case where the
trust gave everything equally to three sisters and named
all three as co-trustees, majority rules. Unfortunately, in
this case, two of the sisters had been ganging up on the
third sister, my client. The two sisters refused to work
with my client — refusing to give her any information and
even kept a lot of her inheritance from her. Consequently,
my client and I took them to court, got them removed
as trustees and finally got her inheritance restored, plus
costs. Their parents were aware that there were issues
among the sisters but thought that by naming all three
as trustees they would be forced to work together and
overcome their personal problems. Our experience,
however, has shown that a parent’s death tends to amplify
such problems, not resolve them.
Alternatively, rather than letting them handle it, sometimes
parents choose to protect a vulnerable child from his
or her own poor judgment or the undue influence of a
spendthrift spouse by keeping their share in trust. In
that case giving a sibling control could cause resentment,
making life difficult for all. Other times, a client may have
a close relative who would otherwise be suitable if not for
the work and time commitment associated with being a
trustee. Sometimes a client simply does not have a close
relative or friend who is suitable to serve as trustee.
Because of cases like these, my partner, Wes, and I
often get asked to serve as a trustee. Our clients realize
the challenges they face and like knowing who their
professional trustee will be. For our part, since we
know the law of trusts, prudently manage hundreds of
millions of dollars, are impartial to all beneficiaries, can
work with difficult assets and difficult beneficiaries, and
have been representing the family for many years, we
are happy to serve.
Accordingly, if you ever have any questions or concerns
about who should be your trustee, or anything else related
to your estate planning, come see us and let’s talk.
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Ryan R. Berges

The third Monday of every February is a national
holiday. This day has become commonly referred to
as “President’s Day”; however, in actuality if you review
Section 6103(a) of Title 5 of the United States Code, this
day is officially known as “Washington’s Birthday.” But
it really doesn’t matter, or does it? Our culture has some
interesting colloquialisms to describe people that insist
on the precision of calling this holiday “Washington’s
Birthday,” but sometimes those are exactly the type of
people you need on your side.
Our firms Cohen and Burnett, P.C., and OptiFour
Integrated Wealth Management, LLC, work with clients on
legal matters, detailed estate planning and administration,
tax matters, and financial and investment accounts. All of
these require a great deal of precision for our clients’ estate
and financial plans to work properly. There is an old saying
that goes, “close only counts in horseshoes and hand
grenades.” The work we do cannot simply be “close”—our
work has to be precise. If our work is not precise, then the
best laid plans are potentially blown-up by major problems
that creep in through seemingly tiny cracks.
You may not be surprised that tax matters involving
the IRS and state taxing authorities require absolute
exactness; but what about other issues? Are your
beneficiary selections exact? Can you process your
Required Minimum Distributions (RMD) exactly? Your
deceased spouse left a large asset titled in their individual
name only, what do you do now? You’ve inherited an IRA,
can you navigate the transfer waters properly? These are
all examples of matters that our firm deals with on a daily
basis—matters that require a level of precision that comes
with years of professional education and experience.
Unfortunately, a sizeable amount of our time is working to
correct errors that clients or their advisors have made in
the past. This often becomes exponentially harder, if even
possible, after the death of an account owner. So when
you work with us, we hope you will embrace the precision
and professionalism that we bring to the table. You
may feel it is simply the difference between President’s
Day and Washington’s Birthday, but we view it as the
difference between your success and potential failure.
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