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Do people spend more money making
purchases with a credit card or cash? A July
16, 2018 Forbes post, reviewing several
research studies, found that shoppers may
spend up to 100% more when using a credit
card. McDonald’s reported an average
transaction increase of 55% when using a
credit card.
Many factors are behind these results. First,
using credit cards can make us feel like we
aren’t using real money. Second, using cash
provides us with immediate feedback – when
the paper money is gone, it’s gone. With
credit cards we have little reference as to how
much we are spending. Third, impulse
purchases are easier with credit cards
whereas with cash it may require us to visit an
ATM machine to first make a withdrawal.

One of the most confusing Medicare provisions
is the prescription drug coverage gap, often
called the "donut hole." It may be clearer if you
consider the gap within the annual "lifecycle" of
Medicare Part D Prescription Drug Coverage.
This also applies to drug coverage that is
integrated into a Part C Medicare Advantage
Plan.
Annual deductible. Prescription drug plans
typically have an annual deductible not
exceeding $405 in 2018. Before reaching the
deductible, you will pay the full cost of your
prescriptions, although you may receive
negotiated discounts.
Initial coverage period. After you meet the
annual deductible, your plan will pay a portion
of your prescription drug costs, and you will
typically have a copayment or coinsurance
amount. A 25% coinsurance amount is the
standard coverage required by Medicare, but
most plans have different levels or "tiers" of
copayments or coinsurance for different types
of drugs.
Coverage gap. When you and your plan
combined have spent a specified amount on
drugs for the year ($3,750 in 2018), you enter

the coverage gap. In 2018, you pay 35% of
your plan's price for covered brand-name
prescription drugs and 44% of the price for
generic drugs. The gap is closing over the next
two years (see chart).
You remain in the coverage gap until you reach
an annual out-of-pocket spending limit ($5,000
in 2018). Spending that counts toward the limit
includes your deductible, copay, and
coinsurance; the manufacturer's discount on
brand-name drugs in the coverage gap; and
your out-of-pocket payments in the gap. It does
not include your premiums, the amount the plan
pays, or your payments for noncovered drugs.
Catastrophic coverage. Once you have
reached the out-of-pocket limit, you receive
catastrophic coverage with much lower
payments. In 2018, you would pay the greater
of 5% of drug costs or $3.35/$8.35 for each
generic and brand-name drug, respectively.
Some plans have more generous coverage in
the gap. You may be able to avoid the
coverage gap by using generic medicine, when
appropriate, to lower your drug costs.
For more information, see Medicare.gov.

This isn't to say that everyone should only use
cash, but we recommend credit card balances
should be paid off each month. Behavior
around money is very complicated and worth
thinking about.
Happy Holidays …
The SWA Team
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Take Charge of Your Student Debt Repayment Plan
Outstanding student loan debt in the United
States has tripled over the last decade,
surpassing both auto and credit card debt to
take second place behind housing debt as the
most common type of household debt.1 Today,
more than 44 million Americans collectively
owe more than $1.4 trillion in student debt.2
Here are some strategies to pay it off.

Graduated plan: Payments start out low in the
early years of the loan, then increase in the
later years of the loan. With some graduated
repayment plans, the initial lower payment
includes both principal and interest, while under
other plans the initial lower payment includes
interest only.

Income-driven repayment plan: Your monthly
payment is based on your income and family
size. The federal government offers four
The first place to look for help is your employer.
income-driven repayment plans for federal
While only about 4% of employers offer student
student loans only:
debt assistance as an employee benefit, it's
• Pay As You Earn (PAYE)
predicted that more employers will offer this
benefit in the future to attract and retain talent. • Revised Pay As You Earn (REPAYE)
Many employers are targeting a student debt
• Income-Based Repayment (IBR)
assistance benefit of $100 per month.3 That
• Income-Contingent Repayment (ICR)
doesn't sound like much, but it adds up. For
example, an employee with $31,000 in student You aren't automatically eligible for these plans;
loans who is paying them off over 10 years at a you need to fill out an application (and reapply
each year). Depending on the plan, your
6% interest rate would save about $3,000 in
interest and get out of debt two and a half years monthly payment is set between 10% and 20%
of your discretionary income, and any
faster.
remaining loan balance is forgiven at the end of
Understand all your repayment options the repayment period (generally 20 or 25 years
depending on the plan, but 10 years for
Unfortunately, your student loans aren't going
borrowers in the Public Service Loan
away. But you might be able to choose a
Forgiveness Program). For more information on
repayment option that works best for you. The
repayment options available to you will depend the nuances of these plans or to apply for an
on whether you have federal or private student income-driven plan, visit the federal student aid
loans. Generally, the federal government offers website at studentaid.ed.gov.
a broader array of repayment options than
Can you refinance?
private lenders. The following payment options
Yes, but only with a new private loan. (There is
are for federal student loans. (If you have
a federal consolidation loan, but that is
private loans, check with your lender to see
different.) The main reason for trying to
which options are available.)
refinance your federal and/or private student
Standard plan: You pay a certain amount each loans into a new private loan is to obtain a
month over a 10-year term. If your interest rate lower interest rate. You'll need to shop around
is fixed, you'll pay a fixed amount each month; if to see what's available.
your interest rate is variable, your monthly
Caution: If you refinance, your old loans will go
payment will change from year to year (but it
will be the same each month for the 12 months away and you will be bound by the terms and
conditions of your new private loan. If you had
that a certain interest rate is in effect).
federal student loans, this means you will lose
Extended plan: You extend the time you have any income-driven repayment options.
to pay the loan, typically anywhere from 15 to
30 years. Your monthly payment is lower than it Watch out for repayment scams
would be under a standard plan, but you'll pay
Beware of scammers contacting you to say that
more interest over the life of the loan because
a special federal loan assistance program can
the repayment period is longer.
permanently reduce your monthly payments
and is available for an initial fee or ongoing
Example: You have $31,000 in student loans
with a 6% fixed interest rate. Under a standard monthly payments. There is no fee to apply for
any federal repayment plan.
plan, your monthly payment would be $344,
and your total payment over the term of the
1 New York Federal Reserve, Quarterly Report on
loan would be $41,300, of which $10,300 (25%) Household Debt and Credit, February 2018
is interest. Under an extended plan, if the term 2 CFPB, Innovation Highlights: Emerging Student
were increased to 20 years, your monthly
Loan Repayment Assistance Programs, August 2017
payment would be $222, but your total payment
3 Society for Human Resource Management, October
over the term of the loan would be $53,302, of
2, 2017
which $22,302 (42%) is interest.

Look to your employer for help

If you have federal student
loans, you aren't
automatically eligible for an
income-driven repayment
plan — you have to fill out an
application (and reapply
each year).
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Ten Year-End Tax Tips for 2018
Here are 10 things to consider as you weigh
potential tax moves between now and the end
of the year.

1. Set aside time to plan
Effective planning requires that you have a
good understanding of your current tax
situation, as well as a reasonable estimate of
how your circumstances might change next
year. There's a real opportunity for tax savings
if you'll be paying taxes at a lower rate in one
year than in the other. However, the window for
most tax-saving moves closes on December
31, so don't procrastinate.

2. Defer income to next year
Timing of itemized
deductions and the
increased standard
deduction
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.) It may now be especially
useful to bunch itemized
deductions in certain years; for
example, when they would
exceed the standard deduction.
IRA and retirement plan
contributions
For 2018, you can contribute
up to $18,500 to a 401(k) plan
($24,500 if you're age 50 or
older) and up to $5,500 to a
traditional or Roth IRA ($6,500
if you're age 50 or older). The
window to make 2018
contributions to an employer
plan generally closes at the
end of the year, while you
typically have until the due date
of your federal income tax
return (not including
extensions) to make 2018 IRA
contributions.

Consider opportunities to defer income to 2019,
particularly if you think you may be in a lower
tax bracket then. For example, you may be able
to defer a year-end bonus or delay the
collection of business debts, rents, and
payments for services. Doing so may enable
you to postpone payment of tax on the income
until next year.

3. Accelerate deductions
You might also look for opportunities to
accelerate deductions into the current tax year.
If you itemize deductions, making payments for
deductible expenses such as medical
expenses, qualifying interest, and state taxes
before the end of the year, instead of paying
them in early 2019, could make a difference on
your 2018 return.

4. Factor in the AMT
If you're subject to the alternative minimum tax
(AMT), traditional year-end maneuvers such as
deferring income and accelerating deductions
can have a negative effect. Essentially a
separate federal income tax system with its
own rates and rules, the AMT effectively
disallows a number of itemized deductions. For
example, if you're subject to the AMT in 2018,
prepaying 2019 state and local taxes probably
won't help your 2018 tax situation, but could
hurt your 2019 bottom line. Taking the time to
determine whether you may be subject to the
AMT before you make any year-end moves
could help save you from making a costly
mistake.

5. Bump up withholding to cover a tax
shortfall
If it looks as though you're going to owe federal
income tax for the year, especially if you think
you may be subject to an estimated tax penalty,
consider asking your employer (via Form W-4)
to increase your withholding for the remainder
of the year to cover the shortfall. The biggest

advantage in doing so is that withholding is
considered as having been paid evenly through
the year instead of when the dollars are actually
taken from your paycheck. This strategy can
also be used to make up for low or missing
quarterly estimated tax payments. With all the
recent tax changes, it may be especially
important to review your withholding in 2018.

6. Maximize retirement savings
Deductible contributions to a traditional IRA and
pre-tax contributions to an employer-sponsored
retirement plan such as a 401(k) can reduce
your 2018 taxable income. If you haven't
already contributed up to the maximum amount
allowed, consider doing so by year-end.

7. Take any required distributions
Once you reach age 70½, you generally must
start taking required minimum distributions
(RMDs) from traditional IRAs and
employer-sponsored retirement plans (an
exception may apply if you're still working for
the employer sponsoring the plan). Take any
distributions by the date required — the end of
the year for most individuals. The penalty for
failing to do so is substantial: 50% of any
amount that you failed to distribute as required.

8. Weigh year-end investment moves
You shouldn't let tax considerations drive your
investment decisions. However, it's worth
considering the tax implications of any year-end
investment moves that you make. For example,
if you have realized net capital gains from
selling securities at a profit, you might avoid
being taxed on some or all of those gains by
selling losing positions. Any losses over and
above the amount of your gains can be used to
offset up to $3,000 of ordinary income ($1,500
if your filing status is married filing separately)
or carried forward to reduce your taxes in future
years.

9. Beware the net investment income
tax
Don't forget to account for the 3.8% net
investment income tax. This additional tax may
apply to some or all of your net investment
income if your modified adjusted gross income
(AGI) exceeds $200,000 ($250,000 if married
filing jointly, $125,000 if married filing
separately, $200,000 if head of household).

10. Get help if you need it
There's a lot to think about when it comes to tax
planning. That's why it often makes sense to
talk to a tax professional who is able to
evaluate your situation and help you determine
if any year-end moves make sense for you.
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IMPORTANT DISCLOSURES
The information presented here is
not specific to any individual's
personal circumstances.
To the extent that this material
concerns tax matters, it is not
intended or written to be used, and
cannot be used, by a taxpayer for
the purpose of avoiding penalties
that may be imposed by law. Each
taxpayer should seek independent
advice from a tax professional
based on his or her individual
circumstances.
These materials are provided for
general information and
educational purposes based upon
publicly available information from
sources believed to be reliable—we
cannot assure the accuracy or
completeness of these materials.
The information in these materials
may change at any time and
without notice.

Should I enroll in a health savings account?
A health savings account
(HSA) is a tax-advantaged
account that you can establish
and contribute to if you are
enrolled in a high-deductible
health plan (HDHP). Because you shoulder a
greater portion of your health-care costs, you'll
usually pay a much lower premium for an
HDHP than you would pay for traditional health
insurance. This allows you to contribute the
premium dollars you're saving to your HSA.
Then, when you need medical care, you can
withdraw HSA funds to cover your expenses, or
opt to pay your costs out-of-pocket if you want
to save your account funds. An HSA can be a
powerful savings tool, especially if your health
expenses are relatively low, since you may be
able to build up a significant balance in your
HSA over time. Before you enroll in an HSA,
ask yourself the following questions:

can on a regular basis is key to building a
cushion against future expenses. For 2018, you
can contribute up to $3,450 for individual
coverage and $6,900 for family coverage.

What will your annual out-of-pocket costs be
under the HDHP you're considering? Estimate
these based on your current health expenses.
The lower your costs, the easier it may be to
accumulate HSA funds.

What tax savings might you expect? HSA funds
can be withdrawn free of federal income tax
and penalties provided the money is spent on
qualified health-care expenses. Depending on
the state, HSA contributions and earnings may
or may not be subject to state taxes. Consult
your tax adviser for more information.

How much can you afford to contribute to your
HSA every year? Contributing as much as you

Will your employer contribute to your HSA?
Employer contributions can help offset the
increased financial risk that you're assuming by
enrolling in an HDHP rather than traditional
employer-sponsored health insurance.
Are you willing to take on more responsibility for
your own health care? For example, to achieve
the maximum cost savings, you may need to
research costs and negotiate fees with health
providers when paying out-of-pocket.
How does the coverage provided by the HDHP
compare with your current health plan? Don't
sacrifice coverage to save money. Read all
plan materials to make sure you understand
benefits, exclusions, and all costs.

What are the new rules for 401(k) hardship
withdrawals?
The Bipartisan Budget Act
passed in early 2018 relaxed
some of the rules governing
hardship withdrawals from
401(k)s and similar plans. Not all plans offer
hardship withdrawals, but the ones that do will
be required to comply for plan years beginning
in 2019.
In order to take a hardship withdrawal from a
401(k) or similar plan, a plan participant must
demonstrate an "immediate and heavy financial
need," as defined by the IRS. (For details, visit
the IRS website and search for Retirement
Topics - Hardship Distributions.) The amount of
the withdrawal cannot exceed the amount
necessary to satisfy the need, including any
taxes due.1

Current (pre-2019) rules
To determine if a hardship withdrawal is
qualified, an employer may rely on an
employee's written statement that the need
cannot be met using other financial resources
(e.g., insurance, liquidation of other assets,
commercial loans). In many cases, an
employee may also be required to take a plan
loan first.

Withdrawal proceeds can generally come only
from the participant's own elective deferrals, as
well as nonelective (i.e., profit-sharing)
contributions, regular matching contributions,
and possibly certain pre-1989 amounts.
Finally, individuals who take a hardship
withdrawal are prohibited from making
contributions to the plan — and therefore
receiving any related matching contributions —
for six months.

New rules
For plan years beginning after December 31,
2018, the following changes will take effect:
1. Participants will no longer be required to
exhaust plan loan options first.
2. Withdrawal amounts can also come from
earnings on participant deferrals, as well as
qualified nonelective and matching
contributions and earnings.
3. Participants will no longer be barred from
contributing to the plan for six months.
1

Hardship withdrawals are subject to regular income
tax and a possible 10% early-distribution penalty tax.
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