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Are extended car warranties worth the
price? A 2013 Consumer Reports (CR)
survey says, no, for most consumers they
are not worth it. CR surveyed 12,000
subscribers who purchased extended
warranties. Most consumers owning
Honda, Toyota, Subaru, Acura and Lexus
vehicles did not use their extended
warranties. However, more than half of all
BMW, Mercedes Benz, Chrysler and
Dodge owners in the survey did use them.
Even when used, the average $1,200
extended warranty provided about $800 in
savings. The consumer with the extended
warranty paid more out of pocket, on
average, for repairs and extended warranty
than the consumer without an extended
warranty. Unless you plan to keep your
vehicle WAY past the manufacturer’s
warranty period, paying for an extended
warranty may not be worth the price,
especially if you own a more reliable make
of vehicle!
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In 1981, the Nobel
Prize-winning
economist Robert
Shiller published a
groundbreaking
study that
contradicted a
prevailing theory that
markets are always
efficient. If they
were, stock prices
would generally mirror the growth in earnings
and dividends. Shiller's research showed that
stock prices fluctuate more often than changes
in companies' intrinsic valuations (such as
dividend yield) would suggest.1

Availability bias

Shiller concluded that asset prices sometimes
move erratically in the short term simply
because investor behavior can be influenced by
emotions such as greed and fear. Many
investors would agree that it's sometimes
difficult to stay calm and act rationally,
especially when unexpected events upset the
financial markets.

Overconfidence

Researchers in the field of behavioral finance
have studied how cognitive biases in human
thinking can affect investor behavior.
Understanding the influence of human nature
might help you overcome these common
psychological traps.

Research shows that investors tend to dislike
losses much more than they enjoy gains, so it
can actually be painful to deal with financial
losses.2 Consequently, you might avoid selling
an investment that would realize a loss even
though the sale may be an appropriate course
of action. The intense fear of losing money may
even be paralyzing.

Herd mentality
Individuals may be convinced by their peers to
follow trends, even if it's not in their own best
interests. Shiller proposed that human
psychology is the reason that "bubbles" form in
asset markets. Investor enthusiasm ("irrational
exuberance") and a herd mentality can create
excessive demand for "hot" investments.
Investors often chase returns and drive up
prices until they become very expensive
relative to long-term values.

This mental shortcut leads people to base
judgments on examples that immediately come
to mind, rather than examining alternatives. It
may cause you to misperceive the likelihood or
frequency of events, in the same way that
watching a movie about sharks can make it
seem more dangerous to swim in the ocean.

Confirmation bias
People also have a tendency to search out and
remember information that confirms, rather than
challenges, their current beliefs. If you have a
good feeling about a certain investment, you
may be likely to ignore critical facts and focus
on data that supports your opinion.
Individuals often overestimate their skills,
knowledge, and ability to predict probable
outcomes. When it comes to investing,
overconfidence may cause you to trade
excessively and/or downplay potential risks.

Loss aversion

It's important to slow down the process and try
to consider all relevant factors and possible
outcomes when making financial decisions.
Having a long-term perspective and sticking
with a thoughtfully crafted investing strategy
may also help you avoid expensive,
emotion-driven mistakes.
Note: All investments are subject to market
fluctuation, risk, and loss of principal. When
sold, investments may be worth more or less
than their original cost.

Past performance, however, does not
guarantee future results, and bubbles
eventually burst. Investors who follow the crowd 1 The Economist, "What's Wrong with
can harm long-term portfolio returns by fleeing Finance?" May 1, 2015
the stock market after it falls and/or waiting too
2 The Wall Street Journal, "Why an Economist
long (until prices have already risen) to
Plays Powerball," January 12, 2016
reinvest.
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Finding and Claiming Forgotten Funds
As a child, you may have dreamed about
finding buried treasure, but you probably
realized at an early age that it was unlikely you
would discover a chest full of pirate booty.
However, the possibility that you have
unclaimed funds or other assets waiting for you
is not a fantasy.

Do you have a tax refund
waiting for you?
Each year, millions of dollars in
tax refunds go unclaimed. In
March 2016, the IRS
announced that it was holding
$950 million in unclaimed
refunds as a result of taxpayers
failing to file a federal income
tax return for 2012. (Source:
IR-2016-38, March 10, 2016)
You may have missed out on a
potential tax refund because
you earned income and had
taxes withheld but weren't
required to file a tax return, or if
you were eligible for refundable
tax credits (where the amount
of the credit you qualify for
exceeds the amount of tax you
owe). Even if you did file a tax
return, your refund may have
been undeliverable if your
address was incorrect.
For more information on finding
and claiming missing federal
income tax refunds, visit
irs.gov.

According to the National Association of
Unclaimed Property Administrators (NAUPA),
$41.7 billion is waiting to be returned by state
unclaimed property programs. So how do you
find what is owed to you, even if it's not a
fortune?

State unclaimed property programs
Every state has an unclaimed property program
that requires companies and financial
institutions to turn account assets over to the
state if they have lost contact with the rightful
owner for one year or longer (such as when the
account has been inactive). It then becomes
the state's responsibility to locate the owner.
State-held property generally can be claimed in
perpetuity by original owners and heirs.
For state programs, unclaimed property might
include the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Financial accounts
Stocks
Uncashed dividend or payroll checks
Utility deposits
Insurance payments and policies
Trust distributions
Mineral royalty payments
Contents of safe-deposit boxes

To see whether you have unclaimed assets,
you may have to search your state's database
and the databases of states where you formerly
lived or worked. It's possible that funds or
assets are still waiting for you even if you
moved away years ago. Fortunately, most
states participate in a national database that
you can search for free at MissingMoney.com.

Federal unclaimed property programs
The federal government also tracks unclaimed
property, including:
•
•
•
•

Tax refunds
Pension funds
Funds from failed banks and credit unions
Funds owed investors from U.S. SEC
enforcement cases
• Refunds from FHA-insured mortgages
• Unredeemed savings bonds that are no
longer earning interest
Unlike states, the federal government does not
have a central website for finding unclaimed
money or assets, so you'll need to check a
number of sources, including one of the biggest
sources of unclaimed funds--the IRS--at irs.gov.
To find out more about other federal programs
that may hold unclaimed property, visit the
NAUPA website, unclaimed.org.

Submitting a claim
To claim property, follow the instructions given,
which will vary by the type of asset and where
the property is held. You'll need to verify
ownership, typically by providing information
about yourself (such as your Social Security
number and proof of address), and submit a
claim form either online or by mail.
What if the listed property owner is deceased?
A claim may be made by a survivor and will be
payable according to state or federal law. For
life insurance, you may need the full name and
Social Security number of the deceased
individual, a copy of the death certificate, and in
some cases proof that you were the named
beneficiary.

Be careful

Private companies may be paid to locate
rightful owners and/or offer to help rightful
owners obtain property for a fee, but legitimate
companies will ask you to pay only after you
receive your property. State laws limit fees
Finding "lost" life insurance policies might take companies charge, so check with your state
some legwork. Life insurance companies that
before you sign any agreement. However, in
can't locate a beneficiary must generally turn
most cases you should be able to find the same
over benefits from an individual policy to state
property for free by checking state or federal
unclaimed property programs, but might not do databases. Carefully check out anyone who
so if the company does not know that the policy contacts you, because some scammers will
owner has passed away. If you believe that a
claim to have property or represent that they
family member owned life insurance but can't
are from a government agency in order to
find the physical policy, you may need to look
obtain other information about you or your
for evidence of it by searching personal records finances. For more information about protecting
and files (assuming you have the authority to
yourself, visit the Federal Trade Commission's
do so) or by contacting the policy owner's
consumer information site, consumer.ftc.gov.
insurance agent, attorney, or other financial
professionals.
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Debt Optimization Strategies
As part of improving your financial situation,
you might consider reducing your debt load. A
number of strategies can be used to pay off
debt. However, before starting any debt payoff
strategy (or combination of strategies), be sure
you understand the terms of your debts,
including interest rates, terms of payment, and
any prepayment or other penalties.

Understand minimum payments (a
starting point)

You may be able to improve
your financial situation by
implementing certain debt
payoff strategies that can
reduce the time you make
payments and the total
interest you pay. Before
starting any debt payoff
strategy (or combination of
strategies), be sure you
understand the terms of
your debts, including any
prepayment penalties.
Note: All examples are
hypothetical and used for
illustrative purposes only.
Fixed interest rates and
payment terms are shown,
but actual interest rates and
payment terms may change
over time.

You are generally required to make minimum
payments on your debts, based on factors set
by the lender. Failure to make the minimum
payments can result in penalties, increased
interest rates, and default. If you make only the
minimum payments, it may take a long time to
pay off the debt, and you may have to pay large
amounts of interest over the life of the loan.
This is especially true of credit card debt.
Your credit card statement will indicate the
amount of your current monthly minimum
payment. To find the factors used in calculating
the minimum payment amount each month, you
need to review terms in your credit card
contract. These terms can change over time.
For credit cards, the minimum payment is
usually equal to the greater of a minimum
percentage multiplied by the card's balance
(plus interest on the balance, in some cases) or
a base minimum amount (such as $15). For
example, assume you have a credit card with a
current balance of $2,000, an interest rate of
18%, a minimum percentage of 2% plus
interest, and a base minimum amount of $15.
The initial minimum payment required would be
$70 [greater of ($2,000 x 2%) + ($2,000 x (18%
/ 12)) or $15]. If you made only the minimum
payments (as recalculated each month), it
would take you 114 months (almost 10 years)
to pay off the debt, and you would pay total
interest of $1,314.

off the debt, and you would pay total interest of
just $396.
As another example, let's assume you have a
current mortgage balance of $100,000. The
interest rate is 5%, the monthly payment is
$791, and you have a remaining term of 15
years. If you make regular payments, you will
pay total interest of $42,343. However, if you
pay an additional $200 each month, it will take
you only 11 years to pay off the debt, and you
will pay total interest of just $30,022.
Another strategy is to pay one-half of your
regular monthly mortgage payment every two
weeks. By the end of the year, you will have
made 26 payments of one-half the monthly
amount, or essentially 13 monthly payments. In
other words, you will have made an extra
monthly payment for the year. As a result, you
will reduce the time payments must be made
and the total interest paid.

Pay off highest interest rate debts first
One way to potentially optimize payment of
your debt is to first make the minimum
payments required for each debt, and then
allocate any remaining dollars to the debts with
the highest interest rates.
For example, let's assume you have two debts,
you owe $10,000 on each, and each has a
monthly payment of $200. The interest rate for
one debt is 8%; the interest rate for the other is
18%. If you make regular payments, it will take
94 months until both debts are paid off, and you
will pay total interest of $10,827. However, if
you make monthly payments of $600, with the
extra $200 paying off the debt with an 18%
interest rate first, it will take only 41 months to
pay off the debts, and you will pay total interest
of just $4,457.

Use a debt consolidation loan

If you have multiple debts with high interest
For other types of loans, the minimum payment rates, it may be possible to pay off those debts
with a debt consolidation loan. Typically, this
is generally the same as the regular monthly
will be a home equity loan with a much lower
payment.
interest rate than the rates on the debts being
Make additional payments
consolidated. Furthermore, if you itemize
Making payments in addition to your regular or deductions, interest paid on home equity debt
minimum payments can reduce the time it takes of up to $100,000 is generally deductible for
income tax purposes, thus reducing the
to pay off your debt and the total interest paid.
effective interest rate on the debt consolidation
The additional payments could be made
loan even further. However, a home equity loan
periodically, such as monthly, quarterly, or
potentially puts your home at risk because it
annually.
serves as collateral, and the lender could
For example, if you made monthly payments of
foreclose if you fail to repay. There also may be
$100 on the credit card debt in the previous
closing costs and other charges associated with
example (the initial minimum payment was
the loan.
$70), it would take you only 24 months to pay
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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.

How many types of government savings bonds are
there, and what's the difference between them?
While the U.S. government
has issued 13 types of savings
bonds, there are currently only
two series available for
purchase through the U.S. Treasury
Department: Series EE bonds and Series I
bonds. U.S. savings bonds are nonmarketable
securities, which means you can't resell them
unless you're authorized as an issuing or
redeeming agent by the U.S. Treasury
Department. Savings bonds are guaranteed by
the federal government as to the timely
payment of principal and interest.

1 (for new EE bonds issued between November
1 and April 30).
Series I bonds are similar to EE bonds, but I
bonds offer some protection against inflation by
paying interest based on a combination of a
fixed rate and a rate tied to the semi-annual
inflation rate. The fixed rate component doesn't
change, whereas the rate tied to inflation is
recalculated and can change every six months.
The total interest (fixed and inflation adjusted)
compounds semi-annually.
In any case, the interest on EE or I savings
bonds isn't paid to you until you cash in the
bonds. You can cash in EE bonds or I bonds
any time after one year, but if you cash them
out before five years, you lose the last three
months of interest.

You can buy Series EE bonds and I bonds in
any amount from $25 up to $10,000, which is
the maximum amount you can purchase for
each bond type per calendar year. In other
words, you may buy a total of $10,000 annually
The interest earned on both EE and I bonds is
in both EE and I bonds, for an annual total of
generally exempt from state income tax but
$20,000 for the two types combined.
subject to federal income tax. Interest income
Series EE bonds earn a fixed rate of interest as may be excluded from federal income tax when
long as you hold them, up to 30 years. You'll
bonds are used to finance higher-education
know the interest rate the bond will earn when
expenses, although restrictions may apply.
you buy it. The U.S. Treasury announces the
rate each May 1 (for new EE bonds issued
between May 1 and October 31) and November

Should I pay off my student loans early or contribute to
my workplace 401(k)?
For young adults with college
debt, deciding whether to pay
off student loans early or
contribute to a 401(k) can be
tough. It's a financial tug-of-war between
digging out from debt today and saving for the
future, both of which are very important goals.
Unfortunately, this dilemma affects many
people in the workplace today. According to a
student debt report by The Institute for College
Access and Success, nearly 70% of college
grads in the class of 2014 had student debt,
and their average debt was nearly $29,000.
This equates to a monthly payment of $294,
assuming a 4% interest rate and a standard
10-year repayment term.
Let's assume you have a $300 monthly student
loan payment. You have to pay it each
month--that's non-negotiable. But should you
pay more toward your loans each month to pay
them off faster? Or should you contribute any
extra funds to your 401(k)? The answer boils
down to how your money can best be put to
work for you.

shouldn't leave this free money on the table.
For example, let's assume your employer
matches $1 for every dollar you save in your
401(k), up to 6% of your pay. If you make
$50,000 a year, 6% of your pay is $3,000. So at
a minimum, you should consider contributing
$3,000 per year to your 401(k)--or $250 per
month--to get the full $3,000 match. That's
potentially a 100% return on your investment.
Even if your employer doesn't offer a 401(k)
match, it can still be a good idea to contribute to
your 401(k). When you make extra payments
on a specific debt, you are essentially earning a
return equal to the interest rate on that debt. If
the interest rate on your student loans is
relatively low, the potential long-term returns
earned on your 401(k) may outweigh the
benefits of shaving a year or two off your
student loans. In addition, young adults have
time on their side when saving for retirement,
so the long-term growth potential of even small
investment amounts can make contributing to
your 401(k) a smart financial move.

All investing involves risk, including the possible
The first question you should ask is whether
loss of principal, and there can be no guarantee
your employer offers a 401(k) match. If yes, you that any investing strategy will be successful.
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