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A New Sparks  
 

If you’ve called the office recently, you may have noticed that Katie’s absence. She hasn’t been playing hooky, 

but something a bit more important – welcoming Perri Jayne Sparks to the world! 

 

 
 

Perri was welcomed into the world by Dillon and Katie Sparks on August 22, 2019 at 4:55 PM. She was born 

healthy and happy in Ardmore, Oklahoma, and as the picture above shows with a doting big brother Henry.  

 



What You Can—And Can't—Pay For With Your 529 College Savings Plan 

Account 

 
 

One of the key benefits of a 529 college savings plan is that all distributions used to pay for qualified education 

expenses are federal tax free, but what is and isn’t a qualified education expense? Here is a quick review: 

 

QUALIFIED EXPENSES 

 Tuition: Considered a qualified education expense for both full- and part-time students at accredited 

institutions. (To check whether your child’s school is accredited, go to ope.ed.gov/dapip/.) Study abroad 

programs can also be qualified expenses, particularly if the student is receiving credit for attending. If 

you plan to use your 529 to pay tuition for grades K through 12, the limit is $10,000 per calendar year. 

Note that tuition is the only qualified expense for grades K through 12.  

 Room and board: Dorm room and sorority/fraternity living quarters are qualified expenses if the 

student is enrolled in an eligible college at least half of the time. If your child lives off campus, qualified 

room and board costs are limited to what’s included in the college’s cost of attendance (COA) allowance 

for the period. Costs in excess of the COA aren’t considered qualified expenses. 

 Books and supplies: Included expenses comprise all textbooks and other required reading materials, 

plus supplies such as pens, paper, and calculators. 

 Computers and peripheral equipment: This includes tablets, laptops, printers, internet access, and 

necessary software, such as Microsoft Word and AutoCAD. 

 Special needs resources: If your child has a disability and needs assistance or special equipment, these 

costs are considered qualified expenses. 

  

NONQUALIFIED EXPENSES 

You can still use the proceeds of your 529 college savings plan account to pay for other expenses, but any 

earnings from these withdrawals are subject to federal income taxes and applicable state taxes, plus a 10% 

penalty. You may also have to pay back income-tax deductions you claimed on your previous tax returns. 

Nonqualified expenses include: 

 Cell phones and data plans: While these aren’t qualified expenses, be sure to check with the respective 

college, as many schools offer student discounts on plans and phones. 

 Transportation expenses: Whether it’s the cost of your child getting to campus daily or traveling home 

for Thanksgiving, these expenses are already factored into the overall COA by most schools. 

 Health insurance and medical bills: As these aren’t considered education expenses, they aren’t 

qualified. 

 School memberships: This includes annual dues for joining sororities or fraternities, sports teams, and 

gyms. 

 Student loans: If used to pay back borrowed funds, you’ll have to pay taxes and a 10% penalty on the 

withdrawals. 

 

http://ope.ed.gov/dapip/


Regardless of whether your expenses are qualified or nonqualified, be sure to keep great records. as you’ll need 

them at tax time.  

 

We have written before about tax credits including the contribution credit for Oklahoma (a tax deduction for up 

to $20,000 in contributions annually) and Federal taxes (American Opportunity Tax Credit, Lifetime Learning 

Credit, and more). It imperative that you coordinate with your financial professional and tax advisor to make 

sure you are optimizing your savings and tax credits each year. 

 

401k Millionaires Hits Record High  

 

 
 

In 1996, Thomas Stanley and William Danko first published the book: The Millionaire Next Door: The 

Surprising Secrets of America’s Wealthy. (If you have not read it, I would highly recommend that you do so 

and make sure your children and grandchildren do this same!) In the book, they present the findings of the most 

comprehensive study ever conducted on the wealthy in America – and how they got that way. The studies 

included personal and focus group interviews with more than 500 millionaires and surveys of more than 11,000 

high-net worth and/or high-income respondents.  

 

To get the details you must read the book, but I want to highlight the 7 Factors that are common to those who 

successfully built wealth: 

 

1) They live below their means. 

2) They allocate their time, energy, and money efficiently, in ways conducive to building wealth. 

3) They believe that financial independence is more important that displaying high social status. 

4) Their parents did not provide economic outpatient care. 

5) Their adult children are economically self-sufficient. 

6) They are proficient in targeting market opportunities. 

7) They chose the right occupation. 

 

That brings me to something Americans are increasing doing better – saving money in the company retirement 

plans and personal retirement accounts. Here is the data from 2 recent studies on 401ks and IRAs: 

 

Fidelity’s 2019 Retirement Analysis reports that the number of Americans with $1 million or more in their 

401(k) accounts has reached record levels. People with $1 million or more in their 401(k) increased to a record 

196,000, up from 180,000 at the end of the first quarter, while the number of IRA millionaires increased to 

179,700, also a record high and an increase from 168,100 last quarter. 

 

http://www.thomasjstanley.com/publication/the-millionaire-next-door/
http://www.thomasjstanley.com/publication/the-millionaire-next-door/


The report showed the average 401(k) balance rose to $106,000, a 2% increase from $103,700 in the first 

quarter of 2019. The year-over-year average balance is also up roughly 2% from $104,000 in the second quarter 

of 2018. The average IRA balance also jumped 2% to $110,400 from last quarter, and 3% higher than the 

$106,900 balance one year ago. And the average 403(b)/tax exempt account balance increased to $88,600, a 3% 

increase from last quarter and up 6% from the second quarter of 2018. 

 

Fidelity also said the average employee contribution rate also reached a record-level of 8.8% in the second 

quarter, nearly a full percentage point higher than 10 years ago. Additionally, 32% of savers increased their 

contribution rate in the second quarter, the highest quarterly percentage ever and nearly three times the 11% of 

savers that increased their contribution rate in second quarter of 2009. The Fidelity analysis showed that 38% of 

millennials grew their savings rate. 

 

A separate retirement savings report by Bankrate.com differs somewhat from Fidelity’s findings. It found that 

while many Americans are holding their retirement contributions steady in 2019 and that the actual rate of 

savings are not increasing. 

 

The Bankrate’s August Financial Security Poll found that 29% of Americans have increased their retirement 

savings contributions compared to last year and 16% are saving less. Meanwhile, 46% of working Americans 

say they are saving the same amount as last year. 

 

The highest income households ($75K or more) were twice as likely as the lowest income households ($30K or 

less) to have increased contributions this year (41% versus 20%), Bankrate said. 

 

It added that the lowest earners are more than four times as likely as the highest earners to be saving less for 

retirement this year (26% versus 6%). Another one in 10 of the lowest income households didn’t save anything 

for retirement last year or this year, Bankrate said. 

 

It further noted that millennials are the most likely to say they want to increase their retirement contributions. 

 

Stats of the Month 

 

2X – An average American worker has increased his/her productivity by +97% in the last 35 years, i.e., an 

average worker can complete in 1 hour as of 12/31/18 the same amount of work that it took him/her 2 hours to 

finish as of 12/31/83. 

 

Dubious Trio – The US Treasury Department labeled China as a “currency manipulator” on Monday 8/05/19, 

the first time the US has made such a claim against China since 1994 or 25 years ago. Since 1988, the US has 

accused just 3 countries of weakening their domestic currency to gain a trading advantage – Japan (1988), 

Taiwan (1988 and 1992) and China (1992-94). 

 

Death Spiral – The number of Americans that work in the newspaper business has almost been cut in half over 

the last decade, falling 46% from 71,000 newsroom employees in 2008 to just 38,000 employees in 2018. 

 

Almost 2 in 3 – 64% of working Americans are active participants in a defined contribution plan (e.g., 401(k) 

plan) or a defined benefit pension plan, or their spouse is an active participant in a pre-tax retirement plan. 

 

Need a Job – 51% of the 2.25 million new jobs created in the United States during the 12 months ending 

7/31/19 were produced in just 6 states – Texas (323,300 jobs), California (311,800), Florida (227,200), 

Washington (102,400), New York (95,500) and North Carolina (75,700). 

 
Sources:  Investment Company Institute, Pew Research Center, US Department of Labor, US Treasury Department 

 



The Markets 

 

The stock market had a volatile August, reacting to the sudden devaluation of the Chinese yuan and the 

escalation of the trade dispute between the U.S. and China. Ultimately, investors seemed more interested in risk 

aversion, as demand for bonds sent Treasury yields lower. Looking into the economic data, monthly personal 

spending and retail sales gains were strong. 
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Here are the selected updated market stats: 
 

Index 8/31/2019 12/31/2018 12/31/2017 12/31/2008 12/31/1998 

DJIA 26,403 23,327 24,719 8,776 9,181 

NASDAQ 7,962 6,635 6,903 1,577 2,193 

S&P 500 2,926 2,507 2,674 903 1,229 

MSCI EAFE 1,843 1,720 2,051 2,849 2,631 

10 Yr UST Yield 1.51% 2.67% 2.40% 2.48% 4.66% 
 

** Source: Yahoo Finance, MSCI.com 



 

Summary 

 

Tariffs and trade issues remained front and center in political and Wall Street conversations. On August 1, the 

White House announced a 10% import tax on an additional $300 billion of Chinese goods coming to U.S. 

shores. (Most of these products are so-called “final” consumer goods, like clothing and shoes.) In a nod to 

importers and retailers, the White House stated on August 13 that this 10% tariff would be delayed until 

December 15 for certain products: toys, consumer electronics, and other items that are big sellers during the 

holiday shopping season. Effective December 15, tariffs will impact nearly all Chinese imports to the U.S. 

 

Unsurprisingly, China soon retaliated, and the U.S. quickly responded. On August 25, China unveiled a plan to 

place tariffs on an additional $75 billion of U.S. goods. As part of the plan, import taxes on American-made 

cars and trucks would jump by 30%. Just hours later, the White House announced that the tariffs planned for 

September 1 and December 15 would rise by 5% to 15%, respectively, and that the 25% tariff currently in place 

on $250 billion of Chinese imports would rise to 30% on October 1. The back and forth looks to be the status 

quo for a while longer, but ultimately both countries need a deal to be consummated. Only time will tell as to 

when that will occur. 

 

The other word that seems to be in every financial story is the “R” word = Recession. I’ve heard it repeatedly 

over the past few months, but statistics from Main Street contradict the narrative that says that the economy 

might be slowing down. Consumer spending advanced 0.6% in July, and that complemented July’s 0.7% gain in 

overall retail sales. Core retail sales (which exclude auto and gas purchases) were up 1.0% in the seventh month 

of the year. A key measure of consumer confidence seemed strong: the Conference Board’s monthly index was 

at 135.1 in August, beating the 129.5 consensus forecast of a Reuters poll of economists. The labor market 

added 164,000 net new jobs during July, and unemployment remained at 3.7%. The Bureau of Economic 

Analysis delivered its third (“final”) estimate of second-quarter economic growth in late August: 2.0%. 

 

In September, investors will be tuned in to the Fed in anticipation of another rate cut. Federal Reserve Chairman 

Jerome Powell’s spoke on August 23 at the Kansas City Fed’s annual Jackson Hole banking conference. Powell 

said the Fed was “carefully watching developments” and would “act as appropriate” if U.S. economic 

conditions weaken. Fed fund futures are pointing decisively toward another rate cut of at least 0.25%. 

 

Short-term questions to be answered: Can the U.S-China tariff fight be resolved this year or next? Is the 

economy actually showing signs of decelerating? Will Treasury yields stabilize? What will the Federal Reserve 

do?  

 

The answers to some of these questions may come soon while others may take months to surface. In any case, 

our economy today is still growing, interest rates are still incredibly low, and corporate health (cash and current 

earnings) is very strong. That is a formula for solid economic performance and over time solid economic 

performance translates to solid gains in our market based investments. While uncertainty exists on many fronts 

today, that is in no way unique to this day and time. I encourage you to make sure that your investments are 

high quality, timeframe appropriate, and fit together to form a diversified portfolio.  

 

This advice reminds me of an old Warren Buffett quote that says, “Beware the investment activity that produces 

applause; the great moves are usually greeted by yawns.” Good investors know that keeping a disciplined focus 

on their goals will lead to success! 

 

Shareholders vs Stakeholders 
 



 
 

That is a popular question being asked to business leaders in the US today, and for better or worse the answers 

seem to be changing. In August, the Business Roundtable announced that almost all of its CEOs signed a 

statement saying they were no longer going to run their companies with the primary goal of serving 

shareholders. Instead, CEOs would lead their companies to benefit all "stakeholders." The next obvious 

question is, what (or who) is a stakeholder? Well, here’s a graphic to give you an idea. 

 

 
 

This is an outright rejection of what's come to be known as the Friedman Doctrine, named after free-market 

icon Milton Friedman, which suggests that a firm's only objective should be to act on behalf of its shareholders. 

In turn, if shareholders want to use their wealth to pursue pet personal or social causes, they're free to do so 

themselves with their earnings from corporate profits. "Insofar as a [corporate manager's] actions, in accord 

with his 'social responsibility,' reduce returns to shareholders, he is spending their money," Friedman wrote. 

 

A friend said it this way, “Imagine if Tom Brady and Bill Belichick announced that their primary goal was no 

longer to win ballgames for the New England Patriots. We're thinking team owner Bob Kraft would not be 

happy, and that his investment in the New England Patriots football team wouldn't be worth quite as much after 

the announcement as it was before.”  

 



While we all know that we must consider the world at large in our decisions, I strongly believe that corporate 

managers should first remember and act in the best interests of the company’s owners, the shareholders. Part of 

this is political correctness, but it's also about elite business managers looking for an excuse to exploit their 

managerial positions (and control of corporate assets) to further their own personal goals. This is just age-old 

rent-seeking under the corporate umbrella. Regardless, this shift in thinking is not good for the long-term value 

of corporate equities, and I hope to see shareholders taking positive action against this trend. 

 

Quotes of the Month 

 

“When everything seems to be going against you, remember that the airplane takes off agains 

the wind, not with it." 

-- Henry Ford 

 

"People are not disturbed by things, but by the view they take of them." 
-- Epictetus 
 

“Human felicity is produced not so much by great pieces of good fortune that seldom happen, 

as by little advantages that occur every day.” 
-- Ben Franklin 

 

“Dignity does not come in possessing honors, but in deserving them.” 
-- Aristotle 
 

Riddle of the Month  
 

Without fingers, I point; without arms, I strike; without feet, I run.  

What am I? 

 

Last Week’s Riddle 

 

I am very strong and tough, but never rigid. I can be broken, but only in a certain sense. What am I? 

 

Answer: 

 

A heart 

 

Best regards, 

. 
Ryan Hobbs, CFP® 

. 
Ryan Hobbs Investment Services 

1119 Walnut Dr., Ste. 1 

Ardmore, OK 73401 

580-224-9977 or 866-808-9977 

. 
Securities and advisory services offered through Geñeos Wealth Management, Member FINRA/SIPC 
. 



P.S.  Please feel free to forward this commentary to family, friends, or colleagues.  If you would like us to add 

them to the list, please reply to this email with their email address and we will ask for their permission to be 

added.  If you are new to our E-News, we welcome you and hope you enjoy it. 
 

The Standard & Poor's 500 (S&P 500) is an unmanaged group of securities considered to be representative of the US stock market. 

The Dow Jones Industrial Average is a price-weighted index of 30 actively traded blue-chip stocks. The NASDAQ Composite Index is 

an unmanaged, market-weighted index of all over-the-counter common stocks traded on the National Association of Securities 

Dealers Automated Quotation System. Yahoo! Finance& msci.com are the sources for reference to index values at specific points.  

You cannot invest directly in an index. Opinions expressed are subject to change without notice and are not intended as investment 

advice or to predict future performance. Consult your financial professional before making any investment decision. Past performance 

does not guarantee future results. To unsubscribe from Ryan Hobbs E-News, please reply to this e-mail with “unsubscribe” in the 

subject line. 


