
Business Perspective

“In the short-term, the market is a popularity 
contest. In the long-term, the market is a weighing 
machine.” Warren Buffett

2021 is under way, as our nation and the rest of 
the world look to begin to put the global pandemic 
behind us. The path forward for the US economy, 
as well as that of the global economy, will continue 
to depend heavily on the success of combatting the 
virus. 

While many of the risks presented by the 
outbreak of COVID-19 persist, it appears we may 
be in the later innings of the pandemic. Following 
increased restrictions to quell the holiday surge, new 
daily COVID-19 cases and hospitalizations have 
peaked, and are down significantly the past few 
weeks (source: COVID Tracking Project). Reopening 
is taking place as well, highlighted by New York City’s plans to bring back indoor dining by Valentine’s Day. Meanwhile, 
the distribution of currently approved vaccines is well underway—and accelerating. The United States has added over 
1 million shots per day over the past week (source: CDC) and 1.5 million per day is quite possible soon. Adding to this 
optimistic trend, new vaccine candidates from Johnson & Johnson and Novavax have also shown efficacy in combatting 
the effects of the virus and new mutations. If these two candidates are authorized for use as most experts expect, the 
boost in supply will be a welcome development in the US and abroad.

Despite the positive trends in COVID-19 data, volatility began to return to the stock market in the final days of 
January, as retail traders set their eyes on GameStop (GME) stock and other heavily shorted securities, captivating the 
nation’s imagination. As Warren Buffett explained above, while many of these securities may be popular now, the real 
winners will likely be investors with longer-term horizons. While these developments could be another sign of excessive 
optimism in certain segments of the equity markets, we do not believe they represent a sign of a broader market bubble 
or indicate a major correction is forthcoming.

After the powerful snapback of economic growth seen in the third quarter, the economy continued to grow at a solid 
4% in the fourth quarter despite the holiday surge in COVID-19 cases. This improving economic backdrop has provided 
tailwinds to corporate profits, which should help stocks grow into their elevated valuations. S&P 500 Index earnings for 
the fourth quarter are impressively tracking 9 percentage points ahead of consensus expectations, while more than 80% 
of companies have beaten earnings estimates (source: FactSet). Meanwhile, housing remains extremely strong nationally 
and manufacturing data continues to show an economy that is firmly on the mend.

FINANCIALLY
Speaking
Donald P. Speakman:Donald P. Speakman: MSFS, CLU, ChFC, CFP,  CRPC, AAMS, CMFC
Michael P. Speakman:Michael P. Speakman: CFP
Charlene Logan:Charlene Logan: CFS, ChFC, CLU

Spring 2021

...Continued on page 2



2

The improving economic backdrop, along with US government and Federal Reserve policies designed to boost the 
economy, suggest the environment for risk assets may remain favorable in 2021. Don’t get complacent though; after 
the S&P 500 Index rallied more than 70% since the March 2020 lows, some volatility would be perfectly warranted. 
Remember, they say that the stock market is the only place where things go on sale, yet people run out of the store 
screaming. Have a plan in place to be ready to take advantage when the sales come, and don’t run out screaming.

Stay healthy and please contact us with any questions.

Sincerely,
Don, Charlene, and Michael

Important Information

This material is for general information only and is not intended to provide specific advice or recommendations for any individual. There is no assurance that the views or 
strategies discussed are suitable for all investors or will yield positive outcomes. Investing involves risks including possible loss of principal. Any economic forecasts set forth may 
not develop as predicted and are subject to change. 

References to markets, asset classes, and sectors are generally regarding the corresponding market index. Indexes are unmanaged statistical composites and cannot be invested 
into directly. Index performance is not indicative of the performance of any investment and do not reflect fees, expenses, or sales charges. All performance referenced is historical 
and is no guarantee of future results.

Any company names noted herein are for educational purposes only and not an indication of trading intent or a solicitation of their products or services. LPL Financial doesn’t 
provide research on individual equities. 

All index data from FactSet.

This Research material was prepared by LPL Financial, LLC. All information is believed to be from reliable sources; however LPL Financial makes no representation as to 
its completeness or accuracy.
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Don’s Quick Points

1. Performance of the five largest companies in the S&P 500 through10/20 is +39% compared to -5% for the
    remaining 495 companies.1 

2. Health Insurance for a family now costs average of $21,000/year. 2

3. Of ten Wall Street strategists polled on 12/31/19, predictions of S&P for 2020 ranged from 3,000 to 3,5003 and
    value was 3,732 at close on 12/31/20. All of these estimates were low.4

4. Earnings results for 2020 look to be better than expected. About 50% of S&P500 have reported and 84% have
    beaten their estimates.5

5. January 2021 was the record low for 30-year fixed mortgages at 2.65%.6

6. Consumer Price Index, which measures inflation, was +1.4% for 2020. And only 1.8% per year on average for
    10 years ending 2020.7

7. As of 9/16/20, a Yelp survey showed that 60% of business closures due to COVID were permanent. 

8. Over the past 30 years ending 2020, the S&P500 averaged an annual gain of about 11% per year.  However, if
    you missed the 24 best days, the return was cut in half to 5.3%.8

9. The highest and lowest jobless rates for the last 50 years both occurred in 2020 within two months of each
    other. 3.5% was the low and 14.7% was the highest.9

10. When one party controls the house, senate, and presidency, the S&P500 has averaged about 12%/year.10

1 BTN Research, 2 USA Today 12/20/20, 3 USA Today 12/22/20, 4 S&P 500 Index, 5 JP Morgan
6 https://themortgagereports.com/61853/30-year-mortgage-rates-chart, 7 DOL, 8 BTN Research, 9 DOL, 10 BTN Research
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Don’s Personal Perspective
Happy New Year!  I am guessing 

that many of you are happy to see 
the year 2020 behind us and are 
hopeful that 2021 is going to be 
a smoother, kinder year.  I know I 
am!  I personally know about ten 
people that passed away in 2020 
from COVID19.  My heartfelt 
thoughts and prayers go out to 
those who have lost someone.  

My recent foot surgery to correct a lifelong issue with 
three bad toes has proven to be a bit more challenging than 
I had anticipated.  Spending six weeks without putting any 
weight on my right foot was much more difficult that I 
thought, as was showering while keeping the boot dry and 
balancing on one foot.  I thank God for Jamie.  She is tiny 
but she is strong.  I discovered the best way to go up and 
down stairs was to sit on my butt and slide one step at a 
time.  I completed two months of physical therapy/rehab, 
which was much harder than I anticipated.  I had not 
realized how my body and muscles would react after lying 
on the sofa for six weeks.  I am still building my strength 
back and hope to resume my walking program soon.  We 
enjoyed a very quiet Christmas season at home before 
finally getting clearance to fly to Cayman for our winter 
retreat.  We left Pittsburgh in early January and arrived in 
Grand Cayman and were greeted by a huge medical team, 
who took our temperature, asked us numerous questions, 
helped us to fill out multiple forms, and finally gave 
us  COVID19 tests.  Much to our amazement, we both 
tested positive even though we had no symptoms!  Jamie 
and I were in quarantine for about three weeks before we 
were cleared to leave our house  After about two days in 
quarantine, we woke up with flu-like symptoms.  We still 
have no idea how we ended up with the virus but thank 
God we are fine and glad to put that chapter behind us.  
Please understand, I am not whining or complaining, just 
sharing our little challenge.

Fortunately, all of our extended family is all doing 
well.  Like all of us, they’ve had to make many adjustments 
to their routines but overall have been able to adapt.  We 
frequently Zoom with the grandkids, but it’s not the same 
as a live visit.  I look forward to giving hugs in person, 
hopefully in the near future.

I often think about the saying “you don’t know what 
you have until it’s gone.”  I am determined to do my best to 
never take those visits and trips with family and friends for 
granted.  I have much more appreciation for simple things 
like going out to dinner and to see a good movie, which has 
always been one of my favorite activities.

No matter what the media says, I believe we live in 
the best country in the world and I thank God every day 
for living during these blessed times.  Stay positive, keep 
smiling and appreciate how blessed we truly are.  

God Bless America,
Don

The Groff FamilyThe Groff Family

Ingrid and HeidiIngrid and Heidi

Anders & Aksel

Coop and Harper, holding QuinnCoop and Harper, holding Quinn
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Thoughts From Char 

Lessons from the Garden

As the months tick by, we are once again grateful to be coming out of the darkness of winter.  Each day, the daylight 
lasts just a bit longer.  While I have not seen any as of this writing, the robin will soon be appearing, a welcomed sign 
that spring is around the corner.  As a season for new beginnings, what are you beginning?  What is the new life you are 
looking for this season?

Just a few short weeks ago, I suggested to my daughter and granddaughter that a fun and practical family project 
might be adding a vegetable garden to their backyard.  This Nana is fully on board and open to support this effort with 
my contribution of sweat equity, with the cooperation of the whole group.  Said cooperation is an unknown right now.  I 
am hopeful, because tending a garden teaches many things - important things, things I’d like my grandchildren to know.

We don’t often think about what’s going on behind the scenes or, in this case, under the dirt.  But an experienced 
gardener knows a good bit is happening in the dirt before we ever place a seed or a plant in it.  First, the dirt needs to be 
loosened and worked.  Young seedlings can’t push their fragile roots into hardened soil and will not thrive.  A gardener 
will not waste the organic refuse when it can help replenish what’s needed for the new crop.  Tilling and composting make 
the dirt loose and fertile, but this is physical work and a messy job!  Gardening teaches us that life sometimes is messy and 
requires hard work, but good things can come out of the mess.

 
A gardener understands some seeds are to be sown directly in the garden and will withstand the colder temperatures 

of early spring.  Others need to be started inside and transplanted to the garden after the threat of frost has passed.  But 
in either case, the seeds take time to germinate under the ground, and they are working well before we see visible signs of 
their development.  Gardening teaches us in life we must have faith.  We know there is something happening even when 
we can’t see it.

Once the seeds begin to sprout and show their tender green shoots, the gardener focuses on cultivating the sprouts, 
protecting them from being trampled under-foot or being eaten by critters.  Gardening teaches us we need to look out for 
and protect the vulnerable, because in life we all will at some point be vulnerable and need a little help.

Tending to a garden will also require watering and weeding.  Water is life giving and we all need to be watered with 
inspiration, kindness, and respect.  It is what helps us to thrive.  If we don’t take care of clearing the weeds, they will 
overrun the garden and choke out the vegetables.  Gardening teaches us to focus on cultivating the things that matter most 
while letting go of what matters least.  We cannot foster good growth 
otherwise.

A gardener knows that some plants will be ready for harvesting 
sooner than others.  Watching and waiting can be hard.  Gardening 
teaches us patience and persistence.  Some things will resolve quicker 
than others.  Usually, one will have to persistently put in the effort before 
seeing the reward, and the growing season may be lengthy.

Ah, but then it happens!  The day when all the time, labor, effort, 
and patience pays off.  The vegetables are ripe for the picking.  What a 
happy day to share with the people you love.  Gardening teaches us to be 
grateful for the blessings given each day, especially at the harvest.

Gardening teaches us that life is good when tended faithfully, 
cultivated lovingly, unburdened with forgiveness, and reflected upon 
with gratitude.  Good lessons for us all!
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Living on the Bright Side

“Obstacles are those frightful things you 
see when you take your eyes off your goal.”

– Henry Ford

As we are all painfully aware, 2020 was a tumultuous year filled with 
challenges that none of us could have planned for. I love when a good plan 
comes together and last year most of our plans had to be altered beyond 
recognition. You may have reached the point like I did where you stopped 
scratching cancelled plans out, threw your calendar in the trash, and stopped 
planning altogether. Now that the vaccine rollout has begun, do we dare to 
start planning again?

In an attempt to embrace the extra time spent at home productively, I 
signed up for a behavioral finance course taught virtually through the Whar-
ton Business School at the University of Pennsylvania. It turned out to be 
one of the highlights of my year. One of the persistent topics we discussed 
throughout the course was adversity. Through our discussions, we learned 
about Post Traumatic Growth, which psychologists define as a positive psy-
chological change experienced as a result of adversity and other challenges 
in order to rise to a higher level of functioning. In other words, our greatest 
growth often comes from our most challenging struggles. When you think 
back on your life, do you find that to be true? During these times, they’ve 
found it is crucial to have positive coaching and support as we are often our 
own worst critic. It can be difficult to see light at the end of the tunnel, as it is darkest before the dawn. However, we 
have a lot to look forward to as adversity yields to innovation.

In my downtime, I love to watch documentaries on Netflix, especially when it comes to historical events that oc-
curred prior to my life.  One of the topics I took an interest in recently is the NASA space program. Megan and I took a 
trip to Houston a few years ago and it was fascinating to see and learn about the amazing achievements that led to our 
successful landing on the moon. Apparently, our cell phones today have more computing power than NASA had back 
then, which is hard to fathom. In an effort to get astronauts into space and keep them there comfortably and safely, 
thousands of items were invented, many of which are household staples today. We can thank NASA for enriched baby 
formula, handheld vacuums, and memory foam mattresses, to name just a few. I’m eager to see what new innovations 
will spur from our recent adversity. I’m also pleased to report our team is getting even more efficient and effective at 
serving your needs through using new tools like Zoom and texting.

Looking back at our country’s biggest struggles shows one common result, we are undoubtedly resilient. We will 
come back from this pandemic stronger than ever before. In the meantime, don’t forget to celebrate small victories. Set 
goals with flexible boundaries rather than ultimatums and remember the importance of community. We are at our best 
when we work together.

If there’s anything we can do for you or those you care most about, please let us know.  Our thoughts and prayers 
are with all the families who have recently lost loved ones.

All the best, 
Michael
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Covering Education Costs with 529 Plans

Mark Your Calendar

There have been a few rule changes and updates affecting 529 college savings plans over the past four years.  While 
they may not dominate the headlines, it might be worth an overview for many of our families.  

The 529 savings plan allows for tax-deferred growth and distributions for qualifying education expenses which are 
tax free.  Many states also allow for a state income tax deduction or credit for 529 plan contributions.  Many of our 
clients have used this savings vehicle.  

The 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act broadened the definition of qualified higher education expenses.  Beginning in 
2018, qualified higher education expenses now include up to $10,000 per year in tuition for K-12 schools. 1

The SECURE Act, passed in December 2019, permits tax-free 529 distributions for student loans. There is an 
aggregate lifetime limit of $10,000 in qualified student loan repayments per plan beneficiary.  Keep in mind, an account 
owner is permitted to change the 529 plan beneficiary to another family member.  2

This change can benefit situations where there is a grandparent owned 529 plan.  Distributions from such plans are 
considered untaxed student income on the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and can reduce a student’s 
aid eligibility.  To avoid this in the past the only recourse was to wait to use the grandparent-owned 529 proceeds until 
after the last FAFSA was completed, which would typically be after January 1 of the student’s sophomore year.  

But even the FAFSA rules are about to be changed.  The Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021 has enacted 
changes in the FAFSA to simplify the form.  These changes are to be effective with the 2023-2024 FAFSA.  According 
to nationally recognized financial aid expert, Mark Kantrowitz, “The current FAFSA focuses on cash flow more than 
wealth, reasoning that parents who have two children in college at the same time do not have twice as much money 
available to pay for college.  The new FAFSA changes this, no longer providing families with any benefit from having 
children overlap in college.”3  When it comes to the untaxed income from grandparent-owned savings plans, this cash 
support will no longer be reported on the FAFSA, so grandparents won’t have to play the waiting game.

But what about the student who isn’t really interested in college and wants to pursue a trade?  The SECURE Act 
now includes fees, textbooks, supplies and equipment, (including tools required for trades) as qualified expenses for 
apprenticeship programs, provided the apprenticeship is registered and certified through the Secretary of Labor under 
Section 1 of the National Apprenticeship Act. 4

Stay tuned!  At this writing, Washington leaders are offering different student loan forgiveness plans for consideration.  
It is likely we will see other bills on college debt and taxes making their way through the House and Senate.  

1. What You Can Pay for with a 529 Plan, by Martha Kortiak Mert, 2/22/2019; SavingforCollege.com

2. New Law Allows 529 Plans to Repay Student Loans, Kathryn Flynn, 12/19/2019; SavingforCollege.com

3. How FAFSA Simplification Will Change Financial Aid Eligibility, Mark Kantrowitz, 1/13/2021; SavingforCollege.com

4. New Law Allows 529 Plans to Repay Student Loans, Kathryn Flynn, 12/19/2019; SavingforCollege.com

Prior to investing in a 529 Plan, investors should consider whether the investor's or designated beneficiary's home state offers any state tax or other state benefits
such as financial aid, scholarship funds, and protection from creditors that are only available for investments in such state's qualified tuition program. Withdrawals
used for qualified expenses are federally tax free. Tax treatment at the state level may vary. Please consult with your tax advisor before investing.

The Speakman Financial Group will be a sponsor of the Wheels, Wings and Wishes car cruise in Moon Park on June 13. 
Save the date for this fun-filled day that benefits The Make-A-Wish Foundation!  We will be sure to share more details 
about this event with you as they become available, but we hope to see you there.
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12 Tax Tips for the 2021 Filing Season

With the convergence of multiple layers of tax legislation and IRS guidance since 2017, this year’s filing season has the 
potential to confuse tax preparers as well as the clients they serve. Even for those who follow legislation day in and day out, 
things can get complicated.

For example, the Paycheck Protection Program was initially introduced in April, then changed in June and again in De-
cember. “It’s one program but it’s been changed twice,” observed Roger Harris, president of Padgett Business Services. “If you 
haven’t kept up, you can be two bills behind.”

With that in mind, a panel of tax experts convened by Accounting Today believes the following areas warrant special 
attention during tax preparation. Many may require the amending of prior-year returns to take advantage of a particular tax 
break.

(The panel includes Annie Schwab, tax services manager for Padgett Business Services; Mark Luscombe, principal federal 
tax analyst at Wolters Kluwer Tax & Accounting; Barbara Weltman, author of “J.K. Lasser’s Small business Taxes 2021;” 
and Roger Harris, president of Padgett Business Services.)

1. Employee Retention Credit
Originally, the CARES Act added this refundable payroll tax credit equal to 50% of qualified wages at $10,000 per year per employee
paid by eligible employers from March 13, 2020, to Dec. 31, 2020 — but if the taxpayer had a PPP loan, they could not take advantage
of the ERC.

The Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021 extended and expanded the availability of the credit. Now, a company that receives a PPP
loan can claim the ERC, with this caveat: A credit may not be claimed for wages paid with the proceeds of a PPP loan that has been
forgiven. It may be necessary to file amended payroll tax returns to claim the credit.

2. Second draw PPP loans
The PPP now allows certain eligible borrowers that previously received a program loan to apply for a second draw PPP loan with the same
general loan terms as their first draw loans.

3. Unemployment benefits taxability
Federal unemployment benefits are taxable, while economic stimulus payments are not. States vary on the taxability of unemployment
benefits. An enhanced unemployment benefit at the federal level ($600 in federal pandemic unemployment) was added to every weekly
uneployment benefit. Together, these are expected to cause confusion for many taxpayers, particularly those who did not request withholding.

4. Recovery Rebate Credit
Individuals who were eligible for an Economic Impact Payment but did not receive one, or were eligible for a larger payment than they
received, will be able to claim a Recovery Rebate Credit when they file their 2020 Form 1040 or 1040-SR. Their EIP will need to be
reconciled with any rebate credit amount for which they are eligible on the recovery rebate worksheet on their 2020 Form 1040 or 1040-SR.

5. NOL 5-year carryback
Net operating losses that arise in 2020 have a five-year carryback, but the carryback can be waived. With potentially higher tax rates ahead,
it may be more valuable to carry a loss forward, depending on the individual taxpayer’s situation.

6. Discharge of indebtedness on principal residence
The exclusion from income for discharge of indebtedness on a principal residence has been extended through 2025. Caution: Watch for
phaseout based on adjusted gross income.

7. RMDs
The RMD requirement for all retirement plans has been waived for 2020.

8. Money taken from retirement account
If a taxpayer pulled money out of their retirement account for coronavirus-related issues and does not intend to repay it within three
years, one third of the tax should be paid with their 2020 return.

9. EITC and CTC
People who qualify for the Earned Income Tax Credit or the Child Tax Credit can use either 2019 or 2020 income, whichever is most beneficial to the taxpayer.

10. Mortgage insurance premiums
The treatment of qualified mortgage interest premiums as qualified residence interest has been extended through 2021.

11. Charitable deduction for non-itemizers
Taxpayers who don’t itemize can still take an above-the-line deduction for charitable contributions up to $300.

12. Meal expenses
While not reflected on 2020 returns, some taxpayers will be happy that the three-martini lunch is back. A 100% business deduction
(rater than the current 50%) is allowed for business meals as long as the expense is for food or beverages provided by a restaurant. This is
effective for expenses incurred after Dec. 31, 2020, and expires at the end of 2022.

Tips Courtesy of Roger Russell
https://www.financial-planning.com/list/12-tax-tips-for-the-2021-filing-season
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Penn Center West Two
Suite 325
Pittsburgh, PA 15276

AT  YOUR  SERVICE
Our address is:
THE SPEAKMAN FINANCIAL GROUP
PENN CENTER WEST TWO, SUITE 325
PITTSBURGH, PA 15276

Email: don@speakmanfinancial.com
Phone: 412-787-3373
Out of town: 866-752-6734

Visit us online at:
www.speakmanfinancial.com

    We have established a presence on
Facebook to enhance communication with our clients 

and prospective clients regarding activities, special 
events and timely information. Be sure to

follow us on Facebook and “Like” us.           

Securities and advisory services offered through
LPL Financial, a Registered Investment Advisor,

Member FINRA/SIPC. The Speakman Financial Group
and LPL Financial are not affiliated

1-05114184

PRST STD
US POSTAGE

PAID
Pittsburgh, PA

Permit No. 5363

SPEAKMAN
FINANCIAL
GROUPEST. 1978

SPEAKMAN
FINANCIAL
GROUPEST. 1978

The opinions voiced in this material are for general information only and are not intended to provide specific 
advice or recommendations for any individual. All performance referenced is historical and is no guarantee of 
future results. All indicies are unmanaged and may not be invested into directly.

The economic forecasts set forth in this material may not develop as predicted and there can be no guarantee 
that strategies promoted will be successful.

Any named entity, Speakman Financial Group and LPL Financial are separate entities.


