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Happy New Year! Thank you for taking a
few minutes to read our newsletter.
We've hand-picked the following articles
in response to questions that we have
been hearing from our clients and radio
listeners over recent months; we hope
you find them valuable!

In this issue of our quarterly newsletter,
we evaluate how we spent our money in
2018, cover key retirement and tax
figures for the year ahead, discuss your
role in financially educating your teens,
and bring light to some of the challenges
that women still face in planning for
retirement.

Be sure to tune in to AM790, weeknights
at 5PM, to hear Don, Steven, Donna and
Nathan discuss the topics that matter to
you on the MoneyTalk radio program:
Southern New England's choice for
financial talk for 27 years! Missed
tonight's show? Listen in to the
MoneyTalk Podcast by searching "DON
SOWA'S MONEYTALK" wherever you
get your podcasts!

If you don't know what
happened to your money
during the past year, it's
time to find out.
December and January
are the perfect months to
look back at what you
earned, saved, and
spent, as W-2s, account

statements, and other year-end financial
summaries roll in.

How much have you saved?
If you resolved last year to save more or you
set a specific financial goal (for example, saving
15% of your income for retirement), did you
accomplish your objective? Start by taking a
look at your account balances. How much did
you save for college or retirement? Were you
able to increase your emergency fund? If you
were saving for a large purchase, did you save
as much as you expected?

How did your investments perform?
Review any investment statements you've
received. How have your investments
performed in comparison to general market
conditions, against industry benchmarks, and in
relationship to your expectations and needs?
Do you need to make any adjustments based
on your own circumstances, your tolerance for
risk, or because of market conditions?

Did you reduce debt?
Tracking your spending is just as important as
tracking your savings, but it's hard to do when
you're caught up in an endless cycle of paying
down your debt and then borrowing more
money. Fortunately, end-of-year mortgage
statements, credit card statements, and vehicle
financing statements will all spell out the
amount of debt you still owe and how much
you've really been able to pay off. You may
even find that you're making more progress
than you think. Keep these paper or online
statements so you have an easy way to track
your progress next year.

Where did your employment taxes go?
If you're covered by Social Security, the W-2
you receive from your employer by the end of
January will show how much you paid into the
Social Security system via payroll (FICA) taxes
collected. If you're self-employed, you report
and pay these taxes (called self-employment
taxes) yourself. FICA taxes help fund future
Social Security benefits, including retirement,
disability, and survivor benefits, but many
people have no idea what they can expect to
receive from Social Security in the future.

This year, get in the habit of checking your
Social Security Statement annually to find out
how much you've been contributing to the
Social Security system and what future benefits
you might expect, based on current law. To
access your Statement, sign up for a my Social
Security account at the Social Security
Administration website, socialsecurity.gov.

Did your finances improve?
Once you've reviewed your account balances
and financial statements, your next step is to
look at your whole financial picture. Taking into
account your income, your savings and
investments, and your debt load, did your
finances improve over the course of the year? If
not, why not?

Next, it's time to think about the changes you
would like to make for next year. Start by
considering the following questions:

• What are your greatest financial concerns?
• Do you need help or advice in certain areas?
• Are your financial goals the same as they

were last year?
• Do you need to revise your budget now that

you've reviewed what you've earned, saved,
and spent?

Use what you've learned about your finances to
set your course for the new year ahead.
Challenge yourself to save more and spend
less so that you can make steady financial
progress.
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Key Retirement and Tax Numbers for 2019
Every year, the Internal Revenue Service
announces cost-of-living adjustments that affect
contribution limits for retirement plans and
various tax deduction, exclusion, exemption,
and threshold amounts. Here are a few of the
key adjustments for 2019.

Employer retirement plans
• Employees who participate in 401(k), 403(b),

and most 457 plans can defer up to $19,000
in compensation in 2019 (up from $18,500 in
2018); employees age 50 and older can defer
up to an additional $6,000 in 2019 (the same
as in 2018).

• Employees participating in a SIMPLE
retirement plan can defer up to $13,000 in
2019 (up from $12,500 in 2018), and
employees age 50 and older can defer up to
an additional $3,000 in 2019 (the same as in
2018).

IRAs
The combined annual limit on contributions to
traditional and Roth IRAs increased to $6,000
in 2019 (up from $5,500 in 2018), with
individuals age 50 and older able to contribute
an additional $1,000. For individuals who are
covered by a workplace retirement plan, the
deduction for contributions to a traditional IRA
is phased out for the following modified
adjusted gross income (AGI) ranges:

2018 2019

Single/head
of household
(HOH)

$63,000 -
$73,000

$64,000 -
$74,000

Married filing
jointly (MFJ)

$101,000 -
$121,000

$103,000 -
$123,000

Married filing
separately
(MFS)

$0 - $10,000 $0 - $10,000

Note: The 2019 phaseout range is $193,000 -
$203,000 (up from $189,000 - $199,000 in
2018) when the individual making the IRA
contribution is not covered by a workplace
retirement plan but is filing jointly with a spouse
who is covered.

The modified AGI phaseout ranges for
individuals to make contributions to a Roth IRA
are:

2018 2019

Single/HOH $120,000 -
$135,000

$122,000 -
$137,000

MFJ $189,000 -
$199,000

$193,000 -
$203,000

MFS $0 - $10,000 $0 - $10,000

Estate and gift tax
• The annual gift tax exclusion for 2019 is

$15,000, the same as in 2018.
• The gift and estate tax basic exclusion

amount for 2019 is $11,400,000, up from
$11,180,000 in 2018.

Kiddie tax
Under the kiddie tax rules, unearned income
above $2,200 in 2019 (up from $2,100 in 2018)
is taxed using the trust and estate income tax
brackets. The kiddie tax rules apply to: (1)
those under age 18, (2) those age 18 whose
earned income doesn't exceed one-half of their
support, and (3) those ages 19 to 23 who are
full-time students and whose earned income
doesn't exceed one-half of their support.

Standard deduction

2018 2019

Single $12,000 $12,200

HOH $18,000 $18,350

MFJ $24,000 $24,400

MFS $12,000 $12,200

Note: The additional standard deduction
amount for the blind or aged (age 65 or older)
in 2019 is $1,650 (up from $1,600 in 2018) for
single/HOH or $1,300 (the same as in 2018) for
all other filing statuses. Special rules apply if
you can be claimed as a dependent by another
taxpayer.

Alternative minimum tax (AMT)

2018 2019

Maximum AMT exemption amount

Single/HOH $70,300 $71,700

MFJ $109,400 $111,700

MFS $54,700 $55,850

Exemption phaseout threshold

Single/HOH $500,000 $510,300

MFJ $1,000,000 $1,020,600

MFS $500,000 $510,300

26% rate on AMTI* up to this amount, 28%
rate on AMTI above this amount

MFS $95,550 $97,400

All others $191,100 $194,800

*Alternative minimum taxable income
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Talking to Your Teen About Money
You probably feel comfortable talking to your
teen about things like school, sports, and
clothing. But how do you feel about talking
about money? While it may be a tricky topic to
broach, odds are that your teenager will rely on
you to learn basic financial management skills.
And the teenage years can be a critical learning
period. According to a report by the Consumer
Financial Protection Bureau, it's important to
establish strong financial decision-making
habits in the teen years because it will help
your child better navigate his or her financial life
as an adult.1

Prepare your teenager for the financial
challenges of adulthood by talking to him or her
about the following topics.

Handling an income
Whether your teen earns an allowance from
you or works a part-time job, he or she will
need guidance on what to do with the income.
Set some expectations regarding your teen's
pay. How much of it will be discretionary? Will
your teen start contributing to his or her share
of a monthly cell phone bill, or would you prefer
for your child to set aside a portion of each
paycheck for college?

When your teen earns his or her first paycheck,
take time to sit down and review the information
on the pay stub or online statement. Help your
child understand what certain terms mean,
such as gross pay, net pay, federal income tax,
state income tax, Social Security tax, and
Medicare tax. Show your teen how income
taxes can affect take-home pay.

Building a budget
Help your teen learn to be accountable for his
or her finances by developing a spending plan.
Start by listing all sources of regular income
(e.g., an allowance or earnings from a part-time
job). Next, ask your teen to identify regular
expenses. Depending on what you and your
child have agreed on, that might include car
insurance, a cell phone bill, or clothing
expenses. Take the total expenses and
subtract them from your teen's total income.

If this exercise shows that your child won't have
enough income to meet his or her expenses,
help your teen come up with a plan for making
up the shortfall. Suggest ways to earn more
money or cut back on expenses, but resist the
temptation to bail out your teen. The point of
establishing a budget is to give your child a
taste of what it's like to earn an income and pay
expenses without running out of money.

Setting and saving for financial goals
In the past, your teenager probably came to
you for money to pay for items that he or she
wanted. Now that your teen has a steady
source of income, it's time for him or her to
make purchases independently. Your child may
be ready to start saving for larger goals such as
a new computer or a car and longer-term goals
such as college. Encourage your teen to save
by putting these goals in writing to make them
more concrete. Consider offering incentives,
such as matching what your teen saves toward
a long-term goal. For example, for every dollar
your child sets aside for college, you might
contribute 50 cents or more.

Remember to praise your teen for showing
responsibility when a goal is reached. Your
approval, as well as the sense of
accomplishment your teen will feel, can help
reinforce healthy savings habits.

Getting familiar with credit
While credit card companies require an adult to
co-sign a credit card agreement before they will
issue a card to someone under the age of 21,
you shouldn't ignore the credit card issue
altogether. Teach your teen about establishing
and maintaining good credit. Explain how credit
card interest is calculated and emphasize the
importance of paying bills on time. Don't be
afraid to share your experience using credit
with your child — personal examples can be a
great way to help him or her learn.

Becoming a smart shopper
Encourage your teenager to spend money
wisely. Teach your child to ask questions
before making a purchase, such as:

• Why do I want this item? Am I buying
something because I really want it, or
because all of my friends have it?

• Can I really afford this item?
• Do I need to buy this item now, or can I set

aside money to buy it at a later time?
• Am I getting a good deal on this item, or

should I shop around for a more affordable
alternative?

Remember that talking to your teenager about
money now can help him or her establish a
more financially stable future.
1 Report Brief: Building Blocks to Help Youth Achieve
Financial Capability, Consumer Financial Protection
Bureau, September 2016

Parents play an important
role in shaping their
children's financial
behaviors and attitudes
toward money.
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Can a flexible work schedule help you stay in the
workforce after having children?
Yes, it just might be the key.
Your job is the foundation for
general financial security,
including retirement. In

addition to providing you with a steady salary
and valuable employee benefits, it typically
brings with it the ability to save in a
tax-advantaged employer-sponsored retirement
plan like a 401(k), and if you're lucky, a
pension. It also allows you to start qualifying for
Social Security retirement benefits.

Women and men may start out on relatively
equal financial footing in their 20s. But when
children come along, women are much more
likely to take time out of the workforce to care
for them.1 A common refrain is "my salary
would just go to daycare costs anyway, so
what's the point?" This is often true. But it's
really not fair for one parent to assume sole
responsibility for child-care costs; it is a shared
financial responsibility that both parents should
take on.

Many women want to keep at least one foot in
the workforce after having children, not only for
financial reasons but also for career mobility
and personal fulfillment. If you'd like to keep

working but can't accommodate the traditional,
40-hour-per-week, in-office schedule, consider
requesting a modified schedule if your job
allows it. This could mean telecommuting from
home one or more days per week, having a
flexible work schedule (such as 11 a.m. to 7
p.m.), working part-time, or some combination
thereof. In many cases, a flexible work
arrangement can be the difference between
staying in the workforce or having to leave it, so
consider exploring this possibility before you
exit prematurely.

Think about what your ideal work arrangement
would be and request a meeting with your
manager to discuss your well-thought-out
proposal. This plan should include a trial period
after which both sides can come back to the
table and evaluate how things are working.
Employers are increasingly recognizing that
flexible schedules are key to having a diverse,
gender-neutral workforce. In the end, asking for
a flexible schedule might just allow you to keep
that steady salary and continue saving for
retirement.

1) U.S. Department of Labor Blog, Women and
Retirement Savings, March 2017

Women: Are you planning for retirement with one hand
tied behind your back?
Women can face unique
challenges when planning for
retirement. Let's take a look at
three of them.

First, women frequently step out of the
workforce in their 20s, 30s, or 40s to care for
children — a time when their job might just be
kicking into high (or higher) gear.

It's a noble cause, of course. But consider this:
A long break from the workforce can result in
several financial losses beyond the immediate
loss of a salary.

In the near term, it can mean an interruption in
saving for retirement and the loss of any
employer match, the loss of other employee
benefits like health or disability insurance, and
the postponement of student loan payments. In
the mid term, it may mean a stagnant salary
down the road due to difficulties re-entering the
workforce and/or a loss of promotion
opportunities. And in the long term, it may
mean potentially lower Social Security
retirement benefits because your benefit is
based on the number of years you've worked
and the amount you've earned. (Generally, you

need about 10 years of work, or 40 credits, to
qualify for your own Social Security retirement
benefits.)

Second, women generally earn less over the
course of their lifetimes. Sometimes this can be
explained by family caregiving responsibilities,
occupational segregation, educational
attainment, or part-time schedules. But that's
not the whole story. A stubborn gender pay gap
has women earning, on average, about 82% of
what men earn for comparable full-time jobs,
although the gap has narrowed to 89% for
women ages 25 to 34.1 In any event, earning
less over the course of one's lifetime often
means lower overall savings, retirement plan
balances, and Social Security benefits.

Third, statistically, women live longer than
men.2 This means women will generally need
to stretch their retirement savings and benefits
over a longer period of time.

1) Pew Research Center, The Narrowing, But
Persistent, Gender Gap in Pay, April 2018

2) NCHS Data Brief, Number 293, December 2017

Page 4 of 4


