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Household budget building how-to  
(MS) — The majority of families must

live on budgets. Heads of households
where money is no object may be able to
spend at will, but many men and women
must develop budgets so their families’
everyday needs are fulfilled and so there
is a safety net should an unforeseen situ-
ation arise and threaten family stability.

Building a budget can be a significant
undertaking, but there is a method men
and women can employ when developing
a family budget to make that process go
as smoothly as possible.

n Gather pertinent documents. 
The first step toward building a house-

hold budget is to gather pertinent docu-
ments, such as earnings statements, util-
ity bills, mortgage documents, and any
other documents that can help you figure
out your earnings and expenses.

n Determine what’s coming in and
what’s going out. 

When building a budget, you must
determine how much income your house-
hold is generating and how much of that
income is already earmarked for necessi-
ties like mortgage payments, car pay-
ments, etc. 

Make a list that includes an incoming
and outgoing category for expenses, and
make a separate category for outgoing
expenses that are not necessities, such
as the amount of money you spend each
month on dining out. 

Peruse past bank statements to deter-
mine those discretionary expenses.

n Determine which discretionary
expenses can be trimmed. 

Certain expenses, such as mortgage
and car payments, are likely fixed.
Unless you can refinance your mortgage
to earn a lower monthly payment or pay
off your car loan so you no longer have to
make monthly payments, you probably
need to examine your discretionary
spending to find opportunities to save
money. 

It’s best that men and women working

together to build a household budget
come to a consensus on where to make
cutbacks, as you don’t want any resent-
ment to build because one person was
forced to sacrifice something important
while the other was not. 

Be respectful of each other’s concerns
and plan on each of you making a sacri-
fice so resentment does not develop Agree
to make initial cutbacks a trial run that
you will revisit in the near future to
determine how the sacrifices are affecting
your quality of life.

n Prioritize paying down debt. 
One of the best ways to clear up money

long-term is to eradicate debt, and con-
sumer debt in particular. 

It is unrealistic to eradicate certain
debts, like a mortgage, in the short-term.
But consumer debt, which includes cred-
it cards, tends to come with high interest
rates, and carrying substantial consumer
debt can negatively affect your credit rat-
ing. 

When attempting to pay off consumer
debt, resolve to avoid using credit cards
unless it’s a genuine emergency and you
don’t have the cash to cover the associat-
ed expenses. 

n Periodically revisit your budget. 
Men and women should periodically

revisit their household budgets to deter-
mine if their budgets are effective and
how those budgets are impacting life at
home. 

Expect to make some minor tweaks
whenever revisiting your budget, and
don’t be averse to making more signifi-
cant changes if the budget is proving
especially difficult on certain members of
your household.

Building a household budget is no
small task. Men and women willing to
work together and revisit their budgets
every so often may find that such an
approach eventually creates a more
financially stable and enjoyable situation
at home.   



(MS) — Saving more money is a goal for
many people. Whether retirement is loom-
ing or decades down the road, saving as
much money as possible is a great way for
men and women to plan for their financial
futures.

But saving money is not always so easy,
especially as the cost of living continues
to rise in so many parts of the world. In
its 2015-2016 “Salary Budget Survey,”
WorldatWork, a global association for
human resources management profes-
sionals and business leaders, found that
U.S. employees can expect an average
base salary increase of 3.1 percent in
2016. That marks only a slight increase
from 2015, and many working profession-
als wonder if that increase will be enough
for them to start saving more money. 

Cost of living salary increases likely
won’t be enough for working professionals
to grow their savings considerably, if at
all. Fortunately, there are several ways
that men and women can cut back each
day and grow their savings without affect-
ing their quality of life.

n Make your own coffee at home. 
While few people may give it much

thought, that $2 or $3 coffee you buy
each morning adds up to a substantial
amount of money each month. 

If your daily cup of joe from the coffee
shop next to your office costs $2.50,
that’s $12.50 per week (not counting
weekend mornings), $50 per month and
$600 per year. 

Buying coffee at the grocery store and
preparing it at home won’t cost anywhere
near that much, saving you hundreds of
dollars per year, which you can put
directly into your savings account.

n Bring your lunch to work. Many men
and women already know that dining in
instead of out is a great way to cut back
on unnecessary spending. But it’s not
just skipping nights out on the town that
can help save money. ‘

Rather than spending somewhere

between $5 and $10 every day on lunch
at the office commissary or nearby
restaurants, bring your lunch with you.
Bringing your lunch allows you to buy in
bulk rather than pay for each individual
midday meal, and that can add up to con-
siderable cost savings over the year. 

n Trim some fat from your cable bill. 
While cable providers have been slow to

embrace customizable plans that allow
customers to pick and choose their chan-
nels in an effort to save money each
month, some providers have begun to
offer such plans. 

Contact your cable provider to see if
you can customize your plan so you are
no longer paying for channels you don’t
watch. If your provider does not allow you
to customize, consider cutting your cable

entirely. 
Streaming services such as Netflix and

Amazon Prime cost a fraction of monthly
cable subscriptions, and these services
continue to increase their offerings.

n Work with a financial advisor. If you
keep coming up empty in your search for
ways to save, work with a financial advi-
sor. Financial advisors can help you
establish a monthly budget so you are in
a good position to save. In addition, such
advisors can suggest ways to grow your
money that you might not know about.   
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Everyday ways to save money  

Bringing their lunch to work instead
of dining out each day is an effective way for
professionals to grow their savings.

Types of insurance policies you should have
(MS) — Insurance is an essential safety

net that helps people protect themselves
from financial ruin. 

While many policy holders hope they
never have to make a claim, no adult is
immune to accident, injury or other
unforeseen circumstances, which only
emphasizes the need for various types of
insurance.

The following are various types of
insurance policies that all adults should
have.

n Health: Health care costs are consid-
erable and don’t figure to decrease any-
time soon. 

Denying company-sponsored coverage
or refusing to get personal coverage,
which now incurs a fee for residents of
the United States, puts men and women
in potentially precarious positions that
can greatly affect both their physical and
financial health. 

A simple broken bone may cost five fig-
ures to treat and heal. Without insur-
ance, men and women are on their own to
pay that bill. But those with insurance
will pay considerably less, as their insur-
ance companies will pay the vast majority

See INSURANCE, Page 4



(MS) — Life insurance is a product few
people want to think about. That’s perfect-
ly understandable, as life insurance forces
men and women to consider their own
mortality. But life insurance is not some-
thing adults should avoid, especially if they
have dependents. 

Many people should consider life insur-
ance when estate planning so they can pro-
vide security for their loved ones. But life
insurance is a purchase unlike any other,
and people may be confused or intimidated
when attempting to purchase life insur-
ance policies.

Deciding if you 
need coverage

While life insurance seems like the kind
of thing every person should have, that’s
not necessarily the case. 

For example, single men and women
with no dependents and no tax or debt
concerns generally do not need life insur-
ance. 

If you are single but have tax issues or a
considerable amount of debt, then a life
insurance policy can be used to pay those
debts upon your death. 

Adults with dependents, such as a
spouse and/or children, should consider
purchasing life insurance, which can help
your surviving dependents maintain their
quality of life and pay their bills in the
wake of your death.

Buying life insurance
Much like various other types of insur-

ance, life insurance can be purchased from
an insurance agent or via an insurance
company’s website. 

When choosing a company from which to
buy a life insurance policy, look for a com-
pany with a strong rating, as no one wants
to end up being burned by a life insurance
provider who goes out of business. 

Some people prefer to work with inde-
pendent brokers who can share informa-
tion about products from various providers

rather than just the ones offered by the
firm company-affiliated agents work for.

Choosing coverage
When choosing coverage, you will no

doubt be asked if you prefer term insur-
ance or permanent insurance. 

Term insurance is the least expensive life
insurance, and such policies only last for a
predetermined number of years. 

Men and women may purchase life
insurance policies if they only want life
insurance until they retire or until their
children reach adulthood. 

ermanent insurance is more expensive
and will last from the moment you pur-
chase the policy until your death. 

Many people choose permanent life
insurance policies so the money their ben-
eficiaries receive upon their death can be
used to pay estate taxes. 

In addition, there is an investment com-
ponent to permanent insurance policies, as
a portion of the premiums on such policies
is invested (policies will spell out how the
money is invested) and allowed to grow tax-
free so long as the policy is open. 

Term insurance only provides protection
with no investments.

When choosing how much coverage to
purchase, it’s easy to go overboard and aim
for as much as possible. However, many
financial advisors suggest purchasing
enough coverage to pay for funeral costs
and a level of income replacement you can
comfortably afford. 

If your spouse does not work, you should
consider purchasing enough coverage so
he or she can afford to pay the family’s
day-to-day cost of living expenses.

Life insurance merits serious considera-
tion, and adults should do their homework
and fully understand a policy before sign-
ing any contracts.  
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of the bill.
n Auto: Drivers need auto

insurance to protect their
finances should they get in an
accident and cause harm to
themselves or others. 

Even if your car has seen bet-
ter days and appears to be on
its last legs, resist the tempta-
tion to purchase bare bones
coverage. Such policies poten-
tially put you at the mercy of
other drivers and their insur-
ance companies if you are
found to be at-fault in an acci-
dent.

n Long-term disability: Few
people can afford to stop work-
ing for lengthy periods of time.
But illness or injury can hap-
pen at any time, and adults
must have long-term disability
insurance to protect themselves
should they develop illnesses or
suffer injuries that prevent
them from working. 

Long-term disability insur-
ance allows you to maintain the
standard of living you have
grown accustomed to during
your recovery process.

n Life: While some people can
get by without life insurance, if
you have dependents, life
insurance is a necessity to pro-
tect your loved ones from finan-
cial hardship should you pass
away. 

Consult your financial plan-
ner to determine the type of life
insurance policy and the
amount of coverage that is most
suitable for you.

Understanding life insurance

Recycle this newspaper
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How to find a financial planner 
(MS) — Managing money can be a

daunting task. Monitoring retirement and
investment accounts can sometimes seem
like a full-time job, and that’s in addition
to the responsibilities many men and
women already face with regards to their
careers and families.

To combat the sometimes confusing
and intimidating nature of money man-
agement, many people enlist the help of
financial planners. 

Financial planners can help men and
women navigate the plan for retirement
and help them prepare for unforeseen
events that can affect their finances. 

Finding the right financial planner can
be similar to finding a physician; just like
you don’t want to trust just anyone with
your health, you also don’t want your
finances in the hands of someone you
don’t trust. The following are a handful of
tips for men and women as they look for
financial planners who they can be com-
fortable with for years to come.

n Choose a certified planner. Many
financial professionals claim to be plan-
ners, but only those men and women who
are certified financial planners, or CFPs,
are licensed and regulated. CFPs must
take various classes with regard to finan-
cial planning and pass an exam adminis-
tered by the Certified Financial Planner
Board of Standards. 

In addition, a requirement to maintain
their designation as CFPs is that, once
certified, CFPs continue their education
so they can stay abreast of the latest
industry trends and developments. 

While CFP status does not guarantee a
given planner will meet your needs, it’s a
good place to start.

n Consider how a CFP earns his or her
living. How a CFP earns his or her living
is another factor to consider. 

Commission-based financial planners
earn commissions when buying or selling
a stock, while fee-based planners earn a
percentage of your annual assets. 

Many people starting out prefer plan-
ners who earn hourly fees, feeling that
such a pay structure makes them more
comfortable and gives them time to build
up a relationship with their planners.

n Work with a fiduciary. 
Financial planners are held to two stan-

dards: the fiduciary standard and the
suitability standard. 

The latter requires that planners give
advice that suits investors’ objectives,
while the former requires planners to give
advice that puts their clients’ best inter-
ests ahead of their own. 

So what’s the difference? 
A planner beholden to the suitability

standard can recommend the least suit-
able investment option (which may earn
him or her more money) among a handful
of suitable options, without having to
report to his or her client any conflicts of
interest, whereas a fiduciary is obligated
to recommend the option that is best for
the client.

n Be wary of boasts. 
Some planners will try to impress

prospective clients with boastful talk of
beating the market. Such boastfulness
should raise a red flag, as it suggests a
planner is more likely to roll the dice with
your money than make sound invest-
ments.

Finding a trustworthy financial planner
is a great way to grow your money. But
who to work with is a decision that
requires careful thought and research.  

Cut the costs of your prescriptions
(MS) — The costs of filling prescriptions

is simply too big to bear for many people,
even now that the Affordable Care Act
has greatly reduced the amount of people
who are uninsured. 

A survey from the Commonwealth
Fund found that 35 million people in
America failed to fill a prescription in
2014 because of the cost of the medica-
tion. That figure represents an improve-
ment from 2010, when 48 million people
did not fill their prescriptions due to the
costs of those medications, but it still
serves to highlight a need many people
have to cut the costs of their medicine.

Though people who cannot afford to fill
their prescriptions often feel helpless,
there are a handful of ways they can cut
the costs of their medications and start
feeling better.

n Discuss changes with your physi-
cian. 

The simplest way to cut prescription
costs is to discuss medication options

with your physician. Brand-name drugs
are typically more expensive than generic
alternatives, so speak with your physi-
cian about generic drugs or less costly
brand-name drugs that may treat your
condition as well as expensive brand-
name drugs do.

n Consider Patient Assistance
Programs. 

Sometimes referred to as
“Pharmaceutical Assistance Programs,”
Patient Assistance Programs, or PAPs,
can greatly reduce the burden of pre-
scription drug costs. Sponsored by phar-
maceutical companies, PAPs distribute
billions of dollars to patients who other-
wise could not afford their medications. 

Eligibility criteria varies depending on
the program, but men and women strug-
gling to pay for their prescriptions can
speak with their physicians about PAPs.

n Consult your member organizations. 

See PRESCRIPTIONS, Page 8
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3 ways to maintain good credit 
(MS) — A good credit score can go a

long way toward helping men and women
secure their financial futures. 

When armed with a good credit score,
men and women can secure lower interest
rates on mortgages and auto loans, saving
them thousands upon thousands of dol-
lars over their lifetimes.

Some people deftly use credit to their
advantage their whole lives by never miss-
ing a payment or never digging them-
selves into deep holes with regard to con-
sumer debt. 

Others fight an uphill battle, earning a
great credit score after digging themselves
out of debt accumulated in early adult-
hood. Regardless of how men and women
made it to the top of the credit score
mountain, once they’re there the work
has only just begun. 

Credit scores are fluid, so high scores
must be maintained in order for lenders
to continue to view prospective borrowers
as worthy investments. 

The following are a handful of ways con-
sumers can maintain their high credit
scores so they can continue to benefit
from their well-earned financial reputa-
tions.

1. Routinely monitor your score. 
Credit scores change constantly, so it’s

important that you continue to monitor
your score to make sure there are no
inaccuracies that can affect your stand-
ing. 

While each of the three major credit
reporting agencies (Equifax, Experian and
TransUnion) must supply one free copy of
your credit report every 12 months upon
your request, some credit card companies
now offer free monthly credit report
updates. 

Cardholders can take advantage of
such offerings to monitor their scores.
Report any discrepancies to the appropri-
ate rating agency immediately.

2. Sign up for automatic bill pay. 
Credit scores can plunge quickly when

consumers miss payments. No one is per-
fect, so it’s not out of the question that
you might miss a payment one time. 

Numerous factors contribute to your
credit score, but payment history is per-
haps the most influential variable when
determining the final score, so a single
missed payment can do significant harm.
One way to avoid that and protect your
credit score at the same time is to sign up
for automatic bill pay. 

When signing up, use a bank account
that always has a relatively high balance
so you don’t run the risk of having insub-

stantial funds when the
money is automatically
deducted from your
account.

3. Don’t use too much
of your credit.

One of the benefits of
having a great credit
score is your available
credit is likely to go up.
That’s because lenders
see consumers with
high credit scores as
good investments wor-
thy of higher lines of
credit. But using too
much credit, even when
you have a high score,
can be detrimental to
that score. 

Credit utilization is another factor used
to determine your credit score. 

Your credit utilization rate is the sum of
all your balances divided by your total
available credit. 

A study from CreditKarma.com found a
strong correlation between credit utiliza-
tion rates and credit scores, as con-
sumers who had lower utilization rates
generally had higher scores. 

While it’s important to use credit (the

study also found those with a zero per-
cent utilization rate had lower credit
scores than consumers with rates
between 1 and 20 percent), avoid using
too much of your available credit. Even if
you pay your balances in full and on time
each month, a high utilization rate may
hurt your score.

Achieving a good credit score is only
half the battle for consumers. Once that
credit score is high, consumers must take
steps to maintain it so they can continue
to benefit for years to come.  

Banks now giving customers access to credit scores for free

AP Photo/Mark Lennihan, File

This FiLe PhoTo shows logos for

MasterCard and Visa credit cards at the

entrance of a New York coffee shop. Big

banks and credit card companies are

increasingly offering customers free access

to their FICO scores.

By KEN SWEET
AP Business Writer

CHARLOTTE, N.C. (AP) — It might be
the most important piece of financial
information about you — and it's finally
easier for you to actually get a look at it.

Big banks and credit card companies
are increasingly offering customers free
access to their FICO score. This score,
named after the software and analytics
company that developed it, is used by
lenders to determine how risky you are
when they are deciding whether to issue a
new credit card, mortgage or auto loan.

Banks have been able to make scores
available to customers for four years, a
result of a FICO initiative, but they have
been slow to do so. Discover Financial
was the first major credit card issuer to
give its customers access to their FICO
scores in 2013. But banks like JPMorgan
Chase and Citigroup among others have
adopted the program in the past year.

“This is a piece of information that
grades you and judges your ability to bor-
row, and because it is so crucial, you
should be entitled to have it,” said Chi Chi
Wu, an attorney at the National

Consumer Law Center.
It's the latest move by the banks to give

credit information to consumers since
Congress required that the three credit
bureaus offer credit reports to individuals
once a year. Credit reports contain much
of the information that goes into deter-
mining your score, but not the actual
number.

A borrower's FICO score is used in 90
percent of lending decisions, but until
recently a person had to pay for it  — if
it was available at all. Worse, borrowers
looking for their credit score would some-
times be provided what's known as an
“educational score” which guesses a per-
son's FICO score but is not the score used
to determine a person's ability to borrow.

Knowing your credit score can help you
negotiate for better rates and shop for
better loan deals. Also, if you know your
score is weak, you can work to improve it
and possibly save hundreds of dollars on
a future loan, or thousands of dollars on
a mortgage.

Because of the lack of availability, FICO
estimates that only half of Americans
have accessed their score in the past year
and far more don't know what their score
is.

Fair Isaac Corp. created the FICO score
in the late 1980s. Jim Wehmann, execu-
tive vice president of scores for FICO, said
the company recently developed what it
calls its “Open Access” program partly
because banks were already paying for
borrowers' FICO scores and there was lit-
tle to no cost for banks to pass along the
score.

“There was lots of confusion out there
about what a FICO score is, and those
educational scores were not helping. We
felt the banks were the natural conduit to
get consumers FICO scores, because
that's where the credit process begins,”
Wehmann said.

“This is a piece of information
that grades you and judges your
ability to borrow, and because it

is so crucial, you should be
entitled to have it.” 

— Chi Chi Wu, an attorney at
the National Consumer Law

Center.

See SCORES, Page 7



(MS) — After finishing school and
landing their first jobs, the furthest
thing on many young professionals’
minds is retirement. 

Although the day young workers will
cash their last paychecks and bid
farewell to the workplace may be
decades down the road, it’s never too
early to begin saving for retirement.

The sooner a person begins saving for
retirement, the more time his or her
money will have to grow. As more
deposits are made and interest is com-
pounded, retirement investments can
grow considerably. 

Ideally, workers should begin saving
as soon as possible. Compounding inter-
est produces a better return for profes-

sionals who start saving when they are
young than for those who delay their
retirement savings. 

Unfortunately, many of today’s new
workers are not prioritizing retirement. 

According to a study from Hewitt
Associates, just 31 percent of
Generation Y employees (individuals
born after 1978) who are able to deposit
money into a 401(k) retirement plan
actually do so. 

The easiest way to save for retirement
is to make the process entirely automat-
ic. 

One can achieve this by signing up for
an employer-sponsored 401(k) or anoth-
er retirement plan. 

When opening a 401(k), workers will
have a predetermined portion of their
earnings deducted from their paychecks
and deposited into the retirement
account. 

Such contributions are made prior to
being taxed, adding even more incentive
to begin saving as soon as possible.
Money deposited into a 401(k) will then
be available for withdrawal when the
employee reaches retirement age.

If the employer has a matching pro-
gram, even better, as that means the
company will match employee contribu-

tions up to a certain percentage. 
A person may also want to establish

an IRA (individual retirement account).
IRAs, which are available as traditional
IRAs or Roth IRAs, are typically offered
through financial establishments and
provide tax-friendly ways to save for
retirement. 

There are differences between tradi-
tional IRAs and Roth IRAs, and these dif-
ferences are related to taxes and may
depend on when contributions are made
as well as when withdrawals are made. 

Speak with a financial planner to help
you determine the IRA best suited to
your personal needs.

Young professionals may want to keep
more of their retirement funds in stocks
and aggressive accounts to earn more. 

As one gets older and closer to retire-
ment, a conservative approach is more
prudent. Advisors may suggest older
professionals then begin investing in
bonds and other less volatile opportuni-
ties.

Professionals of all ages can speak
with a financial planner for more infor-
mation regarding retirement savings. In
addition, options to invest through an
employer can be discussed with human
resources personnel.  
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Wehmann estimates 100 million
Americans now have access to their FICO
score through a credit card or their
bank.

There are a number of different types
of credit scores that FICO calculates, but
the most common is a number between
300 and 850 points. The higher the
score, the more creditworthy that bor-
rower is. The average U.S. credit score is
about 695, FICO says. FICO uses a for-
mula  —  it does not share the exact cal-
culations  —  that factors a borrower's
payment history, how much debt the
person has, if they have ever filed for
bankruptcy and other financial behavior.

Free FICO scores have become a sell-
ing feature for banks. When Chase added
free FICO score access to its Slate card in
March 2015, applications and usage
rose, said Pam Codispoti, president of
consumer branded cards at Chase.
Codispoti said the bank is considering

adding the FICO score feature to its other
cards.

“It was really about stepping up to
meet a consumer need. Everyone bene-
fits when our customers have more tools
to handle their financial lives,” she said.

Getting your credit score through your
bank won't impact your credit score,
FICO says, since the borrower is not
actively looking to get new credit. Some
credit card companies, like Chase and
Discover, also provide tips on how a cus-
tomer can improve their credit score, like
making sure you don't max out credit
cards or miss payments.

Consumer advocates  —  regular critics
of big banks  —  back the trend.
The increased availability of free FICO
scores could mean decreased revenue for
the three main credit agencies  —
Equifax, TransUnion and Experian  —
that sell credit scores, credit monitoring
and credit reports to consumers. The
agencies' main source of business,
though, is compiling, maintaining and
selling credit reports to banks.

When should you begin saving for retirement? 

Young workers should start saving for retirement the moment they begin their profes-
sional careers.



(MS) — Many men and women work
hard to build strong credit and demon-
strate their worthiness as borrowers to
lenders. But sometimes an unforeseen
event, such as a layoff or medical emer-
gency, forces people to rely too heavily
on credit, which can negatively affect
their credit rating and make them less
likely to secure favorable loans in the
future.

Rebuilding credit takes time. Lenders
want their borrowers to have demon-
strated their long-term financial respon-
sibility, so it may take men and women
who have suffered a credit setback a
substantial amount of time to regain the
trust of prospective lenders. But there is
a way to rebuild credit and restore your
financial reputation.

n Examine your credit report. 
The first step toward rebuilding your

credit is to examine where you currently
are. 

Some credit card companies now offer
monthly credit reports or credit updates
free of charge to cardholders. I

f you do not have such a card, the Fair
Credit Reporting Act permits consumers
to request a free credit report once every
12 months from each of the three major
credit reporting agencies (i.e., Equifax,
Experian and TransUnion). 

Examine your credit report for any
errors, and dispute such errors immedi-
ately. 

n Start using your cards again. Men
and women who have been through the
bad credit wringer may want to avoid

swiping their credit cards ever again.
But demonstrating your ability to use
credit cards and pay your balances in
full and on time is an essential part of
rebuilding your credit. 

Use your credit cards to pay small
monthly bills, such as your gym mem-
bership, and pay the balance in full each
month. 

Over time, doing so will produce a pat-
tern that indicates you are worthy of
credit and capable of handling it respon-
sibly.

n Apply for an installment loan. 
Another way to demonstrate your

credit worthiness to prospective lenders
is to apply for and get an installment
loan. 

If your credit mishaps are very recent,

you may want to wait to apply for an
installment loan until you have started
to rebound and indicate you can once
again pay your bills in full and on time
each month. 

Waiting will earn you a more borrow-
er-friendly interest rate, and you won’t
be running the risk of being denied for a
loan. But it’s good to apply for an install-
ment loan such as an auto loan because
you can then use that to restore your
financial reputation by making monthly
payments on time.

n Make all of your payments. 
Once your credit has taken a hit and

your score has sunk, lenders will look
for any signs that you may still be a
credit risk. Even as your score begins to
rise once again, you must continue to
make all of your payments on time. 

One skipped or missed payment is a
big red flag to lenders, especially if bor-
rowers have had credit troubles in the
past. Don’t let all your hard work go to
waste by missing payments.

Rebuilding credit is not always so
easy, but many people have endured
financial troubles only to reemerge as
borrowers lenders want to work with. 
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If you are a member of the
AAA automotive group or the
American Association of
Retired Persons, you might be
eligible for medication discount
cards free of charge. 

These cards provide dis-
counts on your medications,
but some come with expensive
fees upfront. 

Look for no-fee cards, such
as those offered to AAA and
AARP members or others
offered by nonprofit organiza-
tions, before considering
options offered by pharmaceu-
tical companies or other for-
profit businesses.

n Contact charitable organi-
zations. Some charitable
organizations, such as the
National Organization for Rare
Disorders and maybe even
some local nonprofits, offer
prescription assistance to peo-
ple in need. 

Visit NORD online at
www.rarediseases.org.  

How to rebuild your credit 

We’ re online!

Check us out:

www.

clevelandbanner.com
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Protect your identity and save money 
(MS) — Identity theft is a pervasive

problem.
According to figures from the Bureau

of Justice Statistics, an estimated 17.6
million people, or about 7 percent of U.S.
residents age 16 or older, were victims of
at least one incident of identity theft in
2014. Identity theft is not just a problem
within U.S. borders, either. 

Each month, Equifax and TransUnion
credit bureaus report that more than
1,800 identity theft complaints are lodged
by Canadian residents.

Victims may be subjected to various
types of identity theft. Attempted misuse
of an existing account is the prime com-
plaint. This account can be a credit card,
bank account or phone or utility account. 

No matter the type of fraud perpetrat-
ed, many identity theft victims endure a
direct financial loss as a result.

Sometimes individuals do not find out
they’ve been the victim of identity theft
until they are notified by a financial insti-

tution — or even after filing their taxes —
when money already has been lost. 

People may invest in expensive services

to protect their identities, but Consumer
Reports notes this tactic is not always
necessary. There are other, less expensive
ways for men and women to protect
themselves from identity theft.

n Guard personal information. 
Do not share your personal information

over the Internet unless you are on a
secured site. This will be identified by the
https:// preceding the rest of the URL. 

Sometimes a padlock symbol will
appear somewhere on the page. 

Also, do not provide any personal infor-
mation over the phone, such as tax iden-
tification numbers, bank account infor-
mation or your maiden name. 

Personal data should be shared only
with trusted companies whose authentic-
ity you can verify.

n  Watch your wallet. 
Do not leave your wallet or purse unat-

tended. 
Keep the bare minimum in a wallet so a

thief does not have access to all of your
personal information if the wallet is lost
or stolen. 

Keep your Social Security card and
rarely used credit cards at home.

n Sign up for alerts. 
Many financial institutions will offer

free online or mobile alerts to warn of
suspicious activity on your account. Take
advantage of this service.

n Lock down devices. 
Make sure computers and mobile

devices are secured with a password, and
only use secured networks when going
online. 

Select strong passwords that include a
combination of numbers, letters and
symbols, as well as case changes so they
will be more difficult to crack.

n Get off credit-card offer lists. 
You can stop credit bureaus from sell-

ing your name to lenders by going to
www.optoutprescreen.com or calling 888-
567-8688. 

Opting out should prevent the majority
of offers from coming your way. 

Many identity theft cases can be linked
to crooks stealing credit card preap-
provals from mailboxes. Similarly, you
can put a security freeze on credit
reports, so that lenders will not be able to
access credit reports and issue new cred-
it. 

Identity theft can lead to plenty of
paperwork hassle and loss of funds.
Preventing it from happening is easier
than you might think.  

Credit union benefits abound 
(MS) — Customers have more options

than ever before when it comes to personal
banking. Your neighborhood is no doubt
home to many financial institutions, and
it’s up to you to find the one that best suits
your individual needs.

Credit unions are one financial institu-
tion option to consider. Credit unions ben-
efit their members in various ways while
offering many of the same services and
amenities offered by traditional banks. 

Known around the world by various
names, credit unions are member-owned,
not-for-profit financial cooperatives that
offer financial services to their members. 

Credit unions are typically organized
around a common bond, such as members
who belong to a certain community,
employer, organization, or club. 

According to the World Council of Credit
Unions, credit unions pool their members’
savings deposits and shares to finance
their own loan portfolios rather than rely
on outside capital. 

Any income made is applied to lower
interest rates on loans, higher interest
rates on savings accounts or new product
and service development.

Since credit unions are under no pres-
sure to make money off their customers,
which traditional banks may be, they can
expend more energy developing their offer-
ings and providing a greater level of cus-
tomer service. 

Also, since the members of a credit
union have a say in the organization’s
decisions, usually changes and decisions
made are designed to benefit everyone

involved.
Credit unions aim to offer financial serv-

ices at the lowest costs possible and may
charge fewer fees as a result. In addition,
accounts may be free with no minimum
balance requirements. 

One of the things that most attracts peo-
ple to credit unions is that interest rates
often significantly exceed those offered by
banks. Members can earn more money on
their savings. 

Plus, since interest charged for loans on
credit accounts are generally lower than
most banks’, the savings is two-fold. Many
credit unions will set a limit to how much
interest they will charge on credit cards
and loans.

While the benefits certainly make credit
unions attractive, it is important to point
out some potential disadvantages.
Because of their nonprofit status, some
credit unions may not have adequate
funds to invest heavily in technology. 

Mobile banking and websites may be
lacking. Also, it can be difficult to find
ATMs affiliated with your credit union out-
side of your community that do not charge
additional fees. 

What’s more, because credit unions are
linked to a certain affiliation, your mem-
bership may be restricted. But there is a
way around this, as newer credit unions
are opening every day to service a wider
assortment of members.

Credit unions are a great option for
those looking to spend less on banking
services while potentially earning greater
interest on their savings.  



(MS) — Student loan debt is a big con-
cern for today’s newly minted college
graduates. 

According to an analysis of government
data by Edvisors.com, a website that pro-
vides financial information about college
to students and parents, the average stu-
dent in the class of 2015 will graduate
with more than $35,000 in student debt.
That figure is roughly $2,000 more than
the class of 2014 graduates faced upon
receiving their degrees.

With such substantial debts, it’s no
wonder many college graduates find
themselves looking for ways to pay down
that debt as quickly as possible once they
leave campus life behind. 

Paying down college debt may seem
daunting at first, but the following are
some ways for recent grads to get out
from under that debt sooner rather than
later.

1. Pay more than you owe. 
The best way to reduce the principal on

student loans quickly is to pay more than
you owe each month. Once the repayment
grace period ends, grads will see what their
monthly student loan payment is. 

Paying more than that amount each
month can drastically reduce your repay-
ment period, and you will pay considerably
less in interest over the life of the loan. 

For example, a graduate who owes
$25,000 and pays 6 percent interest
annually for 10 years will pay roughly
$278 per month to eliminate that loan in

exactly 120 months. 
Over those 120 months, grads will have

paid more than $8,300 in interest in
addition to their $25,000 principal.
However, grads who pay an additional
$50 per month will pay their loans off
nearly two years earlier and pay nearly
$2,000 less in interest over the life of the
repayment.

2. Arrange for automatic deposits into a
repayment fund. 

One of the more difficult parts of repay-
ing student loans for recent grads is set-
ting aside enough money to pay them off. 

Upon landing their first professional
jobs, new grads are often making more
money than they’ve ever earned in the
past, and many have no idea how to man-
age their newfound financial windfalls. 

In addition to making your monthly
payments via your everyday checking
account, arrange for automatic deposits
into a savings account you will exclusive-
ly use to repay your student loans so you
are not tempted to spend that money on
more frivolous pursuits. 

You won’t miss the money if you never
get used to having it, and you will cele-
brate the day the balance in your student
loan savings account matches the payoff
amount on your student loan balance.

3. Make plans.
Failure to make a plan is one way to

miss the opportunity to pay off your col-
lege debt as quickly as possible. 

Make specific financial goals, such as

owning your own home in ‘X’ amount of
years or saving money for postgraduate
tuition. Having specific goals and plans in
place can provide the motivation you
need to pay down college debt sooner
rather than later.

Student loan debt intimidates many
recent graduates. But those who stay dis-

ciplined can repay their loans quickly
and regain some financial freedom as a
result.  
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3 ways to quickly pay down college debt 

Graduates who stay disciplined and pay a little extra each month can repay their stu-
dent loans long before the loans reach maturity.

Emergency financial safety net has benefits for families
(MS) — Financial experts advise that

individuals and families save enough
money to cover at least six months’ worth
of expenses in the case of an emergency
or unforeseen layoff. Others say that sav-
ings should be closer to a year’s worth of
expenses. 

In spite of the obvious benefits of hav-
ing a financial safety net, many people

continue to live paycheck to paycheck,
either voluntarily or out of necessity. 

According to Pitney Bowes, a document
management services company, and
Bankrate.com, many people fall well
below the benchmarks suggested for sav-
ings accounts, checking accounts, 401(k)
plans, and other means of building nest
eggs. Data suggests the average American

has anywhere from $5,000 to $7,000 in
savings and between $2,000 and $4,500
in checking accounts. 

In 2011, the Digerati Life, a resource to
help people make smart financial choices,
found that 50 percent of American house-
holds didn’t even have a retirement
account, while a little more than 7 per-
cent did not have a bank account.  



(MS) — The average college student can
expect to pay between $10,000 and $23,000
in tuition fees at public universities depend-
ing on if they live in-state our out. 

Those costs are even higher for private
colleges, with prices starting at $30,000,
according to 

The College Board, a mission-driven not-
for-profit organization that connects stu-
dents to college success and opportunity.
Millions of students and their families sim-
ply cannot afford to pay for tuition and
boarding outright, leaving them to seek out
student loans and other options to finance
their educations. 

Today’s college students can expect to
graduate with substantial debt. 

According to an analysis of government
data by Mark Kantrowitz, publisher at
Edvisors, a group of websites offering advice
about planning and paying for college,
members of the class of 2015 can expect to
have a little more than $35,000 in student-
loan debt upon graduation. 

In an effort to make repayment more
manageable, many students opt to consoli-
date their loans or refinance for better rates.

Renegotiating, consolidating or refinanc-
ing can help recent grads in various ways.
Some grads may find it easier to work with
a single lender, while others may recognize
how much they can save over the life of their
loans if they refinance with lower interest
rates. But before restructuring their loans,
borrowers should take steps to understand
the process so they can rest easy knowing
they made the best decision.

n Know the risks. Borrowers who have
federal student loans and are looking for
better interest rates should realize that they
may sacrifice some benefits by cutting ties

with the federal program. These can include
passing up on federal loan protection, such
as deferment and certain loan forgiveness
programs. 

n Explore the strengths of other lenders. 
Many banks are out there looking to do

business, but lower interest rates may not
be reason enough to refinance. Think about
the convenience of keeping the loan with the
bank you currently use for other accounts. 

This can make managing your finances
much easier. There may even be incentives
to keep all of your accounts with the same
bank. Such perks may include lower inter-
est rates or fee forgiveness. 

Some borrowers may want to work with
lenders that specialize in student loans. 

n Inquire about potential fees. 
Some lenders charge fees to transfer

loans. Weigh the benefits of paying that fee
against the perks of the new lender. Will you
really save money?

n Think about interest rates. 
Rates are usually separated into fixed or

variable rates. Although variable rates can
start out low, they may increase incremen-
tally based on the market. Fixed rates do
not vary and can be a safer option if you
cannot pay off the loan very quickly.

n Verify your credit standing. 
Even after all of the rate advertisements

and the assumed benefits of a new loan,
loan rates and terms are usually based on a
borrower’s financial health and credit. Be
sure your credit rating is good; otherwise
the rate you end up with may not warrant
refinancing. 

n Make sure loans are eligible. 
Not every lender will take on student

loans. Determine your eligibility before you
begin doing all the legwork required to

restructure your existing loans.
Restructuring student loans can benefit

borrowers in various ways. But borrowers
should do their best to learn the ins and
outs of restructuring before changing their
existing terms.  
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