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It’s that time again. 
The IRS began accepting and pro-

cessing tax returns for individuals on 
Monday. 

Last year’s fi ling season was an 
adjustment for taxpayers and industry 
professionals alike as it was the fi rst 
under a massive overhaul of federal tax 
law. While this year’s season is expect-
ed to be more sedate, there are a few 
tweaks to be aware of.

STANDARD DEDUCTION
The standard deduction doubled un-

der the new tax law that took eff ect in 
2018. In turn, the number of taxpayers 
who took that instead of itemizing on 
their taxes jumped sharply. An estimat-
ed 90% of taxpayers are expected to 
take the deduction this year. 

While the standard deduction usu-
ally increases each year for infl ation, 
it’s worth keeping the fi gure in mind 
as taxpayers adjust to the new system. 
Some people may still want to run 
through the exercise of deciding wheth-
er to itemize or not. 

The decision comes down to whether 
your deductible expenses are great-
er than the standard deduction. Tax 
preparation software or a tax profes-
sional can walk you through this with 
ease. 

Single individuals now get a standard 
deduction of $12,200 and married 
individuals fi ling jointly qualify for a 
standard deduction of $24,400. Head 
of household individuals get a standard 
deduction of $18,350.

HEALTH INSURANCE
New this year: There is no longer a 

penalty on federal taxes for not having 
health insurance, something that was 
put in place by the Aff ordable Care Act. 
However, some states may still penalize 
you for not having health insurance, 
warns Lisa Greene-Lewis, a CPA and 
tax expert at TurboTax. 

DIVORCE
Anyone who got divorced after 2018 

and pays alimony can no longer deduct 
alimony payments. And ex-spouses 
who receive alimony are no longer 
required to claim it as income. Got di-
vorced before 2018? The old rules still 
apply unless you update your decree to 
state specifi cally that the new rules are 
refl ected. 

EXTENDERS
Congress recently passed a bill that 

include a few tax extenders, which 
renew tax provisions that had expired 
or were going to expire soon. Here are 
a handful that you may want to take 
note of: 

— People who are required to pay 
private mortgage insurance along with 
their mortgage can once again deduct 
it. Kathy Pickering, chief tax offi  cer at 
H&R Block said that this represents a 
substantial expense for some — in the 
$2,500 to $4,500 range. 

— Another home-related extender: a 
$500 lifetime credit for making certain 
energy effi  cient improvements to your 
home, such as the purchase of a high 
effi  ciency furnace. While many people 
have already taken advantage of this 

in years past, Pickering said newer 
homeowners may want to consider if 
they can benefi t. 

— People who suff ered a foreclosure 
and had their debt canceled just got 
some relief. 

The IRS considers that canceled debt 
as income and therefore subject to 
taxes. However, there had long been a 
provision that would waive this if the 
foreclosure was on a primary resi-
dence. Last year, that was not the case. 

The waiver has now been reinstated 
and is extended retroactively, so people 
who had to pay tax on a canceled debt 
of this sort can fi le an amendment. 
Pickering says this is a provision that 
impacts few people but “has an ex-
traordinary fi nancial impact.” 

— To claim medical expenses on your 
taxes, the total must exceed a certain 
percentage of your adjusted gross 
income. That threshold was set to go up 
to 10% this year, making it harder for 
as many people to qualify. But the law 
extended the prior threshold of 7.5%. 

CRYPTOCURRENCY
The IRS has been trying to keep up 

with the popularity of cryptocurrency, 
such as Bitcoin. Tax experts say it’s a 
grey area that is slowly being clarifi ed. 
But for now, cryptocurrency is gener-
ally seen as property not currency. So, 
anyone who trades in it faces the same 
tax implications as if they were trading 
stock. 

The IRS said it is aware many tax-
payers have improperly reported or 
failed to report transactions in the 
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See TAX, Page  7
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Tax time
to-dos:

1. Cash my tax refund at Check Into Cash
2. Add funds to a U.S. Money Visa® card
3. Treat myself to something nice
4. Use my refund to pay bills
5. ROCK ON

Make this year
your best one yet.

JAMES COLE 
and Talena Jackson 
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DBS offers a personal
touch to tax assistance

By GWEN SWIGER
Associate Editor

DBS (Diversifi ed Business Services) 
has touted its services as “taxes done 
diff erently.”

What does DBS do diff erent? 
“We are trying to give the personal 

touch,” noted James Cole, vice presi-
dent of DBS. DBS wants individuals to 
feel like friends and family are assist-
ing them with their taxes.

DBS, a family business started about 
25 years ago, has two offi  ces. One in 
Dalton, Ga., and the newly opened 
offi  ce in Cleveland.

Cole explained both he and his 
partner, Chris Jackson, were born and 

raised in Cleveland.
DBS was started by Jackson’s mother 

in the 1980s. When she decided to re-
tire, Cole bought her part of the busi-
ness in February 2016. 

Cole said they have a healthy busi-
ness in Dalton and decided to expand 
into their home town.

“We all have to fi le taxes in this so-
ciety,” he said. Even though the forms 
have been simplifi ed, some people still 
need assistance with their taxes.

DBS hopes to be the chosen assis-
tance service here in Cleveland.

Besides doing taxes, DBS also does 
payroll, bookkeeping, HR solutions and 

See DBS, Page  7
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Let your home work for you by investing in it.

423-472-4521

Visit clevelandutilities.com or call 
to learn wise tips on improving 

your home’s efficency.

Feelin’
Hungry?

Visit any of our 9 area locations
Hwy. 411
Ocoee, TN

Keith Street
Cleveland, TN

Blue Springs Rd.
Cleveland, TN

Spring Place Rd.
Cleveland, TN

Paul Huff Pkwy.
Cleveland, TN

US Hwy. 64
Ducktown, TN

Hwy. 11
Calhoun, TN

25th Street
Cleveland, TN

Lauderdale Memorial Hwy.
Charleston, TN

Banner photo, GWEN SWIGER

FRANK PURSELL, left, associate attorney, and attorney Andrew Morgan 
are working to help people with “all your legal needs” as well as tax preparation 
returns.

Attorney Andrew Morgan 
opens tax preparation offi ce

By GWEN SWIGER
Associate Editor

Andrew B. Morgan has been repre-
senting people with a variety of legal 
issues in Cleveland for several years.

His law offi  ce off ers expertise in 
bankruptcy, debt consolidation, estate 
planning, wills, probate, student loans 
and more. 

“We try to help people,” Morgan said. 
 “We advise businesses on what they 

should be spending and ways to save 
money and cut costs,” he said. “We help 
them get debt under control.”

With bankruptcy, investments, 
student loans and debt in general, “you 
have to look at people’s goals and aspi-
rations and what their reality is. I try to 
look at the total circumstances. What 
would be the best choice for them,” he 
explained.

He used student loans as an exam-
ple. While the government has several 
options for student loans, he talks to 
the individual about their situation 
and fi nds a plan that will be best for 
them.

“It’s not about getting the lowest 
payment, but helping them look at what 
it’s all about,” he said. “I could get near 
zero-dollar payments for 25 years, but 
you are going to have to pay the loan 
back. Sometimes just paying it makes 
sense.”

His desire to help people is one of the 
reasons he opened Tri-Star Tax Prepa-
ration. The new business is in its fi rst 
year of fi ling tax returns.

“Part of the reason we opened Tri-
Star is with bankruptcy work. We 
have to fi le tax returns,” he explained. 
“When I see some of these other places 
charging $200, $300, $400 and $500 
for tax preparations, it is sickening.

“We decided to do a low-cost tax 
preparation business,” he said. 

Since most returns don’t take much 
time, the charges are lower. 

“We don’t do rapid refunds like some 
of the other businesses.”

Morgan said, “I was raised on a farm. 
My parents worked for a living. We are 
trying to help people, make a living and 
not get rich off  people. … I feel the tax 
business will be a help to people. The 
options for low-aff ordable service are 
dropping. It is nice to have your lawyer 
doing your taxes.”

The IRS allows attorneys to fi le tax 
returns once they are qualifi ed. “We 
may be able to save individuals and 
businesses thousands of dollars,” he 
said.

“I’m not trying to beat Uncle Sam, 
but I don’t want to get beaten by him. 
We need to pay our fair share,” Morgan 
said. 

However, he will do what he can to 

lower the liability and help people. 
Associate attorney Frank Pursell, 

who has a bachelor’s degree in account-
ing, is assisting in the tax preparation 
arm of the businesses. 

Morgan noted Tri-Star does both 
small business and personal returns.

He asks clients to bring their W2, 
1099, last year’s return and other per-
tinent data. He likes to look at the last 

year’s return to be sure there are no 
problems. If there are, he can help solve 
the problems.

He is dedicated to treating you “as 
you should be treated.”

The law offi  ce and Tri-Star Tax 
Preparation are located at 3910 N. 
Ocoee St. (corner with Savannah Ave. 
N.E.). For an appointment for either 
offi  ce, call 423-829-1429.

Morgan: ‘We try to help people’
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Paul A Hickman, AAMS®

Financial Advisor

2080 Chambliss Ave NW Suite 1
Cleveland, TN 37311
423-472-6814

Lesley Livingston
Financial Advisor

2080 Chambliss Ave NW Suite 1
Cleveland, TN 37311
423-472-6814
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 THIS FILE PHO-
TO shows credit and 
debit cards in New 
Orleans. Chase, Cap-
ital One, Barclays and 
other issuers are offering 
credit cards that reward 
you handsomely for 
things like meal deliv-
ery, grocery delivery or 
ride-hailing services. 

Why credit card rewards are 
targeting ‘convenience’ spending
By KIMBERLY PALMER 
of NerdWallet 

If you’re spending a lot on con-
venience — whether in the form of 
grocery delivery, ride-hailing or meal 
delivery — your credit card wants to 
reward you for it, while encouraging 
you to spend more. 

Consider these recent off erings:
— Chase announced in January 

that for a limited time, eligible card-
members can get free memberships to 
DoorDash’s subscription food delivery 
service, DashPass, valued at $9.99 a 
month. The Chase Sapphire Reserve 
also now off ers a complimentary one-
year Lyft Pink subscription, which 
comes with several perks.

— The Capital One Walmart Rewards 
Mastercard, launched in October, off ers 
its highest rewards, 5% back, on pur-
chases made online and through the 
Walmart app, which includes Walmart 

Grocery Pickup and Delivery.
— The recently revamped Uber Cred-

it Card now off ers 5% back on Uber and 
Uber Eats.

— The new Apple Card off ers 3% back 
on Uber and Uber Eats when you use 
the card through Apple Pay.

While it might seem like credit cards 
are acting like your new best friend, 
ready to help you pick up groceries 
or bring you lunch, experts say their 
rewards structures are designed to 
get you to use the cards more freely. 
Convenience, in other words, can come 
at a cost.

‘AN ANTIDOTE TO ANXIETY’
Credit card issuers are tapping into 

a popular spending category. A June 
2019 survey commissioned by Finder.
com, a data comparison website, found 
that 74% of Americans spend just over 
$4,000 a year on conveniences, includ-
ing food deliveries and ride-hailing.

“Consumers are spending more 
money on services that provide more 
convenience, and card issuers are 
recognizing this is a growing category 
of spending, so they off er consumers 
higher rewards levels in an attempt to 
make the card more frequently used,” 
says Ron Shevlin, director of research 
at Cornerstone Advisors, a banking 
consultancy. 

Convenience is an attractive feature 
for all consumer groups, says Kit Yar-
row, consumer psychologist and profes-
sor emerita at Golden Gate University. 
The reason? 

“Convenience is an antidote to anxi-
ety,” Yarrow adds. People reduce their 
overall stress — and make themselves 
feel better — by ordering groceries to 
be delivered, getting takeout or having 
someone else do the driving, she says.

Credit card issuers want to benefi t by 
being the method consumers use to pay 
for that peace of mind.

THE COST OF CONVENIENCE 
Many of these perks, though, aren’t 

automatic for the cardholder, which is a 

See CONVENIENCE, Page  10
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472-3357
2700 20th NE • Cleveland

FREE DELIVERY

BUILDING SUPPLIES

• SHEETROCK
• DOORS

• MOULDING
• CEILING TILE

• ROOFING
• SIDING

• WINDOWS
• INSULATION

• LUMBER
• POWER TOOLS

• HARDWARE
• PAINTS

HOURS: 7 A.M. - 5:00 P.M. M-F

• Wealth Management • Life Insurance
• Estate Planning • Long Term Care Insurance
• Disability Insurance • Buy/Sell Agreement Funding

Ed Jacobs, LUTCF Wealth Management Advisor
ed@edjacobs.com
2380 N. Ocoee St.   |   Cleveland, TN 37311
423.473.8002 office   |   423.284.0854
423.473.8007 fax
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GRANGER HUGHES  with Hughes Retirement Group listens to his cli-
ents and works to educate them on steps to help protect their fi nancial future.

Find the balance to help
protect your fi nancial future
Preparing for your retirement future, 

you need to fi nd “cost-eff ective and 
effi  cient” tools to help you meet your 
fi nancial goals.

“We try to fi nd a balance — we are 
looking at all the tools that are out 
there to fi nd the proper risk and reward 
relationships,” according to Granger 
Hughes, vice president/fi nancial plan-
ner for Hughes Retirement Group.

Hughes off ers his clients “suggestions 
and alternatives” that can help “pro-
tect, preserve, accumulate and distrib-
ute money.”

He listens to clients and works “to ed-
ucate them on the things they can do” 
to help protect their fi nancial future.

As an investment advisor representa-
tive, Hughes keeps up on the changing 
tax laws and rules. He prioritizes how 
changes impact his clients.

He off ers a few of the changes retir-
ees and those planning for retirement 
need to know.

Since the passage of the Secure Act, 
which took eff ect Jan. 1, “they are basi-
cally doing away with the stretch IRA,” 
he said.

The stretch IRA is the method used 
to distribute inherited IRAs over a pe-
riod of time, typically over decades.

“They did not raise your taxes. They 
raised the taxes on your kids. If you 
have $1 million in IRA that you have 
to spend down in 10 years and you are 
making $100,000 yourself and you 
have to take that IRA, now you are 
making $200,000. You may not need 

it. Instead of leaving a legacy that can 
grow over time and pass generation 
after generation, it will only last one 
generation. It is very important you are 
doing the proper planning,” Hughes 
said.

“If you are looking at a legacy, you are 
saddling your children with potential 
tax burden, because they have 10 years 
to spend those IRAs down,” Hughes 
said.

Roth IRA conversions “are important 
— not just the tax viewpoint of today, 
but the tax viewpoint of the future,” he 
said.

“If you position yourself and have 
paid your taxes upfront with every-
thing through Roth, there are no RMDs 
(required minimum distribution). If 
you take $100,000 from that Roth, 
there would be no taxes on it, because 
you have already paid the taxes,” he 
explained.

When asked if he is recommending 
moving everything to a Roth, Hughes 
said, “No, I am not necessarily. I am 
saying if you believe taxes are going to 
be higher in the future, yes, move it. 
We believe there is a mathematically 
ideal amount to have in each bucket: 
taxable, tax deferred, tax free.”

 “If you look at who holds the wealth 
in this country, it is not the millennials. 
Seniors hold the wealth,” Hughes said.

The government requires the distri-
bution of money whether you need it or 

See HUGHES, Page 7



DBS
From Page 3

business development. 
“We keep our doors open year-

round,” he said. 
“If you should get that awful little 

summons from the IRS, we are here. 
You don’t have to call an 800-number 
trying to track us down,” he said. 

While some of the franchise tax 
services charge for audit coverage, Cole 
said. “I stand behind my work.” 

He explained if an issue or error was 
made by him, he will help get it settled.

“I’ve always had a thing for numbers. 
Numbers don’t lie. If for some reason, 
it says 2+2=5, then I know it’s wrong. I 
can go back and fi nd the error,” he said.

What should a client bring with them 
to have their taxes done? 

“I enjoy meeting people and help-
ing people,” Cole said. “I tell them if 
you think we need it, bring it. … Tax 
returns are so intricate. A student has a 
diff erent return than a businessman or 
contractor. 

“If they are new, I will ask questions 
and get to know them. They can ask 
me questions. I feel honored they came 
here, because they have other options. I 
try my hardest for my clients,” he said.

Cole is assisted at DBS by his part-
ner’s wife, Talena Jackson. 

During tax season, DBS is open Mon-
day through Friday, 9 a.m. to 6 p.m., 
and Saturday, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. While 
appointments are available, DBS does 
walk-ins also. For those who cannot 
come in during regular hours, they will 
set up appointments. 

He noted the company has a referral 
plan. When you visit the offi  ce, he gives 
you a referral form. When you refer 
others and they use DBS, your form 
goes into a fi le and at the end of the 
season, you are rewarded.

The offi  ce is located at 2449 Spring 
Creek Blvd. N.E. (behind Jenkins Deli). 
For appointments or information, call 
423-479-5686. During the non-tax 
season, the offi  ce hours are Monday 
through Thursday, 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.

———
Cole is a graduate of Bradley Central 

High School and Tennessee Wesleyan, 
where he studied tax accounting. 

“I was a nontraditional student. I did 
not go to school until I was 29,” Cole 
said. 

After high school, Cole said he was 
traveling “a not so good path. When I 
was 23, I was in a bad place. I had a car 
crash. Several doctors told me I would 
never walk again. … It taught me a lot. 
It (accident experience) pulled me back 
from where I was. Today, I try to sur-
round myself with better people.”

When he met his future wife, she 
inspired him to go back to school.

“I decided to go to tax accounting. 
That is where my strengths are,” Cole 
said. “I am a number’s guy.”
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TAX, 
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past. As such, it is increasing its edu-
cational eff orts and criminal investiga-
tions. Additionally, all taxpayers will 
have to answer a question about their 
involvement in any virtual currency 
transactions. If they have received, 
sold, sent, exchanged or otherwise ac-
quired any virtual currency, they must 
fi ll out a new form. 

FREE FILE
The IRS has long off ered options for 

many taxpayers to fi le online for free, 
but it may be a bit easier to navigate this 
year. 

Taxpayers can use the IRS Free File 
system, which is provided by a number 
of tax preparation companies, if they 
make less than $69,000 a year. 

However, reporting by nonprofi t news 
organization ProPublica found that some 
tax preparation companies had added 
code to their Free File pages that hid 
them from search engines and diverted 
many users to paid products. The IRS 
has since updated its agreement with the 
tax prep industry and the companies are 
barred from hiding their free products.

HUGHES, 
From Page 6

not. “It is not whether you need the 
money; the government needs the 
money.”

Hughes said, “Seniors are unfairly 
targeted from a tax standpoint. When 

it comes to Social Security, long-term 
capital gains, pension — even some 
tax-free bonds, all those things acting 
together could become taxable events.”

Another new regulation eff ects Social 
Security. Many take the attitude, “when 
I reach retirement age I can make as 
much as I want,” he said.

“Let’s say your full retirement is 66 
years and four months, but you are still 
making money. The government looks 
at your means — basically they say if 
you make X amount, then we are going 
to tax your Social Security. The fi rst 
threshold is $32,000. That means 50 
percent of your Social Secu-rity be-
comes taxable, if you are making over 
$32,000,” Hughes said.

“As you start bumping up that tax 
code, Social Security takes the high-
est margin. For example, let’s say you 
are in the 22% tax bracket and have 
$40,000 in Social Security. They will 
multiply that $40,000 at 85%, making 
the total $34,000. That $34,000 is tax-
able and will be taxed refl ecting your 
tax bracket. If you have not positioned 
your assets properly, if you are not pull-
ing from the right buckets at the right 
time, you could be facing tax that you 
had no idea you had coming,” he said.

Even if you “think you understand 
your fi nancial situation, it is always 
good to go to an advisor who is up-
to-date on the laws and rules to help 
maximize your assets.”

“A lot of people think they have advi-
sors, but they have a money manager, 
who are looking at growing assets. But 

when you take into consideration estate 
planning, taxes, healthcare — all of the 
sudden there are a lot of things need-
ed to be considered other than how to 
grow your money,” he said.  

“It does not matter what you own — 
per se, but it does matter where you 
own it. We try to be an advocate to 
these people. We are trying to educate 
them on the things they can do. … 
Conceptionally, we are looking at where 
their money is, how it is going to be 
taxed and when it is taxed. It is cru-
cial,” Hughes said.

———
Hughes Retirement Group is located 

at 1035 Peerless Crossing N.W. Granger 
Hughes may be contacted at 423-664-
4203.

Granger Hughes has a bachelor sci-
ence in business administration from 
Lee University. He has his securities 
license as well as life and health insur-
ance licenses. 

He works with tax-advantaged strat-
egies, tactically managed accounts, 
annuities, long-term care and indexed 
universal life. He works with Wealth-
Guard, a complete portfolio monitoring 
system.
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Bills aside, your 
2020 budget can be 

a little F-U-N

AP Photo/Mark Lennihan, File 

AFTER YOU pay your bills in 2020, will there be any money left for relax-
ation and entertainment? Will you be able to take a vacation this year? How 
much can you afford to spend on clothes? These questions may come to mind as 
you think about your money plans for the new year, but there’s a way to bud-
get for fun in 2020. Financial pros share tips for how to achieve balance in your 
budget using the 50/30/20 rule and other fi nancial techniques. 

By COURTNEY JESPERSEN 
NerdWallet

Reporting for jury duty. Standing in 
line at the DMV. Going to the dentist. 
Making a budget.

What do all of these have in common? 
They’re activities you’d probably like to 
skip.

And while budgeting certainly isn’t 
exciting, breaking down your spending 
can give you the ability to do things you 
enjoy.

Here’s how to leave room for more 
than just bills in 2020. (These simple 
tips spell F-U-N.)

FIND YOUR 50/30/20 BALANCE
There are countless budgeting tech-

niques out there, but one is particularly 
eff ective and easy to remember.

It’s called the 50/30/20 budget. 
This plan accounts for typical general 
expenses like your mortgage, rent, car 
payment and utility bills, as well as indi-
vidualized discretionary spending such 
as travel, streaming services and more.

Here’s the gist: Start with your take-
home pay. Commit no more than 50% of 
that fi gure to needs and fi xed expenses, 
like your mortgage. Use 20% for savings 
and debt repayment. The remaining 
30% can be spent on wants and variable 
expenses. A 50/30/20 budget calculator 
will do the monthly math for you.

Katie Brewer (1)(2), certifi ed fi nancial 
planner (3) at Your Richest Life (4), likes 
the fl exibility of this method.

“It’s a lot less restrictive than $200 in 
this category, $300 in this and $127.50 
in this one,” Brewer says.

It’s also freeing to know that this 
method allows you to spend money on 
things that are important to you, your 
family and your lifestyle.

“I really like for people to go through 
and tell me the top two things they 

really like to spend money on,” Brewer 
says. “Sometimes with a couple, those 
might be slightly diff erent. We try to 
always have those be a priority in their 
spending plan.”

Your current spending percentages 
probably aren’t at exactly 50%, 30% and 
20%. You’ll want to slowly modify until 
you get close to these levels.

UNDERSTAND 
YOUR MONEY FLOW
Once you have an idea of your recom-

mended spending, start tracking.
“Have your bills account and your 

spending account,” Brewer says. 
“There’s no cheating that. Whatever is in 
there is in there.”

Divide your money appropriately be-
tween them when it fi rst hits your bank 
account, she suggests.

Robert Lopez (5)(6), CFP (7) and 
founder of fi nancial planning company 
FP Guidance (8), advocates a similar 
strategy. While some people may prefer 
to keep everything in one place, he says 
separate accounts can be helpful — es-
pecially if you name them. You can even 
create diff erent accounts for diff erent fi -
nancial goals you have at the same time.

For example, if you call one account 
your “honeymoon fund,” you may be 
less inclined to pull money from it than 
if it were just an undesignated savings 
account.

But don’t stop there. Implement more 
methods to ensure you’re not spending 
your mortgage money on subscription 
boxes.

Lopez recommends getting a diff er-
ent-looking (9) card for each one of your 
accounts, if your bank off ers that option. 
So, for instance, your grocery shopping 
card might be red, but your entertain-
ment card would be blue. Depending 
on which card you use, you’ll be pulling 
money from the appropriate category.

Then, you can check your bank’s app 
to see where you stand.

NEVER STOP TRYING
Remember that having a wants cat-

egory in your budget isn’t an excuse to 
spend money on vacations or shopping 
sprees just because. Rather, Lopez says, 
it’s like a cheat day — a way to keep 
yourself motivated to follow the rest of 
your budgeting habits.

“If your whole budget is just things 
that you need and then paying down 
debt or investing … you’re never going 
to have any fun, and you’re not going 
to stick to it,” he says. “You’re going to 
break that budget.”

Your budget will be a work in prog-
ress, and that’s OK. Your spending 
in some months may be higher than 
during others. You’ll probably spend 
more on gifts in December than in 
March, for example.

Brewer recommends starting to pay 
for your variable expenses with a debit 
card so you can be proactive (rather 
than reactive) about your spending. 
Once you get the hang of it, you can 
switch back to using a credit card. 

Lopez says cash can be helpful, too. If 

you bring only $50 to a concert, for in-
stance, that’s all you’ll be able to spend 
on merchandise and refreshments.

Find the method that works for you. 
As he puts it, a budget is something to 
grow with.

“If someone can build a perfect bud-
get in January, they are in the wrong 
profession.”

 This article was provided to The As-
sociated Press by the personal fi nance 
website NerdWallet. Courtney Jespers-
en is a writer at NerdWallet. Email: 
courtney@nerdwallet.com. Twitter: @
courtneynerd.

RELATED LINKS:
NerdWallet: 50/30/20 Budget Calcula-

tor http://bit.ly/nerdwallet-budget-calcu-
lator

Website: https://yourrichestlifeplan-
ning.com/

Bio: https://fpguidance.com/about/our-
team

XY Planning Network: https://www.
xyplanningnetwork.com/advisors/rob-
ert-lopez-cfp/

Verifi ed CFP status: https://www.cfp.
net/utility/verify-an-individual-s-cfp-cer-
tifi cation-and-background

Website: https://fpguidance.com/
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Who should consider a Roth conversion now?
By LIZ WESTON 
of NerdWallet  

If you’ve saved a lot for retirement, or 
your parents have, you could 
be aff ected by recent chang-
es in the rules about retire-
ment distributions.

The recently enacted 
Secure Act eliminated the 
“stretch IRA,” a strategy 
used by affl  uent investors to 
pass tax-advantaged money 
to their heirs. The stretch 
IRA allowed nonspouse 
benefi ciaries — typically 
children and grandchildren 
— to take money out of an 
inherited IRA gradually over 
their lifetimes. The new law requires 
most IRAs inherited by people other 
than spouses to be drained within 10 
years, which can lead to much higher 
tax bills for heirs. (Spouses still have 
the option of treating an inherited IRA 
as their own and taking money out over 

their lifetimes.)
At the same time, the Secure Act de-

layed when required minimum distri-
butions have to begin for most retire-
ment account owners, increasing the 

age for mandatory distribu-
tions from 70 1/2 to 72. 

Financial planners say 
the changes make Roth 
conversions more attractive 
for big savers — typically 
those with $1 million or 
more in their retirement 
accounts — who want to 
reduce future tax bills for 
themselves or their heirs.

“The percentage of our 
clients that do Roth conver-
sions is going to increase 

dramatically this year,” predicts certi-
fi ed fi nancial planner Ryan P. Costello 
of Leawood, Kansas.

HOW ROTH CONVERSIONS 
WORK

A Roth conversion involves transfer-
ring money from a traditional IRA or 

other retirement plan to a Roth IRA. 
Conversions usually trigger an income 
tax bill that can be substantial. 

Once the money is inside the Roth, 
though, future withdrawals are tax-
free. In addition, there are no required 
minimum distributions that force own-
ers to take money out at a certain age.

“What this means to the owner is po-
tentially more effi  cient tax planning in 
retirement, more time for the account 
to keep growing and a larger nest egg 
to pass on,” says certifi ed fi nancial 
planner David W. Mullins of Richlands, 
Virginia.

Still, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to 
pay a big tax bill now if the money can 
be accessed at a lower rate later. That’s 
the situation for most people since 
their tax brackets will drop once they 
retire and few have saved enough to 
leave much to their heirs. Another bar-
rier to conversion is that people need 
to be able to pay the tax bill out of their 
current income or from nonretirement 
accounts. (Tapping the IRA money 
to pay the tax bill changes the math 

so much that conversions are rarely 
advisable.)

WHEN CONVERSIONS 
CAN BE SMART
Conversions can make sense if the 

IRA owner expects to be in the same 
or a higher tax bracket in retirement. 
Good candidates for Roth conversions 
tend to be diligent young savers who 
expect their incomes to climb over the 
years and older people whose tax bills 
could jump when they start taking 
required minimum distributions.

Conversions also can be smart if the 
money is intended for heirs whose tax 
bracket is likely to be at least as high 
as the account owner’s. A retiree might 
not want to convert if the money will 
likely go to young grandchildren or oth-
er heirs in lower tax brackets, for exam-
ple. But if money will be left to an heir 
in her peak earning years, conversion 
may be wise, especially now that in-
herited retirement accounts have to be 

Liz Weston

See ROTH, Page 10
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CONVENIENCE,
From Page 5

bit ironic. 
“While convenience is growing as a 

reward category, credit card manage-
ment is actually becoming less conve-
nient,” Shevlin says. 

With Chase’s DashPass benefi t, for 
example, cardholders need to opt in to 
the off er to receive it, which takes eff ort. 

“It requires more proactivity on 
the part of the consumer,” says David 
Morris, a senior consultant for Pack-
aged Facts, a market research publisher. 
“If you don’t opt in, you don’t get the 
reward, which is also a way to help (the 
issuer) control rewards costs.”

Shevlin notes that to fully optimize 
some of these deals, consumers may 
need to also update the card they have 
connected to the apps so that it’s the one 
that off ers the highest rewards rate on 
that service.

“Now you have to actively manage 
which card you use for each transac-
tion,” Shevlin adds.

‘THE EASIER IT IS TO PAY, 
THE EASIER IT IS TO SPEND’
Morris says it’s also important to pay 

your bills in full each month to avoid 
accumulating debt and paying interest, 
which would cancel out the benefi t of 
any rewards earned. 

“These rewards are all meant to 
promulgate a purchase, so the consumer 
needs to be aware of what they should 
and shouldn’t spend,” he says.

To avoid overspending, Yarrow says 
consumers should track their spending 
carefully. 

“The easier it is to pay, the easier it is 
to spend,” she says, which means if you 
use a ride-hailing service and pay for it 
on your phone without pulling out your 
wallet, it can feel like you haven’t even 
spent anything, when, of course, you 
have. 

With many of these convenience-ori-
ented apps and services, “it’s just so easy 
to buy,” Yarrow says. 

“People need to implement other 
methods to understand the costs,” she 
says, such as reviewing your credit card 
statement each month. 

Other cost-cutting strategies in-
clude setting a budget and reviewing 
it regularly, limiting the apps linked 
to your credit card, and eliminating 
subscription services that you don’t use 
regularly.

ROTH,
From Page 9

drained within 10 years.
An ideal time for a Roth conversion 

can be after retirement but before re-
quired minimum distributions begin, 
fi nancial planners say. 

Tax brackets often dip during this 
period, and the conversion can be 
spread over several years to better 
manage the tax bill. The higher age 
for required minimum distributions 
gives people more time to make these 
conversions.

GET GOOD ADVICE 
BEFORE CONVERTING
Getting advice from a skilled tax 

professional is essential, however. A 
too-large conversion can push people 
into higher tax brackets, cause more 
of their Social Security benefi ts to be 
taxed and increase their Medicare 
premiums. 

Certifi ed fi nancial planner Linda P. 
Erickson of Greensboro, North Car-
olina, recommends hiring a certifi ed 
public accountant who can model how 

various conversion amounts are likely 
to aff ect current and future tax bills. 

Tax rates can change, of course, as 
can tax laws. But the advantages of a 
conversion can be substantial enough 
to make it a gamble worth taking, 
says Henry Luong Hoang, a certifi ed 
fi nancial planner, of Newport Beach, 
California.

“As a hedge, if you have the ability 
to pay reasonable tax rates to convert 
your IRA today, there is a very low 
chance you will regret future tax-free 
distributions,” Hoang says.

———
This column was provided to The 

Associated Press by the personal 
fi nance website NerdWallet.

Liz Weston is a columnist at Nerd-
Wallet, a certifi ed fi nancial planner 
and author of “Your Credit Score.” 
Email: lweston@nerdwallet.com. 
Twitter: @lizweston.

RELATED LINKS:
How to Do a Roth IRA Conversion 

in 3 Steps
http://bit.ly/Roth-IRA-conversion-

steps

Small businesses offer invaluable service
(MetroCreative) — Supporting local 

businesses has some surprising ben-
efi ts that can greatly improve life for 
entrepreneurs and the communities 
they call home. 

Large corporations may fi nd it 
impractical to open up shop in some 
small towns, villages and rural areas, 
feeling that the cost of opening and 
maintaining the business might not 
be justifi able with such a small poten-
tial customer base. In such instances, 
small businesses off er an invaluable 

service to their communities, provid-
ing readily accessible goods to resi-
dents might not be able to or simply 
don’t want to drive long distances to 
purchase items from the nearest retail 
center. 

Small businesses also provide 
employment opportunities to local 
residents, which can be especially 
valuable in communities where jobs 
are few and far between. Supporting 
small businesses also can help make 
communities safer and more stable. 



By GWEN SWIGER
Associate Editor

“Everyone’s needs are unique,” 
according to Kyle Cooper of Cooper & 
Cooper Investment Advisors of Ray-
mond James.

 “We offer a full breadth of services 
— investments from stocks, bonds 
and mutual funds to more complex 
and customized solutions,” Cooper 
said. The firm also provides retire-
ment planning, rollover of retirement 
plans, personal investment, college 
savings and life insurance.

“We understand you are unique,” he 
said. “That’s why we’ll take the time 
to learn about your needs, goals and 
aspirations for the future. Only then 
can we recommend an investment 
plan to help you achieve your individ-
ual financial goals.”

Cooper & Cooper provides a team 
approach to investment needs. This 
offers a broader scope of expertise 
than received by one individual.

“Clients are our main priority, 
which is why we work to understand 
your unique circumstances and ulti-
mately create a distinctive plan that 

provides a roadmap for your financial 
journey,” Cooper said.

Past experiences and the support 
provided by Raymond James are 
used to keep updated on “our clients 
investments, and changes in the mar-
ket, or regulations that might affect 
the long-term goals of our clients,” 
Cooper explained.

Cooper said he sits down with “each 
client and talks about needs and 
goals.” This is followed by a discus-
sion on the risks with which the client 
is comfortable taking financially. 

Using this criteria, an “investment 
mix” to fit the individual risk toler-
ance and the goals is formulated. 

The company uses a “software 
called GMP — Goal Planning and 
Monitoring — to look at the full pic-
ture of the client’s current situation 
and the plan for the future. 

“This is a very f luid planning soft-
ware that allows us to make changes 
in real time with the client, and also 
look back at it during future reviews,” 

he explained. 
“We always talk about all the op-

tions available and help find the best 
options to help the client attain those 
goals — current and long-term,” he 
said.

———
Kyle Cooper, a financial advisor 

and investment management consul-
tant, works with his father, Michael 
Cooper, RICP.  The senior Cooper has 
been a financial advisor in Cleveland 
and surrounding counties for 22 
years. Kyle has been working with his 
father for 10 years. 

The Coopers work for Raymond 
James & Associates Member New 
York Stock Exchange//SIPC, which is 
based in St. Petersburg, Fla. Cooper & 
Cooper Investment Advisors of Ray-
mond James is located at 2780 Ocoee 
Place N.W., Suite 100, in Cleveland. 
For information or an appointment, 
call 423-614-1720 or email kyle.coo-
per@raymondjames.com. 

The website is www.raymondjames.
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Explaining wills and trusts
(MetroCreative) — It’s never too 

early for adults to think about estate 
planning. Estate planning is an im-
portant part of money management. 

While it’s easy to think of estate 
planning as just a way to dictate 
how your assets are allocated after 
your death, estate planning also 
can protect people and their money 
should accidents or injury make them 
incapable of managing their finances 
on their own.

Some familiar terms may come up 
when people begin planning how they 
hope to transfer their assets. 

Two more common terms are wills 
and trusts. Understanding the dis-
tinctions between the two can help 
people as they begin estate planning.

What is a will?
The online financial resource In-

vestopedia notes that wills are legally 
enforceable documents that dictate 
how people want their affairs handled 
and assets allocated in the wake of 
their deaths.

Wills should include a host of infor-
mation, including who a person wants 
to assume guardianship of their 
minor-aged children should they pass 
away. T

his is especially important informa-
tion to include in a will, as surviving 
relatives may have to go to court to 
contest guardianship if parents do 
not dictate who they want to serve as 
guardians in their wills.

What is a trust?
A trust is a relationship in which 

another party is given authority to 
handle a person’s assets for the bene-
fit of that person’s beneficiaries. 

When making a trust, a person will 
need to designate someone as a trust-
ee, who will be tasked with distribut-
ing assets in accordance to the terms 
dictated in the trust.

There are many types of trusts, and 
working with an attorney who spe-
cializes in estate planning can help 
men and women determine which 
type of trust, if any, is best for them. 

Is it better to have 
a will or a trust?
Both wills and trusts can be useful 

when estate planning. In fact, wills 
are often used to establish trusts, and 
many people have both a will and a 
trust.

Estate planning is an important 
part of managing one’s finances. A 
qualified attorney who specializes in 
estate planning can help people write 
their wills and, if necessary, establish 
trusts that can help surviving loved 
ones in the wake of their death.   

Cooper & Cooper provides fi nancial roadmap for future 

We’re Online!
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www.cleveland
banner.com



their parents as resources for eco-
nomics education. Help infl uence the 
fi nancial literacy of a teen in your life 
with these practical money-manage-
ment tips adapted from the curricu-
lum.

Set goals. Managing your money 
is more meaningful when you’re do-
ing it with purpose. This might mean 
budgeting to ensure you have enough 
money to maintain your auto insur-
ance and keep gas in your car, or you 
may be saving for a big senior trip. 

Knowing what you want to achieve 
with your money can help you plan 
how you spend it more wisely.

Weigh needs vs. wants. When 
you begin making your own money, 
it’s easier to indulge your own wishes 
and spend money on things you don’t 
necessarily need.

 To some extent, that’s not a bad 
thing; rewarding yourself is fi ne when 
you do so within reason. That means 
not exceeding your available funds, 
and not forsaking things you truly 
need, like gas money to get to and 
from a job or school.

Get a debit card. Most people 
fi nd that having cash on hand makes 
it easier to spend. If you use a debit 
card instead, you’re an extra step 
away from spending so you have 
a little more time to consider your 
purchase. 

Another benefit of a debit card 
is it helps track your purchases in 
real time so you can keep constant 
tabs on your balance and ensure 
you don’t overdraft your account.

Start a savings habit. Even 
if your income doesn’t allow for 
much, it’s a good idea to get in the 
habit of setting aside a portion of 
each check. It may only be $10, 
but over time each $10 deposit can 
build your account toward a long-
range goal.

Protect your privacy. Teens 
who’ve grown up in the digital age 

tend to be less skeptical and cau-
tious about privacy matters than 
their elder counterparts. 

It’s important that young people 
understand the potential impact 
of failing to protect their privacy 
when it comes to financial mat-
ters, including the possibility that 
their identities could be stolen and 
all of their money siphoned away. 

Teaching kids about security is 
an essential lesson in economics.

Visit ja.org for more tips and in-
formation to help raise your teen’s 
financial literacy.
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5 financial tips for teens
(Family Features) When it comes to 

economics, many teens’ mouths write 
checks their knowledge can’t cash.

While 93% of American teens say 
they know how the economy works, 
29% have had no economic school-
ing, according to a survey of 1,000 
U.S. teens ages 13-18 by Wakefi eld 
Research on behalf of Junior Achieve-
ment and the Charles Koch Founda-
tion. 

Even in light of their false confi -
dence, teens are aware of the impor-
tance of fi nancial education.

Although the study identifi ed nu-
merous gaps in economic and fi nan-
cial knowledge, it also showed teens 
do know where to look for credible 
information. Two-thirds (67%) recog-
nize they should use their school as a 
resource.

“One of the things we hear often is 
that some textbooks are written too 
academically for most students to 
understand the concepts,” said Jack 
E. Kosakowski, president and CEO of 
Junior Achievement USA.

 “Our programs, which work as a 
complement to the school curriculum, 
are written from the perspective of 
today’s teens and use digital content 
to help bring economic concepts to 
life for students.”

Beyond the classroom, another 63% 
of students believe they should use 

Photo courtesy of Getty Images



  (MetroCreative) — Debt can quickly 
sneak up on a person. However, it can 
take much longer — sometimes de-
cades — to get out of debt. And that’s 
a big concern when considering just 
how much debt the average person has 
incurred. 

Northwestern Mutual’s 2018 Plan-
ning & Progress Study says the average 
American has about $38,000 in personal 
debt, excluding home mortgages. A sur-
vey from the insolvency fi rm MNP Ltd. 
found that 31 percent of Canadians do 
not make enough to cover their bills and 
46 percent are a mere $200 or less away 
from failing to pay debts at month’s end.

Researchers in the United Kingdom 
analyzed data from 1.4 million credit 
card holders and found that people 
typically choose ineff ective methods to 
paying off  debt. These tips can make it 
easier to get rid of debt.

Stop the fl ood
Avoid new debt at all costs. Stop us-

ing credit cards, cease taking loans, do 
not buy any big-ticket items, and scale 
back on general purchases.

Learn about avalanches and 
snowballs

The avalanche method is a way to 
pay off  debt. According to NerdWallet, 
a popular online fi nancial resource, 
the debt avalanche approach encour-

ages debtors to pay off  debts with the 
highest interest rates fi rst. That seems 
like an eff ective way to get out of debt 
quickly. 

However, in a 2016 investigation 
for the Harvard Business Review, 
researchers found that the snowball 
method, which prioritizes paying off  
the smallest debt balance fi rst and then 
moving on as debt amounts increase, 
is the most eff ective strategy. It tends 
to have the most powerful eff ect on 
people’s sense of progress because they 
gain momentum by watching debts 
disappear.

Cut back temporarily
Cut back nonessential spending, such 

as cable subscriptions or gym member-
ships for the time being. Repurpose that 
extra money to pay off  existing debt. 

Get a lower interest rate
Customers can call customer service 

centers to see if they can lower debt by 
negotiating a better interest rate, says 
Credit.com. 

Since much of a credit card payment 
goes toward monthly interest charges 
and not toward the actual balance, this 
can be a way to get a handle on debt. 
Some people prefer to use a balance 
transfer to get a lower rate on another 
card and try to pay off  the balance be-
fore the promotional rate expires.
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How to get out of debt 
... and stay that way

Who needs life insurance?  
(MetroCreative) — Life insurance 

is one of many components of estate 
planning. Statistics from the insur-
ance industry groups Life Happens 
and LIMRA indicate that 70 percent 
of Americans consider life insurance 
a necessity. However, 41 percent of 
respondents in 2017 did not have any 
life insurance.

Even though most people deem 
life insurance important, it is not 
necessary for everyone. Determin-
ing if you are a good candidate for 
life insurance involves doing a little 
research. These qualities often make 
life insurance a smart move.

• If you are married or in a re-
lationship in which your partner 
depends on you fi nancially — even if 
just partially — it is smart to have a 
life insurance policy. 

This way your signifi cant other 
does not  have to rely entirely on 
his or her income to pay off  debts or 
maintain the quality of life you cur-
rently enjoy. Many households can-
not function without two incomes. 

Life insurance can ensure fi nancial 
burdens do not rest entirely on the 
shoulders of surviving loved ones.

• If you have children who depend 
on you, life insurance is a must-have. 
If your spouse and children could not 
continue their standard of living on 
one income, then life insurance can 
fi ll in the gap or pay for future plans, 
such as college educations.

Even if you are a stay-at-home 
parent, your contribution to the 
household still holds weight. Should 
you pass away, your spouse will 
have to pay for tasks that you would 
normally perform, such as child 
care, cleaning services, cooking, and 
transportation.

• Entrepreneurs benefit from life 
insurance since it can help pay off 
business debts, advises the online 
financial resource Nerd Wallet. 
When business owners pass away, 
their heirs might be able to use 
life insurance payouts to  pay off 
estate taxes or fund a buy-sell 
agreement.



(MetroCreative) — A lifetime of 
working compels many people to look 
forward to their retirement. Some peo-
ple even work to retire early. But what 
are the advantages of early retirement 
beyond starting a life of leisure? And 
are there any detriments to this plan?

A 2014 survey by the fi nancial ser-
vices provider TIAA-CREF found that 
37 percent of Americans plan to retire 
before age 65. However, many of them 
will not have control over the matter. 
Those who do may want to consider the 
pros and cons of early retirement.

Advantages
Many people seek early retirement 

so that they can live a life free of the 
constraints of schedules. In retirement, 
time becomes, more or less, a retiree’s 
own.

Leaving a job can be a boon to a 
person’s health as well. Relieving 
oneself of the pressures and stresses of 
professional life can free up the mind 
and body. Stress can aff ect mental 
and physical health, taxing the heart 
and contributing to conditions such as 
depression or anxiety. 

According to the Mayo Clinic, stress 
can cause headache, muscle and chest 
pain and contribute to trouble sleeping.

The earlier the retirement, the more 
opportunity to travel before health 
issues begin to limit mobility. 

Early retirement also can be a way to 
volunteer more or even start a new job 
opportunity — one where workers have 
greater control over their schedules and 
careers.

Disadvantages
One of the disadvantages of early re-

tirement is a loss of income. Contribu-
tions to retirement accounts also ceases 
at retirement. This can lead to fi nancial 
setbacks if adequate savings were not 
allocated for retirement. According to 
the resource Wealth How, some people 
who retire early fear outliving their 
savings.

While retiring early may be good for 
health, it also can have negative conse-
quences. An analysis from the National 
Bureau of Economic Research found 
that retirement can lead to declines in 
mental health and mobility as well as 
feelings of isolation. Retiring early may 
jump start these health implications.

Another consideration is that health 
insurance provided by an employer 
typically ends at retirement. That 
means having to pay out of pocket until 
a person ages into government-subsi-
dized healthcare, such as Medicare in 
the United States, at age 65.

Retiring early is a complex issue that 
requires weighing the pros and cons.
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Pros and cons to 
early retirement WASHINGTON — IRS Free File can 

save families, especially those with 
children, some money in 2020 plus 
fi nd tax benefi ts such as the Earned 
Income Tax Credit. Free File is now 
available at IRS.gov/freefi le.

Since its 2003 debut, Free File has 
served nearly 57 million taxpayers, 
saving them $1.7 billion using a very 
conservative $30 preparation fee. 
Young families with children are key 
benefi ciaries of Free File, the pub-
lic-private partnership between the 
IRS and 10 online tax preparation 
software providers.

“Free File can save young fami-
lies money. It off ers free software, 
free electronic fi ling and free direct 
deposit which is the fastest way to get 
a refund,” said Ken Corbin, commis-
sioner of IRS’ Wage and Investment 
division.

Whether single or married, the 
taxpayers’ 2019 adjusted gross income 
must be $69,000 or less to be eligi-
ble for free online tax preparation 
through Free File. Free File can help 

families fi nd the tax credits and de-
duction they are due such as EITC. By 
answering a few questions, taxpayers 
can fi nd out if they’re eligible for EITC 
and other family-related tax benefi ts.

The IRS began processing tax re-
turns on January 27. Most refunds are 
issued within 21 days. With Free File, 
you can even use any digital device, 
personal computer, tablet or smart 
phone. Free File products are mobile 
enabled so you can do your taxes on 
your smart phone or tablet and e-File 
with your hand-held device.

Here’s how Free File works:
1. Go to IRS.gov/freefi le to see all 

Free File options.
 2. Browse each of the 10 off ers or 

use a “look up” tool to help you fi nd 
the right product. Each Free File part-
ner sets its own eligibility standards 
generally based on income, age and 
state residency. But if your adjusted 
gross income was $69,000 or less, 
you will fi nd at least one free product 

IRS offers Free File

See FREE FILE, Page 15
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to use. Two products are in Spanish.
 3. Select a provider and follow the 

links to their web page to begin your 
tax return.

 4. Complete and e-fi le your tax 
return only if you have all the income 
and deduction records you need. The 
fastest way to get a refund is by fi ling 
electronically and selecting direct 
deposit. If you owe, use direct pay or 
electronic options.

You do not have to be EITC eligi-
ble in order to qualify for Free File. 
Any individual or married couple 
that meets the income limitation can 
qualify. First-time fi lers or college 
students are key users. 

Military personnel who meet the 
income requirement can use any of 
nine partner products. And seniors 
who want to fi le the new Form 1040-
SR because they are over 65 and 
taking the standard deduction also 
can use Free File.

Remember, if you meet the income 
requirement you will fi nd at least one 
free online product. To avoid fees for 
state tax returns, look for a part-
ner that off ers free state tax return 
preparation or check out your state’s 
tax agency website to see if they are 
members of the State Free File pro-
gram.

Know the protections under the 
IRS Free File program. They include:

• Get a free federal tax return — As 
long as you qualify for the Free File 
federal return off er, you must not be 
charged for preparation and e-fi ling 
of a federal tax return.

 • Be protected from unnecessary 
fees — Other than state tax prepa-
ration fees and a possible fee if you 
choose to continue with tax prepa-
ration when you don’t qualify for the 
federal return off er, you must not be 
off ered or solicited marketing, pro-
motional rebates, or any other form 
of selling activity on the Free File 
company’s website. Any state prepa-
ration or non-qualifying fees must be 
disclosed on the company’s Free File 
landing page.

 • Be guided in your choices —  If 
you fi nd you don’t qualify for a spe-
cifi c company’s Free File off er after 
visiting their Free File website, you 
may return to the IRS.gov Free File 
website to seek another Free File 
online off er. Each Free File company 

will provide you information when 
you don’t qualify, with the option to 
select a link to bring you back to IRS.
gov Free File site to select another 
company.

 • Get help if you need it — If you 
need help when you are on the com-
pany’s Free File website and doing 
your taxes, you may refer to the com-
pany’s free customer service options.

 • Be reminded of Free File — If you 
used Free File last year, you should 
receive an email from the same com-
pany product that you used, welcom-
ing you back to Free File. The email 
should include a link to the compa-
ny’s Free File online program and 
explain how to fi le with the program.

 • Be protected from bank product 
fees — As part of Free File, you must 
not be off ered any bank products 
such as Refund Anticipation Loans or 
Refund Anticipation Checks.

 • Get help fi nding a free option for 
you — IRS off ers a Free File online 
Look-up tool to help you fi nd an off er 
that best meets your needs.

 • Get important information on 
possible charges for state returns 
— Many Free File online products 
off er free state tax preparation. Some 
charge a state fee. Be sure to read 
each company’s information careful-
ly.

Free File online products will be 
available from January through Oc-
tober for extension fi lers. Taxpayers 
who need to fi le extensions because 
they cannot meet the April 15 dead-
line, also can use Free File regardless 
of their income.

Free File is just one way the IRS 
provides free tax preparation options 
to taxpayers. Taxpayers wanting 
more personal help can visit one of 
thousands of community volunteer 
sites through the Volunteer Income 
Tax Assistance program or Tax 
Counseling for the Elderly off ered 
by AARP. Trained volunteers will 
prepare returns for free for taxpayers 
whose income was $56,000 or less.
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Seven tips for using 
credit cards safely

(StatePoint) Credit cards are a useful 
tool for managing personal fi nances and 
building credit, but they also expose you 
to a number of risks —including identity 
theft and credit card fraud. 

Thankfully, experts say there are 
many simple, proactive steps you can 
take to help protect yourself when using 
a credit card. Here are seven tips for 
guarding your credit.

1. Monitor your credit reports. To 
identify any suspicious activity, period-
ically request and review your credit re-
ports and your children’s from the three 
major credit bureaus: Equifax, Experian 
and TransUnion. These companies will 
provide you with a free credit report 
once per year. Consider requesting a dif-
ferent agency’s report every four months 
at no charge for more frequent monitor-
ing. If you see any signs of identity theft, 
credit card fraud or other scams, contact 
the credit bureaus right away.

2. Activate fraud alerts. Experian, 
Equifax and TransUnion also off er free 
credit fraud alerts. When a potential 
creditor sees a fraud alert on your cred-
it fi le, they will take additional steps to 
verify your identity before authorizing 
new credit. Fraud alerts last for 90 days 
but can easily be renewed. You only 
need to contact one credit bureau to set 
up alerts — that company will notify 
the other two.

3. Freeze your credit. Placing a freeze 
on your credit reports will prevent 
anyone from opening new accounts in 
your name. You will need to contact 

all three credit bureaus to freeze your 
reports. Note that it may take several 
days to lift a freeze if you need to apply 
for credit. Also, credit freezes do not 
prevent fraudulent transactions on 
your existing credit accounts.

4. Review credit card statements 
carefully. Check your statements as 
soon as you receive them to make 
sure there are no fraudulent charges. 
Contact your card issuer if you see any-
thing suspicious.

5. Enroll in bank notifi cation pro-
grams. Most banks off er a credit card 
notifi cation program which will alert 
you to account charges over a preset 
amount.

6. Protect your passwords. Change 
logins and passwords monthly, use 
password generators and sign up for 
two-factor authentication. Security 
experts recommend a minimum of 14 
characters for creating a secure pass-
word.

7.  Shop online carefully. Avoid 
making payments or accessing fi nan-
cial information on unsecured wireless 
networks, such as those at coff ee shops, 
hotels and restaurants. Your phone 
should be treated like your computer: 
password protect it, too.

A Certifi ed Financial Planner profes-
sional can help you protect your assets 
from this type of risk and pick up the 
fi nancial pieces if your information 
falls into the wrong hands. To fi nd a 
CFP professional near you, visit www.
letsmakeaplan.org.
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