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In December 2015, the
Federal Reserve raised the
federal funds target rate to a
range of 0.25% to 0.50%, the
first rate increase from the
near-zero range where it had
lingered for seven years.
Many economists viewed this

action as a positive sign that the Fed had finally
deemed the U.S. economy healthy enough to
withstand slightly higher interest rates. It
remains to be seen how rate increases will play
out for the remainder of 2016. In the meantime,
try taking this short quiz to test your interest
rate knowledge.

Quiz
1. Bond prices tend to rise when interest
rates rise.

a. True

b. False

2. Which of the following interest rates is
directly controlled by the Federal Reserve
Open Market Committee?

a. Prime rate

b. Mortgage rates

c. Federal funds rate

d. All of the above

e. None of the above

3. The Federal Reserve typically raises
interest rates to control inflation and lowers
rates to help accelerate economic growth.

a. True

b. False

4. Rising interest rates could result in lower
yields for investors who have money in
cash alternatives.

a. True

b. False

5. Stock market investors tend to look
unfavorably on increases in interest rates.

a. True

b. False

Answers
1. b. False. Bond prices tend to fall when
interest rates rise. However, longer-term bonds
may feel a greater impact than those with
shorter maturities. That's because when
interest rates are rising, bond investors may be
reluctant to tie up their money for longer
periods if they anticipate higher yields in the
future; and the longer a bond's term, the greater
the risk that its yield may eventually be
superceded by that of newer bonds. (The
principal value of bonds may fluctuate with
market conditions. Bonds redeemed prior to
maturity may be worth more or less than their
original cost.)

2. c. Federal funds rate. This is the interest
rate at which banks lend funds to each other
(typically overnight) within the Federal Reserve
System. Though the federal funds rate affects
other interest rates, the Fed does not have
direct control of consumer interest rates such
as mortgage rates.

3. a. True. Raising rates theoretically slows
economic activity. As a result, the Federal
Reserve has historically raised interest rates to
help dampen inflation. Conversely, the Federal
Reserve has lowered interest rates to help
stimulate a sluggish economy.

4. b. False. Rising interest rates could actually
benefit investors who have money in cash
alternatives. Savings accounts, CDs, and
money market vehicles are all likely to provide
somewhat higher income when interest rates
increase. The downside, though, is that if
higher interest rates are accompanied by
inflation, cash alternatives may not be able to
keep pace with rising prices.

5. a. True. Higher borrowing costs can reduce
corporate profits and reduce the amount of
income that consumers have available for
spending. However, even with higher rates, an
improving economy can be good for investors
over the long term.
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How to Get a Bigger Social Security Retirement Benefit
Many people decide to begin receiving early
Social Security retirement benefits. In fact,
according to the Social Security Administration,
about 72% of retired workers receive benefits
prior to their full retirement age.1 But waiting
longer could significantly increase your monthly
retirement income, so weigh your options
carefully before making a decision.

Timing counts
Your monthly Social Security retirement benefit
is based on your lifetime earnings. Your base
benefit--the amount you'll receive at full
retirement age--is calculated using a formula
that takes into account your 35 highest
earnings years.

If you file for retirement benefits before
reaching full retirement age (66 to 67,
depending on your birth year), your benefit will
be permanently reduced. For example, at age
62, each benefit check will be 25% to 30% less
than it would have been had you waited and
claimed your benefit at full retirement age (see
table).

Alternatively, if you postpone filing for benefits
past your full retirement age, you'll earn
delayed retirement credits for each month you
wait, up until age 70. Delayed retirement credits
will increase the amount you receive by about
8% per year if you were born in 1943 or later.

The chart below shows how a monthly benefit
of $1,800 at full retirement age (66) would be
affected if claimed as early as age 62 or as late
as age 70. This is a hypothetical example used
for illustrative purposes only; your benefits and
results will vary.

Birth year Full retirement
age

Percentage
reduction at
age 62

1943-1954 66 25%

1955 66 and 2
months

25.83%

1956 66 and 4
months

26.67%

1957 66 and 6
months

27.50%

1958 66 and 8
months

28.33%

1959 66 and 10
months

29.17%

1960 or later 67 30%

Early or late?
Should you begin receiving Social Security
benefits early, or wait until full retirement age or
even longer? If you absolutely need the money
right away, your decision is clear-cut;
otherwise, there's no ''right" answer. But take
time to make an informed, well-reasoned
decision. Consider factors such as how much
retirement income you'll need, your life
expectancy, how your spouse or survivors
might be affected, whether you plan to work
after you start receiving benefits, and how your
income taxes might be affected.

Sign up for a my Social
Security account at ssa.gov
to view your online Social
Security Statement. It
contains a detailed record of
your earnings, as well as
benefit estimates and other
information about Social
Security.

1 Social Security
Administration, Annual
Statistical Supplement, 2015
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Pretax, Roth, or After-Tax Contributions: Which Should You Choose?
If your employer-sponsored retirement savings
plan allows pretax, after-tax, and/or Roth
contributions, which should you choose?

Pretax: Tax benefits now
With pretax contributions, the money is
deducted from your paycheck before taxes,
which helps reduce your taxable income and
the amount of taxes you pay now. Consider the
following example, which is hypothetical and
has been simplified for illustrative purposes.

Example(s): Mark earns $2,000 every two
weeks before taxes. If he contributes nothing to
his retirement plan on a pretax basis, the
amount of his pay that will be subject to income
taxes would be the full $2,000. If he was in the
25% federal tax bracket, he would pay $500 in
federal income taxes, reducing his take-home
pay to $1,500. On the other hand, if he
contributes 10% of his income to the plan on a
pretax basis--or $200--he would reduce the
amount of his taxable pay to $1,800. That
would reduce the amount of taxes due to $450.
After accounting for both federal taxes and his
plan contribution, Mark's take-home pay would
be $1,350. The bottom line? Mark would be
able to invest $200 toward his future but reduce
his take-home pay by just $150. That's the
benefit of pretax contributions.

In addition, any earnings made on pretax
contributions grow on a tax-deferred basis. That
means you don't have to pay taxes on any
gains each year, as you would in a taxable
investment account. However, those tax
benefits won't go on forever. Any money
withdrawn from a tax-deferred account is
subject to ordinary income taxes, and if the
withdrawal takes place prior to age 59½ (or in
some cases, 55 or 50, depending on your
plan's rules), you may be subject to an
additional 10% penalty on the total amount of
the distribution.

Roth: Tax benefits down the road
On the other hand, contributing to an
employer-sponsored Roth account offers
different benefits. Roth contributions are
considered "after-tax," so you won't reduce the
amount of current income subject to taxes. But
qualified distributions down the road will be tax-
free.

A qualified Roth distribution is one that occurs:

• After a five-year holding period and
• Upon death, disability, or reaching age 59½

Nonqualified distributions are subject to regular
income taxes and a possible 10% penalty tax.
However, because Roth contributions are made
with after-tax dollars, a distinction is made

between the portion of the distribution that
represents contributions versus earnings on
those contributions. If at some point you need
to take a nonqualified withdrawal from a Roth
401(k)--due to an unexpected emergency, for
example--only the proportion of the total
amount representing earnings will be taxable.

Example(s): In order to meet an unexpected
financial need of $8,000, Tina decides to take a
nonqualified hardship distribution from her Roth
401(k) account. Of the $20,000 total value of
the account, $18,400 represents after-tax Roth
contributions and $1,600 is attributed to
investment earnings. Because earnings
represent 8% of the total account value ($1,600
÷ $20,000 = 0.08), this same proportion of
Tina's $8,000 distribution--or $640 ($8,000 x
.08)--will be considered earnings subject to
both income taxes and a 10% penalty tax.

However, keep in mind that tapping your
account before retirement defeats its purpose.
If you need money in a pinch, try to exhaust all
other possibilities before taking a distribution.
Always bear in mind that the most important
benefit of a Roth account is the opportunity to
build a nest egg of tax-free income for
retirement.

After-tax: For those who are able to
exceed the limits
Some plans allow participants to make
additional after-tax contributions. This plan
feature helps those who want to make
contributions exceeding the annual total limit on
pretax and Roth accounts (in 2016, the limit is
$18,000; $24,000 for those age 50 or older). As
with a traditional pretax account, earnings on
after-tax contributions grow on a tax-deferred
basis.

If this option is offered (check your plan
documents), keep in mind that total employee
and employer contributions cannot exceed
$53,000, or $59,000 for those 50 and older
(2016 limits).

Another benefit of making after-tax
contributions is that when you leave your job or
retire, they can be rolled over tax-free to a Roth
IRA, which also allows for potential tax-free
growth from that point forward. Some
higher-income individuals may welcome this
potential benefit if their income affects their
ability to directly fund a Roth IRA.1

1 In addition to rolling the proceeds to a Roth
IRA, participants may also (1) leave the assets
in the original plan, (2) transfer assets to a new
employer's plan, or (3) withdraw the funds
(which in some cases could trigger a taxable
event).

When choosing between
pretax and Roth
contributions, the general
rule is to consider whether
you think you will benefit
more from the tax break
today than you would from
a tax break in retirement.
Specifically, if you think
you'll be in a higher tax
bracket in retirement, Roth
contributions may be more
beneficial in the long run.

Generally, non-Roth after-tax
contributions should be
considered after reaching
the maximum contribution
amount for pretax and Roth
options.

Keep in mind that
distributions of earnings on
non-Roth after-tax
contributions will be subject
to regular income taxes and
possibly penalty taxes if not
rolled over to a traditional
IRA. IRS Notice 2014-54
clarifies the rules regarding
rollovers of non-Roth
after-tax plan contributions
to a Roth IRA.

For more information
specific to your situation,
consult a qualified tax
professional. (Working with
a tax or financial
professional cannot
guarantee financial
success.)
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I have matured U.S. savings bonds. Are they still
earning interest and, if not, can I roll them over to
another savings bond?
Once U.S savings bonds have
reached maturity, they stop
earning interest. Prior to 2004,

you could convert your Series E or EE savings
bonds for Series HH bonds. This would have
allowed you to continue earning tax-deferred
interest. However, after August 31, 2004, the
government discontinued the exchange of any
form of savings bonds for HH bonds, so that
option is no longer available.

Since matured savings bonds no longer earn
interest, there is no financial benefit to holding
on to them. If you have paper bonds, you can
cash them in at most financial institutions, such
as banks or credit unions. However, it's a good
idea to call a specific institution before going
there to be sure it will redeem your bonds. As
an alternative, you can mail them to the
Treasury Retail Securities Site, PO Box 214,
Minneapolis, MN 55480, where they will be
redeemed. If you have electronic bonds, log on
to treasurydirect.gov and follow the directions
there. The proceeds from your redeemed
bonds can be deposited directly into your
checking or savings account for a relatively

quick turnover.

Another important reason to redeem your
matured savings bonds may be because
savings bond interest earnings, which can be
deferred, are subject to federal income tax
when the bond matures or is otherwise
redeemed, whichever occurs first. So if you
haven't previously reported savings bond
interest earnings, you must do so when the
bond matures, even if you don't redeem the
bonds.

Using the money for higher education may
keep you from paying federal income tax on
your savings bond interest. The savings bond
education tax exclusion permits qualified
taxpayers to exclude from their gross income all
or part of the interest paid upon the redemption
of eligible Series EE and I bonds issued after
1989 when the bond owner pays qualified
higher-education expenses at an eligible
institution. However, there are very specific
requirements that must be met in order to
qualify, so consult with your tax professional.

What are my health-care options if I retire early?
If you're eligible for an
early-retirement package from
your employer, determine
whether post-retirement
medical coverage is included.

These packages sometimes provide medical
coverage until you reach age 65 and become
eligible for Medicare. Given the high cost of
medical care, you might find it hard to turn
down an early-retirement package that includes
such coverage.

If your package doesn't include post-retirement
medical coverage, or you're not eligible for an
early-retirement package at all, you'll need to
look into alternative sources of health
insurance, such as COBRA continuation
coverage or an individual health insurance
policy, to carry you through to Medicare
eligibility.

Under the Consolidated Omnibus Budget
Reconciliation Act (COBRA), most
employer-provided health plans (typically
employers with 20 or more employees) must
offer temporary continuation coverage for
employees (and their dependents) upon
termination of employment. Coverage can last
for up to 18 months, or 36 months in some

cases. You'll generally have to pay the full cost
of coverage--employers aren't required to
continue their contribution toward coverage,
and most do not. Employers can also charge an
additional 2% administrative fee.

Individual health insurance is available directly
from various insurance carriers or, as a result of
the Affordable Care Act, through state-based or
federal health insurance marketplaces. One
advantage of purchasing coverage through a
marketplace plan is that you may be entitled to
a premium tax credit if your post-retirement
income falls between 100% and 400% of the
federal poverty level (additional income-based
subsidies may also be available).

Some factors to consider when comparing
various health options are (1) the total cost of
coverage, taking into account premiums,
deductibles, copayments, out-of-pocket
maximums, and (for marketplace plans) tax
credits and subsidies; (2) the ability to continue
using your existing health-care providers (and
whether those providers will be in-network or
out-of-network); and (3) the benefits provided
under each option and whether you're likely to
need and use those benefits.
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