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According to a Federal
Reserve study,
Americans use debit
cards more often than
credit cards, but the
total value and the
average value of credit
card transactions are
higher than those of
debit card transactions.

the charge has been deducted from your
account, and it may take some time before the
funds are returned.

This reflects fundamental differences. A debit
card acts like a plastic check and draws directly
from your checking account, whereas a credit
card transaction is a loan that remains
interest-free only if you pay your monthly bill on
time. For this reason, people may use a debit
card for regular expenses and a credit card for
"extras." However, when deciding which card to
use, you should be aware of other differences.

usage is reported to credit reporting agencies.
A debit card has no effect on your credit.

Debit cards offer little or no additional benefits,
while some credit cards offer cash-back
rewards, and major cards typically include extra
benefits such as travel insurance, extended
warranties, and secondary collision and theft
coverage for rental cars (up to policy limits). Of
While consumers made 69.5 billion transactions
course, if you do not pay your credit card bill in
using debit cards, the total value of these
full each month, the interest you pay can
transactions was $2.56 trillion, with an average
outweigh any financial rewards.
transaction value of $37. Credit card usage
resulted in 33.8 billion transactions, with a total Credit history
value of $3.16 trillion, and a $93 average
Using a credit card responsibly can help you
transaction value.1
build a positive credit history because your
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In general, you are liable for no more than $50
in fraudulent credit card charges. For debit
cards, a $50 limit applies only if a lost card or
PIN is reported within 48 hours. The limit is
$500 if reported within 60 days, with unlimited
liability after that. A credit card may be safer in
higher-risk situations, such as when shopping
online, when the card will leave your sight in a
restaurant, or when you are concerned about a
card reader. If you regularly use a debit card in
these situations, you may want to maintain a
lower checking balance and keep most of your
funds in savings.

Money management
Using a debit card helps ensure that you don't
overspend. Because purchases are deducted
right away from your checking account, you
aren't in the dark about how much you're
spending. You can quickly check your balance
online or at an ATM, and see which purchases
are pending.
A credit card offers you the flexibility of tracking
your monthly expenses on one bill, which can
help you establish and stick to a realistic
budget. A credit card can also be used in
emergencies.
Considering the additional protections and
benefits, a credit card may be a better choice in
some situations — but only if you pay your
monthly bill on time. The good news is, you
don't have to choose just one option.
1

U.S. Federal Reserve, 2016 (2015 transactions,
most recent data available)

Merchant disputes
You can dispute a credit card charge before
paying your bill and shouldn't have to pay it
while the charge is under dispute. Disputing a
debit card charge can be more difficult when

What is the difference between a tax deduction and
a tax credit?
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Protect Your Heirs by Naming a Trust as IRA Beneficiary

While trusts offer numerous
advantages, they incur up-front
costs and often have ongoing
administrative fees. The use of
trusts involves a complex web
of tax rules and regulations.
You should consider the
counsel of an experienced
estate planning professional
and your legal and tax advisers
before implementing such
strategies.

Often, tax-qualified retirement accounts such as met in a timely manner:
IRAs make up a significant part of one's estate. • The trust beneficiaries must be individuals
Naming beneficiaries of an IRA can be an
clearly identifiable from the trust document as
important part of an estate plan. One option is
designated beneficiaries as of September 30
designating a trust as the IRA beneficiary.
following the year of the IRA owner's death.
Caution: This discussion applies to traditional
• The trust must be valid under state law. A
IRAs, not to Roth IRAs. Special considerations
trust that would be valid under state law,
apply to beneficiary designations for Roth IRAs.
except for the fact that the trust lacks a trust
"corpus" or principal, will qualify.
Why use a trust?
•
The trust must be irrevocable, or by its terms
Here are the most common reasons for
become irrevocable upon the death of the
designating a trust as an IRA beneficiary:
IRA owner.
• Generally, inherited IRAs are not protected
•
The trust document, all amendments, and the
from the IRA beneficiary's creditors. However,
list of trust beneficiaries must be provided to
IRA funds left to a properly drafted trust may
the IRA custodian or plan administrator by
offer considerable protection against the
October 31 following the year of the IRA
creditors of trust beneficiaries.
owner's death. An exception to this rule
• When you designate one or more individuals
arises when the sole trust beneficiary is the
as beneficiary of your IRA, those
IRA owner's surviving spouse who is 10 years
beneficiaries are generally free to do
younger than the IRA owner, and the IRA
whatever they want with the inherited IRA
owner wants to base lifetime required
funds, after your death. But if you set up a
minimum distributions (RMDs) on joint and
trust for the benefit of your intended
survivor life expectancy. In this case, trust
beneficiaries and name that trust as
documentation should be provided before
beneficiary of your IRA, you can retain some
lifetime RMDs begin.
control over the funds after your death. Your
Note: Withdrawals from tax-deferred retirement
intended beneficiaries will receive
plans are taxed as ordinary income and may be
distributions according to your wishes as
subject to a 10% federal income tax penalty if
spelled out in the trust document.
withdrawn by the IRA owner prior to age 59½,
• Through use of a trust as IRA beneficiary,
with certain exceptions as outlined by the IRS.
you may "stretch" IRA payments over the
Disadvantages of naming a trust as IRA
lifetimes of more than one generation of
beneficiary
beneficiaries. Payments to IRA trust
beneficiaries must comply with distribution
If you name your surviving spouse as the trust
rules depending on the type of IRA plan.
beneficiary of your IRA rather than naming your

What is a trust?

spouse as a direct beneficiary, certain
post-death options that would otherwise be
A trust is a legal entity that you can set up and
available to your spouse may be limited or
use to hold property for the benefit of one or
unavailable. Naming your spouse as primary
more individuals (the trust beneficiaries). Every
beneficiary of your IRA provides greater options
trust has one or more trustees charged with the
and maximum flexibility in terms of post-death
responsibility of managing the trust property
distribution planning.
and distributing trust income and/or principal to
the trust beneficiaries according to the terms of Setting up a trust can be expensive, and
maintaining it from year to year can be
the trust agreement. If the trust meets certain
requirements, the beneficiaries of the trust can burdensome and complicated. So the cost of
establishing the trust and the effort involved in
be treated as the designated beneficiaries of
properly administering the trust should be
your IRA for purposes of calculating the
weighed against the perceived advantages of
distributions that must be taken following your
using a trust as an IRA beneficiary. In addition,
death.
if the trust is not properly drafted, you may be
Special rules apply to trusts as IRA
treated as if you died without a designated
beneficiaries
beneficiary for your IRA. That would likely
shorten the payout period for required
Certain special requirements must be met in
order for an underlying beneficiary of a trust to post-death distributions.
qualify as a designated beneficiary of an IRA.
The beneficiaries of a trust can be designated
beneficiaries under the IRS distribution rules
only if the following four trust requirements are
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Marriage and Money: Taking a Team Approach to Retirement
Now that it's fairly common for families to have
two wage earners, many husbands and wives
are accumulating assets in separate
employer-sponsored retirement accounts. In
2018, the maximum employee contribution to a
401(k) or 403(b) plan is $18,500 ($24,500 for
those age 50 and older), and employers often
match contributions up to a set percentage of
salary.

Open communication and
teamwork are especially
important when it comes to
saving and investing for
retirement.

But even when most of a married couple's
retirement assets reside in different accounts,
it's still possible to craft a unified retirement
strategy. To make it work, open communication
and teamwork are especially important when it
comes to saving and investing for retirement.

Retirement for two
Tax-deferred retirement accounts such as
401(k)s, 403(b)s, and IRAs can only be held in
one person's name, although a spouse is
typically listed as the beneficiary who would
automatically inherit the account upon the
original owner's death. Taxable investment
accounts, on the other hand, may be held
jointly.
Owning and managing separate portfolios
allows each spouse to choose investments
based on his or her individual risk tolerance.
Some couples may prefer to maintain a high
level of independence for this reason,
especially if one spouse is more comfortable
with market volatility than the other.
However, sharing plan information and
coordinating investments might help some
families build more wealth over time. For
example, one spouse's workplace plan may
offer a broader selection of investment options,
or the offerings in one plan might be somewhat
limited. With a joint strategy, both spouses
agree on an appropriate asset allocation for
their combined savings, and their contributions
are invested in a way that takes advantage of
each plan's strengths while avoiding any
weaknesses.

who isn't an active participant in an
employer-sponsored plan, to keep his or her
retirement savings on track. Fortunately, a
working spouse can contribute up to $5,500 to
his or her own IRA and up to $5,500 more to a
spouse's IRA (in 2018), as long as the couple's
combined income exceeds both contributions
and they file a joint tax return. An additional
$1,000 catch-up contribution can be made for
each spouse who is age 50 or older. All other
IRA eligibility rules must be met.
Contributing to the IRA of a nonworking spouse
offers married couples a chance to double up
on retirement savings and might also provide a
larger tax deduction than contributing to a
single IRA. For married couples filing jointly, the
ability to deduct contributions to the IRA of an
active participant in an employer-sponsored
plan is phased out if their modified adjusted
gross income (MAGI) is between $101,000 and
$121,000 (in 2018). There are higher phaseout
limits when the contribution is being made to
the IRA of a nonparticipating spouse: MAGI
between $189,000 and $199,000 (in 2018).
Thus, some participants in workplace plans
who earn too much to deduct an IRA
contribution for themselves may be able to
make a deductible IRA contribution to the
account of a nonparticipating spouse. You can
make IRA contributions for the 2018 tax year up
until April 15, 2019.
Withdrawals from tax-deferred retirement plans
are taxed as ordinary income and may be
subject to a 10% federal income tax penalty if
withdrawn prior to age 59½, with certain
exceptions as outlined by the IRS.

Asset allocation is a method to help manage
investment risk; it does not guarantee a profit or
protect against loss.

Spousal IRA opportunity
It can be difficult for a stay-at-home parent who
is taking time out of the workforce, or anyone
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Securities and Advisory Services
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Investment Adviser. Fixed
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offered through CES Insurance
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Commonwealth does not provide
legal or tax advice. Please consult
with a legal or tax professional
regarding your individual situation.

I received a large refund on my tax return this year.
Should I adjust my withholding?
You must have been
pleasantly surprised to find out
you'd be getting a refund from
the IRS — especially if it was a
large sum. And while you may have considered
this type of windfall a stroke of good fortune, is
it really?

It's generally a good idea to check your
withholding periodically. This is particularly
important when something changes in your life;
for example, if you get married, divorced, or
have a child; you or your spouse change jobs;
or your financial situation changes significantly.

Furthermore, the implementation of the new tax
law at the beginning of 2018 means your
withholding could be off more than it might be in
a typical year. Employers withhold taxes from
paychecks based on W-4 information and IRS
withholding tables. The IRS released 2018
calculation tables reflecting the new rates and
rules earlier this year. Even so, the old W-4 and
worksheet you previously gave to your
Because you received a large refund on your
tax return this year, you may want to reevaluate employer reflect deductions and credits that
have changed or been eliminated under the
your federal income tax withholding. That way
you could end up taking home more of your pay new tax law.
and putting it to good use.
The IRS has revised a useful online withholding
calculator that can help you determine the
When determining the correct withholding
appropriate amount of withholding. You still
amount, your objective is to have just enough
need to complete and submit a new W-4 to
withheld to prevent you from having to owe a
large amount of money or scramble for cash at your employer to make any adjustments. Visit
irs.gov for more information.
tax time next year, or from owing a penalty for
The IRS issued over 112 million federal income
tax refunds, averaging $2,895, for tax year
2016.1 You probably wouldn't pay someone
$240 each month in order to receive $2,900
back, without interest, at the end of a year. But
that's essentially what a tax refund is — a
short-term loan to the government.

having too little withheld.

1

Internal Revenue Service, 2018

What is the difference between a tax deduction and a
tax credit?
Tax deductions and credits are
terms often used together
when talking about taxes.
While you probably know that
they can lower your tax liability, you might
wonder about the difference between the two.
A tax deduction reduces your taxable income,
so when you calculate your tax liability, you're
doing so against a lower amount. Essentially,
your tax obligation is reduced by an amount
equal to your deductions multiplied by your
marginal tax rate. For example, if you're in the
22% tax bracket and have $1,000 in tax
deductions, your tax liability will be reduced by
$220 ($1,000 x 0.22 = $220). The reduction
would be even greater if you are in a higher tax
bracket.
A tax credit, on the other hand, is a
dollar-for-dollar reduction of your tax liability.
Generally, after you've calculated your federal
taxable income and determined how much tax
you owe, you subtract the amount of any tax
credit for which you are eligible from your tax
obligation. For example, a $500 tax credit will
reduce your tax liability by $500, regardless of
your tax bracket.

The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act, signed into law late
last year, made significant changes to the
individual tax landscape, including changes to
several tax deductions and credits.
The legislation roughly doubled existing
standard deduction amounts and repealed the
deduction for personal exemptions. The higher
standard deduction amounts will generally
mean that fewer taxpayers will itemize
deductions going forward.
The law also made changes to a number of
other deductions, such as those for state and
local property taxes, home mortgage interest,
medical expenses, and charitable contributions.
As for tax credits, the law doubled the child tax
credit from $1,000 to $2,000 for each qualifying
child under the age of 17. In addition, it created
a new $500 nonrefundable credit available for
qualifying dependents who are not qualifying
children under age 17. The tax law provisions
expire after 2025.
For more information on the various tax
deductions and credits that are available to you,
visit irs.gov.
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