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As we approach the holidays and the
end of the year, we are reviewing our
clients' tax situations and proactively
planning. If your tax situation has
changed, please give us a call. We
have included several tax-related
articles to inspire you to think about
your 2019 and 2020 planning and
goals.
We are sharing ideas on financial
literacy for the younger generations
and what to be aware of regarding
current financial scams targeting
seniors. If you are a member of the
'sandwich generation', we hope you'll
find a nugget or two of useful
information.
As always, please contact our office if
you'd like to schedule a meeting or
simply have a question or two. We
welcome your inquiries, and wish you
a healthy, happy holiday season!

Fall 2019
Ten Year-End Tax Tips for 2019
Balancing 401(k) and HSA Contributions
How can I teach my high school student
the importance of financial literacy?
What are the warning signs of financial
scams targeting older individuals?

April 16, 2019 was an
important day for many of
us. But do you know
why? It was Tax Freedom
Day — the day when the
average American
theoretically earned
enough to pay his or her
tax obligations for the
year. According to the Tax Foundation,
Americans will pay $3.4 trillion in federal taxes
in 2019, more than they spend on food,
clothing, and housing combined.* But it wasn't
always this way. In fact, income taxes are a
fairly new development in the overall history of
America. So how did we get to this point?

The 16th Amendment

Wars played a big part in the history of taxation
in this country. To fund the War of 1812,
Congress taxed sales of gold, silverware,
jewelry, and watches. In 1817, tariffs on
imported goods provided the main source of
revenue to run the government.

not to mention state and local taxes. To quote
Will Rogers, "The difference between death and
taxes is death doesn't get worse every time
Congress meets."

However, it was not until 1913 with the adoption
of the 16th Amendment to the Constitution, that
the income tax became a permanent fixture in
the American tax system. Congress now had
the authority to tax income of both individuals
and corporations. It didn't take the IRS long to
start inundating us with forms, beginning in
1914 with the introduction of the first income tax
form, the dreaded Form 1040. Enactment of the
Revenue Act of 1916 introduced tax rates and
income scales.

Tax rates

Here's a sobering fact: In 1913, the top federal
income tax bracket was 7% on all income over
$500,000, and the lowest tax bracket was 1%.
In the beginning...
During the Great Depression, Congress raised
The United States was founded, in part, on the
the highest tax bracket to 63%. Wars can be
premise that colonists didn't want to pay taxes
expensive, as evidenced by the jump in the
without representation, which led to the famous
highest tax rate to 94% during World War II. In
tossing of tea into the Boston Harbor and the
2018, the highest income tax rate was lowered
American Revolution. However, not long after
to 37%.
the colonies gained their freedom from
Trying to get it right
England, Congress passed the Stamp Act of
1797, which essentially was our nation's first
Over the years, there have been frequent
estate tax. Otherwise, from the early 1790s to
attempts to reform the tax law in some manner.
1802, the U.S. government was supported by
We've seen the adoption of the alternative
taxes on such items as spirits (alcohol, not the minimum tax, Social Security tax, taxes on
ghostly kind), sugar, tobacco, and corporate
cigarettes and alcohol, gasoline taxes, aviation
bonds.
taxes, property taxes, telecommunication taxes,

Tax laws are always changing and will likely
remain a political hot potato. Only time will tell
what changes are ahead, but there is no doubt
that through taxation, what the government
giveth, it inevitably taketh back again.

With the onset of the Civil War, Congress
enacted the nation's first income tax law, the
Revenue Act of 1861, which included a flat tax
of 3% on annual incomes exceeding $800 to
*Tax Freedom Day 2019 was April 16, as calculated
help pay for the costs of the war. That tax law
by the Tax Foundation, taxfoundation.org.
was repealed and replaced by the Revenue Act
of 1862, which established the Office of the
Commissioner of Internal Revenue (forerunner
to the Internal Revenue Service), levied excise
taxes on most goods and services, and
replaced the flat tax with a progressive tax.
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Ten Year-End Tax Tips for 2019
Here are 10 things to consider as you weigh
potential tax moves between now and the end
of the year.

1. Set aside time to plan

Timing of itemized
deductions and the
increased standard
deduction
Recent tax law changes
substantially increased the
standard deduction amounts
and made significant changes
to itemized deductions. It may
now be especially useful to
bunch itemized deductions in
certain years; for example,
when they would exceed the
standard deduction.
IRA and retirement plan
contributions
For 2019, you can contribute
up to $19,000 to a 401(k) plan
($25,000 if you're age 50 or
older) and up to $6,000 to
traditional and Roth IRAs
combined ($7,000 if you're age
50 or older). The window to
make 2019 contributions to an
employer plan generally closes
at the end of the year, while
you typically have until the due
date of your federal income tax
return (not including
extensions) to make 2019 IRA
contributions.

Effective planning requires that you have a
good understanding of your current tax
situation, as well as a reasonable estimate of
how your circumstances might change next
year. There's a real opportunity for tax savings
if you'll be paying taxes at a lower rate in one
year than in the other. However, the window for
most tax-saving moves closes on December
31, so don't procrastinate.

2. Defer income to next year
Consider opportunities to defer income to 2020,
particularly if you think you may be in a lower
tax bracket then. For example, you may be able
to defer a year-end bonus or delay the
collection of business debts, rents, and
payments for services. Doing so may enable
you to postpone payment of tax on the income
until next year.

3. Accelerate deductions
You might also look for opportunities to
accelerate deductions into the current tax year.
If you itemize deductions, making payments for
deductible expenses such as medical
expenses, qualifying interest, and state taxes
before the end of the year (instead of paying
them in early 2020) could make a difference on
your 2019 return.

4. Factor in the AMT
If you're subject to the alternative minimum tax
(AMT), traditional year-end maneuvers such as
deferring income and accelerating deductions
can have a negative effect. Essentially a
separate federal income tax system with its
own rates and rules, the AMT effectively
disallows a number of itemized deductions. For
example, if you're subject to the AMT in 2019,
prepaying 2020 state and local taxes probably
won't help your 2019 tax situation, but could
hurt your 2020 bottom line. Taking the time to
determine whether you may be subject to the
AMT before you make any year-end moves
could help you avoid a costly mistake.

5. Bump up withholding to cover a tax
shortfall
If it looks as though you're going to owe federal
income tax for the year, especially if you think
you may be subject to an estimated tax penalty,
consider asking your employer (on Form W-4)
to increase your withholding for the remainder
of the year to cover the shortfall. The biggest
advantage in doing so is that withholding is

considered as having been paid evenly
throughout the year instead of when the dollars
are actually taken from your paycheck. This
strategy can also be used to make up for low or
missing quarterly estimated tax payments. With
all the recent tax changes, it may be especially
important to review your withholding in 2019.

6. Maximize retirement savings
Deductible contributions to a traditional IRA and
pre-tax contributions to an employer-sponsored
retirement plan such as a 401(k) can reduce
your 2019 taxable income. If you haven't
already contributed up to the maximum amount
allowed, consider doing so by year-end.

7. Take any required distributions
Once you reach age 70½, you generally must
start taking required minimum distributions
(RMDs) from traditional IRAs and
employer-sponsored retirement plans (an
exception may apply if you're still working for
the employer sponsoring the plan). Take any
distributions by the date required — the end of
the year for most individuals. The penalty for
failing to do so is substantial: 50% of any
amount that you failed to distribute as required.

8. Weigh year-end investment moves
You shouldn't let tax considerations drive your
investment decisions. However, it's worth
considering the tax implications of any year-end
investment moves that you make. For example,
if you have realized net capital gains from
selling securities at a profit, you might avoid
being taxed on some or all of those gains by
selling losing positions. Any losses over and
above the amount of your gains can be used to
offset up to $3,000 of ordinary income ($1,500
if your filing status is married filing separately)
or carried forward to reduce your taxes in future
years.

9. Beware the net investment income
tax
Don't forget to account for the 3.8% net
investment income tax. This additional tax may
apply to some or all of your net investment
income if your modified adjusted gross income
(AGI) exceeds $200,000 ($250,000 if married
filing jointly, $125,000 if married filing
separately, $200,000 if head of household).

10. Get help if you need it
There's a lot to think about when it comes to tax
planning. That's why it often makes sense to
talk to a tax professional who is able to
evaluate your situation and help you determine
if any year-end moves make sense for you.
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Balancing 401(k) and HSA Contributions

For more information on
qualified medical expenses,
review IRS Publication 502.
For help with your specific
situation, consult a tax
professional.
Asset allocation is a method
used to help manage
investment risk; it does not
guarantee a profit or protect
against investment loss.
All investing involves risk,
including the possible loss
of principal, and there is no
guarantee that any
investment strategy will be
successful.
1

Survey of Adults with
Employer-Sponsored
Insurance, Kaiser Family
Foundation/LA Times, May
2, 2019
2 2019 HSA Survey, Plan
Sponsor Council of America,
June 4, 2019

If you have the opportunity to contribute to both
the account before you can invest beyond
a 401(k) and a health savings account (HSA),
cash alternatives.2 )
you may wonder how best to take advantage of • HSAs don't impose required minimum
them. Determining how much to contribute to
distributions at age 70½, unlike 401(k)s.
each type of plan will require some careful
• You can use your HSA money to pay for
thought and strategic planning.
certain health insurance costs in retirement,
Understand the tax benefits
including Medicare premiums and copays, as
well as long-term care insurance premiums
A traditional, non-Roth 401(k) allows you to
(subject to certain limits).
save for retirement on a pre-tax basis, which
means the money is deducted from your
• Prior to age 65, withdrawals used for
paycheck before taxes are assessed. The
nonqualified expenses are subject to income
account then grows on a tax-deferred basis;
tax and a 20% penalty tax; however, after
you don't pay taxes on any contributions or
age 65, money used for nonqualified
earnings until you withdraw the money.
expenses will not be subject to the penalty
Withdrawals are subject to ordinary income tax
[i.e., HSA dollars used for nonqualified
and a possible 10% penalty tax if made before
expenses after age 65 receive the same tax
you reach age 59½, unless an exception
treatment as traditional 401(k) withdrawals].
applies.
The bottom line is that if you don't need all of
You can open and contribute to an HSA only if
you are enrolled in a qualifying high-deductible
health plan (HDHP), are not covered by
someone else's plan, and cannot be claimed as
a dependent by someone else. Although HDHP
premiums are generally lower than other types
of health insurance, the out-of-pocket costs
could be much higher (until you reach the
deductible). That's where HSAs come in.
Similar to 401(k)s, they allow you to set aside
money on a pre-tax or tax-deductible basis, and
the money grows tax deferred.

your HSA money to cover immediate
health-care costs, it may provide an ideal
opportunity to build a separate nest egg for
your retirement health-care expenses. (It might
be wise to keep any money needed to cover
immediate or short-term medical expenses in
relatively conservative investments.)

HSAs: A deeper dive

2) If either your 401(k) or HSA — or both — offers
an employer match, try to contribute at least
enough to take full advantage of it. Not doing so
is turning down free money.

Additional points to consider

If you have the option to save in both a 401(k)
and an HSA, ideally you would set aside the
maximum amount in each type of account: in
2019, the limits are $19,000 (plus an additional
However, HSAs offer an extra tax advantage:
$6,000 if you're 50 or older) in your 401(k) plan;
Funds used to pay qualified medical expenses
$3,500 for individual coverage (or $7,000 for
can be withdrawn from the account tax-free.
families, plus an additional $1,000 if you're 55
And you don't have to wait until a certain age to
or older) in your HSA. Realistically, however,
do so. That may be one reason why 68% of
those amounts may be unattainable. So here
individuals in one survey viewed HSAs as a
are some important points to consider.
way to pay current medical bills rather than
1
save for the future. However, a closer look at 1) Estimate how much you spend out of pocket
on your family's health care annually and set
HSAs reveals why they can add a new
aside at least that much in your HSA.
dimension to your retirement strategy.
Following are some of the reasons an HSA
could be a good long-term, asset-building tool.
• With an HSA, there is no "use it or lose it"
requirement, as there is with a flexible
spending account (FSA); you can carry an
HSA balance from one year to the next,
allowing it to potentially grow over time.
• HSAs are portable. If you leave your
employer for any reason, you can roll the
money into another HSA.
• You typically have the opportunity to invest
your HSA money in a variety of asset
classes, similar to a 401(k) plan. (According
to the Plan Sponsor Council of America, most
HSAs require you to have at least $1,000 in

3) Understand all HSA rules, both now and
down the road. For example, you'll need to
save receipts for all your medical expenses.
And once you're enrolled in Medicare, you can
no longer contribute to an HSA. Nor can you
pay Medigap premiums with HSA dollars.
4) Compare investment options in both types of
accounts. Examine the objectives, risk/return
potential, and fees and expenses of all options
before determining amounts to invest.
5) If your 401(k) offers a Roth account, you may
want to factor its pros and cons into the
equation as well.
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How can I teach my high school student the importance
of financial literacy?
Even though your child is just
in high school, he or she may
still have to deal with certain
financial challenges. Whether
this involves saving for an important purchase
like a car or learning how to use a credit card
responsibly, it's important for your high schooler
to have a basic understanding of financial
literacy concepts in order to manage his or her
finances more effectively.

Show them the numbers. Use an online
calculator to demonstrate the concept of
long-term investing and the power of compound
interest. Your children may be surprised to see
how fast invested funds can accumulate,
especially when you match or contribute an
additional amount each month.

Advocate saving. Encourage your children to
set aside a portion of any money they receive
from an allowance, gift, or job. Be sure to talk
about goals that require a financial
commitment, such as a car, college, and travel.
As an added incentive, consider matching the
funds they save for a worthy purpose.

literacy. This includes saving, investing, using
credit responsibly, debt management, and
protection planning with insurance.

Let them practice. Let older teens become
responsible for paying certain expenses (e.g.,
clothing and entertainment). The possibility of
While financial literacy offerings in schools have running out of their own money might make
increased in popularity, a recent study reported them think more carefully about their spending
that only 17 states require high school students habits and choices. It may also encourage them
to take a personal finance course before they
to budget their money more effectively.
graduate.1 Here are some ways you can teach Cover the basics. By the time your children
high school students the importance of financial graduate from high school, they should at least
literacy.
understand the basic concepts of financial

1

Survey of the States, Council for Economic
Education, 2018

What are the warning signs of financial scams targeting
older individuals?
If you or someone you know
has been targeted by a scam
artist who is trying to steal
money or personal
information, you're not alone. According to the
Senate Special Committee on Aging, older
Americans lose an estimated $2.9 billion
annually to fraud and exploitation, a number
that is probably substantially underreported.1

• IRS scam: "You owe back taxes and
penalties. Send payment immediately via a
wire transfer, or you will be arrested."
• Sweepstakes scam: "Congratulations,
you've won a prize! To collect it, provide us
with your bank account number so we can
deposit a check."
• Grandparent scam: "Hi Grandma, it's me.
Don't you recognize my voice? I've been in
Most scams start with a call, an email, a text, or
an accident and need money for car repairs.
an official-looking letter that appears to be from
Send gift cards, and don't tell anyone
a government agency or a legitimate company.
because I'm embarrassed."
Sometimes the scam artist will go door-to-door
• Home repair scam: "I was just doing some
soliciting business or donations to charity.
work down the street for your neighbor, Bob,
Scam artists are very good at gaining the trust
and I saw that you need some shingles
of well-meaning people by convincingly
replaced. I can do that for half the price I
impersonating someone authoritative,
usually charge if you pay me in cash today."
knowledgeable, or trustworthy — such as an IRS
If you are targeted, never give out personal
agent, a tech repair person, or even a relative.
information or send money. You don't need to
They play on your sympathy or make
make a quick decision. Call a friend, a relative,
convincing threats to pressure you to go along
or the police for advice. Report the scam
with a scam. "Send money or provide personal
immediately to a fraud hotline such as the
information right now," they say, "if you want to
Senate Committee's toll-free hotline, (855)
help someone or prevent something bad from
303-9470.
happening." Here are some typical scenarios.
1

U.S Senate Special Committee on Aging, 2019
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