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No matter how much
money you have or which
life stage you're in,
becoming financially
independent starts with a
dream. Your dream might
be to finally pay off the
mountain of debt you've
accumulated, or to stop

relying on someone else for financial support.
Or perhaps your dream is to retire early so you
can spend more time with your family, travel the
world, or open your own business. Financial
independence, however you define it, is
freedom from the financial obstacles that are
keeping you from living life on your own terms.

Envision the future

If you were to become financially independent,
what would change? Would you spend your
time differently? Live in another place? What
would you own? Would you work part-time?
Ultimately, you want to define how you choose
to live your life. It's your dream, so there's no
wrong answer.

Work at it

Unless you're already wealthy, you may have
had moments when winning the lottery seemed
like the only way to become financially secure.
But your path to financial independence isn't
likely to start at your local convenience store's
lottery counter.

Though there are many ways to become
financially independent, most of them require
hard work. And retaining wealth isn't
necessarily easy, because wealth may not last
if spending isn't kept in check. As income rises,
lifestyle inflation is a real concern. Becoming —
and remaining — financially independent
requires diligently balancing earning, spending,
and saving.

Earn more, spend wisely, and save
aggressively

Earn more. The bigger the gap between your
income and expenses, the quicker it will be to
become financially independent, no matter what
your goal is. The more you can earn, the more
you can potentially save. This might mean

finding a job with a higher salary, working an
extra job, or working part-time in retirement.
And a job is just one source of income. If you're
resourceful and able to put in extra hours, you
may also be able to generate regular income in
other ways — for example, renting out a garage
apartment or starting a side business.

Spend wisely. Look for opportunities to reduce
your spending without affecting your quality of
life. For the biggest impact, focus on reducing
your largest expenses — for example, housing,
food, and transportation. Practicing mindful
spending can also help you free up more
money to save. Before you buy something
nonessential, think about how important it is to
you and what value it brings to your life so that
you don't end up with a garage or attic filled
with regrettable purchases.

Save aggressively. Set a wealth accumulation
goal and then prioritize saving. Of course, if you
have a substantial amount of debt, saving may
be somewhat curtailed until that debt is paid off.
Take simple steps such as choosing
investments that match your goals and time
frame, and paying yourself first by automatically
investing as much as possible in a retirement
savings plan. Time is an important ally in the
quest for financial independence, so start
saving as early as possible and build your nest
egg over time. (Note that all investing involves
risk, including the possible loss of principal, and
there is no guarantee that any investment
strategy will be successful.)

Keep going

Make adjustments. Life changes. Unexpected
bills come up. Some years will be tougher
financially than others. Expect to make some
adjustments to your plan along the way,
especially if you have a long-term time frame,
but keep going.

Track your progress. Celebrate both small
milestones and big victories. Seeing the
progress you're making will help you stay
motivated as you pursue your dream of
financial independence.
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How Does the Federal Reserve Affect the Economy?
If you follow financial news, you've probably
heard many references to "the Fed" along the
lines of "the Fed held interest rates," or "market
watchers are wondering what the Fed will do
next." So what exactly is the Fed and what
does it do?

What is the Federal Reserve?

The Federal Reserve — or "the Fed" as it's
commonly called — is the central bank of the
United States. The Fed was created in 1913 to
provide the nation with a safer, more flexible,
and more stable monetary and financial
system.

Today, the Federal Reserve's responsibilities
fall into four general areas:

• Conducting the nation's monetary policy by
influencing money and credit conditions in the
economy in pursuit of full employment and
stable prices

• Supervising and regulating banks and other
important financial institutions to ensure the
safety and soundness of the nation's banking
and financial system and to protect the credit
rights of consumers

• Maintaining the stability of the financial
system and containing systemic risk that may
arise in financial markets

• Providing certain financial services to the
U.S. government, U.S. financial institutions,
and foreign official institutions, and playing a
major role in operating and overseeing the
nation's payments systems

How is the Fed organized?

The Federal Reserve is composed of three key
entities — the Board of Governors (Federal
Reserve Board), 12 Federal Reserve Banks,
and the Federal Open Market Committee.

The Board of Governors consists of seven
people who are nominated by the president and
approved by the Senate. Each person is
appointed for a 14-year term (terms are
staggered, with one beginning every two
years). The Board of Governors conducts
official business in Washington, D.C., and is
headed by the chair (currently, Jerome Powell),
who is perhaps the most visible face of U.S.
economic and monetary policy.

Next are 12 regional Federal Reserve Banks
that are responsible for typical day-to-day bank
operations. The banks are located in Boston,
New York, Philadelphia, Cleveland, Richmond,
Atlanta, Chicago, St. Louis, Minneapolis,
Kansas City, Dallas, and San Francisco. Each
regional bank has its own president and
oversees thousands of smaller member banks
in its region.

The Federal Open Market Committee (FOMC)
is responsible for setting U.S. monetary policy.
The FOMC is made up of the Board of
Governors and the 12 regional bank presidents.
The FOMC typically meets eight times per year.
When people wait with bated breath to see
what the Fed will do next, they're usually
referring to the FOMC.

How does the Fed impact the
economy?

One of the most important responsibilities of the
Fed is setting the federal funds target rate,
which is the interest rate banks charge each
other for overnight loans. The federal funds
target rate serves as a benchmark for many
short-term interest rates, such as rates used for
savings accounts, money market accounts, and
short-term bonds. The target rate also serves
as a basis for the prime rate. Through the
FOMC, the Fed uses the federal funds target
rate as a means to influence economic growth.

To stimulate the economy, the Fed lowers the
target rate. If interest rates are low, the
presumption is that consumers can borrow
more and, consequently, spend more. For
instance, lower interest rates on car loans,
home mortgages, and credit cards make them
more accessible to consumers. Lower interest
rates often weaken the value of the dollar
compared to other currencies. A weaker dollar
means some foreign goods are costlier, so
consumers will tend to buy American-made
goods. An increased demand for goods and
services often increases employment and
wages. This is essentially the course the FOMC
took following the 2008 financial crisis in an
attempt to spur the economy.

On the other hand, if consumer prices are rising
too quickly (inflation), the Fed raises the target
rate, making money more costly to borrow.
Since loans are harder to get and more
expensive, consumers and businesses are less
likely to borrow, which slows economic growth
and reels in inflation.

People often look to the Fed for clues on which
way interest rates are headed and for the Fed's
economic analysis and forecasting. Members of
the Federal Reserve regularly conduct
economic research, give speeches, and testify
about inflation and unemployment, which can
provide insight about where the economy might
be headed. All of this information can be useful
for consumers when making borrowing and
investing decisions.

The Fed's mission

The Federal Reserve is the
central bank of the United
States. Its mission is to provide
the nation with a safer, more
flexible, and more stable
monetary and financial system.
For more information on the
Federal Reserve, visit
federalreserve.gov.

FOMC meeting schedule

The Federal Open Market
Committee meets eight times a
year. Scheduled FOMC
meetings in 2019: January
29-30, March 19-20, April
30-May 1, June 18-19, July
30-31, September 17-18,
October 29-30, and December
10-11.
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Charitable Giving After Tax Reform
Tax reform changes to the standard deduction
and itemized deductions may affect your ability
to obtain an income tax benefit from charitable
giving. Projecting how you'll be affected by
these changes while there's still time to take
action is important.

Income tax benefit of charitable giving

If you itemize deductions on your federal
income tax return, you can generally deduct
your gifts to qualified charities. However, many
itemized deductions have been eliminated or
restricted, and the standard deduction has
substantially increased. You can generally
choose to take the standard deduction or to
itemize deductions. As a result of the changes,
far fewer taxpayers will be able to reduce their
taxes by itemizing deductions.

Taxpayers whose total itemized deductions
other than charitable contributions would be
less than the standard deduction (including
adjustments for being blind or age 65 or older)
effectively have less of a tax savings incentive
to make charitable gifts. For example, assume
that a married couple, both age 65, have total
itemized deductions (other than charitable
contributions) of $15,000. They would have a
standard deduction of $27,000 in 2019. The
couple would effectively receive no tax savings
for the first $12,000 of charitable contributions
they make. Even with a $12,000 charitable
deduction, total itemized deductions of $27,000
would not exceed their standard deduction.

Taxpayers whose total itemized deductions
other than charitable contributions equal or
exceed the standard deduction (including
adjustments for being blind or age 65 or older)
generally receive a tax benefit from charitable
contributions equal to the income taxes saved.
For example, assume that a married couple,
both age 65, have total itemized deductions
(other than charitable contributions) of $30,000.
They would be entitled to a standard deduction
of $27,000 in 2019. If they are in the 24%
income tax bracket and make a charitable
contribution of $10,000, they would reduce their
income taxes by $2,400 ($10,000 charitable
deduction x 24% tax rate).

However, the amount of your income tax
charitable deduction may be limited to certain
percentages of your adjusted gross income
(AGI). For example, your deduction for gifts of
cash to public charities is generally limited to
60% of your AGI for the year, and other gifts to
charity are typically limited to 30% or 20% of
your AGI. Charitable deductions that exceed
the AGI limits may generally be carried over
and deducted over the next five years, subject
to the income percentage limits in those years.

Year-end tax planning

When making charitable gifts during the year,
you should consider them as part of your
year-end tax planning. Typically, you have a
certain amount of control over the timing of
income and expenses. You generally want to
time your recognition of income so that it will be
taxed at the lowest rate possible, and to time
your deductible expenses so they can be
claimed in years when you are in a higher tax
bracket.

For example, if you expect that you will be in a
higher tax bracket next year, it may make
sense to wait and make the charitable
contribution in January so you can take the
deduction next year when the deduction results
in a greater tax benefit. Or you might shift the
charitable contribution, along with other
itemized deductions, into a year when your
itemized deductions would be greater than the
standard deduction amount. And if the income
percentage limits above are a concern in one
year, you might consider ways to shift income
into that year or shift deductions out of that
year, so that a larger charitable deduction is
available for that year. A tax professional can
help you evaluate your individual tax situation.

Qualified charitable distribution (QCD)

If you are age 70½ or older, you can make
tax-free charitable donations directly from your
IRAs (other than SEP and SIMPLE IRAs) to a
qualified charity. The distribution must be one
that would otherwise be taxable to you. You
can exclude up to $100,000 of these QCDs
from your gross income each year. And if you
file a joint return, your spouse (if 70½ or older)
can exclude an additional $100,000 of QCDs.

You cannot deduct QCDs as a charitable
contribution because the QCD is excluded from
your gross income. In order to get a tax benefit
from your charitable contribution without this
special rule, you would have to itemize
deductions, and your charitable deduction could
be limited by the percentage of AGI limitations.
QCDs may allow you to claim the standard
deduction and exclude the QCD from income.

QCDs count toward satisfying any required
minimum distributions (RMDs) that you would
otherwise have to receive from your IRA, just
as if you had received an actual distribution
from the plan.

Caution: Your QCD cannot be made to a
private foundation, donor-advised fund, or
supporting organization. Further, the gift cannot
be made in exchange for a charitable gift
annuity or to a charitable remainder trust.

Some of the recent changes
to the standard deduction
and itemized deductions
may affect your ability to
obtain an income tax benefit
from your charitable
contributions. Incorporating
charitable giving into your
year-end tax planning may
be even more important
now. If you are age 70½ or
older and have a traditional
IRA, you may wish to
consider a qualified
charitable distribution.
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How can I get a tax break for child care?
More than 60% of children
under age six in the United
States have two parents in the
workforce.1 Many of these
working parents must spend a

burdensome share of their earnings on child
care, especially if they don't have relatives who
are willing and able to help out.

The following tax benefits may help you offset
some of the costs paid for a nanny, babysitter,
day care, preschool, or day camp, but only if
the services are used so you can work.

Child-care tax credit

Families with one qualifying child (typically age
12 or younger) can claim up to $3,000 per year
in child-care expenses; those with two or more
qualifying children have a $6,000 annual limit.
The credit is worth 20% to 35% of eligible
child-care expenses, depending on income. As
income rises, the credit amount drops until it
hits a minimum of 20% for households with
$43,000 or more in adjusted gross income.

For example, families with one qualifying child
can receive a credit of $600 to $1,050; those
with two or more children can receive a credit of
$1,200 to $2,100. A tax credit lowers a family's
tax liability dollar for dollar.

Dependent-care flexible spending
account (FSA)

Higher-income families may realize a bigger tax
benefit from an FSA if it is offered by an
employer. Up to $5,000 a year can be set aside
to cover eligible child-care costs for qualifying
children, and this money is free of federal
income tax and Social Security and Medicare
taxes. You are not allowed to use pre-tax
money from an FSA and take a credit for the
same expenses. However, after spending
$5,000 from an FSA, you may take a tax credit
for up to $1,000 in additional child-care
expenses if you have more than one child.
1 Child Care Aware® of America, 2017

How much does child care really cost?
Typical child-care fees vary widely by state, as do other living costs. But in all regions, the
average annual cost of center-based care for one infant now exceeds the average amount of
money families spend on food and transportation combined. Child-care costs for two children
exceed the median cost of housing for homeowners with a mortgage in 35 states and the District
of Columbia.
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