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Unexpected Surge in Renovation Projects

Home-improvement spending normally lags during recessions, but COVID-19 sparked an unexpected surge in
do-it-yourself renovation and maintenance projects. Many households whose finances held up during the
pandemic devoted time and money to making their indoor and outdoor living spaces more functional and

comfortable for working, learning, and recreation.

Sources: Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University, 2020; 2020 Cost vs. Value Report, Remodeling magazine (national averages)
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Life Insurance Beneficiary Mistakes to Avoid

Life insurance has long been recognized as a useful
way to provide for your heirs and loved ones when you
die. Naming your policy's beneficiaries should be a
relatively simple task. However, there are several
situations that can easily lead to unintended and
adverse consequences you may want to avoid.

Not Naming a Beneficiary

The most obvious mistake you can make is failing to
name a beneficiary of your life insurance policy. But
simply naming your spouse or child as beneficiary may
not suffice. It is conceivable that you and your spouse
could die together, or that your named beneficiary may
die before you do. If the beneficiaries you designated
are not living at your death, the insurance company
may pay the death proceeds to your estate, which can
lead to other potential problems.

Death Benefit Paid to Your Estate

If your life insurance benefit is paid to your estate,
several undesired issues may arise. First, the
insurance proceeds likely become subject to probate,
which may delay the payment to your heirs. Second,
life insurance that is part of your probate estate is
subject to claims of your probate creditors. Not only
might your heirs have to wait to receive their share of
the insurance, but your creditors may satisfy their
claims out of those proceeds first.

Naming primary, secondary, and final beneficiaries
may avoid having the proceeds ultimately paid to your
estate. If the primary beneficiary dies before you do,
then the secondary or alternate beneficiaries receive
the proceeds. And if the secondary beneficiaries are
unavailable to receive the death benefit, you can name
a final beneficiary, such as a charity, to receive the
insurance proceeds.

Naming a Minor Child as Beneficiary
Unintended consequences may arise if your named
beneficiary is a minor. Insurance companies will rarely
pay life insurance proceeds directly to a minor.
Typically, the court appoints a guardian — a potentially

costly and time-consuming process — to handle the
proceeds until the minor beneficiary reaches the age
of majority according to state law.

If you want the life insurance proceeds to be paid for
the benefit of a minor, consider creating a trust that
names the minor as beneficiary. Then the trust
manages and pays the proceeds from the insurance
according to the terms and conditions you set out in
the trust document. Consult with an estate attorney to
decide on the course that works best for your situation.

Per Capita or Per Stirpes Designations

It's not uncommon to name multiple beneficiaries to
share in the life insurance proceeds. But what
happens if one of the beneficiaries dies before you do?
Do you want the share of the deceased beneficiary to
be added to the shares of the surviving beneficiaries,
or do you want the share to pass to the deceased
beneficiary's children? That's the difference between
per stirpes and per capita.

You don't have to use the legal terms in directing what
is to happen if a beneficiary dies before you do, but it's
important to indicate on the insurance beneficiary
designation form how you want the share to pass if a
beneficiary predeceases you. Per stirpes (by branch)
means the share of a deceased beneficiary passes to
the next generation in line. Per capita (by head)
provides that the share of the deceased beneficiary is
added to the shares of the surviving beneficiaries so
that each receives an equal share.

Disqualifying a Beneficiary from
Government Assistance

A beneficiary you name to receive your life insurance
may be receiving or is eligible to receive government
assistance due to a disability or other special
circumstance. Eligibility for government benefits is
often tied to the financial circumstances of the
recipient. The payment of insurance proceeds may be
a financial windfall that disqualifies your beneficiary
from eligibility for government benefits, or the
proceeds may have to be paid to the government
entity as reimbursement for benefits paid. Again, an
estate attorney can help you address this issue.

Review All Your Beneficiary Designations
In addition to life insurance, you may have other
accounts that name a beneficiary. Be sure to
periodically review the beneficiary designations on
each of these accounts to ensure that they are in line
with your intended wishes.

The cost and availability of life insurance depend on
factors such as age, health, and the type and amount
of insurance purchased.
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International Investing: Opportunity Overseas?

For the past decade, U.S. stocks have outperformed
foreign stocks by a wide margin, due in large part to
the stronger U.S. recovery after the Great Recession.
In general, U.S. companies have been more nimble
and innovative in response to changing business
dynamics, while aging populations in Japan and many
European countries have slowed economic growth.1

Despite these challenges, some analysts believe that
foreign stocks may be poised for a comeback as other
countries recover more quickly from the effects of
COVID-19 than the United States. On a more
fundamental level, the lower valuations of foreign
stocks could make them a potential bargain compared
with the extremely high valuations of U.S. stocks.2-3

Global Growth and Diversification

Investing globally provides access to growth
opportunities outside the United States, while also
helping to diversify your portfolio. Domestic stocks and
foreign stocks tend to perform differently from year to
year as well as over longer periods of time (see chart).
Although some active investors may shift assets
between domestic and foreign stocks based on near-
or mid-term strategies, the wisest approach for most
investors is to determine an appropriate international
stock allocation for a long-term strategy.

A World of Choices

The most convenient way to participate in global
markets is by investing in mutual funds or
exchange-traded funds (ETFs) — and there are plenty
of choices available. In Q1 2021, there were more than
1,400 mutual funds and 600 ETFs focused on global
equities.4

International funds range from broad, global funds that
attempt to capture worldwide economic activity to
regional funds and those that focus on a single
country. Some funds are limited to developed nations,
whereas others may focus on nations with emerging
economies.

The term "ex U.S." or "ex US" typically means that the
fund does not include domestic stocks. On the other
hand, "global" or "world" funds may include a mix of
U.S. and international stocks, with some offering a
fairly equal balance between the two. These funds
offer built-in diversification and may be appropriate for
investors who want some exposure to foreign markets
balanced by U.S. stocks. For any international stock
fund, it's important to understand the mix of countries
represented by the securities in the fund.

Additional Risks and Volatility

All investments are subject to market volatility, risk,
and loss of principal. However, investing internationally
carries additional risks such as differences in financial
reporting, currency exchange risk, and economic and
political risk unique to a specific country. Emerging

economies might offer greater growth potential than
advanced economies, but the stocks of companies
located in emerging markets could be substantially
more volatile, risky, and less liquid than the stocks of
companies located in more developed foreign markets.

Domestic vs. Foreign

Over the past 20 years, stocks in emerging markets have
outperformed U.S. stocks but have been much more
volatile. Stocks of developed economies outside the United
States have yielded less than domestic stocks over the
20-year period, but have outperformed in nine of those 20
years.

Source: Refinitiv, 2021, for the period 12/31/2000 to 12/31/2020. U.S.
stocks are represented by the S&P 500 Composite Total Return Index,
developed ex US stocks are represented by the MSCI EAFE GTR Index,
and emerging market stocks are represented by the MSCI EM GTR Index;
all are considered representative of their asset classes. The performance of
an unmanaged index is not indicative of the performance of any specific
investment. Individuals cannot invest directly in an index. Rates of return
will vary over time, especially for long-term investments. Past performance
is not a guarantee of future results. Actual results will vary.

Diversification is a method to help manage risk; it does
not guarantee a profit or protect against loss. The
return and principal value of all stocks, mutual funds,
and ETFs fluctuate with changes in market conditions.
Shares, when sold, may be worth more or less than
their original cost. Supply and demand for ETF shares
may cause them to trade at a premium or a discount
relative to the value of the underlying shares.

Mutual funds and ETFs are sold by prospectus. Please
consider the investment objectives, risks, charges, and
expenses carefully before investing. The prospectus,
which contains this and other information about the
investment company, can be obtained from your
financial professional. Be sure to read the prospectus
carefully before deciding whether to invest.

1, 2) U.S. News & World Report, October 1, 2020
3) CNBC, January 23, 2021

4) Investment Company Institute, 2021
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Is It Time to Cut Cable?

An explosion in the number and variety of streaming
services, coupled with more time spent at home in the
last year, might have you wondering whether it's time
to cut the cord on cable. After all, cable isn't getting
any cheaper. At the beginning of 2021, many large
cable and satellite television companies announced
higher prices and reinstated data caps, which were
temporarily suspended in 2020 by the Federal
Communications Commission.1 But is it really worth it
to ditch cable in favor of streaming services? Consider
the following before you make the switch.

Determine how much of your cable subscription
you actually use. Are you regularly watching all the
channels you pay for, or do you watch only a few of
them? Are the channels you watch worth what you pay
each month? The answers to these questions may
help you decide whether the cost of your cable
subscription is worth it.

Know your viewing preferences. Streaming services
often delay the release of new TV show episodes,
which can be frustrating for dedicated viewers. And
sports fans might be disappointed to learn that it's
difficult to access live sports coverage through most
streaming services. Comprehensive sports packages
are offered by some services, but usually at a higher
cost, and you may need to bundle a few services
together depending on whether you want local,
national, and/or international coverage. Plus, delays in
live programming can make it tough to tune in to your

favorite teams.

Compare streaming services. A dizzying array of
streaming services are available. Narrow down your
choices by making a list of the ones that most appeal
to you. If possible, sign up for free trials to find out
what is (and what isn't) a good fit. And investigate the
terms and conditions of any service that you decide to
try — look for termination fees and how much any
add-ons might cost.

Consider the benefits and limitations. In addition to
being less expensive than cable, most streaming
services are user-friendly. And as long as you have an
Internet connection, streaming services allow you to
view your favorite shows on the go on your cell phone
or tablet. But not all streaming services offer extras
such as digital video recording (DVR) or live television
pausing, which are cable features you might miss. You
may also have to subscribe to multiple streaming
services to access all your preferred programs, which
could mean you won't save much (or any) money in
the long run.

Factor in the cost of extra equipment. You may
need to invest in special streaming devices to access
the programs you want. You might also consider the
cost of high-speed Internet — you won't be able to
successfully stream without a relatively fast Internet
connection.

1) Consumer Reports, December 21, 2020
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