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The Tax Cuts and
Jobs Act roughly
doubled the
standard deduction
($12,200 for single
filers and $24,400
for married
taxpayers filing
jointly in 2019) and
indexed it for
inflation through

2025. As a result, far fewer taxpayers will
itemize deductions on their tax returns, and
some people may be disappointed that they no
longer benefit from writing off their donations.

If you are 70½ or older, you can use a qualified
charitable distribution (QCD) to donate from
your IRA and get a tax break, whether you
itemize or not. Not coincidentally, this is the
same age you must begin taking annual
required minimum distributions (RMDs), which
are normally taxed as ordinary income, or face
a 50% penalty on the amount that should have
been withdrawn.

QCDs satisfy all or part of any RMDs that you
would otherwise have to take from your IRA.
Better yet, QCDs are excluded from your
income, so they help lower your adjusted gross
income (AGI) as well.

How QCDs work
The IRA custodian must issue a check made
out to a qualified public charity (not a private
foundation, donor-advised fund, or supporting
organization). In some cases, the IRA
custodian may provide a checkbook from which
you can write checks to chosen charities. Be
aware that any check you write will count as a
QCD for the year in which it is cashed by the
charity, whereas a check from the custodian
counts for the year in which it is issued.

You can take an RMD any time during the year
you turn 70½, but you must wait until after you
are 70½ to make a QCD. The QCD exclusion is
limited to $100,000 per year. If you're married,
your spouse can also contribute up to $100,000

from his or her IRA. You cannot deduct a QCD
as a charitable contribution on your federal
income tax return — that would be
double-dipping.

A QCD must be an otherwise taxable
distribution from your IRA. If you've made
nondeductible contributions, then each
distribution normally carries with it a pro-rata
amount of taxable and nontaxable dollars. With
QCDs, the pro-rata rule is ignored, and taxable
dollars are treated as distributed first.

Tax perks for givers
If you no longer itemize, you could reduce your
tax bill by donating with QCDs from your IRA
instead of writing checks from your standard
checking account. And if you still itemize, QCDs
might prove more valuable than tax deductions.
That's because they can help address tax
issues that might be triggered by income from
RMDs.

For example, an itemized deduction reduces
your taxable income by the amount of the
charitable gift, but it does not reduce your
adjusted gross income. This is a key distinction
because the 3.8% tax on net investment
income, Medicare premium costs, taxes on
Social Security benefits, and some tax credits
are based on AGI.

Also, charitable giving can typically be
deducted only if it is less than 60% of your
adjusted gross income. But with QCDs, you
may be able to give more than 60% of your AGI
and exclude the entire amount (up to the
$100,000 cap) from your taxable income.

Time for a rollover?
Qualified charitable distributions are available
from traditional IRAs, Roth IRAs (with taxable
amounts), and inactive SIMPLE or SEP IRAs,
but they are not allowed from employer
retirement plans such as 401(k)s and 403(b)s.
Thus, you might consider rolling funds from an
employer plan to an IRA if you want to take
advantage of a giving strategy that involves
QCDs.
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Take This Quiz: The Social Security Retirement Earnings Test
Can you work and receive Social Security
retirement benefits at the same time? Yes, but
the Social Security Administration (SSA) will
apply an earnings test. Part or all of your
monthly benefit may be withheld if you earn too
much.

To help avoid surprises, take this quiz to find
out what you know — and don't know — about
Social Security earnings test rules.

Questions
1. The retirement earnings test applies only
if you are receiving Social Security benefits
and are...

a. Under age 62

b. Under full retirement age

c. Full retirement age or older

d. Age 70 or older

2. Which of the following types of income
count toward the earnings test?

a. Wages earned as an employee and net
self-employment income

b. Pension and retirement plan income

c. Interest and dividends

d. Both a and b

e. All of the above

3. Benefits that are withheld are lost forever.

a. True

b. False

4. The earnings test may affect family
members who are receiving which types of
benefits?

a. Disability benefits

b. Spousal benefits

c. Dependent benefits

d. Both b and c

5. What special rule applies to earnings for
one year, usually the first year you claim
Social Security retirement benefits?

a. A monthly earnings limit applies to any
earnings after you claim retirement benefits.

b. Earnings during the first year after you claim
retirement benefits can't be counted if you
retired after 40 years of continuous
employment.

c. Earnings during the first year after you claim
retirement benefits will not reduce your Social
Security benefit if you retired from a
government job.

Answers
1. b. If you have not yet reached full retirement
age (66 to 67, depending on your year of birth),
your Social Security retirement benefit may be
reduced if you earn more than a certain annual
amount.

In 2020, $1 in benefits will be deducted for
every $2 you earn above $18,240. In the
calendar year in which you reach your full
retirement age, a higher limit applies. In 2020,
$1 in benefits will be deducted for every $3 you
earn above $48,600. Once you reach full
retirement age, your earnings will not affect
your Social Security benefit.

The SSA may withhold benefits as soon as it
determines that your earnings are on track to
surpass the annual limit. The estimated amount
will typically be deducted from your monthly
benefit in full, so you might not receive benefits
for one or more months before they resume.

2. a. Only earned income, such as wages from
an employer and net self-employment income,
count toward the earnings limit. Unearned
income — such as other government benefits,
investment earnings, interest, pension and
retirement plan distributions, annuities, and
capital gains — doesn't count.

3. b. Benefits that are withheld are not really
lost. Your benefit will be recalculated at full
retirement age to account for the months
benefits were withheld. You'll receive the higher
benefit for the rest of your life, so assuming you
live long enough, you'll eventually recoup the
total amount you previously "lost."

4. d. Benefits paid to family members (such as
your spouse or dependent children) based on
your earnings record may also be reduced if
you're subject to the earnings test. The
earnings test does not apply to disability
insurance benefits.

5. a. Many people retire mid-year and have
already earned more than the earnings limit. So
in the first year you claim retirement benefits, a
monthly earnings test may apply, regardless of
your annual earnings.

For example, let's say that you claim benefits at
age 62 on September 30, 2020 and have
already earned more than the 2020 earnings
limit of $18,240. Then, you take a part-time job
that pays you $1,000 per month for the rest of
the year. You'll still receive a Social Security
benefit for October, November, and December
because your earnings are less than $1,520,
the monthly limit that applies in 2020.

This quiz covers only some
basic rules. For more
information about other
retirement earnings test rules,
visit the Social Security
Administration website,
ssa.gov.
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FIRE: Four Things You Need to Know About This Hot Retirement
Movement
Many workers look forward to the day they can
finally retire, and for some, an early retirement
would be a dream come true. Others are
turning this dream into a reality by retiring in
their 30s or 40s. But how are they able to do it?

A hot retirement trend called Financial
Independence, Retire Early (FIRE) has gained
momentum among younger workers who are
taking steps to leave traditional career paths
and enjoy an early retirement. While an early
retirement sounds ideal, it requires careful
planning, savvy saving and investing habits,
and potentially big sacrifices.

1. FIRE means implementing an
aggressive retirement plan
The goal of FIRE is to save and invest
aggressively so that retirement is possible at a
younger age — even decades earlier than the
traditional retirement age. Individuals who
pursue FIRE aim to increase their income as
well as keep expenses extremely low. The
higher an individual's income is and the lower
his or her expenses are, the faster that person
may be able to accomplish FIRE. Typically, the
following steps are part of the process.

• Calculating estimated retirement
expenses. A general guideline of FIRE is to
save 25 times the annual amount the
individual will spend in retirement. This
number comes from the 4% rule, which
suggests an annual withdrawal rate of 4%
from an individual's savings. It sounds simple,
but this formula doesn't account for a number
of different factors, such as existing debt and
inflation.

• Cutting expenses. This often means making
major lifestyle changes. Some FIRE followers
give up owning a car or move to an area with
a lower cost of living. Others practice a
number of frugal habits, such as cooking at
home instead of dining out, shopping at
discount stores, and cutting cable and mobile
phone services.

• Saving and investing wisely. FIRE
followers carefully monitor their portfolios and
update them periodically. They might also
increase savings by maximizing contributions
to applicable retirement plans.

• Boosting income. Selling
unneeded/unwanted items and pursuing a
side hustle/additional part-time work are
some ways FIRE followers might try to
increase monthly income.

2. It has fervent supporters...
The main ideas behind the FIRE movement
originated in the 1992 book Your Money or
Your Life by Vicki Robin and Joe Dominguez,
as well as the 2010 book Early Retirement
Extreme by Jacob Lund Fisker. In the years
since, many blogs, podcasts, and online forums
have cropped up to share information about
FIRE and popularize the concept as a whole.

Many FIRE supporters are attracted to the
movement because they dislike their jobs or
feel that they work too much. Those who follow
FIRE believe that it encourages a more
meaningful life because it provides freedom to
pursue true passions. FIRE creates flexibility in
retirement because people can still work and/or
earn a passive income, but with the luxury of
determining what type of work to do, when it's
done, and for how long.

3. ...as well as outspoken critics
Many vocal critics have expressed doubts
about the FIRE movement. Some believe it's an
unrealistic approach to retirement because it's
impossible to know how an individual's financial
needs will change over time. Life (and the
markets) can be unpredictable, and critics
argue against embracing the unknown.

Other critics maintain that FIRE simply isn't
attainable for the average worker. Those who
don't earn a large enough income may struggle
to save so aggressively, particularly if they are
caring for one or multiple dependents.

4. There's more than one way to
practice FIRE
There are multiple approaches to FIRE. Some
may choose to abide by Fat FIRE rules, which
means living a more traditional lifestyle but
saving more than the average retirement
investor. Conversely, others stick to minimalist
living and extreme saving, resulting in a much
more restricted lifestyle in a practice known as
Lean FIRE. Other styles include Barista FIRE
(quitting a traditional 9-to-5 job in favor of
part-time work to help boost income as well as
obtain health insurance or other benefits) and
Coast FIRE (working part-time to cover
expenses after having saved enough to fund
retirement).

No matter how FIRE is practiced, it requires a
long-term commitment that might not be
suitable for everyone. A financial professional
can help you review all your options for
pursuing an early retirement.

All investing involves risk,
including the possible loss
of principal, and there is no
guarantee that any
investment strategy will be
successful.

Although there is no
assurance that working with
a financial professional will
improve investment results,
doing so can help you focus
on your overall financial
objectives, identify sound
strategies, and consider
opportunities that could
have a substantial effect on
your long-term financial
situation.
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What can I do with old or unwanted gift cards?
If you're holding on to old or
unwanted gift cards, consider
the many ways you can help
ensure they don't go to waste.

Sell them. Search online for
sites that allow you to exchange or sell your gift
cards. You may wind up having to pay a small
fee to complete the transaction, but at least you
can trade in your unwanted gift card for one
that you will actually use.

Donate them. Donating unused gift cards can
be a great way to contribute to your favorite
nonprofits. Plus, your donation may be tax
deductible.

Reuse them. Before you throw away any gift
cards you might have that carry a low or zero
balance, check to see whether it's possible for
you to add value back on to them. Many
retailers offer customers the ability to reload
store-issued gift cards in exchange for rewards
and/or discounts.

Gift them to someone else. Did you receive a
gift card for a store you dislike or where you
never shop? Simply regift it to someone else
who may actually shop there. You'll please the

gift card recipient as well as save yourself from
having to spend money on a future gift for that
individual.

Return them. Have realistic expectations
before initiating a return: Some retailers might
not exchange the full value of the card for cash.
You may be refunded only a percentage of the
face value of the card, or you could end up
receiving an in-store credit (which won't do you
much good if you don't shop at the store in the
first place). Other retailers might even refuse to
accept a gift card return unless you have the
purchase receipt. As a result, check the return
policy of a gift card's issuer before attempting to
return it.

Upcycle them. Most gift cards are made of a
plastic called polyvinyl chloride (PVC). This
particular type of material is recyclable, but few
curbside programs are able to accept this form
of plastic because it may contaminate other
recyclables in a given batch. You can still do
your part to reduce waste, though, by upcycling
your empty gift cards. Find creative project
ideas online that can help you transform your
old gift cards into something useful.

Do gift cards expire?
Gift cards are popular and
convenient gifts (to give and
receive) for many occasions.
But is it possible for gift cards
to expire before they're used?

The short answer is yes: Gift cards can expire.
But federal laws help protect consumers by
regulating when gift certificates and cards
expire. The Credit Card Accountability
Responsibility and Disclosure Act of 2009
(CARD Act) established fair and transparent
practices related to the issuance of credit,
restricting what credit card companies can
charge consumers. It also enacted regulations
to limit fees, expiration dates, and unexpected
costs from gift cards. The rules limit dormancy,
inactivity, and service fees on gift cards.

1. Dormancy fees cannot be imposed unless
the card has been unused for at least one
year

2. Only one dormancy fee can be charged
each month after the first year

3. The consumer must be given clear and
prominent disclosures about fees

The CARD Act also states that gift cards cannot
expire until five years after the date the card
was purchased or the date money was last
loaded onto the card.

While the CARD Act set consumer protections
at the federal level regarding gift certificates
and cards, it left room for regulation at the state
level. Many states have their own gift card laws
that can take precedence over federal gift card
laws. Find out whether your state has passed
any gift card laws by reviewing the chart
located on the National Conference of State
Legislatures website.

Even though you're now familiar with the basic
rules and regulations associated with gift card
expiration, you might still discover that a gift
card you've given and/or received has expired
because it was misplaced or forgotten. As a
precaution, try to use any gift cards that you
receive as soon as possible. This will help
ensure that they retain their full value. Read the
terms and conditions associated with your gift
cards to find out whether they have any fees,
and when those fees might be applied.
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