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Now that kids are back to school, it’s
time for parents (and grandparents) to
discuss the to-do list items that built up
over the summer, including retirement
planning.
I can tell clients have retirement on the
mind, based on recent phone calls,
emails, and meeting topics. The article
on page 2 is my response to the #2 most
FAQ I’ve gotten in the past few months.
(The #1 question remains, “How’s your
grandson?”)
Speaking of, JT Bodnar is eagerly
awaiting the arrival of his new sibling. In
fact, while you read this, I may already
be holding him/her. The proud parents
(John and Kerri) are keeping the gender
a surprise, which in the world of instant
information is pretty refreshing.
In the meantime, let’s figure out your
retirement “due date.” If we haven’t met
in a while, call the office and schedule a
review.
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Is It Wise to Trade Your Pension for a
Lump Sum?
Managing Debt While Saving for
Retirement
Are you ready to retire?

Planning on working during
retirement? If so, you're not
alone. Recent studies have
consistently shown that a
majority of retirees plan to
work at least some period of
time during their retirement
years. Here are some points to consider.

no matter how much you earn. Yet another
special rule applies in your first year of Social
Security retirement — you'll get your full benefit
for any month you earn less than one-twelfth of
the annual earnings limit ($1,410 in 2017) and
you don't perform substantial services in
self-employment.

Not all income reduces your Social Security
benefit. In general, Social Security only takes
into account wages you've earned as an
Obviously, if you work during retirement, you'll
employee, net earnings from self-employment,
be earning money and relying less on your
and other types of work-related income such as
retirement savings, leaving more to grow for the
bonuses, commissions, and fees. Pensions,
future. You may also have access to affordable
annuities, IRA payments, and investment
health care, as more and more employers offer
income won't reduce your benefit.
this important benefit to part-time employees.
Even if some of your benefits are withheld prior
But there are also non-economic reasons for
to your full retirement age, you'll generally
working during retirement. Many retirees work
receive a higher monthly benefit starting at your
for personal fulfillment, to stay mentally and
physically active, to enjoy the social benefits of full retirement age, because the Social Security
Administration (SSA) will recalculate your
working, and to try their hand at something
benefit and give you credit for amounts that
new.
were withheld. If you continue to work, any new
What about my Social Security benefit? earnings may also increase your monthly
Working may enable you to postpone claiming benefit. The SSA reviews your earnings record
Social Security until a later date. In general, the every year to see if you had additional earnings
later you begin receiving benefit payments, the that would increase your benefit.
greater your benefit will be. Whether delaying
One last important point to consider. In general,
the start of Social Security benefits is the right
your Social Security benefit won't be subject to
decision for you depends on your personal
federal income tax if that's the only income you
circumstances.
receive during the year. But if you work during

Why work during retirement?

One factor to consider is whether you want to
continue working after you start receiving Social
Security retirement benefits, because your
earnings may affect the amount of your benefit
payment.
If you've reached full retirement age (66 to 67,
depending on when you were born), you don't
need to worry about this — you can earn as
much as you want without affecting your Social
Security benefit. But if you haven't yet reached
full retirement age, $1 in benefits will be
withheld for every $2 you earn over the annual
earnings limit ($16,920 in 2017). A higher
earnings limit applies in the year you reach full
retirement age. If you earn more than this
higher limit ($44,880 in 2017), $1 in benefits will
be withheld for every $3 you earn over that
amount, until the month you reach full
retirement age — then you'll get your full benefit

retirement (or you receive any other taxable
income or tax-exempt interest), a portion of
your benefit may become taxable. IRS
Publication 915 has a worksheet that can help
you determine whether any part of your Social
Security benefit is subject to income tax.

How will working affect my pension?
Some employers have adopted "phased
retirement" programs that allow you to ease into
retirement by working fewer hours, while also
allowing you to receive all or part of your
pension benefit. However, other employers
require that you fully retire before you can
receive your pension. And some plans even
require that your pension benefit be suspended
if you retire and then return to work for the
same employer, even part-time. Check with
your plan administrator.
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Is It Wise to Trade Your Pension for a Lump Sum?

About 41 million people are
participants (active, retired,
or separated vested) of
PBGC-insured corporate
pension plans.
Source: Congressional
Budget Office, 2016

Most private employers have already replaced
traditional pensions, which promise lifetime
income payments in retirement, with defined
contribution plans such as 401(k)s. But 15% of
private-sector workers and 75% of state and
local government workers still participate in
traditional pensions.1 Altogether, 35% of
workers say they (and/or their spouse) have
pension benefits with a current or former
employer.2

In addition, companies might not include the
value of subsidies for early retirement or
spousal benefits in lump-sum calculations.4
The latter could be a major disadvantage for
married participants, because a healthy
65-year-old couple has about a 73% chance
that one spouse will live until at least 90.5

Individuals who opt for a lump-sum payout must
then make critical investment and withdrawal
decisions, and determine for themselves how
much risk to take in the financial markets. The
resulting income is often not enough to replace
the pension income given up, unless the
investor can tolerate exposure to stock market
risk and is able to achieve solid returns over
time.

tempting, but cashing in a pension could have
costly repercussions for your retirement. It's
important to have a long-term perspective and
an understanding of the tradeoffs when a
lump-sum option is on the table.

Gender is not considered when calculating
lump sums, so a pension's lifetime income may
be even more valuable for women, who tend to
live longer than men and would have a greater
chance of outliving their savings.

5

When a lump sum might make sense

A lump-sum payment could benefit a person in
poor health or provide financial relief for a
Many pension plan participants have the option
household with little cash in the bank for
to take their money in a lump sum when they
emergencies. But keep in mind that pension
retire. And since 2012, an increasing number of
payments (monthly or lump sum) are taxed in
large corporate pensions have been
the year they are received, and cashing out a
implementing "lump-sum windows" during
pension before age 59½ may trigger a 10%
which vested former employees have a limited
federal tax penalty.6 Rolling the lump sum into
amount of time (typically 30 to 90 days) to
a traditional IRA postpones taxes until
accept or decline buyout offers.3 (Lump-sum
withdrawals are taken later in retirement.
offers to retirees already receiving pension
Someone who expects to live comfortably on
benefits are no longer allowed.)
other sources of retirement income might also
By shrinking the size of a pension plan, the
welcome a buyout offer. Pension payments end
company can reduce the associated risks and
when the plan participant (or a surviving
costs, and limit the impact of future retirement
spouse) dies, but funds preserved in an IRA
obligations on current financial performance.
could be passed down to heirs.
However, what's good for a corporation's
IRA distributions are also taxed as ordinary
bottom line may or may not be in the best
interests of plan participants and their families. income, and withdrawals taken prior to age
59½ may be subject to the 10% federal tax
For many workers, there may be mathematical
penalty, with certain exceptions. Annual
and psychological advantages to keeping the
minimum distributions are required starting in
pension. On the other hand, a lump sum could
the year the account owner reaches age 70½.
provide financial flexibility that may benefit
It may also be important to consider the health
some families.
of the company's pension plan, especially for
Weigh risks before letting go
plans that don't purchase annuity contracts.
A lump-sum payout transfers the risks
The "funded status" is a measure of plan assets
associated with investment performance and
and liabilities that must be reported annually; a
longevity from the pension plan sponsor to the plan funded at 80% or less may be struggling.
participant. The lump-sum amount is the
Most corporate pensions are backstopped by
discounted present value of an employee's
the Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation
future pension, set by an IRS formula based on (PBGC), but retirees could lose a portion of the
current bond interest rates and average life
"promised" benefits if their plan fails.
expectancies.
The prospect of a large check might be

1

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016

2

Employee Benefit Research Institute, 2016

3, 4

The Wall Street Journal, June 5, 2015

Society of Actuaries, 2017
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The penalty doesn't apply to employees who retire
during or after the year they turn 55 (50 for qualified
public safety employees).

Page 2 of 4, see disclaimer on final page

Managing Debt While Saving for Retirement
It's a catch-22: You feel that you should focus
on paying down debt, but you also want to save
for retirement. It may be comforting to know
you're not alone.

Employee Benefit
Research Institute, 2017
Retirement Confidence
Survey
1

2

Employee Benefit
Research Institute, 2016
Retirement Confidence
Survey
3 Distributions from pre-tax
accounts will be taxed at
ordinary income tax rates.
Early distributions from
pre-tax accounts and
nonqualified distributions of
earnings from Roth
accounts will be subject to
ordinary income taxes and a
10% penalty tax, unless an
exception applies. Employer
contributions will always be
placed in a pre-tax account,
regardless of whether they
match pre-tax or Roth
employee contributions.

According to an Employee Benefit Research
Institute survey, 18% of today's workers
describe their debt level as a major problem,
while 41% say it's a minor problem. And
workers who say that debt is a problem are also
more likely to feel stressed about their
retirement savings prospects.1 Perhaps it's no
surprise, then, that the largest proportion (21%)
of those who have taken a loan from their
employer-sponsored retirement plans have
done so to pay off debt.2 Borrowing from your
plan can have negative consequences on your
retirement preparedness down the road. Loan
limits and other restrictions generally apply as
well.
The key in managing both debt repayment and
retirement savings is to understand a few basic
financial concepts that will help you develop a
strategy to tackle both.

Compare potential rate of return with
interest rate on debt
Probably the most common way to decide
whether to pay off debt or to make investments
is to consider whether you could earn a higher
rate of return (after accounting for taxes) on
your investments than the interest rate you pay
on the debt. For example, say you have a credit
card with a $10,000 balance that carries an
interest rate of 18%. By paying off that balance,
you're effectively getting an 18% return on your
money. That means your investments would
generally need to earn a consistent, after-tax
return greater than 18% to make saving for
retirement preferable to paying off that debt.
That's a tall order for even the most savvy
professional investors.

Let's say your company matches 50% of your
contributions up to 6% of your salary. This
means you're essentially earning a 50% return
on that portion of your retirement account
contributions. That's why it may make sense to
save at least enough to get any employer
match before focusing on debt.
And don't forget the potential tax benefits of
retirement plan contributions. If you contribute
pre-tax dollars to your plan account, you're
immediately deferring anywhere from 10% to
39.6% in taxes, depending on your federal tax
rate. If you're making after-tax Roth
contributions, you're creating a source of
tax-free retirement income.3

Consider the types of debt
Your decision can also be influenced by the
type of debt you have. For example, if you
itemize deductions on your federal tax return,
the interest you pay on a mortgage is generally
deductible — so even if you could pay off your
mortgage, you may not want to. Let's say you're
paying 6% on your mortgage and 18% on your
credit card debt, and your employer matches
50% of your retirement account contributions.
You might consider directing some of your
available resources to paying off the credit card
debt and some toward your retirement account
in order to get the full company match, while
continuing to pay the mortgage to receive the
tax deduction for the interest.

Other considerations

There's another good reason to explore ways to
address both debt repayment and retirement
savings at once. Time is your best ally when
saving for retirement. If you say to yourself, "I'll
wait to start saving until my debts are
completely paid off," you run the risk that you'll
never get to that point, because your good
intentions about paying off your debt may falter.
And bear in mind that all investing involves risk; Postponing saving also reduces the number of
investment returns are anything but
years you have left to save for retirement.
guaranteed. In general, the higher the rate of
It might also be easier to address both goals if
return, the greater the risk. If you make
you can cut your interest payments by
investments rather than pay off debt and your
refinancing debt. For example, you might be
investments incur losses, you may still have
able to consolidate multiple credit card
debts to pay, but you won't have had the benefit payments by rolling them over to a new credit
of any gains. By contrast, the return that comes card or a debt consolidation loan that has a
from eliminating high-interest-rate debt is a sure lower interest rate.
thing.
Bear in mind that even if you decide to focus on
Are you eligible for an employer match? retirement savings, you should make sure that
you're able to make at least the minimum
If you have the opportunity to save for
retirement via an employer-sponsored plan that monthly payments on your debt. Failure to do
so can result in penalties and increased interest
matches a portion of your contributions, the
debt-versus-savings decision can become even rates, which would defeat the overall purpose of
your debt repayment/retirement savings
more complicated.
strategy.
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Are you ready to retire?
Here are some questions to
ask yourself when deciding
whether or not you are ready
to retire.

IRAs. Remember that you need taxable
compensation to contribute to an IRA.

You'll also have a longer period of time to
contribute to employer-sponsored plans like
Is your nest egg adequate? 401(k)s — and to receive any employer match or
It may be obvious, but the earlier you retire, the other contributions. (If you retire early, you may
forfeit any employer contributions in which
less time you'll have to save, and the more
you're not fully vested.)
years you'll be living off your retirement
savings. The average American can expect to
Will you need health insurance?
live past age 78.* With future medical advances Keep in mind that Medicare generally doesn't
likely, it's not unreasonable to assume that life
start until you're 65. Does your employer
expectancy will continue to increase. Is your
provide post-retirement medical benefits? Are
nest egg large enough to fund 20 or more years you eligible for the coverage if you retire early?
of retirement?
If not, you may have to look into COBRA or an
When will you begin receiving Social
Security benefits?
You can receive Social Security retirement
benefits as early as age 62. However, your
benefit may be 25% to 30% less than if you
waited until full retirement age (66 to 67,
depending on the year you were born).

individual policy from a private insurer or the
health insurance marketplace — which could be
an expensive proposition.
Is phasing into retirement right for you?

Retirement need not be an all-or-nothing affair.
If you're not quite ready, financially or
psychologically, for full retirement, consider
How will retirement affect your IRAs and
downshifting from full-time to part-time
employer retirement plans?
employment. This will allow you to retain a
The longer you delay retirement, the longer you source of income and remain active and
productive.
can build up tax-deferred funds in traditional
* NCHS Data Brief, Number 267, December 2016
IRAs and potentially tax-free funds in Roth

Is the Social Security Administration still mailing Social
Security Statements?
Your Social Security
Statement provides important
information about your Social
Security record and future
benefits. For several years, the Social Security
Administration (SSA) mailed these statements
every five years to people starting at age 25,
but due to budgetary concerns, the SSA has
stopped mailing Social Security Statements to
individuals under age 60.
Workers age 60 and over who aren't receiving
Social Security benefits will still receive paper
statements in the mail, unless they opt to sign
up for online statements instead. If you're age
60 or older, you should receive your statement
every year, about three months before your
birthday. The SSA will mail statements upon
request to individuals under age 60.
However, the quickest way to get a copy of
your Social Security Statement is to sign up for
a my Social Security account at the SSA
website, ssa.gov. Once you've signed

up, you'll have immediate access to your
statement, which you can view, download, or
print. Statement information generally includes
a projection of your retirement benefits at age
62, at full retirement age (66 to 67), and at age
70; projections of disability and survivor
benefits; a detailed record of your earnings; and
other information about the Social Security
program.
The SSA has recently begun using a two-step
identification method to help protect my Social
Security accounts from unauthorized use and
potential identity fraud. If you've never
registered for an online account or haven't
attempted to log in to yours since this change,
you will be prompted to add either your cell
phone or email address as a second
identification method. Every time you enter your
account username and password, you will then
be prompted to request a unique security code
via the identification method you've chosen,
and you need to enter that code to complete
the log-in process.
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