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How to Save Money on Your Grocery Bill
Stretch your food budget with these tips

Weekly, daily and last-minute trips to the grocery store add up quickly, blowing your food budget out of
the water even before you’ve crossed everything off your list. Between fluctuating food prices and your
family’s ever-changing needs, it seems frustratingly impossible to save money on your grocery bill.
But by tweaking your meal planning, implementing coupons and taking advantage of sales, you can
whittle down your grocery bill and still satisfy your hungry family.

Get organized

Shopping with a list is great, but
you can do more to save you
money before you hit the food
aisles. Start with a thorough check
of store sales ads; remember, you
don’t have to be loyal to just one
store. Shop around for the best
deals and let the sales dictate your
meal planning as much as possible,
advises SouthernLiving.com writer
Jennifer Beeler. Plan for leftovers,
which can easily be the next day’s
lunch or an ingredient in another
dinner.

Once your meal planning is
complete, MoneyCrashers.com
writer Casey Slide advises creating
a list of items you always need and
keeping it updated so your list is already started the next time you have to shop.

Use paper and electronic coupons

Coupons are like free money, but only if they apply to items that you really need or plan to buy. Slide
warns that a coupon does not give you permission to buy impulsively.

Don’t be a brand snob

Some brands are better than others, no doubt, but some generic or store brands can hold their own
against a name-brand item. Instead of shopping with your brand blinders on, Beeler recommends
looking “beyond the label and compar[ing] the ingredients.”

Resist convenience items

Pre-packaged meals, cut-up produce and prepared veggies will save you time, but convenience will
cost you. Instead, focus on ingredients and prepare as much as you can at home, advises
TheBalance.com writer Erin Huffstetler.

Be season savvy

Fruits and vegetables are building blocks of a healthy diet, but fresh produce can be a high-ticket item,



Fruits and vegetables are building blocks of a healthy diet, but fresh produce can be a high-ticket item,
especially if you shop off-season, explains Beeler. Select in-season fresh greens and fruits to stay on
track with your diet and budget.

If you can’t deny your out-of-season craving, Beeler suggests scanning prices on frozen, dried and
canned produce, which should ring up as a better deal.

Crunch the numbers

Attention-grabbing sales stickers don’t mean you’re getting the lowest price available. Instead, zero in
on unit prices, recommends Slide.

“You need to not only compare different brands, but also different sizes. While buying a bigger
package often costs less per unit, that is not always the case,” she writes. 

Check the record

In the hustle and bustle of checking out and bagging your items, it’s easy to miss if a price rings up
incorrectly. Take a moment to review your receipt for pricey errors, advises Huffstetler.

You’ll save big on your next trip to the grocery store when armed with a solid meal plan built around
the best deals, a list that you diligently follow and a keen eye for value.
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7 Herbs You Should Be Growing
Spice up your cooking with these appetizing additions

While dried herbs are a practical component of many modern-day kitchens, many food enthusiasts
agree that nothing can take the place of fresh herbs. Whether you’re an avid cook or simply want to
incorporate fresh ingredients into your meals, home-grown herbs are great for enhancing the flavor
and nutrition of your diet. Here are seven herbs you should consider cultivating.

Holy basil

A common ingredient in
Vietnamese and Thai cuisine, this
herb has a characteristic taste of
mild pepper and licorice. Joe
Leech, MS, contributor to
Healthline.com, explains that
besides adding exotic flavor to
soups and stir fries, holy basil has
some significant health benefits.
For one thing, it boosts the immune
system and helps fight bacterial
infections. This herb has also been
used to treat anxiety and
depression, as well as to help
reduce blood sugar levels.

Akatade

For an alternative to using chile
pepper in a recipe, chef Marc Sheehan of Loyal Nine recommends an herb called akatade.
Sometimes referred to as water pepper or smartweed, this herb has a spicy flavor with a faint note of
cinnamon, making it perfect for seasoning meat or as a garnish for plated meals.

Rosemary

Known for its aromatic fragrance and often used in Mediterranean dishes, rosemary has been
heralded for its ability to fight cancer cells and improve memory, explains Rebecca Toback, contributor
with Health.com. The University of Northumbria performed a study that surveyed two groups of
people. The first group took a memory test in a rosemary-scented room, while the second group took
the same test in a room that lacked the rosemary scent. The first group performed significantly better
on the memory test than the second group.

Salad burnet

Sheehan also suggests salad burnet, an herb that tastes a lot like cucumber. Whether you add it to
roasted meats or incorporate it into a salad mix, this vigorous herb is easy to grow. It also replenishes
itself quickly, even if you regularly snip off samples to include in your culinary concoctions.

Peppermint

This herb has a long history of acting as a quintessential ingredient in aromatherapy and folk



medicine. According to Leech, peppermint has been helpful in reducing nausea and relieving IBS
symptoms such as bloating and pain. Try sprinkling a few leaves of this herb into your hot cocoa or a
mint julep cocktail.

Parsley

Whether you use it as a garnish to lend an upscale vibe to your plated dinners or as a main ingredient
in a dish like tabbouleh, this herb is an essential for any health enthusiast. Not only is it high in
vitamins A and C, but Toback explains that it also provides half of the recommended daily intake of
vitamin K if you consume just 1 tablespoon of it. 

Anise hyssop

This herb lends a delicious flavor to sauces and stocks as well as salads. If you like fennel, mint and
basil, Sheehan says anise hyssop should please your palate. It’s also as visually appealing as it is
hearty in taste, which makes it a perfect garnish for fancy meals.

Elevate your culinary experiences by growing one or more of these herbs at home. But be warned —
you might get so addicted to the unparalleled flavors of fresh herbs that you never go back to using
dried ones.
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6 Easter Holiday Specials to Enjoy
Shows that make Easter eggstra special

Are you on the hunt for family-friendly films to welcome spring and celebrate Easter with your little
ones? From Winnie the Pooh and everyone’s favorite beagle to a bunny with extra sass, the titles
below are sure to add glee to the season.

“Winnie the Pooh: Springtime
with Roo”

The enchanted cast of the 100 Acre
Wood delights in this spring-time,
Easter-themed tale. Set on Easter
Day, this classic feature is all about
the joy and excitement of the day
according to Winnie the Pooh,
Tigger, Piglet and Roo.
Unfortunately, Rabbit has other
ideas and is focused more on
spring cleaning than on Easter
eggs and fun. Can Rabbit’s friends
encourage the stressed bunny to
put down the broom and join the
fun? This heartfelt story will remind
you to embrace the moment.

“It’s the Easter Beagle, Charlie
Brown”

The gang is back together, and they are ready to decorate eggs, do some shopping and celebrate
Easter. Of course, nothing is ever simple when Charlie Brown, his dog Snoopy and the rest of the
Peanuts gang are involved. Linus, Charlie Brown’s best friend and most thoughtful Peanuts member,
can’t wait to tell his friends and your little ones all about the Easter Beagle. For a unique perspective
on this egg-filled and bunny- (beagle) happy holiday, you and your family should take a moment to
rejoice with Charlie Brown and his friends.

“Hop”

A mix of live action and animation, “Hop” is a fun romp about a reluctant, sassy Easter Bunny and his
bumpy search to find out if he has what it takes to be the real Easter Bunny. Actor Russell Brand
voices the main bunny and E.B. James Marsden plays Fred who, like E.B. is also struggling to find his
way. Together they forge an unlikely, hilarious and at times contentious friendship. “Hop” is a
fast-moving, prank-filled yet touching story about living up to one’s potential.

“Easter Parade”

Introduce your kids to the wonder of a big-budget, old-Hollywood musical featuring two of
Tinseltown’s most legendary stars — Fred Astaire and Judy Garland. Filled with amazing dance
numbers, incredible tunes, fun and, of course, Easter, this classic musical is worth a modern-day
viewing.



“Max & Ruby: Easter with Max & Ruby”

No Easter celebration or springtime welcome is complete without sweet, fun-loving and dedicated
siblings Max and Ruby. These bunnies are sure to make your little ones laugh out loud as Ruby tries
to keep her little brother Max out of trouble throughout several episodes of the beloved television
series.

“Yogi the Easter Bear”

The antics of Yogi Bear and his sidekick Boo Boo are always a joy to watch, but “Yogi the Easter
Bear” is definitely special, especially if you and your family want to get into the Easter spirit quickly.
The Easter Jamboree is underway at Jellystone Park, but something is missing — the Easter Bunny,
who has been bunny-napped. Will Yogi and Boo Boo be able to rescue the famous bunny in time for
Easter? Cheer on your favorite, picnic basket-stealing bears as they try to rescue Easter.

Filled with classic characters, colorful plots and Easter-themed stories, these specials are designed to
keep your day hopping with fun, family and holiday memories.

IMN Bank Adviser • 781-890-4700, x250 • https://www.bankadviser.com/ 

 



 

Healthy Late-Night Snacks
Enjoy tasty snacks before bedtime while maintaining a trim
waistline

A major challenge of dieting is to lower your caloric intake while increasing your energy expenditure.
While burning off calories is a crucial step to achieving any fitness goal, it can also leave you hungry.
Here are 10 low-fat snacks that will help stave off hunger while keeping you on track with your diet,
particularly when those late-night munchies hit.

Soup

Toby Amidor, M.S., R.D., C.D.N., contributor to the “Healthy Eats” column on Foodnetwork.com,
recommends a cup of broth-based or minestrone soup. Avoid cream-based soups, however, since
these tend to be higher in calories and saturated fat.

Popcorn

Erica Kannall with Livestrong.com suggests popcorn as a crunchy, low-calorie snack before bed. It
has only 31 calories per cup, without butter. Opt for black pepper, garlic powder or other dried
seasonings to add flavor while keeping the calorie count low.

Oats

For a perfect bedtime snack that is satisfying as well as sleep-inducing, Holley Johnson Grainger with
CookingLight.com recommends oats. This healthy food item contains melatonin, a hormone which
helps regulate your sleep cycle.

Frozen fruit

For a cold, sweet dessert, it might
be tempting to dig into a pint of ice
cream. For a low-calorie
alternative, frozen fruits are a
rewarding snack. Alexa Erickson,
contributor to Gethealthyu.com,
recommends bananas and berries.

Cherries

Refreshingly tart, cherries are
another great option for a nighttime
snack. Erickson points out that this
fruit is also high in melatonin.

Nuts

Foods high in protein will help you
feel full without packing on the
pounds. To this end, nuts are a
great option. Grainger recommends almonds, which are high in magnesium and tryptophan to help
your muscles relax and help your body feel sleepy.



Avocado toast

Whole-wheat toast is an easy snack to make late at night. Erickson suggests avocado toast. Mash
half an avocado, then add 1 tablespoon olive oil plus salt and pepper to taste. Spread on the toast and
enjoy.

Raw veggies

For a snack that requires little to no preparation, go with vegetables. Kannall recommends selecting
ones that are high in water and fiber, such as cucumbers, zucchini, carrots, peas and broccoli. Avoid
pairing them with ranch dressing or another high-calorie dip; instead, try hummus for a filling but
healthy option.

Greek yogurt

While some snacks claim to be healthy but are high in sugar, Greek yogurt is an exception. Erickson
advises buying plain yogurt — rather than a flavored version — and adding topping such as honey,
fruit and chocolate chips to lend sweetness while avoiding unhealthy additives such as corn syrup.

Cereal and milk

Amidor recommends milk and cereal as a great late-night snack. Choose whole-grain cereal paired
with fat-free or low-fat milk to curb calories.

With a little forethought and preparation, you can easily incorporate low-calorie snacks into your diet.
Make sure you have one or more of these items on hand for your next late-night food craving.
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Delectable Pad Thai
A restaurant-quality dish created in your own kitchen

For an authentic version of pad thai like how it’s served by street vendors in Bangkok, look no further
than this recipe from ThaiTable.com. It offers a basic version of the meal that everyone can enjoy,
along with a number of optional flavor additions and cooking tips.

Gather the ingredients

To prepare a genuine pad thai,
you’ll probably need to make a trip
to an Asian grocery store for some
of the less common items.
Otherwise, the majority of
ingredients can be found in the
international aisle of your local
grocery.

The most accessible items you’ll
need are 1/2 package of rice
noodles, 1 minced shallot, 1 egg,
1/3 cup firm julienned tofu and 1/2
lime. You may need to do some
searching for 2 tablespoons
tamarind paste and 4 teaspoons
fish sauce. The remaining
ingredients you’ll already have in
your kitchen: 2 tablespoons
cooking oil, 3 cloves of minced garlic, 1/2 teaspoon ground dried chili peppers and a dash of ground
pepper.

In addition to those essential ingredients, you can add a number of optional items to your dish if want
to customize the flavor. These include 1 1/3 cups of bean sprouts, 1 1/2 cups Chinese chives, 1
tablespoon of preserved turnip, 2 tablespoons of peanuts and 1/2 pound of shrimp.

Preparing the meal

While you’re slicing, dicing and measuring your other ingredients, let the noodles soak, submerged in
lukewarm water until they’re flexible.

Heat up a wok or large pan so it’s hot and fry the peanuts in the oil, removing them once they’re
toasted. Then, do the same with the shallot, garlic, preserved turnip and tofu; once they start to brown,
add in the drained noodles, stirring the mixture and adding in tamarind, sugar, fish sauce and chili
pepper.

Cook the egg in a separate corner of the wok, mixing it into the noodles right before it’s done cooking.
Add any final ingredients at this time before serving with ground pepper, peanuts, a lime wedge and
Chinese chives.

Tips for creating the perfect dish



According to ThaiTable.com, it’s crucial that the noodles be supple yet firm, solid without being hard
and not completely soft. It’s safest to under-soak them until you gradually reach the right pliability.

Also important to concocting the perfect pad thai is finding the right flavor balance among the fish
sauce, tamarind paste and lime juice. Each of these ingredients can vary in flavor potency based on
the brand and quality of the purchase, so it’s important to taste and adjust the levels of these
influencers as desired.  If you can’t obtain tamarind paste, substitute it with white vinegar.

You can accent the presentation of the pad thai by adding a banana flower to the plate, cutting it
lengthwise into sections, rubbing the exposed areas with the lime to keep it bright.

The next time you’re craving Thai cuisine, head to the grocery instead of a restaurant and master this
homemade meal so you can make it for your friends and family whenever you want.
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Fun Souvenirs That Aren’t T-Shirts
Remember your trip by picking up one of these souvenir options

While traveling, you create beautiful memories of new places and new experiences. While memories
are invaluable, sometimes it can be nice to have a physical memento to remind you of your favorite
places. Instead of picking up the overdone “I Heart Insert-State-Here” t-shirt, consider taking home
one of these fun souvenir options.

Newspaper

Picking up a local newspaper is a great way to capture the essence of your travels. Not only will the
newspaper reflect where you were, but it will capture when you were there and what was happening
in the world at the time. Consider picking up a local city newspaper as well as a national newspaper
on each of your trips.

Jewelry

If you’re a person who wears
jewelry, there are plenty of places
to pick up location-specific jewelry
pieces. Necklaces in souvenir
shops often have the names or
pictures of famous places in the
area. If you’re not a necklace
person, you can opt for alternatives
like bracelets, rings or even
earrings.

Baseball caps

Almost every baseball cap on the
market has a logo or design of
some kind. At each of your
adventure’s destinations, consider
picking up a baseball cap depicting
something memorable from your
trip. The cap can be simple, just displaying the city and state, or it can have artwork representing your
favorite artifact or attraction you saw along the way.

Shot glasses

Whether you’re passing through the airport or visiting a museum in a new town, gift shops almost
always carry shot glasses etched with designs of a local attraction. Shot glasses are small and easy to
transport. While they’re usually made of glass, they take up minimal space, so you can wrap them in a
t-shirt and fit them in your bag without any problems. Plus, they usually come with a low price tag, so
you won’t have to empty your wallet to buy a couple for your friends.

Framed photos

Photos of your trips can be the best souvenirs out there, and you won’t have to carry anything extra
home in your suitcase. Take pictures along the way and, when you get home, have your photos



printed and framed. You can give them as gifts to loved ones or keep them for yourself as a reminder
of your adventures.

Christmas ornaments

You don’t have to limit your Christmas shopping to November and December. Instead, pick up a
Christmas ornament in each new location you visit throughout the year. Each ornament will have a
memory associated with it, so when Christmas does roll around, you’ll be able to reflect on the year
and all of the fun times you had as you decorate the tree.

There’s no better way to memorialize your trip than to bring home a souvenir. Next time you’re on the
move, keep an eye out for some of these unique items to help you remember your trip.
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Soak in the Deep South in Hot Springs, Arkansas
Learn more about the town that gets its name from its most
prominent feature

Life is stressful; there is no doubt about it. No matter what stage of life you’re in, taking time off and
running away on vacation is the refresh you sometimes need. If you’re looking for your next escape,
consider easing your body and mind in Hot Springs, Arkansas.

What to do

As the name implies, the main
attraction in Hot Springs is the
collection of bathhouses over the
hot springs in the area. Called “The
American Spa,” the whole north
end of the city and its historic
Bathhouse Row is now part of the
Hot Springs National Park. Some of
the old spas have been turned into
other facilities such as museums,
galleries and shops, but there are
still plenty of old spas still open for
business in the city. For an old
school experience, the Buckstaff
has been open since 1912 and is
the only continuously operated
traditional thermal bathing facility
left on the original Bathhouse Row;
the Buckstaff offers mineral baths
with water from 47 protected springs. If you prefer a modern facility, the Quapaw Baths & Spa is
located in one of the historic bathhouse buildings but has been seriously upgraded to “immerse and
indulge.”

If you would like to get active on your trip, consider hiking around the area. The Hot Springs National
Park is full of mapped trails varying in length and difficulty, and there are several springs you can see
for yourself, like the Happy Hollow cold spring. This city was also a legendary baseball camp in its
day; if you want to walk in the footsteps of legends like Hank Aaron, Babe Ruth and Smokey Joe
Williams, consider walking the Hot Springs Baseball Trail.

Where to eat

While Arkansas is deep in the South, one of the best restaurants in the area, Steinhaus Keller,
celebrates the flavors of Germany. Steinhaus Keller is known for its beer selection, potato pancakes
and schnitzel. On certain days of the week, you might be greeted with the sounds of an oom-pah
band, which is sure to get your toes tapping. If you’re looking for pub food from this side of the Atlantic,
head over to the Ohio Club  for good burgers and an acclaimed Reuben sandwich.

On one of those nights where you would rather dine in ultimate style, consider Luna Bella. Its fare is
Italian with a heavy dose of American, and reviewers praise the good service and exquisite food,



perfect for any celebration. If you prefer to eat gluten free, vegan or vegetarian dishes, this restaurant
is reportedly ready to accommodate many dietary restrictions.

Where to stay

Hot Springs has many major chain hotels serving it, such as Candlewood Suites, Best Western and
Embassy Suites, so you can use loyalty discounts to help your travel budget go further. If you’re
looking for more of a local experience, consider the Lookout Point Lakeside Inn  with views of the
open water and pet friendly facilities.

Escaping to Hot Springs, Arkansas, is a great way to relax and recharge your batteries for what lies
ahead. Consider adding this Southern gem to your travel bucket list.
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2018 Vehicles with the Highest Safety Ratings
Discover the safest models in each major vehicle segment

Modern motorists have different desires and expectations from their vehicles as automotive
technologies rapidly advance. Still, one area in which drivers have always placed a great deal of
emphasis is vehicle safety.

Much like every other aspect of the automotive industry, vehicle safety has also benefited from
several recent advancements. As a result, vehicles are, for the most part, safer than ever.

If you want to know which vehicles are the safest in each segment, Nathan Bomey of USA Today
recommends consulting the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety (IIHS) and the National Highway
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), the two leading experts on vehicle-based safety.

Safest Compact Car: 2018
Subaru Impreza

Over the years, Subaru has
acquired something of a reputation
in regards to safety, especially
because of the standard all-wheel
drive on most of its vehicles. One
such vehicle in the Subaru lineup is
the 2018 Subaru Impreza.

While there are plenty of safe
compact cars on the market right
now, the Impreza is the only one to
receive all “Good” ratings across
the board from the IIHS, earning it
a Top Safety Pick+ rating. The
Impreza is a perfect example of just
how much emphasis Subaru
places on safety.

Safest Mid-Size Car: 2018 Toyota Camry

The Toyota Camry continues to be one of the most popular vehicles on the road today. One of the key
reasons the Camry has remained a mainstay on American roads is the safety that it provides to
drivers and their passengers.

The IIHS awarded the Camry “Good” ratings in every one of its safety categories. This helped the
Camry also to earn a Top Safety Pick+ rating from the organization.

Safest Small SUV/Crossover: 2018 Mazda CX-3

Mazda vehicles are best known for the spirited performance they provide to drivers. That doesn’t
mean Mazda falls behind in safety, however, as most of its models earned high marks from both the
IIHS and the NHTSA.

The 2018 Mazda CX-3 was named a Top Safety Pick by the IIHS, due to its excellent crashworthiness
test results. The IIHS also rated the front crash prevention systems in the CX-3 as “Superior.”



test results. The IIHS also rated the front crash prevention systems in the CX-3 as “Superior.”

Safest Mid-Size SUV/Crossover: 2018 Hyundai Santa Fe

The mid-size SUV segment is currently one of the fastest-growing areas of the automotive industry. A
good choice in this segment is the 2018 Hyundai Santa Fe, which earned a Top Safety Pick+ rating
from the IIHS. Furthermore, the sportier variant of the Santa Fe, appropriately named the Hyundai
Santa Fe Sport, also received this same safety rating for 2018.

Safest Minivan: 2018 Honda Odyssey

Minivans are primarily used for family transportation, meaning they need to be some of the safest
vehicles on the road. Honda kept this in mind when designing the 2018 iteration of its popular
Odyssey minivan.

The result of their hard work is a Top Safety Pick rating from the IIHS. The Honda Odyssey also
earned an overall Five-Star Rating from the NHTSA, the administration’s highest score.

Safest Pickup Truck: 2018 Honda Ridgeline

Honda appears for the second time on this list of safe vehicles with the 2018 Honda Ridgeline. While
the Ridgeline might not be the most popular pickup in the country, the IIHS and NHTSA have rated it
as the safest option.

The NHTSA noted that the Ridgeline had excellent front and side crash ratings. The IIHS came to the
same conclusion with its own tests for the Ridgeline, resulting in a Top Safety Pick rating for the truck.

Even in an automotive environment that places more emphasis on safety than ever before, these
select vehicle models stand out as the safest in their respective segments, making them desirable to
many modern motorists.
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The Hidden Costs of Car Buying
Lookout for these sneaky car buying costs

Buying a car, whether new or used, is an exciting yet expensive time. In addition to the sticker price,
you have to budget for hidden costs associated with securing your new ride. From dealership fees and
taxes to insurance premiums, the hidden costs of buying a car can break your budget if you don’t plan
ahead or know what fees to decline.

Fees to ponder

The price to get your vehicle on the
dealership lot, which is displayed
on the window sticker as a
“destination charge,” is a
non-negotiable fee, according to
ConsumerReports.org. You should,
however, beware of “pre-delivery
inspection,” “dealer prep,” and any
extra “delivery” or “destination”
costs listed on the sticker, as these
are suspect charges.

“Look at the sales contract carefully
to make sure you are not paying
twice for the same thing,” advises
U.S. News & World Report writer
Evelyn Kanter. “Destination or
delivery, but not both.”

In order to comply with the law and avoid pricey tickets, you must pay the required fees to title and
register your vehicle. You can avoid these fees if you plan to transfer your already paid-for plates,
explains ConsumerReports.org. Sales tax, although different by state, unfortunately cannot be
avoided.

The notoriously unregulated fee, referred to as “conveyance fee” or “doc fee,” which can range from
$150 to $300, is a required fee, but that doesn’t mean you technically have to pay it.

“Try to get the dealer to reduce the price of the car by a similar amount, and let the fee stay on the
purchase agreement. As a fallback negotiating tactic, ask that some accessory, such as floor mats,
wheel locks, or a cargo organizer, be thrown in free of charge,” suggests ConsumerReports.org.

You might be asked if you would like to invest in an extended warranty, which is designed to pick up
coverage after the warranty from the automaker expires. Whether or not you buy it is up to you.

“If you do buy [an extended warranty], we recommend getting coverage backed by the vehicle
manufacturer or an established third-party company,” states ConsumerReports.org. “You don’t have to
buy on the spot; take your time to compare contracts.”

Fees to refuse

Just because the dealership’s shiny ad or splashy commercial got your attention doesn’t mean you
have to pay for it, reports Kanter; ad buy fees should not be your responsibility.

Your car is already engineered with rust safeguards from the manufacturer, adds Kanter, who warns
against paying for additional “rust, paint and fabric protection.”



Fees for anti-theft systems, VIN etching, and pinstriping are things to consider, but if you’re interested
in them, you can likely find a cheaper price outside the dealership, according to
ConsumerReports.org.

Insurances such as credit life and disability are worthy investments, just not from a dealership.
ConsumerReports.org explains that term life insurance can be a less expensive substitute for credit
line insurance, and disability insurance might already be rolled into your employer benefits. In either
case, a little outside research will save you some money.

The price of car ownership is already high; don’t make it astronomical by getting swindled by hidden
costs and dealership fees.
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Should You Get Pet Insurance?
Is pet insurance worth it?

At first, your young pet may only require yearly checkups and booster shots, but as he ages, the visits
become more frequent and the bills get higher. Although you’re 100 percent dedicated to the care of
your furry family member, you can’t help but cringe every time you take him to the vet.

If you have your vet on speed dial, you might be wondering if it’s time to buy pet insurance and if it’s
really worth paying a monthly or yearly fee to save on expensive treatments.

Pros

Investing in a policy that can help
defray the cost of keeping your
beloved pet healthy and happy can
foster peace of mind, and to some
pet owners, that solace is worth the
price.

“Like any insurance policy, there’s
no real way of knowing if pet
insurance will pay off in the end,
but for many pet owners, the
potential reward — a long life for
their furry family member — is
worth the gamble,” reports
Time.com writer Kristen Bahler.

Pet insurance is becoming
customizable, allowing you to
choose the coverage you need,
according to ConsumerReports.org writer Mandy Walker. She notes that there are plans that cover
tick and flea treatments, vaccines and wellness checks as well as more comprehensive plans that
provide for injuries caused by accidents.

“Eighty-one percent of pet insurance policies are accident and illness plans for dogs; 14.6 percent
provide the same kind of coverage for cats and other pets. Only about four percent of the market is
made up of accident-only and wellness coverage,” Walker reports.

Pet insurance might be easier to secure than you think. Your employer might provide pet insurance in
your benefits package, explains New York Times writer Susan Jenks, who calls pet insurance the
“latest work perk.”

Cons

Navigating pet insurance policies and plans can be overwhelming due to the “dizzying array of
options,” writes Jenks.

Walker reports that your pet’s age and breed as well as your chosen plan’s deductible and the cost of
your preferred vet can warrant a higher price for coverage.

 “Almost all policies exclude pre-existing conditions and may exclude breed-specific conditions (or
charge you more to cover them),” adds Walker.

According to Jenks, canines are generally more expensive to insure than felines and large dog breeds



will fetch a higher premium than small breeds.

Walker notes that most insurance plans for pets require you to foot the vet bill in full at the time of
treatment and then (patiently) wait for your insurance company to pay you back. The reimbursement
period will vary depending on your provider, though some claim same-day processing.

Just like choosing the right health plan for your human family is deeply personal and unique to your
family’s needs, so is choosing a plan for your pet. With more companies playing the pet insurance
game, your options for a plan that fits your budget are greater than ever before.
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Are Passion Investments Right for You? 
How wine, art and cars may be great assets in your portfolio

You’ve heard the expression that if you love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life. What if
you could apply a similar logic to the way you invest your wealth? Specifically, what if part of your
portfolio involved using your capital to acquire assets you love with the idea that they would
accumulate value during ownership? This is the idea behind passion or luxury investments.

Luxury investing is by no means a fast-track to financial independence. It requires patience, foresight
and, more often than not, a considerable amount of wealth to begin with. But if you have a portfolio
that could stand supplementation and a hobby that might be profitable, passion investing might be an
approach worth your consideration.

What is a luxury investment? 

You’ll occasionally hear stories
about a rare sports car or work of
art commanding a high gavel price
at an auction and begin to wonder
if the things you own have
appreciated some value of their
own. Luxury investing is ostensibly
seeking out valuable items or items
that you perceive as being valuable
in the future and maintaining them
until such a time when you can sell
it at a profit.

Passion investments lie
somewhere between business and
pleasure. Investopedia.com’s
Reyna Gobel suggests that the
decision to invest in wines, for
example, can be done out of love,
in the interest of making money or some combination of both. Whether it’s more of a hobby or a
financial endeavor, passion investments tend to require purchasing multiple pieces and building a
collection, which itself requires a fair amount of capital.

According to the Coutts Passion Index 2017, assets that one might consider as potential objects for
investment include properties, watches and jewelry, musical instruments, fine wines, stamps, coins,
art and classic cars. There are other items that might qualify as luxury investments — collectibles,
action figures, comic books and sports cards, just to name a few — but they are generally considered
more volatile and less reliable for those looking to see a return on investment (ROI).

What are the smartest investments?

The Coutts Passion Index 2017 revealed that classic cars have provided the greatest ROI since 2005
at 331.9 percent, but that only coins have seen an annual increase — up an average 11.5 percent per
year — over that same span. Watches, jewelry, stamps and fine wines were all shown to deliver
returns of more than 100 percent since 2005; billionaire properties and traditional works of art from
China have delivered returns of around 95 percent; and rugs and carpets and Old Master and 19th
Century artworks were shown to have lost value.

The Knight Frank Luxury Investment Index for Q2 2017, published in September 2017, revealed



The Knight Frank Luxury Investment Index for Q2 2017, published in September 2017, revealed
similar insights with classic cars, wine and coins growing the most over a decade’s worth of data. Over
the course of 12 months, it found that wine was seeing the best performance at 25 percent growth,
followed by art at 7 percent. Speaking with Rupert Neate, wealth correspondent with The Guardian,
Knight Frank partner and luxury index author Andrew Shirley said in December that it was his
expectation “that art [would] comfortably overtake wine as the best-performing asset class” for the full
year.

Whatever your preference or passion, luxury investments are likely only going to be for you if you
already have a functioning wealth portfolio and the means to acquire assets. If this doesn’t apply to
you, don’t feel like it means that you can’t pick up that limited-edition record or rare bottle of scotch
you’ve had your eye on. Even if it’s not the beginnings of a luxury investment portfolio, if you work
hard for your pay and are smart about how you spend it, you deserve to splurge now and then. And
you never know — maybe that little thing you picked up will net you a nice, unexpected profit a few
years down the line.
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7 Expenses You Can Cut
Save a little dough by cutting these budget-draining expenses

Saving money can be difficult, but it can often be as simple as cutting certain things or activities from
your daily life. Save money by cutting the following suggested money drains from your budget.

Premade food

Bankrate points out that one of the
places people waste money the
most is their grocery bill. Rather
than buying convenience foods, go
for unprepared foods like raw
veggies and meats and make your
meals from scratch. To save even
more money, make your meat last
longer by bulking up portions of rice
and pasta and reducing your
portions of meat — or by
eliminating meat entirely from
several meals. By doing this,
Bankrate says a family of four
could save $240 per month on
groceries.

Cable

Cable has long been the king of living room entertainment. According to U.S. News and World
Report, the average cable bill runs around $80 a month, making it an area ripe for reduction. If you
only watch a couple shows, shelling out for hundreds of channels could be entirely unnecessary. You
can easily and cheaply replace your cable service with show-streaming services like Hulu or Netflix
using just your internet connection.

Takeout coffee

It can be tempting to grab a cup of joe at a coffee shop to start your day. But, according to Lifehack,
dropping that takeaway coffee and making some for yourself before you leave the house could easily
save $80 per month.

Expensive entertainment

The Balance points the cost-cutting-crosshairs at money spent purely for entertainment. More
specifically, it suggests renting movies rather than seeing them in theaters, enjoying free concerts
rather than paid ones and checking out books at the library rather than buying them.

Eating out

There is a reason eating out is so attractive. It’s simple, convenient and could potentially offer nicer
food than what you keep in your fridge. That convenience, according to U.S. News, comes at a high
price when compared to cooking at home. You can save big by cooking up large dishes on the
weekend, freezing them and eating portions of them during the week.

The night out at the bar

Going out for a night at a bar is fun, but buying drinks can be detrimental to a limited budget. Lifehack



suggests habitual bar-goers should cut back or even try going alcohol-free for a month to see how
much money they save.

Calling in the workers

The Balance points out that one major drain on a household budget is calling plumbers and other
highly-paid people to maintain your house. Instead, the article suggests learning to perform some of
those maintenance duties yourself, reducing pricey service calls (although if any project makes you
uneasy, you should still call in the experts).

Cutting expenses can be a good and easy way to save money, and the items and service you can cut
certainly aren’t limited to this list. For any expense, ask yourself if you need it or if you just want it.
The answer could save you a good deal of money.
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5 Books Every Small Business Owner Should Read
Discover new ways to run your business with these books

As you dive into a new business venture, soaking up information from experts can be a huge help.
There are hundreds of thousands of business books on the market, many of which will try to sell you
their own methods for running a successful business. It can be difficult to find the best book in such a
wide selection. To narrow it down, here are a few of the top business-centric books that entrepreneurs
should read.

“The Hard Thing About Hard
Things” by Ben Horowitz

Written by Ben Horowitz,
co-founder of Andreessen
Horowitz, “The Hard Thing About
Hard Things” helps entrepreneurs
learn about the struggles of starting
your own business, and how to
overcome those struggles. The
book dives into Horowitz’s own
story, including his own failures, to
help startup entrepreneurs
problem-solve along the way.
Polina Marinova of Fortune.com
praises his ability to incorporate rap
lyrics into his business lessons,
too, which makes it unique from
other books of its kind.

“Zero to One” by Peter Thiel

“Zero to One” is a closer look at the world of start-up companies, written by none other than Peter
Thiel, founder of PayPal, Palantir, Thiel Fellows and Clarium Capital. This book was originally
designed to accompany Thiel’s start-up course at Stanford University, focusing on the influence of
technology on modern-day start-ups.

“The Essays of Warren Buffett” by Warren Buffett and Lawrence A. Cunningham

American businessman Warren Buffett, with the help of editor Lawrence A. Cunningham, put together
“The Essays of Warren Buffett.” This compilation of essays includes annual shareholder letters to
investors, giving up-and-coming entrepreneurs a closer look at the way Buffett runs his business and
applies academic business concepts. The book comes highly recommended by Marinova at Fortune,
as well as by USA Today contributor Dan Dzombak.

“How to Win Friends and Influence People” by Dale Carnegie

A best-seller since its original publication in 1936, “How to Win Friends and Influence People” sheds
light on classic, tried-and-true principles in the business world. According to Dan Dzombak, Warren
Buffett took a course that utilized Dale Carnegie’s book as its textbook and was quoted as saying the
course and book “changed [his] life.” The book focuses on leadership and claims that those destined
for success have “technical knowledge plus the ability to express ideas, assume leadership and to
arouse enthusiasm among people.”

“First, Break All the Rules” by Marcus Buckingham and Curt Coffman



With a strong focus on statistics and studies, “First, Break All the Rules” by Marcus Buckingham and
Curt Coffman is an Amazon best seller. The book consists of a study, focused on more than 80,000
business managers, that determines what qualities and characteristics make up a leader. The book
focuses on multiple lessons and characteristics that start-up entrepreneurs can instill in their own
businesses.

Starting your own business isn’t easy, but with books like the ones included on this list, you can learn
from the best. Before you dive into your next business endeavor, pick up one or more of these books
to help shape your small business.
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Keeping Business and Personal Finances Separate
Learn why keeping business money out of your personal accounts
is best

Whether your business is just starting or has been running strong for years, there is one thing you
should do right away if you haven’t already: separate your personal and business financials. It can be
tempting to keep your money all in one place, but in reality it can open you up to trouble. The following
suggestions will help you keep everything straight.

Separate accounts

Keeping separate checking
accounts for your personal and
business funds is essential.
According to Entrepreneur, opening
a business account is a big step
toward organizing your money, and
it makes bookkeeping simpler.
Certified financial planner Richard
Salmen told the publication that
during an audit, a business
checking account is one of the
factors that the IRS looks for to
determine if your enterprise is
really a business or merely a
hobby.

Your business and personal
accounts don’t even need to be
with the same bank. QuickBooks
points out that banks want your company as a client and will deliver plenty of perks to get your
business. Find an institution with the extras that suit your needs and with good standing instead of just
going with what you’re used to.

Make it official

If you are really committed to your business, Square recommends making it official by creating a legal
entity. Upgrading your company to a C, S or Limited Liability Corporation will further separate your
personal funds from your working money, protecting your personal credit and assets from anything
going on in the business world.

Before you make your sole proprietorship or partnership into a corporation, consult a professional
advisor and do all your homework. While it doesn’t take a long time to fill out the paperwork, there is a
whole set of laws and other rules that govern corporations that you need to understand before taking
the leap.

Cut yourself a check

Instead of digging into shop coffers to pay for your personal expenses, designate a salary for yourself
and get a real paycheck. This is an official way to transfer money from your business checking
account to your personal account without muddying the waters. From there, Square recommends
living as if you were being paid by another person’s company and live within your means instead of
just taking what you need from the company.



Get a business credit card

These days, credit cards are a common and easy way to plan for business expenses. To keep your
business funds separate from your own money, a business credit card is a good idea. Even sole
proprietorships can qualify for these specialized cards, which often offer perks like signup bonuses
and reward rates higher than general consumer cards. If you get a business card, however, be sure to
keep all of your personal purchases a mile away from it to make bookkeeping seamless, even if that
means checking out at the store with two separate orders. Before you sign on the dotted line, learn all
about the card you’re applying for to see if the card will affect your credit so you enter into the
agreement with eyes wide open.

If all of this seems overwhelming, take your books and questions to see a small business advisor or a
bookkeeper. It’s always best to do something right the first time before you get yourself into financial
trouble.
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The Basics of Successful Budgeting
Secure your financial future with these basic budgeting steps

If you’re clueless about where your money goes each month, you cannot create a financially stable
present let alone plan for a healthily funded future. The following budgeting basics will help you garner
a more complete picture of your finances, take control of your spending and plan your investments.

Follow the money trail

It may feel like your money just
disappears, but it’s definitely going
somewhere. You just need to pay
attention to the specifics.

“The only way you can create an
effective budget is if you first track
your expenses for at least a
month,” reports Bankrate.com
writer Sarah Berger. “You need to
get a good grasp on what your
typical spending and saving habits
are already like, so that when you
do create a budget, it’s one you
can realistically follow.”

Create a robust budget

Determine an all-encompassing
plan — one that incorporates the
bills you have to pay and plans for the things you want both now and in the future. Think potential
vacations, an emergency fund and even retirement, advises NerdWallet.com writer Bev O’Shea.

According to Berger, your budget should be divided into three categories: future, essentials and
discretionary spending. Your take-home pay should be divided among these areas by specific
percentages: 50 percent to essentials, 20 percent to future and up to, but never more than, 30 percent
in the discretionary spending section.

“Essential expenses should include four main categories: housing, transportation, groceries and
utilities,” says Berger.

Rectify past mistakes

Debt is a small word for a menacing beast. Whether it’s debt from credit cards, a mortgage, or car and
school loans keeping you up at night, your debt needs to be factored into your budget, explains
Berger. Although it is intimidating, she advises strategizing ways to whittle down expensive debt like
high-interest credit cards first.

“If you do have a ton of debt, you’re not doomed. But you should switch your budget up and put 30
percent of your take-home pay toward financial obligations and 20 percent toward discretionary
spending,” advises Berger.

Simplify the process

Good intentions don’t usually manifest successful results, especially when it comes to money. If you
want to really save for the future, outsource the process.



“The easiest way to start socking away cash for your future self is to automate those savings. That
way, you won’t even have to feel the pinch in your paycheck; if you don’t see it, you won’t miss it,”
writes Berger.

Since there is strength in numbers, O’Shea recommends enlisting the willpower of a trusted
accountability partner or the support of an online group who can keep you focused on your financial
goals when something shiny (and expensive) threatens to derail your healthy financial trajectory.

Keep it moving

Stagnant water breeds bugs and mosquitoes, pests you don’t need in your life. A stagnant budget
breeds financial death, a situation you had best avoid.

“Your income, expenses and priorities will change over time. Adjust your budget accordingly, but
always have one,” advises O’Shea.

Navigating your finances is no small undertaking, but by establishing a thorough budget with these
basic steps, you’ll have a clearer understanding of what you have, what you need and what you want
your financial future to be.
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What to Know About Mobile Check Depositing
Mobile check deposits can be great if you keep these things in mind

For decades, the only way to deposit a check into a bank account was to physically go and wait in a
long line at the local bank. In the meantime, losing or damaging the check, forgetting about it or
simply getting too busy to go to the bank before it closed could cause problems and delays.

Now, the rise of smartphones and mobile banking has streamlined this process and made it more
convenient. Before using a new technology like mobile check depositing, however, it is important to
understand it.

Convenience

The largest draw of mobile check
depositing is its convenience. Many
banks allow their customers to
snap photos of both the front and
back of the paper check and
remotely deposit it, eliminating the
need to stop by the bank within
business hours.

Delays

That convenience comes at a small
cost — a delay between snapping
a picture of that check and the
money officially landing in the
account. According to Consumer
Reports, this delay is due to the
bank holding the check. Thankfully,
the delay is subject to federal
regulations, which mandate that the first $200 of the deposit must be available in the account for
withdrawal or check writing by the next business day. Usually, the full amount is available for checks
the next business day, and for withdrawal the day after that.

This, however, does not hold true for all banks. For example, Consumer Reports specifically points out
one branch-less bank which uses a loophole in the law to hold checks for up to 10 days.

Other limits

Of course, without a person involved on the bank’s behalf, the risk of fraud goes up. For this reason,
as The Balance points out, most banks set limits on the deposits.

Often, banks will impose a maximum deposit limit. This limit could apply to amounts deposited at one
time, during a day or during a single month, and often will include an upper amount limit. Luckily, these
limits often stretch into the thousands of dollars per month, and some banks may even offer lighter
limits for long-time account-holders.

According to The Balance, the type of deposit may also be limited. Normal checks addressed to an
account holder are fine, and generally checks written to the account holder and someone else are ok,
given they both have endorsed it. However, money orders or checks payable to a non-account holder,
but signed over to the account holder, could be rejected.

Waiting for it



There is one final caveat to mobile check deposit to remember: not to destroy the check. Instead,
NerdWallet recommends waiting until the deposit has appeared in the account, and then writing “void”
or “deposited by mobile” on the check. This way, the original check is available as proof of the deposit
should there be a problem.

Despite the drawbacks, mobile check depositing is available as an easy, convenient way to deposit
checks, as long as the limitations of the process are kept in mind.
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When to Crack into Your Retirement Savings Early
Instances that may justify prematurely tapping into your pension

While it’s usually best to avoid withdrawing from your retirement funds early, there are a few special
situations when it can be advantageous to do so. Discover which scenarios might legitimize this
transaction and learn how you can minimize early withdrawal penalties if you choose to go this route.

Special circumstances to
withdraw retirement savings 

According to Nancy Mann Jackson,
contributor with CNBC, there are
three exceptions to the general rule
of not withdrawing your retirement
early: medical reasons, education
and buying a home for the first time.

A serious illness, particularly a
terminal one, is usually associated
with expensive medical bills that
you might not have budgeted for.
As Kevin Mercadante, contributor
with Investor Junkie, explains, “It
makes no sense to keep your
retirement plan intact for
‘someday.’ Your someday is now,
as in now is when you need funds.”

However, you should only do an early withdrawal if your medical condition falls under strict criterion.
Eleanor Blayney, financial planner and consumer advocate for the Certified Financial Planner Board of
Standards, recommends doing so only “If you are terminally ill, need money for medical expenses,
and are not expected to live to retirement age.”

Loans for higher education are another circumstance that might tempt you to dig into your retirement
funds. Ben Barzideh, wealth advisor at Piershale Financial Group in Crystal Lake, Illinois, advises
against this, however. “Your children can work and take out loans to pay for their own college. You
can't take a loan out to pay for your retirement if you haven't saved enough… [Never] sacrifice your
own retirement to pay for your children's education."

If you’re buying your first house, you might consider tapping into your retirement savings. Financial
specialists usually tend to agree that this item is a sensible reason for making an early withdrawal. As
Barzideh expresses, a first-time home is an investment that will usually give you a return in the
long-term.

How and when you can avoid early withdrawal penalties

Depending on the reason you’re withdrawing retirement funds early, you might be able to avoid
paying certain penalty fees.

For instance, this is possible if you’re facing a serious illness and withdraw the funds from either an
IRA or 401(k) plan. Mercadante states that if you’re under 65 years of age, the IRS will waive the 10
percent early withdrawal penalty fee, as long as you use the money to pay for medical expenses that
are more than 10 percent of your adjusted gross income (AGI).



According to Jackson, if you’re buying your first home, you won’t have to pay penalty fees for early
withdrawal if you meet the following conditions:  first, you haven’t owned a home in the past two years
and second, the property you’re purchasing is your first home.

Consider an alternative 

Besides making an early withdrawal, you might want to pursue an alternative path: taking a loan from
your retirement account. As Blayney explains, “Loans are limited to a certain amount — up to the
lesser of $50,000 or 50 percent of account balance, and you have to pay it back generally within five
years.” This can save you money in the long run, by opting for this type of loan instead of making an
early withdrawal and paying the associated penalty fees.

Make sure you consider the pros and cons involved with an early withdrawal from your retirement
funds. As long as you have an extenuating circumstance and follow some guidelines to avoid early
withdrawal fees, this route is a feasible (although not ideal) one to pursue.
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College Loan Repayment Tips
Rid yourself of post-college debt sooner by following these
financial tips

Graduating college is a monumental moment in any person’s life. Years of studying, diligence and
ingenuity result in a degree that opens doors to numerous career paths.

Unfortunately, graduating from college can also result in a large amount of student debt. According to
Abigail Hess of CNBC, U.S. citizens collectively carried $1.31 trillion in student loan debt during 2017.

While staring down a sea of student debt right after graduation can certainly be intimidating, it isn’t
impossible to pay off your loans in a reasonable amount of time. The following college loan repayment
tips should help with that endeavor.

Don’t ignore debt

The biggest mistake you can make
in regards to your student loan
payments is to ignore the debt.
Libby Kane of Business Insider
explains that the debt isn’t going
anywhere, and not dealing with it
as soon as possible can have major
repercussions.

Understand your repayment plan

Kane goes on to explain how
important it is to understand the
repayment guidelines of your
particular student loans. If you don’t
read the fine print, you might soon
discover that you owe more than
you thought you did.

Carefully combing over your
college loan repayment plan will also provide you with plenty of useful information, such as your
minimum payment amount.

Set a strict budget

Once you land your first job out of college, you might be tempted to start spending the increased
amount of income that you didn’t have before. The U.S. Department of Education advises students
not to do that.

Kane offers similar advice, stating that students might need to sacrifice certain items or activities in
order to set aside more money to deal with debt. Matthew Burr, a student that Kane interviewed, gave
up both cable and video games in order to set aside more money for college loan repayment.

Start a second job

Sometimes, simply eliminating certain products or activities is not enough to generate the added
money you need for college loan repayment. Instead, you might want to consider the possibility of a
second job.



This doesn’t have to involve the classic example of pizza delivery in the evenings. Brianna McGurran
of NerdWallet advises college graduates to look for freelance work, which is a growing source of
income and a form of employment that allows for flexible hours.

Pay more than the minimum

Simply making the minimum payment for your loans might appear to be the most tempting route to
take. On the other hand, Zack Friedman of Forbes advises graduates to make more than the
minimum payment on their student loans each month.

Paying more than the minimum doesn’t just get your student loans out of the way in less time.
Friedman notes that it can also reduce the cost of those loans, due to interest accruing on your
principal balance.

Stick to your goals

One of the hardest parts of dealing with college loan payments is sticking to a goal. Setting a goal and
sticking with it will help you stay on track to ridding yourself of student debt at a much faster rate.

Of course, it’s important not to be too unrealistic with your goal. Life tends to throw curveballs toward
college graduates, so allowing a bit of flexibility in your goals is ultimately crucial to achieving them.

Repaying college loans and ridding yourself of student debt is no easy task. Nevertheless, setting
goals, keeping to a budget and understanding the intricacies of your student loans will ultimately go a
long way in your journey to be debt-free.
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Overlooked Tax Deductions for Homeowners
Four factors that could increase your tax return 

While owning a home has its benefits, most homeowners will agree that their mortgage is a hefty
expense to pay every month. To lessen the monthly burden of a mortgage payment, here are four tax
deductions for which you may qualify that you might not know about.

Medical home improvements

Per Dan Connors, a CPA in private
practice in Missouri, you can claim
large-scale, doctor-recommended
renovations as a medical deduction
on your taxes. For instance, if you
need to revamp your main stairway
and put an assisted stair lift for an
elderly parent living in your home,
you could qualify for a deduction.

Per Julie Sturgeon, contributor to
Bankrate.com, these additional
types of improvements should
qualify for a tax break: redoing
drywall to remove mold, widening
doorways, grading grounds outside
the front door to provide easier
access to the home, lowering light
switches to wheelchair height and
modifying/adding alert calling systems (e.g., smoke, fire and/or health).

If you decide to apply for this write-off, Sandy Botkin, CPA, CEO of the Tax Reduction Institute,
recommends obtaining a doctor’s note stating the prescribed home improvement, written on his or her
official letterhead. She also says that it’s a good idea to include a copy of a home appraisal that shows
the increased value of your house after you made the renovation.

Energy-efficient appliances

According to the Federal Tax Credit requirements listed on Energystar.gov, you might be eligible for a
tax credit if you have energy-saving household items such as solar water heaters or solar panels.

There are certain stipulations for these deductions, though. Solar water heaters must be certified by
the Solar Rating and Certification Corporation (SRCC) or another entity that your state’s government
approves. Solar panels must adhere to fire and electrical code regulations and supply electricity for
your home. Additionally, at least half of the energy the property uses must be purely solar.

Home losses due to casualty or theft

Per Gary Tuttle, contributor to Money Crashers, you might qualify for a tax break if your home
experienced losses due to fire, storm, theft or vandalism.

There are three criteria the situation must meet for you to claim the deduction. Firstly, the amount lost
during each occurrence must total more than $100. Secondly, the total amount of all losses must be
greater than 10 percent of your Adjusted Gross Income (AGI). Thirdly, you can only claim the amount
that your insurance has not already reimbursed you for.



Home business space deduction

If you work from home, you might be eligible for a home office tax break. To secure this deduction, the
IRS requires that you use this space as your “principal place of business.” Your business must be
legitimate and you should use the space only for business, performing such tasks as meeting with
clients. So, a room that doubles as a gym or library would not qualify.

If your office meets this preliminary condition, you will then need to calculate the amount of your
deduction. You can do this by calculating the livable space of your whole house, then figuring out the
percentage of that space your office takes up. If your home office is large, however, you might need to
fill out an IRS Form 8829. Consult with a local tax professional in this case.

Tax paperwork can be confusing; don’t let the challenging terminology and plethora of details get the
best of you. Equipped with these financial tips, you’re well on your way to enjoying a more generous
tax return this year. As always, consult a tax professional if you have any questions about which
deductions for which you qualify.
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What Purchases Are Okay to Make with Loans?
Can you use your loan for alternative costs?

After taking out a loan, it is possible to end up with more money than you needed. This can be
unintentional and is a common occurrence in some cases, such as with student loans. So what
purchases are okay to make with loans?

Check your agreement

If you have any doubts about
whether you can spend loan
money on something other than
what you took it out for specifically,
check your contract or agreement.
You might be able to get away with
spending your loan money on
unrelated purchases, but not
without taking a big risk.

“If you fail to keep your end of the
bargain, the lender may choose to
end the agreement and demand
that you return the money (in other
words, you’d have to repay the
loan in full immediately),” warns
Justin Pritchard, financial author
and expert, in a September 2017
article for TheBalance.com.

“Technically, using your loan money for ‘alternative’ purposes might not be illegal. However, there is a
risk that your lender will take legal action against you (if they find out that you’ve used the money in a
way that's different from what you promised and you default).”

Student loans

When you get a student loan from the government, you agree to use the money you borrow only to
pay for expenses that are included in the cost of attending school. This usually applies to private loans
as well. This includes housing, food, books, transportation and miscellaneous personal
expenses—even a computer. However, the line between what is and isn’t acceptable can easily
become blurred. For example, rent is an acceptable expense, but there is no clear rule about whether
you should or shouldn’t move into an expensive place.

“The trick is not to get carried away in defining what’s a necessity,” advises Stephen Dash, investment
banker, in a December 2016 article for Forbes.com. “Rent, utilities, and groceries? Those are things
you can’t do without. Streaming movies, drinks at the bar, spring break trips? Those probably aren’t
expenses that you want to pay for with grants or student loans, even if you’re able to get away with
bending the rules.”

At the end of the day — or the semester — it’s important to remember that while you may be able to
get away with spending student loan money on more than just education-related expenses, any extra
money you spend is money you will need to pay back with interest after you’ve earned your degree.

Auto loans



Unlike with student loans, it is improbable that you will be able to take out an auto loan and get far
more money in your pocket than you needed to buy the car. “You might be able to get a check for as
much as 110% of the car’s value, leaving some extra money for registration and similar expenses,”
says Pritchard.

To try to borrow more money than you need to boost that percentage past 110 is also not advisable.
“If you borrow too much, you’ll find that you owe more on the vehicle than it is worth (also known as
being upside down),” Pritchard writes. “As a result, you’ll have a hard time selling the vehicle—you’ll
have to write a check to get rid of it—or you’ll end up making payments long after the car is worthless.”

Personal loans

When taking out a personal loan, there is virtually no limit to what you can do with the money. They
are used for everything from getting married or buying a boat, to traveling abroad or fixing your house.
However, there are still a few exceptions to the rule. “There are only a few things most lenders won’t
let you use a personal loan for, including for investing, illegal activities and gambling,” says Mike
Cetera, editor for Bankrate.com, in a June 2016 article. “Many lenders also won’t let you spend the
cash on college expenses, including tuition, books and room and board.”

As a general rule, you should only spend money on what it was borrowed for in the first place. If you
find that you want or need to spend it on something else, make sure to read the fine print first, or
consult your financial institution for advice.
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