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Stay Busy with These Fun Hobbies
7 delightful pastimes to try in the new year

Incorporating hobbies into your daily routine has many benefits. Psychology Today contributor Jaime
L. Kurtz Ph.D. explains that a hobby can be a healthy outlet to vent stress. Hobbies can also expand
your sense of self and help you forge new relationships with others who share a common interest.
Take advantage of these perks when you try one or more of these activities.

Sign language

Taking speech classes or joining a
Toastmasters International club
aren’t the only ways to grow your
communication skills. Consider
learning sign language. This hobby
will help engage both your mind
and body in a new way, explains
Style Magazines contributor Sarah
Taviani.

Origami

If you’re constantly on the go, why
not try a compact and portable
hobby like origami? All you’ll need
for this pastime is a collection of
colorful paper. You can also use
wrapping paper, magazine pages
or newspaper, says The Spruce
contributor Dana Hinders.

Geochaching

Finding buried treasure isn’t just for pirates. Try your luck at this adventurous hobby that combines
exploring new places with hunting for hidden objects via GPS coordinates posted online. Visit
Geochacing.com or download the Geocaching app to create an account and start your search.

Restoring furniture

Giving historical furniture a fresh look is a cost-effective way to add a flair to your home. Head to a
thrift store or yard sale to find your first piece of furniture to restore. DIY Network contributor Karin
Beuerlein recommends investing in supplies like a power sander, sandpaper, wood stains and
finishes, cloth rags, fine steel wool, paint-removing stripper, finish-removing stripper and paste wax.

Canning 

Maybe you’re a jam connoisseur. Or perhaps you simply want to prepare an emergency food supply.
Whichever of these categories you fall into, canning is the ideal hobby for foodies. The Spruce
contributor Erin Huffstetler recommends these items  to get started. You can also go the easy route
and purchase a canning starter kit, which includes the tongs, lid lifters and other tools you’ll need.

Rock climbing



Rock climbing

Rock climbing does more than increase strength and improve cardiovascular health. It cultivates
mindfulness and focused attention, which can help reduce symptoms of depression, according to
CNN. Search online to find a climbing wall or recreational center that offers rock climbing classes in
your area.

Scrapbooking

Whether you prefer the old-fashioned, do-it-yourself method or the virtually-assisted method via
websites like Snapfish and Shutterfly, scrapbooking is a good way to organize and preserve pictures.
To get started, pick an album size and theme, then select your pictures. Next, decide on a layout for
each page. You’ll also need to invest in basic supplies like page protectors, acid-free adhesive tape,
patterned paper and scissors, recommends Craftsy contributor Kerry Buckley.

Take your mind off work and engage in a purposeful activity with a new hobby. You might just discover
a hidden talent you never knew you had.
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How to Tackle Clutter in Your Home
Ways to free your home of chaos

If your home resembles an untidy mess rather than the peaceful sanctuary you long for, now is the
time to get serious about decluttering. Weeding through your possessions can be a challenge, but
with a systematic approach you’ll be able to tame the clutter and reclaim an organized home.

Baby steps

Sometimes looking at the big
picture is a surefire way to paralyze
your efforts. Don’t immediately
think about decluttering your entire
house from top to bottom. Instead,
The Spruce writer Elizabeth Larkin
advises taking it one drawer, one
closet or one room at a time. Don’t
jump ahead to other projects
before you complete each task, and
let the joy you feel from each
organizational achievement fuel
you as you forge ahead on your
decluttering mission.

If you’re having a hard time getting
started or just don’t know which
room or space to tackle first, try the
12-12-12 Challenge. Joshua
Becker, Becoming Minimalist writer and author of The More of Less, suggests starting by disposing of
12 items, donating 12 things and finding the proper homes for 12 items that are out of their rightful
spot in your home. Before you know it, you will have sorted out 36 items in your house.

Divide and conquer

Decluttering your home is not code for “get rid of everything you own,” although you’ll be surprised
how much stuff you’ve accumulated that you don’t really need. In order to get a literal handle on the
mess, you need to employ a sorting methodology. HGTV writer Aimee Lane recommends a three-bin
system. Label the bins “toss,” “give” and “do.”

The “toss” bin is for items that have outgrown their shelf lives or are beyond repair. Be thoughtful with
what ends up in the trash and recycle as much as you can.

The “give” bin is for items fit for charitable organizations that welcome slightly used items in good
condition. Old books can find a new home at your library or local elementary school. Clothing you no
longer wear can go to organizations like the American Red Cross, The Salvation Army, Dress for
Success or a nonprofit dear to your heart. Your kids’ old clothes would be appreciated by a family in
need. Be strategic about the stuff you donate; take a moment to pair the right organization to the
items you’re giving away.

The “do” bin can also be labeled as the “fix” bin, according to Larkin. This bin catches the things that



aren’t ready for the trash pile, recycling center or donation drive, but are in need of a little TLC. For
example, a pair of pants in need of a hem, a pair of shoes in need of a shine or a toy in need of new
batteries are good candidates.

Decluttering your home is an ongoing process. Do what you can in your spare time and before you
know it, your drawers, closets, cabinets and rooms will be organized and clutter-free.
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Winter Yard and Garden Care Tips
Help your garden survive winter’s worst so it can bloom in spring

During warmer weather, you take good care of your garden and spend time planting, watering and
deadheading. But once winter rolls around and your flowers die, you probably don’t give your garden
much thought. Proper garden preparation prior to winter can give it an easier start come springtime.
Follow these tips to winterize your garden and give it the best chance for survival though the colder
months.

Lawn care

Plants aren’t the only things to
prepare for winter; grass can also
suffer in subzero temperatures. To
keep your lawn healthy while it’s
covered in ice and snow, Kelly
Burke of The Spruce recommends
fertilizing and aerating it before
winter’s first frost. This will keep
the soil rich with the nutrients your
lawn needs once the spring thaw
arrives.

Remember not to overdo it with the
fertilizer, as too much can burn the
grass. To aerate your lawn
properly, Burke says to use a
spade to remove pockets of soil
across your lawn to give newly
planted and fertilized seeds access
to air. Water your lawn before
winter arrives as well; with access
to water, your lawn has a better chance of surviving the winter.

If you cut your lawn during winter, don’t leave it too long or too short. Long grass is susceptible to
freezing conditions, but close shaves will leave the crown of the grass exposed and vulnerable.
Charlie Nardozzi of the National Gardening Association recommends cutting grass between two and
three inches in height. Objects like unnecessary tools, furniture or leaves can smother the grass, so
make sure you remove them during winter. Reduce lawn traffic to prevent the already-weak lawn from
being trampled on.

Perennials and annuals

Perennials require minimal preparation for winter. Better Homes & Gardens explains that perennials go
into hibernation in the winter and bloom once the weather warms up. Cut the plants back and mulch
the area to create an ideal environment for these flowers.

Annuals are more difficult to maintain during winter. After the first frost of the year, the majority of
annuals won’t survive. After their demise, Olivia Heath of House Beautiful says to pull up the dead
plants, either discarding them or adding them to the compost pile. Mulch the now-unoccupied area of



your garden with a thick layer of chopped leaves. This will insulate the soil from the effects of freezing
weather.

Vegetable garden care

Vegetable plants require different winterization steps than flowers. Better Homes & Gardens
recommends harvesting any autumnal crops, such as pumpkins and sweet potatoes, prior to the
year’s first frost. Many root crops, like carrots and Brussels sprouts, can stay in the ground during the
light frosts of early winter. You can also prepare your garden for the upcoming haul of warm season
vegetables by applying compost and fertilizer to the soil throughout winter.

While you won’t be able to admire your beautiful garden during the winter months, you can take steps
to ensure it blooms into a beautiful outdoor display when spring begins.
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Tips for Beating the Winter Blues
Ward off the winter doldrums with these healthy habits

Are you missing the sun and cursing the cold? Do holiday stress and shorter days have you feeling
grumpy and lethargic? Try these tips and say goodbye to the winter blues. If you’re experiencing
symptoms of something more serious — such as depression or Seasonal Affective Disorder — be
sure to seek advice and treatment from your doctor.

Brighten your day

On dark winter days, a little extra
daylight can make a major
difference. When possible, open
the curtains or sit close to a
window to soak up some natural
light, which produces serotonin that
can help boost your mood. For
dark mornings, try a dawn
simulator to gradually light up your
bedroom as you awaken. For your
workplace or living room, you can
also buy artificial lights that
simulate natural light.

Get some exercise

It’s tempting to stay indoors on the
couch when the weather is cold
and gray, but a short exercise
session might be just what you
need instead. Everyday Health
recommends at least 20 daily minutes of brisk activity to help lift your mood and reduce stress. When
you can, get that exercise outside — even if it’s only a short walk. You’ll reap the benefits of
movement, and you’ll also add some much-needed natural light to your day.

Sleep well

As the days get shorter and chillier, make sure you’re getting all the sleep you need each night — at
least seven or eight hours’ worth. Dr. Jacqueline Gollan, a professor of psychiatry at Northwestern
University, tells Everyday Health that it’s important to follow a regular sleep schedule. If possible, go to
bed at the same time every night and get up at the same time every morning, even on weekends. This
will help stabilize your sleep cycle as you get used to darker days.

Eat well

Eating healthy food can help improve your outlook when winter gets you down. According to
Healthline, some of the best mood-boosting foods you can eat include lean proteins, leafy greens,
milk and eggs, berries, bananas and even an occasional serving of dark chocolate. These foods
contain vitamins and nutrients like omega-3 fatty acids, folic acid, vitamin D and vitamin B-12 to
nourish your mind and body. At the same time, try to cut back on fast food and sugary desserts. The



temporary lift you get isn’t worth the long-term health drawbacks.

Spend time with others

This winter, resist the urge to hibernate and isolate yourself from friends and family. Clinical
psychologist Josh Klapow tells Huffington Post that connecting with others can be a good way to lift
your mood and prevent feelings of depression. You don’t have to be the life of the party to benefit,
either: Even a brief period of social interaction, like lunch with a friend or an afternoon of volunteering,
can make your winter blues more bearable.

Don’t let winter’s frigid gloom ruin the season for you. Following these tips can help restore your
energy and lift your spirits — and before you know it, spring will be here once again.  
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The Best Albums of 2018
These six albums stood out in a year full of exciting new music

Many of the world’s most popular artists dropped new albums in 2018. The result was a music scene
overflowing with new singles and playlists, along with a whole host of concept albums. If you’re still
trying to catch up on all of the new music from 2018, it can be a little overwhelming. You can’t go
wrong by starting with these six albums, though.

“Black Panther: The Soundtrack” by Kendrick Lamar/Various Artists 

“Black Panther” was one of the
biggest movies of 2018, reigning
supreme at the box office. The
accompanying soundtrack for the
film was arguably just as
successful. The soundtrack for
“Black Panther” was the brainchild
of artist Kendrick Lamar. Lamar
worked with artists like SZA and
The Weeknd to create hit tracks
like “All the Stars” and “Pray for
Me,” which appeared frequently
throughout the film and on top of
the charts.

“Invasion of Privacy” by Cardi B 

At the moment, Cardi B is ruling
the airwaves. Many of her most
popular hits originate from her 2018
album “Invasion of Privacy.” Cardi
B demonstrates her rapid rapping skills in singles like “Bodak Yellow.” If “Invasion of Privacy” is
anything to go by, then she will continue topping the charts for the foreseeable future.

“Tranquility Base Hotel & Casino” by Arctic Monkeys

Arctic Monkeys has come a long way since the band’s debut album “Whatever People Say I Am,
That’s What I’m Not.” Through the years, their sound has evolved in many ways. Yet, even with their
newfound success, Arctic Monkeys has kept true to what made them an indie favorite with
“Tranquility Base Hotel & Casino.” There’s enough familiar material to keep old fans coming back,
balanced with enough new offerings to attract first-time listeners.

“High as Hope” by Florence and the Machine 

Florence and the Machine is not an act that rests on their laurels. So, when 2015’s “How Big, How
Blue, How Beautiful” was a critical hit for the band, they quickly went to work on their next album,
“High as Hope.” The songs on the album are once again fuelled by Florence Welch’s dynamic vocals.
This time around, Welch also served as an executive producer for the album, alongside Emile Haynie.

“KOD” by J. Cole



Some of the very best rap albums are the ones that deal with issues facing the country today. J.
Cole’s latest album, “KOD,” explores addiction and drug abuse. With many parts of the country
affected by the opiod crisis, now is the perfect time for an album like “KOD” to address these
complicated topics. Indeed, the lyrics of the featured tracks are defined with haunting, potent imagery.

“God’s Favorite Customer” by Father John Misty 

Father John Misty, the stage name of musician Josh Tillman, is likely unknown to many contemporary
music listeners. Still, he’s something of a favorite among music critics, which is why it comes as no
surprise that his latest album, “God’s Favorite Customer,” has received universal acclaim. In previous
albums, Father John Misty used the medium of song to make statements about society. Yet, in “God’s
Favorite Customer,” the artist has a more introspective focus, crafting lyrics about his own vices and
struggles.

With the best albums of 2018 added to your playlist, you’ll have many memorable songs in your head
as you enter 2019.
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How to Avoid Germs in the Workplace
Increase your chances at staying healthy at work

The holiday season might be over, but cold and flu season certainly isn’t. You might notice bags
around your coworkers’ eyes, series of sneezes, coughing tantrums that never cease and a stack of
wadded-up tissues congesting their waste baskets. All you can hope for is that no one on your team
comes to the office with the flu.

Regardless of the influx of
sicknesses going around at work,
you can fight back without hurting
your sick coworkers. Here are
some ways you can win the battle
between wellness and illness and
stay your healthy self at this time of
year.

Hands off face: If you must
touch your face, make sure
your hands are clean first.
Also, avoid biting your
fingernails.
Get some fresh air: If your
workplace isn’t well
ventilated, you are probably
breathing in air that is
loaded with viruses and
bacteria. If you work in a
private room with a window,
open it up, even if it cold outside. If you are not near any windows, take a brief walk outside.
Wash your hands: If you use a restroom — public or private — wash your hands. If you are
getting ready to eat a meal, scrub up with soap. A bottle of hand sanitizer with 60 percent
alcohol is also a great ally to keep at your desk.
Live clean: Inform your coworkers about germs in the workplace, but don’t just teach
cleanliness; model it. Tidy up your workspace, use disinfecting wipes and sneeze into your
sleeve and not your hand. One example living out the definition for cleanliness goes a long
way.
Work from home: Not every business offers work from home days, but if yours does, take
advantage of it. Also, if you have vacation days and “the plague” is going around the office,
now might be the best time to take some time off work for the sake of your health.
Get the flu shot: Perhaps the easiest way out of catching the plague is getting the flu shot. Talk
to your doctor today to learn more about what options are available for you.

While you cannot control the germs of others, you can be your own superhero and save yourself the
trouble of nursing yourself back to health and avoid germs in your workplace.
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Safety Tech to Consider When Purchasing a Vehicle
Which high-tech car safety features are right for you?

Today’s vehicles are often available with a dizzying array of safety systems and technologies. Some
features help drivers avoid crashes, while others help reduce danger and prevent injuries when a
collision is unavoidable. While all of these features can be useful, they’re often offered at additional
cost, meaning that it can become quite expensive if you want a vehicle that’s fully equipped. Prioritize
the most important safety technologies and you will benefit from both a lower price tag and great
peace of mind.

The basics

Certain safety technologies are
included as standard equipment on
almost all new vehicles. These
essential systems include frontal
airbags and side-impact protection
to lessen crash risks; anti-lock
brakes and electronic stability
control to strengthen stopping
power and traction; and backup
cameras to improve rear visibility
and avoid pedestrian crashes.
However, older vehicles may not
offer all of these features or any at
all, which is something to keep in
mind if you’re shopping for a used
car.

Forward-collision warning and
automatic emergency braking

According to Edmunds,
forward-collision warning and automatic emergency braking are two of the most helpful safety systems
— especially if you’re prone to distraction behind the wheel. Forward-collision warning uses sensors
to issue a warning if you’re in danger of crashing into a vehicle or object ahead of you. If your
response is too slow, the warning system triggers automatic emergency braking to avoid or mitigate a
collision. These systems are fairly common options on today’s cars, and Nicole Arata of NerdWallet
writes that 20 automakers have committed to making automatic emergency braking standard on all
their vehicles by 2022.

Lane-departure warning and lane-keeping support

Using sensors to monitor your car’s position, lane-departure warning technology will alert you with
lights, noises or vibrations if you stray out of your lane. However, unclear road markings and dirty
sensors can reduce its effectiveness. Writing for The Associated Press, automotive analyst Ronald
Montoya recommends adding lane-departure warning technology if it comes with additional
lane-keeping support, which automatically adjusts your vehicle’s steering and brakes to keep it on
course.



Blind-spot monitoring

Blind-spot monitoring technology uses sensors to help you change lanes safely. On some cars, it’s set
up to alert you whenever another vehicle is in one of your blind spots. On other cars, the alert comes
only after you’ve activated your turn signal or start to move into a new lane. In its most sophisticated
version, Arata writes, this technology will also show you a camera view of your vehicle’s blind spots.

Rear cross-traffic alert

Rear cross-traffic alert technology is especially helpful when you’re trying to back out of a driveway or
parking space. Using sensors on your rear bumper, it detects traffic coming from either side and alerts
you with a noise or a light. According to Montoya, this technology may not spot objects right behind
your vehicle, so it’s best used in combination with a backup camera.

Adaptive cruise control

Adaptive cruise control goes well beyond regular cruise control. Instead of just keeping your car at a
steady speed, this radar-activated technology automatically adjusts braking and acceleration to keep
pace with the flow of traffic. If your commute is long and dull or features lots of stop-and-go traffic,
adaptive cruise control could be especially helpful. Montoya points out that it requires you to give up
some control over your car when activated, so it may not be worth the extra cost if you’re not
comfortable with trusting this technology.

As you shop, you’ll find that each of these technologies has the potential to increase your safety
during everyday drives and longer trips. Once you’ve carefully assessed your top priorities, you’ll be
well-equipped to decide which features are merely nice to have and which ones are truly essential for
your next vehicle.
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Methods for Improving Your Car’s Resale Value
How to get a better trade in your old car

There comes a time in every driver’s life when he or she must upgrade to a new ride. Sadly, that
means saying goodbye to a car that could have seen you through some major life events. If you can’t
sell or trade your car for what you expect, the process of getting a new ride can be extra stressful.

Luckily, if you take good care of your car throughout its life with you, you can expect to see a decent
return on investment when it’s time to part ways.

Factors that determine your car’s resale value

According to Allison Martin of CBS,
three of the most important
determining factors of a car’s
resale value are year, make and
model. Newer vehicles and certain
models are in higher demand,
which translates to a higher value.

Vijaianand Thirnageswaram of
Investopedia notes that mileage
also contributes to a car’s trade-in
value. While you may not be able
to control how much you have to
travel in your car, you’ll see a
stronger return on investment if you
can limit its mileage.

Keep up with proper
maintenance

Keeping your car properly
maintained can also impact its resale value, explains Kirsten Rincon of the Department of Motor
Vehicles. Thirnageswaram writes that bringing your car in for its routine service is essential to
increasing its value. Something as simple as an oil change every 3,000 to 5,000 miles will make the
car more appealing to dealerships and future buyers.

To prove that you’ve kept up-to-date with your vehicle’s routine maintenance, Peter Valdes-Dapena of
CNN suggest keeping a copy of all maintenance records. The more the dealership knows about your
vehicle, the more confident it will be while acquiring the vehicle from you.

Fix any dents or scratches

Take care of any cosmetic alterations prior to trading in your car. According to Kelley Blue Book, this
includes any dents and dings your vehicle has suffered over the years.

Thirnageswaram recommends getting these minor blemishes be taken care of as soon as possible,
before they have a chance to worsen.

If the repairs in question go beyond simple scratches and dents, Valdes-Dapena advises bringing
your vehicle to a professional repair shop or dealership. While said repairs will cost a pretty penny at
first, they can help increase your car’s resale value down the road.

Negotiate at multiple dealerships



When it comes to trading in a vehicle, many drivers settle for the first offer they get. Margarette
Burnette of Bankrate warns that this is a mistake. The vehicle is yours to trade in, so if you feel the
dealership is not offering enough money, consider negotiating at another dealership instead.

Martin notes that you shouldn’t negotiate the selling price of your old car until after you negotiated a
purchase price for your new vehicle. Aim to get a new vehicle offer that is separate from your trade-in
negotiations, or the dealership might make up for your trade-in amount by raising the purchase price. 

You’ll never recoup all the money you initially paid for a vehicle, but these tips could help you get a
better return on investment.
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Importance of Annual Insurance Evaluations
How reviewing your insurance policies saves you money

Insurance policies are living documents. As your needs and circumstances change, so too should your
insurance change to reflect them. Done properly, you’ll come to view your annual insurance
evaluation not as a chore but as an opportunity to save money and better secure your future.

Finding discounts

Annual insurance evaluations
provide a great opportunity to
review your situation and reduce
your premiums. For instance, if you
are a small business owner and the
nature of your business changed
over the last year, your policies
may cover risks that no longer
exist. Alternatively, you may have
sold a building that is still scheduled
for your property policy.

Sorting through your insurance
coverage and eliminating
redundancies can go a long way
toward improving your bottom line.
“You don’t need to insure hired
autos and non-owned autos under
your general liability policy if those
vehicles are covered by your
commercial auto policy,” writes
Gregory Boop in a March 2018 article for TheBalance’s Small Business. “Ask your agent for
assistance if you need help identifying overlapping or duplicate coverages.”

Changes in circumstance

Changes in your life need to be reflected in your insurance policies. If you got married, had a child or
bought a new home, you have good reason to review your life insurance policies. If you renovated or
upgraded your home, its value may have changed as well as the coverage you need. Even small
changes can have an impact. “For example, perhaps you have disassembled the trampoline, paid off
the mortgage, installed a burglar alarm or installed a sophisticated sprinkler system. If this is the case,
simply notifying the insurance company of the change(s) and providing proof in the form of pictures
and/or receipts could significantly lower insurance premiums,” an Investopedia article states.

Discovering new features

Insurance companies are regularly adding new products and services to attract customers from
competitors and to ensure their existing customers stick around. Your annual insurance evaluation is a
good time to review these new features, whether they can serve you and whether you qualify. If you
do, it can potentially save you money in the long run. According to Investopedia , “Loyalty often pays,
too. The longer you stay with some companies, the lower your premium can become, or the lower
your deductible will be.”

Correcting errors



The insurance rate on one of your policies may have gone up for a reason you believe illegitimate.
Your annual insurance evaluation provides a good opportunity to correct the mistake and identify
others. This is especially important regarding your driving record, which is not only used by auto
insurance companies to determine your rates but also by life insurance companies, especially if you
are still young. “Driving records can fill in the blanks before lifestyle habits have had a chance to
impact health,” Barbara Marquand writes in a January 2017 article for NerdWallet.com.

As a result of database errors, you may sometimes discover that your insurance has raised your rates
because it believes you were involved in an incident in which you actually had no part. Catching these
errors and striking them from your record can help you avoid hefty insurance rate hikes.

Though evaluating your insurance policies every year can seem like a drag, it’s a useful and important
method for getting the most out of your policies, ensuring you don’t pay more than the necessary and
that you take advantage of any new benefits resulting from new policy features or changes in
circumstance. Sorting through all of that paperwork can certainly be headache-inducing, and you
might still miss something in the end. That’s why you should perform your annual insurance evaluation
alongside a professional who will be able to help you identify all of the ways you can save money.
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What to Do When You Get Dividends
Making the most of your dividend payouts

Investing in the stock market offers up a great deal of both short-term and long-term benefits, and
there may be no better example of the former than dividend stocks. By investing in dividend stocks,
you stand to earn nearly immediate payouts once the stock earns a profit. If you aren’t familiar with
the idea, you may be at a loss for how to best use that money. Fortunately, you have a wide range of
options to consider, including those that turn your short-term gain into a long-term one.

How dividends are paid out

Jim Mueller, a Chartered Financial
Analyst writing for Investopedia,
notes that dividends are most
commonly paid out quarterly but
can also be distributed annually.
Cash dividends pay out via a check
that is mailed shortly after the
ex-dividend date. The amount
received would be equal to the
declared dividend per share
multiplied by the number of shares
you own. As The Motley Fool
writes, a $10 per share cash
dividend for a stockholder with
1,000 shares would net a check of
$10,000. A savvy investor could
potentially use dividends as an
effective second source of income.

There is also the possibility of
receiving dividends through stock
distribution. While opting for a dividend reinvestment plan would not net the immediate gratification of
a quarterly or annual check, it provides the benefit of not being taxable until it is sold. In the case of
the investor with 1,000 shares, a 5 percent stock dividend would result in 50 extra shares of company
stock. Per Investopedia, cash dividends are taxed either at the normal rate or at a reduced rate of 5
percent or 15 percent. Holding dividend stocks within a non-taxable retirement portfolio like a Roth
IRA would also shelter your gains from taxes until they are withdrawn.

How to use your dividends

If you are running a portfolio that follows the recommended ratio of 60 percent dividend stocks and 40
percent bonds, you stand to potentially make a substantial amount in dividends every year. If you
receive dividends via check, consider that money to be income that can be used for any number of
purposes — pay off a debt, make a down payment on a new car or take a vacation with you family.

Since this would ostensibly be income over top of your regular income, you may want to save it rather
than spend it, particularly if you are working toward retirement. If you are receiving dividends from
stock outside of a retirement package, you could reinvest that money in your 401(k) or Roth IRA. If
you have a high-yield savings account or a money market account, saving money there is a surefire
way to earn additional interest on a monthly basis.

A dividend reinvestment plan may be your best bet for longevity. Matt Krantz, author of “Investing



Online for Dummies,” considers the advantages of a DRIP to be the ease of enrollment, automatic
reinvestment, integration with direct stock purchase plans, lower or no commissions and the ability to
purchase fractional shares. If you have confidence in a stock’s ability to continue to earn, a DRIP will
maximize your earning potential by pulling in additional dividends for you over time, compounding
your gains.

If both sound appealing, you can choose to split your dividend stocks between cash and DRIPs. This
will ultimately allow you to determine which method is most preferable, and you can then adjust your
payout as desired. For more on how to make the most of your dividends, speak with a trusted financial
advisor.
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Start the New Year off Right with These Savings Tips
Fresh financial habits to maximize your savings

A new year is a great time for a money makeover. If you struggle with saving, or want to save even
more than you do already, here are seven strategies worth implementing. 

30-day rule

According to The Simple Dollar
contributor Trent Hamm, one of the
simplest ways to avoid impulse
purchases is to apply the 30-day
rule. Like its name implies, this rule
involves waiting a period of 30
days to decide on whether or not to
make a purchase. Observing this
rule each month is a great way to
build a long-term habit of making
delayed purchasing decisions.

Shopping lists

Whether you’re grocery shopping
or clothes shopping, an easy way
to avoid unplanned purchases is to
make a list, as Hamm advises.
Make sure to stick to the list and
turn a blind eye to anything not on
it. This strategy will help you buy
only the food and clothing you need, rather than splurging on junk food that you might not eat or
trendy apparel that you might only wear a few times.

Nights in

While having a night out with your partner or friends can be refreshing, it can be a pricey habit. Hamm
recommends limiting evening outings by opting for alternative entertainment and food at home. Try
having a game or trivia night, or an appetizer potluck, with friends the next time you crave a
get-together.

Pay down your debts

School loans and credit cards can have high interest rates that add up over time. Kimberly Palmer,
contributor with U.S. News & World Report, advises to pay down your debts as soon as possible to
maximize savings. If you’re not sure where to start, begin with the loans or accounts that have the
highest interest rates.

Master the art of sewing

Knowing how to sew can help your wardrobe last longer and reduce the need to buy new clothes, as
Hamm articulates. For starters, learn how to sew a hem, mend a tear and hem a pair of pants. If you
have the discipline and time, learn how to do basic alterations to save even more by not having to go
to a tailor the next time you need a piece of clothing taken in (or out).

Use automatic deposits



Put modern banking methods to use by setting up automatic deposits into your savings account, each
time you get a paycheck. Per The Balance contributor Joshua Kennon, it’s an easy way to stay on
track with your saving goals. It’s also a good idea to have the savings account with a separate
financial institution than your checking account, as Michele Lerner with Money Crashers recommends.
That way, it’s a bit harder to access the funds for nonessential items, the next time you feel like
making an impulse buy.

Make your own meals

Frequently eating out can take a toll on your savings. Palmer recommends cooking your own meals
regularly, to reduce monthly food costs. She also suggests implementing budget-friendly dishes —
like soup and pasta — into your meal plan, to save even more money.

By applying these seven tips, you’re well on your way to a more lucrative new year — and building
healthier financial habits that will pay off in the years to come.
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Staying Focused as a Small-Business Owner
How to remain aware of operations on macro and micro levels

Everyone gets distracted from time to time. For those running small businesses, distractions are not
only more frequent but also more detrimental to success. Staying focused is a key tool every
small-business owner should have in their toolbox.

Fewer is better

Most successful business owners
agree that starting something is
easy, but finishing it is hard. Apple
CEO Tim Cook once explained that
one of the core principles Steve
Jobs instilled in the company was
the need to stay focused on doing
only what you do best. “It’s easy to
add … it’s hard to stay focused,” he
said in a Charlie Rose interview.
“And so the hardest decisions we
make are all the things not to work
on.”

For startups, discovering the one
thing that will make you stand out
and that customers will value is
crucial to success. Attempting to
do too many things at once will
fracture your attention and also
your budget and other resources.
It’s better to focus on a single service at first. “Google started by performing searches, Amazon sold
books and Airbnb enabled homeowners to rent out rooms. None of them had to fulfill more than those
core functions to be successful,” wrote Next-Insurance CEO and co-founder Guy Goldstein in a March
2018 article for Entrepreneur.

Working to provide the best product in a specific niche is much easier and will set you apart more
than trying to tackle too many things at once. Branching out should come much later when you have
already found success.

Daily focus

Focusing on the big picture is important, but as a small business owner, you also need to stay focused
as an individual on the micro scale. That is to say, you need to be able to focus during daily tasks or
meetings, to get through the day productively without getting bogged down by the myriad of
distractions facing small-business owners. Entrepreneur.com asked 40 entrepreneurs what they did to
stay focused throughout the day, and though the answers varied, three common themes ran through
the core of most: break down tasks, put the phone away and stay active.

Break down tasks

There are many reasons to break down tasks into steps. Many people simply find it helpful to break
down workload into digestible chunks. This allows you to focus on one task — and one task only — at
a time. You’ll get more done by arranging your day’s work sequentially than by trying to do everything
simultaneously. You can also break down tasks that would normally take a long time into smaller,



simultaneously. You can also break down tasks that would normally take a long time into smaller,
more easily-manageable nuggets. “I try to break everything into small tasks,” said Luis von Ahn,
co-founder and CEO of Duolingo. “I’m not good at doing things that take months, but I am good at
doing things that take a half an hour. I break things down into 15- to 30-minute pieces.”

Put the phone away

Many entrepreneurs find it beneficial to take time away from devices and screens. Some elect not to
check their email more than once an hour, while others simply dedicate a specific time of the day to
responding to them. Others take the more drastic measure of outright deleting the email app from
their phone to minimize distractions. “I removed both Safari and the news app from my phone,” said
Lyft co-founder and President John Zimmer. “Reducing noise from my phone makes it so when I’m in
a meeting, for example, I’m the most focused.”

Stay active

Medical scientists say that exercise helps improve and maintain memory and concentration, and many
entrepreneurs concur that going outside and staying active helps them retain their focus. “I wake up
and go for a run in Central Park every day,” BANDIER founder Jennifer Bandier said in a December
2015 interview for BusinessInsider. “Having an hour dedicated to fitness and well-being allows me to
focus more intently on my work-related tasks for the remainder of the day.” Many entrepreneurs find
that they come back to their work with more clarity and focus after having exercised, or even simply
after having taken some time for themselves.

As a small-business owner, it’s important to stay focused both on the big picture and on the smaller
tasks in front of you every day. In both cases, avoiding multitasking is key. Do everything one step at
a time, delegate or postpone distractions to a more convenient time and stay on top of your own
physical wellbeing.
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Short-Term vs. Long-Term Business Loans
Get the financial help you need at a term suitable for your business

Sometimes, companies need a hand getting by when the market changes or unexpected costs arise.
In other situations, a business needs a bigger boost to push it to a new operating level. In both
instances, short- and long-term business loans are helpful. Learn more about these two loan options
and the best time to apply for one.

Short-term loan basics

As the name implies, short-term
business loans don’t stay on the
books for long. According to
Rosemary Peavler in an article for
The Balance Small Business, these
loans usually last less than a year,
with some terms as short as 90
days. These smaller loans are
great for businesses that need to
build up inventory for busy times.
For instance, a retail shop might
apply for a short-term loan to buy
Christmas inventory in the fall so
they’re ready when the holiday
season strikes. A manufacturing
business that needs to pay for
supplies before production begins
might also use a short-term loan to
help them get moving and bring
money in.

Long-term loan basics

While short-term loans are for quick infusions of cash, long-term loans are for much bigger projects.
According to NerdWallet, these loans are best suited for a business making a major investment or
expanding. Long-term loans have more options, with some of them having terms up to 10 years.
While a business (and its owner, depending on its structure) needs to be in good order to qualify for
either a short- or long-term loan, long-term loans are much harder to qualify for. The benefits of a
longer loan period include lower interest rates and smaller monthly payments.

Which one to choose

Choosing between short-term and long-term loans is fairly simple, as it depends on how quickly a
business can pay back what they owe. If the money from a loan is more of a bandage solution until
more capital comes in (and the business knows it’s coming), a short-term loan is probably the right
choice. However, if a business needs a lot of cash to pay for something that might not produce income
for a while, a long-term loan is a better option.

Another thing a business should consider when looking at short-term and long-term loans is which one
they qualify for and how expensive it is to borrow that money. Start-up businesses usually qualify for
short-term loans more easily than long-term loans. The funds might be enough to get them going, but
the higher interest rates might make repayment harder than looking for other sources of cash. If a
business qualifies for a loan with a longer term and is comfortable committing to payments spread



over several years, the interest rate — or cost to borrow money — tends to be lower.

Choosing the right small-business loan is difficult, especially if an enterprise qualifies for different
types. If there is any question about which term is best, consult a financial or business advisor before
signing on the dotted line.
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How to Make Family Budgets Fun
How to factor in fun to the family budget planning process

Setting spending limits and crunching numbers is not exactly a traditional recipe for family fun. But it is
possible to make the process of creating, maintaining and benefiting from family budgets an enjoyable
one. You and your family will find financial joy within the budgeting process with just a few tips.

Talk it through

Finances are a complicated
subject. It’s easy for budgets, bills
and financial planning to be
overwhelming for adults, let alone
your younger family members. In
order for your family to embrace a
budget and all that goes along with
it, every member needs a seat at
the table.

“The activity of paying bills and
planning purchases will bring the
family together in meaningful
ways,” says Forbes contributor
Neale Godfrey. “It gives your kids a
sense of value of things, and of the
very real problems of making ends
meet.”

Show them the money

Most budgets, bill paying and financial planning systems live inside your computer which, although
convenient, smart and organized, is a boring process and a somewhat abstract concept for kids to
absorb. Although it’s not possible or practical to abandon your online financial strategies, you can offer
a more tangible and old-school method of financial planning to help engage your younger financial
gurus.

Set out three containers, jars, banks or baskets. Mark one of the receptacles with the word save; one
with spend; and the final with share, advises Investopedia writer Jean Folger. Use real money and
coins to fill the containers each month so the whole family can see exactly how a budget works and
where money needs to go. Folger recommends divvying up money according to set percentages.
This is an especially beneficial method to help your tweens and teens balance their own allowances
while earning real-life financial lessons.

Work toward family-fun goals

Budgets are designed to keep your present bills paid as well as plan for the future. If your family is only
focusing on what they’re giving up or not getting, there’s no way your family budget will resemble
anything but doom and gloom. Instead, include in your budget a goal that everyone can appreciate or
look forward to using. Perhaps you can work toward a family-fun day at a local amusement park or
even an extended getaway.

When planning for a vacation, Godfrey stresses the importance of involving everyone in the family on
decisions from where to go and what to do to how money should be spent. A budget designed
specifically for fun-in-the-sun or a first-time adventure is sure to keep your kids interested in your



family’s financial planning.

Give back as a family

Teaching your kids to give back is an important, life-long lesson, and dedicating a portion of your
finances and time will help connect you to each other and to the community. Godfrey notes that
deciding which charity to support as a family with time or money should require thoughtful research,
just as if you were investigating a major purchase, vacation destination or gift for your home.

With open communication and an eye on future fun, you and your family can create a budget that
supports your financial goals as well as serves as a fun, yet educational, bonding experience.
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Going Paperless in 2019
The advantages of shifting to electronic banking statements

While many financial institutions offer the option of digital statements, not everyone takes advantage
of this convenient service. According to a 2017 survey by Javelin Strategy and Research,
approximately 61 percent of checking account customers subscribe to paperless statements, as
Nerdwallet shared. Discover the three primary benefits of going paperless with your banking
statements and communications.

Help the environment

Perhaps the most obvious benefit
of going paperless with your
banking is to save the trees and
reduce paper waste. The average
American uses the equivalent of
one 100-foot-tall Douglas fir tree
worth of paper each year, per the
U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency. By switching to paper
statements and other forms of
communication with your financial
institution, you’ll contribute to a
greener environment.

Less paper cluttering your home

According to the National
Association of Professional
Organizers, most consumers don’t
look at 80 percent of the paper mail we receive, after looking at it just once. For many people, bank
statements can fall into that category. Electronic banking statements and communications will reduce
the number of paper you have entering your home, and thus, help reduce the paper piles that tend to
accumulate on hallway tables and kitchen counters.

Better security for personal information

Per The Balance contributor Latoya Irby, going paperless is a better way to protect your personal
information from identity theft. All it takes is for one paper statement to fall into the wrong hands or
arrive at the wrong address, for a stranger to access personal data. Electronic banking usually
involves a multifactor authentication for a user to access their financial account, as Nerdwallet relates.
Many financial institutions also use a high level of encryption to protect your online ID and password
from hackers.

By adopting electronic banking statements, you can do your part to help reduce the carbon footprint.
You’ll also experience the peace of mind that comes from less paper waste in your home, and
increased security for your personal information.
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What is the Retirement Earnings Test?
What to know about Social Security heading into retirement

If you are planning on drawing on your Social Security benefits before you reach the full retirement
age, you will need to take the Retirement Earnings Test. The results of this test will have a significant
impact on the money you are able to draw to supplement your income leading into your official
retirement.

Normal retirement age

Before considering the Social
Security earnings tests, it’s
important that you have a firm
understanding of what the normal
retirement age is. The Social
Security Administration handily
breaks down normal retirement age
by the year in which you were born.
If you were born between 1943 and
1954, you can retire when you
reach the age of 66. For those born
between 1955 and 1959, your
official retirement age increases by
two months per additional year —
someone born in 1955 would retire
at 66 years and two months,
someone born in 1956 would retire
at 66 years and four months and so
on. Anyone born from 1960 on can
expect to retire at 67 years old.

Early retirement age

Per the SSA, 62 years old is the earliest you can draw from your Social Security retirement benefits.
Early withdrawal of benefits results in a reduction of your benefit amount, and that reduction increases
the later you were born. An individual born in 1960 or after who would draw out Social Security
beginning at 62 would see a monthly benefit reduction of 30 percent in the first year, about 25 percent
at age 63, about 20 percent at age 64, about 13.3 percent at age 65 and about 6.7 percent at age 66.
You will see a similar reduction in benefits for each year of early withdrawal if you are receiving
spousal benefits.

The SSA notes that the reduction in benefits prior to reaching NRA is not indicative of lost benefits.
Rather, the withheld amount will be added to your monthly benefit after you reach NRA. In most
cases, a beneficiary who draws benefits earlier will regain most if not all benefits withheld in the years
before reaching NRA.

The Retirement Earnings Test

The Retirement Earnings Test is only something that you need concern yourself with if you plan on
withdrawing your retirement benefits prior to the normal retirement age. Because you will still be
working in some capacity, the RET allows an exemption of up to $46,920 for those reaching NRA in
2019 and up to $17,640 for those reaching NRA after 2019.

You can still withdraw Social Security benefits if you make more than the exempted amount, but you



You can still withdraw Social Security benefits if you make more than the exempted amount, but you
will have $1 in benefits withheld for every $2 in excess earnings if you are achieving full retirement
age after 2019 and $1 in benefits withheld for every $3 in excess earnings if you are achieving full
retirement age in 2019.

Your maximum exemption includes any money that the IRS would consider earned income; wages
and disability count toward your exemption, but interest and dividends earned on your retirement
portfolio, child support, alimony and unemployment benefits do not.

Early Social Security benefit withdrawal can be a great boost to help you get to the finish line before
you reach full retirement age, but it helps to know what withdrawing early entails and how it might
affect your plans. If you are still not positive whether early Social Security withdrawal is appropriate for
your situation, speak with your retirement planner.
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Fast-Track Your FAFSA
Make sure you are prepared to get the help you deserve

Going to college is a big achievement and a big investment. Congratulations if you were accepted into
one of the U.S.’s institutions of higher learning for the 2019-2020 school year. Now, it’s time to fill out
the Free Application for Free Student Aid form, which opened for submissions on Oct. 1.

What is FAFSA?        

The United States Department of
Education and your chosen school
use the financial information you
provide on the FAFSA to determine
the work-study programs, federal
grants and loans you’re eligible for.
Hopefully, these opportunities will
make paying for college easier.

Even if you don’t think you’ll qualify
for student aid, the experts at the
Evisors Network recommend filling
the form out anyway. While FAFSA
forms help students in need,
they’re often required for
non-need-based federal student
loans. The income cutoffs for
grants are also different at the
federal, state and institution levels,
so it’s best to take the time to
submit the FAFSA to make sure
you don’t miss out on any help you’re eligible for.

Create your FSA ID

Before you invest time in filling out your FAFSA form, the U.S. Department of Education recommends
creating a Federal Student Aid identification number. Besides being instrumental to your FAFSA form,
a FSA ID will help you log into other areas of the department’s website. You, the student who wants
financial assistance, need to create your own FSA ID, even if you are financially dependent on
someone else. If your parents will be providing a lot of information on your form, they need to apply for
their own number. These FSA ID numbers are the equivalent of a digital signature on all of your
forms, so make sure everything is accurate when you create the profile.

As with most government forms, you’ll still need your Social Security number to fill out your
2019-2020 FAFSA form. If you are not a U.S. citizen, the Department of Education allows you to use
your Alien Registration number if you meet the eligibility requirements for Federal Student Aid
(potentially supplemented by your driver’s license number).

Bring out old taxes

For the FAFSA form, you or your parents need to provide income information from previous tax years.
For the 2019-2020 year, the Department of Education requests the information from the 2017 tax
year. This helps you get a jump on filing your FAFSA forms, since your 2017 returns were already
filled out when the application opened in October, but complete 2018 information was unavailable yet.



If your tax return is eligible, you might not even need your tax records. You’ll be able to utilize the
Internal Revenue Service’s Data Retrieval Tool to input a lot of information. It’s still a good idea to
know where the 2017 information is, just in case.

Know your schools and deadlines

It’s possible that you don’t know yet if your dream school has accepted you, but that doesn’t mean you
can’t file your FAFSA form. You can list up to 10 schools to automatically get your financial aid
information. It’s important to know what your possible institutions’ deadlines are for FAFSA
submission. According to NerdWallet, the deadline for FAFSA on the federal side for 2019-2020 is
actually as late as June 30, 2020, but deadlines for state and institution aid are much earlier than that
(and different in every case).

No matter what the deadlines are, you should have your FAFSA form filed as early as possible.
Individual schools usually have several grants and opportunities, like work-study programs, that they
offer to early applicants until they run out.

If you’re planning on attending college, filling out a FAFSA form is an important step. For individual
deadline information, contact the school you’re applying to for more details.
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The Key to Crown Molding
How to use crown molding to add value, style to your home

Crown molding can be a stylish addition to any room. It adds immediate visual interest and
architectural detail to your current decor as well as ups your property value. Whether you are eager to
spruce up your current spaces or are ready to get your home market-ready, install crown molding
should be added to your to-do list.

Function

Originally, crown molding, which
sits perfectly at the intersection of a
room’s ceiling and its walls, served
more as a bandage to hide builder
mistakes like gaps or wall damage.
Today, crown molding is typically a
decorative element in a home.
Since it is placed at the literal top
of a room, it forces your gaze
upward, which gives the illusion
that the room is slightly bigger than
it is. Its placement also belies that
the room is finished or complete.

Choice

A visit to your local home
improvement store can reveal
several ready-made crown molding
options. Choose the style and
material that suits your room and
your home improvement budget the best. An ornate piece of decorative molding will look out of place
in a modernly-styled room or an oversized piece may end up dwarfing your small bathroom instead of
creating a more spacious feel. Instead opt for molding that boasts a simpler, cleaner look to
complement your modern style and smaller rooms. On the other hand, if your home already boasts a
lot of character, you’ll want to reflect that aesthetic in your choice of crown molding. Not only do you
have a wide range of crown molding designs to choose from, you also have a few material choices.
Crown molding can be made of wood, plaster or a composite material. Each material varies in cost
and installation difficulty, so be sure to be thoughtful in your selection. Crown molding made of plaster
is the traditional option, but it can be cumbersome and expensive to install. You can also customize
the color of your chosen crown molding. You can paint it to match the color of your room’s ceiling or
color it a contrasting color to make it stand out even more.

How-to

Once you’ve chosen the right style and material for your crown molding, it’s time to figure out how
much you need. You’ll definitely want accurate measurements for the pieces. You can choose to cut
the pieces yourself if you have the right equipment or enlist the expertise of the home improvement
store associate to section it off, according to Investopedia, which notes the project can be extremely
cost-effective if you are a capable DIYer.

“There’s a lot of geometry involved — along with a nail gun and a miter saw. Follow the ‘measure
thrice, cut once’ rule to limit waste,” advises Kiplinger senior associate editor John Miley.



Value 

The expense and effort you put forth in adding crown molding should be rewarded by an increase in
your property value, according to The Balance writer Erin Eberlin who categorizes the installation of
crown molding as a moderate to high-cost update.

The key to crown molding is selecting the style and material that enhances the look of your room
without busting your home improvement budget. It’s a standout detail that will resonate with your
guests and potential buyers.
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How Does the Interest Rate Affect You?
The rates are steadily rising

Since the recession of the late 2000s, the U.S. economy has continued to recover and grow again.
Simultaneously, the cost of borrowing money, or the interest rate, is on the rise. According to
Investopedia, these rates increase with economic expansion to help keep inflation and the average
price of goods as low as possible. All of these terms might sound like a foreign language, but what it
all boils down to is that the current economy is good for savers and investors, but not so great for
people who owe money.

Debtors

The availability of money in a good
economy due to high employment
rates and easy-access loans drives
prices up, according to Victoria Duff
of the Houston Chronicle. That’s
where interest rates come in, rising
with the economy to make
borrowing cash more expensive
and thus slow inflation. If the
economy falls, interest rates do too,
so there are more resources
available to build everything back
up again.

Rising interest rates are more likely
to affect new debt than old loans,
but that depends on what kind of
interest rate each debt has.
According to Jessica Dickler with
CNBC, loans with fixed rates from
before the rate hike won’t see any
changes, but existing adjustable-rate loans will see an increase in interest costs. To avoid the pain of
rising rates, investors can refinance their adjustable-rate loans to fixed ones, but they need to
consider how much that move will cost.

The same is true for student loans. Federal loans have fixed interest, but if a graduate has private
loans, their rates may rise, according to Dickler. Most credit cards also use a variable rate when
charging interest on a carried balance. In both cases, borrowers should talk to a financial professional
and see if they could save money by managing their debt with a solution that utilizes a fixed-interest
rate before interest rates rise further.

Savers and investors

Rising interest rates hinder access to cash, which means lenders and borrowers are willing to spend
more to gain the funds they need. Savings accounts — which give institutions money to lend — and
investments like stocks and bonds are more likely to see better yields over time. This is especially true
in the case of credit-deposit and money market accounts, according to James Garrett Baldwin at
Investopedia. While individuals with little to no debt are more likely to benefit from higher interest
rates, the increased cash flow takes a longer time to show up on this side of the system, depending
on the financial institution paying the interest.



While a rising interest rate might look scary on paper, especially to debtors, it’s a sign that the
economy is in good shape. Experts predict that rates will continue to rise, so now is a good time to
talk to a financial planner for assistance.
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