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Helpful Features of Online Banking
Make the switch to banking online and take advantage of useful
features

As the world of technology continues to advance and people’s schedules get busier and busier,
having the option to bank online can be convenient, save you money and even help you be more
organized with your finances. If you’ve been resisting banking online, here are some great features
that might just change your mind.
 
According to the professionals from the website BankRate.com, “online banking isn’t out to change
your money habits. Instead, it uses today’s computer technology to give you the option of bypassing
the time-consuming, paper-based aspects of traditional banking in order to manage your finances
more quickly and efficiently.”
 
Most financial institutions – large and small – today offer some form of online banking that features a
variety of tools to help customers stay on top of their finances easily and efficiently. Online banking
gives customers a variety of advantages, including:
 
Convenience – Online banking doesn’t have open and closed hours – you can manage your finances
24/7 as long as you have Internet access.
 
Efficiency – All of your accounts
can be managed from one secure
site; this includes savings and
checking accounts, IRAs, CDs, and
even securities.
 
Faster processing speeds –
Online banking normally confirms
transactions faster than ATMs do,
so if you need to transfer money
from one account to another, the
transaction is completed almost
instantly.
 
If you have trouble keeping your
finances organized and paying your
bills on time, you can utilize special
tools that will make a world of
difference. Some of these include:
 
Direct deposit – Never wait to cash your paycheck again. By signing up for direct deposit, your
paycheck will automatically be deposited into your account by the company sending the money.
 
Automatic bill pay – Set up as many bills as you want on automatic bill pay and never sit down with
a pen and checkbook again. You’ll be far less likely to miss a payment and incur late fees or spend
money on postage. Of course, it’s important to regularly check your automatic payments to make sure
they are all correct.



they are all correct.
 
Online statements –  Do yourself and the environment a favor by opting for only online statements.
You can access your statements any time of day, and you’ll reduce the amount of paper in your files. 
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Five Tax Updates for Filing Your 2012 Taxes
Stay up to date with available tax credits and deductions

Whether you are filing a tax return for the first time or have been filing for decades, it’s important to
understand that tax laws change from one year to the next. Keeping up with current tax laws can help
you take advantage of available credits and deductions, while also avoiding possible penalties. Here
are some of the biggest updates for the 2012 tax year.
 
Personal and Dependent Exemptions
When filing a tax return, you are allowed to claim a personal exemption as well as an exemption for
any dependents you support. This effectively works as a deduction to lower your taxable income, and
the amount of the exemption changes with inflation each year. In 2012, the personal and dependent
exemption will be $3,800, which is up $100 from 2011.
 
Standard Deductions
Tax filers have a choice of taking a standard deduction or itemizing their expenses. Itemizing allows
you to list specific deductions such as medical and dental expenses, mortgage interest and charitable
contributions. Yet, according to the IRS, almost two-thirds of taxpayers take the standard deduction.
In 2012, standard deductions will increase from 2011 as follows:

Single or Married Filing Separately: $5,950 (up $150)
Head of Household: $8,700 (up $200)
Married Filing Jointly and Qualifying Widow(er)s: $11,900 (up $300)

Earned Income Tax Credit
Workers whose income falls below certain thresholds may be eligible for the earned income tax credit
(EITC). In 2012, there are changes to both the qualifications and the earned credits as follows:

No children: Credit of $475; if income is below $13,980 or $19,190 (married filing jointly)
One child: Credit of $3,169; if income is below $36,920 or $42,130 (married filing jointly)
Two children: Credit of $5,236; if income is below $41,952 or $47,162 (married filing jointly)
Three or more children: Credit of $5,891; if income is below $45,060 or $50,270 (married filing
jointly)

Education Credits
Students who continue their
education past high school are
eligible for tax credits, including
the lifetime learning credit. This
credit begins to phase out for
taxpayers who have higher
incomes, but the income
threshold will be higher this
year. In 2012, the lifetime
learning credit will be reduced
for those with an adjusted gross
income of $52,000 (single) or
$104,000 (married filing jointly).
This is up from $51,000 (single)



and $102,000 (married filing
jointly) in 2011.
 
Retirement Contribution
Limits
New tax updates will bring a few
changes when it comes to retirement savings. In 2012, contribution limits for 401(k) and 401(b)
savings plans increased by $500 to a limit of $17,000. Changes in 2012 also bring increases to the
income phase-out range for taxpayers who wish to contribute to Roth IRA plans. The new phase-out
threshold is $110,000 for single filers and $173,000 for taxpayers who are married and filing jointly.
 
Understanding 2012 tax updates may keep you from overpaying (or underpaying) your taxes. Make
an appointment with a tax professional or visit the IRS online (www.irs.gov) to learn more.
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Getting Started with a Small Business
Choosing a location and acquiring equipment

Whether you are starting or moving a small business, the choice of location needs to be carefully
researched. The impacts of a business’s location are far-reaching and sometimes unexpected. Finding
the right one can save you money on taxes or attract the types of clients and employees that are ideal
for your company. Consider the following points when selecting your business location to ensure that
you make the best choice for your business.
 
Evaluate Your Needs 
The United States Small Business Administration (SBA) recommends that you determine the needs of
your business in the following areas:
 
Image: Does the location reflect
the reputation that you want to
cultivate for your business?
 
Competition: Do businesses in
the surrounding area compete with
your business, or are they
complementary? For example,
opening a bakery next to a cheese
shop can help increase your
customer base.
 
Local labor market: Do the locals
match your potential employee
criteria, and if not, will the types of
employees you want have a
favorable commute?
 
Growth potential: Giving your
business space to grow into
ensures that you won’t require a difficult move or renovation in order to take advantage of growth
opportunities.
 
Supplier proximity: Examine how easily suppliers would be able to find your location and make
deliveries.
 
Safety: Make sure your employees and clients feel safe, particularly during evening and weekend
hours.
 
Zoning regulations: Contact your local planning agency to ensure that your business fits into the
zoning regulations of your desired area.
 
Evaluate Your Finances 
Once you have a clear picture of your needs and logistics, considering the financial impacts of each
potential location can help save your business money. The SBA cautions business owners to keep an



eye out for the following things that can either harm or bolster your finances.
 
Hidden costs: Have a clear picture of what a space needs for your business to run efficiently from the
get-go, so hidden costs such as upgrading bathrooms or IT infrastructure don’t push the upper limits
of your budget.
 
Minimum wage: Check the minimum wage for each state at
http://www.dol.gov/whd/minwage/america.htm#.UJWrB5jGo20. Note that many are above the federal
minimum.
 
Taxes: The SBA suggests that you seek out favorable income, property and sales taxes, especially if
potential locations straddle state lines.
 
Government economic incentives: The government has set up incentives for small businesses,
which may depend on location.
 
Research Business-Friendliness 
According to Erica Swallow, Forbes contributor, there are a few things that make a location feel
business friendly. The proximity to programs that offer networking and other types of small-business
training can have a huge impact on the business friendliness of an area. Considering what type of
training you would want for your business ahead of time will help you determine if it exists
conveniently in your area. The SBA offers some of this training, so its website is a good place to start
looking (SBA.gov). Swallow also suggests that you determine how easy it will be to raise money in a
given locale, including the proximity to relatives or friends who wish to invest and notes, “If … loans
are a need, though, an entrepreneur must analyze the local lending industry, including whether banks
are issuing loans and what the interest rates are like in that area.” The SBA also offers demographic
data, found at http://www.sba.gov/content/demographics, to help you determine the
business-friendliness of an area.
 
Determine How to Acquire Equipment 
Once a location has been chosen, attention shifts toward supplying the space in a cost-efficient
manner. Comparing online and local deals for equipment is the most obvious way to save money, but
it is important to consider all avenues, including government surplus and leasing. The SBA has put
together a directory of the different ways of purchasing government surplus, at
http://www.sba.gov/content/buying-government-surplus. Many surplus items are sold through online
auctions, making it easier than ever to take advantage of these discounts. Leasing offers the
advantages of saving the time and hassle of obtaining a loan to cover high purchase costs, letting you
test products before purchasing, and can potentially confer tax and maintenance savings.
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Android vs. iOS
The battle continues

The battle rages on between Android and Apple iOS. For consumers it can be confusing to go
shopping, particularly since devices today have so many similarities. Plus, Android and iOS both
inspire fierce loyalty, which is why it's important to do your homework before purchasing. If you're in
the market for a new smart phone, consider the following before choosing an Android or Apple's iOS.
 
Historical differences
In general terms, Android and
iOS are operating systems and
should not be confused with the
smart phone or tablet itself.
Most consumers do not really
deal with the operating system
aspect of the phone, as it is built
into the device. From a historical
standpoint, this is the equivalent
of the long time rivalry between
PC and Apple. But again,
today’s platforms are much
more compatible, whereas in
the past there was a definitive
separation.
 
Common apps
When considering Android or
iOS, keep in mind that the two
systems have many apps in
common. Each system has its own versions of certain apps, but some of the more popular apps for
gaming, social networking and communication offer versions for both platforms. Therefore, one
consideration when looking at a smart phone is whether there are particular apps you want to use that
may not be available for all platforms.
 
Particular functions
Two examples of proprietary apps are Apple’s Siri and Android’s Google Now. Both are virtual
assistants that can help you with a variety of tasks, from voice-activated dialing to driving directions.
Other apps that may come bundled with an operating system are cameras, web browsers, maps and
media-sharing software. Some consumers may not care what they use, but others are more
particular.
 
An entire system
The operating system of your smart phone should not necessarily dictate the rest of your technology
purchases, but there is certainly incentive to do so in some cases. Today’s devices are much better
with cross-platform compatibility, but it certainly helps to have other devices that go along with your
smart phone operating system. This includes desktop computers, laptops and tablets. As consumers
do more work in the “cloud,” there will be an increased demand for devices that offer
platform-independent communication.



 
Price considerations
For some people, cost is a key consideration. Overall, iOS-based devices tend to be more expensive.
An example is the new iPhone 5, which starts at $199 for the 16 GB model. The iOS family of
products is rarely discounted or given away when people sign up with a cellular provider.
Android-based products are much more flexible, which means that new devices such as the Samsung
Galaxy S III are often on the market faster than iOS-based products. This leaves room for cheaper
device costs and special deals.
 
Shop around
Obviously people want to make the right choice when they buy a product. However, when it comes to
smart-phone technology, there is the opportunity to eventually buy something new if the current
device does not live up to expectations. The good thing about Android versus iOS is that both are very
solid operating systems that can meet the needs of a wide variety of consumers.
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American Idol: A Look at Past Winners
Dreams come true for American Idol champions

Music lovers have an unabashed love affair with American Idol. Here are some of the more popular
winners and what has happened to them since Ryan Seacrest gave them a congratulatory hug.
 
Fantasia Barrino
Winner of the third season in
2004, Fantasia Monique
Barrino, a high school dropout
from High Point, N.C., has been
singing since age 5. Following
her victory, her song I Believe
debuted on the Billboard charts
at No. 1. Her amazing story of
triumphs and disappointments is
detailed in her autobiography, The Fantasia Barrino Story: Life is Not a Fairy Tale
The Fantasia Barrino Story: Life
is Not a Fairy Tale.
 
Kelly Clarkson
The hugely popular winner of
the show’s first season,
Clarkson has gone on to
become an international pop
icon with more than 20 million
albums sold worldwide. Her
powerful voice is instantly recognizable and she has garnered several awards, including two
Grammys, two American Music Wards and 11 Billboard Music Awards. What many don’t know is that
when she auditioned for the show in 2002, her apartment in Los Angeles had just burned down and
she lost everything but a few photographs.
 
Taylor Hicks
Fifth season winner Taylor Hicks, a native of Birmingham, Ala., wanted to be a singer/entertainer
since childhood. In his late teens and 20s, Hicks was a fixture at small concerts and clubs in the
Southeast. With his versatile style combining R & B, country, blues and Southern soul, Hicks captured
the hearts and votes of millions of American Idol viewers. Just a few weeks after his victory, his first
single, Do I Make You Proud, debuted at No. 1 on Billboard’s Hot 100, Pop 100 and Single Sales
Charts. In June 2012, he began a residency at Bally’s Las Vegas and recently signed an extension to
appear there through 2013.
 
Philip Phillips
A singer/guitarist, Phillips, the most recent American Idol winner, was an unlikely champion. Before
becoming a contestant, the 21-year-old from Leesburg, Ga., was studying industrial systems
technology at Albany Technical College in Georgia. His musical career at the time consisted of
playing music with his brother-in-law in college towns and at festivals, sometimes for free and other
times for food and drinks. His first single, Home, has been an amazing instant hit and he’s currently
working on his first album.



 
Jordin Sparks
The winner in the show’s sixth season, Sparks was only 17 years old at the time. Since then, her
musical career has been unstoppable with best selling albums, two BET awards, an American Music
Award, a People’s Choice Award and tour appearances with Alicia Keys and Britney Spears. Her
single, No Air, has sold more than four million digital downloads and is the highest selling single by
any American Idol contestant. In 2012, Sparks made her film debut in Sparkle, a movie that focuses
on three singing teenagers from Harlem who try to make it big.
 
Stay tuned for a brand new crop of up-and-coming stars in Idol's 12th season, with returning judge
Randy Jackson and three new judges: Mariah Carey, Nicki Minaj and Keith Urban.
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