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Will rising interest rates impact my pension benefits?
If you're nearing retirement
and plan to elect lifetime
payments from your pension
plan, rising interest rates won't
have any impact on your

benefits. But if you're considering a lump-sum
payment, rising interest rates can be critical.

Pension plans calculate your lump sum by
determining the present value of your future
pension payments. The two primary
components in this calculation are your life
expectancy, and interest rates. Life expectancy
is determined using IRS tables. These tables
are unisex (that is, the same life expectancy
factors apply to both men and women). This
results in women getting lump sums that are
slightly smaller than they would otherwise get
based on true gender-based factors, and men
getting slightly larger lump sums.

Until recently, the interest rate plans used to
calculate lump-sum payments was the U.S.
30-year Treasury bond rate. However,
employers can now use a higher corporate
bond rate. What's important to understand is
that the amount of your lump sum payment is
inversely proportional to interest rates--that is,
the higher the rate, the smaller your lump sum.

If your plan offers lump-sum payments, there
are two questions you need to ask yourself.
First, "Is a lump-sum right for me?" This is a
difficult question, and the answer depends on a
number of factors. Is the pension your primary
source of retirement income? How is your (and
your spouse's) health? Will you be giving up
valuable subsidized benefits built into the plan's
benefit payments, or cost-of-living increases? A
lump sum gives you control over your
retirement dollars and removes the risk of early
death, but shifts the investment risk from the
plan to you. Remember that you'll be giving up
a benefit payment that's guaranteed for your
(and if you're married, your spouse's) life. Will
you be able to make your lump sum last for a
retirement that may last 30 years or more?

If you decide a lump sum is the right choice, the
second question is, "When should I take the
money?" Interest rates remain near historic
lows, and it's only a matter of time before they
start heading back up. If you're approaching
retirement and believe interest rates will rise in
the near future, you may want to consider
taking the lump sum sooner rather than later.
Your plan can provide you with an estimate of
your lump sum based on various interest rates.

Are con artists adopting trendy twists on old scams?
In a word, yes. You may be
great at deleting e-mails from
Nigerian princes to avoid
online phishing, but fraudsters
keep coming up with new

schemes for prying information or money from
potential victims. And while scams sometimes
involve hot topics that are getting a lot of
attention in the news, which may make them
seem legitimate, they still may be based on
old-school techniques such as phone calls.

If a broker contacts you about investing in
high-yielding certificates of deposit, don't
provide any information or send money right
away. Why? Because of reports that scammers
have been posing as brokers to pitch CDs,
claiming to represent a legitimate firm--perhaps
even one that you already do business with.
They may give you a number to call or offer to
have their supervisor send you forms to help
you transfer funds in an attempt to acquire data
that can be used to steal either your money or
identity. Even caller ID can be rigged to fake a
firm's number; check the number independently
with the firm's website or your own records and
call directly to verify the caller's identity.

Another area ripe for fraud is linked to the

recent legalization of medical or recreational
marijuana in some states. As with any
enterprise making headlines, so-called
"pump-and-dump" artists have begun touting
small, thinly traded companies linked to that
industry. In many cases, they hope to inflate
demand and drive up the stock price
quickly--the "pump"--and then dump their vastly
inflated shares at a profit, leaving their victims
holding the bag(gie). Any unproven company in
a relatively new industry deserves extra
scrutiny of its financials, management, business
plan, and other information. Don't be rushed
into a decision just because a stranger tells you
the window of opportunity is closing or
promises fast profits.

Finally, if you receive a phone call threatening
you with jail time or the loss of your driver's
license unless you pay what you owe the IRS,
don't panic, even if they cite part of your Social
Security number or you also get a call from
your local police department or motor vehicles
department that seems to "verify" the claim.
Again, your first step should be to contact the
IRS, police, or motor vehicles department on
your own, using a phone number you obtained
yourself rather than one provided by a caller.
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