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Even if you have the best
of intentions, it's easy to
overspend. According to
a Gallup poll conducted
June 9-15, 2014,* 58% of
people who had shopped
during the previous four
weeks said they spent
more at the store than

they originally intended to. Even if you're
generally comfortable with how much you
spend, you may occasionally suffer from a case
of buyer's remorse or have trouble postponing a
purchase in favor of saving for a short- or
long-term goal. Here are a few key questions to
consider that might help you fine-tune your
spending.

How will spending money now affect
me later?
When you're deciding whether to buy
something, you usually focus on the features
and benefits of what you're getting, but do you
think about what you're potentially forgoing?
When you factor this into your decision, what
you're weighing is known as the opportunity
cost. For example, let's say you're trying to
decide whether to buy a new car. If you buy the
car, will you have to give up this year's family
vacation to Disney World? Considering the
opportunity cost may help you evaluate both
the direct and indirect costs of a purchase.

Some other questions to ask:

• How will you feel about your purchase later?
Tomorrow? Next month? Next year?

• Will this purchase cause stress or strife at
home? Couples often fight about money
because they have conflicting money values.
Will your spouse or partner object to your
purchasing decision?

• Are you setting a good financial example?
Children learn from what they observe. What
messages are you sending through your
spending habits?

Why do I want it?
Maybe you've worked hard and think you
deserve to buy something you've always
wanted. But are you certain that you're not

being unduly influenced by other factors such
as stress or boredom?

Take a moment to think about what's important
to you. Comfort? Security? Safety? Status?
Quality? Thriftiness? Does your purchase align
with your values, or are you unconsciously
allowing other people (advertisers, friends,
family, neighbors, for example) to influence
your spending?

Do I really need it today?
Buying something can be instantly and tangibly
gratifying. After all, which sounds more exciting:
spending $1,500 on the ultra-light laptop you've
had your eye on or putting that money into a
retirement account? Consistently prioritizing an
immediate reward over a longer-term goal is
one of the biggest obstacles to saving and
investing for the future. The smaller purchases
you make today could be getting in the way of
accumulating what you'll need 10, 20, or 30
years down the road.

Be especially wary if you're buying something
now because "it's such a good deal." Take time
to find out whether that's really true. Shop
around to see that you're getting the best price,
and weigh alternatives--you may discover a
lower-cost product that will meet your needs
just as well. If you think before you spend
money, you may be less likely to make impulse
purchases, and more certain that you're making
appropriate financial choices.

Can I really afford it?
Whether you can afford something depends on
both your income and your expenses. You
should know how these two things measure up
before making a purchase. Are you consistently
charging purchases to your credit card and
carrying that debt from month to month? If so,
this may be a warning sign that you're
overspending. Reexamining your budget and
financial priorities may help you get your
spending back on track.

*Source: American Consumers Careful With
Spending in Summer 2014, www.gallup.com.
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Tips for Stress-Free Travel This Holiday Season
It's that time of year again--the dreaded holiday
travel season. And while overcrowded airports,
train stations, and roads, combined with the
possibility of inclement weather, can be a
recipe for disaster, there are some steps you
can take to make traveling this holiday season
a bit easier.

Pre-trip planning
• Travel "off-peak." There will always be certain

days and/or times that are busier than others
during the holiday season. As a result, you
may want to avoid peak travel times, such as
the day before Thanksgiving. By adjusting
your holiday travel schedule by just one day
or even a few hours, you might face fewer
crowds and decrease your travel time.

• Consider an alternate route. If you are
traveling by car, consider taking a longer,
less-traveled scenic route to circumvent
areas where traffic is usually heaviest. If you
are flying, avoid travel hubs with the most air
traffic. Instead, try searching nearby, smaller
airports to see whether they offer flights to
your destination. Smaller airports may offer
cheaper flights and often have fewer delays
and less traffic to and from the airport. You
can also try researching whether your airline
or flight is usually on time or late by checking
its on-time performance.

• Check in or print out boarding passes/tickets
beforehand. Today, many airlines and train
companies have streamlined the
boarding/ticketing process. If you're flying,
you may be able to select your seats and
complete the check-in process at home. If
you're traveling by train, consider purchasing
your tickets online and printing your ticket
vouchers before arriving at the station.

On the day of travel
• Travel lightly. Most airlines and trains have

restrictions on the number of carry-on or
check-in luggage passengers can bring. As a
result, only bring necessities and try to avoid
overpacking for your trip. In addition, consider
ordering any holiday gifts online and mailing
them ahead of time instead of bringing them
with you.

• Leave early. Whether you are heading to the
airport or train station or making the trip by
car, avoid the long lines and traffic by leaving
as early as possible on your scheduled day of
travel. If you're worried about waiting around
the airport or train station for too long, bring
your laptop or extra reading material to keep
yourself occupied.

• Have a plan B. Whether it's changing your
travel route to avoid traffic congestion or
dealing with a flight delay and missed
connection, you'll want to be prepared to
make adjustments to your travel plan. Having
an alternative plan in place can make it easier
to deal with any travel glitches that may arise
when you travel.

• Keep essential items on hand. Keep copies of
your travel itinerary, necessary photo
identification (e.g., driver's license, passport),
and medications on your person in case your
luggage is lost or delayed while en route to
your destination. You'll also want to make
sure that you have plenty of snacks and
beverages to help tide you over if you are
stuck in traffic or your train or flight is
delayed. Make sure that your electronic
devices (e.g., laptop, phone, e-reader) are
fully charged and bring chargers so you can
plug in, if necessary, at the airport or train
station. And if you are traveling with kids, be
sure to bring along plenty of toys/games to
keep them occupied.

• Stay connected. Whether it's real-time traffic
updates or information on flight or train
departures and arrivals, there are numerous
mobile apps that can help make travel more
efficient. Traveling by air? Check with your
airline to see if you can sign up for flight
status updates that go directly to your phone.
If you're heading on a road trip, check with
each state's highway authority to see which
ones provide mobile traffic updates.

• Be prepared for the worst. It's important to
remember that even the most well-thought
out travel plans may not proceed without a
hitch. A nasty nor'easter, air-traffic controller
strike, or even just bad luck could disrupt your
travel plans. The key is to stay calm and be
prepared for the inevitable travel mishap. In
the end, you will eventually reach your
destination and celebrate the holiday season
with family and friends.

Last year, over 94 million
Americans were expected to
travel during the year end
holiday season (Source:
American Automobile
Association, 2013/2014
Year-End-Holidays Travel
Forecast, December 2013).
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Is Your Marketing Plan Stuck in the 20th Century?
Successful small-business owners understand
the basics of marketing: Know your customers
well and deliver messages in ways that will
reach them best. Common components of a
well-devised marketing plan often include
customer surveys, advertising, promotions, and
direct mail, as well as a carefully designed
website, which in today's mobile world is the
go-to source for basic company information.
But is all that enough?

To quote a famous 20th-century musical sage,
"The times, they are a-changin'." Business
owners who want to keep up with a changing
customer base (and the dynamic technology
available to them) will need to be familiar with
the latest in 21st-century marketing tactics.
Following is a brief primer that can help you get
started.

The new and improved word of mouth
There is perhaps no more cost-effective form of
marketing than an unsolicited endorsement
from a satisfied customer. And in the 21st
century, the opportunity for "word-of-mouth"
publicity has taken on a whole new
dimension--a global dimension, even for the
smallest of businesses. Facebook, Twitter,
LinkedIn, Pinterest, Instagram, Yelp--the list of
social media sites increases seemingly by the
day. Through these sites, customers can share
their experiences far and wide. Remember the
popular 1980s television commercial, in which a
famous actress raved about a brand of
shampoo, saying, "I told two friends about it,
and they told two friends, and so on, and so on,
and so on..."? Social media is a bit like that,
only nearly instantaneous and often with
unexpected consequences.

When a positive message about your
organization "goes viral"--i.e., the two friends
become many friends--you have essentially hit
the marketing jackpot. However, if a negative
message goes viral, you may need to mobilize
for damage control. For this reason, it's
important to understand how social media
works.

Opportunities in social media
Social media provides an ideal opportunity to
build trust among current and prospective
customers. The objective is to engage your
"followers"--those who choose to follow your
posts--in a way that inspires them to "like" and
"share" positive messages about your
organization, and eventually click through to
your website to initiate a sale or generate a
lead.

High-quality engagement is derived from
"content" rather than traditional advertising.

Effective content is a story, image, or brief
message that captures attention by educating,
informing, entertaining, or provoking emotion.
For example, you could spotlight your
company's commitment to a popular cause, or
demonstrate how your product has helped
improve a customer's life in some remarkable
way (with the customer's permission, of
course). If your business provides counsel or
services to other businesses, you might draft a
blog post or white paper demonstrating your
expertise. The idea is to deliver content that will
generate conversations reflecting positively on
your organization.

#whatsallthefussabouthashtags?
Many, if not most, social media posts end with
a word, phrase, or string of words and phrases
preceded by the hash symbol (#). This symbol
ensures that all words that follow become
searchable terms in many social media outlets.
Hashtags can help your company become part
of conversations surrounding a particular topic.
For example, if you sell products that help
consumers reduce costs, you could end your
post with #moneysavingtips.

Additional ideas
• Many social media outlets limit your message

to a small set of characters. While it can be
challenging to create meaningful content in a
limited amount of space, regular posts of this
sort can help you stay top-of-mind with your
followers. You can also use these messages
to drive traffic to more detailed messaging.

• Stories told through visuals tend to be more
effective than text. According to Inc.
magazine, videos on Facebook's leading
brand pages were shared 12 times more
often than texts and links, and photos
received twice as many likes as text
updates.*

• Encourage your followers to post their own
photos, videos, and stories highlighting how
they've used your products and services, and
to hashtag the benefit of your product or
service as well as your company name.

• Capitalize on opportunities that arise
organically. For instance, many companies
have used #TBT (Throwback Thursday) to
publicize their company's history.

A final word of caution: Even the most
well-intended stories can backfire if there's any
room for misinterpretation. Humor, in particular,
can be tricky. Before hitting "post," consider
carefully how your message might read to a
wide variety of people.

*Source: "Lights, Camera, Action!" Inc.
magazine, November 2013

Where do you start?

As you do with your traditional
advertising strategy, when
choosing social media outlets,
you first need to identify the
locations your current and
potential customers frequent,
and then target content
accordingly.

According to a recent webinar
sponsored by the Small
Business Administration titled
"How Social Media Can Help
Your Small Business
Succeed," Facebook is the
ideal way to reach the largest
number of general consumers,
while LinkedIn may be the best
avenue for a company in the
business-to-business arena.

Another idea may be to
outsource your social media
strategy and ongoing
maintenance. Many options are
now available for
small-business owners who
need assistance and advice in
this area.
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How can college students save and spend money
wisely?
College is a pivotal time in a
young adult's life. Students
gain a sense of independence
that is accompanied by

responsibility--especially when it comes to
finances. If you're a new college student, it can
be overwhelming to figure out how to save and
spend money wisely. However, if you take time
to plan, you won't have to worry about spending
money carelessly. And your parents will be glad
to avoid desperate pleas for cash over the
phone.

It may be helpful to review campus resources
ahead of time so you can eliminate items that
you don't necessarily need to bring with you to
school. Why bring your car and pay for an
expensive parking pass if you can use free
public transportation? Similarly, it might make
more sense to borrow textbooks from your
university's library or rent them rather than fork
over the dough to buy pricey books you'll use
for a single semester.

Next, establish a monthly budget. Track your
expenses for a month to determine where most
of your money is going, then look for the areas
where you need to reevaluate your spending.

For example, you may be spending too much
on take-out when you already have a prepaid
meal plan at your school. Take advantage of
your plan and put that money toward something
else in your budget like clothing or
entertainment.

What if you have excess cash? Set aside a few
dollars each week to create an emergency
fund. Over time, that money could accumulate,
and you never know when it might come in
handy.

But if you still find yourself strapped for cash,
most college campuses offer a variety of
part-time jobs that are designed to fit into a
student's busy schedule. Ask about a job the
next time you go to the gym for a workout or the
dining hall for a meal. Or you can use your
school's career service website to browse
work-study options available on campus. As
long as you're aware of what's available to you,
you'll be better informed to make wise money
decisions, which enables you to focus on
making the most of this chapter in your
academic career.
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