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Did you meet your annual goals? 

The end of the year is the perfect time to review how you faired on your annual goals. It is important to 
write down your goals when you make them so that you can check back in and see how you did later. Do 
you need to repeat any of the same goals next year? Can you do anything in the last few weeks to help 
you meet any of your goals? What can you improve on to ensure that you consistently make healthy 
financial decisions?  

 

Budget Adjustments 

Take some time to review your budget. I would suggest reviewing it in three areas. First, review how 
you've faired in sticking to your budget throughout the year. Did you fully account in your budget for 
your actual expenses? Did you over/under-spend in any categories in particular? Second, adapt your 
“Next year budget” to fit some of your observations in your current budget. If you need to up your 
budget in certain areas, do you still meet certain savings goals? Third, does your current budgeting 
method make it easy to keep budgeting, or do you need to switch systems? The end of the year is a 
great time to change budgeting programs so that you can have a full year of data on one system. Check 
SDG’s budgeting tool, Mint.com, or YNAB. 

 

Net Worth Tracking 

One of the best ways to ensure that you are making progress to your retirement and other savings goals 
is to track your net-worth over time. Personally, I like to record my net-worth every month, but I would 
recommend at least keeping track of it annually.  An easy way to quickly calculate your net-worth is to 
add up the things your own (bank accounts, retirement accounts, home value, etc.), subtract from that 
everything you owe (credit cards, loans, mortgage, etc.), and record it in excel. 

 

Deduction Bunching 

There is an available tax strategy called “bunching” where in one year you plan to itemize your 
deductions and the other year you take the standard deduction. This means that you want to “bunch” 
all of your deductions into one year. For example, if I want to itemize my deductions in 2019 (which 
means I will take the standard deduction in 2018 and 2020), I would want to pay my property taxes 
(deductible) in January of 2019 instead of December 2018. I would do the same thing with any 
charitable deductions I was planning for the end of 2018. This strategy is only beneficial if the 
combined deductions will be greater than $24,000 for married couples or $12,000 for single 
individuals, which are the standard deductions in 2018. 

 

https://www.sdgplanning.com/free.html
https://www.sdgplanning.com/free.html


 

 

 

Withholding Adjustment 

There are two parts to evaluating your tax withholding at the end of the year. The first scenario is in the 
case that you have not withheld enough taxes throughout the year, which will cause a penalty when you 
file and pay your taxes in April. In many cases, you can make quarterly estimated tax payments to avoid 
the penalty, but if you missed a quarterly payment earlier in the year, you can withhold more from your 
paycheck at the end of the year (this will reduce missed estimated payments in the first part of the 
year). Second, you can make changes to your withholding for the upcoming year. If you always end up 
with a refund at tax time, consider changing your withholding to take-home more from each paycheck 
instead of the lump-sum refund you receive at tax time.  

 

Estimated Payments 

If you are responsible for making estimated payments throughout the year, the 4th quarter estimate is 
due January 15th. While it is not technically at the end of this year (rather the start of next year) it is 
often easier to calculate and knock out while you are doing other “end of the year” tax work.  

 

Retirement Contributions 

A great way to lower your tax burden is to make a contribution to retirement accounts. Like the 
estimated payment, most retirement contributions won’t be due until next year, however, your 401(k) 
is limited to Dec 31st to make contributions for the current year. Consider using any year-end bonuses 
to help max out your retirement accounts at the end of the year. IRA contributions can be made through 
April 15th.  

 

Prepare for Tax Season 

Tax season, starting at the beginning of the year, comes with collecting many different forms and 
receipts to help prepare your taxes. Often, we rely on whatever shows up in the mail, but now, many 
financial institutions have a document storage portal where you need to log in to access your tax forms. I 
like to take some time at the end of the year to list the tax forms I expect to collect in order to prepare 
my taxes. This can make it less stressful when April to rolls around.  

*Client’s of SDG will get a checklist to help with the tax preparation process.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Business Expenses 

Typically, Accounting 101 says to pull business expenses into the current year and push income into the 
following year in order to lower your current tax burden. While that might make sense for many large 
businesses, small business owners need to put a little more thought into this tax planning technique. If 
you are experiencing lower taxable income in the current year, you may want to bring any extra income 
into the current year to be taxed at lower rates. 

 

Required Minimum Distributions 

In the year that you turn 70 ½, the IRS requires that you take a certain amount of funds out of your 
Traditional  IRA. This is due by the end of the year. Typically, in order to get the most tax-deferred 
growth from the account, you will make this distribution at the end of the year rather than the 
beginning, or throughout the year. If you do not have a need for this money, you can consider moving 
the money from your IRA into a taxable investment account. Another consideration is to directly gift 
your RMD to a charitable organization, this strategy allows you to avoid the income from the RMD all-
together instead of recognizing the income and then getting a charitable deduction (which happens if 
you distribute the RMD to yourself and then separately give to charity). 

 

Investment Allocation Review 

Simply enough, the end of the year is a good time to review your overall investment allocation. If you 
were comfortable with 60% stocks in your portfolio at the beginning of the year is that still what you are 
comfortable with at the end of the year? Is it still an appropriate fit for your investment goals? Did you 
have any changes to your goals, or what the money will be used for, that change how risky the portfolio 
should be? 

 

Rebalancing 

Even if your investment goals and allocation have not changed throughout the year, it is recommended 
to review your portfolio to see if you are still in line with your “ideal / target” portfolio allocation. 
During the year, your portfolio can drift out of whack. If one type of investment does better throughout 
the year, then it is likely that you will now be over-weight in that category, and under-weight in the 
categories of underperforming assets. Rebalancing is selling the over-weight investments and buying 
the under-weight investments so that you even out your portfolio. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Tax-loss Harvesting 

Taxes pretty much interact with any part of your financial life, and this is certainly true of your 
investment portfolio. Each time that you make a trade in a non-retirement investment account, you 
either will have a taxable gain, or a loss. The losses will offset any taxable gains that you have through 
the year. A strategy known as tax-loss harvesting allows you to purposefully sell investments at a loss in 
order to offset the gains that you have in the account. You can either choose to buy those positions back 
after 31 days, or you can immediately invest those funds into a similar but not “substantially identical” 
investment.  

 

Use Flex Spending Account 

A flexible spending account is a “Use it or lose it” type plan. This means that any money left in the 
account at the end of the year is not rolled over to the next year. Since this is your money that you put 
in the account, I would recommend using what you can of it before it expires. FSAs are typically a little 
vaguer than HSAs, but you should have a phone number that you can call and find the amount of funds 
left on your card. It is also worth checking if there is a grace period for the unused funds. Sometimes 
you’ll find that you have an extra 3 months or so to use the money, but that is not always the case.  

 

Employee Benefit Review 

For many companies, the end of the year is also the time to elect your benefits. Just because your 
employer did not have any major changes to its plan does not mean you should automatically select the 
same benefits that you had during the last year. Consider if you have had any changes to your financial 
situation or financial goals. There might be a better fit plan that your employer offers. 

 

Year-End Bonus 

Some generous employers will give their employees year-end bonuses either based on the employee or 
the employer's performance throughout the year. How should you responsibly use this money? Do you 
need to save any of it for your tax-liability? Bonuses are withheld by your employer at a flat rate of 
22% (unless you make over $1mm throughout the year in which case the bonus is withheld at 37%). If 
your marginal tax rate is going to be higher than that withholding rate, then you will likely need to set 
aside some of the bonus to pay for the taxes. Other than this, save it, use it, donate it, whatever you do 
with it, have a plan.  


