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Q: It seems like I’m falling behind my friends financially. They take nicer vacations and drive more expensive cars

than mine. How am I really doing compared with others my age?

A: It happens every morning, from Wichita to Washington:
We wake up feeling good. We pick up our phones and scroll
through Instagram.

We guess at the carat weight of a college friend’s engage-
ment ring and marvel at a cousin’s shiny new truck. We’re lift-
ed into tornadoes of jealousy over photos of a friend’s puppy.
We puzzle over how they afford it.

But this social media highlight reel leaves a lot out.
“You don’t find people posting about missing a rent pay-

ment,” says Doug Amis, a certified financial planner and
president at Cardinal Retirement Planning, Inc. in Cary, North
Carolina.

If you’re under 35, here’s how your peers are really doing,
according to the Federal Reserve Board’s Survey of Consumer
Finances:

The median income for families with a head of household
under 35 was $40,500 in 2016. Nearly half of families under 35
had credit card balances, with median debt of $1,400 per fam-
ily. About 42 percent of families under 35 had retirement ac-

counts, and their median value was $12,300.
Lastly, about 45 percent of families with a head of house-

hold under 35 had education debt. The median amount was
$18,500 per family, but the amount varies widely by income
level and highest degree attained.

You won’t find a real answer to how you’re doing in a Feder-
al Reserve survey or a social media feed.

You will find it by measuring yourself against rules of
thumb, refined over decades and endorsed by financial pros,
that point the way toward true financial health. Start with
these:

❚ Do you have an emergency fund of at least $500? It
should eventually include three to six months of basic ex-
penses.

❚ Are you paying down high-interest debt, like credit cards
and personal loans? That should come before attacking low-
er-interest debt like student loans.

In the end, your financial
well-being boils down to
whether you can meet your
basic needs today, plan for a
better tomorrow and enjoy
life as you go.
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As each new year begins, so does tax-
scam season. Consumer watchdogs,
regulatory agencies and consumer writ-
ers like me start warning people about
tax cons. Usually, we start ringing the
warning bells sometime in January. But
this year, Mississippi Attorney General
Jim Hood is sending out an early warn-
ing about scammers seeking to swindle
you out of your tax refunds or scaring
you into sending money.

Few things strike fear into the heart

of John Q. Taxpayer as a call or urgent
letter from the IRS, demanding pay-
ment. And of course, crooks know this
and are looking to cash in. This week,
Hood’s office sent out a news release re-
vealing that they’d received recent re-
ports from Mississippi consumers who
were contacted by people claiming to be
with the Internal Revenue Service or
Treasury Department and demanding
payment.

“These con artists are intimidating
and sound convincing and can even al-
ter the caller ID to make it look like the
IRS is calling,” Hood warned. “The num-
ber one thing to remember is that if the
IRS needs to contact you, they’ll do it by
postal mail first, and they will not

threaten to arrest or sue you.” Hood add-
ed that the callers usually use frighten-
ing language such as, “This is your offi-
cial final notice — the IRS is filing a law-
suit against you.”

“The caller claims the consumer
owes money to the IRS and insists that it
be paid promptly through a pre-loaded
debit card or wire transfer,” he said. “If
the victim refuses to cooperate, the
scammer threatens the victim by stat-
ing that he or she will be arrested or that
a lawsuit will be filed against them.”

Hood recounted another version of
the scam, in which the scammer claims
the victim has a refund available, but
need a bank account number or other
private information to process and de-

posit it. Often, the caller leaves an “ur-
gent” callback request. Crooks have also
been known to use fake names and bo-
gus IRS badge numbers.

If you think you owe the IRS any
amount, call (800) 829-1040 to get ad-
vice on payment. If you get such a call,
and know you don’t owe anything, re-
port the incident to the Treasury In-
spector General for Tax Administration
at (800) 366-4484 or visit
www.tigta.gov.

Here are some other tips, courtesy of
Hood’s Office of Consumer Protection:

❚ Don’t answer the phone for a num-
ber you don’t recognize or that shows up 

IRS scams off to an early start
Consumer Watch
Bill Moak

Columnist

See SCAMS, Page 4A


