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Good Neighbors 

Robert Jacobsen 

 

This is an anxious time in which our country, and others, is experiencing severe 
divisions along political and cultural lines. Aggressive dialogue and behavior and 
“fake news” shock us less every day. At the same time as this combative atmos-
phere expands, certain recent trends in the economy reflect a very different spirit. 
An international movement changing the marketing and distribution of goods and 
services, is described using a vocabulary of goodwill: “Collaborative Consump-
tion,” “Sharing Economy,” “Mutualization,” “Peer-to-Peer.” 

On a general level,  this can be summarized as the movement from big centralized 
institutions selling assets to passive consumers (you buy a new china set from Ma-
cy’s) to networks of individuals and communities trading or borrowing items, ser-
vices or knowledge, perhaps without a middleman. In this economy, the consumer 
may play roles as both the obtainer and the provider. You already know about this, 
even if the terminology escapes you. You may bid on and obtain a new china set 
through eBay, while simultaneously offering and providing your current china. 

Using this example, notice what happens here. First, assets are used efficiently.   
What one individual no longer can use, becomes useful to another, a benefit to 
overall sustainability. Second, each obtainer is spared the cost of a new set of china, 
an advantage to sound budgeting. Finally, there is personal contact, made possible 
by an element of trust between both parties fostered by protections of technology. 
This expands the individuals’ sense of community. Note that all of this is enabled 
by technology which vastly widens the scale of trading and sharing beyond a close 
circle of trusted acquaintances. As expressed by collaborative consumption guru 
Rachel Botsman,“We are now experiencing a seismic shift from individual getting 
and spending towards a rediscovery of collective good.”  

The sharing economy includes far more than the bartering of items. It also involves 
borrowing for a specified period: a  car for a day’s trip in the country, a post-hole 
digger to use in erecting your new fence, a giant punch bowl for your brunch. You 
don’t want to own all of these things, but you need them right now. You can share 

skills and knowledge too. Just tell TaskRabbit 
what tasks you need accomplished and they’ll 
connect you to a provider. Or sign up yourself 
to offer services in your realm of talent. By 
“sharing” things you own but which are not 
used fully, your home, your car, your skills, 
you are contributing to efficient use of assets, 
you might  make some money, and you will 
extend your activities and networks. 

Ideally, the sharing economy encourages personal growth and sociability too. 
Would you like to learn more about certain topics but don’t want to pay the tuition? 
Or maybe you don’t need another degree? Check out online  college courses offered 
for free by Coursera or FutureLearn, for example. These are taught by high-ranking 
university scholars (Robert Shiller at Yale? Not too shabby!) and they allow you to 
learn in a group setting, with students across the globe.  

What could be more personal than staying at a person’s home?  Airbnb lists hosts in 
190 countries, offering a range of hospitality styles, determined by the host. Visitors 
staying in Airbnb locations also may sign up for local “experiences” (special tours 
or classes or whatever might deliver a unique travel event). Perhaps you would like 
to sign up to host an “experience” of your own.  

Have you become so comfortable with the peer-to-peer culture that you might sign 
up to share a meal? Through Eatwith, you can wine and dine with other visitors in a 
country, at a party hosted in a local home. 
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Perpetual Child-Rearing 

When analysts estimate the current cost of raising children, they include such things as medical care, room and board, cloth-
ing, education, recreation etc. usually from birth until age 18. It’s a large total that ranges higher and lower depending upon 
area of the country (highest in New England and California) and, of course, family lifestyle. A calculator on 
www.babycenter.com suggests that it would cost >$531,000 to raise a child through (private) college in New England.  What 
is not counted in the various studies are the expenses associated with support that continues into the child’s adulthood, a 
practice becoming more common. 

Some of the drawbacks relate to character development. Children allowed to depend financially upon parents into maturity  
may be slow to “grow up,” to solve their own issues, or to enjoy the satisfaction of making their own way. (Or they may 
not.) Parents who want to remain essential to their children, might foster dependence, or not. However, beyond the possible 
disadvantages to the child, is the potential damage to the parents’ retirement strategy. Unanticipated outflows, in response to 
requests for support of major purchases (car, a house, grandkids’ tuition) or for regular stipends to finance a lifestyle the 
child cannot afford, can destroy the  parents’ well-earned and carefully-planned financial program in the years after work. 

For affluent parents, there may be no threat to comfort in later years. But for those for whom a closely 
managed plan is essential, the best financial gift they can offer their adult kids, is to commit to their plan 
so that they won’t end up on the child’s doorstep hat-in-hand some day in the future. Helping the child to 
understand the situation and to accept some self-sufficiency is critical to avoid expectations or resent-
ments. In some cases, a parents’ financial advisor is enlisted to help in that effort. Ideally, expectations 
and boundaries are set, well before the child reaches the age of majority. 

To mediate any emerging problems of entitlement, advisors suggest that gifts be random, and therefore do 
not foster expectations. Also, for purposes of relational harmony, there should be no strings attached to monetary gifts. A 
trust account can be useful as the child can learn in advance that this is the limit  of all that is coming to them. Especially 
where there are multiple children, a carefully designed, documented and enforced loan is a good way to provide support. The 
loan becomes a part of the estate so that any unpaid liability is deducted from that child’s inheritance.  

As an integrated part of the retirement plan, parents need to determine how they will relate to their children financially. How 
are both generations helped by financial support to the children? What is the impact on the child’s self-reliance? How much 
can the retirees afford in light of their own needs? 

G. Sullivan, “When Adult Children Wreck Parents’ Retirement,” FA-Mag.com, 3/1/18, S. Freeman, “How Adult Children are Ruining Their Parents’ Re-
tirement Plan,” www.therecord.com,  9/2/15,  “Boomerang Kids are Ruining Their Parents’ Retirement,” Time.com/money,  

 

As efficient and socially cozy as all of this sounds, some aspects of the “sharing” economy have not prospered as intended.  
Many of the local borrowing sites have gone out of business, not because people didn’t like the concept, but because they  
weren’t incented enough to adopt it. Borrowing a post-hole digger that you need for a day makes sense, but apparently for 
many people, it’s not worth the effort to learn how to use the sites, or the savings to make a round trip to pick the tool up 
and return it. The lazy logic: “I don’t get this. Besides, I can afford to buy the tool and there’s still a little storage space in 
my shed.” Some early entrepreneurs have tweaked the process successfully. For example, a borrowing site learned that the 
transactions work better when people in need advertised what they wanted and providers responded, rather than the other 
way around. Another barrier to the total “sharing” concept is the inevitable tendency of American businesses to implement 
capitalistic practices that we know well. Thus, car lending and home lending sites have become a bit more like car rental 
agencies or hotels.  

Finally, like any new business, once it takes off, government regulation may intrude. Airbnb, for example, has been run-
ning into local limits on a home owner’s right to rent their home. Two hosts in Singapore were fined $45,800 each for 
unauthorized short-term rental. More to come. 

In all, however, the ideals conveyed by collaborative consumption pundits remain popular, and many of its applications 
exist and thrive.  A new model of this magnitude may need time to transform and grow. Basically, in this troubled world, 
who doesn’t long for community? 

S. Kessler, “The Sharing Economy is Dead, and We Killed It”, www.fastcompany 9/14/15, R.  Botsman, “The Sharing Economy Lacks a Shared Defini-
tion,”  www.fastcompany.com, 11/21/13, “Collaborative Consumption,”  Wikepedia, “Sharing Economy,” www.quora.com, B. Kramer, “Why the Shar-
ing Economy is Just Getting Started,” www.the future of commerce.com,  11/19/15 
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Economic and Financial Overview  

It’s quite natural to be complacent after having enjoyed a nine year bull market, whose most recent year was unusually tran-
quil. As a result, investors in US equities welcomed strong returns in January, 2018 almost as business-as-usual. However, 
their serenity was tested during the rest of the first quarter, as continued disorder in the current administration and, particular-
ly, the threat of an international trade war, unnerved the markets. Massive shifts in market values occurred, not only day-by- 
day, but hour-by-hour as the S&P 500 Stock Index endured swings of hundreds of points. The VIX Index, the most quoted 
measure of market volatility, increased significantly. Yet, investors did not exhibit panic, perhaps because over the past dec-
ade, they have been making such healthy returns. 
 
During the period, most of the measurements we generally report were negative, but for the MSCI Emerging Market Index 
which rose by +1.5%. The MSCI EAFE Index of larger developed markets dropped by –1.53%, the Dow Jones Industrial 
Average lost –2.26%, the S&P 500 Index of larger US stocks fell  -0.26% and the Russell 2000 Index of smaller stocks lost –
0.40%.  At the same time, fixed income securities did not suffer the same volatility but, with an expected hike in interest rates, 
lost value. The Barclays Aggregate Bond Index fell –1.46% in the quarter. Growth stocks outperformed Value and Blend cat-
egories in the quarter as they have throughout the 10 year bull  market. The Forward P/E ratio (a measure of valuation) for the 
S&P 500  Index stands at 16.4 somewhat higher than the average of  16.1. Nonetheless, stocks are cheap relative to fixed in-
come securities which are expected to be subject to rate increases during 2018. 
 
Potential market disruption factors certainly exist, including the continued trade battles, global outrage at conditions in Syria, 
and political turmoil at home. Recently concerns have risen about the increase in our federal budget deficit. Yet as a whole, 
economic reports, including the Federal Open Market Committee commentaries (economic growth, price indices, consumer 
confidence, employment) do not predict particular trouble ahead. International economies around the world also are improv-
ing. A sound conclusion might be to maintain calm in the shelter of a well-diversified portfolio. 

Cyndi Lauper:  “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” 

 

Changes over time in how people spend money invariably reflect interesting changes in culture. This is the case in the remarka-
ble increase in expense for the marriage related festivities, not just by doting parents of the bride and groom, but by the next 
generation themselves. In a country hungry for more and more ways to party and, often, to flaunt wealth, whether real or plas-
tic, weddings are only part of the celebration. Now a bride expects a shower and a bachelorette party too.  

Bachelorette parties are particularly intriguing. They are a relatively recent phenomenon, having just started in the 60s. Their 
costs can be extravagant, especially for the typically young attendees footing the bill. They tend to 
include only the bride’s “girls,” who already are burdened by the cost of being in the wedding: hotel, 
dress, wedding gift, perhaps a shower gift.  Occasionally, but openly, they celebrate a notably unla-
dylike hedonism, emphasizing alcohol and sex. Consult the leading wedding planning sites or your 
local party store to view popular favors, decor and games, if you want just a hint. It’s not that all 
parties engage in this way, they don’t, but such ideas are comfortably mainstream. 

Costs range from ~$30 each for a backyard barbecue, to $150-300 for fancy dinners locally plus 
limo, entertainment and party gear, to destination weekends. Napa, Vegas and Nashville rank high. 
Flight, hotel, meals and extras (spa treatments, wine tasting tours...) for each girl plus her share of 
the bride’s expense, can eclipse $1000. The FaceBook generation knows that what they wear that weekend will be seen by 
hoards of “friends,” so new clothes may be in order. Apparently, these parties have taken on the competitive aspect of wed-
dings. The bride may need a show, and her girls may be reluctant to admit their lack of funds. 

Like the bachelor parties which have been around for centuries in some form, a bachelorette party is meant to be “one last fling 
before the ring.” That made sense in an earlier era when the bride’s transition to being a wife curtailed her opportunities to have 
fun with her friends. Today, young married women are far less confined, and enjoy nights out with girlfriends. Not a bad thing, 
essentially, but one making the “last fling” unnecessary.  

Bachelorette bashes seem consistent with our pleasure-seeking and profligate culture, while they sanction young womens’ ef-
forts to celebrate their independence, sometimes in curious ways. 

“Top Bachelorette Trends for 2017” www.thehouseofbachelorette.com, “4 Hottest Bachelorette Party Destinations 2017”, www.brides.com,“How Much Does a 
Bachelorette Party Cost?” www.thepricers.com,  F. Zuniga,“Bachelorettes Gone Wild,” Calgary Herald, 06/06/14,D. Russo, “The Wedding Evolution Over the 
Last 5 Years,” www.HuffingtonPost.com, 5/3/17 
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Wellness at Work 
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Developing a program  of employee benefits is an important part of a Human Resource Department’s responsibility. They 
review offered benefits fairly regularly in reference to the company’s financial condition, labor force statistics, employee 
pool demographics and cultural trends.  

A list of benefits expresses a company’s current wellbeing, organizational structure, and values. Every employer wants to 
be competitive in the job market and hopes to retain good workers. A generous retirement plan might help in that area, as 
would a well-funded health insurance plan.  Some benefits are aimed specifically at the particular labor force. A company 
which employs a large number of non-exempt administrative women might emphasize flexible work schedules or in-
house daycare. Especially in a family-owned business, some benefits exist largely to enrich the owner, the relatives and 
the other highly-paid staff. There also is a segment of the benefits that are  fairly low-cost and not at all necessary, but 
simply make the company a “nice place to work.” Some, like a staffed medical clinic at a health insurance company, an 
investment center at a financial services firm, daily ice cream at Ben & Jerry’s or free books at Penguin Random House 
are a part of the company’s business operation. Such things as a daily dry cleaning delivery and  pickup cost the company 
nothing, but are handy for workers. A barber? Time off for volunteer work? Perhaps. 

Wellness benefits have been around for a while but have increased in recent years. Corpo-
rate wellness currently is an $8 billion industry as companies hope that these will be a val-
ued perk,  raising employee loyalty and retention. They also expect them to elevate em-
ployee productivity. After all, healthy individuals tend to have less illness and absentee-
ism, and are less vulnerable to debilitating disease. They have greater energy and typically 
enjoy good moods, improving the work environment. 

Wellness benefits take many forms and cover a  wide range of type and cost. On the low-
effort,  low-cost end of the spectrum are the programs which offer healthy lifestyle infor-
mation via pamphlets and online sources. Some companies reimburse for healthclub mem-

berships or offer other financial  incentives for wellness program participation. Broader wellness efforts may include a 
wellness online portal, including individual health and fitness assessments followed by health and lifestyle coaching. Typ-
ically, these are outsourced, although companies with a greater investment in wellness bring these benefits in. They offer 
fitness and preventative care courses such as Weight Watchers and smoking cessation, or one-day events such as health 
fairs and athletic competitions. Companies may build their own in-house workout facility, complete with fitness instruc-
tors, or walking or running trails on campus. 

With the wide scope and diversity of corporate wellness benefits, the result on their actual return on investment are  am-
biguous. As you would expect, it all hangs on employee participation. A few things seem to be true: 

1. Employees who already practice a healthy lifestyle join  right in, but for others, financial incentives are appreciated 
but do not motivate participation. Also, employees avoid wellness programs for these reasons: no time, it’s a burden, 
no privacy (having fitness assessment on a wellness portal is particularly inhibiting.) One-day events attract one-day 
attention only. 

2. What seems to change employee behavior is a company’s enthusiastic adoption of a “culture of health” that is com-
prehensive (physical, mental, financial and social health), widely and constantly communicated, and fully supported 
at the top. This is what it might look like (all examples are real, but not all in the same company): free spinning and 
boot camp classes, free personal training, 90 minute lunchtimes, a ban on non-urgent emails on weekends and from 
10 pm to 6 am M-F, a lactation lounge for nursing mothers, “energy pods” for naps, health insurance for family pets, 
chiropractic care, group team competitions building camaraderie (including  a weight loss challenge), a company 
masseuse, “active meetings” that include pushups, a highly nutritional cafeteria. You get the picture. Companies with 
an inclusive culture of health get results, possibly changing lives.  

A. Kohll, www.forbes.com,4/21/16, E. Fry, Corporate Wellness Programs: Healthy or Hokey?, www.fortune.com, 3/15/17, L. Rothfeld, “Unique Cor-
porate Wellness  Programs, Mashable.com,5/5/15, “How to Design a Corporate Wellness Plan, hbr.org, 3/31/16, S. Lucas, “Wellness Programs  that 
Work for Small Businesses,” www.inc.com, 5/6/13, B. Moltz, “10 Crazy Corporate Wellness Programs that Work,” americanexpress.com 2/18/13, 
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