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Shaking the Electric Cup 

Robert Jacobsen 

There are two notable aspects of electronic communications besides the ability to 

vastly increase our efficiency. The first aspect is the depersonalization of commu-

nication by replacing human exchanges with digital, using recorded messages. 

Even troubleshooting advice from service providers is offered via recordings. 

Another aspect is creating online communities of unassociated or only loosely as-

sociated individuals. We may limit our “friends” and “links,”  but it’s in the nature 

of social media to multiply our reach and our exposure. What feels personal or 

private actually has global potential. Our personal comfort with these two aspects 

depends upon the number of years we have lived without them. In general, the 

more candles on the cake, the more we value privacy and real human contact.  

Being a part of a crowd and dealing with others at arm’s reach combine in the phe-

nomenon of “crowdfunding.” Essentially, crowdfunding in any of its forms means 

using media to raise money for some specific purpose be it commercial, financial, 

charitable or personal. For example: 

Through TeeSpring.com, you can, with online support, design a T-shirt, set a prod-

uct price, name a production goal, provide a simple marketing summary, solicit 

buyers, and deliver the shirts. You don’t have start-up costs as the shirts aren’t 

manufactured before orders are received. 

Through EquityNet.com, you can raise capital for your brilliant idea by using the 

site to create a business profile and optimize a business plan, with assistance from 

the site software, and prepare your pitch. Investors who visit the site will review 

the opportunities and, perhaps, invest in your offering through the site. Regulation 

A+ of SEC Title IV permits private companies to raise up to $50 million from un-

accredited investors without the initial costs of registration. This allows an issuer 

to test market sentiment before the registration expense.  

On Money360.com deals are marketed to potential investors allowing them to di-

versify their risks by investing in multiple loans, either whole or in small pieces. 

In all of these options, the middleman is technology. The potential community is 

vast and the contact is impersonal. 

You may be more familiar with crowdfunding in the charitable or personal realm. 

GoFundMe.com is perhaps the best known of these sites, although there are many 

(plumfund.com, fundly.com, kickstarter.com, etc.) Through GoFundMe, you cre-

ate your own website where you describe the need and name your goal. The scope 

of distribution is up to you and is limited to the size of your own network. You 

provide your email and social media memberships. However, given the tendency 

of digital networking to multiply contacts, your request may go viral.  

Medical and tuition expenses top the list of personal needs. People also ask fund-

ing for vacations, cars, defense lawyers. The largest amount raised by GoFundMe 

was $1,837,880 (by April 15 of this year) to pay medical costs of 5 year-old Eliza 

O’Neill with Sanfilippo Syndrome. Gifts usually are made online by credit card. 

Note bene: contributions are made to individuals, not to a tax-deductible charity.  

Many of these sites advertise as 100% free but if you dig a little, you learn that the 

“processing costs” and “platform fees” generally total between 3% and 8%. Plum-

fund claims that “contributors never pay a fee,” which is quite like stating  
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Did you vote? “Women on 20s”(W20) is a non-profit, grassroots movement. They campaigned for the U.S. Treasury’s first pa-

per currency featuring a woman in over a century.  W20 targeted the $20 bill, citing Andrew Jackson’s decline in popularity. Of 

our 7 bills, the $20 has the most widespread use (think ATM). Americans were encouraged to vote for their choice both in a pri-

mary and then in a final online election. The campaign went viral, accumulating over 600,000 votes in just 10 weeks, between 

March 1 and May 10 of 2015. In the end, voters selected Harriet Tubman. Two days later, a petition was presented to President 

Obama, asking that a new $20 bill bearing the image of Harriet Tubman be issued before the 100 year anniversary of the 

Amendment XIX (Women’s Suffrage) in 2020. Already the movement had gained the attention of N.H. Senator Jeanne Shaheen 

who introduced legislation S. 925 Women on the Twenty Act, to assemble a panel to propose the woman to be memorialized. 

Even a 9-year old Massachusetts girl wrote to President Obama about the issue.  

“Women on 20s” was a classic example of a democratic process, a “virtual march,” operating through social 

media. As such, it was idealistic, passionate and gutsy. The inevitable next chapter in such stories is when 

real-world issues make them more complicated. Newly issued bills are infrequent because the design and 

production require painstaking work over a lengthy period. Typically bills are reissued as adjustments of the 

original, somewhat akin to a redesign of a car model. Coming up with a new bill start-to-finish in 5 years 

would be a stretch.  The top priority in  paper currency design is prevention of  counterfeits. Therefore, with 

each new design, there are changes in materials, embedded images and other security features.   

In the past, choices of an image have never been a popularity contest among citizens, but a rather decision of the Secretary of the 

Treasury, made after consulting the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. An act of Congress can override this process. Images 

currently on our bills, all deceased individuals in keeping with law, were selected in 1928-1929. Bill revisions are set to occur 

every 7 to 10 years, largely for security reasons. The next bill already in the queue and design phase was slated to be the $10. 

On June 12, Treasury Secretary Jack Lew announced that a woman will appear, along with Alexander Hamilton, on the new $10  

issued  before the 100th anniversary of the 19th Amendment. It’s a triumph for the W20 movement, or a slap in the face, depend-

ing upon your viewpoint. Some women sarcastically suggest that a new note should be worth $0.78, representing gender wage 

inequality. In a Tweet, Benjamin Bernanke urged preserving Hamilton’s place on the $10, noting his important role in establish-

ing our banking system and, by achieving significant debt reduction, making the U.S. a credit-worthy nation.  

What’s your vote? Send your suggestions of a woman “who was a champion for our inclusive democracy” to https://

thenew10.treasury.org or  #TheNew10   The decision will be announced later this year. 

B. Holland, History in the Headlines, 6/22/15,S.E. Cupp, “A Woman on the $10: Big Deal, Chicago Tribune, 6/22/15, Womenon20.org, Treasury.gov, J. Fuller, 

“Why the Treasury Decided to Put a Woman on the $10 Bill,” NY Magazine.com, “The US Treasury Plans to Put a Woman’s Face on the $10 Bill,” TODAY-

Money, 6/18/15. 

that a mutual fund investor never pays a fee because it’s 

simply deducted from the fund itself.  

While GoFundMe claims to have clear standards as to what 

fundraising goals are eligible for their service, it must be 

hard to apply them consistently. Some funding sites have   

been yanked during the campaign as GoFundMe adminis-

trators reconsidered the cause.  

Most of us already have been solicited by a crowdfunding 

campaign. We’re contacted by a website where we can 

learn about the cause and make a contribution. We may get 

a thank-you note via the same site. It’s efficient, impersonal 

and involves us in a large anonymous community. In terms 

of our comfort with this, each of us lies along a continuum 

from, “cool, that’s easy!” to “yuck, that’s kind of cold.” We 

may or may not mind being “solicited” with a bridal  

registration on a wedding website, in which one of the options 

is a contribution to the downpayment fund. On the charitable 

side, I get a number of very nice letters each year asking for 

support for a mission trip, or from a Bar Mitzvah boy indicat-

ing where he will donate his gifts. I’m used to being asked, 

yet more personally and non-digitally. 

How about the online requests for tuition sup-

port, or a car? Because it’s impersonal and 

directed to a “crowd,” does that strike you as 

begging? Where’s your line of comfort? 

 

M. Reneri, “Testing the Waters,” Forbes.com, T. MacDou-

gall, “Is Crowdfunding Begging?” primeparents-
club.com,12/1/14, GoFundMe.com, Fundly,com, plum-

fund.com,donationpages.com,TeeSpring.com 
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The most recent report from the Federal Reserve (June 19) pretty much tells the story: whatever changes we’ve seen have 

been minor. The Fed has kept the benchmark rate at near zero for the past 6 years in an effort to boost the economy and cre-

ate a hospitable climate for borrowing, lending and investing. They have been looking for labor market and inflation statis-

tics to hit certain targets before they start the long-awaited hikes in interest rate. The report stated that the economy is ex-

panding but not enough to tip their hand toward tightening. They also want to see a rate of inflation growth above 2%. Most 

analysts who have been anticipating a rate hike for many months still expect a hike in 2015, but specific expectations vary 

between one or two hikes by year-end.  

After a disappointing first quarter, largely explained by the Fed as the result of “transitory factors” such as the challenging 

winter weather, the U.S. economy continued its moderate gains. In the recent period, the labor market improved 

(unemployment is down to 5.3%) and household income rose. No wonder consumer confidence climbed, also spurring an 

increase in consumer spending. The housing sector improved with “pending home sales” near levels not seen since April of 

2006. Manufacturing indicators were mixed. 

The domestic stock market had a negligible change overall. After 9 quarters of growth, domestic stocks had weak returns: 

+0.30% for the S&P 500 and –0.88% for the Dow Jones Industrial Average. This compares to +0.2% and –1.14% respec-

tively for the first quarter. For the DJIA, it was the first year since 2010 to suffer a first half decline. A major –1.95% single 

day loss on June 29 reflecting concern over Greece’s potential exit from the Euro, impacted YTD performance. Growth 

stocks amply outperformed value while small cap stock returns exceeded those of large cap stocks. The Russell 2000 small 

stock index rose +0.42% for the quarter and is up +4.09% year-to-date.  

There are many trouble spots globally. China is in recession and their stocks have been plummeting.  Deflation plagues Ja-

pan and some countries in the Eurozone. Middle-East conflicts persist. The Greek default on IMF debt and the difficulty of 

constructing a bailout raise questions about the stability of the Eurozone.  

Bonds also have had weak or negative returns. Long-term bonds particularly lost ground as duration risk alarmed many in-

vestors. 

Economic and Financial Overview  

Credit card indebtedness is a problem for many Americans. Generally it afflicts those who don’t have a lot of money and 

want more “things” than they can afford, people with little understanding of how money works (particularly interest rates 

and the compounding affect of debt) and people with a need for immediate gratification. Those three characteristics also 

describe another demographic group: teen through college age. Despite the risks of granting these young people access to a 

credit card, parents supply cards because it’s an efficient way to cover student expenses from afar. And, of course, credit 

card companies aggressively solicit college students.  

As parents we want to give our children experience with credit and debt as a part of their education in personal finance. We 

need to let them use cards without setting them, or us, up for a costly lesson. Conversations about the difference between 

“needs” and “wants,” developing a budget together, letting your offspring observe you  as you pay off credit card bills fully 

each month, reading your own credit report together, providing case studies in how debt accumulates, all serve as an educa-

tional foundation before ever handling a credit card (consider that an internship). Here are some card options: 

1) Start with a secured (by associated savings account) credit card or a prepaid credit card. 

2) Start with a debit card with overdraft protection allowing them to watch the expenses accrue. 

3) Start with a prepaid fuel card. 

4) Open a joint card with yours and your child’s name. Then watch the activity closely! 

5) Give them an extra copy of a “family emergency card” whose use you can authorize as needed. 

T. Chen “How to Teach Your Child about Credit Cards,” money.usnews.com 1/12/12, K. Clark, “Getting Your Kids the 1st Credit Card,” Investopedia, 

“teens and credit,” themint.org, “Teenagers and Credit Cards,” Consolidatedcredit.org,  

 

  Pick a Card, Any Card 



The information contained herein should not be construed as personalized investment advice. There is no guarantee that the views or opinions 

expressed in this newsletter will be realized. Assabet Advisors, LLC ( “ Assabet ” )  is a Massachusetts state registered investment adviser.  
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   I didn’t want a timeshare. But having given my phone number at an expo, I had only myself to blame when the calls began. 

When one person offered a meeting within an hour of home, I was intrigued. I wanted to witness the pitch for myself. For my 

attendance, she offered 1) a $100 on a Discount Dining Dollars gift card, 2) 2 free flights to a number of top class hotels in a 

range of desirable vacation destinations, and 3) $100 Walmart gift card. My story comes later. First, how do timeshares work?  

   Timeshares were introduced in the U.S. in 1974. The basic attraction is having a guaranteed vacation property where you pay 

only for what you use, typically one week annually at a fixed time. To acquire your share of ownership, you pay a purchase 

price and become liable for a variable annual fee to cover maintenance and taxes. A timeshare can be a perpetual “deeded prop-

erty,” or a “rent-to-use” contract for a set number of years. Over time, the market has introduced options including the ability to 

trade your week to try out another location, or to rent or gift the week. You can purchase a floating week within a specified pe-

riod of the year, purchase a rotating week, or join a vacation club which involves timeshare aspect but also the opportunity to 

accrue and spend points for other vacation-related benefits. Some timeshare units have a smaller attached “lockoff unit” that 

can be used or traded separately, thus giving the owner 2 vacation weeks to use. 

   Some owners love their timeshares. My friends own 2 units in Aruba, one with a lockoff. Owning 2 and potentially 3 units 

gives the couple the ability to have at least one Aruba vacation plus one at another site.  The annual fee of $1,500 for each are 

high, but because the location is highly desirable, trading is not a problem. The couple is beyond responsibilities for children or 

parents. They are free to travel and are not concerned about a sudden financial reversal. The perpetual ownership will be inher-

ited at some point. The arrangement works for the couple because they can use the timeshares, because theirs is a very sought-

after high-end development, and because they understand how to maximize the value. They do not delude themselves that this 

is an “investment.” Rather, it’s a lifestyle choice that works for them. They’re not spending time with the calculator figuring out 

the long term financial cost/benefit equation. They’re happy. 

   At the point of purchase, they were told that should they want to sell their units, the manager would buy them back at 60% of 

market value. Now it gets interesting (but not to them as they plan to never sell). There is a reason that most banks won’t fi-

nance a timeshare purchase. Generally speaking, timeshare units suffer major depreciation to the point that owners desperate to 

get out may pay resale companies to take them off their hands.  The secondary market is so weak that units may be sold as low 

as 0-15% of purchase price. The IRS does not recognize a capital loss on a timeshare. How is 60% of the market value calcu-

lated if commissions plus marketing, both non-retrievable amounts, could represent 50% or more of the original purchase price?  

   Timeshares are sold with classic hard sell techniques, including introducing the TO (Turn Over guy) if the prospect isn’t mov-

ing, and offering a special discount for signing up that day. The approach I experienced was similar to most: get personal an-

swers from the prospect, set them in stone and then fit them into a standard pitch. Once my salesman assumed my annual vaca-

tion budget (I only told him that last year’s tour of Ireland cost me $3,000) and an income range, he proceeded to show how 

much I could save buying a timeshare instead of paying $3,000 in hotel fees each year. He used a lot of numbers which could 

have been intimidating to someone not comfortable with calculations. His premise was that I would inevitably spend $3,000 a 

year on vacation, and that I would always prefer a vacation in a condo resort. As I began to explain that there might be years in 

which I’d need the $3,000 vacation budget for home repairs, or that I might prefer to go camping, he began to fight back. “Bu t 

I’m using the numbers you gave me!”  or “You’re not even trying!” and finally, in a last gasp, he became abusive and insulting: 

“If you don’t understand the financial advantage of this, you can’t be giving your investment clients very good advice.” 

   Here’s some good advice: for most of us, not all, a timeshare makes little sense. It’s a lifestyle purchase that assumes certainty 

about your preferred lifestyle in the years ahead. An unforeseen financial situation could make the annual fee prohibitive, and 

there’s no easy way out. You may not have the time or desire to use the timeshare in future years when your activities or prefer-

ences change. Finally, as an inheritance, a timeshare could be more a burden than an asset. 

   Remember my free gifts? 1) It turns out that Discount Dining Dollars offers laughable deals. BOGO at Taco Bell? Coupons 

you can find in the newspaper? No thanks. 2) The nice locations accessed by the 2 free airfares require a stay of several days. 

My trip to San Diego for 2 would cost, with maximum air tax, surcharges and the hotel occupancy tax for the required 7 nights, 

$3,138 without meals. I’ll pass. 3) I redeemed the Walmart card immediately, just in case. Surprise! It was valid.  

  
Www.consumer.ftc.gov, R. Keleman, “Buying a Timeshare: The Pros and Cons,” www.Forbes.com, 9/16/14, “Timeshare,” Wikipedia. 

Squeezed for Time 
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