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Cash In on Big Credit Card Rewards 
With These Insider Strategies

If you’re the type of smart consumer who never carries a balance on a 
credit card, it may be time to consider getting the most benefit for your 
savvy financial fortitude. By using rewards credit cards for purchases, 
you can earn miles, gifts, even cash back on purchases, to name but a few 
— and all without a dime of interest payments if you stay disciplined.

Navigating through the increasingly complex maze of credit card choices is 
not without pitfalls. Figuring out exactly which card is offering you the 
most cash back can prove daunting, while others have rules buried in the 
fine print that you need to know to make a smart decision. In addition, 
changes  — such as the termination of partnership between Continental and 
American Express coming on Sept. 30 of this year — can turn a sweet deal 
sour quickly for some consumers.

To help you sort through the marketing hype and find the most generous 
cards on the market today, we interviewed top credit card experts in the 
country to find strategies for choosing the best rebate card — and getting 
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the most rebate bang for the buck. Here’s what they had to say on the 
various points you’ll want to consider. (Stay tuned, because at the end, 
we outline 17 cards we think represent the best deals available now.)

Step No. 1: Weigh the fees. Most reward cards don’t have annual fees, 
but those that do likely charge higher fees than other cards, says Ben 
Woolsey, marketing and consumer research director for CreditCards.com. “If 
you’re going to get a big upfront miles or points bonus that can offset 
the annual fee, you’ll need to look at how much you spend annually to know 
if continuing to hold the card is a wise financial move,” Woolsey says.

You should also be aware that some cards charge currency conversion fees 
for purchases originating outside the United States. American Express, 
however, recently announced it would drop these charges in 2011 for hold-
ers of its Platinum and Centurion cards. Citibank is making numerous fee 
changes, introducing new cards to replace some of its older models and 
eliminating others, including its popular Simplicity Rewards card.

Step No. 2: Consider your payment patterns. The decision to use rewards 
cards hinges on whether you typically carry a month-to-month balance on 
your card, Woolsey notes. “Unless you pay off your balance each month, 
it may be better not to have a cash-back card, because interest rates on 
rewards cards tend to be higher (than standard credit cards) and consumers 
are generally tempted to spend more than they would otherwise, believing 
that rewards will compensate for additional spending,” he says. “But if 
you pay your card in full every month, a rewards card can make sense.”

Step No. 3: Decide what rewards you’d like best. After steps one and 
two, card hunting becomes more subjective, because we’re all motivated 
by different types of rewards. Some like the simplicity of cash back on 
their next statement, or prefer receiving a check or a gift card they can 
spend anywhere. Others may find accumulating points they can trade for 
merchandise enticing.

Continued from page 1

Bonus Tip: Be a Thoughtful Applicant
“You can win the rewards card game, but 

you have to know how to play,” advises Gail 
Cunningham, public relations vice president 
for the National Foundation for Credit 
Counseling (www.nfcc.org). 

First, assess your credit score and 
worthiness honestly before applying. “You 
don’t ever want to indiscriminately apply for 
a card for which you might be turned down, 
because the turndown will go on your credit 
report, which in turn can adversely affect your 

credit score,” Cunningham says. 
And once you do have a card, she adds, it’s 

absolutely essential that you pay your balance 
in full every month — because once you start 
paying interest, you obliterate the value of the 
reward benefits. 

After all, the whole reason rewards are 
offered is to entice customers, who then 
carry a balance and thus turn into revenue 
generators for the company. Smart “players” 
realize that fact and strategize accordingly.
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As a frame of reference, both miles and points “tend to be worth a penny 
apiece,” says Woolsey, who adds that typical loyalty programs prohibit 
cashing in rewards until the cardholder has reached a certain threshold, 
usually at least 25,000 or 50,000 miles on the case of airlines’ miles 
programs. “That would equate to $250 or $500,” Woolsey says. “It’s essen-
tially the same thing with points.”

Cash-back deals, by comparison, usually pay about 1 cent for every dollar 
spent. “Unless you’re super frugal and willing to spend time diving into 
the details, plain cash back is best,” says Joel J. Ohman, who notes 
different credit card companies use various formulas to calculate rewards. 
“Many people just don’t want to spend the time to become familiar with 
the conversion formulas, restrictions, and different tiers that air mile 
cards have,” Ohman says. “Lot of times they don’t use their full benefits 
or take full advantage of the program features.”

If you’re going the cash-back route, one easy way to find the best cash-
back card based on your monthly spending habits is to use the calcu-
lator at Ohman’s site, www.creditcardchaser.com. Click on the “Credit 
Card Calculators” tab at the top and choose the “Cash Back Credit Card 
Calculator” from the list. Using the sliders, enter the amount you typi-
cally spend every month in each category (gas, groceries, travel, etc.), 
and it will reveal which card will give you the most total cash back.

It’s also OK if you simply choose one of the best overall cash-back cards 
but leave your spending patterns unchanged. Although you may not neces-
sarily capitalize fully on your return, you’ll at least see some benefit, 
and you’ll run less risk of getting caught up in rewards chasing, which 
can lead to poor spending decisions.

If, however, you’re the type who revels in the nitty-gritty of finding 
great deals, note that most cash-back cards rotate categories for earning 
rewards — for instance, offering rewards for gas purchases one quarter 
and for groceries the next. “Some people love to track that stuff, even 
to the point of using spreadsheets to make sure they are purchasing the 
right things every quarter to get their maximum cash back,” Ohman says.

Step No. 4: Determine whether more 
than one card is appropriate. “One 
may give you a better rebate on gas, 
while another offers more money back 
on groceries and restaurant meals,” 
Ohman explains. “You may get the most 
cash back from Discover or American 
Express, but they aren’t accepted at 
as many places as Visa or MasterCard. 
That’s why I have a Visa cash-back 
and an AMEX cash-back card. I’ll use 
AMEX if I can because it’s better, 
but I have the Visa if the merchant 
doesn’t accept AMEX.”

Exclusive to Current Subscribers
Current	subscribers	have	instant	access	 

to	every	past	edition	of	
The Franklin Prosperity Report 

Simply	go	here:	 
www.FranklinProsperityReport.com

Check your e-mail inbox for this 
month’s password.

(Please	remember	to	use	lowercase	letters.)
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Choose Your Card: Franklin’s Top Reward Card Picks
Which rewards card is best for you? We’ve pored through the offers to find 
17 of the most rewarding card deals in three categories: travel, cash 
back, and savings and investment cards. (Note: All information is current 
as of Jan. 7, but all offer details are subject to change.)

Travel Rewards
We have intentionally omitted travel cards associated with specific 
airlines. If you have a favorite airline or hotel, please visit its 
website to determine whether the benefits of its card are right for you. 
Be sure to check out www.frequentflier.com as well for other travelers’ 
experiences using miles and for current airline mile deals.

Blue Sky from American Express

•	Earn	1	point	for	every	eligible	dollar	you	spend

•	No	annual	fee;	0	percent	APR	on	purchases	for	up	to	six	months

•	Travel	rewards	have	no	restrictions	or	blackout	dates

•	Redeem	travel	rewards	with	as	few	as	7,500	points,	good	for	a	$100		
	 statement	credit	on	any	travel	purchase;	you	also	can	earn	cash			
 rewards instead

•	www201.americanexpress.com/getthecard/learn-about/BlueSky

Capital One VentureOne Rewards

•	Earn	1.25	miles	for	every	dollar	spent	on	purchases

•	Redeem	for	travel	on	any	airline,	merchandise,	gift	cards,	and	more

•	No	annual	fee,	cap	on	rewards,	miles	expiration,	or	blackout	dates

•	www.capitalone.com

Capital One Venture Rewards

•	Earn	2	miles	per	dollar	on	purchases,	redeemable	for	any	travel 
	 expense;	miles	never	expire

•	Gain	10,000	bonus	miles	for	$1,000	spent	during	the	first	three	months	

•	No	cap	on	rewards,	blackout	dates,	or	airline	restrictions

•	No	foreign	transaction	fees;	no	annual	fee	first	year	($59	thereafter)

•	www.capitaloneventure.com

Chase Sapphire Preferred

•	Spend	$3,000	during	the	first	three	months	and	get	25,000	bonus	points		

•	Get	double	points,	with	no	travel	restrictions	or	blackout	dates,	when 
 airfare or hotel is booked through Ultimate Rewards

•	Earn	a	7	percent	annual	dividend	on	all	points	you	earn

•	No	annual	fee	first	year	($85	thereafter)

•	www.chasesapphire.com	(click	on	“Chase	Sapphire	Preferred”)



February 2011  Moneynews.com 5

Chase Marriott Rewards Premier Visa Signature

•	Receive	30,000	bonus	points	after	first	purchase

•	Receive	one	free	night	hotel	stay	each	year

•	Earn	5	points	for	every	$1	spent	at	Marriott	locations,	and	2	points			
	 for	every	$1	spent	on	airline,	dining,	and	rental	car	purchases;	get			
 1 point per $1 spent on other eligible purchases

•	www.chasecreditcards.com/marriott-rewards-premier.asp

Miles by Discover

•	Earn	1,000	bonus	miles	each	month	the	card	is	used	for	the	first	year

•	Get	1	mile	for	each	$1	charged,	and	2	miles	on	the	first	$3,000	spent	 
 on travel and at restaurants each year

•	No	cap	on	rewards,	miles	expiration,	or	blackout	dates	

•	Can	use	for	any	airline,	hotel,	or	car

•	No	annual,	over-limit,	or	redemption	fees

•	www.discovercard.com/miles

Cash-Back Cards
There is no absolute “best” cash-back card — it depends on your own pref-
erences and spending habits. Use the tools at www.creditcards.com and  
www.creditcardchaser.com to help compare and contrast.

American Express Blue Cash

•	Earn	up	to	5	percent	cash	back	on	eligible	purchases,	with	no	limit	on		
 cash-back earnings

•	For	the	first	six	months,	pay	0	percent	introductory	APR	on	purchases

•	No	annual	fee

•	www201.americanexpress.com/getthecard/learn-about/BlueCash

Discover More

•	Receive	a	5	percent	cash-back	bonus	in	rotating	categories	(travel, 
 gas, groceries, restaurants, etc.)

•	Transfer	balances	at	a	0	percent	introductory	APR	for	12	months

•	No	annual	fee

•	Options	available	to	customize	the	card	benefits;	take	rewards	in	gift 
 cards, merchandise, cash, or charitable contributions

•	www.discovercard.com/more

Bank of America Accelerated Rewards American Express Card

•	Earn	1.25	points	per	$1	in	purchases;	get	a	$50	statement	credit	after 
 $100 in retail purchases during the first 60 days

•	Points	redeemable	for	travel,	hotel	discounts,	cash,	merchandise,	or			
 gift certificates

•	No	annual	fee

•	www.bankofamerica.com	(click	on	“Credit	Cards”	under	the	“Borrow”	tab)
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BankAmericard Cash Rewards Visa Signature

•	Earn	3	percent	cash	back	on	gas,	grocery,	and	drug	store	purchases	for		
 the first six months, 1 percent on all other purchases

•	Get	a	$50	statement	credit	after	$50	in	retail	purchases	within	the		
 first 60 days

•	Cash	back	earnings	are	unlimited

•	Rewards	are	redeemable	by	check,	statement	credit,	direct	deposit,	or		
 pay down of an eligible mortgage

•	Receive	a	bonus	of	25	percent	of	the	amount	redeemed	if	you	redeem 
 $300 or more in cash rewards in one redemption request

•	No	annual	fee

•	www.bankofamerica.com	(click	on	“Credit	Cards”	under	the	“Borrow”	tab)

Capital One No Hassle Cash Rewards

•	Get	2	percent	cash	back	on	gas	and	groceries,	and	1	percent	cash	back	 
 on all other purchases

•	Cash-back	earnings	are	unlimited

•	Redeem	cash	rewards	any	time	for	any	amount	as	an	account	credit	or 
	 check	mailed	to	you;	you	also	can	set	up	automatic	redemption

•	Rewards	never	expire

•	No	annual	fee

•	www.capitalone.com	(click	on	“Credit	Cards”	tab)

Chase Freedom

•	Earn	5	percent	cash	back	in	quarterly	bonus	categories	(subject	to	a		
 quarterly maximum), unlimited 1 percent cash back on all other   
 purchases with no spending tiers, and up to 10 percent more cash back  
 for online purchases made through Chase

•	Get	$100	bonus	cash	back	after	$800	in	purchases	during	the	first	 
 three months

•	Earn	10	percent	more	cash	back	when	you	shop	online	through	Chase’s 
 website

•	Pay	0	percent	APR	for	first	six	months	on	purchases

•	No	annual	fee	(for	those	with	excellent	credit;	otherwise,	you	may	be		
	 eligible	for	a	card	with	a	higher	interest	rate	and	$39	annual	fee)

•	www.chase.com	(under	“Personal	Banking,”	click	on	“Credit	Cards”)

True Earnings Card from Costco and American Express

•	Earn	3	percent	cash	back	for	annual	gasoline	purchases	of	up	to	$3,000		
 (1 percent thereafter), 3 percent for restaurants, 2 percent for  
 travel, and 1 percent for everywhere else, including Costco

•	No	annual	fee	for	Costco	members	(card	doubles	as	your	Costco		 	
 membership card)

•	www.costco.com	(click	on	“Credit	Cards”	in	the	menu	along	the	bottom		
 of the home page)
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Saving and Investing
Several financial institutions offer reward cards that promise to boost 
your net worth by adding money to your savings accounts, retirement 
plans, college funds, or even payments toward your mortgage.

However good these sound at first blush, they may come with drawbacks 
that negate most or all of the promised benefits, so be sure you read 
the fine print, making note of how rewards are accrued, and avoid 
carrying balances to ensure that any benefits you receive aren’t wiped 
out by interest costs.

Fidelity Investment Rewards Visa Signature

•	Earn	1.5	percent	on	purchases	on	the	first	$15,000	of	purchases	per	 
 year, and 2 points per $1 thereafter

•	Points	can	be	redeemed	for	a	deposit	into	your	Fidelity	account,	or	 
 travel, merchandise, and gift certificates

•	No	limits	on	cash	rewards

•	No	annual	fee

•	www.fidelity.com	(click	on	“Rewards	Credit	Cards”	under	the	“Accounts	 
 & Features” menu at lower left, then click on the Visa Signature link)

Fidelity Investments 529 College Rewards American Express Card

•	Earn	2	percent	on	purchases,	which	can	be	deposited	into	a	Fidelity- 
	 managed	529	Plan	account

•	Other	family	members	also	can	link	cards	to	your	Fidelity	529	plan	to	 
 help accrue points

•	Fidelity	operates	529	plans	in	Arizona,	New	Hampshire,	Delaware,	 
 California, and Massachusetts (note that you do not have to live in  
	 the	same	state	where	you	have	a	529	plan)

•	www.fidelity.com	(click	on	“Cash	Management”	under	the	“Products	&	 
 Services” menu at left, then select “Credit Cards”)

Upromise MasterCard Gas and Grocery Rewards or 

Upromise MasterCard Dining and Grocery Rewards

•	Choose	between	two	options	(depending	on	your	spending	proclivities),	 
 the gas and grocery rewards card or the dining and grocery card.  
 Both work for all purchases, but rewards are higher for the 
 accompanying categories

•	Pays	1	percent	for	purchases	toward	college	savings,	plus	up	to	10	 
 percent more for qualified dining, grocery, or drug store purchases

•	Pays	$25	“welcome	bonus”	after	first	qualifying	transaction

•	No	cap	on	reward	earnings

•	No	annual	fee

•	www.upromise.com	(click	on	“Upromise	Credit	Cards”	in	menu	at	bottom	 
 of the home page — look closely, it’s in small text)

— Reporting by Julie Crawshaw
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Investing

How to Play the Currency Market
If you’d like to try your investing hand in currencies but don’t like the 
risks of trading on the foreign exchange market (FOREX), take heart. There 
are other, far safer ways to reap gains from currency investing, and the 
benefits can be huge, according to currency guru Sean Hyman, a former 
broker at Charles Schwab and instructor for Forex Capital Markets, and 
current editor of Newsmax’s Money Matrix Insider newsletter.

“There’s always a currency bull market somewhere, and currencies are much 
easier to play than stocks,” says Hyman, who advises investors to consider 
the following:

• Currency ETFs: “One of the quickest and safest ways to get started is 
using a currency ETF or a currency CD, both of which are conservative, not 
leveraged and allow investors to take advantage of currency movements,” 
Hyman says. “You can buy currency ETFs through your brokerage account.”

Hyman particularly likes CurrencyShares Australian Dollar Trust (FXA), 
CurrencyShares Swedish Krona Trust (FXS), and WisdomTree Dreyfus New 
Zealand Dollar Fund (BNZ).

“Both the Australian and New Zealand dollars will profit from inflation, 
the rise in the cost of living in the U.S. and the decline in the U.S. 
dollar,” Hyman says. “It now pays more than at any time before to look 
outside of Europe and the U.S. because that’s where you stand the better 
chance of success. It’s just a better fishing pond.”

• Currency Deposit Accounts and CDs: You don’t have to travel to a foreign 
country in order to hold foreign currencies. Since 2000, FDIC-insured, 
foreign currency deposit accounts and CDs have been available at EverBank 
(www.everbank.com), where investors can choose from 20 different world 
currencies, including all major ones and some second- or third-tier ones.  

“The deposit account, which is like a bank savings account, is denominated 
in a foreign currency,” says Chuck Butler, president of EverBank World 
Markets. “As the value of that currency moves up or down, that’s how the 
value of your account moves. These accounts are fully liquid, so you could 
buy it today and sell it tomorrow if you wanted to.” 

The minimum deposit for these accounts is $2,500. However, the interest 
paid on these deposit accounts is lower than that. Everbank pays on 
CDs, which “take on the look and feel you would have if you went to the 
currency’s country and opened an account there,” Butler says.

“The interest rate tied to the CD is very similar to an interest rate you 
could get in that country and is paid in that currency,” he continues. 



February 2011  Moneynews.com 9

“At the end of the CD term, you can roll it for another term at no cost, 
close it out and go back to dollars, or move it into a deposit account.” 

The minimum deposit for EverBank foreign currency CDs, which are also 
available as baskets of currency, is $10,000.

Hyman considers the Swedish kroner and Norwegian krone good CD currency 
buys. “Sweden has lower deficits than the eurozone overall, and is actually 
raising interest rates, which is a good thing for investors. Norway’s 
central bank is in charge of the country’s oil fund, where a lot of the 
profits from Norway’s rich oil holdings reside.”

• Foreign Bonds: Big brokerage houses such as Charles Schwab and Fidelity, 
which have international hubs, also have international bond desks.

“One of the benefits of buying foreign bonds is that they are denominated 
in foreign currencies, many of which are substantially stronger than the 
U.S. dollar,” Hyman says.

For example, Australia’s interest rates are at 4.75 percent now, and 
although that doesn’t mean the bond will yield exactly that much, that 
yield will definitely be higher than U.S. bonds, which now are 0.25 
percent on the dollar. “You’re putting yourself into a bond backed by a 
country that’s more able to repay that bond.”

• Foreign Currency Options: For investors willing to take a bit more 
risk, buying currency options on the Nasdaq OMX may be a good bet. “This 
falls between conservative and risky currency plays,” Hyman says. “It’s 
definitely more aggressive than an ETF or CD play.”

The advantage of currency options, Hyman notes, is that you can buy one 
on the euro or the Australian dollar just as easily as you can buy a call 
option	on	IBM	or	Google.

“They can all be done through you regular brokerage account — you just 
have to have options approval to buy calls or puts,” he says. “I tend to 
use world currency options, which are traded on both the Philadelphia and 
Nasdaq exchanges because they have some of the best liquidity options.”

Currency options are simple, Hyman says: “You don’t have to worry about 
stocks or limits or figuring out forex lingo. You can simply buy an 
options contract, which is levered in and of itself, and your entire risk 
in that trade is your options premium, so if you paid $300 on an options 
contract call, the most you can lose is $300.”

What the Pros Are Buying Now
In our latest survey of what a select group of professional money managers 
are buying for their clients’ portfolios, we focus on the conservative end 
of the spectrum, for those looking for good yields without heavy risk.
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Jonathan M. Bergman, CFP, chief investment officer at Palisades Hudson 
Asset Management, Scarsdale, N.Y., says short-term bonds, U.S. Treasury 
Inflation-Protected Securities (TIPS), and a conservative floating rate 
fund should do better than conventional, longer-maturity bonds in the 
inflationary environment he expects will occur.

Bergman focuses on bonds with shorter maturities in order to reduce 
interest-rate risk. “As of November 2010, our typical fixed-income 
portfolio has a weighted average maturity of less than two years, a yield 
between 1.00 percent to 1.50 percent, and a weighted average credit rating 
of AA,” he says.

Although investors can achieve higher yields by investing in junk bonds 
or long-term bonds, the additional yield is not worth the risks, Bergman 
says. “To temper inflation, the Fed will ultimately need to raise interest 
rates, and in a rising interest rate environment the prices of such bonds 
will decrease,” he notes. “Right now, it is best for investors to keep 
their bond maturities short and their credit ratings high. Also, unlike 
most other bonds, TIPs appreciate in value when inflation goes up.”

Bergman also likes the Fidelity Floating Rate High Income Fund, which he 
believes is the most conservative floating-rate fund, and its expenses are 
low. “Floating-rate loans pay higher yields, but have low credit quality, 
so we limit them to 10 percent to 15 percent of clients’ bond portfolios,” 
he says. 

Carlos H. Lowenberg Jr.,	president	of	Lowenberg	Wealth	Management	Group	
in Dallas, likes variable annuities with living benefit riders, which 
guarantee an income, especially for investors who are 50 or older. 
Lowenberg recommends annuities from John Hancock and Sun Life Financial 
Group,	a	Canadian	insurance	company.	“They’re	strong	companies	and	very	
straightforward, and the fees they charge are low,” he says. “For some, 
this might be their ‘stock market money’ with a safety valve.” 

For example, If you’re getting ready to retire, buy a $500,000 annuity 
with a living benefit rider, begin drawing out an income of $25,000 a 
year and the market dives, the insurance company guarantees your income 
won’t stop, even though returns from the investments that underlie the 
annuity are insufficient to sustain that guaranteed $25,000 annual income, 
Lowenberg explains. 

“You could have a zero balance in that account and still get your $25,000 
a year,” he says. “And if the value of the annuity goes up, you’ll receive 
more money in proportion to the increase, and the increased amount will 
be guaranteed for life.”

Moreover, every year that you hold off taking income increases the guaranteed 
basis, so even if the market stays flat, you’re building up more retirement 
income. Although they don’t come cheap, these annuities “give a lot of 
people peace of mind and let them invest the rest of their money elsewhere 
with less anxiety,” Lowenberg says.                                     
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Spending

Get Paid to Shop: How to Be a Mystery Shopper
If you’re an avid shopper, you’re probably aware of “mystery shoppers.” 
These are people companies contract to, well, shop in their online or 
brick-and-mortar stores, and then share the details of that experience. 
If you’ve ever wondered how to become one yourself, and what the perks 
may be, keep reading.

Mystery shoppers attempt to find out how customers are treated. For 
instance, a clothing retailer might hire a mystery shopper to make a $50 
purchase and return the item another day to see how well employees follow 
procedures;	a	hotel	chain	might	hire	one	to	document	cleanliness.

Though	the	practice	dates	back	to	the	1940s,	it’s	really	taken	off	in	the	
Internet	age.	And	since	1998,	the	Mystery	Shopping	Providers	Association	
(MSPA), a Dallas-based trade organization, has helped firms connect, 
share best practices, and address political and regulatory issues.

Mystery shoppers aren’t given money for nothing, however. “If they don’t 
perform functions exactly as the mystery-shopping client expects, they 
won’t be paid,” says John Swinburn, the MSPA’s executive director.

Like eBay users, mystery shoppers are rated, and the best ones receive 
better offers. Though every assignment is unique, attention to details, 
which are spelled out in each project’s guidelines, is a must.

“One time, I had to run around a motel taking digital pictures of broken 
signs and things that were wrong for a week,” says Marilyn Zaruba, a 
retired librarian living in Texas who’s been mystery shopping for 20 
years. “Another time, I had to take a pizza apart and take photographs of 
it. I could be on the computer for hours sometimes trying to get all the 
information in. If they’re going to pay someone to do these things, they 
want it done right.”

The MSPA offers mystery-shopping classes for newbies. (Scams abound, so 
beware of businesses charging fees for the “opportunity” to mystery shop.)

To find listings of companies seeking mystery-shoppers, log onto the MSPA 
website (www.mysteryshop.org), click on the map of North America, and then 
go to the “Shoppers” link to sign up directly with companies hiring shop-
pers in your area.

If you do sign up, remember: Mystery shopping is a hobby, not a profes-
sion. “Always be cautious if people say you can make a lot of money doing 
this and get lots of free goodies,” Swinburn says. “Instead, it should 
be looked on as a way to earn a few extra dollars and contribute to the 
customer satisfaction experience.”
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Enjoy Fine Dining at 50 Percent Off
Although the economy may have put a damper on your plans to dine out, 
here’s an option that can make treating yourself much more affordable: 
Restaurant.com works with 15,000 restaurants across the nation, offering 
certificates at seriously discounted prices. Its standard offer requires 
paying $10 for a certificate worth $25, or $25 for a $50 certificate.

That’s not all. Sign up to receive the site’s e-mails and you’ll find that 
the	company	holds	frequent	certificate	sales	for	up	to	80	percent	off,	
letting you buy a $25 certificate for as little as $2.

Though these certificates do not expire, they do come with some restric-
tions. Alcohol is not covered, and your food tab has to be more than the 
face value of the certificate. Requiring a total food-only tab of $35 or 
a minimum order of two entrees for a $25 certificate is common.

Some participating restaurants exclude holidays and Friday or Saturday 
nights. None allows diners to include gratuities, which usually are added 
at	a	rate	of	18	percent	on	the	portion	of	the	check	the	certificate	covers.

Even given restrictions and gratuities, these certificates are a great 
bargain and a terrific way to treat yourself, your family and friends to a 
fine meal for far less than what your fellow diners will pay. Bon appétit!

Insider Advice to Help You Save Big on Shipping
High shipping costs are the main reason shoppers bail out of Internet 
purchases at the last step of the checkout process, according to the Direct 
Marketing Association. Many companies count on shipping and handling fees 
to bolster profits, and they try to hide or underplay the fees, or reveal 
them only after you’ve already entered your credit card information. To 
defend yourself against high shipping costs, and even get all of your 
shipping free, follow these steps:

1. Customers who need something fast obviously pay the most, so planning 
ahead is crucial. Next-day or second-day shipping can cost as much as or 
even more than the item you’re buying.

2. Find sellers offering the best deal on shipping (preferably free). 
Search online, typing in the company or merchant’s name along with the 
words “free shipping” to find codes you can use for shipping discounts.

3. Join the “Insiders Club” at FreeShipping.com. This website is devoted 
exclusively to helping consumers save money on shipping. You can shop 
through the club’s exclusive directory of more than 1,000 top Web merchants 
and get either free shipping or cash back on your shipping charges. Club 
members also receive price protection, double warranties, free return 
shipping, and insider coupons.                                         
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Your Home

Go Green (and Save Money) When You Remodel 
Green	 products	 once	 were	 considered	 an	 expensive	 alternative	 to	 more	
traditional materials. Now, prices have sunk as demand has soared.

In many cases, in fact, you can find the green or more sustainable alter-
native for the same price as other products on store shelves, says Joshua 
Bomstein, vice president at Creative Contractors Inc., a Clearwater, 
Fla., company specializing in the green remodeling of commercial and 
governmental properties.

Green	products	not	only	help	protect	the	planet	and	your	health	but	also	
can help cut down on energy costs and water use. Sustainable alternatives 
abound these days. Among the most popular choices are:

• Paints, carpets, and furnishings with no or low VOCs. VOCs, or volatile 
organic compounds, are emitted from certain liquids and solids, such as 
paints, glues, and particleboard furniture. VOCs have been linked to 
respiratory problems and also contribute to the formation of ozone and 
smog, so eliminating them is smart for health reasons. Products such 
as low-VOC paint “used to have a cost premium, but not now,” Bomstein 
says. The paint is available at stores such as Home Depot and Lowe’s.

• Plumbing fixtures designed to cut water use. Dual-flush or low-flow 
toilets are two popular alternatives for bathroom remodeling. Installing 
inexpensive aerators, which cost from $1 to $10, on water faucets helps 
cut down on the amount of water consumed, as well as the amount of money 
literally going down the drain.

• Updated lighting. Compact fluorescent lighting has made inroads in 
the marketplace. Next on the horizon is light-emitting-diode (LED) 
technology, which is declining gradually in price. Although much more 
expensive than traditional bulbs, LED lights can last 30,000 hours, 
compared	with	1,000	hours	for	an	incandescent	and	8,000	for	a	compact	
fluorescent. With LED lighting, you can derive “great value out of the 
initial investment,” Bomstein says.

• Energy-efficient appliances. When it is time to replace the microwave, 
refrigerator, or dishwasher, look for appliances that have received 
the Environmental Protection Agency’s Energy Star rating. Something 
as	simple	as	replacing	a	refrigerator	from	the	1980s	with	one	with	an	
Energy Star rating can reduce electric bills more than $100 a year.

• Carpets and ceiling tiles made from recycled materials. While there 
may not be an ongoing cost savings with this upgrade, there’s still 
the “feel-good factor,” as using products made from recycled materials 
helps cut down on the amount of waste being trucked to landfills.     



14  FranklinProsperityReport.com February 2011

Nine Ways to Boost Your Business’s Value
When it comes time to sell a business, many owners are shocked to find out 
the business they’ve been running isn’t worth nearly what they thought, 
says John Martinka, vice president of Partner On-Call Network, a Kirkland, 
Wash., firm that helps small businesses prepare for sale. Here are nine 
ways to make your business more valuable to potential buyers:

1. Delegate. “Too many businesses suffer from the all-controlling owner 
who not only knows how to do everything but also insists on being part of 
everything,” Martinka says. Don’t be a bottleneck. Prospective buyers can 
be scared off if the shoes they have to fill appear too big.

2. Avoid excessive customer concentration. Buyers dislike seeing a small 
number of key customers accounting for the bulk of sales. Diversify your 
customer base. Otherwise, when your business sells, you may be asked to 
include a so-called “erosion clause” in the deal that lowers the price if 
a top customer leaves.

3. Keep financial statements and tax returns in line. Have good account-
ing systems and financial safeguards in place, and keep accurate records 
and statements. Try to avoid adjustments or add-backs. 

4. Don’t be too dependent on a key employee. “A small company I know of 
recently had severe problems when their top salesperson left and took 
most of their accounts,” Martinka says. The problem also can arise with a 
technical expert, machine operator, or indispensable office manager.

5. Negotiate the right kind of lease. You might think a month-to-month 
lease is great because it offers flexibility. But buyers and banks think 
more about how expensive it is to move a business. In fact, for other than 
professional-type businesses, banks are reluctant to lend for longer than 
the term of a lease, including options. No lease can mean no sale.

6. Keep your tech up to date. Use the expertise you have in your industry 
to get technology up to speed, show increased efficiencies (and profits) 
and sell for a higher price.

7. Avoid any “off-the-books” cash. “There isn’t a CPA around who will let 
a business buyer pay a price based on unreported cash,” Martinka says.

8. Don’t co-mingle business and personal finances. Sure, it’s easier 
sometimes to pay for things out of your own pocket, or have your business 
cover expenses that are really personal in nature in order to get a tax 
write-off. But the bottom line is that banks and buyers want to see prof-
its. “Show a lot of profit, pay some tax and it will come back to you in 
multiples when it comes time to sell,” Martinka says.

Small Business
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9. Make it a business, not a 24/7 commitment. Maybe you’re willing to work 
all the time, but most buyers aren’t. They may not have the same passion 
for	your	product	or	service;	instead,	they	have	business	skills	to	lever-
age what you’ve done. Hire employees and spread the workload.

The Secret of Saving Money on Expense Reports 
If your business reimburses employees, including yourself, for out-of-
pocket expenses, you need a process to track and record those costs and 
make timely, accurate payments. But if you still are processing paper 
reports, you’re wasting time and money.

New Web-based services offer easy-to-use, low-cost systems that streamline 
the expense-reporting process for small-business owners. James Munch, CFO 
at WATT Publishing, says going to a Web-based system let him do away with 
spreadsheets “and the dreaded process of e-mail forwarding for approvals. 
We now get more accurate information that lets us process expenses more 
easily and cheaply.” 

Expensify and Concur Breeze are two options. Here’s more on each:

• Expensify (expensify.com) can eliminate paper. For example, the system 
can import expense information directly from your credit card accounts 
(via nightly updates). You also can import expenses via text message 
(to log cash outlays, for example), e-mail your receipts, or use your 
app-equipped smart phone to record expenses on the go. (You can download 
the	Expensify	app	at	the	Intuit	Workplace,	Google	Apps	Marketplace,	and	
Salesforce AppExchange.) You can even snap a picture of receipts with 
your camera phone and send that to your file. Once all of your info is 
in, you can assemble the expenses quickly on the website. All of your 
imported, uploaded, and logged business expenses are stored digitally 
and	available	24/7.	Reports	also	can	be	saved	as	PDFs	for	review.	Or,	
to conduct a deeper dive into the numbers, you can export all expenses 
into Excel to develop metrics for growth, monitor overall spending, and 
build forecasts.

• Concur Breeze (concurbreeze.com) is the new small-business version 
of the online expense management service that parent Concur has been 
offering	 bigger	 businesses	 since	 the	 1990s.	 It’s	 an	 all-in-one	 gig	
that lets you manage your entire business expense process online.  
Submitting reports is free with both Concur Breeze and Expensify. But 
there’s a monthly fee to use the approval and reimbursement features —  
around $5 for each unique report submitter, with the first two free. 

Ben’s Good Cents
“Pay	what	you	owe,	and	you’ll	know	what’s	your	own.”
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Each month, we ask readers for their advice on saving and investing money. 
We welcome large and small tips alike, as we value all opportunities to 
keep more cash in your pockets to save, invest, or spend better elsewhere.

A Trick of Savvy Online Shoppers
If you shop online, check out www.ebates.com. You sign up for a free 
membership, and then get cash back for online purchases at a variety 
of retailers.

Once you’ve joined, just type in the name of the store or company in 
the search column and all the stores and their rebates will appear. 
Some are free shipping and most offer anywhere from a 2 percent to 5 
percent rebate of your total, which comes back to you in the form of 
what Ebates.com calls a “Big Fat Check” four times a year.

	—	John	H.,	Greenwich,	N.J.

Avoid Payment Plans, Save Some Dough
If you have the opportunity to pay your house taxes, house insurance, 
or car insurance in full — do it. You may be able to save money with a 
paid-in-full discount, avoiding the fee often added when you choose to 
make monthly payments. Here’s how I save up my payments in advance:

1. Take the full amount and divide it by either six or 12 months, which-
ever is applicable.

2. Label envelopes “Car Insurance,” “House Taxes,” and so on. Write the 
monthly amount needed on each.

3. Each month, add that monthly amount to each envelope.

In the end, when the big bills come, you will have this amount of cash in 
your envelopes, ready to pay those bills, and you can receive that “paid 
in full” discount.

— Rachael H., Wichita, Kan.

Reflecting on Large Savings
I was tired of exceedingly high utility bills, so I purchased some reflec-
tive insulation for my attic and had my grandson lay it out over my regu-
lar but insufficient insulation. I am pleased to report that my utility 
bills have declined significantly, and the living environment in my home 
also improved tremendously. The heat is reflected in the summer and heat 
loss is reduced in the winter.

— John E., Hastings, Neb.

The Store Where You Get More
As most everyone knows, shopping at Costco and Costco.com is a great 
way to save money, especially on items that you ordinarily purchase. By 
purchasing a larger quantity, I save money and then separate my purchases 
into smaller usable sizes, storing the remainder for future use.

Dr. Franklin’s Mailbag
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A trick I use is eating lunch in Costco before shopping. The prices are 
really low, of course, and the food is good. Eating first makes me less 
likely to purchase too much stuff.

— Russell C., Smithtown, N.Y.

Terrific Towels
You can save money on paper towels by doing this. Instead of discarding 
old T-shirts, cut off the sleeves and seams, leaving plain, flat material. 
Cut that into squares or rectangles in two or three different sizes. These 
are ideal for cleaning counters, stoves, sinks, fingerprints, and spills 
of all kinds.

They’re small, lightweight, stronger then paper towels, and can be soiled, 
washed in the laundry, and used multiple times. I leave a small basket of 
these where my paper towel dispenser used to be.

— Ann C., Cookeville, Tenn.

A Clean Cost Cut
Store-bought creams and lotions are expensive, as are liquid soaps and 
detergents. Since hand soaps are easily diluted, with no loss of cleaning 
power, I cut them by half or more. I am in my 70s, and saving money is a 
big thing for me, but everyone can save like this.

— Robert C., Hammond, La.

Make Your Mark
Whenever I open a new spice bottle or any food item that I don’t use 
up immediately, I write the date on the jar or bottle with a permanent 
marker. This way, I know how old the product is, and if it’s getting close 
to spoiling, I can use it in a recipe. I keep the marker in the kitchen 
so it’s always handy.

— Phyllis D., Folsom, Calif.

Savings by the Gallon
I kept putting off a leaky faucet repair, thinking it wasn’t that big of a 
deal. That is, until I did a little online investigation and found out at 
the government’s Energy Star website (www.energystar.gov) that a faucet 
leaking at a rate of one drip per second can add up to 1,661 gallons of 
water over the course of a year!

Even if the cost of water isn’t that big of a deal to you at pennies a 
gallon, just the conservation aspect should be enough motivation to get 
it fixed. So I did, of course — and threw in a lower-flow showerhead 
too, for good measure.

— Jill H., Des Moines, Iowa

SHARE YOUR MONEY SMARTS AND GET $50! If you have a money-saving (or 
money-making) idea, send it to saving@franklintips.com or by regular mail 
to Franklin Tips, P.O. Box 20989, West Palm Beach, FL 33416. If we publish 
your idea, we’ll send you a $50 Walmart gift card.
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We	 celebrate	 Presidents	 Day	 on	 Monday,	 Feb.	 21,	 a	 day	 before	 George	
Washington’s birthday. Ben Franklin undoubtedly would approve of a national 
holiday to honor the father of our country. He would have agreed with Henry 
“Light-Horse	Harry”	Lee,	who	said	George	Washington	was	“first	in	war,	
first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.”

Today, critics aren’t as charitable. They complain that Washington was 
vain to a fault, a lousy general who blundered repeatedly and extended the 
Revolutionary War unnecessarily, and was a hypocrite on slavery because he 
supported emancipation but refused to free his slaves until his wife died.

Franklin would have none of that. Although he met Washington only a 
few times during the war, he was always supportive. On his ability as a 
general, Franklin wrote, “An American planter, who had never seen Europe, 
was chosen by us to command our troops and continued during the whole war.  
This man sent home to England, one after another, five of their best gener-
als, baffled, their heads bare of laurels, disgraced even in the opinion 
of their employers.”

While ambassador to France, Franklin noted in a letter home that the 
French generals felt the same way, calling Washington “one of the greatest 
captains of the age.”

Franklin had only superlatives to describe Washington’s victory at Yorktown 
on	Oct.	19,	1781.	“No	expedition	was	ever	better	planned	or	better	executed.	
It	made	a	great	addition	to	the	military	reputation	Gen.	Washington	had	
already acquired, and brightened the glory that surrounds his name and that 
must accompany it to our latest posterity.”

It should be pointed out that Franklin also could take indirect credit for 
the victory at Yorktown, because the victory could not have been achieved 
without his Herculean diplomacy in raising the funds and armaments from 
the French. Among the allies at Yorktown, most of the troops and all of the 
ships were French! In a way, we could conclude that Washington won the war 
at home, while Franklin won the war abroad.

After the war, Franklin endorsed the retired Virginian as president of the 
Constitutional	Convention	in	1787.	He	was	asked	to	nominate	him	but	had	to	
decline that day because of illness. Franklin was the oldest delegate to 
the convention but thought Washington represented the best of the younger 

Franklin Matters
Franklin on George  
Washington
By Mark Skousen
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generation to rule the nation.

Over	80	years	of	age	himself,	the	Sage	of	Philadelphia	had	no	interest	in	
running	for	president.	“I	must	soon	quit	the	scene,”	he	wrote,	“but	General	
Washington (and others) will live to see our country flourish, as it amaz-
ingly and rapidly did after the war was over.”

If Franklin disagreed with Washington on one issue, 
it was the Order of Cincinnati, an association honor-
ing American Revolution officers and their posterity. 
Washington was made the honorary president of the 
order. Franklin had no problem with paying tribute 
to the soldiers themselves or their parents, but to 
honor descendents was, in his judgment, “groundless 
and absurd,” and often “hurtful to that posterity.”

He praised the Chinese for their tradition of respect-
ing their elders, while criticizing the Europeans for 
promoting noblesse oblige among their heirs, causing an “odious mixture of 
pride and idleness.” He suggested that the Cincinnati adopt the Chinese 
tradition and “direct the badges of their order to be worn by their parents 
instead of handing them down to their children.”

It did little good: Washington stayed on as honorary president, and 23 
signers of the Constitution joined. Even Franklin accepted honorary member-
ship upon return to America. The Order of Cincinnati continues to this day.

In his final will and testament (a fascinating document), Franklin thought 
so much of his friend Washington that he willed him his “fine crab-tree 
walking stick, with a gold head curiously wrought in the form of a cap of 
liberty.” Washington, he wrote, was “the friend of mankind.”

Several years ago, AOL and the Discovery Channel did a nationwide poll to 
rank	the	100	Greatest	Americans.	Two	Founding	Fathers	made	the	top	five:	
George	Washington	and	Benjamin	Franklin.	The	Postal	Service	has	issued	more	
stamps with the images of Washington and Franklin than any other. (One, 
issued	in	1947	honoring	the	centennial	of	stamp	collecting,	has	portraits	
of both founders.) And whose images grace the one-dollar and the hundred-
dollar bills? Franklin would appreciate that.

Mark Skousen, Ph.D.,	 a	 sixth-generation	 grandson	 of	 Benjamin	 Franklin,	 is	 an	
economist	 and	 holds	 the	 Benjamin	 Franklin	 Chair	 of	 Management	 at	 Grantham	
University.	He’s	 the	author	of	The Compleated Autobiography by Benjamin Franklin,	 a	
tome	which	fills	in	the	33-year	gap	left	by	Franklin	in	his	original	work	from	age	51	
until	his	death,	using	Franklin’s	own	papers	as	the	guide.

Be free,

“We	could	
conclude	that	

Washington	won	
the	war	at	home,	
while	Franklin	
won	the	war	

abroad.”
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Ask Franklin

I own a duplex that I rent out. Currently 
the income covers the expense, leaving about 
$100 extra in cash flow every month. If the 
taxes increase but the cash flow remains 
the same, would it be smart to sell, consid-
ering the current real estate climate?              

— Jim G., Portland, Ore.

Look at what you expect expenses for this 
duplex to be in the near future, advises 
Carlo Panaccione, co-founder of Navigation 
Group.	“For	example,	if	you	think	it’ll	need	
a new roof in a couple of years in addition 
to the expected tax increase, it might be 
better to sell it now,” Panaccione says. 
“If the income starts going in the wrong 
direction, then you’re holding the property 
for appreciation,” and you need to revalu-
ate your expectation on the capital growth 
you’re likely to get when you do elect to 
sell in order to determine whether the gain 
will be enough to offset the loss of income.

I’m interested in the Norway “oil boom” 
I’ve read about. How can I invest in it?
                    — Lon W., Davie, Fla.

Roger Nusbaum, chief financial officer 
of Your Source Financial in Phoenix, says 
that Statoil, which trades on the New York 
Stock Exchange under the symbol STO, is the 
only easily traded security available on 
an American exchange. “We own that across 
the board for our clients,” he says. “It’s 
kind of like the Exxon Mobil of Norway, 
the largest company on the Norwegian stock 
exchange, comprising about 30 percent of 
the benchmark Norwegian index.” Statoil has 
a global footprint. “Their big thing has 
been the North Sea, but they have also been 
branching out for quite a while.”

SEND A QUESTION TO DR. FRANKLIN! If you 
have a vexing money question, send it to 
askfranklin@franklintips.com or by regular 
mail to Ask Dr. Franklin, P.O. Box 20989, 
West Palm Beach, FL 33416. We’ll find an 
expert who can respond with the inside scoop.
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