Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc.

 San Fernando Valley Alumnae Chapter 
Financial Fortitude:  Smart Women Finish Rich
	[image: image1.png]



	[image: image2.png]



	[image: image3.png]





January Financial Tip:  

Check Cards, Credit Cards & ATM Cards

Should I charge or should I debit?

You have a wallet full of plastic cards. While they may all look nearly the same, each may be very different in its function and responsibilities, both from you the user and the financial institution that issued the card. Check cards and ATM cards, which are both commonly referred to as "debit cards," are plastic cards that look like credit cards. Like credit cards, debit cards are typically used to obtain cash or to make purchases without the use of cash or checks. The use of a debit card, however, does not result in a credit transaction as it does with a credit card because funds are automatically withdrawn from the cardholder's checking or savings account. In the same way traditional checks are listed, all transactions made with a debit card will be listed on the cardholder's monthly checking or savings account statement. Because the necessary funds are automatically and almost immediately taken from the cardholder's account there is no reason for the cardholder to get an additional monthly bill. 

ATM Cards

These cards are typically used at automatic teller machines (ATMs) to withdraw cash, make deposits, or transfer funds between accounts. To use an ATM card you insert the card into an automatic teller machine and enter a personal identification number, or PIN, for security. The system checks your account for adequate funds before permitting any transaction. 
Check Cards

These cards can be used to purchase products at any merchant that accepts VISA or MasterCard credit cards. On the surface, they look exactly like ATM cards. However, check cards cannot be used at automatic teller machines. When using a check card no PIN is used. Instead, you will be asked to sign a transaction slip as would be done with a credit card. 
Combined ATM & Check Cards

These cards can operate as both ATM and check cards. Some retail merchants, however, require the cards to be used only as check cards. Other merchants give the cardholder the option to use the card as either an ATM card or as a check card. The difference is when you are asked to choose either "debit" (ATM) or "credit" (check card) at a point-of-purchase terminal at a store. How the card is used will determine whether a PIN or signature is required and what type of transaction fee, if any, is assessed.

When using a debit card of any kind it is important to remember to subtract the amount of the transaction from your checking or savings account in order to maintain an accurate record of your balance.
Fees

It is important to be aware of, and understand, all fees that may be associated with your debit card. Most issuers of debit cards assess annual, monthly and/or transaction fees. All of these fees can vary depending on how or where the card is used. For instance, transaction fees may vary depending on which automatic teller machine you use. Some institutions may give you a limit of free electronic transactions and charge a per transaction fee above the limit.

Liability for Lost or Stolen Cards

When either a debit card or credit card is lost or stolen it is important that the cardholder notify the card issuer of the problem as soon as possible. Any delay can put the cardholder at risk. However, it is important to understand that consumers have less protection with debit cards than they do with credit cards.
Credit Cards

If you report your credit card lost or stolen before the thief uses the card, you cannot be held responsible for any fraudulent charges. If fraudulent purchases or cash advances are made before you report the credit card missing, your liability is limited to $50 per card.
Debit Cards

The process is different for debit cards. If you report your debit card lost or stolen before the card is fraudulently used to make purchases or cash advances; the card issuer cannot hold you responsible for the fraudulent use. If the card is used by the thief before you report it missing, but you reported the card missing within two days of discovering the card missing, your liability is limited to the amount of the fraudulent withdrawals or $50, whichever is less. If you do not report the card missing within two days, your liability rises to the amount of the fraudulent withdrawals or $500, whichever is less. If you don't report the card missing within 60 days of receiving your first account statement that showed a fraudulent withdrawal, you can be liable for all withdrawals. That means you could lose everything in your account in addition to the unused portion of any line of credit that was established to cover overdrafts. Regardless of when you report the card lost or stolen, you cannot be held liable for any unauthorized withdrawals made after you reported the card missing.

To encourage the use of debit cards some financial institutions may have policies that provide more protection against unauthorized use than what is required by law. For instance, an organization may extend the length of time the customer has to report a stolen card or may state it will not hold customers liable for any unauthorized withdrawals. It is important to fully understand these policies because they may not be as good as they first appear. For instance, an organization may have a "no liability policy," however; the policy may only apply if the thief uses the card with that organization's network. 

Errors

If an error or problem appears on your monthly account statement you should notify the financial institution immediately. After being notified of an error, the institution has 10 days to investigate. If more time is needed, the institution may take up to 45 days for the investigation but only if they credit the customer's account in the amount of the error. If the error involves a point-of-sale transaction the 10 and 45 day limits increase to 20 and 90 days, respectively. After the investigation the financial institution will correct the error or explain why they believe there is no error. If you fail to notify the institution of any error within 60 days after receiving the monthly statement that first reported the error, you will have little recourse. The institution is not obligated to investigate any error if you miss the 60-day deadline. So, to protect yourself be sure to review your monthly statements in a timely manner.

Debit Card Problems can be Worse than Credit Card Problems

When an improper charge appears on your credit card you are not automatically out the money and you simply need to work with your credit card issuer to have the charge removed from your bill. When an improper charge occurs with a debit card, however, the funds are automatically taken from your account and you are burdened with attempting to get your own money back. Meanwhile, you may experience cash flow problems and your legitimate checks could bounce.

Traveling with your Debit Cards

The reverse side of your debit card will display the names or symbols of the various ATM systems that will accept your card. Your debit card can be used at any ATM in the world as long as the ATM displays one of the same system names or symbols that is on your debit card. When obtaining funds at an ATM in a foreign country the funds dispersed will be in the currency of the country you are visiting. 

Protecting Your Money

· Know where your cards are at all times and keep them in a secure location.

· Never give out your account number over the phone or Internet unless you know you are dealing with a reputable company.

· When using the Internet always use a secure browser.

· Never display your account number on the outside of an envelope or postcard.

· Don't write your PIN on the card and don't carry the PIN in your wallet or purse.

· Draw a line through the blank spaces on your transaction slips. This will help prevent the total from being changed.

· Don't sign a blank transaction slip.

· Tear up carbons and save your receipts.

· Review your monthly statements promptly and compare the charges with your receipts.

· Inform your financial institution immediately when your card is lost/stolen or you notice any unauthorized withdrawals.

· Keep a record of all your account numbers, expiration dates, and the telephone numbers of the card issuer in a safe place. This will make it easier to report your card lost or stolen.

· Realize you are liable for withdrawals/charges even if made by others with your permission.

Stolen Credit Cards
If your purse or wallet containing all your credit cards is stolen, would you know what to do?

Each credit card issuer has a telephone number to call if a credit card is lost or stolen. Make a list of the telephone numbers along with the credit card information and keep the information in a safe place in your home.  If your cards are lost or stolen, immediately contact each card issuer, and advise them of the situation.

Use Credit Cards Cautiously
While the holiday season is a wonderful time for giving gifts to loved ones, use caution when paying with credit cards.  Cases of credit card fraud are always up around this time of year.  Unfortunately the giving atmosphere surrounding the holidays is a prime time for scam artists to take advantage of that spirit.

To lessen the chances of becoming a fraud victim, consider these tips: 

· Never give your credit card number over the phone, unless you initiated the call, and you know who you are dealing with. 

· Report lost or stolen cards immediately. Fast action allows the credit card company to terminate access to your account, thus reducing losses. After you declare your card missing you are responsible only for the first $50 if the card is used. 

· Be extremely cautious if you order products through the Internet. While security measures are getting better every day, cyberspace provides another avenue for the unscrupulous to ply their trade. Before using your credit card online, determine if the merchant is operating on a secure system. Also find out what recourse you have if your number is intercepted. Some merchants may be willing to guarantee the transaction is secure, and will pay some or all fraudulent charges made to your account. 

Tips to Avoid Telemarketing Fraud

1. Never give out any part of your credit card or checking/savings account numbers to telemarketers no matter what they promise or tell you. If they called you, there is no way of telling who they really are. If you are interested in what they are offering, ask them to send written materials to you. 

2. You should never have to pay any amount to "win a prize" or receive a "free gift."

3. Carefully review your credit card billing statement as soon as you receive it. If you detect a questionable charge follow the billing rights instructions on the back of your billing statement. Credit card companies are not required to investigate a dispute if you notify them more than 60 days after the charge first appeared on your statement.

4. Reconcile your checking account monthly and immediately notify your financial institution of any unauthorized withdrawals or "debits" from your account.

5. Beware of companies that promise to get you a loan or credit card if you pay an up-front fee. Many of these companies are scams.

6. Contact consumer protection offices to check on whether they have received complaints on a company that you may want to do business with.

7. Beware of companies that promise to "repair your credit" if you pay an up-front fee. Many of these companies are scams. Credit bureaus will correct inaccurate information for free. You cannot have accurate information removed from your credit report by paying someone a fee.

8. If it sounds too good to be true, IT IS!!!

Financial Fortitude FYIs:
Yahoo offers useful information:
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There is an article in the Friday, Jan 2, 09 USA Today,   by our Soror Julianne Malveaux who is an economist and the current President of Bennett College for Women. In the article she made the following observations:
· "Even as we wait for the "Obama fix" each of us ought to ask what we personally should do in 2009 to change our own rash ways of dealing with credit and money."
· "The federal government also has websites, such as MyMoney.gov that offers tips on budgets, taxes, credit, financial planning and ways to finance an education.  Controlyourcredit.gov helps people learn how to improve their credit scores."
· "Even as we call on government to fix the economy, we have personal work to do. This must be the year of financial literacy a time when each of us commits to a better understanding of and a more mindful participation in the economy"
In an effort to better acquaint yourself with your financial standing, consider getting your free credit report from the following credit reporting agencies:

Your Credit Score Analysis:

Background
Credit Bureaus track your personal credit history in a customer record. The customer record can then be used to generate a credit score. It is advantageous to have a higher score because there is greater chance of being qualified for additional credit or the loan that you need for that new house or car. It is important to note that when lenders consider a loan or credit application, additional information is usually required for making credit decisions. A creditor will usually ask for information like your monthly income, employment history, and your current outstanding debts to make an assessment as to whether or not you are capable of repaying your loan.
 

Summary
Given that you have a high credit score, lenders should be able to conclude that you are capable of repaying your debts. This would then enable lenders to provide you with better interest rates and loan offers. Credit cards may be harder to obtain because lenders still see room for improvement. Continue to pay your debts on time. Lender offers will differ based on the attribute information you provide concerning your monthly income, employment history, and monthly debt. This information will aid in the determination of whether you receive an excellent offer, or just a respectable offer.


Explanation
There are several factors taken into account that help determine your credit score. The factors making the largest impact are listed below. Remember that these factors vary in how strongly they impact your credit score. For example, if you have a very high credit score, the negative factors in your analysis are likely to have a small impact. For very low credit scores, the opposite is true in that negative factors have a very large impact on your credit.


Here are the top factors that make your score lower:

1. Average balance of retail accounts is too high. High credit balances for revolving accounts (credit cards) and some installment accounts (mortgages and auto loans) are considered by lenders to be a negative factor when determining credit worthiness. This is because high credit balances suggest a sense of living outside your means, which is a high risk for creditors if they are trying to gain repayment. In addition, never using your credit cards is also considered a negative factor because it does not provide lenders with enough information about your creditworthiness. Lenders evaluate how much you owe other creditors in relation to your income. To contrast, low balances for revolving accounts (credit cards) and some installment accounts (mortgages and auto loans) are considered by lenders to be a positive factor. This is because lenders are at less of a risk if you become unable to repay them. The best deals from creditors are always given to people who display a high level of financial responsibility. 
2. Length of time finance accounts have been established is too short. Open credit accounts over a long period of time are considered a positive factor by lenders because a sufficient credit history can be evaluated as to how you handle your financial responsibility. An optimal credit report will contain about 30 years of credit history. Credit reports that are too short generally present up to 7 years of credit history. Credit reports with less than 3 years of history are considered not adequate. To allow yourself an ability to get the best deal from a lender, check your credit report against your credit history to insure your active accounts are accurate with your credit history. The item that matters most is how long your accounts have been in your report. 
3. Too many inquiries. An "inquiry" is noted on your credit report whenever you apply for new credit. The lender considering your application checks your credit history, which generates an inquiry. Although inquiries are considered common when applying for credit, lenders do not like to see many inquiries within a short period of time. This is because lenders do not understand if you are searching for the best deal or if you have become financially unstable. It is important to limit your credit search to a small number of lenders when searching for the best offer.

Additional Information
However, each lender has specific underwriting standards, so you should not assume that you will receive the same evaluation from each lender. As part of the underwriting process, they will incorporate additional information you provide and may obtain references. In addition, even if you are approved, the terms and conditions of loans vary from lender to lender. Credit reports are a compilation of credit information that is reported to the bureaus by the various lending institutions with which you have accounts. The information contained in your report reflects the latest information provided. If you recently made a payment, opened a new account, or authorized an inquiry, it may not yet be reflected in the credit report you receive. Likewise, it will not be reflected in your credit score. Also, disputed items are not incorporated in the assessment of your credit score. Your credit score will change each time new information is captured in your record and may not be identical in every respect to any consumer credit scores produced by any other company.
Equifax


POB 105069


Atlanta, GA  30349


(800) 525-6285


www.equifax.com





Trans Union


POB 6790�Fullerton, CA 92634�(800) 680-7289


www.transunion.com





Experian 


POB 2104 


Allen, TX  75013


(888) 397-3742


www.experian.com








