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TRENDS

Cremation becoming American way, with West still leading
By Jonathan Lansner
jlansner@scng.com
@jonlan on Twitter

You’ll likely be cremated
after you pass away, and
that choice for your final
act on Earth is yet another
societal trend that’s created
a big gap between the West
and the rest of the nation.
A new forecast from National Funeral Directors
Association says cremation will be the preferred
funeral arrangement nationwide by 2018.
The association’s statistics reveal another case of
a major bicoastal cultural
split within the nation.
Of the 15 states where

cremation is preferred only
four — Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont and Florida — are east of the Rocky
Mountains. Conversely,
the 15 states with the lowest share of cremations include just one that borders an ocean — Virginia
— while the other 14, curiously, all went for Donald
Trump in the presidential
election.
Growth in cremation
can be tied to several factors: For starters, they’re
cheaper and this is an era
of thriftiness.
Also, the nation’s growing cultural melting pot
means more of us hail
from places where crema-

tion is commonplace. For
example, the U.S. is essentially 50-50 on cremation
vs. burial while more than
90 percent of populations
in Japan, Taiwan and Hong
Kong choose cremation.
Plus, Americans are becoming a less traditional in
their religion, and it shows
up in these stats. According to an association survey, 39.5 percent of those
polled nationwide this year
felt a funeral’s religious
component for a loved one
was very important vs.
49.5 percent five years ago.
Let’s peek the numbers …
National trend: Cremation is projected in 2018 to
be the most-popular alter-

native to burials, used after
53.3 percent of U.S. deaths.
In 2015, the latest figures
available, 47.9 percent of
2015 funerals were cremations vs. 40.4 percent in
2010. By 2030? 71.3 percent.
California trend: The funeral group’s stats show
63.4 percent of 2015 funerals in California were cremations vs. 58.5 percent in
2010. In 2018, cremation’s
share of funerals is estimated to grow to 66.7 percent and 79.8 percent by
2030.
Cremation tops: Progressive California’s cremation
pace, however, is relatively
modest, ranking 14th highest. Just look elsewhere in

the West, where cremation
is most popular nationwide in Washington with
76.4 percent of 2015 funerals being cremations vs.
70.9 percent in 2010. Then
comes Nevada (75.6 percent in 2015) and Oregon
(74.3 percent).
Cremation lows: Where
do burials remain the preferred funeral? Mississippi
had the lowest share of cremations in 2015 at 20.9 percent, followed by Alabama,
25.7 percent; Kentucky
27.3 percent; Louisiana
29.7 percent. By 2030, projections show only Mississippi and Alabama will not
top a 50 percent preference
for cremations.

Cremation’s growth creates a tough business climate for funeral directors.
Lower consumer costs put
the typical funeral homes
in a bit of a financial bind
because the industry claims
cremation is almost as labor-intensive as traditional
burials. But the funeral directors’ trade group, as its
usual from any industry association, found a silver lining.
For funeral home owners, that is.
“However, increasing
death rates and the aging
population will keep demand steady and the industry stable,” the report
stated.
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The astonishingly high
risk of a 401(k) loan
By Liz Weston
NerdWallet
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If anyone tells you a
401(k) loan is a cheap way
to borrow, they are both
right and very, very wrong.
401(k) loan interest rates
are low. But the way many
Americans repay them
spells disaster.
If you stop your 401(k)
contr ibutions to re pay the loan, borrowing
$10,000 today could cost
you $190,000, or $1,000 a
month in lost future retirement income, if you’re in
your 30s. If you’re in your
20s, the loss could double
to $380,000, or $2,000 less
a month for retirement.
That’s assuming you repay the loan. If you lose
your job, chances are high
that you won’t, triggering
taxes and penalties plus the
loss of future retirement income.
Many borrowers like the
idea that they’re “paying
themselves back” because
the interest they pay goes
into their 401(k) rather
than to a lender. Interest
rates on 401(k) loans are
typically the prime rate,
currently 4.75 percent, or
the prime rate plus one
percentage point. But that
return is likely lower than
what the money would
earn if it remained invested, and that difference
is magnified over the years
thanks to compounding.
You can minimize the
damage if you don’t reduce your 401(k) contributions during repayment.
Let’s say Ashley and Jessica, both 25, take out fiveyear, $10,000 loans with a
5.75 percent rate. Before

In real life, the damage
is likely to be somewhere
between these extremes.
Most borrowers continue to contribute while
repaying loans, although
often at a lower rate, according to a study by human resources consultant
Aon Hewitt. The average
contribution rate of people
with loans is 6.2 percent,
compared with 8.1 percent
for those without.
Also, 401(k) borrowers
tend to be older. Loan activity peaks among borrowers in their 40s, according to a study for the National Bureau of Economic
Research. The toll for pausing or reducing contributions 20 years before retirement is about one-quarter
of what it would be if you
cut back when you have
40 years to go.
Regardless of age, borrowers are vulnerable to
default. Another study for
the National Bureau of Economic Research found that
86 percent of people who
left their jobs didn’t pay
back their balances within
the 60 to 90 days usually
required to avoid default.
The loan then becomes
an early withdrawal, with
taxes and penalties typically equaling 25 percent or
more of the loan balance.
The bigger cost is
the lost future tax-deferred returns. Assuming
7 percent annual returns,
each $1,000 withdrawal
means $16,000 less after
40 years.
Those are huge tolls. BePowered
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fore
you borrow
from your
401(k), consider:
•Are you using this loan
to live beyond your means?

