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January’s global stock market
plunge is one of those moments that
stoke fear among baby boomers
that they might run out of money
before they run out of years.

Many economists have a solution
for those eager to get off the mar-
ket’s roller-coaster ride while hedg-
ing against a long life: a single-pre-
mium immediate annuity or lifetime
annuity, preferably one with protec-
tion against inflation.

In exchange for a lump-sum in-
vestment, this type of annuity guar-
antees a steady income for the rest
of your life. The payment stream de-
pends on your age and the level of
interest rates. But when you die, the
value of the annuity typically goes

to the insurer, not to your heirs.
There are good reasons for con-

sumers to be wary. While returns
vary among insurers, according to
the calculator at Immediateannu-
ities.com, $100,000 invested in a
single-premium immediate annuity
would typically earn a 65-year-old
man a $558 monthly income for life.
A woman who is 65 would receive
$535 monthly for the same invest-
ment. In essence, you’re buying
yourself a pension.

Ross Rezac, 67, and her husband,
Martin Skoro, 63, of Minneapolis,
are intrigued, though they haven’t
taken the plunge. “What attracts us
to the annuity is the steady income,”
Ms. Rezac said.

Only about 10 percent of partic-
ipants in defined-contribution re-
tirement savings plans like a 401(k)
annuitize their savings when they

retire. The reluctance to buy annu-
ities is not irrational. For one thing,
a broad-based stock index fund is
far more likely to outperform the
return on an annuity over most
time frames, particularly when in-
terest rates are extremely low. At
the same time, there are other tech-
niques people can use to reduce the
risk of outliving their assets. These
include delaying filing for Social Se-
curity benefits until age 70 and cut-
ting down on fixed household costs.

While marketed as supersafe,
annuities do carry some risks. No
investor should buy an annuity
without making sure the insurance
company has a top credit rating and
a sound balance sheet. Moreover,
buyers should be wary of tying
up all their savings in an annuity.
Besides the risk of outliving your
investments, “other risks may be

more serious,” Arnold Kling, en-
trepreneur, economist and teacher,
writes on his blog. “You could easily
find yourself needing to take out a
loan if your savings are tied up in an
annuity and your spouse requires a
home health aide.”

What are the alternatives? Social
Security is an inflation-adjusted
creditworthy annuity far superior
to anything offered in the market-
place. Working longer, even part
time, makes it easier to delay filing
for Social Security benefits until
age 70. Waiting will produce real re-
turns of 4, 5 or 6 percent a year for
those living to age 90 and more.

Moreover, people heading into the
traditional retirement years often
underestimate how much they can
reduce their financial risks by pay-
ing off their mortgage and reducing
other fixed expenses.

What if you still think you would
be safer putting a portion of your
savings into an annuity?

A starting place is comparison
shopping at a website like Imme-
diateannuities.com. Check the of-
ferings of low-fee providers like
Vanguard, TIAA-CREF and USAA.
You should also work with a fee-on-
ly financial planner to evaluate the
pluses and minuses.
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RISK VS. REWARD The promise of a
steady income in retirement appeals
to Martin Skoro and Ross Rezac.
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Talking Points

The Ripple Effects of Oil
The recycling business is under
pressure because of the drop in
oil prices. New plastics are made
from the byproducts of oil and gas
production, so it has become cheaper
for the makers of water bottles, take-
out boxes and the like to buy new
plastics. This, in turn, is dragging
down the price of recycled materials.
Waste Management, the biggest
recycler in the country, has reduced
the number of recycling facilities it
operates to about 100, from 130, over
the last two years, resulting in the
loss of 900 jobs.

Promoting Women Pays Off
Having women in the highest corpo-
rate offices can help the bottom line,
according to a new study of nearly
22,000 publicly traded companies
in 91 countries. But the study,
released by the Peterson Institute
for International Economics and the
audit firm EY, found that almost 60
percent of those companies had no
female board members, and more
than 50 percent had no female execu-
tives. Marcus Noland, the institute’s
director of studies, said the research
suggested that an increase in the
share of women from zero to 30
percent would be associated with a
15 percent rise in profitability.

Income Tied to Longevity
The longevity gap between high-in-
come and low-income Americans has
been widening sharply. Economists
at the Brookings Institution found

that for men born in
1920, there was a
six-year difference
in life expectancy
between the top 10
percent of earners
and the bottom
10 percent. For

men born in 1950, that difference
had more than doubled, to 14 years.
For women, the gap grew to 13
years, from 4.7 years. Public health
researchers say that deep declines
in smoking among the affluent and
educated may partly explain the
difference.

Live Longer, and Eat Fish
Researchers say eating seafood is
linked to a reduced risk of demen-
tia-associated brain changes in
people who carry the ApoE4 gene
variation, which increases the risk
for Alzheimer’s disease. The study
found that compared with those who
ate less seafood, ApoE4 carriers
who had one seafood meal or more
a week had a 47 percent lower
likelihood of having a post-mortem
diagnosis of Alzheimer’s.

BRENTWOOD, Tenn. — Cable com-
panies and mobile phone service
providers offer so many deals, op-
tions, add-ons and doodads that the
sheer number of potential pricing
plans can boggle the mind. Chances
are, you’re paying too much. Chanc-
es are, most everyone is.

So two brothers, Ben and Julian
Kurland, have set up a boiler room
operation that would make Robin
Hood proud. All day long, employ-
ees in headsets peel $100 bills out
of the collective wallets of Comcast,
Verizon, home-alarm services and
the like, and hand over the savings
to consumers.

It works like this: Customers
send in their most recent cable bill,
say, and agree to allow the brothers’
company, BillFixers, to act as their
agent. Then, BillFixers calls the
company and asks for a better deal.

BillFixers claims a 94.9 percent
success rate. In exchange for this
service, customers hand over half
of the next year’s savings, so a
$20-a-month reduction yields $120
for BillFixers.

You could learn a lot by aping the
strategies of the brothers. But first,
one not-so-small matter: When Bill-
Fixers calls, acting as its customers’
agents, its representatives actually
pretend to be their customers. They
do not identify themselves as be-
ing from BillFixers, and companies
on the other end of the calls never
know the difference.

Is this legal? Even if it is, are the
ethics even remotely defensible?

The Federal Trade Commission,
the Federal Communications Com-
mission and the Consumer Finan-
cial Protection Bureau declined
to comment. A spokesman for the
Tennessee Division of Consumer
Affairs also declined to comment.
A spokeswoman for the state office
where one of the brothers, Julian
Kurland, a lawyer, had to register
when he passed the bar, pointed me
to the state’s rules for professional
conduct for lawyers, which include
prohibitions against engaging in
“conduct involving dishonesty,
fraud, deceit or misrepresentation.”

Does pretending to be your cus-
tomers amount to any of those
words, even when not acting as
their lawyer? The state’s Board of
Professional Responsibility for law-
yers would have to determine that
after a hearing and an investigation,
which would presumably require a
complaint. “The greatest publicity
we could ever have is if Comcast
sues us,” Julian Kurland said.

Neither Time Warner Cable nor
Comcast was able to find any term
of service that BillFixers was violat-
ing. “To protect our customers, we
do verify certain pieces of informa-

tion to make sure that their private
information is not being used with-
out their permission,” a Comcast
spokeswoman, Jenni Moyer, said
in a statement. About half of Bill-
Fixers’ calls go to Comcast, and it
reports no trouble with getting past

Comcast’s screening.
Time Warner Cable said it did not

approve of BillFixer’s approach.
“Legal or not, lying or misrepre-
senting yourself is rarely a good
thing,” said Bobby Amirshahi, a
Time Warner spokesman.

It’s far from the first choice of the
Kurland brothers, either. When they
started their company in 2014, they
tried varieties of “We’re calling on
behalf of” scripts, but companies
would not work with them.

BillFixers’ terms and conditions
say that by signing up, you’re au-
thorizing the company to act “as an
agent on your behalf.” Its FAQ page
says that “to save you hassle, we’ll
just call using your name, but if you
prefer a little hassle, you can call
your provider and add us as official
authorized users.”

Would everyone who reads this re-
alize that the company intends to im-
personate them? Probably not. The
Kurland brothers note that no cus-
tomer who has learned about their
tactics has found them upsetting.
Besides, they argue, they are on the
side of the angels. “I don’t feel an eth-
ical responsibility to the companies,”
Ben Kurland said. “I feel a responsi-
bility to our clients. If the companies
would let us negotiate upfront, we
would, but they’ve gone out of their
way to make that difficult.”

Still, at least one other similar
company, BillCutterz, engages in
three-way calls with its customers
and their service providers. Bill-
Cutterz will also sometimes become
an authorized user on customers’
accounts, according to its founder,
Barry Gross, or it uses other mea-
sures that do not involve imperson-
ation. Can it still make money? “Ab-
solutely,” Mr. Gross said.

Whatever your feelings about
BillFixers’ ethics, let me be clear
about my own thoughts about the
company, which I first read about
on the website of the tech and con-
sumer journalist Bob Sullivan. I do
not endorse the way the company
conducts itself when initiating calls.
Its negotiating tactics, however, are
clever.
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Ethically ambiguous
experts impersonate you
to get the best deal.

Cutting Cable and Phone Bills
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Annuities as an Alternative to Shaky Markets?
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CUSTOMER SERVICE Peter Zimbicki of BillFixers negotiates with companies to help clients cut their phone and cable bills.

■ Start with the “Cancel My Service” option on your service pro-
vider’s phone tree. The representatives themselves echo this, saying
things like “If you have trouble, just come to retention,” and “Serious-
ly, call us back before your 12-month discount is up!” It’s a game, and
they want you to come out and play.

■ But play nice. “The main thing is to be superfriendly,” Ben Kurland
of BillFixers said. “The reps get yelled at all day, every day, and they
hold a lot of power.”

■ Come to the call prepared because the representatives may want
to know what prices you are seeing elsewhere. If you get solicitations
from competitors, keep them, or check prices online.

■ If you have a television subscription of some sort, the companies
will often offer HBO or other premium channels free for some period
of time. When customers are thinking about canceling, companies are
often willing to offer faster Internet speeds or other upgrades.

■ Ask for a new-customer discount if all else fails. Time Warner Ca-
ble gave one to a longtime customer. Bobby Amirshahi, a Time War-
ner Cable spokesman, said that calling an old customer “new” is not a
lie because packages change constantly.

■ Customer service professionals often have the ability to hand out a
one-time credit to aggrieved customers or just ones who are down on
their luck. So ask for one, even if it’s on top of a newly lowered monthly
bill. Hats off to AT&T Wireless, which gave $100 to a BillFixers cus-
tomer after Peter Zimbicki, a senior associate at BillFixers who was
pretending to be the customer, claimed that he’d had a lot of unexpect-
ed bills recently.

Getting the Most
And Paying the Least


