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How Much Do I Owe? 
Begin by listing all of your debts.  Include the balanced owed, the monthly payment, and annual percentage rate.  Check your credit card statements carefully to make sure all the charges are correct and calculate your total.   

[image: image4.wmf]
 Get a Better Rate  
Call your current card issuer and ask that they lower your interest rate.  Tell the card issuer that you’ve been a good customer for X years, that you’re making a resolution to pay what you owe, and you’d like a better deal.   

If that doesn’t work, shop around for a lower rate card and transfer existing credit card balances. However, make sure you will get that lower rate on the balance you just transferred, because some card issuers have restrictions on balances transferred.  But even if the lower rate is a teaser or introductory rate for just 6 months, you could save several hundred dollars.  For example, on a card with a balance of $1,000, the interest drops more than $300 if you switch from an 18% rate to a 12% rate, assuming you’re only able to make the minimum payments over a period of time.   But you need to pay off that balance before the introductory rate goes up again.     

Minimum Payments, Maximum Cost 
 One of the advantages of using a credit card is being able to buy now and pay later. But some consumers take the pay-later concept to an extreme — they pay only the minimum amount due on their card's outstanding balance and end up paying the maximum costs. The minimum payment, set by the card issuer, is usually about two percent of your outstanding balance.  While it might appear to be a good deal to pay only $20 a month for your holiday purchases, you need to consider how much those items will really cost when you add in the interest charges.  

For example, if you charged $1,800 on a card paying 18% interest and pay only a minimum payment of 2% of the balance, it will cost you $3,800 in interest with a total cost of $5,600.  And paying only the minimum will take you 22 years to pay off.  

Try to add as much as possible to the minimum payment.  Depending on the balance owed, the extra amount can make a major difference in reducing the amount of interest you will pay. 
If you pay less than the minimum payment, you will be charged fees and could be reported to the credit bureaus as delinquent.  The negative information could result in an increase in your interest rate or the cancellation of your card. 

If you have a savings account earning a small rate of interest, use it to pay toward higher rate credit accounts.  The difference between the interest you earn on your savings account and the interest you would pay on your credit card debt can be significant savings. 

Pay your account on time, before the due date if possible, and don't go over your credit limit.  If not, you could be paying a late fee, an over-the-limit fee, and increased interest.  
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PowerPay Out of Debt 
 PowerPay is a free, confidential computer analysis that shows you how to pay debts to save time and interest. Using the “power pay” principle, the program shows you how to eliminate high-cost debts first, thereby saving money in the long term. For example, if you have three debts and your total monthly debt payment is $400, the program will apply a higher percentage of that $400 payment to the highest interest rate debts while still making payments on the others. As you pay off each debt, the program applies the $400 to the remaining debts, keeping you on track toward paying off the total amount owed.    

Contact your county ISU Extension office and ask for Publication PM 1873c, complete the PowerPay worksheet, and send to the ISU financial counseling clinic.  You will receive a repayment schedule showing how you will benefit from power payments and a reduction calendar to track your monthly payments to each creditor. 
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Stress, Conflict and Kids
One has a test, the other a music lesson, the baby knocked over the plant, your spouse isn’t home from work, yet you are already late for an evening meeting. Sound familiar? Add to it the fact that neither sibling can seem to agree on anything, especially with anything you have to tell them.

Parents report that arguments with children over discipline, homework, or chores account for nearly one quarter of all stressful events – more than all work-related stressors combined. In fact, the stress related to conflicts with children is more than twice as common as any other single source of stress.

I you have more than an occasional argument with your children; you are likely to be suffering from stress that you would rather do without. Current research continues to uncover the harmful effects of stress. Extreme or prolonged stress can damage the heart, weaken the immune system, interrupt reproductive functions, impair memory, and disrupt the development of children. Our common responses to stress – smoking, overeating, drinking to excess - exacerbate the problems. In fact, stress may be a contributor to our epidemic of obesity – a high level of cortisol, a hormone released during prolonged stress, leads to increased fat production in the body.
Although we all know that conflict with our children can be stressful for us, few of us recognize how stressful such conflict can be for our children. Surveys of fifth graders indicate that 87% of ten- and eleven-year-old children are usually angry, upset, or frustrated after an argument with their parents. Meanwhile, only 38% of their parents feel such stressful emotions with the same frequency.

How to Manage Conflicts
When parents explain and negotiate during conflicts, children feel stressful emotions far less frequently. Unfortunately, many of us respond to conflict with reactions that increase stress. Nearly all parents say they lose their tempers, yell, or shout at least sometimes during arguments with their children. These reactions lead to more problems – and more stress. Parents, who suppress conflict by yelling, find their children growing increasingly rebellious, angry, and reactive. Their stress bubbles over, perhaps leading to long-term social problems.

How do we avoid reactions that make matters worse?  Before you react to the next sibling tiff or spilled glass of milk, check your stress level. If you aren’t prepared to handle the situation well, take a few moments to manage yourself before you manage the kids. Science has taught us much about stress and how to manage it effectively. Deep breathing helps rid the body of stress hormones. Regular exercise helps reduce stress and regulate our reactions. Those who get enough sleep are better able to cope than those who don’t. Consistent eating patterns and a healthy diet can help avoid irregular blood sugar levels that contribute to stress. Perhaps most important, prepare yourself in advance for the most frequent conflicts, the ones you can expect every week. Once you have a plan for negotiating calmly and effectively, you won’t react so negatively.

Negotiating with children isn’t as crazy as it sounds. When we talk about spouses or business partners who have good working relationships, we usually mean that they can talk their way through their differences. They respect each other. They negotiate life together. Teaching your children to work with you, rather than against you, will bring stronger relationships and a more peaceful home.

Negotiating doesn’t mean giving in. It means dealing with your emotions before you deal with your children. It means helping your children learn to manage their own emotions and the stress that comes with conflict. It means listening to your kids – a sign of respect that will reduce their anger and a necessary step for working together. It means talking so your kids will learn from you, not close their ears to you. It means working together to find solutions that reflect both your needs and your child’s wishes.  It means disciplining your child in a way that will help her learn, not make her burn with anger. It does NOT mean negotiating everything – health, safety and moral issues are responsibilities that parents must keep.
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The Pressures On

When was the last time you had your blood pressure checked?

Do you know what normal blood pressure is?

As a dietitian and Nutrition and Health educator I try to monitor my blood pressure and take steps to keep it under control.  About a year and a half ago new guidelines for blood pressure ‘cutoff’ points were established (see chart below).  I discovered that my own blood pressure fell in the new category of ‘prehypertension’.  The interesting thing is that my doctor never mentioned it.  I had my blood pressure checked several times at the doctor’s office over a period of about two months and never once was it mentioned, even though it was running in the prehypertension category.

I tell this story as a way to alert readers.  Don’t assume that your doctor will tell you if you have high blood pressure.  And don’t assume that if it is just a ‘little high’ that it’s o.k.   Research has shown that people with the previously acceptable numbers (like I had) are likely to advance to the hypertension stage and are at risk for cardiovascular disease.

Besides medication, what can you and I do to keep blood pressure in the normal range?  One dietary approach is the DASH eating plan.  DASH stands for Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension.  This plan recommends eating more fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, fish and poultry.  

Specifically, you should eat 8 – 10 fruit and vegetable servings a day.  Even for a dietitian, that can be a challenge.  Here are some strategies that have helped me:

· Start at breakfast.  6 ounces of fruit juice is one serving.  I usually try to have that plus at least one other fresh fruit at breakfast.

· Keep fresh fruit on hand and eat it for between meal snacks.  I get at least two fruit servings a day in between-meal snacks.

· Eat at least three vegetable servings for your main meal of the day.  While this sounds like a lot, it really isn’t that difficult.  For example, ½ cup potatoes, ½ cup cooked vegetable and 1 cup of tossed salad is equal to three vegetable servings.  If you increase any one of those… say have 1 cup of potatoes (as in a large baked potato) or have 2 cups of tossed salad, you could be up to 4 – 5 vegetable servings at the meal.  If you’re not having potatoes or a vegetable salad at the meal then just prepare another vegetable.

· Keep convenience vegetables on hand.  Bags of baby carrots, shredded cabbage, and chopped lettuce help me to get my vegetables when I’m feeling ‘too lazy to clean veggies’.  Sometimes I keep these in the refrigerator at work so they are handy for lunch.

What are some other recommendations to keep blood pressure under control?  The November 2004 issue of Environmental Nutrition suggests these:

-Eat less salt and avoid processed canned foods and salty snacks.

-Get at least 30 minutes of physical activity most every day of the week.

-Lose weight if you are overweight.

-Ask the doctor or nurse to tell you your blood pressure in numbers whenever you have it checked.

BP classification
Systolic BP
Diastolic BP




(upper #)
(lower #)

Normal

<120

<80

Prehypertension
120-139
80-90

Stage 1 hypertension
140-159
90-99

Stage 2 hypertension
>160

>100

(BP = Blood Pressure)

Have questions?  Not sure what category you’re in?  Talk to your doctor!  

For more information:  

American Heart Association, 1-800-242-8721, www.americanheart.org 

 National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute, 301-592-8573, www.nhlbi.nih.gov

























