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The Tao of Wealth Management

The American Dream - we are taught its path is 

forged through continual hard work, intense 

activity, and a day-to-day focus on results. 

However, many investors have yet to learn that 

obtaining superior investment results just 

doesn’t work that way. 

The Chinese philosophy of Taoism has a phrase 

for this: wei wu-wei. In English, this translates as 

“do without doing.” It means that in some areas 

of life, such as investing, greater activity does 

not necessarily translate into better results. 

In Taoism, students are taught to let go of things 

they cannot control. To use an analogy, when 

you plant a tree, you choose a sunny spot with 

good soil and water. Apart from regular pruning, 

you let the tree grow. 

This doesn’t mean that we should always do 

nothing. In fact, insights from financial science 

suggest we should direct our investment efforts 

to the things we can control. These include 

diversifying your allocation to moderate the ups 

and downs, being mindful of the impact of taxes, 

and exercising discipline when emotions 

threaten to blow you off course. 

Successful investing requires taking actions that 

can have a positive impact on the outcome. For 

instance, to maintain their desired asset 

allocation, investors should regularly rebalance 

their portfolio by reallocating money away from 

strongly performing assets. 

But rebalancing is a disciplined, premeditated 

activity based on each person’s circumstances. It 

contrasts with the “busyness” of reflexively 

following investment trends and chasing past 

returns promoted through financial media.  

Think of the person who fitfully watches 

business TV or who sits up at night, researching 

stock tips. These sorts of activities are likely 

counterproductive and can add cost without any 

associated benefit. With investing, constantly 

tinkering with a portfolio does not correlate with 

success. 

Now, while that makes sense, many people 

struggle to apply these principles because the 

media tends to look at investing through a 

different lens, focusing on today’s news, which is 

already priced in, or on speculating about 

tomorrow. Guesswork can surely be interesting, 

but is it relevant to your long-term plan? 

Certainly not. 

 

People caught up in the day-to-day routine may 

constantly switch money managers based on 

past performance, attempt tactical changes in 

their allocation, or respond in a knee-jerk way to 

news events that turn out to be noise. 

Again, the assumption underlying these 

approaches is that if you put more effort into the 

external factors and adjust your position 

constantly, you will get better results. 

Unfortunately, people may end up earning 

poorer long-term returns from trading too much, 

chasing past performers, or attempting to time 

the market. Ultimately, these actions only 

underscore the potential benefits available to 

disciplined investors who stay focused on what 

they can control. 

As the ancient Chinese proverb says, “By letting 

it go, it all gets done. The world is won by those 

who let it go. But when you try and try, the world 

is beyond the winning.” At Rockwood, we 

strongly believe that focusing on what can be 

controlled (such as maintaining a disciplined 

asset allocation) and letting go of the noise are 

critical for long-term wealth creation.



  
               Quarterly Perspective: October 2018 

 

Rockwood Welcomes Maureen Gribb and John Hagan

While our firm settles into our new location at 

6464 Lower York Road, we want to introduce 

two new advisors who have joined our team. As 

we continue to work with a growing number of 

families and business owners who are looking for 

long-term strategic wealth planning and 

guidance, our advisory team is growing to 

continue meeting client needs and providing 

thoughtful counsel alongside integrated 

planning. 

 

Maureen Gribb brings a friendly confidence to 

her role as a financial planning associate at 

Rockwood Wealth Management. Prior to joining 

Rockwood, Maureen worked as a financial 

analyst and client services associate at Goldman 

Sachs and J.P. Morgan, where her advisory 

teams worked with wealthy families and 

institutions all over the country. She decided to 

join Rockwood because of our firm’s relentlessly 

client-centric culture and personal approach to 

wealth management. 

Maureen graduated from Drexel University with 

a BS in finance. Outside the office, she is more 

than a little bit passionate about competitive 

cycling. She coaches the Drexel Cycling Club 

team and develops cyclists who are new to the 

community. When she’s not cycling or working 

with her clients, she enjoys the arts via the 

Pennsylvania Ballet’s volunteer corps. 

John Hagan also has joined Rockwood as a 

financial planning associate. Born and raised in 

New Hope, John is known in the community for 

his unwavering integrity and relentless work 

ethic. His diverse work history includes 

experience in the finance departments of two 

area Fortune 100 companies. 

 John graduated cum laude from Millersville 

University with a BA in economics and received 

his MS in finance from Temple University. When 

not at work, John competes in obstacle course 

races and enjoys snowmobiling.  

 

We’re thrilled that Maureen and John have 

joined the Rockwood team. Their contributions 

in providing care and financial planning advice to 

clients have been impactful and in keeping with 

our expectations of the tremendous value these 

two bring to Rockwood’s advisory team.

 

How This Year End Is Different and How to Plan

By Monday, April 15, 2019, those not filing for 

extension will have submitted their 2018 tax 

returns, and everyone, regardless of extension, 

will have submitted payments to cover their tax 

liability for 2018. The final three months of this 

year are when the remaining opportunities to 

manage and plan for taxes can be found. Since 

the passage of the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act, a few 

factors will make year-end planning different 

from that of the years before. 

SALT (besides being a key seasoning and a so-so 

Angelina Jolie action movie) stands for “state 

and local taxes,” and as part of the recent tax 

reform, the SALT deduction on federal returns is 
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limited to $10,000 per return—whether for a 

married couple filing jointly or for a single filer. 

Residents of states with high income taxes 

(including New Jersey, Maryland, New York, and 

California), as well as high-income earners and 

those with significant property taxes, will likely 

be impacted by this cap. In turn, the math on the 

decision of whether to itemize deductions or 

take a standard deduction can change—and with 

it, the impact of charitable contributions. 

For single filers, the standard deduction has 

increased from $6,350 to $12,000; for married 

couples filing jointly, it’s increased from $12,700 

to $24,000. However, the personal exemption 

has been eliminated. Previously, you could claim 

a $4,050 personal exemption for yourself, your 

spouse, and each of your dependents (subject to 

income phaseouts), which lowered your taxable 

income. No longer. Ultimately, though, the 

doubling of the standard deduction (along with 

the elimination of miscellaneous itemized 

deductions) is expected to reduce the number of 

people who are itemizing on their taxes, a stated 

goal of the legislation.  

 

If your family finds itself in a position in which the 

standard deduction exceeds your itemized 

deductions, a funny thing happens with the tax 

deductibility of your charitable contributions. If 

Sally and Stan Smith have a total of $22k in 

itemized deductions and decide to give $2k to 

charities during the final months of the year, 

they ultimately will find themselves in a position 

in which those contributions did not provide any 

tax benefits because the standard deduction is 

$24k. It is only if their charitable contributions 

exceed $2k (and their itemized deductions thus 

exceed $24k) in that year that there is any tax 

benefit. You may have heard us say once (or 

twice or thrice)—we don’t want the tax tail to 

wag the dog. Simply put: Contributing to near-

and-dear charitable causes has tremendous 

value outside any tax benefit. However, for folks 

who are in a position in which their itemized 

deductions no longer exceed the standard 

deduction threshold ($24k for those married 

filing jointly; $12k for single filers), it can be 

useful to be aware of this interesting 

circumstance. 

Some alternatives include lumping charitable 

contributions, such as via a donor-advised fund 

in which appreciated securities are contributed 

to a family account that ultimately must pass to 

charitable causes but can be distributed over 

many years. By contributing an amount 

sufficient for covering the next five years of 

charitable gifts, you can claim the full 

contribution in one year (thus likely obtaining a 

tax deduction benefit) while making donations 

over the course of several years.  

Welcome news for many clients is the reduction 

of alternative minimum tax (AMT) exposure. 

There had been talk of repealing the AMT 

altogether, which would have increased the tax 

burden on those with significant deductions by 

disallowing some of them and thus calculating an 

alternative tax. While the AMT remains, its 

exemption thresholds have increased—now only 

single filers with income above $500k or married 

couples filing jointly with income of about $1MM 

will be subject to this tax. 

As we enter the final months of 2018, we 

encourage clients who have questions about the 

differences in their tax liabilities this year versus 

in prior years or who desire to make additional 

charitable contributions to reach out to us, and 

we will have a thoughtful conversation. Our goal 

is to cut through the complexity of our tax code 

to distill what is impactful and relevant to you 

and your family—and help formulate a plan.
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Rockwood Wealth Management, LLC (RWM), a Pennsylvania limited liability company, is a fee-only wealth advisory firm specializing in personal 

financial planning and investment management. Rockwood Wealth Management, LLC, is a US Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 

Registered Investment Advisor. A copy of RWM’s Form ADV-Part II is provided to all clients and prospective clients and is available for review by 

contacting the firm. Indices are not available for direct investment; therefore, their performance does not reflect the expenses associated with 

the management of an actual portfolio. Past performance is not a guarantee of future results. 

 


