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Introduction 
 In its latest national survey, the National Foundation for Credit Counseling found  
   that two out of five Americans don’t have a monthly budget. About the same portion 
     carry credit card debt every month. Behavior like this all but guarantees a lifetime of  
   struggles. To have a fulfilling life that isn’t filled with worries about money, something has to 
change.  

 My knowledge of budgeting is two-fold: My personal story might be familiar. It sounds 
like a lot of people’s. In our early 20’s, husband and I discovered that our paycheck was 
disappearing. I was watching the bank account like a hawk on payday to see when it hit. We 
weren’t paying off our credit card balance. This next part is embarrassing. At the very bottom, 
we cashed in our change jar so we could pay for the gas to drive home to visit parents (he’s in the 
military, so trips home are an expense). Yep, we were reduced to scrounging for change to pay 
for gas.  

 We realized something had to change. So we started tracking where our money was 
going. We were spending on groceries what families of four were. Money was bleeding out all 
over- mostly small purchases, but adding up. My schedule was erratic and set by my workplace, 
adding to the problem. After tracking expenses for a couple of months, we set a budget. And 
stuck to it. We adjusted it when we needed and set financial goals. I’m not going to share exact 
numbers, but today we’re where a lot of Americans can only dream of.  

 I learned a lot more while volunteering at a homeless shelter. I shared what I knew. But I 
also learned about living on a much smaller (sometimes non-existent) income. I also learned a 
surprising amount of budgeting knowledge is universal.  This binder includes the following 
sections:  
 I. Expenses 
 II. Budgeting 
 III. Practical Ways to Save Money 
 IV. Goal-Setting 
 V. Paying Down Debt- 2 ways 
 VI. 52-week Savings Plan



Expenses 
 The first mistake some people make is deciding where their money should go  
   before they’ve looked at where their money actually goes. In other words, they set up a 
     budget that looks wonderful on paper. But the first month they don’t meet it. Nor does it 
    happen the second month. And it’s not for lack of trying. It’s because the budget is unrealistic 
for their particular circumstances.  
  
 You need to know where your money is currently going in order to allocate it better. If 
you’re on a tight spending schedule now, you might know exactly how much you’re spending on 
various expense items. Especially the large ones: rent, car, phone, etc. The thing is, no matter 
how tight your budget, there’s always hidden spending. 

 Keep track of all of your spending. This means getting receipts every time you make a 
purchase, and writing everything down. Tracking can show you potential leaks, and help you 
spend more efficiently. You might even find little things that you can cut to save money. That’s 
why tracking before setting a budget is important. You’ll discover what areas can be cut, and 
which can’t.  

 Below are two different types of expense trackers. (And your month-end total sheet).  
 • The first is a basic tracker that you fill out as you spend. Note the column especially for 
categories. At the end of the month, you’ll add up the categories.  
 • The second you’ll need to print out multiple copies of that page. You’ll label the 
category at the top. Then as receipts come in, you’ll track them on the appropriate page. Then 
simply add up that page at the end of the month.  

 I recommend the second one because the bulk of the work is done as you originally write 
them in. It makes end of the month totaling very, very easy. However, if you don’t spend a lot, it 
might be easier to use the first.  

 For those who use the cash envelope method of spending, I still suggest keeping receipts. 
You may not need to write down all of your expenses…but you can look at them later to see 
where you could cut money. Simply calculate your expenses based on envelope contents and 
write the totals on the “end of the month totals.”  



Date Payee Description Amount Category

Expense Tracker



Date Payee Description Amount

Expense Tracker 
Category: _____________________



Monthly Totals 
 Now that you’ve reached the end of the month, total up your spending for each  
     category. In addition, I’ve left space for you to estimate how much you could  
     save (aka: how much less could you spend if you really watched expenses).  

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________ 

Category: ______________________ Spent: ______________ Save: ____________



Budgeting 
 Now that you have a general idea of where your money is going and where you  
   can trim some, it’s time to make a budget. You can do this before you start tracking 
     expenses, but be aware you’ll have to make changes to your budget in the future.  

 There are 3 budgeting templates below, each in a different format and for different needs.  
 • The first is a fairly simple one with very basic categories. There are also lines left blank 
for any personal categories you might have that don’t fit in the pre-filled ones. It also includes a 
column to make notes on improvements you can make in the next month.  
 • The second allows for multiple incomes, multiple savings (such as emergency fund, 
retirement, etc.), and the expense categories are blank so you can fill in your own.  
 • The third is two pages, and is exhaustive in account details. There are also some blank 
spaces for any expenses that aren’t already accounted for. It also includes a column to make 
notes on improvements you can make in the next month. 

 As you make your budget, one thing stands out above all others. Start saving now. Trust 
me, start with $5, $10, $20. Whatever. We started by putting away a minuscule amount away 
each week. In a couple of months, we upped it a little bit. Right now we sock away over $200 a 
month- and that’s just to our “bottom of the bank account” emergency fund, not counting the 
automatic deduction for retirement. 
 If you doubt you can save, I have a 52-week saving plan at the very end of this binder. It 
starts at a simple $1 a week and goes up from there. If that seems too ambitious, there are a 
couple of 365-day savings challenge plans online. One starts with saving one single cent, the 
other one single nickel! 

 The basic budget formula for after-tax income is: 
  • 50 percent for fixed expenses, such as housing (allocating 28 percent or less for 
housing expenses), basic food and insurance premiums. 
  • 20 percent for financial goals. This would include extra debt payments, a cash 
cushion, retirement, etc. 
  • 30 percent for variable expenses, such as dining out, entertainment, and travel. 
 Keep in mind this is only a guide. Most people won’t fit in these guidelines exactly. 



Monthly Budget
Category: Budgeted: Spent: Over/Under: Suggestions for next month:

Mortgage/ Rent

Housing 
Insurance
Utilities

Maintenance

Groceries

Clothing

Personal Care

Auto

Auto Insurance

Gas

Phone

Medical Insurance

Doctor/
Prescription

Recreation/Fun

Savings

Previous Debt

Totals: 



Monthly Budget
   Income: Budgeted Spent Savings/ Loss

#1 $ $ $

#2 $ $ $

   Savings:

Emergency Fund: $ $ $

$ $ $

   Expense Category: 

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

Totals: $ $ $



Monthly Budget, Page 1
   Income: Budgeted Actual Difference Notes/Comments

Pay: $ $ $

Invest/ent/Interest: $ $ $

Other: $ $ $

   Savings:

Emergency Fund: $ $ $

Retirement: $ $ $

Other: $ $ $

   Expense: 

Housing/Rent $ $ $

Home Insurance $ $ $

Maintenance $ $ $

Property Taxes $ $ $

Electricty $ $ $

Other utilities $ $ $

Phone $ $ $

Cable/Internet $ $ $

Groceries $ $ $

Dining Out $ $ $

Auto payment $ $ $

Auto Insurance $ $ $

Gas $ $ $

Maintenance/Repair $ $ $

Public Transport $ $ $

Hobbies $ $ $

Vacation Fund $ $ $

Misc. Entertainment $ $ $

Charity $ $ $

Christmas Fund $ $ $



Monthly Budget, Page 2
Expense Budgeted Actual Difference Notes/Comments

Clothing $ $ $

Exercise/Gym $ $ $

Household $ $ $

Personal Care

Life Insurance $ $ $

Medical Insurance $ $ $

Doctor/Dentist $ $ $

Prescriptions $ $ $

Childcare School $ $ $

Children clothes $ $ $

Children activities $ $ $

Credit Card #1 $ $ $

Credit Card #2 $ $ $

Credit Card #3 $ $ $

Misc. loans $ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

$ $ $

Totals: $ $ $



Practical Ways to Save Money 
      1. Hit the library- save money on recreation. Don’t look at a library as just  
   a place to borrow books. Look at it as a free place to do all sorts of things. You can learn 
     a foreign language, use the Internet, check out movies and CDs, grab local free newspapers, 
   and learn about community events. Best of all, it doesn’t cost a dime. Related: take advantage 
of communities free events/programs/etc. 

 2. Make your own when you can. Before I tried it myself, I thought making homemade 
bread would just be a complicated waste of time. But after I tried it, I found that it was pretty 
easy and it was actually much cheaper, healthier, and tastier than buying a loaf from the store. I 
make my own broth from scraps that would normally go in the trash. Seriously. The chicken 
bones and fat cut off of chicken breasts along with the ends and peels off vegetables simmered 
with some herbs makes great chicken broth. You can make easy dressing for mere cents. I have 
an entire page dedicated to “Stop Buying, Start Making”: https://www.thehousewifemodern.com/
cooking-corner/stop-buying-start-making/ 

 3. Take time to decide. Impulse buying- whether of chips or a new car- is ALWAYS a 
mistake.  
 • Write a list before you go shopping – and stick to it. 
 • Master the 10-second rule.Whenever you pick up an item and add it to your cart or to 
take it to the checkout, stop for 10 seconds and ask yourself why you’re buying it and whether 
you actually need it or not. If you can’t find a good answer, put the item back. 
 • For larger purchases, wait 30 days before buying something.  

 4. Avoid convenience foods and fast food. Instead of eating fast food or eating 
prepackaged dinners, make your own. Example: if your weekly food budget is $100, a single 
night running to grab pizza and a side dish can be a quarter of your budget.  
 An hour’s worth of preparation one weekend can leave you with a ton of cheap and easy 
dinner and snack options for the following week. Also consider breaking out the crock pot for 
some inexpensive meal options that not only save money, but time, too. 
 Related: Pack your lunch. It’s healthier and cheaper than fast food. 

https://www.thehousewifemodern.com/cooking-corner/stop-buying-start-making/
https://www.thehousewifemodern.com/cooking-corner/stop-buying-start-making/


 5. If you don’t have a checking account, get one. You’re probably paying to not only 
cash your own paychecks but to pay basic bills.  

 6. Count your pennies, and the dollars will take care of themselves. Seriously. Look at 
the pennies. 

 7. Use meal planners and make a grocery list. You can find free printables ones at: 
https://www.thehousewifemodern.com/printables/menugrocery/ 
 Random trips to the grocery store to “just grab dinner” add up very, very quickly. Meal 
planning also allows to intelligently use what you buy. For example, some weeks I by a single 
chicken and turn it into 4 days of meals plus free chicken broth. We eat roast chicken for two 
days. I cut off the leftover meat and make chicken pot pie. I use the scraps- the leftover bone, fat, 
and any skin (along with scrap vegetables- the peels, etc.) to make homemade chicken broth.  
 Ham is a bit more expensive…but if I find it on sale, I make maple-glazed ham with cider 
raisin sauce. We cut off a few slices to make sandwiches for lunch. Then I use the ham bone and 
the extra scraps to make hearty ham and bean soup.  

 8. Track the price of expensive food products, such as meat. Then buy ground beef or 
chicken when it’s on sale. I usually buy meat in bulk for once a month…and only when it’s on 
sale. A quick example: let’s say you use 10 pounds of ground beef a month. You track the price 
and you’re normally paying $2.99 a pound. You see it on sale for $1.99 and by all the beef for a 
month. You just saved $10. That one, little single action. I only track the 15 items I buy most, so 
it takes very little effort.  

 9. Cut subscriptions you aren’t using. Magazines, newspapers, Netflix, Hulu, 
YouTube…there are a lot of subscriptions these days. Consider focusing on one. Example: I 
Netflix binge for a few months. Cancel my subscription. And switch to Hulu for a few months. 
Watch what I want. Cancel. Not only do I not pay for everything every month, but they often 
offer me special discounts and promotions for coming back or staying a member.  

 10. Buy used. Finding used stuff isn’t limited to garage sales anymore. Facebook has a 
marketplace of local items. Thrift stores. eBay. Craigslist. My husband and I rarely- if ever- buy 
new furniture anymore. From clothes to books to exercise equipment, people are selling their 
stuff to raise money. 

https://www.thehousewifemodern.com/printables/menugrocery/


Goal-Setting 
     Do you know the best way to make goals? Most people start with daily tasks,  
    and think it will add up and they’ll reach their final goal. That’s what I used to think.  
     It turns out I was wrong (and not for the first time in my life…haha). 
 The best way to make goals is the other way around: start with the big goal and break it 
down into small steps. Below are the steps; I’ve included a detailed example of one of my own  
past goals to give you an idea of the process.  

 The simple fact is that for goals to be powerful, they should be designed to be SMART: 
Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, Time Bound.  
 1) Specific Goals: goal must be clear and well defined. Generalized goals are unhelpful 
because they don’t provide sufficient direction. Goals need to show the way. Make it as easy by 
defining precisely where you want to end up. 
 2) Measurable Goals: include precise amounts, dates, etc. in your goals. Example: if a 
goal is simply “reduce expenses”, what do you count as success? Cutting 1% spending for 1 
month? Cutting 10% within 6 months. There is a big difference between the two. 
 3) Attainable Goals: it needs to be possible to achieve the goals set. If you set a goal that 
you have no hope of achieving, you will only demoralize yourself and erode your confidence. 
 4) Relevant Goals: goals tied to the direction you want your life/career to take are best. 
 5) Time-Bound Goals: goals must have deadlines. 

 First, pick where you want to be financially in 3-5 years. For example, we’re military. 
So buying a house right now isn’t intelligent. We’ve seen friends buy houses, planning on renting 
said house out after they transfer. But then they can’t find a renter, end up paying two mortgages, 
and sometimes go into default. However, saving for retirement and starting a nest egg to 
eventually be used for a down-payment on a house is feasible.  

 So- our 5 year goal is to achieve those two things (retirement and down-payment). Our 
specific steps that I write down next to that goal? To have 15% of our paycheck going towards 
retirement and putting away $200 a month towards down-payment. That’s what steps I want to 
be taking in 5 years to reach my goals. Those aren’t steps I’m starting today…those are future 
steps. Don’t worry if your 3-5 year goal is daunting. Remember, you have 5 years to get there 



 Second, look at your big goal, and decide where you should be 1-3 years from now. For 
my example, we decided to aim for half. So in 2 & 1/2 years, we wanted to be putting 7.5% of 
our paycheck in retirement and $100 a month towards down-payment.  
 If you’re doing something more ambitious, such as planning on applying for a mortgage 
and buy a house, you might include in your specific steps to start getting credit reports, seeing 
what you can do to improve your credit, maybe even start looking at banks and what information 
is required to apply for a mortgage.  

 Finally, make specific goals for the next 3-6 months. In our case, our goal was to start 
putting into retirement (which included setting up a retirement account) and start saving towards 
our nest-egg.  
 Since we’re looking at the near future, we had very specific steps.  
 • Look into retirement account options. Make a decision. Open the account. We did it 
over a three month period, dedicating a month per each of those tasks.  
 • During months 4-6, we started putting 3% towards retirement. Our goal was to increase 
the percentage each quarter (over the next few years) until we were up to 15%. The most 
amazing thing was that by increasing just a percentage at a time, we barely noticed the money 
missing!  
 • Starting the nest-egg was easier. We just started saving $20 a month towards it. Our goal 
in that case was also to increase the amount over the next few years. The important part was no 
touching the money! Not even if we thought we could replace it.  
 If you’re doing something like a mortgage, the important thing at this time is to pay down 
any debt you have (if you have any) and start saving towards a down-payment. If you need to 
pay down debt, I have further information below after the goal-setting worksheet.   

 One last advice on mindset:  
 Don’t beat yourself up when you make a mistake- Even if you make 10 good choices, 
it’s easy to beat yourself up and feel like a failure over one bad choice. If you make a big mistake 
and realize it, think about why you realized it now instead of then, and try to apply that later on. 
The memory of that mistake can end up being very valuable, indeed. 
 Always keep looking ahead- Don’t let past mistakes drag you down into more mistakes. 
Instead, look ahead to the future. Learn to see past mistakes for what they are – lessons that were 
meant to teach you something. Sometimes the best life lessons are learned through life 
experience, good or bad, so embrace your past and don’t run from it. Promising to do better and 
setting goals can help keep mistakes where they belong – in the past. 



        Medium-term Goals (1-3 years):               Specific Steps to Achieve Goal
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________

        Short-term Goals (3-6 months):                Specific Steps to Achieve Goal 

__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________

Goal-Setting Worksheet
        Long-term Goals (3-5 years):      Specific Steps to Achieve Goal

__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________

        Immediate Goals (now-3 months):   Specific Steps to Achieve Goal 
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________



Paying Down Debt 
 Almost everyone gets into debt at some point in their life. In fact, it’s sometimes  
     impossible not to. If you go to college, some student loans are inevitable unless you’re 
      lucky or manage a cheap college and working full-time. Normally it’s credit card debt that 
   gets people into trouble.  

 Luckily, a financial wizard has revealed the method of getting out of debt to the world. 
Mathematically, it makes sense to pay off the highest interest debt first. If you can manage this, 
go for it! It saves the most money that would have been spent on interest. But most people lose 
motivation chipping away at a large debt. That’s where Dave Ramsey’s snowball plan, our 
second method of paying down debt, comes in. I’ve done it. It worked.  

 Make minimum payments on all the debts except the smallest, and pay as much money as 
you can on it. Once that smallest debt is gone, take its payment and apply it to the next smallest 
debt. Repeat that until all your debt is gone. This keeps you motivated because you look at the 
smallest debt disappearing rapidly. And then putting both that payment AND the payment you 
were already making on the second debt  is exciting.  
 Here’s an example. Say your debt looks like this: 
  • Credit card 1: $1,000 at 13% with a monthly payment of $50 
  • Credit card 2: $2,000 at 19% with a monthly payment of $100. 
  • Credit card 3: $2,500 at 15% with a monthly payment of $125.  
  • Car loan: $6,000 at 4% over four years with a monthly payment of $135. 
  • Student loan: $15,000 at 5% over 10 years with a monthly payment of $159. 
 If you pay the minimums on everything and add an extra $100 to the smallest credit card 
payment, you’ll pay it off in about 7 months. Then you can attack the second credit card to the 
tune of $250 per month ($100 plus the newly-freed-up $50, plus the $100 payment you’re 
already making). That one will also be gone in about another 7 months. Now, repeat with the 
third card. Look at the amount you’re paying now towards it! An entire $375 ($100 extra you 
started with, $50 from first card, $100 from second, and $125 you were already paying on third 
card). By the time you get to the student loan, you’ll be paying $669 on it each month! With the 
payments you’ve already been making, you’ll be able to finish the student loan off in a little over 
a year.  
 Of course, if you have an extra $50 around…pay it on the debt! 



52-Week Savings Plan 
Focus on the just starting with $1 a week. You’ll barely notice the  
gradual increase. Don’t get daunted by looking at the end amounts!

Week Deposit Balance Week Deposit Balance

1 $1 $1 27 $27 $378

2 $2 $3 28 $28 $406

3 $3 $6 29 $29 $435

4 $4 $10 30 $30 $465

5 $5 $15 31 $31 $496

6 $6 $21 32 $32 $528

7 $7 $28 33 $33 $561

8 $8 $36 34 $34 $595

9 $9 $45 35 $35 $630

10 $10 $55 36 $36 $666

11 $11 $66 37 $37 $703

12 $12 $78 38 $38 $741

13 $13 $91 39 $39 $780

14 $14 $105 40 $40 $820

15 $15 $120 41 $41 $861

16 $16 $136 42 $42 $903

17 $17 $153 43 $43 $946

18 $18 $171 44 $44 $990

19 $19 $190 45 $45 $1,035

20 $20 $210 46 $46 $1,081

21 $21 $231 47 $47 $1,128

22 $22 $253 48 $48 $1,176

23 $23 $276 49 $49 $1,225

24 $24 $300 50 $50 $1,275

25 $25 $325 51 $51 $1,326

26 $26 $351 52 $52 $1,378


