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Preface




How can I save money? This is the first and the most common question that people ask me when I reveal that I teach personal finance. It sounds like a simple question with a simple answer. The answer is this: just do not spend your money. It seems obvious to me. 

However, after a religious service meeting one day, my friends Vandana, Jeanette, SoJin, and Samir and I went to a restaurant to eat dinner. Over dinner, Vandana asked me the same old question: "How can I save money?" I suddenly realized that this simple question had a loaded answer. People have different income levels and spending habits so it is difficult for me to provide tips that will truly work in their situation, especially when people can be so secretive about their finances. In Vandana’s case, it was my first time ever meeting her, through that religious gathering in her home. She worked in Staten Island and lived in a one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn. Who was I to tell someone I just met to save money by renting a studio in Staten Island instead to 1) decrease the square footage she occupied while still maintaining privacy and 2) live in Staten Island to save money on gas and/or bus fare and forget about convenient access to hip restaurants in Brooklyn? And by the way, don’t waste money on decorating your apartment either until you own your own house. My advice works, but I didn’t feel comfortable saying that, and she probably wasn’t going to take my advice anyway! But on the flip side, telling her the classic generic advice, spend less than you make, wouldn’t do her any good either. I knew plenty of ways to save money—too many to count, in fact! Thus, I felt inspired to answer that question to the best of my ability and create a reference book people can use to pick and choose the tips they did feel comfortable implementing into their lives and doing it at their own pace without feeling like I was judging them for their lifestyle choices or like they were sacrificing the aspects of life they enjoyed the most. The next day, the idea to write this book, 1,001 Ways to Save Money, was born.

I love saving money. Anyone who knows me well knows that I get a kick out of saving money. I began my journey when I was 18 years old. Fresh out of high school, I had a dream to forgo college and carve my own path in life. I wanted to travel the world, and the only way to accomplish that was to start working and saving money for my adventure. I always saved at least 25 percent of my income. At one point, I saved 50 percent. Saving became second nature for me. After two years of working full-time as a cashier who wore multiple hats, my bank account balance was $13,000.00. Not bad for a 20-year-old. I did enroll in college eventually and completed both an associate degree and a bachelor’s degree in communications.

My colleagues wondered how I managed to save so much while they struggled living paycheck to paycheck. It was hard to explain my lifestyle or how I did what I did. Writing this book challenged me to think deeply about my process so I could teach others to live likewise. At times, I doubted my knowledge and my experience, but I realized I know more than I think. Also, the message is more important than the messenger. I had to let go of my fears, as many people desperately need the information I am offering. Too many people who work hard to make their money never seem to be able to get ahead financially. You work too hard for your money to have nothing to show for it in the end.

One colleague who inspired me and propelled me to write this book was JP Rodriguez. I met JP while working at the Overton Hotel as a banquet server. He was the banquet captain, and he was one of the few people who cared about how working at the hotel interfered with my personal life. Management expected everyone in the banquets department to consistently work 70 to 80 hours a week, which was outright insane. The pay was good, but the job was almost like slave labor. We were given start times for our shifts but no end times. Everyone working in banquets was only allowed to leave when all the work was finished... whenever that was.

JP was the only person there who took me aside on my first day on the job and was frank with me about how working such long hours could ruin my life outside of work. His own marriage was in trouble—his wife and daughter never saw him much and wondered when he would be coming home. Sadly, he had bills to pay and a family to support just like most people I met, so he was stuck at his job. He couldn’t afford to leave because during the last time he was unemployed, he applied around for five months before finally getting this one. I was so saddened to hear his story that by the time I got home, I couldn’t help but cry uncontrollably. His story inspired me to finish this book. I was halfway through writing this book at the time, and then I thought of all 1,001 ways to save money by the next evening.

Ideally, no one should be in a situation like JP’s. However, through my experience, I have found that unless you live in absolute poverty, you play a role in creating this kind of situation, and you can get yourself out of it. Take control. You are the driver, not the passenger, in your life. You can steer yourself in a different direction if you so choose. Your life is not anyone else's responsibility but your own. If you are in a situation where you work hard but somehow never have any money left at the end of the month, this book is perfect for you.








  
  
Introduction




I am the daughter of Chinese immigrants, born and raised in America, caught between two cultures. My parents were young children at the start of China’s Cultural Revolution in 1966. 

My mother was born in rural China to farmers. They lived without running water, drawing from a nearby well instead. In the 1960s, widespread famines and shortages caused food rationing, especially gain. To obtain food, you needed both money and a food ration coupon. When necessary, rice grains were used to make congee to feed everyone in the family. Congee is the symbol of poverty and hardship. This poor man’s meal is made from slow cooking a ratio of one cup rice to 10 cups water.

Meat was a luxury back then, so my mom’s side of the family saved and accumulated meat coupons and redeemed them for special occasions like Chinese New Year and birthdays. Even then, meat was chopped into small pieces and used to add flavor to vegetable dishes, not served individually like steaks.

My mom often dreamt of stumbling upon a box of cookies and hiding them under her pillow to save for later. She would wake up and realize it was all a dream. She dropped out of school in 6th grade to work hard labor jobs to help support her family.

My dad grew up in the city. He rarely spoke much about his childhood, so the only thing I can tell you is that he was extremely smart. He finished valedictorian in the high school’s graduating class of 1977 and then went on to college. Hearing this story growing up, I always thought it was no big deal since college is a big business in America and will practically take anybody. Here in America, it’s not a question of whether you will get into college. It’s a question of how much prestige the college has and whether you can afford it. I didn’t truly understand the historical context and its significance of my dad’s college acceptance until this year.

To enter college in China, applicants need to take a national university entrance exam. In 1966, the Chinese abolished the exam, condemning it elitist. University students already in college when this went into effect had their studies suspended. No one in the entire country was allowed to go to college, until the government resumed the national university entrance exam in August 1977. That year, competition was fierce, as a decade's worth of high school graduates, along with those who had their studies halted in 1966, competed for a university spot, in addition to that year's graduating high school class. Only five percent of examinees qualified to enter university. My dad was the only one from his entire school who went to college.

When immigrants arrive in the United States seeking the American dream, they aren’t seeking the white picket fence. They are seeking equality of opportunity and the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Imagine growing up in a country where no amount of money could buy food and no one in the entire country could get a college education. All my parents wanted was an opportunity to make a better life for themselves. My dad arrived here first, with a few hundred dollars in his pocket. My mom arrived three years later. My dad was so poor, he couldn’t afford a taxi to the airport. He was late picking her up because he had to take the bus to get there and then take the bus back home together. That was the only moment in my mom’s entire life he gifted her fresh flowers and he never did it again because flowers are a waste of money. 

I grew up poor. I wore hand-me-down clothes from my brother until I felt way too embarrassed to dress like a boy. I always shared my bedroom with a sibling. At some point in my childhood, there were six of us sharing one bathroom. Heat and hot water were included in our rent, so our landlord would set the heat to the legal minimum of 62 degrees Fahrenheit at night. I walked around the apartment with my puffy down jacket on and my hands and feet were constantly freezing. In the summers, we used a portable air conditioner to keep cool, but it would fill up with water every 3 hours. I never got a good night’s sleep in the summers because I got up twice per night to empty the water tank. My parents never took us to a restaurant unless it was for a special occasion. At 14 years old, I got a boyfriend, and he took me to Cold Stone Creamery. I was totally clueless on how to order ice cream. I felt so embarrassed because all my friends seemed to intuitively know how to order food at a restaurant and not me.

We were poor, but we definitely did not live in poverty. Rent and utilities were always paid on time. There was always food on the table. We had running water and a refrigerator and microwave—things my mom never had growing up. I always had clothes to wear and new shoes when my feet outgrew the old ones. My parents were outrageously frugal and spent only on necessities but spent big on things they thought were super important. When it came to my health, my mom always bought me designer prescription glasses and used the best orthodontist she could find for my braces even though he didn’t take our dental insurance. When it came to education, they refused to pay for standardized test prep (in their eyes, that was not an education). However, they did pay for private guitar and singing lessons.

They saved and contributed $7,500 into a 529 college savings account for me. In ten years, the investments doubled to $15,000. I went to community college for free and then used $10,000 for my entire bachelor’s degree. Since I could not use the remaining $5,000 on nonqualified education expenses without incurring a tax penalty and I had zero plans on continuing my formal education, I transferred all of it to my husband’s name. $5,000 was enough to pay for my husband’s entire master’s degree tuition.

Because of my parents’ background and my upbringing, I had a hard time comprehending why people in the United States complain so much about how hard it is to save money. Working full-time earning a minimum wage, renting a room in a four-bedroom apartment with roommates, I felt freaking rich. For once, I had my own privacy and the walls were thick enough to not hear the kitchen faucet running when my bedroom door was closed. There was gorgeous Italian ceramic floor tile throughout the apartment, compared to the tile I had growing up that looked gross no matter how much I mopped it. The flood lights on my bedroom ceiling made me feel like I was living in a hotel. On minimum wage full-time, I saved 25% of my income, paid rent and all bills on time, and spent the rest on whatever I wanted. Even with all the raises I’ve gotten throughout the years, I’ve continued following the same formula.

Here’s the difference though: saving 25% of my income from my very first job meant I wasn’t able to enjoy many of the comforts that other people seemed to have. I was definitely uptight with making sure I always stayed within my budget no matter what. It wasn’t until after I bought my first home, feeling like I finally overcame a financial milestone many in their 20s can’t even fathom achieving without parental help, that I finally let myself relax and spend a bit more money for comfort. Before buying my first home, I never bought a microwave, toaster oven, bathroom scale, TV, sofa, nightstands, or any of the things that were considered normal things to own. I considered these things luxuries, not necessities, so I did without. When I had to break my lease to move into my new home, prospective subletters looked at my living room which fit only two office desks for me and my husband to work at home, and wondered how we got by without a TV and sofa. My husband and I worked our butts off to work and earn more money and the furniture in our home reflected our priorities.

Is the American dream dead? I believe in the United States, there is an abundance of opportunities and money to go around. No, we are not all given the same opportunities, but we all have an opportunity to study, earn, save, and invest. It’s not fair to graduate college with student loan debt and then find that the entry-level jobs pay a pittance, while someone else was born into a well-off family with connections that land them a cushy job from the get-go. But if that is the opportunity you’ve been handed, make the most of it.

I actually think starting from the bottom is a great situation to be in. You have nowhere to go but up! When you start with low pay and live on a budget while saving a minimum 10% of your income, it can motivate you to do better. You may develop an unstoppable hunger that can’t be matched. In a real estate company that I worked at, the owners constantly complained that they couldn’t seem to motivate the poorer-performing agents to close more deals. To motivate those agents, they offered cash bonuses for hitting certain targets, but it never worked. The top-performing agents always got the bonuses because they were self-motivated.

Low-paying jobs usually pay hourly so you make sure to show up on time and get paid every dollar you can. You might even work more than 40 hours/week or work multiple jobs to make ends meet. The schedules change weekly, making it difficult to plan ahead. These jobs usually force you to be on your feet all day even when it’s not busy. There’s also usually no designated lunch break where you can actually sit down and eat in peace. These jobs suck, but every day is a new day to practice doing the work with a smile on your face. Attitude makes all the difference.

With each new job, your skills command more money and you can save 50% and spend 50% of every raise. You gain the kind of confidence that can never be taken away from you because you know nothing was handed to you. When you get to this point in your life, you appreciate all the comforts that your colleagues take for granted because you know what it’s like to start from the bottom. You’ll also look at your future colleagues and wonder why they complain about their well-paying jobs with good benefits so much, somehow always show up late for everything and get away with it, get tired so easily when they sit at a desk all day, and last but not least, wonder why they always live paycheck to paycheck. 

The simple answer to that last one is debt. The average American household owed $137,729.00 in debt in 2019. Nationally, Americans owe a combined $14.3 trillion in debt. For 80 percent of Americans, debt is a way of life. For 76 percent of Americans, living paycheck to paycheck is the norm. Half of Americans say that they would not be able to come up with $1,000.00 to pay for an emergency (Ostroski, 2021). They use credit cards and home equity loans when emergencies happen. This is no laughing matter. I have come across many people who think that it is okay to have debt and that they can take their time paying it off. I disagree. I am completely against debt unless it is used as an investment tool to make more money.

Debt is one of the biggest obstacles to accumulating wealth. It sucks away your income, which is your most powerful wealth-building tool, one dollar at a time. It is the result of a combination of overspending, which is within our control, and medical debt, which is more difficult to have control over in the United States due to astronomical health care costs. More important than how much you make is how much you save. There are plenty of people who make a lot of money but also spend a lot of money. They never get ahead financially because they never save.

Think of people who hit the lottery jackpot or receive a large inheritance. Many of them end up broke in just a few years. When lottery winners received half their prize, they saved only 16% of it (Imbens, Rubin, & Sacerdote, 2001). The Certified Financial Planner Board of Standards says nearly a third of lottery winners declare bankruptcy (Edelman, 2016). Why? They squander the money away on houses, cars, vacations, gifts, and other ridiculously expensive things. They never lived below their means when they were poor, so when they became rich, they continued doing the same thing and eventually lost it all. Money is easy to make but hard to keep.

Self-made millionaires who were interviewed in Thomas Stanley and William Danko's book, The Millionaire Next Door, all saved and invested 20 percent of their income. They did not save because they were rich. They became rich because they saved. They led a modest life, not a life of glamor. The typical self-made millionaire was self-employed, received no inheritance, lived in a lower middle-class neighborhood, drove an older model car, and wore inexpensive suits. Funnily enough, first-generation millionaires amassed their wealth because they understood the value of saving money. However, their descendants tended to squander that wealth. It takes only 19 days for an average inheritance recipient to buy a new car, and seventy percent of wealthy families lost their fortune within two generations (Taylor, 2015) because they were one step removed from the work ethic and diligence required to make and save money.

What does this have to do with you? You might not become a millionaire, but you can definitely improve your financial situation regardless of the state you are in now. You can think about your own consumer behavior and reflect on how your spending habits have created problems in your life. I believe one of the biggest factors to saving money is to ignore what the people around you are doing. Be weird, be different, and be confident about it too. Too often, I see photos of my high school classmates on Facebook, and I wonder how they can afford their high-consumption lifestyle. I find that my peers never wear the same clothes twice. They travel to foreign countries during spring break every year. They eat at nice restaurants at least once a week. They party and buy alcohol like no tomorrow. They create the impression of having a perfect life on Instagram. Believe me, I do get jealous at times and feel a tinge of FOMO. I often wonder about where they get all their money. I doubt they worked for all of it since they just graduated college and entered the workforce. The answer is, "all flash, no cash," or, "big hat, no cattle." In other words, it is all a façade. They are more likely burdened by student loan debt than anything else. A former classmate I saw on Facebook with the lifestyle I described reached out to me on Facebook for help with her finances. She revealed she had $20,000 in credit card debt. People only show their best moments online for the world to see. As for older folks, everything is most likely financed too. Do not get caught up in the game of keeping up with the Joneses. This sort of lifestyle is unsustainable in the long run. Focus on building your wealth instead.

The Ten Commandments of Saving Money

All the ways to save money in this book are based on 10 principles that I call the Ten Commandments of Saving Money. These principles can be applied in just about any situation: housing, utilities, food, clothing, transportation, medical and health, insurance, recreation, vacation, debt, and much more. You name it, and I've got it in this book. If there is anything you will want to remember after reading this book, this is it:

1.	Make saving money your priority.

2.	Be content with who you are and what you have.

3.	Do it yourself in lieu of paying for convenience.

4.	Find free and cheap alternatives. 

5.	Use less of something or simply make do without.

6.	Reuse, maintain, repair, and repurpose your possessions before buying anything new.

7.	Research prices, discounts, and reviews before purchasing any products or services.

8.	Borrow from or share with others.

9.	Say no to people and businesses that want your money but do not act in your best interest.

10.	Avoid debt at all costs and pay off your current debts as fast as possible.

Every single way of saving money has been tried and true. Since the only criterion is that it saves money, some of the ways listed are hilarious, while others are downright disgusting enough to make you feel uncomfortable. Everything in this book works. It is up to you to decide which ways to follow. 

Saving money has been known to be boring, but try changing your mindset about saving. Personal finance is not boring. It is empowering when you have enough interest and curiosity to learn. In this book, I have kept most of my examples entertaining, humorous, and lighthearted, but I am serious when I need to be. I do this to help you think about saving money from a different perspective. You might get excited when you find out that you can easily save $1,000.00 per year just by reasonably changing one aspect of your lifestyle. You might get excited to know that you can afford that dream vacation you always wanted by cutting back in another spending area. Find what motivates you.

A lot of people believe that saving money leads to being deprived of any pleasure. This couldn't be further from the truth. In order to save money, you need to define what is important to you. After determining your priorities, you align your spending with those priorities while cutting back on the things that do not matter. You derive more joy and contentment from every transaction when you do this. Also, you gain peace of mind knowing what you can and cannot afford right now. In the future, when you have more money saved up, you can afford greater pleasures that you could never afford before.

I understand saving money is a challenge to people who are just starting. This is because it requires behavioral change, and it takes time to form new habits. Instead of trying to change every aspect of your lifestyle at once, pick only one way to save money and then go from there. Change is easier when it is slow. After you adjust to the change, start the cycle over again by picking another way to save money. The most important part is that you do it, and you do it consistently. Any amount of money saved over a long period of time adds up to a large sum. The road to building wealth is a marathon, and slow and steady wins the race.








  
  

Chapter 1

Basic Money Management





1. Apply the tips in this book. 

You will not save any money if you read this book without applying any of the concepts in real life. Back in high school, I had to take a biology lab with Dr. Stephanie Tzall. My group was too lazy to do the experiment, as we already knew what the results would be. We filled in the lab paperwork and called it a day. Dr. Tzall caught on and asked, "Would you rather learn about a country by reading a travel book, or would you rather travel there and experience it yourself?" I cheekily replied that I would rather read a travel book. Dr. Tzall was right, though. The same concept that she used applies to saving money. Reading this book is not enough—you need to act. 

2. Pay yourself first. 

When I taught personal finance to high school students and asked the class what they thought it meant to pay yourself first, one student said, "It means to treat yourself first. For instance, before paying the bills, get yourself a manicure because you need it." I thought her response was hilarious, but unfortunately, her answer was wrong. Paying yourself first means that the first thing you do with your paycheck is to set some aside for your savings. Save between 10 to 15 percent of every dollar you receive. Some people go as far as saving 50 percent of their income. I applaud them. At one point, when I lived with my parents and made $1,000.00 per month, I saved 50 percent. However, when I moved out and made $1,600.00 per month, I saved 25 percent. I wished I could have saved more, but I had to pay rent. Still, 25 percent is more than what most Americans set aside.

3. Create and follow a budget. 

I love budgeting because it lets me know what I can and cannot afford. Budgets also help me align my spending with the things that are important to me. For instance, I love books and travel, so I spend most of my money on those two things. I do not think clothes are a priority, so I spend less on clothes. Stop wasting your hard-earned money on random things you do not care about.

4. Make 28-day budgets. 

The 28-day budget works particularly well when you get paid every week or every two weeks. It does not work well for people who get paid on the first of every month. With the 28-day budget, you end up creating 13 budgets every year instead of 12. Since you pay rent and utilities 12 times per year, the rent and utility expenses in the 13th budget could go toward something else. I did this one year, and it felt like getting free money when I reached the 13th budget. I saved $650.00 that month in addition to the $400.00 I normally saved every month.

5. Track your expenses. 

You cannot create an accurate budget without tracking your expenses. You also cannot save money without knowing where your money is going. There are other benefits to tracking money that you might not have ever thought about. For one, you become more mindful every time you shop, which means you might think twice before buying something. Second, it is a great way to see whether your bank statements match your own records. If something is off, a company might have overcharged you or charged you twice. Call and get your money back. Some people become victims of fraud because they never reconcile their bank statements. Third, some companies need proof when handling disputes, which makes accurate record-keeping extremely important. I once needed to cancel my prepaid phone plan with H2O Mobile. I threw out my broken iPhone, accidentally leaving the SIM card inside. The customer service representative wanted me to prove that I was Annie Yang by sending me a text message. I told them it wouldn’t work because I just threw out my iPhone along with the SIM card into the dumpster. So, then they asked me when I first activated the account and how much money I paid for my last phone bill. Thanks to my accurate record keeping, I was able to tell them. Keep the tracking process as simple as possible. Keep your receipts throughout the day, and then write down your transactions into a memo book at the end of the day. For digitally savvy people, use an Excel spreadsheet. Write the date, the item, and the amount of money spent.

6. Open a checking account. 

Five percent of households in the United States do not have a checking account. Without a checking account, you must pay fees to cash your paychecks at a check-cashing place. You should not have to pay money just to access your own money.

7. Open a savings account. 

Stop burying your cash under your mattress. All your money could be gone in the event of fire, flood, theft, or loss. Another reason to open a savings account is that you should not be keeping all your money in your checking account. Keeping all your money in your checking account makes it harder to track the amount you are saving. It is easy to promise yourself not to spend the $1,000.00 left in your checking account, but very easy to blow through it when you get the urge to spend. Your money should be separated.

8. Set up an automatic transfer from checking to savings. 

To make it easy for you to save, set up an automatic transfer from your checking account to your savings account. Schedule the transfer to go through on the day after you receive your paycheck, as sometimes you might receive your money late. You never need to think about it, and you end up spending only the remaining amount in your checking account. This method works well for people who have steady paychecks.

9. Save all your coins in a glass jar. 

I use glass because I like the visual reminder of how much I've saved. I store my coins in a quart-sized Mason jar and then when it is almost full, I roll them up and deposit it into my savings account at the bank. Usually, I have around $50.00 worth of coins. I feel like I'm getting free money every time I count them up.

10. Do the 52-week money challenge. 

On the first week, save $1.00. On the second week, save $2.00. On the third week save $3.00. Keep adding a dollar for each week. This is like a savings snowball. The snowball gets bigger each week. By the time you reach the 52nd week, you'll have saved $1,378.00. To make this more challenging, do it in higher increments. Some people complete this challenge in increments of $5.00.

11. Do not borrow payday loans. 

The interest rates are too high, and the interest also compounds daily, which means you owe more than if it were to compound monthly. Ensure that you will always have enough money to last until your next payday by having an emergency fund and by following a budget.

12. Manage your time effectively. 

Stay organized. Know when all your bills and subscriptions are due and make sure you have enough money in your checking account to pay for them. That way, you never pay another overdraft fee or late fee ever again. You can always call your bank and ask nicely to waive the overdraft fees. Some banks say yes. I never had a problem managing due dates, but I did accidentally overdraft my account one time. I deposited a check at the counter and withdrew cash (less than the amount of that check but more than the amount I had in the bank) in the same transaction. I was young and didn’t understand that checks took 23 business days to clear so when withdrawing cash in the same transaction, the cash actually comes from your bank balance and NOT from the check. Lo and behold, I overdrew and got hit with a $35 fee. I called twice and asked nicely for them to waive the fee since it was my first time, and the teller could have told me right then and there that I was going to overdraft instead of letting the transaction go through. Unfortunately, the bank said no. Not all banks will do it, so don’t always rely on calling to waive the fees after the fact.

13. Pay off your entire debt balance if you have the savings to do it. 

People who have enough savings while owing debt can do this. For instance, my friend Brian had $30,000.00 in savings but owed $10,000.00 in student loans. I recommended Brian to pay off his student loans entirely. Brian would still have $20,000.00 remaining in savings. Brian refused and wanted to keep making minimum payments for the rest of his loan term. However, he would be flushing his hard-earned money down the toilet, as he would pay more in compound interest.

14. Consider opening a club savings account. 

A club savings account is a short-term savings account used to save up for the holidays. Account owners deposit money throughout the year, and the money cannot be withdrawn until the holiday season, which is around October or November. When I was first learning how to save money at 18 years old, I opened a club savings account at my local community bank. I loved it because I made deposits every single week, but I was never allowed to withdraw my money. I opened my account in July, and by October I had saved up $1,000.00. It was during this period of my life that I cultivated the discipline of saving without ever touching my emergency fund.

15. Save 50 percent of every raise and bonus. 

If you were already living with an annual income of $30,000.00 and doing just fine, the chances are high that you can feel quite satisfied by continuing to live on that amount. Most people fall into the trap of lifestyle inflation, which means they increase their spending when their income increases. In other words, income goes up, and bills go up with it. The things that were once deemed luxuries for young adults turned into necessary comforts for older adults. There is an easy way to prevent lifestyle inflation. Whenever you get a raise or a bonus or even get a new job with higher pay, save half of the extra income and then spend the other half on bettering your lifestyle. That way, you live below your means and feel content with your lifestyle too.

16. Use ATMs sparingly. 

Avoid fees by only using ATMs that are in your bank's network. Consider not using ATMs at all. I create a monthly budget and determine how much cash I would need at the beginning of every new budget period. Then I go to the bank teller and withdraw the exact amount that I need. ATMs can make mistakes, and I would prefer to not waste my time and money cleaning up a mistake that was not my fault. I’ve always used community banks so their ATMs aren’t as fancy as the ones you’d find at bigger banks like Chase Bank or Bank of America where you can deposit cash at the ATM too. I had a roommate who deposited cash via the ATM at TD Bank. The ATM counted the money wrong and deposited it into his account $100 short. He was so angry talking to customer service on the phone and explaining the situation and they wouldn’t help him. I sincerely believe him, but how can you successfully argue about a machine malfunctioning to a faceless corporation? Tellers can make errors too—at least you can pin the blame on someone and make the situation right again.

17. Use a community bank or credit union. 

Community banks and credit unions offer the same services while charging lower fees. I use small banks exclusively because I think big banks require high minimum balances. Every single big bank I researched required at least $1,500.00 to open a checking account. Also, if your account balance ever went below that amount, then you would get charged a monthly fee. On the other hand, every single small bank that I opened a checking account with required only $100.00 to open, required no minimum balance to maintain and charged zero monthly maintenance fees. There is no point in requiring such a high minimum other than letting the bank inflate its assets. I keep only $50.00 as the buffer in my checking account, and I never go below $50.00 or pay an overdraft fee because I follow a budget.

18. Remove overdraft protection from your checking account. 

Overdraft protection is optional, but banks automatically enroll you in this feature when you open a checking account. Why? Because overdraft fees generate over $30 billion in revenue for banks annually. The biggest argument that banks make for overdraft protection is that it saves you from embarrassment when your transaction gets denied due to insufficient funds. For this perk, banks charge $35.00 for overdraft fees per transaction. Is the shame from a cashier or bookkeeper possibly judging you for not having enough money worth the $35? Quite frankly, if you do not have enough money in your account to pay for something, the transaction should be denied. Treat your checking account balance like it is cash. Once the money runs out, you have no more to spend.

19. Pay cash for most purchases. 

Cash reduces impulsiveness, and you will never have an overdraft fee paying cash. Spending cash elicits greater psychological pain than paying with debit or credit. That means that every time you spend cash, you feel emotional pain. With debit or credit, money is nothing more than a number that decreases every time you spend. Dun and Bradstreet, an American business services company, found that people spent between 12 to 18 percent more when they used credit cards instead of cash. At McDonald's, the average order total for people paying with credit cards was $7.00 compared to $4.50 for people who paid with cash, according to a study by Dun and Bradstreet (Hurd & Konsko, 2020). 

20. Open an American Express Bluebird Card or American Express Serve Free Reloads Card if you cannot open a bank account. 

Believe it or not, 70 million Americans cannot access traditional financial services, which makes life extremely difficult for them. They do not have access because traditional banks charge monthly maintenance fees unless certain conditions are met. These conditions can be keeping a minimum of $1,000 balance at all times or setting up direct deposit. For example, my husband has an individual checking account with Bank of America and $250 of my paycheck gets direct deposited into his account and then we take $50 to pay our joint credit card to avoid the maintenance fees. We called Bank of America asking if the direct deposit could be $200 as long as the sum was $250+ per month. No—it had to be $250+ per paycheck. Low-income earners living paycheck to paycheck who could really make use of the $1,000 should not have to incur a fee when their balance reaches exactly $0. Employees working for small businesses that still write checks and do not provide direct deposit as an option should not be paying bank fees based on the company they work for. People who do not have regularly scheduled paychecks also lose out. These people must use prepaid cards that cost money to reload. They also pay their utility bills with cash at faraway convenience stores, which wastes gas. The documentary film Spent: Looking for Change by American Express exposes the problem in depth. For those who open a bank account, consider opening an American Express Bluebird Card (or Serve Card if you live in NY, TX, or VT, where monthly maintenance fees are waived.) Do not buy the temporary card at a local retailer for $3.95; you can sign up for a personalized card for free online on Bluebird.com or Serve.com. There are three options of Serve cards to choose from. Make sure you choose the green-colored card that specifically has free reloads because the blue-colored card charges $3.95 per cash reload. You can do free cash reloads at any CVS, Dollar General, Family Dollar, Rite Aid, and at participating 7-Eleven and Walmart stores.

21. Have a policy of never lending money to family or friends. 

Lending money can ruin your relationships. It is possible that your family or friends will never pay you back or pay the money back late. Your relationships become strained because it feels awkward to ask for the money back when you need it, even though it was yours. It is also possible that you and the borrower enter a cycle of chronic lending and borrowing. If the borrower asked you once and you said yes, the borrower might ask for more in the future. Enforce a no-lending policy and treat everyone the same so they do not feel like it is personal when you say no. You can even offer to teach your family and friends how to create a budget and save money so they can learn how to overcome their tough situation without borrowing money from anyone. If you want to give money, give away the money as a gift with no strings attached.

22. Stop dropping your money on the ground. 

I once had a roommate, Andrei, who complained to me about how he was always broke. A few weeks after moving in, I noticed he constantly dropped quarters all around the house—in the bathroom, in the kitchen, in front of my bedroom door, etc. I picked them up and saved them for myself obviously. No wonder Andrei was always broke. He couldn’t even manage his coins. I must have saved $10. What was weird was he had a pile of Russian currency that he left on a windowsill in the common area that I thought was some form of monopoly money. It had been sitting there for weeks and I didn’t know who it belonged to, so I cleaned the apartment and tossed the play money in the trash. It turned out to be Andrei’s and he blew up on me for throwing out his “precious and irreplaceable” Russian currency given to him by his grandfather, which was unusable here in the United States to buy stuff! Yet he didn’t care for dropping perfectly good quarters all over the apartment. In Lubbock, I picked up pennies on the sidewalk about twice a week. Lubbock is a town where everyone drives a car, so I wonder who these people were who constantly dropped their money on the sidewalk.

23. Find free or cheap ways to transfer money. 

My friend Chung wanted to send $1,500.00 to someone in Orlando, FL. Western Union charged $126.00 in fees for cash pickup at an agent location. When the recipient tried to pick up the cash, Western Union withheld the money because it thought that this transaction was a fraud. Western Union then gave my friend a hard time when he asked for his money back. They asked Chung to prove that he was Chung by asking a bunch of personal questions that they honestly did not need to know the answers to. Honestly, do not use Western Union. There are cheaper ways to transfer money. For one, bank wire transfers are cheaper than Western Union. Another option is to buy a money order for under $3.00 and then mail it via USPS Priority Mail Express 2-Day Flat Rate Envelope for $23.75. Finally, PayPal, Venmo, Cash App, and Zelle are free!

24. Build your credit using a secured credit card. 

The first question people ask me when I tell them that I live debt free is, "How will you buy a house without any credit history?" I plan on buying a house with cash. If I need a mortgage, then I can go to a bank and use manual underwriting to obtain the loan. Another option is to build a credit history by using a secured credit card. Make a deposit of $500.00. That will be your line of credit and be your collateral for situations where you fail to pay. Every month, charge $10.00 on the secured card and pay the balance on time. If you do not pay on time, the credit issuer takes your deposit. Make sure your issuer reports the card to all three credit bureaus: Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion.

25. File your own tax return. 

If your financial situation is simple, as in you earn your income through a job and have few deductions, you do not need a tax preparer or CPA. I would not recommend a CPA unless you own multiple businesses or have investments beyond your retirement account. Many people avoid filing their own taxes completely because they are nervous about doing it wrong. Go to the library and borrow a book on how to do your own taxes. Tax return forms from the Internal Revenue Service also come with step-by-step instructions on how to fill out the forms correctly. Doing your taxes manually will teach you exactly how your income tax is determined and see through the lies that politicians spin about taxes. You can also see the various deductions available. I did this for a few years, and it is always a good exercise because knowing the kinds of deductions out there makes me more aware of how my decisions affect my tax liability in the future. The alternative to doing it by hand is to buy tax software, usually for less than $100.00.

26. Be wary of setting up automatic bill pay. 

Automatic bill pay is convenient, but some companies, not all, are sleazy and take advantage of customers who want to pay their bills on time using this feature. For instance, Lubbock Power & Light and CareCredit change their billing dates every month. A bill might be due on May 12 this month and then on June 10 the next month. If you set up automatic bill pay for the 11th of every month, then you will get charged a late fee. This is unbelievable and unfair! If you really want to set up automatic bill bay, look through all your bills in the last 12 months and look for the earliest due date. Take that due date and minus 3 calendar days. That should be the monthly date you schedule your automatic bill pay to hit. 









