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Introduction



D.Ream had it right. Things can only get better, they sang, and, in terms of the economy at least, they have. Of course, Britain’s still in debt, with the kind of national IOU that would keep us all up at night if we could even count the number of zeroes on our collective overdraft, but there are (a few) more jobs about, and we’ve a little extra in our pocket post pay-day. The economy is on the up.


But something’s changed, forever, in our national psyche since the country tumbled into its deepest recession in decades, and since the first edition of this book was published. Even though we may feel a little richer, we have new modes of behaviour – we’re not embarrassed to whip out a voucher in a restaurant or haggle for a deal. We might be out of recession, but our wages haven’t risen since BlackBerry and Apple were just a nice base for a fruit salad, whilst the cost of that fruit salad has rocketed – as have our taxes, heating, clothes, pets, driving, water, kids, booze, leaving the house, and paying for the privilege of living there too.
 

That’s why this updated edition of Ausperity will be your armour in the battle to live the high life on a low budget. The moment when I realised I had crossed the line to become a fully-fledged money-saving nerd was a Monday morning. I arrived at work to discover a sheepish-looking colleague waiting for me. Over the weekend, he’d spontaneously bought an old sports car. It had come up for sale locally, price tag a few hundred quid. He’d thought it would be fun to use for the odd weekend break; mostly it would sit in his driveway. But when he went to insure it, the cheapest quotes for the most basic cover of his old banger were £1,800-plus. The fun splurge didn’t seem so funny anymore. Would I, he asked, find a cheaper deal for him? He’d pay a cut of his saving. Hardnosed journalist offering to pay out cash? That’s how I knew my reputation for frugality had hit embarrassing heights.


I wasn’t always this way. The earnings from my first job – babysitting at £3 an hour for doing the neighbours’ kids homework for them – barely made a dent on my pocket so quickly was my cash passed over to my local Woolies for sweets and CDs. Growing up, pocket money went on weekend shopping trips and trips to see friends around the country. Britain was booming, recession was something foreign we learnt about in economics lessons. Savings? Cheap deals? They just weren’t on the agenda.


Then I went off to uni and spent three years realising that you could either painfully pass over all your cash for rent, utilities, transport costs and other boring bills, or find imaginative ways to pay the lowest amount possible and have more cash spare for the fun stuff in life.  This was the time that Britain’s economy gradually started falling down the toilet. So when I graduated, moved back home to my childhood bedroom and spent months looking for work, it turned out the most important thing I had learnt at uni wasn’t the inanities of Yeats’s transcendentalist streak (Huh? Me too – clean forgotten it) but my winning formula for a cheap supermarket bill. When I finally moved away from home, my uni textbooks on post-modernism went up on my new Ikea shelves, but it was my self-taught crib notes on how to have the most amazing, action-stuffed weekend without shelling out a single penny that were most often in use.


But just because life costs more doesn’t mean it has to become rubbish. There’s no need for a hair shirt or holidayless year if you trim costs elsewhere – and you might even enjoy doing it. Treats can stay on the agenda when you’re paying less for the boring stuff. That’s ‘ausperity’ – living a prosperous life on an austerity budget. How? Read on.


Whether you’re at the supermarket or yearning for a manicure, booking a mini-break or in desperate need of a new laptop, when you spend time working out how to save money, you’ll find you can afford far more than you thought you could. You might need to devote an extra twenty minutes to booking that week for four in Tenerife or Tallinn, but it will be worth it if doing so saves you £200. You might need to spend the first five minutes of your working day tapping into a train refund site now and then, but if doing so means a tenner back from your delayed commute, the savings will soon tot up, to be spent on something far more fun than just another 07.09 into Birmingham.


Unless you’re really living on the breadline, you probably haven’t cut back everywhere. I snip off the ends of Colgate tubes to squeeze out an extra few days’ toothpaste and mix old lipsticks with Vaseline to make them last longer, but still spend hundreds of pounds a year running my car, which, living in London, I could, if I really, really wanted to, live without. But ausperity living is all about making your own choices; saving money where you want, and making more when you can, to whatever extent you fancy. When I find myself with some spare time at work or in the evenings with a computer and internet available, I make money or earn shopping vouchers by filling in online surveys and joining focus groups. Pretty easy to do in front of the TV – and doing enough each year pays for far more than the TV licence.


Fun, free and cheap days and nights out are all covered in this book, as are ways to raise some quick cash without an EastEnders-style trip to a pawn shop. One way is to just rent out your stuff: for example, if little Josh isn’t playing with that cello he and his school forced you to fork out for, why not earn £20 a month if someone else’s little Josh wants to try it out? And if you’ve found something you’d love to buy but can’t afford it until there’s been a hefty discount, visit an online sales-logger. No idea what the dove’s doo-dah that is? You soon will. If you’re confused about the big stuff – credit cards, mortgages, or budgeting – that’s all here too; the high-tech route and the stub-of-pencil-and-paper path, explained in easy, non-boring gobbets which will make it surmountable once more.


Likewise, when I began preparing for my wedding and needed (OK, wanted, after reading too many bridal magazines) to find favours that were cheap but still thoughtful, I spent a few months going through people’s recycling bins to accumulate a hundred-odd tin cans, scrubbed them clean, jabbed some draining holes in the bottom, secured some free cuttings of lavender and wrapped them with home-made labels. Sound bonkers and far too time-consuming? I think by the end of six months spent watching over these lavenders like new-borns, I might agree with you. But the best thing about the money-saving and money-making ideas in this book is that you can pick’n’mix. And keeping up the analogy, some ideas will be as easy as jelly babies from that pick’n’mix, others will require a bit of organisation – like a gobstopper: you only start on one when you know you’ve got some time. Some will instantly save you hundreds of pounds, a few may seem like a bit too much effort for now. Start at whatever level you want, and work your way up. You’ll soon be an auspericist.


This book contains money-saving ideas and tips from experts across myriad sectors – from beauticians and car-buyers to interiors experts and ordinary people who have revealed the ways they make and save cash, plus me. As a personal finance journalist I have written thousands of words each month for a ‘How to Save it’ column for the Evening Standard, filled with tiny ideas that tot up to big savings. But most of all, this book comes from my own life: imaginative ways my family, friends and I have worked out how to cut costs as the economy has become gloomier and gloomier.


Together these ideas and advice knock thousands of pounds off the cost of living. It’s less shiver-me-timbers-I-can’t-afford-to-put-the-heating-on, more ten-easy-tips-to-slash-your-heating-bill-by-a-third. You might not want – or be able – to do everything in this book; you might dip in or out whilst on the loo (I’m not ashamed: some of my best-read books are loo books); or you might (I hope) read it in one bum-numbingly long session that sees you change your money-mindedness forever. Either way, there are a lot of ideas and advice that will start to change the state of your finances, whilst making your lifestyle just as – or even more – enjoyable, very quickly.


So, back to the beginning. You’ve got less coming in, but deal with it properly and you won’t need to sit at home listlessly or turn into Mr or Mrs Boring-on-a-Budget. This book lays out how to save carefully and spend wisely – so you can squeeze more value out of your hard-earned cash and keep on living the high life on a low budget. Enjoy ausperity living.





PART 1 Spending it
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IT MIGHT SOUND WEIRD to start a money-saving book by talking about spending it. But that’s the point about ausperity: despite our frozen wages, awkwardly combined with rising household costs, we still want to have nice clothes, fun nights out and time with friends. Sometimes we still need – or want – to splurge on big items like a new car or oven. So the next few chapters are all about getting what we want for less.


In fact, in the middle of writing the last sentence I received a ‘daily deals’ email from Living Social, one of the group-buying sites that works in the same way as Groupon (see Group-buying for more details.) I get these every day, and mostly click ‘delete’. But this one was offering two meals for £15 plus wine at a particular local restaurant that my family visits on special occasions. Since a main course is usually £7 or £8 and I knew a birthday trip was coming up, I clicked on the deal, checked out the terms and conditions (it worked on the weekend and several could be purchased for one table) and bought it. The site has a recommendation scheme too – you buy the deal, and if three others buy it from your link, your costs are refunded. So I’ve just emailed the link to my family, posted it on Facebook for my friends and tweeted it for anyone else who lives locally. Hopefully within a few hours I’ll have secured my dinner for free.


That’s spending it, ausperity-style: clever ways to buy splurge items for less. When they say the best things in life are free, I think that’s supposed to mean love, sloppy kisses from a grandchild and stuff like that. But in my experience, it can be true of real-life experiences too. It’s easy to secure a great night out that, unlike the ever-rising cost of a trip to the flicks (although you’ll find tips here on cutting the cost of that too), won’t demand you pay a penny. And you enjoy it more that way, too.


Often, it’s about using a bit of imagination (but if that word has filled you with fear, don’t worry – you can just copy the ideas in this book) to easily cut down on how much you’re spending on extras and luxuries, even whilst often buying or experiencing exactly the same things. One of my most memorable dates, for example, had nothing in common with the conventional (and expensive) dinner out; instead, I was invited to watch a TV show being shot. It was for one of those Saturday morning music shows that no longer exists, and I must admit to feeling less excited when I discovered we’d have to turn up at the studios at 8 a.m. on the first morning of the weekend. But watching the show was so much fun that we went back a few more times (I’m not sure that dates two and three would ever have happened otherwise) and I didn’t even think about the fact that the boy hadn’t had to pay a penny for the date. By contrast, like most ausperity girls with double standards, I still reckon taking a two-for-one dinner voucher on a date could be a bit of a turn-off …


So think about what you do when you need to buy something. If you enjoy shopping, you’ll probably block out an afternoon or weekend to browse the shops, try things on or test them out, and buy the one you like best. If you hate shopping, you’ll go to the nearest retailer or go online and buy it so quickly your spell of shopping-related nausea barely registers. Either way, you usually know what kind of things you want to buy, or what shop you’re going to buy from, and in all cases, a bit of research will save you cash.


This section of Live the Life You Want for Less covers everything from cheap and free things to do with kids and on nights out, to bargainous ideas for Christmas, weddings and festivals, and a whopping, massive chunk on holidays. The latter was entirely inspired by my time at uni. I went to a university whose terms only lasted eight weeks. This meant that for three years I had six months of the year free.


For most of them, I worked. For a bit of them, I studied. But I also spent an embarrassing amount of that time working out how to make the most of my earnings in the most fabulous way possible. Back in the golden era of uni vacations, I could easily spend two weeks solidly focused on booking a holiday – which meant nabbing the best possible deals and learning all the tricks of the tourism trade. A few months after our final exams, a boyfriend and I took a trip to Chicago, Costa Rica, Miami and New York. We had spent three months working to pay for it, we had three weeks to play with and we wanted a bit of luxury. Still, nobody we subsequently bored with our 400 holiday snaps could believe that we visited eight different destinations, took six flights, stayed in eleven different four-star hotels, enjoyed great cuisine, paid for all transfers, lots of bags of shopping and travel insurance – for £1,000 each.


How did we do it? By finding bargain-bucket flights (see Flights), researching free attractions (including Chicago’s amazing zoo) and printing money-off vouchers to get into galleries and museums before we left. We had picked our destinations based on the positive exchange rate, and made savings on things that didn’t matter – so transfers often involved minibus journeys where the seats felt like a bucking bronco’s saddle, but that was OK for an hour if it meant a nicer hotel was affordable at the end. We went in the rainy season, having researched that what that really meant was an hour’s serious rain per day and much, much cheaper hotels.


This won’t always be the case – I’d give the Caribbean a miss in hurricane season even if the hotels were paying me – but if, in these straitened times, you might think a holiday is out of the question this year, or maybe your usual two or three breaks is to be trimmed down to one, don’t assume that’s true – instead, read the section on Holidays. Perhaps you’ll find yourself reading the other chapters whilst leaving, on a jet plane …





Shopping



I love shopping. Sometimes there’s nothing more fun than an afternoon hitting the shops, checking out what’s new, snapping up bargains or ‘investments’ (aka really desirable shoes). I have to get that in now in case you soon think I sound completely sackcloth. I’m not – my wardrobe is chock-a-block and every room of my flat shows evidence of my love of shopping. Being a penny-pincher doesn’t have to mean never buying new clothes or furniture or trinkets or whatever floats your personal materialism boat. It just means shopping cleverly – beating the retailers at their own money-making game – and paying the lowest possible price and/or getting the best possible value. Whether you prefer the bricks-and-mortar shops on the high street or take your mouse for a walk in e-tail, follow the steps below and savvy shopping will soon become second nature. And if it seems tedious at first, just think of all the extra treats you can buy with the money you’re saving …


On the high street


If you’re buying something expensive or from a brand name, it’s worth doing some online research first to work out what kind of price you should be paying. Often the high street shopping experience is much better than the internet: you can try stuff on, see how it actually looks and feels, and receive advice from assistants who might even know what they’re talking about. Local, independent shops often have really unusual designs that you won’t find anywhere else, and if you want them to stay alive and open when you really need that birthday present for Dad that you forgot to buy until the evening of his sixtieth birthday, then you need to patronise them. Price research is still crucial though – you should know whether you’re paying a fair price (remember online shopping usually involves postage costs which aren’t added until the checkout), and sometimes high street stores will throw in extras such as gift wrap, a free extended guarantee or something like a packet of batteries or a refill pack that goes with the product.


Once you’re out and about, smartphones offer an easy way to price-check. Either look up the name of the product in a comparison site like kelkoo.co.uk, pricerunner.co.uk or Google Shopping, or use a free app like RedLaser, which allows you to scan in barcodes on goods you want to buy in shops, and will then check to see if they are available cheaper online or nearby. Shoparazzi is another useful free app which shows you the latest sales and sample sales at both local boutiques and big chain stores (shoparazzi.com or look it up on your phone’s app store) near wherever you are. If possible, use a cashback credit card  for all purchases to earn money back from your spending. And join all possible loyalty schemes – not shop credit cards, which typically demand very high interest rates after any offers run out, but points-based reward cards such as Tesco Clubcard, Boots Advantage Card, Nectar, Superdrug Beautycard and so on. If you’re always forgetting your coffee shop or other loyalty card, Loyalli (iPhone, Android, free) is for you — it accumulates them on your smartphone so you never forget to get stamped.


These can tot up to large discounts – in fact, my wallet is bulging with them. I don’t even go into Boots very often, but its scheme is generous enough that, every few months or so I find I have at least a chocolate bar’s worth of points to use instead of money. Tesco’s Clubcard often runs double-reward deals, so never use the points in store: I saved them up for long enough that a few months’ worth of onions etc. gave me a family trip to Chessington World of Adventures. Oh, and the Superdrug loyalty card is doubly useful: made of silver, it acts as an emergency mirror.


If you’re out and spot a piece of clothing that you love but can’t afford, it’s worth logging it into lovefashionsales.com once you’re home. The site is free, and will send you an email alert every time your favourite shop starts a sale or cuts prices on items in your size. You can set up alerts that are as wide (‘Banana Republic’) or as narrow (‘Banana Republic tops, size eight’) as you like. The site includes 8,000 British shops and brands.


More discounts


You might think that taking a student on a shopping trip would only be a drain on your wallet, but not so: thousands of shops offer student discounts of ten per cent or more, so grabbing a uni-goer may be worthwhile, especially for expensive shopping sprees. They can be especially useful for computing discounts – the latest Microsoft Office software package costs over £100, but is available for just over £30 to anyone with an ‘ac.uk’ email address – so that’s school kids, university students or teachers – via software company Viglen (http://viglen.software2.co.uk). There are big student discounts on ‘i’ stuff too: Apple takes between ten per cent and fourteen per cent off most of its products for students.





[image: ] ‘Always ask for a discount in any non-chain shop – you never know what you’ll get, and in my experience, there’s always a deal to be done.’ – SIMONE, LONDON





It’s worth checking out charity shops for great deals too – especially those on the posher side of town where the best donations are likely to be made. My fiancé never buys DVDs from the high street or even cheap online deals, but instead buys them for £1 or £2 from charity shops, and if they’re so bad we don’t want to watch them again, the DVDs go straight back again. In London, Time Out has a list of its favourite charity shops at tinyurl.com/timeoutcharityshops.





[image: ] ‘Get a loyalty card for whatever places you shop or eat out at the most.’


– DAN, LONDON





Try car boot sales (carbootjunction.com and carbootsrus.com list hundreds), or if you’re not a fan of early mornings, summer fêtes at schools and churches (look out for those in the smartest neighbourhoods for the best finds) can also yield clothing bonanzas. And don’t forget discount stores. TK Maxx, for example, sells what it calls ‘designer labels for less’. Some of its rails are a mess but get there early and be patient and you could find a bargain, be it a £5 Nike hoody for exercising in (I always buy my sweaty gear from there at a fraction of the price elsewhere), a ball gown for a wedding or a designer handbag (excellent deals, and arranged by colour, which is particularly helpful!). TK Maxx also sells perfume and cosmetics by beauty brands like Clinique and Clarins, whilst bigger branches host homeware and toy sections, with cheap bedding, cushions and playthings that make excellent you’d-never-guess-the-price presents.



Outlets



Designer outlet villages and factory shops can also offer big bargains. Amongst the best-known are:


• The McArthur Glen chain (with six across the UK including Ashford, East Midlands, Cheshire Oaks, Swindon and York, and shops including Diesel, Timberland, Adidas, Lacoste, Burberry and Prada).


• The Bicester Village Outlet near Oxford (with brands including Molton Brown, SuperDry, Donna Karan, Jigsaw and Le Crueset). This is my (relatively) local. Get there early to avoid the crowds, and take some grub with you because the food options are limited to posh and packed or Pret A Manger.


• Clarks Village in Somerset (with Gap, Jane Shilton, Next, Monsoon and Marks & Spencer).


Online shopping


If you know exactly what you want, it’s very easy to find the best price online. The first step is to embrace cashback websites. These sites pay you when you click on to certain websites or buy something from thousands of retailers. They pass on the commission they get from the shops and are either free or take an annual fee out of your earnings (so if you don’t use them, you don’t pay). I don’t think of myself as a big online shopper, but even so I’ve earned £1,300 in my past four years as a member of cashback site Quidco.








Online cashback
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Feeling suspicious about cashback? No surprise – it does feel like something for nothing, and even the industry admits that, as Jo Roberts of Quidco puts it, ‘despite millions of online shoppers recognising the benefits of using third-party websites, many remain in the dark about how they actually work.’ So I asked her to explain. ‘Retailers pay a commission each time a customer completes a transaction having clicked from a cashback website. This entire commission, paid by the retailer to the cashback site, is then returned to the shopper’s bank account in the form of cashback. It is that simple.’


Downloading a free ‘cashback reminder’ toolbar for your web browser or an app for your mobile is another way to secure savings. ‘Referring friends and family is another great means of topping up your cashback accounts,’ Roberts adds. ‘Always eager to expand their memberships, all the top sites offer financial incentives for those who introduce new people to their services. In some cases, fees up to £5 are available.’









The money-saving steps to online shopping:


1. Log into a cashback site. Take your pick: the biggest include topcashback.co.uk, quidco.com and greasypalm.co.uk.


2. Use it to click through to a price-comparison site, such as kelkoo.co.uk or priceinspector.co.uk and search for your item. There are also specialist comparison services, such as fragrancescompared.co.uk to find discounts on particular perfumes.


3. Once you’ve found the item you want to buy, at the cheapest price available from a site with good reviews and recommendations and that you trust, look online for a discount voucher. You can find these collated in one place via a site like myvouchercodes.co.uk – where you can search via store or shopping category – or just Google the name of the product you want to buy or shop you want to buy it from, together with the phrase ‘discount code’ or ‘voucher code’.


4. Delete your computer’s cookies – these are like footprints in the sand proving you’ve previously been at the website – to boost your chances of receiving cashback. You need the cashback company to think you’ve not been to the shop’s website before, so click to clear your cookies to wipe away your earlier trail.


To do so in Internet Explorer, just close all your internet windows. Open IE again, click ‘tools’, then ‘general options’, then ‘delete cookies’. Click ‘OK’ and close the window.


On Mozilla Firefox, click the ‘tools’ menu on an internet window, select ‘options’ and ‘privacy’, and on the ‘keep cookies’ option click ‘until I close Firefox’, which will wipe them every time you close down your browser.


Or on Google Chrome, click the spanner button, then ‘options’, then the ‘under the bonnet’ tab, and ‘clear browsing data’.


5. Once that’s completed, return to the cashback site and click on the link to your shopping website. The sites include most of the biggest brands like Tesco, BT, Sky, Netflix, Gap and Debenhams, as well as online-only stores.


These steps might sound complicated, but they will quickly become part of your online shopping routine – just like taking your purse when hitting the shops – and help save you a fortune.








A caveat on cashback
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Different sites offer cashback at different websites, so for the really keen, it’s worth signing up with several sites. There’s an easy way to search which provider offers the most cashback for a particular site: visit tinyurl.com/cashbacksites. Look out for minimum payments on some sites, which won’t pay out until you’ve earned a minimum fee, and don’t let cashback offers blind you to the price you’re actually paying. Earning ten per cent back from, say, photo development site Truprint could still work out more expensive if its basic prices are more expensive than another site’s. Be aware that discount codes sometimes cancel out cashback, so if you’re using the former be aware that your cashback claim might be invalidated – never count on having the money until it’s actually paid, which can take up to three months.










More online money-saving shopping tips



Some shops never, or rarely, get involved in discounts or cashback, and one of those is one of the biggest on the web: Amazon. But there’s an easy way to track down bargains from Amazon’s vast store of books, music, furnishings and now even groceries: sign up to zeezaw.co.uk, type in the items that you want to buy and the price you want to pay. The site will then watch the products on Amazon on your behalf and ping you an email when they go on sale at the price you want. For more general bargains, pricecutreview.com/uk lists the Amazon items that are on sale at fifty per cent off or more.


There are student discounts online, too: students who have a current National Union of Students Extra Card, for example, receive a ten per cent discount on clothing and a five per cent discount on books, music, DVDs and everything else sold on Amazon.


If you’re a keen eBay shopper, it’s worth checking out fatfingers.co.uk. Type in whatever you’re hoping to bid for, and the site will search the giant auctions site for similar listings that incorporate common typos, so you uncover items that others aren’t finding because they are spelt wrong and therefore have low or no bids. It’s worth also using a ‘sniper’ such as auctionstealer.co.uk, which allows you to automatically place bids at the last possible moment before the sale closes, giving you a better chance of winning the bid at a low price – and meaning you don’t have to sit in front of a computer watching bids for hours.


Be wary of sales: always do some shopping maths before you splash out. That reduced T-shirt that costs only £10 won’t be a good deal if you wear it once, realise lime green and orange just isn’t your colour combination and that perhaps there was a reason it was the only thing left on the sales rack, and chuck it out. By contrast, a really warm winter coat that’s more expensive, but better quality, than what you usually buy could well be a worthwhile purchase if it lasts years – remember to think about the cost per wear, not just the outright cost, when buying anything.





[image: ] ‘I always try clothes on before the sales start, so that when they do kick off, I already know what I want to buy, and don’t have to faff about in cramped changing rooms but can get straight to the till with my bargain.’


– SUSAN, NORTH LONDON





And if you fall in love with an expensive item of clothing or piece of furniture or anything else pricey that you just can’t justify buying, think about sharing it. If you and a good friend both love the same thing, is it possible (and practical) to go halves on it and each use it half of the time? Be wary of doing so with anyone but a very good friend who you trust and can get along with well enough to share properly.



Group-buying



These sites were one of the fastest growing website ideas to come out of the recession. If you’ve ever seen an advert or had an email pop into your inbox promising a day at a spa for £20, dinner for two for £15 (the deal I bought and wrote about earlier), a photo book for a fiver, a three-night holiday in Majorca for £150 or five sessions of colonic irrigation (this pops up with alarming frequency) for the price of three, that’s group buying. There are loads of sites, and each offers something slightly different, but the idea is the same: shops, websites and services know they can still make a profit on reduced items if they can guarantee a certain level of interest. So they agree deals with a site like Groupon, promising a reduced-price experience or purchase. Sometimes there are tipping points – the deal is only ‘released’ when a specific number of people sign up – but sometimes it’s a free-for-all. The deals all run out at a specific time or when a particular number have been bought.


Sometimes the sites offer amazing deals. I’ve snapped up a £15 Marks & Spencer voucher from livingsocial.com for £7. Given that I needed some new PJs and was going to head to M&S anyway, I saved more than half price. In fact, I saved even more than that, because Living Social, in common with a lot of its rivals, offers the deal free if you can convince three friends to sign up. I just posted my referral link on Twitter and Facebook and quickly secured more than the required number of sign-ups.


But group-buying deals are not always what they seem. I recently bought a Bluetooth headset from another group-buying site, which claimed the car phone set was worth £80, so paying £20 seemed worthwhile. Alas, it wasn’t even worth that – it took over six weeks to arrive, and when it did it was clunky, slow and poor quality. I wished I’d stuck with a traditional retailer. So the golden rule with group buying deals is, as with all shopping, only buy it if you need it or would buy it anyway at full price.


Plus, one thing I’ve never seen a group-discounts site offer is a reduced eye test – and that could be because they don’t want us to be very good at reading small print. Most group-buying vouchers have acres of fine print, with restrictions on when you can redeem the voucher, how long they last, the number and nature of people who can get involved – and so on. A lot of spa deals, for example, can only be redeemed midweek. And restaurant or bar deals will rarely be offered at peak times. Nick Telson, from money-saving nightlife website designmynight.com, advises: ‘Venues use deals to help fill their sites during quieter periods, they do not need hundreds of people in on discounts on the weekend. So you must do your research into the venue before you buy a deal.


‘Check out the restaurant’s own website closely and especially look at its price lists. If you have a restaurant deal with fifty per cent off food, it is more than likely that the restaurant will be looking to make their money back on alcohol. Does the restaurant have a specific wine list available to deal users only? What is the cheapest bottle of wine on the wine list? It would be a disaster to enjoy a wonderful discount on food and then get hit with a £30-a-bottle wine purchase on the bill.


And make a note of the deal you have bought and when it expires. It is so easy to buy a fantastic deal and see that it expires a few months from the purchase date. So you save it in your inbox and then … completely forget about it. That’s just a waste of money. Put a reminder in your diary a few weeks before the expiry date to ensure that you use it. If you do all of the above, then using deal and voucher sites is a very effective way to go out on a budget. Oh, and don’t be scared to ask for a jug of tap water … venues must legally provide water for all paying customers!’





The biggest group-buying sites


[image: ]


• Groupon.co.uk – nationwide deals. A lot of medical treatments like physio and dentist deals, plus spa breaks and holidays. Other samples include a large bean bag for £39, down from £149, and a two-piece suit for £79 rather than £249. Has a tipping point plus a ‘recommend a friend’ scheme, where users receive £6 for every friend brought on board who buys a deal within seventy-two hours of referral. Can sign up for city-specific deals.


• Wowcher.com – nationwide deals. Has a large range of offers, from car-driving days (sample offers: three-day Porsche driving experience for £490 rather than £1,282, London bus tour ticket for £8 not £16). Money only taken out of your account once a tipping point is reached.


• Kelkooselect.co.uk – nationwide, but often London-focused. I’ve found fewer offers than on the above sites, but recent ones have included £29 for ten hour-long boot camp fitness sessions at a central London gym, discounted photo canvasses and West End musical tickets.


• Huddlebuy.co.uk – aimed at entrepreneurs and small-business owners, deals include chip and pin keypads, office chairs, business cards and more.


• Wahanda.com – specialises in health and beauty, including facials, mani/pedicures, massages and spa breaks. Recent offers have included a ‘Moroccan ritual’ spa day for two at the May Fair Hotel in central London for £69. Recommending a friend will give them £5 off their first purchase and you gain a £5 discount once the friend has bought a deal.


• Look out, too for deal “aggregator” sites such as dealcollector.co.uk  where you can search for exactly what you want, say, a food deal or fashion offer, at a wide range of sites.
 




Nightlife



You’re having a big night out on the town. You leave the house, taking just one card (‘for emergencies,’ you tell yourself) and a £20 note to spend on the evening. It’s just a light night, a couple of friends and a few drinks, home not too late, got lots to do tomorrow. Well, that’s the plan. But that never happens. The reality? It’s 2 p.m. on Sunday, you’ve woken up with that horrible feeling in your mouth, throat, stomach – and worst of all, head – and your credit card looks a lot more worn than it did the night before. Nightlife economics don’t always work out how you expect.


But there are loads of ways to enjoy a night out without spending a bomb – and some free ideas are even exciting enough to wow a first date. Who wouldn’t be impressed by tickets to a prime-time TV show, for example? Or a tiny private gig or theatre tickets that no one but you knows cost only a tenner?


Bars and clubs


When you’re going out boozing, some expenses just can’t be avoided. If a friend has booked a London bar for a birthday that charges £10 entry, you can hardly stand outside chatting to your mates through the toilet window to avoid the door fee. But you can try to convince said friend to host the big night in a free spot – or, even better, one with drinks deals or free entertainment. But where to go? In London, you can follow the advice of Nick Telson again, who, whilst researching his nightlife comparison site designmynight.com, spent the past two years visiting thousands of pubs, clubs and bars to build a database where you can search for nightlife via area, cost or type of venue. That way, you’ll know in advance exactly how much passing the threshold of a bar or club will set you back, and the cost of every cocktail or pint thereafter. There are also deals, with Groupon-style bulk-buying discounts where spending, say, £15 provides £30 worth of food or drink at particular spots around town. Plus the site offers a free concierge service, where its founders will help you plan a night out in London – whether it’s a birthday bash or corporate do where you need to impress the boss on the cheap – without going over-budget.





[image: ] ‘Drink tap water with your meal when out in a restaurant. Soft drinks like Coke are sometimes as expensive as the food. And don’t get me started on the cost of the hard stuff.’ – MORAY, EDINBURGH





Outside of the capital, the duo’s bar-browsing experiences have given them a wealth of knowledge about economising on a night out. Here are Telson and Webster’s top tips:


• Save on transport – pre-book cabs at home before you go out so you can search for the best prices and don’t pay over the odds outside a club, where cab firms can often have a monopoly and overcharge you. Alternatively, plan ahead and write down your night bus route so you know how to get home and won’t have to pay for a cab.


• Time your arrival – many top bars and clubs will tier their entry-price levels, so get to the venue as early as you can. Many are free before 8 p.m. and then rise in price every hour. If you get into a bar early it is more than likely that there will be a promotion or happy hour too. The cost you save having pre drinks at home will normally come back to bite you on later entry fees and full-price drinks in the bar or club.


• Book in advance – times have changed: nowadays, when going to top bars and nightclubs, you should book as if you were going to a restaurant. Not only will this guarantee you entry but you can bargain with the venue, asking them to give you a drinks deal on arrival and reduced guest-list prices. If you just show up and want to get in, you have less bargaining power.


• Don’t do rounds – if you are a light drinker do not get pulled into doing rounds with your friends! This will end up with you having to buy a huge amount for everyone when normally you can get by on just a couple of drinks.


• Be spirit-savvy – if you see mixologists heading for the top-shelf spirit when making your drink you can always enquire into what the house spirit is and whether this will make the drink cheaper. If a bar is pouring you a spirit and mixer with their most expensive spirit then the likelihood is that the final drink will also be more expensive. It never hurts to ask!


• Happy Hours – with the advent of deals sites, people seem to have forgotten about happy hours. But they still exist and are actually becoming more and more prevalent as venues need to fill their establishments during this tough economic climate. You will now find that even the most luxurious bars will have an early doors happy hour to lure you in after work. They are a great way of discovering the best nightlife a city has to offer at half the price.


• Keep your eye on the clock – if you are in a bar with a happy hour or special promotion, do not be afraid to buy a couple of rounds in at once before the deal ends. This can keep you going in the bar for a few hours longer without having to pay again (at the more expensive prices).
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