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			Lisa Woodley is a married mother of three and grandmother of two who is passionate about educating people about money and breaking down taboos around budgeting. Lisa started posting her cash stuffing journey at the beginning of 2022 as a way to document her own budgeting and make herself accountable, but soon her profile blew up; it currently stands at over 166k followers and is gaining hundreds more each day.
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			Introduction

			‘Budget’ is not a dirty word. It isn’t a party pooper, a school detention or a ball and chain around our ankles. So why is it that, when we think of budgeting, we immediately feel restricted and deprived, when in fact it is a positive, practical way to manage our finances? Everyone can benefit from embracing a budget, no matter how much money they may or may not have because, as we know, life has a habit of throwing scary curve balls, like a pandemic, cost-­of-­living crisis, threat of war, soaring interest rates and energy bills – and that doesn’t include the difficult personal battles that may affect us too. Which is why being responsible for things within our power is a vital and – believe it or not – fun process. Yes, I did just say fun in relation to money management! 

			I want to banish the stigma surrounding budgeting and show you how to be in control of your money, rather than it being in control of you. Not only will it revolutionize your relationship with your bank account, but it will also be an enjoyable and rewarding experience. You won’t be attempting complicated sums, updating spreadsheets or understanding the financial market; you just need a few envelopes and a plan of how to divide your money up to get started. It is a simple equation of saving to spend.

			This is not a book that will tell you how to make more money. This is a straightforward strategy to help you make the most of what you already have, written by someone who has learned the hard way. I had a toxic money mindset for the first forty-­ish years of my life until I discovered the practice of ‘cash stuffing’, a way of putting notes and coins aside for expenses, rather than relying on credit cards. I posted a video of my first cash stuffing exercise on TikTok to keep myself accountable, and then began to share weekly updates. What happened next was mind-­blowing! Not only did I find a money-­saving formula that worked for me, but my followers multiplied from 1,000 to over 158,000 (and counting) in a matter of months. It was clear it wasn’t just me who needed a financial kick up the backside and it was heartening to see how many benefited from my videos, challenges, tips and thoughtful insights. It has been one of the best (and strangest) experiences of my life, but I do not take any of it for granted. Ultimately, if it was just me in my kitchen posting cash content to only ten followers, I would still continue. I am driven to do this as much for me as for anyone else.

			There are always excuses and reasons not to address the overdraft elephant in the room and I have probably heard them all. Some say they don’t have time to budget with cash, which tickles me as it only takes five minutes of my day. Others are keen to start but want to wait until after their holiday, Christmas or some time never. A few have even ridiculed me for my apparently old-­fashioned use of cash and avoidance of contactless payments. For the most part, my budget approach has sparked an interest which has grown into a burning commitment from the many joining me on my mission. I love being part of a growing community of like-­minded budget-­savvy savers and spenders who unite through social media. 

			I want to share my strategy, along with practical advice, challenges and helpful encouragement, to give you the confidence to take control of your own finances. Whether it is with bills, food, family requirements, holidays or other responsibilities, I look at how to manage and take the pressure off this area of your life. I also share publicly, for the first time, the story of my difficult upbringing and the devastating impact this made on my relationship with money. I know some people are incredibly good at dealing with their accounts. I wasn’t one of them and I am guessing you may not be either, as you are holding this book in your hands. No judgement. Welcome to my world. I think I may be able to help.

			Mum Who Budgets – How It Started

			I found TikTok in the first lockdown, in April 2020. I wasn’t looking for anything more than an occasional escape from the relentless routine of being stuck at home. Logging on and looking through funny, thought-­provoking or downright ridiculous posts was a moment of light relief from the homeschooling, remote working, repetitive cooking and endless bad news. At a point where I had very little social interaction, TikTok connected me to the outside world. I started posting my own videos, using the functions on the site to add a funny voiceover, edit a stupid dance and on one legendary occasion, perform a tribute, in a leopard-­print dressing gown, to the brilliant comedienne Victoria Wood. Entertaining my family and friends became a way for me to keep my spirits up too and I knew every one of my few followers, so it was a safe space to be a clown.

			I deleted the TikTok app off my phone when I found I was going to bed every night and addictively scrolling. The shift from being a welcome distraction to a vortex of lost hours was subtle, but once it felt like a habit, I knew I had to break it. Many months passed, lockdowns came and went and then, in December 2021, I was in the car with my daughter, Ava. She was messing around on her phone and decided to look at my static, cobweb-­covered TikTok account. ‘Mum,’ she said calmly as I was trying to park, ‘one of your videos has had over 100,000 views.’ I thought she was mistaken. Then I thought she was winding me up. I didn’t even know how to put the app back on my phone to access my feed. It turned out the video that had gone viral was one of the silliest posts of me flicking my sunglasses from the top of my head to the bridge of my nose. I just couldn’t believe that so many people had found me and watched it?! I was back on TikTok.
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			This time around, amongst the usual random scrolling and laughing at animals doing stupid things, I came across an American woman who told the TikTok community she had saved $30,000 and paid off her debt. 

			As someone who has always had a difficult relationship with money (of which, more later) this caught my interest. The video was brief but life-­changing. She mentioned something I had never heard of before – ‘cash stuffing’ – and she had a binder where she divvied out her dollars. It was so simple. I knew I had to change my spending habits; I wanted to save money, but I had no idea where to start. 

			I went on a scrolling frenzy, learning more about cash stuffing, which only seemed to be a thing in the USA at that time. The clever TikTok algorithm continued to push money posts in front of me. Could this be the process that pulled me back from the edge of the overdrawn hole that loomed every month? I had no option to earn more money, so I needed to be savvy with what I had coming in.
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			‘Yes, okay, Lisa,’ I hear you say at this point, ‘so far, so 1970s. Who has cash these days, and what about paying my big direct-­debit bills like the mortgage and electricity?’ I asked those questions myself, but in light of not having solved my money issues in all the years I have been a responsible mother of three and a grandmother of two, I figured this was worth a shot. I ordered a binder without any plan of action; I just knew it would be useful once I had figured out my own approach. 

			The first thing I did, once my binder arrived, was to print out three random but consecutive months’ bank statements as I wanted to see my pattern of spending. I steered clear of October, November and December as that would be full of Christmas costs and plumped for a more forgiving April, May and June. Armed with highlighters, I sat down and marked food bills in yellow, direct debits in pink and miscellaneous spending in green. I was deeply ashamed by the results. I was spending over £800 a month in supermarkets and, more to the point, I was throwing food away every week. So how much of that money was ending up in the bin? 

			Not only was I overspending in the supermarket, I was then popping into a homeware store to buy more things we didn’t need. When I picked the girls up from school we would walk home past the local shop and I would buy them a sweet treat and something for dinner, even though I had plenty of food at home. It was so blinking obvious I couldn’t believe I had not seen it before. I never had a shopping list, self-­control or a strategy for spending, I just gravitated towards random bargains and promotions, and fooled myself into thinking I was saving money. 

			It sounds silly to say this now, but it was a big revelation to me. Not only had I shocked myself, I was upset at how long I had buried my head in the sand. I had not adjusted my spending habits after my third baby either. Going from a family of four to five of course impacts on the finances, but I just hadn’t addressed it. It was a hard realization, but there was no denying the highlighted lines of irresponsible expense. I had nobody to blame but myself. The issue was how I was spending, against the explosive backdrop of the rising cost of living, and I needed to take fast action. Reality check, Lisa, you are the problem. But you are also the solution. 

			My husband Nick was cautiously optimistic about the ‘new me’. He is very organized with money, so we had the occasional heated conversation about my spending habits. I would get cross and dig my heels in. I wasn’t buying things for me, I would argue, I was making necessary family and home purchases, but now I could see he was right – did we really need yet another cushion? He wasn’t sure I’d be able to make the leap.

			The binder and the bank statements were in front of me, but I had no idea how to set a budget based on the finite monthly amount going into the account. There were also payments and direct debits that I couldn’t settle by handing over a wedge of cash. Instead I took the big bills out of the planning and focused on my costs for food, petrol, birthdays and holidays. 

			Maybe the oddest decision I made at this point was to post a video on TikTok on 12 January 2022 of the first budget. I wanted to document the journey I was embarking on, to make myself accountable, because I knew it would stop me falling at the first hurdle. I had also been inspired by others on the platform so if just one person came across my post and was encouraged to take control of their money, then that felt like a good thing. I called myself Mum Who Budgets. Does what it says on the tin!
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			I did the same on the second week. I had just over 1,000 followers and I wanted to share how my baby steps in budgeting were going in case any of them were still interested. Most importantly, I didn’t want to let myself down. Here was a very public way of staying on track. Over the weeks my confidence in my financial planning grew, as did my TikTok audience. When I hit 5,678 followers, I did a voiceover with a tribute to the Steps song ‘5, 6, 7, 8’! I couldn’t quite believe how much fun I was having, on and off TikTok, by saving money.

			My sister-­in-­law and I always joke that the ‘diet starts Monday’, so I thought that was a good day for money admin. I withdrew money from the cashpoint every week and returned home to stuff my binder and post a Money Monday video update. It takes a while to make this sort of financial adjustment and I didn’t want to rush the new process, because I knew if I went in all guns blazing, I would probably fail. The first month was like a placebo effect where I felt in control but didn’t have the proof it would work. The second month I had visual evidence in my folder that the budget was working. I could see real-­life savings and I had some money left over for Nick’s birthday present. By March, the third month, there were two major milestones with another birthday and a weekend away. I didn’t panic. I had budgeted for this. If I scrolled back through old TikTok videos I could see the pattern emerging.

			Three months in I was getting a good response from the TikTok community and there were rolling conversations which filled my heart with hope that others were facing their money issues too. On a personal level, my visit to my binder was a positive affirmation every week. I was finally taking control and, boy, did it feel good. By April I changed from a weekly to a monthly structure. By June, TikTok featured me on FYP (For You Page, which is the first thing you see when you open the app) and my routine post got 1.7 million views with a steady stream of new followers. For the first time in five months I couldn’t keep up with the comments. I think this shows how many of us are searching for a simple answer to budgeting. There were also messages from those who were negative about my approach or questioned where my money came from, suggesting I may have got cash by illegal means. Some find it so easy to be unkind on social media and type things they would never say to your face. For the few nasty comments I got, I was inundated with wonderful ones. I didn’t want the content or my followers to be affected by the trolls, so I was very good at deleting anyone who wasn’t there for genuine engagement in the budget conversations. I won’t tolerate rudeness. 

			Some think this sort of exposure comes with choosing to put myself out there on a social media forum. One of the questions I am repeatedly asked, a year on, is what I do for a living and how much I earn. I totally understand why this comes up, but I also hope people accept that I wish to keep that information private. Not because I am any different from a huge proportion of the population, but because my personal circumstances aren’t the point. I may mess around on a public forum and show what I have cooked for dinner, but I don’t have to share everything about me. What I always say is, focus on the method not the money and this is the reason I have written this book and am on TikTok. I do not see myself as an influencer; the only people I want to influence are my children. The truth is, I am just me and all you get is me. Everything I do is on my terms. I find great inspiration in the TikTok community I am part of and champion others on the platform but, equally, I stick to my own way of doing things. I know it works for me. 
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			One of the best feelings is to get responses from those I may have helped. I find it so rewarding to know that they’re not going down the same bumpy and difficult road I was on several years ago. In fact, before we go forward, I would like to go back. Way back to the 1980s when I was little Lisa with a crimped fringe and home-­knitted Care Bear jumper, to explain why I had such a toxic relationship with money and how I had to save myself . . .
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			Growing Up

			In the Beginning

			This is a hard story to tell, but an important one because it explains why my relationship with money has been so difficult. It also involves various members of my family, so I want to tread carefully, to protect them and me. This is my truth and it is the first time I have shared it publicly in the hope that it may be of some help to others. If I can build a responsible relationship with my finances, then anyone can. 

			Money featured a lot in my childhood, mainly because we didn’t have any. My parents were very young when they had my eldest sister and then I followed exactly a year and three days later, the second of what would be four children. I knew from an early age that money was a problem, but I didn’t understand why until I was older.

			I have jagged memories and mixed emotions about my childhood. I remember my parents working occasionally, but most often not. Neither of them seemed to do a job for very long before they were back in the house all day, smoking and arguing. Food was a barometer of how much money we didn’t have. There were times when Mum would have to scramble around for something edible and filling to feed us all. Food in the house meant there was money coming in and life would take on a brief Ready Brek glow. Dad would make Daddy Donalds (his version of McDonalds) and set up the ironing board as a counter across the kitchen door for us to order our burgers and fries from. Money meant fun too, like a big birthday party or a new paddling pool (although I found out much later that the pool was paid for by my grandparents). 

			I grew up observing. I was painfully aware of how little we had compared to some of my aunts, uncles and cousins, and this sparked a tiny flame of desire which burned brighter as I got older. While others holidayed abroad, we took a tent to Devon. Don’t get me wrong, I know there are some people who never went away and we had the best time. I loved every moment of it. Even knowing that we couldn’t afford to eat out or take part in activities unless they were free didn’t ruin the joy of our no-­spend holiday.

			One of my defining early memories was accompanying my aunt to the supermarket and seeing how she shopped freely, without a list, just popping things she fancied into the trolley. When we got home she put the sweets and crisps into the ‘treat cupboard’. A cupboard just for treats?! It was my first encounter with such a thing and it blew my mind. Not only did my aunt think this was normal, she also had drawers organized in my cousin’s bedroom – one for school socks and another for recre­ational socks. I was lucky if I could find a pair of socks. I didn’t miss a single detail of comparison. I was still very young when I realized we were poor.

			Birthdays were bittersweet. My grandparents, aunts and uncles would send me cards with cash in so I could treat myself, but I never spent the money. There was a moment of excitement before it was whisked away, with Dad promising to pay me back when his giro came. He would head straight to the betting shop. I didn’t know what a giro was but as far as I was concerned it never arrived. I knew it wasn’t fair or right, but I was too scared to make a fuss. Nor could I tell the family members who gifted me the money and then asked what I had spent it on. I was worried that if I dared breathe a word, I would be in for it. 

			The only time I had money as a child was when the electricity board came to read the meter. It was an exciting day in our home. The metre was operated by inserting 50p and when it was full, or at certain times of the year, a man would come to empty the box and take what was owed to cover the usage. The rest would be given back to Mum who was always in the best of moods on these days. If there was enough, and we were lucky, she would give us each 50p, but we were sworn to secrecy. We couldn’t say anything to Dad. Each time I was sure I would save mine, but I couldn’t resist running to the shop at the end of our street with my siblings to buy sweets and treats. Any money I had left over would be hidden as a precaution in case Dad had a sure bet.
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