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INTRODUCTION


If you feel like your money doesn’t go as far as it did before, you’re right.


Figures from MoneySuperMarket1 show that seventy per cent of the average UK salary is spent on essential living costs – three times more than families spent on bills thirty years ago. So, it comes as no surprise that money worries are keeping many of us awake at night. Research by MoneySuperMarket and mental health charity CALM2 reveals that eight out of ten people have experienced money worries in the last twelve months, and a quarter of us worry about money at least once a day.


This is hardly surprising given the difficult economic environment and the rising cost of living.


Bills are going up at a steadier rate than our salaries, and whether it’s another red bill landing on your doormat, that credit card balance that never seems to shrink, or just not having enough cash to get you through to payday, most will agree that debts don’t have to be massive to carry a heavy weight.


In fact, for a growing number of households, the money coming in is far less than the money going out.


If any of this sounds familiar, try not to panic. The good news is that you can do something about it. No financial problems are unsolvable.


While it may not be easy or quick, there is always a way to sort out your finances – and the earlier you deal with them, the better.


The first thing to do is look at your household budget. Think seriously about whether it’s possible to increase the money you’ve got coming in or make cutbacks on your spending. If the debt situation is a bit more serious and you are struggling to pay your bills, the first point of call is to contact the provider, whether that’s the mortgage lender, your credit card company, your energy company or your mobile phone provider. Remember that firms are used to dealing with customers who are having financial difficulties, so don’t be embarrassed. They would much rather be contacted as soon as things become a problem than months down the line when payments have been missed and arrears are mounting up. You will need to explain your situation and then work with the lender or service provider to come up with an alternative repayment plan.


Of course, this can be stressful, so if you don’t feel confident about doing it yourself, another option is to contact one of the free debt charities such as StepChange for help (see page 207). They will help you work out how to prioritise the most important debts so that you can keep food on the table and a roof over your head.


If you’ve done all that and are still feeling the pinch, don’t despair. There are things that you can do little and often – even every day – that will help you cut costs and save cash.


And that’s where this book can help.


I’ve been writing the ‘Bargain Hunter’ column at the Metro since 2017. Each week, I share ten money-saving hacks that will help you get more bang for your buck, no matter what your budget is. These tips can be used daily, and the cumulative effects may surprise you.


Whether it’s reducing food waste to save on your supermarket spending, getting more miles to the gallon on the road or beating retailers at their best tricks for getting you to spend more, either online or on the shop floor, there are thousands of ways to stretch your money – you just need to know where to look.


Lucky for you, I’ve done the leg work for you.


In this book, I have divided the contents by topic so you can start in the areas of your life where you think that you could make the biggest savings.


So, if you’re green-fingered but your budget is in the red, flick ahead to the ‘Gardening and outdoors’ section on page 40.


If you want to entertain your children on a shoestring, check out the ‘Kids’ section that starts on page 107.


If it’s a more money-savvy holiday that you’re after, whizz over to the ‘Holidays and air travel’ section on page 185.


Life hacks have never been more popular, and it’s easy to see why. When life feels out of control, taking these little steps each day can help you feel like you are back in the driver’s seat.


And the best part? They really work.


You know the saying: look after the pennies and the pounds will look after themselves? Well, it’s never been truer.


Get cracking – you’ll be surprised at how soon your savings can add up.









1. HOME & HOUSEHOLD


Home may be where the heart is, but it’s also a place of shelter and safety. Sadly, keeping a roof over your head and food on the table is far more expensive now than it was pre-pandemic. These hacks will help reduce the strain on your monthly essentials.









HOUSEHOLD BILLS


Turn down the flow to cut gas bills


We all know that energy costs are burning holes in our pockets, but according to research from Nesta, reducing the flow temperature on your combi boiler to 60°C could save you about nine per cent on your total gas bill – which, at current prices, could save you £112 per year.


Find out how to reduce your boiler flow temperature with Nesta’s step-by-step online tool at: moneysavingboilerchallenge.com/walkthrough.


Cash for cold weather


Low-income households can get £25 a week to help with energy bills during the winter thanks to the Cold Weather Payment scheme.


When temperatures are recorded as, or forecast to be, zero degrees or below for seven consecutive days on average between 1 November and 31 March, those eligible are entitled to extra money to heat their homes, and will receive £25 for every seven-day period that qualifies.


You can check if Cold Weather Payments are available in your area by popping your postcode into the government’s tool: coldweatherpayments.dwp.gov.uk/.


Don’t be in the dark about energy usage


When halogen light bulbs stopped being sold in the UK, some people were nervous because they’re cheaper to buy than LEDs. However, halogen light bulbs use around ten times the energy used by LEDs, so it makes financial sense to swap them. The average household can save a minimum of £40 a year.3


Be nosy to save


Sometimes, it pays to be nosy.


MoneySuperMarket’s Home Bills HealthCheck tool will help you identify what you should be paying for energy, broadband and home insurance by using postcode data to analyse what the other people in your neighbourhood are paying. You can refine quotes by specifying how many rooms you have, the value of your contents and your age.


The average saving when using the Home Bills HealthCheck is £650, so it’s definitely worth having a little look.


Visit: moneysupermarket.com/home-bills-healthcheck.


Anyone can do fifteen minutes


When it comes to tasks that you’re always putting off (doing your taxes, reviewing your budget or switching your household bills), tell yourself: ‘Anyone can do fifteen minutes.’


And then do it – starting with just fifteen minutes.


Fifteen minutes is a length of time that isn’t intimidating, but once you get going, chances are you won’t stop when you hit the time limit.


Imagine a ball sitting on the top of a hill, for instance. To get the ball rolling, you need to put some energy into pushing it first. Naturally, once the ball is rolling down the hill, it will pick up momentum as it goes along.


So, think of it this way: the task is the ball, and the fifteen-minute rule is the gentle shove that you need to get going.


And guess what? Suddenly, you’ve ticked off another item on your financial to-do list.


Wrap your windows


Cling film is normally used to wrap up your sandwiches, but it can actually help keep your home warm.


The idea is that putting a sheet of cling film on a window traps a small layer of air, which can help stop heat escaping. According to the Energy Savings Trust, you can use any material for the second layer of glazing, as long as it’s transparent and airtight.


Heat the human, not the home


Instead of keeping the heating on late into the night, invest in an electric blanket to keep you warm as you sleep.


There are two types of electric blankets on the market: under blankets, which are placed over the mattress, and over blankets, which can be added to the inside of a duvet cover or placed on top like a normal blanket.


Depending on the heat setting and length of time the blanket is on, this nifty gadget could save you a decent amount of money.


If you have a partner who doesn’t fancy the heat at night, opt for a single blanket just for your side of the bed.


Winter warmers


It’s unlikely you’ll be able to last all winter without putting the heating on. In order to use as little energy as possible, make sure there are no items of furniture (such as a sofa) in front of your radiators, as any furniture in this position will soak up most of the heat.


Similarly, it’s important that you don’t allow curtains to cover the radiator, as this will direct the heat towards the window. Instead, make sure the radiator is exposed by gently placing the curtains behind the radiator; this will help to heat the entire room.


Read the small print if you switch


Before switching your energy tariff, always check there is no cancellation fee.


These are more common on fixed or online tariffs, and usually apply for a set period, but they can be costly.


Clear any outstanding bills with your existing provider, as you may not be able to switch if you are in arrears. And always take a meter reading on the day of the switchover to ensure you are billed correctly.


Check your smart meter is doing its job


If you have a smart meter, it’s worth checking that the actual readings on your meter match what appears on your bill.


If they are different, this could mean your meter isn’t working properly – and this needs to be fixed by your provider. Get in touch with your energy supplier to explain the problem as soon as possible. In this case, they should be willing to issue a revised bill.


Go online for a better deal


As with most retailers and providers, the cheapest energy deal is invariably to be found on the internet.


Many providers offer discounts for buying online as their overheads are greatly reduced. Customers don’t receive paper bills in the post, and will need to update their meter readings online, but it’s a small price to pay to save a few pennies if you ask me.


Remember your cooling-off period


Have you switched your tariff only to spot a cheaper one just days later? Or perhaps you felt pressurised or put on the spot by a telesales agent? Not to worry, it is not too late to change your mind. All consumers who switch energy supplier are entitled to a fourteen-day cooling-off period, during which they can switch back without incurring any charges.


Set up an automatic payment plan


Paying a fixed monthly direct debit based on the supplier’s estimate can cut your bill by ten per cent. This is because the energy companies feel more confident that you are going to pay up, plus they earn interest on any overpayments.


Stop flushing your money down the drain


The Consumer Council for Water says that, as a rule of thumb, people living alone are most likely to benefit from having a water meter installed.


The meter can be fitted free of charge, and many water companies will now give you up to two years to trial a meter, allowing you to switch back to fixed rates if you’re unhappy or not saving money.


To find out if you could save, visit: www.ccw.org.uk/save-money-and-water/water-meter-calculator/.


Note: most households can have a water meter installed, but a water company can refuse to install a meter if it is too impractical or expensive to do so – in a block of flats, for example. If you cannot have a meter installed, your water company should still be able to offer you an ‘assessed charge’ or ‘averaging’, where you pay a bill based on an estimate of your water use or what other metered customers in your area pay. This should work out cheaper than being charged at the standard rate.


Get water-wise


Did you know that much of your water use at home contributes to your energy bill? According to the Energy Savings Trust, about twelve per cent4 of a typical gas-heated household’s bill is from heating water for showers, baths and hot water from the tap. If everybody in a family of four replaced one bath a week with a five-minute shower, they could save up to £25 a year on gas bills and up to £15 on water bills (if they have a water meter). Cutting your shower by one minute can save you £30 a year on your energy bill.


Lose the leak in the loo


Push-button toilets commonly have undetected leaks. A leaky loo can waste up to 300 litres of water a day, which could be increasing your bills – so it can pay to know if your loo is leaking.


To check, wait fifteen minutes after the last toilet flush, then dry the back of the toilet pan with toilet paper. Place a dry sheet of toilet paper at the back of the pan. Wash your hands and leave for three hours, if possible, without using the toilet. When you return, check the condition of the toilet paper. If it has stayed dry, good news – you don’t have a leak. If it’s a little crooked or wet, you may have a small leak. If so, repeat this process regularly to check that the leak is not getting any worse (and costing you more money). Lastly, if the toilet paper has broken up and fallen into the water below, you have a significant leak and will need to get this fixed by a plumber.


Don’t wash away your pennies


Bath time for most parents can be a nightmare – and that’s without thinking of how much water and money are being wasted when you fill the bath for the tiny person who’s getting into it.


So why not try a bath barrier?


With an average bath using around 100 litres of water, it can be a giant waste of resources, as no small child will need to fill the whole length of the bath. A bath barrier is removable and can be adjusted as your child grows. Using one could save you 50 litres per bath.


Cut the cost of your council tax


Make sure that you are not paying more than you need to on your council tax bill. These unavoidable bills are calculated on the assumption that two adults live at a property, so if you’re the only adult in your household, you’ll get twenty-five per cent off your bill.


To apply for a reduction from your local council, visit: gov.uk/apply-for-council-tax-discount.


Claim back your council tax


Households are being urged to check if they are one of the 862,0005 due a refund of overpaid council tax, with an investigation by MoneySavingExpert showing residents in England, Scotland and Wales could claim back a total of just over £150 million.


There are a number of reasons why households may be owed cash by their council, but the main one is that householders may have moved out of the area after already paying the bill upfront.


Council tax is usually paid in advance (including for those of us who pay monthly). If you fail to close your account, or you don’t pay by direct debit, the council may struggle to refund you automatically if you’ve moved. This means many accounts are closed while still in credit.


The best way to check if you’re due cash – and to reclaim it if you are – will depend on your council. You can call, email or live chat with your council to ask if you’re due a refund. You can find your council’s contact details on the gov.uk website.


Some councils may offer a simple online council tax refund form to complete, although you’ll be asked to provide eligibility evidence for any backdated claims.


Say bye-bye to bad broadband


If you’re not receiving the broadband speed you expected, you can contact your provider, who should take steps to improve it if it’s fallen below the guaranteed minimum speed. If they can’t fix it, you’ll have the right to exit your contract without paying a penalty.


Find a mobile deal despite bad credit


Pay-monthly deals from the major networks like EE, O2 and Vodafone will usually require you to pass a credit check. However, there are a number of networks, such as Smarty and Voxi, that offer rolling monthly deals that won’t require a check.


And don’t forget that if you’re ever struggling to find the money for your mobile bills, it’s always worth getting in touch with your network. They may be able to help out and allow you to stagger the payment, pay a smaller amount, or pay at a later time.


Cycle your subscriptions


Here’s a thought: do you really need to pay for all the TV and film subscriptions you enjoy at the same time?


Netflix, Amazon Prime, Disney+ and Now TV will all allow you to cancel monthly subscriptions at any point with no exit fee, so if you plan what you want to watch, you could alternate between different streaming platforms each month to save money.


Create a bill repayment plan with expert help


Managing all the different bills in our lives can be a challenge, especially during the current cost-of-living crisis.


If you need help creating a plan for which bills you should pay first, check out the government-backed MoneyHelper’s Bill Prioritiser tool: moneyhelper.org.uk/en/money-troubles/cost-of-living/bill-prioritiser.


Ensure you’re covered


We all know it’s important to have smoke alarms and to check they are all working properly for safety reasons. But how many of us have taken out the batteries when an alarm starts chirping and driving us mad?


Chances are, you don’t know that doing this can leave you out of pocket should you need to make a home insurance claim for fire damage. If you say you have smoke alarms in your insurance application, but they are later found to not be working, your insurer may not pay out on a fire claim.


So, check those batteries and alarms often. You won’t regret it – personally or financially.


MAKING COMPLAINTS


As consumers, we are regularly faced with bad customer service, whether we are trying unsuccessfully to return an item, negotiate a better deal or question an incorrect bill. According to the Institute of Customer Service (ICS), customer satisfaction is at its lowest level since 2010 – and falling at the fastest pace on record.6 How depressing is that?


I don’t know about you, but I’m fed up with feeling fobbed off. So don’t suffer in silence – try the following tricks to complain effectively and improve your results.


Have a goal


Before you start to complain, decide exactly what it is that you want to achieve. The more specific you are, the better.


Do you want an item replaced? A restaurant bill corrected?


After all, how can the retailer right the wrong if you don’t even know what you want?


Don’t be easily put off


Many companies seem to have made it deliberately hard to find the appropriate number to call when you need to make a complaint, often promoting FAQs and email queries to cut down on costly call centres. What’s more, many service providers force customers to submit comments and complaints to a generic inbox via a ‘Contact us’ web page, in a bid to discourage complaints. Others insist you work your way through a seemingly endless telephone option tree before you can talk to a human being.


One quick way to speak to a real person without pressing a thousand different buttons is to just press ‘0’ or ‘#’ repeatedly, as this can send a company system into a spin and get you through to an actual human being.


Be social


A retailer that’s been refusing to listen to your phone calls just may perk up and take notice if you start broadcasting your complaint to hundreds or thousands of people on social media platforms.


Don’t accept a ‘no’ from someone who can’t give you a ‘yes’


If complaining to front-line call-centre staff gets you nowhere, don’t think the story’s over. Identify the person who has the power to make the changes you seek, then complain to that person directly.


If you’re not sure how to reach them, try simply saying, ‘Sorry, but in that case, I think I may need to leave/close my account.’ Then, once you’re put through to the department who will handle this, repeat your original complaint – it should pay dividends.


Get the timing right


Always call the organisation at the start of the day, at around 10am, not at a busy time, such as during lunch, when everyone else is calling. And never phone five minutes before the lines close for the day with a long, complicated issue, as it’s unlikely to be resolved.


What’s more, set a deadline for the company to respond – fourteen days for a letter to be sent to you is fair. Make a note of the date so you can increase the pressure if it is missed.


Get your ducks in a row


If you’re writing an email or letter to address your concerns, remember to include relevant details, such as account numbers. If a company cannot easily find you on their systems, they may leave you in limbo.


It’s also worth tooling up on your consumer rights before making any calls. If you go in with gusto, saying you know your rights, chances are the store will sort your problem in a flash.


Stay calm


This may be harder than you’d think, but it can be one of the biggest keys to success. As the old saying goes, ‘You can catch more flies with honey than vinegar,’ so try to avoid taking out your frustration on the person whom you are asking for help. After all, no one wants to help someone who is shouting at them.


One way to set the tone is to use a disclaimer such as: ‘I know this isn’t your fault, but I am really frustrated that this has happened.’


If you rant and rave, the company may be perfectly happy to lose your custom, which makes the fight more challenging.


Don’t back down


If you’re a long-time customer who is prepared to leave, feel free to play that card. But be prepared for them to call your bluff; if you say you are going to leave, you must be prepared to walk away.


Take it to the top


If all else fails, then email the CEO, whose address you should be able to find online.


Most organisations have a CEO complaints team that ‘dials into the board’. You will get better and faster treatment – but try going through the regular channels first.


Get it resolved


Whether we are trying unsuccessfully to return an item, negotiate a better deal or question an incorrect bill, a growing number of us are getting fed up with feeling fobbed off by poor customer service.


Complaining isn’t always easy, but if you use resolver.co.uk, it will take the hassle out of making your voice heard.


The free-to-use website will not only help you draft a letter, but it will also send it, monitor replies, and then escalate it to an ombudsman or complaints body if it’s not sorted.


STORAGE TIPS


Make money from your storage space


The high cost of UK housing has created a boom in self-storage, and many Brits are now renting units long-term because their home is too small.


Stashbee, the Airbnb of unused storage space, is connecting people in need of storage with those who have the space (such as garages, spare rooms, parking bays and warehouses).


Visit: stashbee.com.


Organise your linen cupboard like a boss


Tired of having mismatched sheets and pillowcases?


Fold your sheets into the matching pillowcase before you pop them into the linen cupboard. This means you never end up with an incomplete set and your linen cupboard will be neatly organised. It also makes life much easier when it comes to changing the beds.


And if you don’t have a linen closet . . .


You don’t need one! Just store your extra bedding sets in the bedroom in which you use them.


Where, you might ask? Simply store the spare sheets and pillowcases underneath the mattress. They’ll be out of sight and kept safe from dust. Fold them wide and thin so you don’t have any weird under-mattress bumps.


Wardrobe space-saver


If you’re struggling for space in your wardrobe, try creating double coat hangers with a fizzy drink can tab.


It’s easier than you think – just snap off the can tab and slide it over the neck of the coat hanger. Once in place, loop the top of a second hanger through the other opening of the tab, then hang the first hanger on the rail. The second hanger will hang a little lower, saving you precious hanging space in your wardrobe.


Work wonders in your wardrobe


Need extra space in your little one’s wardrobe? Try this quick way to add another clothes rod to a closet.


According to familyhandyman.com, you can simply use two lengths of lightweight chain and some screw hooks to hang a second rod from the existing rod in the wardrobe.


Not only will this give you more space, but you can also easily adjust the height to accommodate a changing wardrobe and a growing child.


Get the hang of storing toys


If you don’t have any spare shelves for storing your family board games, there is a cheap way to make your own, and it doesn’t involve any tools.


A hanging closet organiser gives you instant shelf space in any closet and lets you store board games neatly and all in one place – and it means they’re much easier to access than when they’re just stacked up.


Toilet roll saver


Wrapping paper can be a pain to store, and many of us just stick a piece of tape on the loose edge to keep it from unwinding while it’s stowed away – but when you try to remove the tape the next time you need to wrap a present, the paper rips and you must cut a new clean edge.


To prevent this type of wastage, cut an empty toilet paper tube lengthways and wrap it around the roll of wrapping paper. Close up the tube as tightly as possible and secure it in place with a piece of tape. Then, when you need to use the wrapping paper again, just remove the toilet paper tube.


Sticky storage


If you have a spare suction-cup sponge holder, you’d be surprised what you can do with it.


Stick it on a shower wall to hold your soap – much better than letting the soap make a slimy mess on a shower shelf – or just use it to get a few extra square inches of storage for your toiletries. Try sticking another one to your dressing-table mirror to stash skincare and make-up brushes.


Another idea is to head down to the kitchen and pop a sponge holder inside your fridge to hold smaller items that always seem to fall through the shelves.


HOME OFFICE


Speed it up by wiping it out


During the lifespan of a computer, we tend to install all types of software only to never use it again.


Some of that may still be running in the background and causing your computer to slow to a crawl. In addition to programmes you may have installed yourself and forgotten about, the computer itself will probably have come with programmes you’re never going to use.


If you use Windows, you can access your list of programmes by selecting ‘Programmes and Features’ in the Control Panel. Click ‘uninstall’ to remove the programmes you no longer use. Mac users should open Applications and click and drag any programmes they don’t use to the ‘trash’ icon.


Change your font to save ink


Wondering how you can save some printer ink and not have to purchase as many of those high-priced ink cartridges?


Printing your documents in the Garamond font will reduce your printer ink usage by a quarter. And choosing the ‘draft’ print option, which also uses less ink, is perfect for print jobs where the quality isn’t as important.


Ink out more printing


If your printer is out of black ink or toner, change the text colour to dark navy – you’ll be able to print more pages before you need to pick up a replacement.


What’s more, if you avoid thick, ink-wasting fonts in favour of slimmer ones, like Arial and Courier New, you’ll get more printing for your pounds.


CLEANING AND LAUNDRY


Whip up your whites


If you’re struggling to keep your whites extra white, here’s a tip.


Drop two denture tablets into a basin of warm water and let them dissolve. Then submerge your white clothing in the solution in the basin and leave to soak for half an hour. Wash as normal and bask in the gleam.


Sock saver


Never misplace your sock’s mate again.


Hang a mesh bag on your laundry hamper with a clothes pin and fill it with socks.


Throw the entire bag into the wash, and your pairing is practically complete.


Save those shirts


If you’re trying to figure out how to get deodorant stains out of clothes, just have a look around your home. It’s possible that you already own some of these stain-busting products.


Soak the stain in white vinegar for about an hour, then brush the deodorant stain with an old, clean toothbrush and pop the garment in the washing machine with a biological detergent.


Alternatively, make a paste out of three parts bicarbonate of soda to one part water. Rub this on to the stain, then allow to sit for a couple of hours before washing in a hot water cycle.


Another method is to crush three or four aspirin tablets and make a paste following the steps above – but bear in mind that this method should only be used for white clothing.


Season your suds


Do you find your dark clothing consistently loses its colour after it’s been through the wash a few times?


Add half a cup of salt to the load and it will help lock in the colours.


Make your gym gear last longer


Smelly gym wear is never pleasant, but luckily there is a way to breathe life back into your leggings.


Soak your workout kit in white distilled vinegar for half an hour before washing. Vinegar is a natural deodoriser and cleaner with a low acid level that will kill any bacteria lurking in your clothes and remove any lingering sweat smells.


Lighten your load of laundry


Fed up with washing load after load of towels when family members grab a new one out of the airing cupboard because they don’t want to get stuck with someone else’s damp leftovers?


To save money on washing powder and energy costs, buy everyone their own colour bath towel.


You’ll only need to chuck them in the wash every two to three days.
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