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Introduction


Hello and welcome to our book!


If you’re reading this it means you’ve taken the first step towards not being skint any more – that’s amazing! You won’t look back, we promise.


At Skint Dad we are all about helping everyday people make every penny count. We’re a husband-and-wife team, Ricky and Naomi Willis, who have been running Skint Dad together since 2014. But we’re not financial experts with degrees in accounting, and we’re not in the business of investments or crypto or stocks and shares. But we are really proud that over the past few years, we’ve made Skint Dad one of the biggest and most popular destinations for financial guidance in the UK and grown a loyal following of people who are fed up with being skint – just like we were – and want to do something about it.


Our message is simple: being skint sucks, but you don’t have to sit in a room with the light bulbs unscrewed and only eat pasta for ever if you want to get out of debt and save for your future. Yes, you will have to make some sacrifices and change the way you do things a bit, and we’re here to show you how and what to do along the way. But it is possible to live well and enjoy your life without the worry of debt hanging over you, or coasting along with nothing put away for a rainy day. You don’t have to sell everything you own or work three jobs (unless they’re side hustles: we’ll tell you about those!) you just have to work smarter and make every single penny count. We all waste so much, whether it’s our time, money, food or energy. Whatever you’re doing, there’s probably something else you could be doing to make all your assets and skills work harder for you. Our family is living proof that you can make your money go further, you just need to learn how to make every penny count. And the good news is, we’re here to guide you through.


So how did we end up here, telling you how to manage your money? When we got together in 2008, we had two children between us (one each from a previous relationship) and pretty soon there was another on the way! We both had full-time jobs, but like a lot of people, we could never seem to make ends meet. Childcare costs for our youngest were way more expensive than when we’d had our older kids, and for Ricky, commuting to London meant travel costs were huge as well. We found ourselves taking out more and more credit cards and payday loans just to get by. At one point we realised we owed money to twenty-five different credit companies – catalogues and store cards, credit cards and loan companies. This was just to cover our rent and supermarket bills and keep the girls in nappies and school shoes. We weren’t living a lavish lifestyle or going on expensive holidays, we just couldn’t afford life.


But the crazy thing was, we didn’t ever talk about money. Like a lot of people, we grew up believing money was something private, something you should be discreet about. So we just kept kind of muddling through, paying off bills here and debts there, without ever stopping and really looking at the whole picture. We did try to make a budget occasionally, but we were never able to stick to it. (We know now that we were doing it all wrong and we’ll show you how to write a budget you can and will stick to.)


Eventually, we worked out that it would actually save us money if Ricky gave up his job – at a printers in London – and stayed at home to look after our youngest daughter, who was still a baby at the time. The cost of rail travel to London and childcare was simply outstripping what he earned and it made no sense to keep losing money the way we were. He asked for a pay rise but there was no spare money in the pot at work. Naomi’s job was closer to home and she could walk there, and so it was the only choice.


Even at that point, people on the outside – including our closest family and friends – didn’t realise what was happening for us financially. Sure, we had no childcare costs, no travel costs – but now we only had one wage. So even though we weren’t spending much, we were still borrowing more and more. Ricky felt awful that Naomi was the one financing our life, but we both felt so ashamed, as though we had failed at the very basics of being parents.


Around the same time, the blogosphere and parenting sites like Mumsnet had bloomed and there were lots of mums starting their own blogs online. Ricky enjoyed talking to people on Twitter (now known as X) and came up with the idea of starting a ‘dad blog’, really just to stay sane. He’d tried a few baby groups but he was always the only dad there and felt quite isolated as a stay-at-home parent. As we had money worries, the name Skint Dad seemed to fit, and he started writing in August 2013. His first articles were about the general business of being a stay-at-home dad: looking after Chloe, what was happening in Peppa Pig and who was going to win The X Factor.


Then one day, we realised we had £6.20 in the bank and there was still a week to go until payday. We’d maxed out on all our credit cards, reached all our overdraft limits and scoured down the back of the sofa for every last penny – there was nowhere else to find any money. We’d been broke before, but this time we really began to panic. We had a baby and children at school, how were we going to feed them? Ricky said he wanted to write about this predicament on the blog and share what we were going through, but Naomi didn’t want the world to know about our problems. We had a big argument that evening and when Naomi went to bed, Ricky stayed up late writing his blog.


Here’s what he wrote:




It’s the 17 September, still a week away from payday, and all you have left is £6.20 to your name. In the cupboard there is only enough food to feed your family for three days and on top of this your one-year-old only has four nappies left.


This is the situation we found ourselves in this month. We knew it would be tight financially, it always is, but this month was worse than others. Normally, a week before payday we at least have enough food to last even if there isn’t any money left.


For the first time in a long time, we had gotten ourselves into a situation that I was unsure how to get out of. We’d always struggled financially but never to this extent.


The good news (if you can call it that) is we did make it through to payday, we did survive.


SURVIVING ON THE BREADLINE


First of all, we needed to set some priorities. There was us, our nine-year-old daughter Daniella and our one-year-old daughter Chloe living at home. Beth, our eldest, was living at her mum’s but Ricky still paid child maintenace for her as well. We needed to eat and Chloe needed nappies.


These are what we wrote down on a scrap of paper in order of importance:


1. Feeding the children


2. Nappies for youngest


3. Feeding mum and dad


Next, we went to the kitchen and made a list of all the food we had in the cupboards, fridge and freezer. It wasn’t a great deal but more than we presumed. We worked out that with the food we had in the house, if we were careful, we could feed the children breakfast, lunch and dinner for four days.


This would mean me and Skint Mum missing out on ‘proper’ dinner a couple of times but we were OK with that.


So that left us with three days’ worth of food and nappies to purchase. It was getting late and we were both emotionally shattered so we went to bed. I didn’t sleep much that night. It was 2 a.m. when I last looked at the time. Lots of things were going through my mind.


I felt like I’d let my family down by getting into this situation. I kept having flashbacks about bills coming through the door, creditors ringing demanding money, and me having to borrow from anywhere and anyone just to keep our heads afloat. I had let them down.


The next morning Naomi left for work and Daniella left for school, leaving me and Chloe to go to the shops and try to make our £6.20 stretch as far as possible. The first item I looked at was nappies. We normally bought Pampers but I obviously couldn’t afford them so I grabbed the cheapest ones I could find. It was the shop’s own brand, twenty nappies for £1.41. I was concerned about the quality but what else could I do?


Next on to the food. I had just under a fiver left so I headed straight for the pasta which I knew would be reasonably cheap. Grabbing three bags of basic shapes for 29p per 500g I started to think we could do this. Pasta sauce next, two jars cost 39p per 440g and I could split the jars if I had to. I then headed to the frozen aisle where I picked up twenty frozen sausages for 91p and a 1kg bag of frozen mixed veg for 75p.


That left me £1.48 which I used to buy two tins of new potatoes for 15p each, two tins of beans for 25p each and six bananas. When I arrived home I put the kettle on, sat Chloe in the lounge, laid all the food we had and what I had bought on the kitchen side. We had done it. We had enough food to last until more money came in the following week.


OK, I’ll admit, the food we had wasn’t the most nutritious, also there wasn’t really any variety, but at least we could eat. At least when I put my children to bed every night I knew they had full bellies.


Today is payday and it all starts again. After all the bills are paid we don’t have much left. The last week has really opened my eyes to how close we actually are to the breadline every single month. I’ve realised we cannot carry on living paycheck to paycheck because it’s not living, is it? It’s surviving.


Starting from this month, Skint Mum and I are going to make some changes. We are going to stop surviving and start believing. Believing that we don’t have to live like this. Believing that we can make a better life for our family. I don’t want to live in poverty. I don’t want my children to grow up thinking this is normal. We want a better life and I’m going to use everything I have to achieve it.





That blog post changed everything for us. The next morning, we woke up to literally hundreds of messages from people all over the world, sharing their own money worries and giving us their advice and tips. The post was shared and re-shared on social media everywhere and we even had journalists from national newspapers calling to talk to us about it. It was really a very humbling experience to hear from so many people and it was so reassuring to realise others were in the same boat – we were not alone. It felt like we had taken the first step to dealing with being skint.


When the blog post was shared on the front page of Mumsnet and we started to read all the comments by parents who were also worrying about how to feed their kids, things began to fall into place. It made us realise that we had something important to say, something that we could really work with, and it was a way to hold us accountable for getting our finances sorted. We decided to share our entire budget online, for everyone to see, and people were really interested. So we continued to tell our story, talking about money and how we were getting ourselves out of debt. As more and more people signed up for our newsletter and read our blog posts, the Skint Dad community was born.


Four years and a lot of blog posts and research later, we realised our dream and were both able to go full time running Skint Dad. We’ve never been about having flashy cars or designer clothes; we’ve never wanted the kind of ostentatious wealth some people might chase. We just want to have a nice home, go on holiday with our girls, eat out from time to time, and be able to sleep at night without worrying about debts and living month to month. We’ve finally achieved that financial freedom and now we’re sharing everything we’ve learned with you. And, while we’re still Skint Dad by name, the advice we’re sharing here is as meaningful and helpful for non-parents and single people, young and old, as it is about those of you who are raising families.


We’re not going to bamboozle you with financial terminology or complex maths – that’s not what we’re about. We simply believe in making every single penny count, whether it’s your monthly wages or 5p you found in an old coat pocket. It’s all about thinking smarter so that you can do things you love and enjoy this precious life. You’ll find what we share is always simple, honest, and no-frills. But most importantly it’s achievable. Because if we can do it, so can you!


We’ve broken the book down into really easy to follow sections. In Before We Start, we show you how to create a budget that you can genuinely work with, share why budgeting doesn’t need to be dull and how it can be your best friend on this journey. Then we’ve broken money down into three key sections: Save Money, Make Money and Manage Money. We’ve learned that getting back on track isn’t only about reducing spending, getting a better paid job or finding a savings account that works for you, it’s a combination of all of these things and loads more. So, within each section, you’ll find loads of ideas, tips and advice, plus personal stories from us and members of the Skint Dad community to inspire and motivate you. We’ve also included contact details for all of the organisations that can help you on your way, so you’ve got everything you need for making every penny count, right here at your fingertips.


Sound good? Ready to get started? Let’s go!


Naomi and Ricky x
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Before We Start


LET’S TALK ABOUT BUDGETING


It wasn’t until Naomi and I sat down and really talked with each other about our finances that we began to make any kind of real progress. It was something we knew we needed to do, but when your finances are out of control, budgeting can feel like an overwhelming task. Either that or it just seems a bit boring. We used to think that too! But by taking control we’ve grown to actually enjoy the budgeting process – it helps us see the whole picture and gives us choices. With the knowledge our budget gives us, we decide where our money goes, instead of our money telling us what we can and can’t do. Budgeting means financial freedom, and there’s nothing boring about that. You just have to do the groundwork.


So put all your preconceptions to one side, stay with us, trust the process, and see what making a budget can do for you.


READ THIS BIT FIRST ↓


Our tips for getting the most out of your budget




1. Find a way that works for you. We love an Excel spreadsheet, but not everyone is the same. There are some great budgeting apps out there these days that can help, or maybe you prefer an old-fashioned pen and paper. It doesn’t matter how you do it, what matters is that you feel comfortable working with your budget and – most importantly – you can easily use it and update it. Think of your budget as a living thing that needs regular attention, not a lot of rules set in stone.


2. Be honest with yourself. There’s no right or wrong and no one is coming to tell you off about your budget! Being really honest with yourself is the ONLY way to do this. So if you have a secret scratch card habit or know you probably spend more than you can afford on clothes each month, put it all in there. Only by looking at it all in one place will you get a clear picture and be able to start making changes. Online banking can be really useful in helping you see where your money is going and what you are spending it on.


3. Be realistic about what you can and can’t live without. Becoming debt free and having a bit put aside definitely means making some sacrifices, but at the same time, there’s no point pretending you can simply cut something significant out of your life overnight, as you’ll only end up back at square one.


4. Don’t worry if you don’t know all the exact amounts to begin with, just try to make realistic estimates and always round up your totals. Rounding up, even by just a few pence, gives you a little buffer to help when something unexpected happens or when certain things fluctuate in price; for example, it’s a busy month for birthday presents or the price of your supermarket essentials have gone up.


5. Talk about it. Whether it’s a partner, a friend or an online community, sharing your decision to get serious about your finances is a great way to make yourself accountable. Checking-in with other people also helps you realise what you’re going through isn’t anything to be ashamed of. We should all talk more about money; it is only discriminatory employers and credit lenders who thrive on our silence.







Self-employed? Or get paid weekly? Sometimes it can feel like the world is only set up for people who earn a monthly income. We know how confusing it can be to have to think about what you spend on something every month, when you don’t always get paid every month. Again, there are some great apps out there now aimed at helping freelancers and sole traders manage their money. But if you want to keep things simple, the best way to get a good estimate of your monthly earnings is an equation where you divide your last annual income total by 12.


Say your income last year was £24,000


Divide it by 12


Your monthly income is going to be £2,000


Now, some months you might not earn £2,000 and others you might earn more. But if you have that number in your mind as the maximum you will bring home in a month, you will at least be able to make sure your outgoings don’t exceed what you can afford. It’s not pinpoint accuracy but it’s good enough to get started with! Remember your budget is a living thing, so you can come back to it and tweak it as much or as little as you need to.


Being self-employed can be great for things like flexibility and job satisfaction, but it takes real focus and commitment to manage your finances. You can do it. Start with a budget.





CREATING YOUR BUDGET


Now you’ve committed to creating your budget and shared your exciting news with others, it’s time to write everything down.


This is how we do it:




1. Split your budget into categories.


The first category should be your Income. Write down everything you have coming in, no matter how small:




– Wages


– Benefits/Tax Credits


– Maintenance (if you are a single parent)


– Side hustle





The next category or categories should be all your Fixed Expenses. These can include:




– Mortgage/rent


– Household bills


– Council tax


– Debts (credit cards, loans)


– Transport (car, train, etc.)


– Sinking fund


– Savings





You can have as many categories as you like. Some people like to see every single cost; others are happier to group costs into general headings such as ‘Energy bills’. Do what works for you – just be honest with yourself about what’s going out.


Fixed expenses should not include variable costs like your food shop or petrol, or nice-to-haves like clothes or make-up.







That sinking feeling


A lot can change from month to month and unexpected costs can creep in from anywhere. It might be an issue with your car, a school trip or even a leaving meal with colleagues at work. There are also things you know will likely happen each year at some point, but can’t be sure when, whether it’s a car service, school uniform or a new pair of glasses. While you can’t always accurately predict which costs are going to come in when, you can put a small amount aside throughout the year so that you’re ready for them. This is your sinking fund. It’s slightly different to a regular savings account in that you can and probably will need to access it, and it’s for specific costs such as the ones mentioned above.


It’s generally not a good idea to try to save when you have debts – because debt usually costs you more in interest than anything you can earn on savings – but a sinking fund is always a good idea, whether you have debts or not.


You can keep your sinking fund in a savings account or if you have a bank account that allows you to create pots or pockets you can keep your sinking fund in one of them. But be very clear about what the sinking fund is for and try not to dip into it for everyday costs like food shopping. It’s there for when you’re sinking!







Your third category should be your Variable Expenses. This includes food, clothes, entertainment and general day-to-day living such as:




– Supermarket shop


– Clothes


– Netflix/other subscriptions


– Football season ticket


– Personal care (hairdressers, cosmetics)


– Kids’ clubs/school trips





These costs are likely to change and fluctuate every month, which is why it’s so important to have a budget planner you can easily access and update.





[image: image] Skint Tip: Get ahead of the game by setting up twelve monthly budget planning sheets at the same time, one for each month. Put all your fixed expenses and any income you know is coming in there, so you can start to look ahead to the coming months as well as manage your current month’s money. This can be particularly useful if you know you are going away or will be spending more money in a particular month.




2. Now you have your Income and your Fixed and Variable Expenses, you can work out what you have left for the month by simply taking your Expenses away from your Income.


If you are lucky enough to have money left over, there’s plenty you can do to help it grow. We’ll show you how in the next chapter!


If you don’t have any money left over or find you are spending more than you are earning, this is the moment where everything changes. We’ll help you turn things around, keep reading!





This is what a typical monthly budget looks like in our house:






	Monthly Budget July 2023







	Income







	Pay (after tax)


	£2,500.00







	Side hustle


	£100.00







	Benefits


	







	Pension


	







	Other income


	







	Total


	£2,600.00







	 


	 







	Outgoings







	Household bills







	Mortgage/rent


	£700.00







	Council tax


	£100.00







	Gas


	£50.00







	Electric


	£50.00







	Water


	£30.00







	TV licence


	£15.00







	Home phone/broadband


	£40.00







	Mobile


	£40.00







	Digital TV


	 







	Car insurance


	£20.00







	Home insurance


	 







	Other insurance


	£30.00







	 


	 







	Debts







	Loan


	£70.00







	Credit card


	£50.00







	Hire purchase


	 







	Other


	 







	 







	Misc expenses


	 







	Car maintenance


	£ 30.00







	School trips


	 







	Vet bills


	 







	Other


	 







	 







	Living costs







	Food


	£450.00







	Fuel


	£60.00







	Transport


	 







	Road tax


	£10.00







	Child care costs


	£40.00







	Kids clubs


	£40.00







	Subscription


	£10.00







	Entertainment


	£50.00







	Clothing


	£50.00







	Personal care


	£10.00







	Other


	£10.00







	 







	Savings


	 







	Emergency fund


	£150.00







	Savings


	£150.00







	Children


	£50.00







	Christmas/birthdays


	£50.00







	Opticians


	£10.00







	Total outgoings


	£2,395.00







	 


	 







	Total income minus total outgoings


	£205.00








[image: image] Skint Tip: Now have a go at doing your own budget and see what it looks like. And take a moment to give yourself a pat on the back. If you’ve come this far you’re already well on the way to finally being in control of your money.


Next up: Learn how to save more of your money, the Skint Dad way.
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