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Praise for The Money Saving Mom®’s Budget

“Crystal Paine does it all as an entrepreneur, wife, and mom—and that means she knows all about finding room in a home budget! From reducing clutter to finding amazing coupon deals outside the grocery aisle, The Money Saving Mom’s Budget will help you make dollars and sense of your life again.”

—Dave Ramsey, New York Times bestselling author and nationally syndicated radio talk show host

“This book is a great solution for anyone who’s struggling with the high cost of groceries and is ready to get on a budget!”

—Mary Hunt, founder of Debt-Proof Living and award-winning author of 7 Money Rules for Life

“For this mama of six, driving a fourteen-year-old vehicle, endeavoring to live frugally and to live generously, this book not only offers fresh inspiration, it offers a practical, creative plan to make your life priorities—the reality of your life. And her last chapter on contentment? Standing ovation!”

—Ann Voskamp, author of the New York Times bestseller One Thousand Gifts

“Crystal will save you money, sure, but better yet, she will save you time. Smart home economists know there’s no point driving around all day to save $2 when those hours could be spent working, relaxing, or nurturing your family. The Money Saving Mom’s Budget teaches readers to make wise choices so we can devote time and money to what matters most.”

—Laura Vanderkam, author of 168 Hours: You Have More Time Than You Think

“Are you looking for more wiggle room in your budget? As a mom of ten, I spent years learning to spend our dollars wisely. If I’d been armed with Crystal Paine’s book a couple of decades ago, I’m quite sure that my learning curve would have included fewer mistakes. The Money Saving Mom’s Budget offers real hope to real families who want to escape the cycle of overspending and debt. With a guide like Crystal by your side, you can do this!”

—Mary Ostyn, author of Family Feasts for $75 a Week
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This book is dedicated to my wonderful husband, Jesse.

Thank you for encouraging me to jump way outside my comfort zone back in 2003 when I had a crazy idea to start my own business. Three businesses, countless failures, and nine years later, you’re still my biggest cheerleader.

Thank you for believing in me yet again. I love you with all my heart.


MONEY SAVING MOM®’S 7 RULES FOR FINANCIAL SUCCESS

RULE #1: SET BIG GOALS AND BREAK THEM DOWN INTO BITE-SIZED PIECES

Month 1

Action points: Brainstorm three goals and break them down into yearly, monthly, and weekly goals; set up monthly Goal Accountability Meetings.

RULE #2: STREAMLINE YOUR LIFE AND CUT THE CLUTTER

Month 2

Action points: Create a Personal Priorities List, implement a Time Budget, go through your house from top to bottom.

RULE #3: SET UP A REALISTIC, WORKABLE BUDGET

Month 3, 4, and 5

Action point: Take the Three-Month Budget Challenge.

RULE #4: TAKE THE CASH-ONLY CHALLENGE

Month 6, 7, and 8

Action points: Cut up your credit and debit cards (or stick them in the freezer!) and take the Cash-Only Challenge.

RULE #5: USE COUPONS

Month 9 and 10

Action points: Start collecting and organizing coupons, begin menu planning based upon what’s on sale at the store and what you have on hand, practice the Buy-Ahead Principle, become an advanced couponer, try your hand at other ways of lowering your grocery bill.

RULE #6: NEVER PAY RETAIL

Month 11

Action points: Look for creative ways to cut costs on items you need or want to purchase; find ways to have fun—on a dime.

RULE #7: CHOOSE CONTENTMENT

Month 12

Action points: Make a Gratitude List; stop comparing yourself to others; become a giver; choose to bloom where you’re planted.



INTRODUCTION

Harried, hurried, overworked, overwhelmed, cramped for time, stressed, frustrated . . . Do these words describe you? Do you feel like you’re constantly being pulled in a hundred different directions? Do you go to bed at night feeling more tired and behind than you were the night before? Do you wish you could get your finances under control and stop spending more than you make but feel so far behind that brushing your teeth and showering every day feel like accomplishments?

This book is for you. It’s not a get-rich-quickly manual. I’m not going to tell you how to make millions off the stock market. Nor is it a volume on bizarre money-saving tactics that require hours of time to reap a few cents in savings. (I promise I won’t recommend recycling toilet paper or stuffing your pillows with dryer lint!) Instead, I hope to come alongside you with simple, proven advice to help you get back on your feet and in control of your finances, to start telling your money where to go, and to begin experiencing the peace that comes from financial freedom.

Saving money is going to take time and hard work. If living beneath your means or saving sixty-five percent on your grocery bills were effortless, everyone would be doing it! However, I’m convinced that anyone committed to changing their financial situation can do so—if they are willing to change their habits, to persevere even when it’s tough, and to keep their eyes set on the end goal. The long-term benefits of short-term sacrifices and determination can be incredible.

Maybe you have piles of debt and are always behind on payments. Maybe you feel stuck in a job where you’re barely keeping your head above water, and you have two children and a dog to take care of, too. The good news? You’re never stuck—unless you choose to be. You can choose to set goals, work hard, get creative, persevere, and make wise choices. Ultimately, these wise choices can propel you to greater financial success than you’ve ever dreamed.

So what are we waiting for? Let’s get started!



CHAPTER ONE

IF YOU DON’T KNOW WHERE YOU’RE GOING, ANY TRAIN WILL GET YOU THERE


Our culture is prone to impatience: we have fast-food restaurants, microwave meals, instant coffee, disposable diapers, and overnight shipping. Every day, we are bombarded with information: how to live longer, lose weight, and make more money—within minutes. Everyone is looking for a quick fix—the one-step program to “have it all.”

I wish I could tell you that there’s a simple two-minute plan you can implement and become a millionaire tomorrow. While you might see advertisements promising you ways to make $1,000 per day with little or no effort, shortcuts and gimmicks to financial freedom will ultimately fail and land you back in the same place you started—or worse. There’s no way around it: true financial success is bred and born of patience, sacrifice, hard work, determination, and discipline.

Until you stop messing around and start getting down to business, you’ll likely live your life running around in circles, never getting a handle on your finances. As I’ve run MoneySavingMom.com over the last five years and interacted with thousands of readers in person and through email, one thing always astounds me: only a few people know how to take the first step toward financial stability. Oh yes, many people have lots of great big ideas—they want to make a million dollars or move to a bigger house or land a six-figure salary. However, very few people know how to make their ideas reality. But guess what? You can! It starts with a very simple principle.


RULE #1: SET BIG GOALS AND BREAK THEM DOWN INTO BITE-SIZED PIECES

You have a choice: you can stand and gaze at the mountain you want to climb and think about how it’s too steep, too treacherous, and too overwhelming because you have too much debt, too many bills, or too small an income to get to where you want to be. Or you can map out a way to reach the summit, put on your mountain-climbing gear, and take the first step, and the next step, and the next: paying down one bill, saving up for a big purchase instead of buying on credit, or clipping coupons to cut your grocery bill. Even if you don’t succeed in climbing all the way to the top (though I hope you do!), if you don’t know where you’re going and don’t take the first step, you’ll never get anywhere at all.

A can-do, committed attitude can propel you to greater financial success than you ever dreamed. Don’t waste another moment sitting and sulking about your struggles, or how you wish you had more money, more time, or a better job. Commit to change right now. The only way to gain traction and make significant progress is by setting specific, realistic, written goals and then breaking those goals down into bite-sized pieces.

HOW TO BEGIN GOAL SETTING

1. Clear out a one-hour block of time in your schedule this week. That might not seem possible if you have a jam-packed calendar, but I promise it will be worth it. Skip your evening television ritual, get up an hour earlier, or find some other creative way to squeeze it in.

2. Sit down with a blank piece of paper (or use the chart on page 187) and ask yourself, “Where do I want to be financially five years from now?”

3. Write down everything that comes to mind: the big ideas, the little ideas, the sane ideas, and the crazy ideas. Write them all down; there are no wrong answers. (Well, if you say you want to amass $50,000 in debt, that’s a wrong answer!)

4. After you’ve brainstormed a bunch of ideas, go back through them and choose three goals.

• Pick one financial goal that you are sure is possible in the next six months to a year.

• Pick one financial goal that you think you could reasonably achieve in the next few years, if you really set your mind to it.

• Finally, pick one financial goal that you love but that feels like a near-impossible goal.

• Note: If you have credit card debt, car loans, medical debt, student loans, or any other consumer debt, paying it off should be your primary goal. Once you’ve paid off your consumer debt, prioritize paying off your mortgage or saving for a large down payment on a home.

5. Write down your three goals. If you often feel like you are spinning your wheels and getting nowhere financially, this one step will change everything about how you view your money. Writing down your goals focuses your energy and allows you to start moving forward toward a specific target. Your written goals become your financial roadmap, giving you purpose even during the most mundane day-to-day tasks, like grocery shopping. They also serve as encouragement for you to press on, even if you have a month of unexpected bills and setbacks, or if you’re going at a slower pace than you’d hoped.

6. Break your goals into bite-sized, measurable pieces. Figure out what you need to do over the next five months or five years (depending upon the goal) to accomplish each of your goals. Break these goals down into yearly chunks, break those yearly chunks down into monthly chunks, and then break the monthly chunks down even further into weekly chunks. If you’re struggling to break a goal down into bite-sized pieces, start with when you want to accomplish the goal, and work backwards.

For instance, if you want to pay off $1,500 in credit card debt over the next 12 months, divide $1,500 by 12 months. This gives you a figure of $125 per month. Divide the $125 monthly goal by four to get your weekly goal of $32 per week. Determining the weekly amount of $32 gives feet to the goal: now you know exactly how much extra you need to make or save each week in order to pay off that $1,500 credit card in the next year. While $1,500 may seem like a big amount—especially if you’re living on a tight budget or struggling to make ends meet—once you break it down into the bite-sized piece of $32 per week, it becomes much more realistic and doable.

It’s not enough to just have that dollar figure, though. You also need to have a specific plan for how you’ll actually come up with that extra money. Will you work a few extra hours each week? Have a big garage sale or take on an extra side job? Cut or lower some of your expenses? Think through your monthly spending and see if there’s something you can reduce or eliminate for at least a year in order to accomplish this goal.

I’ll be sharing hundreds of ways to lower your expenses creatively in the following chapters, but for now, if you can’t come up with any way to scrape together an additional $32 per week to put toward your $1,500 credit card debt, then you probably need to go back to the drawing board and extend your time frame for completing the goal to something more realistic. Maybe you need eighteen months or twenty-four. The last thing you want to do is set yourself up for failure from the get-go.

Some of your financial goals might not be so concrete. For instance, if you want to increase your income by $500 per month, developing a plan of action isn’t going to be as clear-cut. You’ll probably need to allow for some variables. But don’t let that keep you from setting the goal and breaking it down into bite-sized pieces. You can still come up with specific, measurable things to do on a weekly basis to put you where you hope to be in a year, five years, or ten years from now.

7. Post your goals in a conspicuous location and review them often. Every month, track your progress at a Monthly Goal Accountability Meeting and be encouraged by the traction you’re getting. This is your opportunity to review your progress from the past month, pinpoint areas you struggled with, consider ways to make faster progress in the future (could you cut another unnecessary expense or further reduce a necessary one?), reassess your goals, and see if they need any tweaking. Even if you end up taking longer to accomplish the goal than you’d hoped, you’ll still be much further along than if you never set a goal in the first place. And who knows? Maybe you’ll end up reaching it sooner than you’d even thought possible!

8. Reward yourself for a job well done. One of the best ways to keep yourself motivated is to reward yourself for accomplishing goals. Knowing there’s a reward at the finish line can give you greater motivation to keep pressing forward. If your timetable for completing a goal is longer than six months, choose specific milestones to celebrate along the way—say, a reward for each time you hit another 25 percent in savings or pay off another 25 percent of that particular credit card.

WHY YOU WON’T GET ANYWHERE WITHOUT SETTING GOALS

Am I really telling you that something as simple and uncomplicated as setting goals will help you pay off your $15,000 student loan or pay cash for a car? Absolutely. Although it sounds straightforward, goal setting is more than tacking a list to your bulletin board: it’s a mind-set.

Goals Give You Purpose

I love watching the Olympics every two years. The dedication and determination of Olympic athletes never ceases to amaze and inspire me. Many of these athletes spend the bulk of their lives training, preparing, and practicing for the Olympics. They want to be the best that they can be and, ultimately, take home that much-coveted gold medal.

Do you think they’d have the same kind of drive and determination to keep a grueling workout schedule if they didn’t have a goal of participating (and hopefully bringing home a medal) in the Olympics? Likely not. There would be no reason to miss sleep and social events or put in massive hours at the gym if the Olympics (or another big competition) were not at stake.

Goals give meaning to your efforts. Without a goal, you have little motivation for putting forth effort. However, if you set a goal to pay off debt or to save to pay cash for something, there is going to be much more incentive for driving an old car instead of buying a new one or clipping coupons and bargain shopping instead of just buying whatever looks good at the store. When you know your money-saving activities are ultimately going to push you closer to your end goal, you are much more apt to actually stick with them.

How Lindsey Used Goal Setting to Jump-start a Photography Business

My friend Lindsey and her husband have four young children and live on one income. Lindsey loves to take pictures and is hoping to start a photography business. However, she knew that the only way she could refine her photography skills sufficiently to earn a side income was to upgrade from a point-and-shoot camera to an expensive camera.

Now, Lindsey and her husband are very frugal and creative with their resources, but they don’t have a lot of wiggle room in their budget for extras—especially things like a pricey camera. Instead of going out and buying the camera on a payment plan, as she was tempted to do, Lindsey decided to pay cash for the camera. On their tight budget, this seemed like an almost impossible goal. But she didn’t let that deter her. She figured out how much she needed to save and then began thinking of specific things she could do every week to work toward that goal. She came up with the idea of offering “Fun Fridays”—an opportunity for moms to drop their children off for a few hours on Friday afternoons for games and activities. She also accepted a cleaning job she could do for an hour and a half once a week while her husband watched their children.

She set aside the income she earned from “Fun Fridays” and the weekly cleaning job into her camera savings account. She tracked her savings by percentages and would update her Facebook status every few weeks with how much closer she was to her goal. We all cheered for her as she inched slowly closer to the finish line.

After cleaning 34 toilets, vacuuming and dusting 190 rooms, and babysitting for 25 hours over the course of four months, she reached her savings goal and paid cash for a brand-new camera. She was thrilled—and we were all thrilled for her, too. She told me that waiting to save up to pay for her camera was so hard, but the reward of putting forth all that effort toward a goal was every bit worth it and made her appreciate her camera so much more. Plus, while she saved, it gave her time to research which camera offered the best features for the best price, and she ended up getting a different—and better—camera than she was originally planning to purchase.

I love Lindsey’s enthusiasm and can-do attitude. She didn’t sit and complain because buying a new camera seemed impossible on their budget. Nor did she go out and buy the camera on credit when she couldn’t afford it. She set a big goal, she broke it down into bite-sized pieces by determining what she’d need to do on a weekly basis to reach that goal, and then she got to work. And her patience and persistence paid off because not only does she now have a brand-new, paid-for professional camera to start her photography business with, she has experienced a great sense of fulfillment by working hard and reaching a goal.



When you set a big goal and then have the patience and persistence to stick with it, even when it’s hard and monotonous, you will reap amazing rewards.



Goals Give You Accountability

If you don’t have written goals, it’s easy to spend money like water. There’s always a new outfit or piece of jewelry or electronic gadget to buy. If you don’t have a plan for your money, you might as well spend it, because you’ve not set a true purpose for it anyway. Goals keep you on track. It’s much easier to pass by that half-price sale at GAP if you know that wearing last year’s dress to this year’s party is bringing you one step closer to being debt-free.

How We Paid Cash for Our House

My husband and I were both blessed with parents who taught us the value of hard work and financial stewardship from the time we were young. We had both lived at home, worked, and saved as much as we could before we got married. So the money we had saved, coupled with money Jesse received when his mom died, allowed us to have $35,000 in cash and no debt going into our marriage. We earmarked this savings for a specific purpose: three years of law school for Jesse.

We were both committed to continuing to work and staying out of debt while Jesse was in law school. Already thrifty by nature, our self-imposed beans-and-rice law school budget pushed us to take frugality to a whole new level. In the process, we discovered dozens of ways to squeeze a dollar out of a dime, creatively maximize the mileage of our money, and even how to buy all our groceries and household products for only $35 per week. Our scrimping and pinching pennies paid off as Jesse graduated from law school in 2006—without any student loans or debt of any kind.

After law school, our income increased significantly, but we decided to continue to live simply and save up for an audacious goal: paying cash for our first home. Since we didn’t have any debt, we had a good income, and we lived in an area where housing prices are lower than in many parts of the country (it is possible to find a starter home for $100,000 to $110,000 in our area), we knew that this goal could be achieved—if we were willing to stay focused and persevere. We’d already experienced the amazing fruits of focused intensity during law school, so we were excited to set an even bigger goal to work toward.

We spent time discussing this goal and determined that we were willing to wait up to five years to buy a home. Because we didn’t have any debt and were able to live on quite a bit less than we were making, we calculated that if we continued to live simply and frugally, it would be possible to save for a house within five years. Even while paying rent, this would put us in a better position financially than we would be if we saved up for a down payment, got a fifteen-year mortgage, and paid it off in less than ten years.

Once we had the five-year timeframe in place, we researched and determined the lowest price we could likely buy a decent starter home for. We divided this number by sixty (since there are sixty months in five years), and came up with the amount we needed to save each month in order to buy a home in five years. This specific monthly savings goal made us accountable for how we were spending our money. We carefully considered every purchase and, much of the time, found a way to make do with what we already had or go without in order to throw more money toward our house savings goals.

We didn’t always hit our savings goal each month that first year. Life happened, cars broke down, and medical expenses came along, but we never lost sight of the goal. We sat down at the end of each month and had a Monthly Goal Accountability meeting to assess where we were and the progress we had made. Seeing the ground we were covering each month and how we were slowly inching toward our goal motivated us to continue driving an older car, packing lunches instead of eating out, shopping at thrift stores, using coupons, sticking with a $40-per-week grocery budget, and delaying all other purchases which could be put off. These little things might not seem like much on their own, but combined, they were giving us significant traction toward our goal.

Our Monthly Accountability Meetings fueled our drive. We came up with new ways to save and creative ways to add additional income streams. By the second year of saving, we were reaching and exceeding our goal every single month. And by the end of two and a half years, we purchased a home—debt-free.

It was an incredible feeling to work hard and reach our goal more than two years earlier than we’d hoped. We know beyond any shadow of a doubt that if we hadn’t set the goal in the first place, broken it down into bite-sized pieces, and then kept ourselves accountable by tracking our progress each month, we never would have been able to attain this huge goal in such a short amount of time.

Goals Give You Momentum

Many times, people will say, “I wish we could be where you are financially.” And yet if I encourage them to write down goals, they will often just shrug their shoulders in defeat. This always baffles me. The crucial point that they’re missing is what I have experienced many times firsthand: when you start working toward your goals, your whole outlook on how you spend your money changes. You feel a sense of satisfaction as you make progress. Saving begets saving, and suddenly you’re finding more and more ways to achieve your goal faster than you ever thought possible.

SETTING GOALS WHEN YOU’RE TREADING WATER—OR ALREADY DROWNING

If you’re feeling like it’s impossible to set goals of any kind because you’re just trying to keep clothes on your back, food in your stomach, and the light bill paid, don’t be discouraged. As counterintuitive as it might feel at first, now is the perfect time to begin goal setting. Why? Because you are the solution to your financial problems. Yes, you can turn things around, starting today.

You might be in a major financial mess right now. You might have more credit card debt than you know what to do with and bills that come in faster than you can track. You might be struggling under the load of school loans or an upside-down mortgage. Maybe you’re considering filing for bankruptcy. But guess what? You don’t have to be stuck unless you choose to be. No matter the state of your finances, there is hope.

The $60 Principle

Here’s the key: small steps can make a big difference. If you’re in serious financial straits, when you sit down to write your goals, you’re obviously not going to set a goal to pay off thousands of dollars in debt this year or save to pay cash for a house in the next few years. Instead, you’re going to employ the $60 Principle. Your goal will be to save just $60 over the course of the next year. That’s $5 each month, or $1.25 a week. Even on the tightest budget, there is almost always a way to scrimp out extra change each week to put toward your financial goal. (If you feel like there’s just nothing else you can possibly cut, don’t be discouraged. I’ll be detailing dozens of ways to save money, stretch your dollars further, and bring in extra income in the chapters that follow.)

You might be thinking, Why bother? Sixty dollars isn’t going to do much for me. Well, you’re right. Sixty dollars isn’t going to make a significant dent in paying off debt or buying a house—yet. But the mentality behind saving $60 a year will help you get there.
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