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Where is my money going?
Liz’s paychecks went straight into her 
checking account, but the balance 
wasn’t growing like she expected. She 
couldn’t figure out what was happening 
to her money, and lost sleep because of 
financial worries.

To see where your hard-earned cash is 
going, spend a week or month tracking 
spending. Capture every expense, from 
coffee to gas to groceries. 

To get the details, log into online banking 
and credit card accounts to see a list of purchases. Capture cash buys by writing 
down the amount spent in a notebook, saving receipts, or using a phone app.

Use a spreadsheet to place these 
expenditures into categories, such 
as groceries, eating out, housing, 
insurance, and entertainment. This 
lets you see how much is spent on 
necessities – such as rent and utilities 
– and what you’re paying for extras, like 
a concert, fast food lunches, or new 
shoes you really didn’t need. 

Once you’ve tracked your spending, 
create a spending plan and set savings 
goals. You’ll know how much you need 
to set aside for necessities, and where 
you should cut back.

Liz decided to start trimming in two 
categories that seemed bloated: 
entertainment and eating out. She 
aimed to spend less in these areas and 
channel the extra money into savings.

Improve your finances 
with the 50/30/20 rule
One way to begin breaking down 
how your money should be spent is 
to use the 50/30/20 rule. This method 
breaks down your after-tax income 
this way:

50 percent for needs 
(such as housing, utilities, 
groceries, insurance, 
transportation, minimum 
credit card payment)

30 percent for wants 
(such as eating out, 
travel, cable, cell phone 
plans, gym membership, 
nonessential clothing)

20 percent for savings 
and debt repayment 
(emergency fund, 
retirement, high-interest 
debt)

Use these percentages to break your 
income down into the three general 
categories, and then decide how 
much to spend on the areas within 
each category. 

If your budget adds up to more than 
you’re bringing in, look for ways to 
cut back. You may need to find an 
apartment with lower rent, eat out 
less, or save money on gas by using 
public transportation.

It’s important to have a spending plan 
or budget to make sure your money 
is being spent on things that matter 
most to you. Cutting back on some 
expenses now can help you build an 
emergency fund and meet a longer-
term goal, such as buying a house or 
a new car.

My Expenses

Housing

Mortgage/Rent $

Utilities $

Food

Groceries $

Eating out $

Transportation

Gas $

Taxi $

Debt payments/bills $

Entertainment $

By the numbers
4 in 10 adults could not cover a $400 emergency expense  
without borrowing money or selling something.

25 percent of adults have no retirement savings or pension.

Less than 40 percent of adults think their retirement savings are on track.

Source: Report on the Economic Well-Being of U.S. Households in 2017-May 2018 
from the Federal Reserve Board
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Use these tips to manage financial stress
Financial difficulties can strain your back, in addition to your bank account. 

Back pain, headaches, sleep troubles, difficulty focusing, and a feeling of being 
overwhelmed can all be signs of stress, and financial issues are a common 
source of anxiety for many Americans. 

To manage the emotional and physical strain of financial worries:

Connect with family and friends. They can provide emotional support. 

Be active. Enjoy the stress-relieving benefits of low-cost physical activity by 
going for a walk, run, bike ride, or swim. 

Stay away from unhealthy choices. Don’t try to cope by overeating or drinking too much 
alcohol. Take care of yourself with a balanced diet that includes fruits, vegetables, lean 
protein, and whole grains.

Be mindful. Quiet your thoughts with guided meditation, yoga, or another mindfulness 
practice.

Write. Use a journal to write down what you’re grateful for, and 
corral anxious thoughts by putting them down on paper.

Rest. Establish a relaxing bedtime ritual and go to bed and get 
up at the same time each day.

Make a plan. Take steps to reduce financial anxiety by setting 
financial goals, building a budget, planning to pay down debt, 
and establishing an emergency fund. 

Use an emergency fund to stay afloat
When an unexpected expense pushes you into rough 
financial waters, an emergency fund can be a lifesaver.

The fund gives you a place to turn if your car breaks 
down, the roof leaks, or a health issue arises. Having 
money set aside in a special account means you won’t 
need to borrow or sell another investment.

An emergency fund should be separate from your 
checking account and should contain at least three to 
six months of living expenses. If you’re spending $2,000 
on housing, utilities, transportation, and food each 
month, you should have at least $6,000 set aside in an 
emergency fund.

It’s best to use a low-risk 
investment, such as a savings 
account or money market 
fund, as your emergency 
resource. Stocks can be 
volatile, and you might have 
to sell at a loss if you need 
to get to your money quickly. 
Borrowing from a 401k 
account could bring a tax 

penalty, and it’s likely that relying on a credit card as your 
source of emergency cash will bring a financial setback 
down the road.

To get the fund established, set a savings goal and build 
it up with monthly investments that are deposited directly 
into the account. If you have to make a withdrawal, start 
rebuilding immediately.

Next month:
Sleep

How not to break your budget
One way to stick to your 
budget is with the envelope 
system. Once you’ve decided 
how much you want to spend 
on certain items — like 
groceries or entertainment — 
take a week’s worth of cash 
out of the bank for them. 

Use only cash for purchases in that category. Seeing the 
amount of money in the envelope gradually disappear 
is a great way remind yourself how much you have left 
to spend. Once the envelope is empty, stop spending 
money in that category for the week. 

Another option is to use envelopes for the all money you 
plan to spend during a month. If you’re running low in 
an essential category (like groceries) at the end of the 
month, you may be able to cover the shortfall by taking 
some money out of a nonessential category, such as 
entertainment.

If you’re not sure how much money you’ll need at the 
beginning of the week or month, track your expenses 
before using the system. Then create a budget to 
estimate how much you’ll spend. 

It’s best to overestimate, and have money left at the end 
of the month, than to run short.

Any money left in the in the envelopes at the end of the 
week or month can be rolled over to next set of envelopes 
or placed into a savings account or emergency fund.

72% of Americans 
are stressed by 
money.

22% of Americans are 
extremely stressed 
by money.

Source: American Psychological Association, 
“Stress in America: Paying With Our Health”
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