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Life Lessons Learned: Budgeting

One of the most challenging aspects of becoming an adult is learning how to spend money wisely and create a budget in which to survive on a given income.  As a young person, I never gave much thought to budgeting.  I didn’t have many bills outside of rent and a car.  However, when I got married, the bills I incurred seemed to grow exponentially.  When we decided to add a child into the mix things changed even more.  There was a house to purchase, a second vehicle to maintain, dogs to care for, and a child to get through school.  We also had to cope with moving expenses, medical bills, vet bills and other catastrophes.  Over the course of this semester, I was required to keep track of my daily expenditures in order to discover my spending habits.  I decided that this would be an opportune time to review this information and finally devise a budget for my household.  What I discovered surprised me in some ways and disappointed me in others.
	The first thing that I discovered was that a large amount of money was spent on food.  Not only did we spend a large amount of money on groceries but we spent quite a bit of money on eating out.  I looked back over my records to try and determine why my family was spending so much on food.  After conferring with my husband, we learned that we would go grocery shopping with the intent of cooking meals throughout the week but then would fail to follow through with the concept, opting for fast food.  We also discovered that we were basically wasting money by doing this: the groceries would spoil and we would end up throwing away hundreds of dollars into the garbage.    To stop the hemorrhaging, my husband and I decided to implement a weekly menu which would be imitated on the weekend.  We would devise a meal for each day of the week, shop for and prepare most of the meal on the weekends, and freeze them. This would allow our family to reduce our food costs while, hopefully, improving our overall health.  We estimated that we could reduce our monthly food costs by about $200.
	Another phenomenon that I discovered was that some of our utility bills were quite high.  I decided it would be a good idea to speak with these companies to see if there were ways we could reduce these costs.  For example, our cell phone bill included roll-over minute, data plans for two I-phones and a data plan for an I-pad.  In reviewing our cell phone and data plan usage, we discovered that most of the minutes we pay for get rolled-over.   Since there is no expiration date on our minutes, we store almost 1000 minutes between our two phones.  We also discovered that we don’t really need a data plan for our I-pad because we only use the device when we are in Wi-Fi areas.  So we are essentially paying for a data plan that we can access for free.  We spoke with our carrier and were able to reduce our cellphone and data plan costs by almost $150.  This prompted us to look at our other utilities.   We were able to reduce our utility cost by about $350 per month.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Another area that soaked up large amounts of our monthly income was our cars.  We own a small SUV and a small car.  We have been able to pay off both cars but it is the cost of gasoline that really gouges our wallet.  Typically, we use our SUV because it is more easily accessible.  However, it costs $50 to $55 to fill the tank and it only gets 25 miles to the gallon.  Our car only cost $40 to $45 to fill and gets 30 to 35 miles to the gallon.  It would seem almost intuitive to use the car over the SUV, but we often times sacrifice money for convenience.  However, we were able analyze our potential savings in this area alone, we simply rearranged our garage which made the car more readily available.  We also looked into places that offer gasoline discounts such as Smith’s.  They offer discounts on their gasoline based on a point system that is devised by patronizing their stores. It is estimated that we could save $50 to $60 per month if we did these few simple things
It would almost appear that we have reduced everything and no longer indulge in “fun” things.   This is certainly not the case.  We still enjoy dining out but we now reserve that for Saturdays and unusual situations.  We don’t depend on dining out as our primary form of sustenance.  We have not stopped doing family outings or vacations; we just decided that there was a better way to plan for these expenses.  By doing a little preplanning, like looking for discount coupons or certain day where rates might me less expensive, we can still have a good time without having to spend an sizeable amount of money.  I still like to run my air conditioner during the summer but I have found a more cost effective and efficient way to do this activity.  By doing a little research, we have found ways to still enjoy the things we like while reducing our costs for these endeavors.
I will be the first to admit that I hate reviewing finances and budgeting.  I would like it if I were independently wealthy and could depend on someone else to manage my money.  However, since my lottery check or inheritance fund has not yet found its way to my bank account, I have no choice but to grab this bull by its horns.  I thought that living on a budget meant giving up doing the things that I wanted to do but what I learned was that there is a smarter, more financially responsible way to do these things.  In fact, with the money we think we can save, we are planning a trip  to Hawaii this fall.  I wasn’t expecting that when I first began this project.  Little did I know that a simple college course would get me back to the ocean.
	
	
	
	
